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Chapter One

 

“Hi. This is Allison. Thank you for calling The Psychic Hotline. How can I help you see into the future?”

It was almost midnight. I was working the night shift, covering for my friend Bernice, who was on maternity leave having her third child. Or maybe it was her fourth. I’d kind of lost track.

It was exhausting working a double shift, but hey, what are friends for? Also, the money came in handy and, honestly, I had nothing better to do with my evenings these days; after all, hunky hot guys weren’t exactly breaking my door down with invitations to dinner and dancing. Unless you count the odd homicidal maniac, but that’s another story.

A complicated story, I guess. And okay, a weird one. You could say my life had been pretty normal until I’d met a suave and sophisticated older dude named Victor who’d totally swept me off my feet. With older men, there’s always a lot of baggage; you know, ex-wives, kids, substance abuse problems. That kind of stuff. With Victor, there was none of that. His only baggage was that he was a vampire...

So I ended up being both his lover and his blood donor until the day he was unexpectedly and brutally killed by a vampire hunter. The thing was, even though vampires get all the press, we who serve them are equally marked by the experience. And we become equally addicted to the act of giving our blood. Every time I did, I could feel my own latent psychic powers growing inside me.

Which Millicent insists I shouldn’t be wasting on a psychic hotline service, even though I get a real thrill out of helping others. Instead, she says I should be studying and developing my skills as a witch. Yes, I’m a witch, a very powerful one, and now I’m part of a triad of witches. Who is Millicent? Millicent is my roommate, if you can call a ghost that. She hangs around the apartment most nights, bosses me around about my habits, nags me about my friends; so, yeah, roommate.

And, yeah, she’s part of the triad. Apparently, magical circles didn’t care a lick if you were dead or alive. Anyway, it turns out that we’ve shared our lives over and over again, over the centuries. Friends, sisters, mentor, student, even mother-daughter; our relationships had taken many forms, but always we were two of three—a ‘triad’ of witches. Very powerful witches.

Samantha Moon, a beautiful soul and one of my best friends, had once been the third member of our triad, but she had been attacked by a vampire, and had her life shattered. We met after Victor died, when she was investigating a case that involved him. There’d been instant chemistry between us in spite of the circumstances, and that’s when I became her blood-donor. Which is what I like to call it—vampires and their fan-fiction groupies have all kinds of derogatory sexual terms for this relationship, but Sam and I are strictly platonic BFFs, almost sisters.

So even though there’s no guy around at the moment, like I said before: my life is complicated!

But it’s not like I envy Bernice her happy family—or her normal and secure life or anything. Okay, maybe it’s exactly like that...

Covering for her was a lot of extra work for me, but it also meant more pay, and I’ve been saving up to start my own gym. I’m really a personal trainer; my second career as a psychic is something I just drifted into because of my growing spiritual powers. Plus, working this gig is the one job in the world I can do on my laptop while curled up on my couch in my PJs, drinking hot chocolate.

Aside from being like a crisis hotline operator. Although sometimes, like tonight, there didn’t seem to be that much difference...

“Allison,” said my next caller, a teenage girl. “You totally aren’t going to like this. I...I’m pregnant. Oh, Allison, you’ve got to help me! Please!”

Did I say teenager? She sounded like she was maybe twelve—and about to burst into tears. I don’t know about you, but those are the kind of words that push all my buttons. They set my thoughts racing. For one thing, she’d said my name like she already knew me, and so naturally that made me start thinking of who she might be. Did I have any nieces that age? Or daughters of close friends? How old was Bernice’s oldest? Could it be Tammy, Samantha Moon’s teenage daughter, calling me at work because she didn’t dare tell her mom? Jesus, what would Sam say?

I projected my inner vision out into the night and caught an element of something discordant, not quite right. Something very wrong, in fact; because the moment I visualized my caller’s face and heard the muted giggles in the background, I realized exactly what was going on. Those weren’t sobs the girl was choking back; it was laughter.

“Okay, I’m definitely getting something now,” I told the little phony, who started giggling herself. “Your name is Erin, isn’t it?”

“Oh my God! How do you know that? Are you using caller ID or something?”

“What good would that be? You’re using your sister’s phone. I see you sitting on a bed. You’re surrounded by three of your friends. You’ve been eating Smiley Face Potatoes and Pepper Pals Chicken Crispers and drinking Mountain Dew, right?” I could see the containers spread around on the carpet beneath a huge wall poster of Taylor Swift.

“WTF? WTF, I mean, how do you know that? You’re freaking me out now!”

“Because it just so happens I’m a real psychic, Erin. And that’s not all I’m seeing in your room.” I decided that a little life lesson in respecting things you don’t understand—like psychics on hotlines—might do her a world of good. “There’s a ghost in there, too. A very angry and vengeful spirit who isn’t going to let you get a wink of—”

I heard shrieks and then a loud click! The line went dead.

“Allison!” came the sharp, nasty voice of the night supervisor, Donna Parseghian, over my headset. Uh oh. I’d forgotten for a second that all our calls could be monitored at any time. “You were being outrageously unprofessional.”

“But it was a prank call from a slumber party! I was just teaching them a valuable life lesson. How not to waste other people’s—”

“You need to come in and report to me in person at our offices tomorrow, Allison. Let’s say noon.” Click.

Great. I knew I was in a whole boatload of trouble. That was all I needed now; to lose my job. Because everything else in my life was just going so well.

My so very, very weird life.

After I got off the phone, I wondered just how this reporting to her office thing was going to work. I’d never been disciplined by the powers that be before, not since high school, anyway. Would Donna just fire me? Would she cut me off the hotline’s computer network now, right this minute? I knew I badly needed to sit in my Spirit Chair, to meditate, get back in harmony with my own powers and Mother Gaia, and commune with the senior partner of the triad of witches I was a part of, Millicent. 

But Millicent was dead, as I’ve said, and can only project her ghostly etheric spirit to me, and this got weaker and weaker as the moon waned. Tonight was the new moon, and even though I sent a super-strong signal of need out to her, I was getting nothing back. Ivy, the third and youngest member of our triad, was in Baja, California on a film shoot, and Samantha, my best friend and the vampire from whom I drew my psychic power after being fed on, was also off somewhere with her recently reconciled boyfriend, Kingsley.

Her werewolf boyfriend. So the darkest phase of the moon was their happy time. See? It isn’t just me. All my friends’ lives are pretty darned weird, too. I know I live in Beverly Hills, but still.

The Hotline ringtone buzzed from my computer, shattering the silence. Guess I wasn’t immediately cut off, after all.

“Hi,” I answered it. “This is Allison. Thank you for calling The Psychic Hotline. How can I help—”

“You’ve got to save me, Allison!” The voice at the other end was low and urgent, almost a rasping whisper. And it was no kid’s voice, either; this was a grown woman. And it seemed to me there was something familiar about her voice. When I reached out to touch her consciousness, all I could see was a blankness of white.

“Have we spoken before?”

“Marisa. My name is Marisa. Yes, you helped me once when I was getting over the trauma of losing my mom. I had you on speed dial. But I don’t have much time now, Allison.” I had absolutely no memory of what she was talking about, which was weird. Her voice sank even lower, if possible, so now I really did have to read her mind. “He’s coming for me.”

“Who?”

Snow. I was seeing snow everywhere, that was why everything was white. A ski lodge? Suddenly I was sure I’d caught a glimpse of ski lifts in the background. But where was she calling from where people were skiing in the middle of the summer? Switzerland?

Normally, I don’t see things through other people’s eyes. I get ‘remote views’ of their faces, of where they’re calling from, their environment. But this was different. This time, I was seeing the world as Marisa was seeing it, feeling her terror, even thinking her thoughts. Too bad they were so full of panic, I couldn’t make much sense of them.

“Who’s coming for you, Marisa? Talk to me!”

“Him...the Huntsman. It’s really her who’s making him do it—you’ve got to help me. Oh my God, he’s found me! Please call the cops for me, Allison! Please...”

And then our connection went dead. And I don’t just mean our cell phone connection; I mean our spiritual link, too. I could no longer see anything through Marisa’s eyes. My consciousness was jolted back to my own living room.

It was as if she’d never existed.


 

Chapter Two

 

I just sat there, trembling for a half minute before I realized I had to do something.

But what? The only clue I’d had was that view of white snow. And maybe some dark lines. Trees—a forest? Had I briefly glimpsed a mountain in the background? That wasn’t much to go on—I didn’t even know what state or even country she was calling from. The computer keeps a record of all our incoming calls, and her number was still on my laptop screen, but her cell had the same west Los Angeles/Beverly Hills exchange as mine: 424.

And I was pretty damn sure there wasn’t any snow here.

Normally, I’d rely on Millicent to bail me out, but she was still silent, though I kept having the feeling she was trying to get through to me. Maybe even urgently. Inhabiting the spirit plane, she probably knew a lot more about my mystery caller than I could find out even if I put a private investigator like my vampire friend Samantha Moon on the case. But what I needed now more than anything was a fix on Marisa’s cell phone number—and I knew only one person to call if I had any shot at getting that.

Detective Smithy.

I had his card. He was the homicide detective at my local police station, and we’d worked on a couple of cases together. Neither of which had exactly turned out so well, maybe, but at least the two of us had a healthy professional relationship. And after some of the crazy stuff we’d been through together, he didn’t scoff at the supernatural.

He was a bland-looking guy, a little older than me. I’m in my mid-thirties, so I guess that made him anywhere from thirty-sevenish to forty-two-plus. Which was about the size of his waistband, too, in my estimation. If not for that and his squirrelly cop mustache, Smithy might have even been kind of cute. I have to admit that whenever I was around him—and we weren’t, you know, battling demons or something—I felt an almost overwhelming urge to rip off most of his clothes, give his upper lip a good close shave, and then subject him to a couple of intense hours of weight training at the gym.

The other really great thing about him? He always works late, and seems to have no life. Pretty much like me. Actually, we’d have made a great couple—if only he didn’t look like the Pillsbury Doughboy. And if only my life wasn’t so weird.

He answered his cell on the first ring. Which was when I realized I didn’t even know his first name. ‘F. A.’ was all it said on his desk plate.

I explained the situation to him as quickly as I could. Spoken aloud, I guess it sounded kind of lame—but he hadn’t heard the terror in Marisa’s voice. I finished with: “So I was kind of wondering if there was anything detectivy you could do. You know, like trace the cell phone call back to where she made it. Or at least the closest tower or whatever, so I’d have some idea of where she was.” I noticed I was already speaking of the poor woman in the past tense.

“No, I’m afraid I can’t do that, Allison. I’d like to help—you know I don’t doubt your, um, abilities and instincts about the supernatural, not after what we’ve been through together. But it would take a court order to cough up your Psycho Hotline company’s caller records, and even if I could get a judge to sign on, which is never gonna happen, it would still probably take another week to get PacBell or whoever to comply.” 

“What about the tower? Can’t you trace it that way? I’m always reading on the Times site that you guys are running your own illegal towers to snoop on cell calls. This is an emergency! Somebody’s life may be at stake!”

“You shouldn’t believe everything you read on the Internet, Allison. Besides, even if unsubstantiated rumors like that were true, we’d still be looking for a needle in a haystack. She didn’t call you on your own cell, right? If she had, things would be a lot easier.”

My heart sank. I knew he was right.

“Look, it will be twenty-four hours before I can even put out a MisPer BOLO out for her.” This was cop-talk for a “Be On the Look Out for a Missing Person.” That much I knew from hanging around the station. “In the meantime, do some of your witchy stuff and try to bring me in something a little more solid—shall we say first thing in the morning? There’s nothing more either of us can do right now. Might as well sleep on it, am I right? You’ll feel better about this in the morning, I promise.”

“Yeah, okay.” Like I had a choice.

“Goodnight, Allison. Sleep tight.” 

Was it my imagination or had his voice sounded sort of tender when he got off? Big deal, I told myself. It’s just that he’s as lonesome as you are.

 

***

 

He was right. I did feel better in the morning.

Maybe it was just the coffee, or maybe it was because I was a woman on a mission, but I felt freshly charged up and energized like a little Eveready bunny as I drove over to the Beverly Hills police station bright and early the next morning. Somehow, things looked better in the daylight —though I knew Sam wouldn’t have agreed, being a vampire and all.

Sam was not handicapped like poor Victor, who could only go out at night—which worked because it was actually kind of normal for Las Vegas, where we lived, but still was a giant pain for both of us. Sam, on the other hand, possessed a magical ring to ward off the effects of the sun’s rays. This had been forged for her by the occult librarian at Cal State Fullerton, Archibald Maximus.

The very cute librarian, even if he was really, really old. Because he totally didn’t look it.

Actually, right now, even as I drove down North Rexford to the station, I was wearing a ring he’d made for me, too. The thing was, I wasn’t quite sure what it actually did. I was still learning its powers. Whatever they were, they certainly didn’t include getting a good non-metered parking space anywhere near the stationhouse.

“So what have you got for me?” Smithy asked after I finally found a spot for my banged-up old Toyota Camry and walked into his office. He was the only Robbery-Homicide detective at Beverly Hills, so that meant he got his own office. It was called the “squad room” or the “bullpen” in other stations, he’d told me; the main one downtown was half the size of a football field.

His wasn’t—it was about the size of my kitchen.

“Consulted all your spooks and spirits?” He meant Millicent.

“Nope.” I cleared a stack of file folders off the seat of the single chair across the desk from him and sat down. He’d cleaned up for my visit, I could tell; shined his shoes, put on his newest suit, and even trimmed his nose hairs. I felt flattered.

“I still can’t raise Millicent. She’s not a morning person, anyway.”

“What about your human partner, Ivy?”

He got that hungry, wistful sound in his voice that all men get when they ask after Ivy. She’s a knockout is why—and about ten years younger than me. She’s blonde, has a perfect figure, and glamorous good looks. He was probably hoping she’d tag along this morning, too. In fact, I realized that was probably why he’d gone to all the trouble with his appearance. Sigh.

“Sorry, you’re out of luck. She’s off on a film shoot in Baja.”

Did I mention that Ivy’s talented, too? It figures she’s an up and coming actress. If we weren’t so bound up together now with this trifecta business, I’d probably hate her.

“Anyway, I did come up with an idea or two for you in the night,” I went on. “It was the ski lifts in the distance that made me think of it. So first thing when I got up I went online and Googled ski lodges in the US. I’m pretty sure that’s where she was—is—and probably pretty close by, too. Because I’ve never actually established a close psychic link with anybody overseas.”

In point of fact, I’ve never even known anybody overseas, aside from in the military, but I didn’t need to tell him that; Smithy thought I was enough of a yokel as it was.

“So I checked out a few ski lodges here in California, but they’re all closed right now because it’s summer. And you know, there’s a drought and all.” As I was speaking, Smithy was nodding and tapping away at his own keyboard while he stared at his monitor. “There’s only one ski lodge in America that’s open for skiing all year round—La Chasse Lodge in Oregon.”

“Got it,” he said. “Good work, Allison—you’ll be up for my job at this rate. You sure this is the place?”

I nodded, beaming at the compliment. I’m a sucker for a well-earned compliment. Anyway, I was pretty sure it was the place; something inside me had sort of hummed when I first saw its web page. My Higher Self, the part of me that’s attuned to Mother Gaia.

The Great Detective brought up their Wikipedia page on his desk computer. “Let’s see...La Chasse Lodge, halfway up Mount Hood, opened in 1937, dedicated by President Roosevelt, blah, blah...looks kind of like that hotel in The Shining, doesn’t it?”

“You’re not cheering me up.”

“Sorry about that. Oh, I see. Turns out that all the exterior scenes for the movie were shot there, so not just my imagination. Let’s see, nearest police station is in Sandy...damn, that’s pretty far away. Oregon State Police has a substation in Government Camp, that’s pretty near. Hold on, I’ll give them a call.”

It took him a while, but Smithy finally got through to a sergeant on duty, who was named Robinson Doberman. Helluva name for a cop. Smithy next told this guy his name—still just the ‘F. A.’, no Fred or Frank or Ferdinand—and asked him if they’d had any reports of a missing hotel guest named Marisa, no last name.

“No missing guests or strange women wandering around in the snow up there? Okay, well, thanks for your time, Sergeant—I’ll stand you a cold one next time you come down here to the Southland. Ha! Cold day in hell, he says,” Smithy said after he hung up. “Wonder why it is that everybody in Oregon hates California so much? I like it here.”

Which made me wonder if he was originally from someplace else. But I didn’t have time to ask—I was already on my cell scrolling for plane reservations.

“What’s the nearest city to this God forsaken place?” I asked him.

“Portland. It’s about an hour’s drive away. What the hell, Allison, you aren’t seriously thinking of flying up there, are you? On your own dime? Just on a crazy hunch?”

“Welcome to my wild and crazy world, Detective,” I told him with a smile. But the smile was fake.

The truth was that inside, I was scared shitless. I had an eerie premonition about this trip—and it totally wasn’t that it was going to be my dream vacation. Normally when I psychically look ahead to things, I get a clear vision of myself doing something afterwards, too. You know, some event like next Christmas at my folks or just me returning home again and turning on the coffee machine or opening a bottle of wine. This is called ‘clairvoyance.’ 

But this time, I couldn’t see anything past the moment I arrived at the Chasse. And no matter what I did, I still couldn’t get the picture of that movie, The Shining, out of my head.

Damn you, Stephen King.


 

Chapter Three

 

Three hundred and five dollars a night it was going to cost me to stay there!

And that was for the cheapest rooms they had, the little squished-up ones that overlooked the parking lot! Plus $500 for a round-trip ticket to Portland on Alaska Airlines, the cheapest I could find on such short notice. And speaking of parking lots, I’d have to leave my Camry in short term parking at LAX—and who knew for how long? Smithy was right; throw in a rental car, and this crazy trip to rescue a person I’d never even met before was easily going to cost me two grand! Holy crap! My Visa card was going to be underwater for the rest of the year.

“What was that?” snapped my boss. “I didn’t hear it.”

“I didn’t say anything.” At least I thought I hadn’t. Not out loud. Maybe I had, though—this was going to be two thousand dollars I couldn’t really afford. Especially if I was losing a whole week of paid work.

“I don’t think a week’s suspension is unfair in this case,” continued Donna, like a true mind reader, which she claimed to be. Not that that was any tough trick at the moment.

I’d gone in for my punishment at noon, as commanded. Her ‘offices’ consisted of a single loft over a pool hall that was filled with tables and banks of phones. And her desk. All the furniture there looked like it had been inherited from a bookie’s office, which it probably was.

“It could have been two weeks, you know. Or we could have just fired you. You’ve been blowing off the thirty-minute rule a lot lately.”

The ‘thirty-minute rule’ is how long we’re supposed to keep the client engaged in chatting on hotlines. The first twenty minutes’ profit all goes to Donna; after that, our commission kicks in. After thirty minutes, a client will begin to relax and pour out all her personal details—and in our business, it’s almost always a “her” — so reaching that golden $150 hour, when you’ve established a relationship and the big money call backs are in the cards, gets easier and easier from there.

“Look, Allison,” Donna went on, her voice softening just like I was one of her palmistry marks back in the day, “you’re one of my best readers, and I personally don’t want to lose you. We feel you’ve got really great potential. But you need to pay more attention to the micro-economics of the industry. Take this week to brush up on your Cheshires and get your act together, okay?”

Cheshires are these flexible scripts we read from where we’re supposed to get personal info and do ‘high-dollar’ readings. Why they’re called Cheshires, I have absolutely no idea. And Donna’s not the worst in the business by a long shot—she’s like Honest Abe compared to some of the other outfits I’ve worked for. At least she doesn’t use ‘fishing and baiting’ techniques to illegally obtain credit card info or do ‘curse removals’ for an extra fee.

Beware any psychic who tells you there is a curse on you, by the way; those are always phony. Unless, of course, it’s me saying it...

Since I really am a psychic, I mean. For instance, right now I could read Donna’s bullshit like a book. For all her talk about how great I was, she just plain didn’t like me.

I fumed about our conversation on the plane all the way to Portland. I kept coming up with petty little ideas for revenge. I mean, I was a witch, for crying out loud! I should be able to hex her pretty good in revenge for that week I’d been suspended—nothing terrible or tragic, you understand, but just a sort of subconscious reminder that it’s not nice to mess with Mother Gaia. I’d read about a magic spell called the “Curse of a Hundred Small Things” in one of my Wicca books, so I started daydreaming about all the nasty little booboos I could bring down on that bitch right now, like paper cuts, runs in her stocking, coffee spills in her lap, maybe a bright blue screen on her computer...

Suddenly I heard the faintest of whispers: “Beware of what you wish for, child...”

“Millicent!” My innermost thoughts replied to her, not my vocal cords. “You’re back! Wow, am I ever glad to hear your voice! So much has been happening—and I really need your help.”

By now, I was so used to having my dead friend’s voice in my head that it was like having a part of myself restored to me again. But her words, when they came, were still as quiet and distant as a wind from the far side of the moon. A place Sam Moon knew well. Long story, and one I’m still not one hundred percent sure I believed.

“When you open yourself up to magic, Allison, it is not just the light that comes in. The dark is waiting, too...”

Hey, the dark can feel pretty damn good sometimes, I thought.

“Allison! The dark side can corrupt you, can make you do its bidding. You’ve glimpsed the demon that Samantha wrestles with daily—you’ve seen the evil that can possess and destroy those you care about.”

Yeah, okay, I guess I had. And a little too intimately, sometimes, like when I’d witnessed the Englishman Billy and his daughter being taken over by the creature from hell that had haunted their house. I suppressed an involuntary shudder.

“It can begin so innocently, just by being selfish and using your gifts to punish those who would help you.”

“Huh? You mean, Donna? She’s helping me by laying me off for a week?” I snorted. This time I really did do it aloud, and the noise startled the guy in the seat next to me, even though he was wearing headphones.

“Yes, she is, dear. What you did to those girls at the slumber party was wrong, and you know it. They were little more than children. With magical powers such as yours comes great responsibility. A witch who becomes corrupted by evil can become greater and more powerful than any demon.”

“Wait—you know about that? I thought you were still keeping radio silence then.”

“You forget I can always read your mind. But Allison, that isn’t why I’m reaching out to you now—I need to warn you. This...this...journey you are undertaking...” but her voice was weakening again. It really was like trying to tune in my dad’s old transistor radio in the garage.

“...you must not...there is great danger, Alli...so much darkness ahead...”

But then the captain’s voice came over the loudspeakers in the cabin and drowned out Millicent’s words inside my head. Great. His totally useless warning had kicked Millicent out of my head completely. At least, for now.

Portland International Airport smelled like mildew and was filled with surprisingly dark and malign vibrations, like it was built on a Native American burial ground or something. Maybe I should go freelance, I thought. Maybe I could get hired to turn Oregon ghost-free...

Instead, I took the Dollar bus to my Kia rental car and drove up the Mt. Hood Highway, through the little town of Sandy to the even littler town of Government Camp in the gathering gloom. I couldn’t raise Millicent again, no matter how hard I tried. She was already right about one thing, though; there was much darkness ahead. It was almost pitch-black by the time I got to La Chasse Lodge. Only the snow glowed faintly gray all around me as I followed the little two-lane Snowline Highway that snaked steeply up the mountain. The road surface was covered with a slick sugary sprinkling that reflected my headlights, even though it was midsummer.

I’m not in Los Angeles anymore...

Anyway, I was the only driver on the road for those last few miles before the highway ended and became a two-lane road that led to the Lodge. In fact, I might have been all alone in the world.

That illusion lasted for about two more minutes. Then I crested a long curve and saw lights and a sign directing me to turn right onto a long one-way La Chasse access drive, which was lined with parked cars, some half-buried in snow. Outdoor lights glowed everywhere like snow lanterns, and the historic main lodge, looking nothing like its movie self, was dazzlingly lit up like a Christmas tree surrounded by boxy brick service buildings masquerading as presents. Right now, my worst problem wasn’t fighting off any evil emanating from them—it was finding a place to park.

To make matters worse, I was sideswiped into a snowbank by a delivery van pulling out of one of the brick boxes. It had ‘Jaeger Specialty Game Meats and More...’ painted on its side panels.

The little Kia’s all-weather radials spun and whined, but finally I skidded out of the snowbank and drove around to the main lot, which was about the size of a football field and had plenty of spaces free. But from there, I had a long, freezing walk I totally wasn’t dressed for, hauling my suitcase across the parking lot where a famous Hollywood director once had his head chopped off by a helicopter, according to Google. 

If I’d been my vampire friend Samantha Moon, I could have stopped and maybe had a chat with the director’s ghost, because Sam sees spirits everywhere. I can see Millicent, even feel her physically sometimes—and there was the embarrassing fact that I’d hung with her son Peter several times without even realizing he was a ghost and not a real living person. And, okay, I’d seen demons, too—but so far, no other dead souls.

Of course, if I were Sam, I wouldn’t have been shivering with the cold, either, because she’s always cold, as I can testify. However, at that moment I wouldn’t have minded if some otherworldly figure—a ghostie or even Bigfoot himself—had popped up out of the surrounding fir trees to warn me what I was about to find inside.

They’d given away my room.


 

Chapter Four

 

“I’m very sorry, ma’am,” said the European girl at the front desk when I tried to check in—and, grrrrr, how I hate being ma’amed. “But it is after six o’clock, and as you can see, we’re very full.”

By ‘full,’ I guess she meant crowded, which seemed to be true; there were aristocratic-looking people in ski sweaters crowded as thick as termites even inside the main lobby, which was built of thick stone and huge redwood beams and featured a massive six-sided fireplace in the middle.

“We do have one more room I could let you have,” she said, tapping on the laptop that looked totally out of place on the tacky liquor-store casing and mismatched wood panels of the front desk. I guess you had to be really, really rich to afford rustic authenticity like this. I wasn’t really, really rich. I wasn’t even a little bit rich. I was now borderline broke.

“How much?”

“Only $690,” she said. With a straight face. I guess that comes easier when you’re Ukrainian or Romanian or whatever.

“What?” I’d max my sole remaining credit card if I stayed even two nights here at those prices. “Seriously?”

“It’s a fireplace room with all-original art, ma’am.”

I said no thanks and dragged my suitcase away. Great. Now I would have to drive all the way back to Sandy in the dark and hope the Best Western there still had a vacancy. But the point wasn’t to be a guest at this weird-ass little Duck Dynasty snob resort—it was to find out what had happened to Marisa somewhere out there in the cold, white pine forest. I didn’t need to actually stay here to do that. But it might help.

So I went back to the desk clerk with my tail between my legs.

“Yes?” No more ma’aming now.

“Actually, I kinda sorta forgot to mention it, but a friend of mine is staying here, and she said I could maybe bunk in with her. Her name’s Marisa?”

Blank stare. “Marisa...”

Damn. Had I ever known her last name? “Marisa, uh, Smith. But sometimes she uses her maiden name, I forget what that is.”

With icy reluctance, the Slavic ice-queen tapped the keyboard with her perfect blue nails. “No Marisa,” she said.

“Did she check out?”

The girl wasn’t even bothering to be polite now. She heaved a loud sigh and rolled her eyes, but at least she did me the ginormous favor of glancing back at her laptop screen. “No, we have no listing of anyone here for that name in the last month. Sorry.”

So I’d just come all this way on a wild goose chase for the sake of nothing but a feeling in my gut. Girl, I am really worried about you, I told myself. This witch thing is making you seriously lose it.

“No, Allison, you couldn’t be more wrong,” came Millicent’s soft whisper in my thoughts again. “You are always right to follow your feelings, wherever they may lead you. But now they’ve brought you into great danger. There’s a terrible evil in this place, and you must be on your guard night and day.”

I went and stood over by the rustic gift shop door. “What kind of evil, exactly?” I intoned silently.

“Some things must remain veiled and cannot be spoken aloud, dear,” Millicent replied almost fearfully. I was always forgetting the rules that governed psychic communication between this world and the next. Like full disclosure of names that couldn’t be named.

While our spirits communed in the ether, my earthly gaze accidentally strayed to a folder on the empty gift shop’s checkout counter. A paper printout on top of it said:

 

POSITION NOW AVAILABLE: SERVER

 

With our emphasis on excellence, the Regina Jaeger La Chasse Lodge must hire waiters and waitresses on a consistent basis. Primary responsibilities for La Chasse waiter/waitress jobs mirror waitressing positions throughout the hospitality industry, including greeting customers, taking food and drink orders, informing guests about specials and menu items, and catering to patron requests. La Chasse regularly screens for energetic, friendly, motivated, and dedicated individuals during the hiring process. Applicants should possess the ability to work on foot and remain cell phone-free for several hours at a time. La Chasse Lodge server jobs exist only for quality workers 18 and over.

 

Well, I had nothing else to do for a week—and a temporary gig like this struck me as an easy way to get back some of the money I’d just blown on this dumb trip. After all, I was energetic and friendly, even if I wasn’t motivated or dedicated. And I was certainly over eighteen. Double it, in fact, though nobody here had to know that, right?

And hadn’t I worked in the service industry back in the day? I had, as a go-go dancer. Hell, I couldn’t think of a more service friendly job than that! And, no, I wasn’t ashamed. I did what I had to do, to get to where I am now. Which was, apparently, out of money and out of luck. Sigh.

Of course, working here would give me the chance to snoop around to my heart’s content. Lucky me.

Before I’d even snatched the paper, Millicent’s warnings were ringing in my ears. “No, Allison! Please don’t try to tackle this while Ivy and I are so far away! It’s just too dangerous...”

“But you said I should follow my instincts,” I thought-whispered back. “My instincts say this is what I should do. I can’t just leave without knowing what happened to Marisa! You weren’t there—you didn’t hear the terror in her voice. You were lecturing me on the plane about using my gift for selfish things—and going over to the dark side. Well, here’s a chance for me to maybe use it for good. What if Marisa’s still alive and in trouble somewhere?”

I was pretty sure she wasn’t alive, actually. On the other hand, Millicent should know if the woman was dead, since she was a ghost herself.

“Yes, I suppose you’re right,” said Millicent. “It’s just that there is one like that here—one who has become dark and evil. Demonic, if you will. I sense this presence everywhere, and I’m just not sure your raw and untrained powers are enough to deal with it alone. Not without the two of us at your side.”

“Hey, I left another message on Ivy’s voicemail before I got here. She’ll probably get back to me tonight. And after her location shooting wraps, maybe she can even join me here—plus you’ll be getting stronger and stronger as the week goes on, right? So just chillax, babe.”

“Chill what?” 

I sighed. I kept forgetting how long Millicent had been dead. And let’s face it, she’d been around a long, long time, even before her last life. She and I had even been at Salem together, according to her, so I probably should be using Shakespearean dialogue or whatever when I was trying to get through to her.

No way I wanted to deal with that Euro-trash bitch at the front desk again, so the first time she was distracted by a phone call, I humped my suitcase up the stairs to the main lounge. This was where the action was, it turned out. Unlike the front lobby, all six fireplace sides were lit up here, and the chimney, shadowed by rafters like spokes, rose up several stories to the tower ceiling. The décor was sort of Wild West mixed with Vienna hunting lodge and Grimm’s fairy tale; little gossipy gangs of moneyed guests sat around the glowing hearthstones or rough-hewn ox cart wheel tables complaining about their hedge fund subscriptions and Lear jet maintenance fees, while their trophy wives talked trash about each other’s clothes. I couldn’t spot anybody in charge.

I couldn’t spot any waitresses, either, which boded well for me getting the job. Not that there appeared to be much competition.

But I had better luck inside the Krystall Ballroom, where more fires blazed between rows of windows sharing a view of a glowing white-covered mountain against a dark sky. It was called Mt. Jefferson, I later found out. A single waiter and waitress, both wearing identical salmon-pink silk shirts and black pants, were rushing around, trying to set about a hundred dinner tables under the supervision of a man wearing John Lennon sunglasses who looked like the vampire in that movie Nosferatu. Well, kind of a cross between him and Tim Gunn from Project Runway.

“Achtung, Peo-pull!” he said several times, clapping his hands loudly. “Ve haff only ten minutes to showtime! I am not seeing any salad forks now, but I am seeing dessert spoons everywhere already. Vhy is this, vill someone tell me please? It is all like a bad dream!” 

He sounded like he might get hysterical at any second. His voice was fluttery and shrill and had, you might have guessed, a German accent. Anyway, I won’t try to imitate any more here. You get the idea. I figured this was the dude I needed to talk to.

“Looks like you could use another server, sir,” I said, trying to seem as motivated and energetic as I could and waving the sheet of paper at him. “I’m here to apply for the job.”

“Gottsei dank!” He dabbed dramatically at his face with a napkin. “I thought you were another of the local prostitutes. We are always having so many troubles with those here.”


 

Chapter Five

 

“Walk this way, please,” said the man, and I followed his rustling black Brioni suit and clacking Prada dress shoes across the ballroom and past the kitchen into his little office. It was like stalking a giant insect. A giant insect with thinning pomaded hair, covered in makeup powder and with blusher on his white cheeks.

I’d thought at first he might be a vampire, but thanks to my need to give blood, I’m able to sense the vibes they give off, and he wasn’t one. But he was something similar, I just couldn’t tell what. My intuition told me that whatever he was, he was very, very old.

“I am Schreich,” he said, sitting behind a desk. “You may address me as Mr. Schreich.” 

“Allison Lopez.” I held out my hand, but he just made jazz hands at me, I guess to show that he didn’t like to touch people. I saw that his fingernails were long and lacquered and yellow. Like his teeth. He didn’t offer me anywhere to sit.

“You are experienced?” he said.

“You mean working in a restaurant? Sure. I’m also a personal trainer.” I certainly wasn’t going to mention being a professional psychic. Or a go-go dancer before that...

He nodded, although he seemed distracted.

“So, what kind of problems do you have with prostitutes?” I asked him. He certainly didn’t look like the type who would; not with female ones, anyway.

“Some of the guests demand to have these young girls on the premises. And the creatures dress so poorly and have such terrible table manners. Many meals they will eat with their telephones in their hands! And they sometimes wear flip-flops! At a winter sports lodge!” His fingernails clicked together in horror.

It turned out that Mr. Schreich thought any woman under the age of about thirty was a prostitute, so I guess in a way it was almost like a compliment, him mistaking me for one. Aside from the nasty crack about my clothes, I mean.

He handed me some forms to fill out and then took a wooden coat hanger from a closet. On it was my new uniform; the same salmon-colored shirt and black pants the other two servers were wearing.

“This should fit. I will leave you now to change. You may leave your baggage here for your shift, but only for this one occasion. Now hurry, please! You will start with the hors d’oeuvres trays, I think. Yes.” He clapped his hands together loudly twice and then closed the door behind him.

I had thought about going through his desk drawers and computer, but there wasn’t time. Not right now, anyway. After I got changed, I opened the closet door to put the hanger back. There was a row of them on the rack, most with their uniforms dangling beneath. Four didn’t. Mine was unmarked, but the other three empty hangers all had little tags hanging from their wire necks with names written on them in a crabbed copperplate handwriting. ‘Brittany,’ read one; ‘Kevin,’ read another. I assumed those were the two people I’d already seen rushing around the Krystall Ballroom like chickens with their heads cut off.

The third tag read, ‘Marisa’...

“Ha, you see?” I mentally whispered to Millicent on my way out. “I was so right to come here! Something fishy is totally going on in this place.”

Aside from the hors d’oeuvres, which I could smell from here.

“Just be very careful, dear...” came the whisper back.

It may come as a shock, knowing what a ditz I can be, but I’m actually an excellent waitress or server or whatever. All the physical training and dancing have made me pretty damn graceful, even if I say so myself, and I pick things up fast, almost like I’m reading their minds, haha. Also, I’m just really good with people. I like people.

But I wasn’t crazy about these people. Crap, what a tough crowd! I mean, I’ve never really believed the old saying that the rich are different than me and you. Living in Beverly Hills, I run into famous faces all the time, and some of them are really nice and actually even humble. My friend Ivy, for instance, never lets her movie parts go to her head—she’s always genuinely thrilled when somebody turns out to be a fan; sometimes I have to drag her away once she starts signing autographs. And Conn, a very wealthy (and did I mention hot-looking) dude who often calls for me personally over the hotline is a very nice person, I’m pretty sure, and not the least bit arrogant. All those ‘Loving the Billionaire’ romance novels have got to be based on something, right?

But the super-super-rich really are different. At least they were at La Chasse; enough to leave a bad taste in my mouth, anyway. It wasn’t only that I didn’t exist for them—a few of them went out of their way to be unnecessarily rude or demanded things we couldn’t provide them or loudly insisted I’d made a mistake or threatened to talk to ‘your manager’ because they didn’t like the caviar. As if they were scoring off me—like a big, weird game of chess. As if I was a threat or something! I could understand it when the women acted that way, but some of the men did it, too. I guess it was just reflex action on their part. They were the lords of this jungle, so they gave a swipe of their claws to any lesser creatures they saw skulking around.

Like me.

But I guess that’s how you stay on top.

One of the papers on Mr. Schreich’s desk was a sort of bullet-point list of what I was supposed to be doing on the job. I taped it to the inside of a serving napkin and used it as a kind of cheat sheet whenever Brittany and Kev weren’t around to tell me what to do. Mr. Schreich didn’t even bother to—except to clap his hands at me, which always startled me into almost dropping something—whenever he happened to pass by. Which wasn’t often, thank God; he was too busy bowing and scraping and ass-kissing a few of the most important guests. Read: richest.

So, given the fact I was more or less totally winging it, I was half-expecting to make some major mess and get canned from the job my first night. Hell, my first hour. But amazingly, it wasn’t me who got into trouble.

It was Brittany.

I was helping her with the dessert course when one of the late-comers, a large, very red-faced man dressed in what had to be the world’s most expensive Givenchy sweat suit, started hassling her.

“What do you mean you’re out of it?” he was demanding. “It’s right here on the menu!”

“But it’s—”

“I don’t want to hear any excuses. Either you have it or you don’t—if you don’t, it shouldn’t be offered on the menu. My guests are extremely important people who have traveled a great distance in order to sample your Langschweinefleisch. That’s what I promised them tonight—and I won’t allow your incompetence to reflect on me.”

His guests were another man and two women who all looked straight out of the Addams Family, if you can imagine the Addams Family including a Steven Spielberg lookalike and pair of Playboy centerfolds. These three didn’t look so much embarrassed at their host’s tantrum as just plain envious. And hungry.

“Sir, I’d be so happy to bring you anything else you might want tonight, but I’m afraid it’s just not possible—”

“Just bring me your manager, please!”

Brittany turned pink and looked like she might cry. She was a skinny, kind of gawky brunette, probably just out of state college, who was about a head taller than me. I figured we looked a little funny together because of the height thing, so I’d been careful not to stand too close to her. But now she looked like she could use some support.

Too late. Brittany ducked her head so nobody could see her face and said, “I’ll go find Mr. Schreich.” She took off, leaving me to deal with the table.

“Would you like me to get you anything else for now?” I asked them. 

I was holding a tray of crème brûlées. One of the blondes—the one I thought of as ‘Kendra’ because she looked like the Playmate chick who had her own reality TV show—just snickered at me and said, “Not that, anyway.”

After a few minutes, Mr. Schreich came up, wringing his hands and cringingly apologizing. All I could hear was something about being sure to have it in stock tomorrow night.

Meanwhile Kev came up behind me and said in a sort of loud whisper over the roar of clinking cutlery and dinner-table conversation, “What was all that about?”

“They wanted some dish called Langschweinefleisch,” I told him. “I’ve never heard of it.”

He shrugged. Kev was even taller and, if possible, younger than Brittany. He was also good looking and so earnest, I wondered if he was a Mormon or something.

“We get that requested a lot here. It’s some kind of Austrian game delicacy, I think.”

Duh, I’d thought it was a kind of wine, you know, like Liebfraumilch. He handed me a second tray of rainbow-colored macaroons and told me to follow him to table twelve. 

“You know, La Chasse isn’t just a ski resort; we’re a hunting lodge, too. Our parent company bags so much wild game around the world that the Jaegers also run their own specialty meat export business—that’s who supplies us when local game is scarce.”

That explained the van that had almost hit me coming in. “Who are the Jaegers?”

Kev lowered his voice almost fearfully. “Our employers. You know, the big boss, Regina Jaeger—Mrs. Jaeger—that’s her over by the door.”

I glanced quickly in that direction—and my gaze froze.

When you were a kid, did you ever meet an adult who made you feel like you were the lowliest scum on earth? Who made your blood turn cold whenever they walked into the room? Mrs. Roosevelt, my elementary school principal, was like that; she looked like she ate children for breakfast.

So did Regina Jaeger. The sight of her gave me a real jolt. I guess she was pretty, maybe even beautiful. Most guys would probably think so; she was tall and blonde, and looked like an ex-fashion model or movie starlet. It was pretty obvious that the Slavic bimbo she had on the reception desk had been hired to be her mini-me. But I didn’t like the look of her—and I could tell just in that split-second our eyes met, that she wasn’t crazy about me, either.

And it wasn’t just physical, either. Or the food stains I’d managed to spill on my shirt. Something passed between us on a psychic level. Something spooky. Because that’s the other thing; as Sam Moon had continued to feed on my blood and my psychic powers grew, I’d become able to see people’s auras. Brittany’s, for example, was clear and bluish, just what you’d expect from an open, honest kind of person. Kev’s was more complicated; there was courage there, but some treacherous yellow strands, too.

I’d expected something dark and twisted and evil from Regina Jaeger’s aura—maybe even something like the swirling faded crimsons and rotting egg-yolk grays of Mr. Schreich’s—but no. Nothing.

The woman had no aura at all. How was that possible? Even corpses keep giving them off for a while after death, I’d discovered. Was she one of the undead? Sam didn’t give off an aura. And neither did her werewolf boyfriend. Both immortal. Jesus, did I just say all that? Anyway, I shivered, and when I looked up again, she was gone.

“That’s Eric, her stepson,” said Kev’s voice in my ear. It was like being woken from a trance—I’d forgotten his existence completely.

And what I saw next blotted it out completely. A rugged-looking blonde guy probably just on the south side of thirty had come into the ballroom and was standing in the doorway Mrs. Jaeger had just vacated. He was wearing a classic-notch, black, Western-style tux and a formal Stetson, and was very probably the hottest-looking guy I’d ever seen before in my life.

Honestly, he was even handsomer than Brad Pitt.

Instantly, I more or less forgot about all the unpleasant things I’d just been feeling a few seconds before. Okay, I wasn’t exactly mentally naming our firstborn yet, but it did seem like maybe it hadn’t been such a terrible idea to come here, after all, in spite of all my bad feelings and Millicent’s warnings.

Maybe meeting Eric Jaeger was meant to be...right? Every great love story has to start someplace.


 

Chapter Six

 

After most of the diners had left (most seemed headed for the lounge or the bar or a movie in the little theater), Kev and I found Brittany helping the kitchen staff load dishes into the industrial-sized stainless steel Mieles. Blowing her nose, she still looked weepy.

“The shrike yelled at me,” she said miserably, then shot Kev a little look from under her long lashes that told me she had a major crush. “I’m sorry you had to see me like this.”

He cleared his throat. “No biggie. We need to finish up busing the big room, then you need to show Allison where we keep the vacuums. I’ll get you an apron, Allison.”

“I know I shouldn’t let it get to me,” said Brittany to me. “Crap like this happens every night, sometimes worse. It’s just that we’re so stretched without Marisa right now that we all have to run around all night at double-speed. Kev keeps telling me I need to ‘grow a pair.’”

“They wouldn’t look good on you.” I followed her back out into the ballroom, tying my apron on and feeling like Wilma Flintstone.

“What wouldn’t?”

“A pair,” I said.

“Oh, ha ha. Thanks. I wish Kev would notice that.” Who the heck cared about Kev? I was still tingling all over from my first glimpse of Eric Jaeger. And I was pretty sure he’d noticed me back...

“Who’s Marisa?” I asked Brittany casually. We started loading crockery onto the trays of a tall, multi-level square cart after scraping out the leftovers into various bins and containers. It was surprising how little the guests actually ate compared to how much they ordered.

“She’s another waitress… server, I mean. She totally flaked on us! That’s why we’re so short-staffed tonight. She went out to cater a hunting party yesterday—and never came back. All her stuff was still in her room in this morning, then before I came on shift, I saw Conrad packing it all up, and he said the Schreich told him she’d quit and wanted it FedEx’d to her. I’m really worried about her—she was my best friend here.”

“What was she like?”

“Quiet but intense, you know? You’d never guess she was from LA. Except for one weird thing about her; she never did anything without calling her psychic.”

Ah, I guessed that was me. But why didn’t I have any memory of her except for that last call? Could she have been a regular client of Bernice’s or one of the other operators? But she’d asked for me by name. It made no sense!

“You said ‘her room.’ Does that mean I get one, too?”

“Oh sure! I think. Don’t worry if Schreich hasn’t arranged anything for you yet; you can use hers. Or crash in mine if her door’s locked. Oh, look—this arugula salad’s almost totally untouched. Want some?”

I didn’t, but I was so hungry by now that my tummy was rumbling almost as noisily as the dishwasher. Hey, nothing like being a vampire’s personal blood bank to help you work up an appetite. Well, one-time blood bank. These days, Sam was determined to fight the entity within her—by starving it of human blood.

My human blood. Sigh. I get it, but...sigh.

I said, “You eat the leftovers?”

She laughed. “No, silly. We eat the same meals the chefs prepare for themselves in the kitchen. Go ahead and just take whatever you want. She doesn’t know about it...”

By ‘she,’ Brittany obviously meant Regina Jaeger. However, I definitely had the feeling that the woman I’d seen earlier knew pretty much everything that went on here.

The three of us knocked off about one a.m. after cleaning up and vacuuming the floors. The regular cleaning crew would come in to mop and wax them overnight, I was told, before the ballroom opened again at six for breakfast. Our living quarters were in the Annex Chalet which was across the ‘Annex Getback’ and the ‘Gucci Run Liftline,’ whatever they were, so I collected my bags and followed Kev and Brittany down a long hallway whose lights flickered on and off just like in The Shining, and out the side doors of the west wing. My uniform had no pockets, so I’d had to leave my cell phone behind with my purse in Schreich’s office—we weren’t allowed to carry anything personal around with us while on duty, including ID.

And especially iPhones. And I really, really wanted to check mine because I was hoping Ivy had gotten back to me. But we were back out in the snow where I was afraid my rapidly-numbing fingers would drop it, so that would have to wait.

Speaking of which, the shock of the cold air almost took my breath away; a sharp, clear Arctic blast that made you totally not believe it was July.

“Damn—is it always this cold here?” I asked them, shivering. My breath hung in the air. “I mean, is there always snow on the ground year-round? It’s like being in Antarctica.”

Kev laughed. Off duty, he seemed to relax and become more likable—I could sort of see what Brittany saw in him. She shook her head.

“No way. I used to come here sometimes when I was a kid and help out in the ski shop,” she said. “In the summers, the snowline retreated almost all the way up the mountain, and we had to use the snow machines. That’s why there’s an outdoor pool. Everything’s changed since Mr. Jaeger died a few years ago and Mrs. Jaeger took over. Now, it stays snowy all the time—I think we’re supposed to get another big storm in a couple days, right, Kev?”

And she glanced shyly at him.

“Brittany’s going to take this place over someday,” he said, still grinning. “She knows everything about it.” Uh oh, I thought. I mean his tone’s affectionate, but he sounds like her brother. Poor Brittany.

We walked silently beneath the motionless ski-lift line. Then the snow-covered Douglas firs parted, and the Annex Chalet came into view under the starlit sky. It was a smaller, much humbler version of the main lodge, and only had a few lights on.

“It looks almost deserted.”

“That’s because most of the day employees are asleep,” said Kev. “Wait staff, shop staff, maids, cleaners, maintenance workers, security...there must be thirty or forty of us peons on the two-day shifts, maybe another dozen or so working the graveyard—and hey, speak of the devil! What’s up, Conrad?”

A tall, ghostly figure that looked like Mr. Schreich’s Ichabod Crane-like son materialized out of the gloom ahead of us, wearing a uniform just like ours, his eyes as reflective as mirrors. He nodded a few times like a night-bird and scuttled off.

“Conrad does room service all night—that’s where all the big tips are.”

“You mean we get tips, too?” I said.

“Sure,” said Brittany. “That’s a third of our salary.”

No one had tipped me even a dime.

Like the lodge, the annex had two wings; in this case, divided into men’s and women’s dorms, and once we were inside, I said goodnight to Kev and followed Brittany upstairs. Luckily, I didn’t have to share her room; Marisa’s was unlocked, so I gave the place the once-over before I unpacked. It was really Spartan. Tiny, with just a bare-bones single bed in it, along with a small chest of drawers and a cheap bedside lamp—it looked more like what you’d find in a youth hostel than at a luxury resort. I put my bags down and checked my phone. Three text messages from Ivy, one from Bernice, and one from Smithy.

Ivy’s were all just “???”.

Bernice’s said, “Heard about what happened with Donna. OMG. I’m so sorry! Call me.”

Smithy’s was just his cell phone number. It was too late to call Bernice or the detective back, but I tried sending Ivy a text.

“U there?”

The reply came back after a minute: “U ok?? U in that loj place???” She meant ‘lodge’; typing long words wasn’t exactly Ivy’s thing.

“Sure. I’m fine, have a job here now, LOL. But Marisa the grl who called me is gone & Mil can’t find her soul anywhere. so maybe she’s still alive. In her room now.”

“Wish cd b there w/ u now. Wll send all my warding powrs ur way.”

“That would be gr8, babe.”

I sighed. Right now it would be even better to have her here in the flesh to give me some backup. Ivy could be a pain in the butt sometimes, but I could have really used her powers added to mine. Without Millicent at full strength, I was feeling very weak when it came to tackling whatever evil had taken over this place.

That it was a very powerful evil, I no longer had any doubt. Though it was cloaked from my second sight, I could feel its hypnotic influence everywhere. Even Britt and Kev, about as normal a pair as you could ever hope to meet, gave off mad vibes like abused Stepford stepkids. And why wasn’t I getting any visions about Marisa now that I was surrounded by the few pitiful personal possessions of hers that Conrad, the Bird of Carrion had left behind? It was like I was deep underwater, and only muffled sounds and fragments of light were coming from the surface.

“Ok, wll do. Take gd care and wtch urself. Luv u!”

Film people. Gotta love ‘em.

I took a shower and had my first piece of luck—some of Marisa’s stuff had been left behind there. A loofah, some shampoo, a big comb with a few long strands of reddish hair in its teeth. A skilled witch like Ivy—a ‘kitchen witch’ they’re called because they know herbs and potions—could have summoned Marisa or at least visions of her from her hair alone, but I’d never been any good in the kitchen.

Literally.

Still, finding this evidence of her existence was kind of a shock. And not a good one—it meant that she almost definitely had never come back to her room after whatever had happened to her up on the mountain. Even worse, I found her black North Face jacket in the closet. I realized that when she was out there being chased and hunted, she must have been without it; the poor thing could have frozen to death in these temperatures, even if nobody had been after her. 

But in one way, finding her coat was almost like a sign. I felt like I had to do something to find her. Anything! I got dressed again and slipped the coat on over my street clothes. I had maybe four hours until first light to find the place I’d seen when Marisa had called me.

The last place where she’d definitely been alive.

Sleep? I would do that later...


 

Chapter Seven

 

One of the cool things about being a witch is that you can screw with electronic gadgets. Let’s say you’re stuck in an airport lounge or doctor’s waiting room, and you get really sick of CNN blasting away at you—you can focus your energies enough to change the channel. Or even fry the damn thing, which happened one time when I got seriously annoyed during a long flight delay.

Sometimes it’s unintentional, like when I’m walking down a sidewalk late at night, and the streetlights dim or go out as I pass by. This happens to me all the time, and it’s totally not the same as going over to the dark side, no matter what Millicent says. Sometimes it can even be embarrassing; when I’m seeing a new guy, for example, and the lights or the music go out before we’ve even opened the wine.

But tonight, when I slipped back out of the Annex, it came in pretty handy. Because there were security cameras everywhere at La Chasse, glittering from the ceiling like tiny spying eyes, and because I didn’t want to be seen, each of them would blink out as I approached, then back on again after I was gone. If all else fails in my life, I guess I could always start robbing ATM machines...

“Good thinking,” said the voice in my head the moment that thought popped into it. Millicent’s voice.

Somewhere in the firs ahead of me on the hill, I saw a glowing form almost dancing in the eerie stillness of the night.

“Is that you, Millicent?”

“Hurry! There isn’t much time!”

I followed her into the timberline, and we crossed the Bottega run. We were climbing slowly up the mountain; I was out of breath and I had a stitch in my side. I like to think I stay in pretty good shape—hell, I am a personal trainer, after all—but obviously my body wasn’t ready for the cold. Or the altitude.

“Where are we going?”

“After the one you seek. Now hurry!”

“Slow down!” I said aloud. “I can’t keep up.” From off in the distance, I heard a plaintive howl echoing between the snow-covered rocks. “Seriously—wolves? In Oregon?”

“They have returned...”

I stopped and looked around in every direction. Aside from the ghostly flickering ahead of me, I couldn’t see a single light, except for the stars overhead. I realized I was now seriously lost. Great.

The sky was also clouding up and getting even darker. The silhouettes of the trees were the deepest, darkest shade of sable imaginable, and I could no longer even make out my footprints in the snow. Incidentally, I’d also decided this was totally the last time I was ever going to wear New Balance to a ski resort; my feet were like blocks of sodden ice.

“Quickly, child...follow me...”

I took a few dozen more steps into the darkness—and then my sixth sense screamed a warning. I stopped in my tracks.

“Hurry...” Her voice was the faintest whisper, and the glow had disappeared.

But I didn’t hurry. Instead, I pulled out my iPhone and used it as a flashlight. There was a sheer drop ahead of me—two or three more steps, and I would have pitched over the edge of a crevasse and down to my death below. Witch or no witch, no way in hell I was surviving that drop.

I think it was right about then that I realized it wasn’t Millicent’s voice I was hearing in my head. It was someone else’s. Someone—or something—with the power to impersonate a ghost! But how was that even possible? Then I remembered that the spirit of Millicent’s dead son had managed to fool me into thinking he was alive, even in broad daylight.

Which was when I panicked. Suddenly, I felt like I was in way over my head. I turned around and stumbled back through the snow, following my own tracks as best I could in the darkness, swiping my cell phone screen whenever it went dark. I hoped the battery wouldn’t die on me.

I hoped I wouldn’t die on me.

Because I was pretty sure I was being followed. From time to time, I sensed a dark shape flitting through the trees, and once I clearly saw the shape of a man against the sky—a man with some kind of hat and a crossbow. A hunter. Was he out here in the middle of the night hunting me?

I broke into a run. Okay, it was more like a fast slipping, sliding series of lurches, I guess, and I fell down in the snow a couple times, but hey, at least I kept moving. And it was a lot faster going downhill than up. Plus there was that little thing about maybe being shot by an arrow if I slowed down. Was that what had happened to Marisa? I started running even faster—it’s amazing how fast you can forget a stitch in your side with the right incentive!

But now my breath was coming in ragged gasps. I knew I couldn’t run much longer—especially because I had no idea where I was going. I’d long since lost sight of my own footprints in my panic.

“This way, Allison!”

“Millicent?”

“Yes, it’s me—make for the black lines over the trees. That’s the liftline. The way you came.”

“But you’re the real Millicent this time, right? Not the fake?” Okay, dumb question, but it was really late at night, and I was totally wiped. It had been a long day. And somebody was stalking me—maybe even trying to kill me.

“Of course I am—what are you talking about?” 

And this time I felt the full connection. The voice in my thoughts really was Millicent’s now. My heart lifted, and I stumbled on toward the trees. I’d come to a line of wooden service sheds when I realized I couldn’t run any more. One of the sheds had crumbled into a ruin, and I crouched inside it to get my breath back while I tried to spot the shape of the hunter against the dim gray snowfield I’d just dashed across.

“That’s why I’m out here. Someone pretended to be you—the same voice in my head, the same physical manifestation—and told me to follow them. That’s why I climbed halfway up Mt. Hood!”

“That wasn’t me. And to deceive you at that level, bonded as our spirits are, would require an almost unearthly power...” 

“A demon?”

“A demoness—no male spirit could impersonate me. Either that or a very powerful witch, even stronger than us. What they used to call in the Old Country a strega or a veshtitsa...this is worse than I imagined, Allison. Even at the height of my moon-drawn strength, I’m not sure I could help you ward off that kind of evil. And now without Ivy...” 

My heart sank. I’d caught sight of something emerging from the trees, a dark outline, a glimpse of motion. And something else. I suddenly realized that this was the same view I’d ‘far seen’ in my moments of clairvoyance during Marisa’s phone call. This was where she’d been hiding, terrified and alone, when she’d been hunted down by whoever or whatever had cut our conversation off. This was the last sight she’d seen. And she’d only had me to witness it—just as I only had Millicent in my head right now if something went tragically wrong...

A light sprang to life behind me, flooding my little shelter and exposing me to the night. It was only an LED Maglite, but it seemed as bright as a searchlight in that moment. I was so surprised—and terrified—I tried to scream.

But the sound only came out as a loud, strangled squeak.

The light changed, its source moving around to the open side of the lean-to, where I’d come in. “I can see somebody in there. Come on out very slowly with your arms empty and spread wide. I’m holding a gun—don’t make me use it.”

A gun? I’d seen a crossbow. Kev had told me earlier that hunting with guns was banned at the lodge because of the fear of starting avalanches; that’s why all the guests and their guides used bows.

“Out where I can see you.” A man’s voice, very twangy and Western-sounding, like a cowboy’s. I peeked my head out and saw the shape of a hat with a wide brim.

“State police, ma’am.” Even as I felt a flood of relief, I was still pissed off at the ma’am! Jesus, did I really look like a ma’am?

What happened next was like a minor miracle. The officer lowered the beam of his Maglite, and I wasn’t blinded any more. Even better, his next words were, “You wouldn’t happen to be Ms. Allison Lopez, by any chance, would you?”

“Yes,” I said. My voice was still squeaky and my teeth were chattering from the cold.

“I got a follow-up call from your friend Detective Smithy down in LA tonight. He told me to be on the lookout for you, and gave me your description. He also said you might be doing something hare-brained like wandering around out here all night, looking for that missing girl. I’m Sergeant Rob Doberman.”

I’d never been so glad to see a policeman in all my life.


 

Chapter Eight

 

Sergeant Doberman—and was there ever a cooler name for a cop?—was maybe not as hunky as Eric Jaeger, but he seemed like a really nice guy and walked me all the way back to the annex. He gave me his card and said to call if I needed him. I snuck inside just before the sun came up and grabbed about five hours’ sleep before I had to report back to the lodge for my first ‘training’ session at noon.

Which turned out to be conducted personally by the Wicked Witch of the East herself, Regina Jaeger. Only today she was suddenly acting like my BFF. First she took me on a guided tour of the whole place, then explained the ‘exciting new concept in resort hospitality’ I was joining. I was already a ‘valued member of the team’; she and Eric had been very impressed by the way I’d thrown myself into the work right away. She could tell I was a good candidate for promotion and had a bright future with them.

Oh yeah? Like Marisa? I thought, but didn’t say aloud.

“Today you will be participating in our Titanium Club corporate retreat program. We think your good looks and demeanor make you an excellent candidate to act as hostess.” Here she gave me a melting smile that I guess was intended to test my lesbian love-slave potential. “Eric will take over now and show you the ropes.” 

Had I imagined it, or was there a subtle emphasis on the word ‘ropes’? Regina Jaeger spoke with a slight foreign accent, and up close I could see she was not only older, but taller than I’d thought last night, though the last part might have been due to her four-inch Manolo heels. And she was even prettier, damn her. I also noticed that even though she was Eric’s stepmother, she made it sound like the two of them were married or something—everything was ‘we’ this or ‘we’ that. Either they were having some kind of thing, or she thought she was some kind of royalty. 

Or both, most likely.

I didn’t like the thought of her corrupting her stepson, which, okay, was a job I wouldn’t have minded doing myself, but what really bothered me most was her spooky lack of an aura. I mean, all living things have an aura, even if they’re only visible to those with my gift for seeing them. Hell, even my Toyota gives off a slight aura—I can always see at a glance when it’s decided not to start. Or if I’m going to have to take it in to the shop.

No, I’m not crazy.

But Regina Jaeger was different. Maybe she was some kind of zombie robot queen from outer space, like in an old B movie. But I was pretty sure she wasn’t a demon, as Millicent had thought. A demoness, excuse me. After having met the demon that had taken over my former client Billy and his daughter face to face, I was pretty sure I could spot their kind. The evil emanations that surrounded them, their deep, altered voices, and glowing red eyes were kind of a giveaway.

“I told you, dear—she is something different,” said Millicent’s voice in my mind. “But do not underestimate her powers, even in broad daylight. She will try to bend you to her will with seductive promises...”

We’d reached the point in my training interview when a normal person would have asked me if I had any questions. Regina didn’t. So, as she was dismissing me and turning away, I cleared my throat and said, “I was, um, kind of wondering...exactly what is my salary here? Mr. Schreich didn’t say.”

But she just kept on walking out the door. It wasn’t as if I was planning to stay there forever or anything. You know, like at a real job. It’s just always nice to know how much money you’re making while you’re busy busting your chops. If any money, in this case.

And then all thoughts of filthy lucre were driven from my head when Eric walked into the conference room. Like his stepmother, the guy was more attractive than I’d remembered. If that was actually even possible in his case, I mean. Have I mentioned his resemblance to Brad Pitt? Well, today it was even more pronounced. Except he was handsomer, taller, and more mountain man-looking in his jeans and embroidered country-western shirt. And he had the bluest eyes I’d ever seen in my life, the same color as the sky outside, in fact.

“Hey,” he said with no trace of any foreign accent. “You must be Allison. I’m Eric.”

“Hi Eric.”

We just stared at each other for a few heartbeats. Which turned into a few more heartbeats. Long, lingering ones.

“Whoa!” he said finally, grinning and mock-shaking his head, like he was trying to wake up. “I saw you last night, but I had no idea...”

“No idea of what?” I felt like all the breath had just been squeezed out of me. It was a miracle I didn’t squeak.

“That we’d, you know. Share a moment. That’s what just happened, right?”

Now it was my turn to shake my head. Not like, no. But more like in total confusion, right? I just couldn’t trust myself to say anything.

He ignored it and gave me that killer smile again. “Because I wouldn’t want you to think this happened with every new hire.”

Damn, he was smooth. The only thing that was stopping me from falling head over heels on the spot was a flaw in his aura. Unlike his stepmother, Eric Jaeger actually had one—and on the surface, it was one of the most beautiful I’d ever read. Warm and genuine and filled with golden hues mixed with tendrils the same cornflower blue as his eyes. I could see his open trusting nature and his need for love, his honesty...and then I hit a wall. There was a darkness underneath, a cold iron-gray well of reserve and secrecy like a locked bank vault.

“Okay, my bad. I came on way too strong, I guess. You just took my breath away, Allison. Can’t blame a dude for drowning in those dark eyes of yours a little, right? I guess we’d better get on with your orientation. What do you know about our Titanium Club service?”

Um, like totally nothing. So off we went to the William F. Cody Room, while Eric told me about corporate retreats. And how hunting big game in the forest with crossbows built team skills that came in handy for executives in the business world. And how all these high flyers had to be kept feeling toasty and well-lubricated with samovars of Irish coffee and flasks of single malt served up by a smiling hostess in a fetching fur-lined company parka. That would be me.

“Was that Marisa’s job, too?” I asked.

He stopped suddenly and scowled like he didn’t understand the question. “Who?”

“You know. The girl that worked here before me. Marisa?”

I was sort of hoping he’d fill in the blank for me—you know like “Oh, right, Marisa Smith” or “Oh, right, Marisa Jones” or whatever. But all he did was nod and stop scowling.

“Oh, right,” was all he said. And for an instant his whole aura turned that dark slate-gray color.

“This hostess business...” I said as we entered the Cody Room together. “It isn’t like being a cocktail waitress or anything, like in Vegas, right? Because I totally won’t do that.” As in, I won’t be nice to the customers. Basically, my years doing shit like that in Las Vegas felt like one long wrestling match when I looked back.

It took him a minute to get it, and when he did, his face turned bright red.

“No way!” He sounded almost angry. “We would never ask any of our employees to do anything like that! In fact, it’s expressly forbidden here. That’s partly why we’ve got security cameras everywhere—for your protection.”

I just hoped they could protect me from getting my heart stolen.

Okay, that was corny, but that’s exactly how I felt.


 

Chapter Nine

 

“Heard you got to play hostess out on the slopes today,” Brittany said to me as we started our supper shift at six. Her tone was envious.

“Yeah, I guess they chose me because Marisa used to do it. Did you ever know her last name, by the way?”

“I think it was maybe Rodriguez or Lopez..?”

“My name’s Lopez,” I said.

“Oh, right. Well, it was something Hispanic, anyway.” Her tone made it sound like Eric only had a taste for tacos. Which, aside from being sort of insulting, also instantly made me wonder if Eric and Marisa had had a thing. Jeez, girl, I said to myself, you’ve only known the guy five minutes, and you’re already jealous? 

Maybe. Maybe not. There was something there, I think.

Besides, there was Marisa’s psychic hotline habit. The reason I couldn’t remember her as a client got explained during my break, when I got through to my friend Bernice. Marisa had been one of her regulars, not mine; Bernice said that the girl couldn’t buy a dress without calling her first—and that she’d given Marisa my direct number for emergencies.

“She must have gotten confused and somehow thought you were me,” Bernice told me. “Believe me, if she’d been having a thing with anybody at that resort, she would have talked my ear off about it.”

“Did she say anything at all that might help us figure out what happened? I mean, did she feel scared or threatened? Was anybody here harassing her?”

“No...” Bernice sounded vague, like she was already focusing on more important stuff. You know, like giving birth. “She was bumming about the food there, I remember that. She kept going on about some kind of illegal game they were running.”

Illegal game? Did she mean illegal game-hunting, like out of season? Or that they were hunting for illegal game—you know, animals that were protected species? Or something else completely. Like gambling, for instance.

It wasn’t until I started my shift that I realized something else was bugging me about my conversation with Bernice. Marisa hadn’t thought she was talking to my friend—she had called me Allison! So she knew exactly who I was—and said that I’d helped her through her mother’s passing, not Bernice! Which totally wasn’t true. Now nothing made sense...

“Everything makes sense once you put the pieces together, Allison,” came Millicent’s voice in my ear.

“Well, why don’t you tell me everything I need to know, then, for once?” I shot back at her while I loaded one of my silver serving trays with what looked like fatty pork.

“Because we can’t be certain of our facts yet, dear. This is a puzzle we’ll have to solve together. I just hope we’re given enough time...”

Grrrrr...

“And here, as promised, is your Langschweinefleisch, sir,” I said to the rude red-faced fat guy in the Givenchy sweats from last night as I laid his dish in front of him. Tonight he was dressed more Hugh Hefner in purple silk pajamas and Chinese slippers. “I hope your guests will enjoy it.” It smelled more like chicken than pork, I decided. Everybody at the table beamed at me like I was Angelina Jolie.

The truth? I was still totally aglow from the afternoon I’d just spent on the slopes. Most of it was just hard work, as I putt-putted around from one hunting blind to the next on a snowmobile in the dazzling sunshine, pulling along a little trailer-truck of food and drinks. The only fly in the ointment—aside from the ever-present bluebottles—were the business executives in the hunting party, who came in every assorted flavor of annoying jackass under the sun. To make matters worse, they never managed to bag anything, not even the gray squirrels a couple of them took pot-shots at.

Most of them had been here before, according to Eric, but a few of the younger guys—and there were also two women executives with them this year—hadn’t ever shot a crossbow before. Eric took a few minutes to show them how to operate their bows.

“You, too, Allison—part of your job will be to teach the newbies.” He was towing a rack of stacked cases; out of them, he handed each of us our own huge crossbow. Mine turned out to be about half as tall as I was. It must have weighed about ten pounds and was covered in camo paint. “We hunt with only the best here at La Chasse,” he went on to everybody. “This is the gold standard in crossbows, the Tenpoint Pro Elite. It requires only five pounds of weight to draw and cock, and uses a laser sighting scope. I want all of you to take your first shot at that tree. The one with all the gashes in the bark. Remember to wait to retrieve your broadheads until everyone’s finished shooting. And also remember: these babies are lethal.”

“So how come you’re carrying a rifle in your case?” asked the younger and sassier of the women execs, a redhead.

“Because the one thing a crossbow won’t stop is a full-grown bear. That’s why I carry a .357 at all times, too.” 

He showed us how to load and draw the broadhead—that’s what the arrow thingy was called—to the cocked position, and then peer through the laser scope-sight, which was actually pretty cool. I aimed at the magnified birch tree and pulled the trigger. The recoil was really weird—down and forward, then back again, which was called ‘kickback.’

Oh yeah, and I completely missed the tree.

“Not bad for a first try,” he said, after we all trooped through the snow to get our arrows back. “Now listen up! Today, you’ll all be shooting from blinds, everybody but you, Allison—you’ll be in charge of feeding us. Watch your fingers and thumbs with the drawstring, and do not try to shoot one-handed! Disable the sound on your cell phones; you can text, but no voice calls. Is that clear? And do not pull the trigger until your prey is less than thirty yards away—we have range-finders you can use. Most of the animals you’ll hopefully be seeing today are legal this time of year, pretty much, except feral pigs and wolves. And do not shoot at bears or cougars, okay? Seriously!”

Eric looked pretty scary when he was being serious.

“What about squirrels?” someone yelled, obviously making a wisecrack.

“No more than three,” he said with a smile.

The rest of the afternoon was long and boring. My job was to show up and serve refreshments whenever I was signaled that there was no game around. I wore a brilliant orange ‘La Chasse’ cap to make sure no one thought I was fair game. Along the way, I spotted a few wild turkeys and some deer, and I’m pretty sure a fox, but nobody managed to bag anything. Not even the gray squirrels that kept stealing the salt and mineral blocks that were supposed to attract deer. But there had been enough time spent with Eric to make the whole afternoon feel almost like a date. He’d never lost that smitten look in his eyes every time he looked at me, and just before I knocked off and drove back to the lodge, he said that his new ambition in life was to teach me how to ski.

“It might be safer if I stick to the Ski-doo,” I said.

He laughed. “Hey, if you can dance, you can ski. You do know how to dance, don’t you?”

“You have no idea,” I told him with a grin. I had moves he’d never seen even in his dreams. Especially if he had a pole in his room...

Which was pretty much all I thought about during my shift at dinner. I guess I must have been just gliding around on air all evening, because Brittany and Kev and even the dreaded Schreich noticed and kept staring at me like I was high on crack or something. And man, did I ever clean up on tips!

I guess they’d never had another waitperson around there who smiled so much.


 

Chapter Ten

 

“Sam! How was your trip?”

I was back in my room—or should I say Marisa’s room, after cleanup later that night—when my vampire soulmate Samantha Moon called. She had been off on a camping trip in the San Gabriels with her on-again off-again gentleman friend Kingsley Fulcrum, who was a local lawyer. And a werewolf. I know, I know—weird.

“Oh my God, it was so great, Allie! Things just feel so...right again between us now.” Only, because of the deep psychic link between us, I could sense the worm of doubt that lay behind her optimistic words. Or maybe it was just wishful thinking. Kingsley had cheated on her. Sure it happened only once and that was a while ago, but, due to her lousy marriage, my friend had been left scarred with deep trust issues.

But my “Oh wow, that’s so awesome!” was totally sincere. If there was any couple in the world I wanted to see make it, it was Sam and Kingie, as she recently started calling him.

“Okay, cut the bullshit and tell me what’s going on, girl. You’re off somewhere in Oregon? When did that happen? And why?” But even as she asked, I could feel the answers flowing from my consciousness into hers. It’s weird how that works—sometimes we have no connection at all, and other times it’s hot and strong, no matter how much physical distance lies between us. I could tell she needed me, although she would never admit it. At least, not without a lot of prodding.

Samantha said, “And what’s this about a guy...Eric, is that his name? Whoa, he is majorly cute,” she said, as images of him danced from my mind into hers. “Just don’t...well, please just don’t get hurt, Allie. You know how it felt when you lost Victor.”

“Yeah, yeah.” I was too happy to even be crabby at her at this reminder of my great lost love. I was just lying back in my bed with that dorky infatuated grin still on my face. I literally could not wipe it off.

“And don’t go wandering around in the dark alone again, either.”

“I won’t—Millicent’s already given me hell for that.” 

Once upon a time, according to Millicent, instead of including others like Ivy, the triad of witches had been her, me, and Sam Moon. The three of us had been locked in a three-way bond closer and more intimate than any lovers, and our union had spanned many lifetimes and many centuries. We had practiced our craft in the marshes of ancient Rome and told fortunes on the heath during the Scottish wars—and we had even been in Salem together during the witch trials...

“And by the way, Millicent really, really doesn’t like Eric. She totally disapproves of my having any kind of relationship—keeps warning me against him.” I leaned back against the hard paneled wall beside the bed.

“Not against him, Allison! Against your falling in love with him. That road can only lead to heartbreak—and great danger for all of us...”

“Was that Millicent whispering in your mind just then?” asked Sam. “Wow, that felt so weird—it sort of tickles. It’s strange, but when she’s inside you, it’s like I can feel her presence there, too. It makes me almost remember her, you know?”

I knew. Like me, Sam is blocked by rebirth from remembering our history as a group together. But unlike me, whose senses become more open every day to recalling pieces of my past lives, her block is permanent because of her vampirism.

Of course, that grants her many other powers I can never have. Like eternal life, for one.

“I’ll see you when you get back, okay? Stay safe, Allie—and call me if you need me. Remember, I can drop by any time.”

I smiled at that. As a vampire, Sam had the power of flight. In her winged state, she looked like a giant, monstrous bat, and it was really hard to see any sign of her humanity. It was actually a pretty terrifying sight, but I knew she would be there for me if I got into trouble, and that was a very reassuring feeling. Not to mention, she had recently learned to teleport. True story.

And don’t ask.

I went into the bathroom to take a shower. And almost fainted from shock. A very pale, very naked woman was standing there, gazing into the bathroom mirror. For one wild second I thought it was Marisa returned from the dead. Because my next realization was that I was seeing a ghost; the young woman’s skin flickered in and out of the solid world.

“Millicent!” I said, finally recognizing her. “You look so young. And so...naked. What happened to your dress?”

“The moon is still very weak,” she said. “I’m trying to read traces of Marisa’s immediate past from her possessions, but I can’t see anything. It’s as if they have somehow been wiped clean of her presence.”

I, on the other hand, was seeing too much. Of Millicent, I mean. I was used to her as an old ghost in a Victorian gown or even an attractive fully-dressed middle-aged lady, but this new, party-girl-gone-wild look of hers was spooking me out just a teeny bit.

I turned and went back into the other room.

She was there now, too, running her astral fingers up and down Marisa’s parka. “You have made this yours, as well,” she said. “Don’t be embarrassed, Allison—now you see me as I really am. A young girl at the height of her powers. Her powers to bewitch.” Her hair turned a brilliant red briefly, as she came to life—then faded back to a white ghostliness. But she was right; she had been pretty amazing-looking. I was just grateful Eric couldn’t see her right now.

She smiled. “Thanks for that thought, dear. It’s true men used to fall in love with me in the old days. They made such fools of themselves over all three of us! Unlike you, I always preferred the steady love of a good man and the role of mother, not temptress. Something has changed for me now, though. Do you know where I normally draw my powers from to manifest myself like this, Allison?”

“From the moon?”

“From moon—and earth. Mother Gaia must give her consent for me to walk upon her again. But now I sense a third source, so great that I may soon be able to take solid physical form here at times, just as my dear son did in the throes of his grief.”

“And what is this new source?”

Millicent walked over to my bed and pulled the blanket from it, then draped it around herself. I blinked. There were two blankets now; one was the etheric double of the first.

“You,” she said. “I think I’ve begun to act as a kind of psychic vampire lately without being able to control it, drawing on your life-force, your ethereal energy, just as Sam has done all these months by feasting on your blood.” Her tone was disapproving; Millicent hated vampires, even though I knew she still felt love for Sam. “I think that as Sam wants less and less from you, your need to nurture is slowly bringing me not to life itself, but to a more lifelike form whenever I choose to materialize. A form that not only you but others can also see.”

“So what you’re saying is that you’re taking Sam’s place.”

Millicent nodded. She was looking more alive and real by the minute. The red in her long unkempt mane of hair was brighter than ever, and I could see freckles on her skin. For the first time, I noticed that her eyes were bright green, like a cat’s.

“In every way. A triad has its own natural equilibrium, but when our sister-witch Sam abandoned us, that delicate balance was lost.” 

Have I mentioned that Millicent loved big words? I guess that was because she’d never been reborn in the modern age—her last life had ended like back in the nineteen-seventies or something. Like, prehistory.

“Well, now we have a third sister-witch again,” I said firmly. “Ivy texted me earlier. She says the shoot is wrapping tomorrow, so she’s going to fly up here stat. I guess maybe you’ll be able to draw from her ethereal energy, too. Now, for crying out loud, will you please let me do something about your hair! It’s driving me crazy.” I paused. “Now, can ghosts do styling conditioner?”


 

Chapter Eleven

 

That night, I was woken up from a bad dream by strange noises. But for a minute, I stayed trapped in the dream, which was about being hunted in the dark by monsters with the heads of animals like wolves and mountain lions and even stags and elks with savage teeth.

Except when I opened my eyes, my heart racing and pounding in my chest, I still heard the same sounds of pursuit as in the nightmare—blaring hunting horns and howling off in the distance. I sat straight up in bed and saw by the faint glow from the window that the new, red-haired, witch-girl version of Millicent was sleeping on the floor beside me on a mattress that was obviously a psychic echo of the one I was sleeping on. As I stared in surprise at the sight of her, her eyes shot wide open.

“Ghosts can sleep?” I said.

“This body seems to need a lot of it. I’d forgotten about bodies. But I couldn’t leave you here alone and unprotected, Allison—I hope you don’t mind my watching over you in this way.” If being sound asleep was watching over me...

“Nope, it’s just like a slumber party,” I said, clambering over her to go look out the window. I had the weird feeling that if I accidentally stumbled, I might put a foot through her. But her hair had felt real when I combed it out earlier.

Meanwhile, the noises outside were coming closer. And when I went to the window, I could see tiny bobbing pinpricks of light stabbing the darkness way off in the trees.

“The Wild Hunt,” Millicent said in my ear. She had appeared suddenly beside me at the window; in spite of her new, more or less solid physical state, she still had this habit of just moving from place to place like her own version of teleportation. For example, she never used the bathroom door—she just showed up in one room or the other. It was kind of unsettling, and I wished I could think of a tactful way to ask her not to do it anymore. At least I had her wearing the ghost of one of my T-shirts to sleep in.

I noticed that my breath made a little frosty patch on the window, but this new Millicent’s didn’t. When her bare arm brushed against mine, her skin felt even colder to the touch than Sam’s.

“What’s the Wild Hunt?” I asked her.

“It began in prehistory when demons and their hellhounds, along with the spirits of the dead, would hunt at Samhain, what we now call Halloween. Their horses would race across the sky or just above the ground, leaving no tracks, and the noise of their passage was heard as thunder. Their prey was most often human folk—or witches like us.” She shivered. “It’s a mercy that you cannot remember it, child, but we three were hunted by these horrible creatures several times over the centuries. Once in Bavaria, once in Scotland, and the last time just outside Salem, Massachusetts. We were trying to escape from the witch trials.”

Okay, now I was getting spooked out.

“You think they’re hunting a real person out there right now?” 

“Yes.”

Suddenly things dawned on me. “So that’s what happened to Marisa...?” I know, duh, right?

She nodded. “I fear so.” She touched my hand, her fingers like ice. “Try to remain detached from this vile business, Allison. There’s nothing you can do to prevent it happening—it’s too late.”

Now it was my turn to tremble, and Millicent put her arms around me consolingly.

“But the victim—whoever it was—was in my mind a minute ago! In my dreams, I was the one being hunted...who...who is it? Do you know?”

She shook her head. “Never fear; with your psychic talents, you will find out soon enough. But for now, try to shield your thoughts, as I’ve taught you to do. Hush now—don’t fret, dear. There’s nothing either of us can do. At least the end will be swift.” She laughed bitterly. “You and I, of all people, should know that...”

I stared at her in horror. “You mean… They caught us?”

She nodded. “Yes. All three times. But our spirits were too strong for them to keep captive; we have all three been reborn many times since then.” She gave me the ghost of a smile. Or, in her case, a regular smile. “And now we’ve even reunited, after a fashion. See? Death, where is thy sting?”

Even though the sounds and the flickering lights diminished and disappeared, I still didn’t get much sleep the rest of the night. Dawn couldn’t come too soon, as far as I was concerned—and after it did, I gave up trying to doze and got up and took a shower. Then I dressed and went for a long walk along the ski trails up the mountainside, looking for traces of last night’s hunt. I’d heard horses, or things that sounded like horses, and in my dream, the horned demons had been riding on horses and some kind of animals like huge goats or rams, but I saw no hoof prints in the snow. Or droppings or ashes from the torches they all carried.

Maybe it had all just been a bad dream.

Or maybe not. Just like before, I kept having the feeling I was being watched, and I kept noticing what I thought were shadows stalking me from deep in the fir trees. So I wasn’t exactly paying attention when I almost bumped into a man standing as still and silent as a statue on one of the ski trails.

“Sorry, Allison,” he said. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

My eyes adjusted to the sunlight, and I was flooded with a terrific sense of relief.

“Eric! Wow, am I glad to see you. But what are you doing out on the slopes so early?”

“What do you mean?”

“I thought I heard you taking a hunting party out late.”

His face broke into a smile, and my knees almost buckled at the sight. Was I ever smitten. But I wasn’t so smitten that the witchy part of me wasn’t still busy reading his aura when he answered. Because it was kind of a trick question.

“A few of the guests got pretty wasted and wanted to come after the nocturnals.” He looked sheepish. “It’s a service we offer, and I couldn’t exactly say no. I guess they must have made a lot of noise—and all we ended up bagging was a couple rabbits and a pole-cat. But we broke it off pretty early.”

He’d started moving while he talked, and I turned so we could walk back side by side.

“It was a funny thing, though. I kept having this feeling like I’d left a few of the guests behind or something. You know? Like there were more hunters out there in the night or something. And I kept hearing weird noises from up the mountain—so I didn’t end up getting much sleep. Restless night. So I figured, why not get up early and check the hunting blinds out, just to make sure everything was kosher? Glad I did—or I wouldn’t have run into you.” He glanced over at me and smiled.

The whole time, I was keeping an eye on his aura, and it was what we professional psychics with the gift of sight call ‘occluded.’ In other words, it was just like yesterday when we first were alone together; his colors were radiant when they flowed from his etheric or astral spirit, which showed that he was as amazing on the inside as he was on the outside. But then, after it projected a certain distance from his body ‘mantle,’ Eric’s aura darkened and turned inward again. I’d never seen anything like it before. Maybe Millicent could tell me what it meant.

But I knew something wasn’t right.

To cover my confusion, I kind of babbled at him, asking him questions about how long he’d been here and whether he got along okay with his stepmom. To, you know, try to figure out whether or not he was really having a thing with her, like Kev and Brittany seemed to assume.

“Sure,” said Eric in reply to my question about his stepmother, and his aura did that weird thing again. “It’s been good having her here. And I think she was good for my dad.”

“You don’t sound German like her,” I said.

“Austrian. But yeah, I guess I am. We came over when I was twelve, though. Back when my mom was still alive—she died about ten years ago. Then my dad married Regina.”

I was hoping his answers would also give me some kind of clue about how old he was, because I totally could not tell, but no such luck. My best guess was he was just pushing thirty, which would make him six or seven years younger than me. 

Which could have been a deal-breaker, but somehow wasn’t. Let’s face it, the chemistry between us was just too awesome. So it looked like the Oregon mountain lion—not to mention Regina Jaeger—wasn’t the only cougar roaming the Cascades these days.

“Was she always in the hotel, I mean, hospitality, industry?” Which was a laugh; the bitch was about as hospitable as a cobra, as far as I could tell. “And what’s with this guy Schreich?”

Now, it wasn’t just his aura that seemed cold to me; so was his tone of voice. “Regina’s led a very interesting life, but I can’t tell you much about it, because I don’t know much. I can tell you that she’s a herbalist and a healer and comes from a noble family. Mr. Schreich is an old family servant of hers. I guess they still have those in Austria. If you’re curious, just ask her.”

Before I could put my foot in it any deeper, we came across a blood red stain smeared for a few feet along one of the ski paths. We both stopped and knelt beside it.

“Looks like a predator kill,” Eric said. “Something big, too. Maybe a wolf took down a deer.” He glanced around, looking baffled. “But I don’t see any tracks.”

I dipped my finger in it. The blood had frozen and congealed like crimson cotton candy in the snow. The moment I touched it, my vision blurred and swam, and the world turned to darkness. Frigid cold surrounded me.

Just as in my dream, I was being hunted once again, running for my life through the night, my heart pounding in my chest. The torches bobbed and flamed behind me, sending crazy living shadows across the snow, and the ground shook beneath my feet from the hooves of the hunters’ horses. If that was even what they were...

The hunting horns and cries of my pursuers rang in my ears. I turned and caught an impression of glowing eyes and mouths, of monstrous horns and antlers growing from helmets, or maybe heads—and then I fell. The riders halted in a circle around me, and I could hear their slobbering breath, their evil laughter. I didn’t dare look up, but that didn’t save me—I felt a terrible piercing pain penetrating my body, and then I opened my eyes again to find Eric’s gray ones gazing deeply into them with concern.

“Allison! Are you all right?”

I shook my head to clear it. My vision had been so...real.

“Sure,” I said. “But this isn’t animal blood. It’s human.”


 

Chapter Twelve

 

On the way back to the lodge, Eric and I got into an argument about calling the police.

“I don’t mean to question your belief or whatever that blood was human, but I’m an expert hunter and tracker—it’s what I do for a living. And we see traces like that all the time where game is killed, either by other hunters coming in from outside or by wild animals. I don’t want the guests upset by needless visits and questions from the police. You’re a city girl, and you—”

“Eric! It’s evidence! You’ve just had one of your employees disappear under mysterious circumstance—Sergeant Doberman was up here looking for her just the night before last.” I took out my phone. “I have him on speed dial. Why don’t I—”

“No, I’d better do it,” said Eric. “When you’re right, you’re right, Allison. I totally apologize. I was thinking like a businessman, not like a normal human being. I’ll put in the call from the office and then go back up there and tape the area off so that nobody disturbs it.”

Again with that sweet, soulful smile. Whenever he did that to me, I nearly forgot whatever it was I’d been talking about.

But I was reminded of it again pretty fast when I walked in the front door to the lodge, which, because of the snowdrifts, had been extended out into the parking lot by inflating a huge cylindrical padded vinyl tunnel over the walkway. Regina Jaeger, looking infuriatingly gorgeous and elegant, not to mention slender and tall in an expensive Claude Montana designer skirt, was pacing back and forth across the six-sided lobby like a caged panther hissing at somebody on her cell phone.

“Next week? I don’t care how early in the week it is! I need someone now—half an hour ago. Someone poised, confident, and attractive. As well as youthful and physically fit. No, a female, please. Very well, that is the last of my business you will have. I will try another agency at once. Ah, there you are, Allison.” She pronounced my name like ‘Alley Zone.’

“I should have known you would be prompt and early for your work. I am beginning to think you are a most excellent hire. And really so presentable, too.” In long strides, she had covered the distance between us and was brushing a few stray hairs back from my face with two long, cruelly nailed fingers. She stared at me with such naked hunger, I thought for a second she was about to bite me. Or kiss me, which might have been even worse.

“You know what I am thinking? I’m thinking that if we should dress you in Ivanka’s clothes, you would be perfect for the position.”

I tried to edge away from her, as politely as I could. “What position? And who’s Ivanka?”

“Our reception manager. Receptionist,” she added, when I looked blank. “She has completely disappeared! Just run off, like that silly Marisa girl. Why does this keep happening to me? Is this such a terrible place to work? Am I such an ogre? You must tell me truly, Allison. I know you will be honest—I can read your thoughts like a book.”

I sincerely hoped that was just a figure of speech, because otherwise, I was in the deepest of doo-doo...

Someone, probably the creepy weirdo night guy Conrad, had dragged Ivanka’s suitcases back from the Annex, and they were now stacked in Regina’s office. Which struck me as bizarre. I mean...how did anybody even know Ivanka was actually gone if she was only half an hour late for her shift this morning—and had left all her possessions in her room overnight?

But by the same token, would Regina be making such a big song and dance out of it if she knew what Ivanka’s actual fate was? Because I didn’t have any real doubt it had been the blonde receptionist’s mind I’d been inside just now. She might have been nasty to me and not very bright, but she certainly didn’t deserve to be hunted like a wild animal up and down a mountain all night.

Meanwhile, Regina was pawing through the poor Slavic girl’s possessions, pulling out skirts and blouses and jackets and making me try them on. She was playing dolls—and I was Barbie.

“You have a lovely little body,” she kept saying, staring and touching me as she fastened and unfastened buttons and snaps. I’d been around plenty of lesbians at the go-go dancing clubs—had a few good lesbian friends, even—but I didn’t get the vibe that was what she was really after. It was more like she was deciding if I was worthy of her.

Or maybe just playing with her food...

“I think you must really be quite an extraordinary spirit, Allison. I have a sensitivity for these things, you know, and I sense that you are a sister-soul, someone with much sympathy. I am a very unusual person, I admit. That makes me a lonely figure in this life. Often, I have longed for a true friend, someone I can impart all my wisdom and secrets to. I feel you might be that person. I sense that you have many very great talents...”

WTF was all this buttering up about? Was she just toying with me now? Did she already know I was a witch? Did she know about Millicent? 

Equally scary, was she kind of making me a counteroffer? You know, like trying to seduce me away from the triad and into a witchy partnership thing with her?

She glanced at her jeweled Cartier watch. “Come. Your hair is still a fright, but we cannot leave the front desk uncovered any longer. I have a group coming in at eleven. I will train you personally.” Which was a laugh, because it turned out I was way better at figuring out the computerized bookings than she was. But when she finally left me alone to get on with my new job, I was no wiser about Regina than I’d been before.

The whole time I was with her, I had caught not even the teeniest, tiniest glimpse of her aura. Or of her true thoughts or intentions. I’d made no attempt to read them—I mean, if she’d felt even the least probing attempt on my part to do that, then my goose would have been cooked on the spot. But I couldn’t help but sense the thick dark shield around them. It was like hanging with Darth Vader’s Death Star. The whole time I was around her, I’d done my best to imitate it and give nothing away.

What she hadn’t told me was that I’d be working reception all day—and then be expected to waitress all evening, too. Mr. Schreich click-clacked by the front desk to leave me in no doubt of that. So much for any more hunting parties with Eric, I thought. At least for the foreseeable future. For minimum wage and tips, not all of which you get to keep, by the way—the busboys demanded their share, and Mr. Schreich, who had not earned a dime of it, took a hefty cut off the top.

So I was already in a pretty foul mood when I changed into my server’s uniform of salmon pink and black, and went in to wait dinner at six. It totally didn’t help that Kev and Brittany were pissed at me for instantly glomming onto a much better job my second day there. A real job, as Brittany said bitterly, with a salary and benefits, however pathetic. Which wasn’t exactly doing me any good at the moment, because I still had seven tables to cover.

Don’t ever let anyone tell you that waiting tables is easy. It’s hard freakin’ work—six hours or so of running from the kitchen to the dining room and back, over and over again, carrying heavy trays and plates of food, pleasing everyone no matter how difficult or demanding, and of course, keeping that big fat smile plastered to your kisser if you want a chance in hell of getting a big tip. 

And then helping with the clean up before you can finally leave and go collapse in your tiny little room. Your tiny, very crowded little room, if you have a ghost bunking in with you who weirdly turns into flesh and blood off and on, and suddenly wants to wash her hair all the time and try out new skincare products, exfoliants and bath oils. Not real flesh and blood, of course; but something oddly similar.

All of which meant I was feeling even crappier by the time I crawled back to my crib sometime after midnight.

Only, Millicent wasn’t there. Instead, no sooner had I changed into my PJs and started brushing my teeth, than there was a timid tapping at my door.

It was Eric.

He was carrying something on a coat hanger, something black and velvety. I groaned at the sight of it. “Crap, not another damn uniform!”

He laughed, showing off big perfect white teeth. “Not exactly.” He lowered his voice. “We’re going to wake everybody up. Look, I know I shouldn’t ask this, but is it okay if I come in just for a minute? I haven’t seen you all day, and I’m starting to get Allison withdrawal symptoms. Bringing you this costume is basically just an excuse.”

“Costume?”

“For the masked Hunt Ball tomorrow night. Everybody has to wear one, so I got into the cloakroom early and snagged this for you.”

So what was I supposed to do? Say no? Make him go away while I tried it on? Or stand outside in the hall?  It was a party costume, for crying out loud! Who can resist that? As it turned out, it was a black cat suit, complete with furry ears and a mask with sexy little whiskers and a tail on wires that sort of whipped back and forth when I walked. As I discovered when I tried it on in the bathroom while he sat and waited on my bed for me to make my grand entrance in it.

“Ta dahhh!” I said.

“Wow,” was all he could say when I danced back into the bedroom. Eric’s eyes were on stalks, like a cartoon character. It made me feel more like Tweety Bird than Sylvester the cat...


 

Chapter Thirteen

 

“But you’re not supposed to be a cat,” he said for like the dozenth time. “You’re supposed to be a mountain lion. The theme of the party is wild animals—the hunters and the hunted.”

“There are black mountain lions?”

“Well, black panthers, I guess,” he said. By now I was sitting on the bed next to him and we were drinking from a bottle of California Zinfandel I’d rescued from a table that had only drunk about a quarter of it. I’ve tried to give up alcohol and caffeine because they interfere with my powers, but tonight, I’d figured, what the hell and brought it back with me. After all, I knew Millicent was getting all hot to test her taste buds out. She kept swigging my Scope.

“I’m not sure I’m allowed to be a black panther. I think a cougar is probably more appropriate in my case, anyway.”

“What do you mean?”

I sighed heavily. I was getting super exhausted, really stretched to my physical limits, and the wine wasn’t exactly helping.

“I wasn’t going to tell you this, Eric, but I guess I kind of have to before things go any further between us. I’m not exactly your age, I don’t think.” What the hell; might as well be totally honest with him. “I’m pretty sure I’m older than you — I’m thirty-five.”

“So what?” He laughed again and said teasingly, “I’m totally into older women.”

“How much older?” I asked. Sounding a lot sharper than I meant to. I guess I was thinking of Regina.

“Hey, chill, Allison. Sounds like this is your way of asking me how old I am. I’m twenty-six.”

My heart sank. “That’s nine years difference between us! I’d be cradle-snatching.”

“I don’t exactly sleep in a cradle lately. Besides—you look amazing for any age. Seriously, I actually thought you were a year or two younger than me. But the bottom line: I totally just don’t care.”

“But I do. It wouldn’t be fair to you to start a relationship—and I don’t want a casual hookup, sorry. Been there, done that. Not for me.”

Actually, that last bit wasn’t exactly completely 100% true. It had been a really long time since I’d been with anybody. I mean, there had been one or two guys since Victor, but neither had amounted to anything, so I was actually going pretty batshit crazy being on my own all this time. Let’s face it, I was getting attention-starved. Right now even a casual fling was looking pretty good—especially with the world’s cutest guy.

Who was kissing me even as these thoughts raced wildly through my mind.

Did I mention he was super-adorably hot?

Did I mention it had been a really long time for me?

Um...okay...I guess it’s no use pretending nothing happened, right? Especially since I could sense Millicent in a corner of my mind the whole time, which, quite frankly, was not the coolest sensation in the world. There are times you just don’t want your innermost thoughts and feelings being shared like a pizza. And I figured if Millicent was there, then maybe so was the mysterious entity that had lured me out into the night before. Or even the scary Regina Jaeger. Which was way too scary and kinky for me. So the whole time I was sort of chanting Death Star, Death Star to myself; you know, as a way of trying to keep some mental privacy. And I admit, Darth Vader isn’t exactly the sexiest thing to have on your mind during, you know, sex...

Plus there was his aura. I don’t know about you, but for me, the ultimate pleasure in the act of making love can only come when there’s a lot of love and trust between me and the guy. Now, in Eric’s case, there hadn’t been any time for love yet; you know, the real thing—true, everlasting love. I’d just been going on a gut feeling, an intuition on my part that maybe he was the one—along with the most insane physical attraction I’d ever felt for anybody in my life. But I still needed to trust him. And that just wasn’t possible, because of the weird aura thing he had going on.

And let’s face it: for a giver like me, nothing could beat the thrill of having a vein sucked by your lover at the moment of ecstasy. Nothing. Not even my sweet, oh-so-handsome Eric.

And he was sweet and gentle and thoughtful and amazingly ripped...and really good at it. Okay, maybe even too good. His moves were way too smooth, if you ask me, because that meant he’d had plenty of practice. However, I still wasn’t getting any sense of the real Eric, not even when we were locked in each other’s arms, kissing passionately. At times like that, your auras tend to sort of merge into one, and ideally, you feel like you’re floating on a tide of cosmic bliss, where you can’t tell where you end and he begins...

Ideally. Only it didn’t quite happen like that, so we ended up having that ‘first-time jitters’ let down, where things didn’t flow together as perfectly as my dumbass heart had hoped for.

“What’s up, Allison?” he asked after we’d finished, his voice a husky rasp in my ear. He sounded concerned and something else—maybe a little bit hurt.

You know how it is. When you’re in bed with somebody who asks you a question like that, you stall. “What do you mean?”

He shrugged. Damn it, even his shoulders were beautiful in the dim light of my little bedside lamp. In that instant, I knew somewhere in my heart I’d never be with another guy as hot ever again. Statistically speaking, it just wasn’t going to happen; lightning doesn’t strike twice. And, here I have to confess something. Just because the sex that first time hadn’t been that terrific, didn’t mean I still wasn’t pretty head over heels about him.

Because I was.

So I said, “Okay, Eric, I guess you deserve to hear the truth. The thing is...we’re still actually almost total strangers, you know? And acting on impulse hasn’t exactly worked out well for me, or I wouldn’t still be single at thirty-five, if I’m being brutally honest here. But the thing about what just happened between us is...it was great, really. No way I’m sorry we did it. It’s just that, well, it’s distracting for me being in this place—it’s like this room is haunted or something.”

I’d meant haunted by Millicent, but Eric immediately took up the idea and went with it. “Right, yeah, I was being totally insensitive—sorry. I’d forgotten about Marisa. And for sure, the lodge can be pretty spooky anyway. I remember when I was a kid, whenever my parents would bring me here, they had to drag me inside kicking and screaming.” 

He smiled one of his melting smiles at me again.

“Guess I’m used to it now,” he went on. Apparently, Eric was a chatter box after sex. Not necessarily a bad thing. “But you’ve got a lot on your mind—and we’re all upset about the way people keep running off. I wasn’t thinking. Of course, I haven’t been doing much of that since I first set eyes on you.” He reared up on one elbow and started stroking my hair out of my eyes. “I know what you think—that I’m too young for you, that the poor little rich boy just wants to screw the help, that kind of shit. But none of that’s true. You’re different from anyone I’ve ever met, Allison. Seriously. You’re funny and passionate and full of this awesome energy. And you’re already important to me, in my life. The moment I saw you, I knew I had to at least try to make it work out between us, to make, you know...something real and lasting between us.”

After that, I pretty much just melted. Can you blame me?

Oh, and by the way—it was much, much better the second time...


 

Chapter Fourteen

 

“Allison, what were you thinking?”

Eric and I had woken up early, and he’d snuck out of my room. He was supposed to come back for me in an hour with breakfast, and then we’d go out on the slopes and practice my crossbow shooting before it was time for my front desk shift to start. I also wanted to check out the crime scene we’d stumbled across yesterday and make sure the cops had gone over it.

But Millicent had other ideas. The moment I stepped into the shower, she materialized and started hissing at me from the other side of the vinyl curtain. In broad daylight! She was really drawing an amazing amount of psychic energy from somewhere.

“There’s something dark and unknowable about Eric Jaeger; you sense that yourself! How could you give yourself to a man—a boy, in truth—who could so obviously be in league with our enemies?”

“You don’t know him like I do, Millicent. He’s not like that!” Naturally, I had my own private doubts and worries about Eric, too, but I wasn’t going to give Millicent the satisfaction of admitting them to her.

Of course, knowing me as she did, she’d probably already glimpsed them in my mind.

“Look,” I said, getting a mouthful of bath oil, “after you’ve been alive or corporeal or whatever you call it a while more, you’ll understand. The heat between us was amazing. And he’s a great guy—plus, I’m pretty sure he really cares for me.”

Okay, okay, busted. I knew I sounded like I was seventeen again. Just like the first time. I’d even had pretty much the same argument about it afterwards with my older sister Priscilla. But not in the shower.

“Little privacy here?” I asked.

Fat chance. “I thought better of you, Allison. I never imagined, after all we’ve been through together over the centuries, that you would betray our triad this way.”

“Whoa, you never said celibacy was part of the deal! Are we supposed to act like nuns or something?”

“I meant emotionally, not merely sexually. There’s a reason why it’s traditionally believed that witches cannot fall in love. We have to put our loyalties to our sisters and our craft first and foremost. We can’t just gallivant with every handsome child who comes along! You and I and Sam have been married many times in the course of our many lives, but our husbands and even our children occupied a different, earthly place in our affections, one that never threatened our powers—or our reliance on each other. And we could never afford to draw attention to ourselves by behaving wantonly; in most of our lives, we saved our virginity for our husbands on our wedding nights.”

“Well, that ship sailed a long time ago, soul sister. And I wasn’t gallivanting, whatever that is, and Eric isn’t a child.” I turned off the shower, which had been blowing as hot and cold as our conversation. “Hand me that towel, if you want to actually do something useful. Okay, I admit that Eric’s nine—well, actually only eight and a half years— younger than me. So what? This is the modern world, Millicent. Things have changed since we were hunted down in Salem like dogs back in the good old days. So stop bitching me out! I have real feelings for Eric, and I’m pretty sure he cares about me, too!”

Was I? Suddenly I felt like having a good cry.

I guess Millicent must have vibed that, because she apologized. “I’m sorry, dear. It’s just that I care so much—and I’m so worried about you. Your very presence here was dangerously vulnerable from the start—and now you’ve weakened yourself even more with your feelings for this—for Eric.”

It was like he’d heard his name being mentioned; suddenly Eric tapped on the door again and when I answered it, bustled in with a silver tray full of coffee and orange juice and almond croissants and even a bowl of Honey Nut Cheerios, because he knew somehow that was what I liked best.

“Is somebody in here with you? I thought I heard voices.”

“I know—right? That’s what I mean about this place being haunted,” I told him. “I keep thinking I’m hearing voices, too.”

Eric thought I was just kidding. I guess he must have thought the same thing about an hour later, when we had our first fight. This happened because, after he’d been tutoring me with the crossbow for a while, I asked him what the cops had said yesterday. He got that look that you’ve probably seen on the face of pretty much any guy you’ve ever been with. Or raised. Or been raised by. Or even just been waited on by at Starbucks—you know, that “uh oh, I’ve been busted” fake-innocent look.

“Actually, I never called them,” he said apologetically. “The thing is—when I came back up here to look for it, the bloodstain was gone.” At least he had the decency not to be like, “What cops?” or “Technically, I never actually promised you I’d call them.” You know, the usual lame male excuses.

“Show me,” was all I said. 

And when we got to the spot—if it really was the same spot; how could anyone be totally sure in those acres of whiteness—I saw he was right. The blood was gone, as if it had never been there. Was the area around it disturbed? I couldn’t tell that, either; the day was brightly sunny, and there were pockets everywhere where the snow was melting, revealing wet brown earth beneath them.

Another thing I couldn’t be sure of: Eric. Had he come back up here yesterday, and just cleaned the blood up himself? Then again, how the hell do you clean blood of out snow? I didn’t know, but something happened.

As if he could read my thoughts on my face, he said, “Look, Allison—I know you’re upset about this, but realistically, what else could I do? All traces of the kill had disappeared when I got back up here, and honestly, we had no proof it was even human blood, unless you know something you’re not telling me. What was I supposed to say to the cops? Besides…” He paused, looking guilty. “Regina tears me a new one every time the cops get called up here.”

For the first time, I felt like his mom, not his girlfriend.

“Okay. So tell her this time, it’s all my fault.” I took out my iPhone and turned it on—I’d killed it while I was with Eric overnight and this morning because I didn’t want any interruptions, but now I was furious at him. Instantly my scroll filled up with all my missed messages, mostly from Sam, Ivy, and Bernice—and Smithy. I called up Sergeant Doberman’s number at the Government Camp State Police office and dialed it before I could change my mind.

“Wait a minute!” I said to Eric. “You mean there have been other times? How many? Hello—Sergeant Doberman? This is Allison Lopez at La Chasse. You know; Detective Smithy’s friend?”

“Of course I remember you, Allison. To what do I owe the pleasure? Found any dead bodies up there lately?”

“No, but we found a huge bloodstain in the snow yesterday—and it was human blood, I’m pretty sure of it. It looked like someone had been killed and dragged a little ways.”

“What made you think it isn’t just game trace? One animal killing another?” Doberman’s tone had turned patient, like he was dealing with a crazy cat lady.

“Wasn’t. It’s gone now. Somebody removed the evidence. But if you’ve talked to Smithy again, then maybe he’s told you that I can tell the difference.”

“Yeah, he said you have a real talent for investigative work.”

“It could be connected to Marisa. Also, we’ve had a second disappearance here—the receptionist, a young Slavic woman named Ivanka. She went AWOL the night before last.”

“Jesus Christ. Okay, I better swing by. See you in about an hour.”

When I got off, I found Eric staring at me—with a mix, his aura suggested, of anger and betrayal. “You’re a cop?”

“No, no, of course not,” I said. “Haven’t I been totally honest with you about everything? Like my age. And, you know, my preferences in bed. Trivial stuff like that.”

“But you’re working with the police? That’s what it sounded like from your call.”

I sighed. “Look, I admit I came up here looking for Marisa. She and I were...well, friends, sorta. And it’s true, I have helped the LAPD out with a few cases. But seriously, I’m not a policewoman or a PI or anything else in law enforcement. I promise! I haven’t been leading you on, Eric. You really think anybody as flaky as I could get through the Police Academy?”

Our gazes caught and held.

“Right,” he said. “Sorry. You’re not the only one with trust issues here, Allie.” Sometime during the night, he’d started calling me that. I decided I could get used to it. He took my hand and pulled me into another of those dreamy kisses of his.

After our lips finally unlocked, I said breathlessly, “So about those other times—how many were there? And why were the cops called in before?”

He laughed at me. “That’s my girl—one track mind,” he said. His hand brushed my butt suggestively. “How about we go back to your room and discuss it?”

“Look who’s talking about one-track minds! And yeah, I’d love to—but I can’t. I need to be on the desk in less than ten minutes, and I’m still not dressed. Hey, your desk, your rules.” Hand in hand, we started walking back toward the lodge. “Meanwhile, answer the questions, dude!”


 

Chapter Fifteen

 

But by the time I made it to the reception lobby, the circus had already started without me.

I spotted a very familiar silhouette at the front desk in a little shipwreck of suitcases and shopping bags. It was Ivy Tanner, the third “witch sister” in our triad, tapping her nails loudly against the polished surface while she checked her messages. That $60 gel manicure she got once a week was so worth it, I thought. And the peacock blue color was nothing short of fabulous with the outfit she was wearing and her matching Alexander Wang heels. I felt totally bargain basement with my cheap hand-me-down clothes from Ivanka, and work-roughened hands with their chipped polish. Sigh.

Before I had a chance to say hello, she turned to the young moussed guy in the Hugo Boss suit beside her and gave him a peck on the cheek. “I’ll call you!” she said, and he left, dragging a yappy purse-dog on a leash.

“I can’t keep the dog—I’m allergic!” she hissed at me in a stage whisper. “The agency tried to dump him on me, the Yorkie, I mean, not the guy, and I had to put my foot down. It’s so exciting, though—it’s the first time my agent’s ever sent one of his flunkies to schlep me around. They even hired a charter just to fly me here from Cabo! And a limo to meet me.”

She air-kissed me on each cheek and then went on without missing a beat. “It’s because they signed me to do an Apatow next week. Didn’t you get any of my messages? Crap, what’s the matter with you, Allison? You look different...”

“Shhhhh!” I protested. “We’re not supposed to know each other, remember? We’re both here undercover.”

“Right, like spies.” Ivy looked contrite. 

I couldn’t get over the change in her. Normally, she was the most down-to-earth, unpretentious chick in Hollywood, as well as one of the most naturally gorgeous. But now she looked like a major movie star and for some weird reason was playing the part to the hilt. Of course, she was an actress—but I was getting the distinct feeling that this new Ivy wasn’t all an act. Maybe the fame she was rapidly acquiring was starting to affect her. I sure hoped not.

And I sure as hell hoped Eric never saw us side by side. Aside from being about twice as brainy and beautiful as Hilary Duff, Ivy also looked ridiculously glamorous in her fringed suede jacket framing her ‘JUST SAY OK’ T-shirt—she was the face of the “SAY OK: Save Australia's Young Orphaned Koalas” campaign—and even her designer jeans had a Gucci label. So she was also a famous philanthropist. Plus she was taller than me. Life is just so not fair sometimes. She’d better have some Chanel sneakers in one of those bags, though, I thought, or she was going to find our great outdoors pretty hard to navigate.

With any luck, Eric would never set eyes on her.

“I know what it is,” Ivy said suddenly. “You’re in love!” She made it sound like an accusation.

I groaned. “Not you, too. Jeez, gimme a break, huh? Millicent just spent half the morning giving me hell about it.”

“Seriously?” she said, taking off her sunglasses and stared at me in shock. “You mean—it’s the real thing?” She lowered her voice to an urgent whisper. “OMG, Allison. Will you lose your...powers because of it?”

“Of course not!” I snapped. “That’s just a myth.” But was it? I honestly had no idea.

However, Ivy continued to look shocked. That was another unexpected aspect to her personality. In addition to the simple, earthy young woman who loved to cook and could be super-practical, and the glamorous film siren who seemed to be slowly taking over her public personality, there was also this wide-eyed, kind of prudish little girl in her. Ivy toyed with guys to get her way, and I’d seen her torchy glances melt them into puddles of helpless flesh, but I’d never known her to have a single serious relationship. She totally fit the profile of the witch Millicent wanted me to be.

Well, I didn’t care! If I could still hang on to Eric after he clapped eyes on my friend, then, damn it, I was going to, and I didn’t care what anybody else said. Even if no man could resist the sight of Ivy. Even if they were pretty much the same age. Crap, Ivy was even younger than he was...my heart sank even farther at that realization.

“Okay, well, I want to hear all about it!” she said. “So when can you get off?”

Typical of Ivy; she thought that every job was a fake one like in the movies, and you could just chill and kick back between takes. I’d thought I’d feel nothing but relief if and when she showed up to back me up—but now I was discovering that it brought a ton of emotional complications with it. And not only that, but a lot of prying eyes. I guess all movie stars get that—but I was suddenly sensitive to it because I could spot Regina Jaeger’s eyes boring down on us from the top of the stairs like twin laser beams.

“Not now,” I said to Ivy under my breath; then loudly, “You’ll be in the Roosevelt Room, Miss Tanner—I think you’ll find it’s one of our very best with a log fireplace and its own view of Mt. Jefferson. I’ll just call one of our chasseurs to carry your bags up.” And I dinged the desk bell.

“One of your what?”

“That’s what we call bellhops here, Miss Tanner—chasseurs. I guess because the name of the lodge is La Chasse.”

Long before I got a chance to have a heart to heart with Ivy, though, I snuck out during my first break and phoned Smithy back. I’d asked both him and Samantha Moon—who was a former federal agent (and never let you forget about it)—to work their contacts at the FBI and Homeland Security to find out what they had on their computers for Regina Jaeger. Or Schreich.

“Nothing on Schreich,” Smithy said in my ear. “Nobody’s ever heard of anybody under that name. But I did get a few hits on Regina Jaeger, nee Bose. She’s got an A and H out on her in Switzerland for fraud, but it’s non-extraditable. Also a string of priors in Austria and Hungary for Black Widow cases back in the 1950s and ‘60s, but I guess she’s way too young for that to be the same Regina Bose, right?”

“Black Widow cases?”

“You know, marrying decrepit old geezers and then murdering them for the insurance or inheritance.” That sure as heck sounded like Regina’s style. But just how old was she, anyway? The only way I knew of prolonging life and youthful beauty was through vampirism, like Samantha Moon, or else being a werewolf, like Sam’s boyfriend, Kingsley Fulcrum. And I could spot either type of supernatural entity right away. Which meant Regina wasn’t one or the other.

“We had better luck with your receptionist friend Ivana Draganova,” Smithy was saying. “Twenty-four, Bulgarian national, several visa violations, failure to file with the IRS. I’d say she has plenty of reason to just pull up stakes and vanish in the middle of the night.”

“Not without packing a suitcase,” I said.

“Yeah, there’s that. So when are you coming back, lady? I’ve got a bunch of ghostbuster cases piling up on Sunset Boulevard that need your special attention.”

“Don’t try to be funny, Smithy, it’s just not you. Oh, I better go—Doberman’s just pulled up.”

Now that I’d called the state trooper in, it suddenly struck me just how feeble my so-called evidence was. I went over to his car and described exactly where I’d found the bloodstains, then told him about Smithy’s ID-ing Ivanka. “He says it’s too soon to file a Missing Persons report on her, but he finally did for Marisa.”

He nodded. “In the meantime, I’ll put a BOLO out on the Bulgarian girl. Young woman, I mean,” he said. “Actually, I was sort of wondering, I mean...” The dude suddenly turned bright red and sounded like he was strangling. Or maybe choking to death on his regulation necktie.

“Are you okay?”

“Sure...I was just going to, um, ask you out to eat. You know, dinner. If you’re not busy or anything...”

I was so startled, I actually couldn’t think of anything to say for a few seconds. “Aw,” I finally managed. “That’s so sweet, except I have to work. And...well, the thing is, I’m sort of seeing someone, so...”

It never rains, but it pours, right? Take away the red face and the stuttering, and Sergeant Doberman really wasn’t so bad-looking. He just wasn’t in Eric’s league.

But then, who was?

Meanwhile, Doberman was nodding and getting that sulky, just-slapped-in-the-face look around his jowls. “Right, right, I should have guessed. Well, I’ll just get out of your hair, then. I’ll probably swing by sometime tomorrow—just to make sure nobody else goes missing.”

Like me, I guess he meant. But he roared off in his police cruiser before I could tell him about the night hunts.


 

Chapter Sixteen

 

“And this is where they make you sleep?” Ivy stood in the doorway of my little room, staring incredulously.

“Shhhh—you’re not even supposed to be here!” I said, wrestling her inside and shutting the door behind us. Honestly, I wasn’t even that crazy about her insisting on seeing the room, either; I still had hopes Eric might show up later. “Keep your voice down so nobody can hear us.” We’d almost gotten caught sneaking into the staff building by Conrad the Stick Man.

“My dressing room in Cabo was three times as big as this. And they don’t even give you a dorm fridge?” She stuck her head into the bathroom. “EEEEK!”

So much for keeping her voice down.

“You can see her, too?” I said. Up to that point, I hadn’t been sure if anyone else could.

“Sure I can see her, too. What the hell’s a naked girl doing in your bathroom?”

You really wouldn’t expect a Hollywood actress to be such a priss, would you? I mean, Millicent totally wasn’t naked—she was wearing a pair of my panties and a T-shirt, but I told her to put on some sweatpants, too.

“This is Millicent, Ivy. Millicent, meet Ivy.”

“Wow,” said Ivy as Millicent, beaming and smiling, came into the bedroom and took her hand. “I’ve heard so much about you—I just never thought...Oh crap, you’re even prettier than I am.” I couldn’t believe it; tears had sprung to Ivy’s eyes. “It’s just that you can speak inside Allison’s mind and not mine, so I just thought you and I could never meet or be joined together.”

“Oh, dearest Ivy. Dearest, dearest Allison,” said Millicent. “Here, take my other hand. Now take Ivy’s. From now on, the three of us will be able to share our thoughts, to conjoin our powers when needed. I’m so happy we’re together at last, sweetest sisters in magic.”

Okay, I totally know what you’re thinking. But it wasn’t like a group hug on a TV show at all. A radiant revolving glow seemed to bathe all three of us at once, like an aurora borealis rising up from where our hands touched. But way more beautiful and joyous than any light show our auras could put on, was the amazing feeling that flowed through the three of us like electricity, uniting us in a love of almost infinite compassion and healing. It was as if we were triplets in the same womb together, if that makes any sense; in those moments—which seemed to last a lifetime—we each knew we would never be alone ever again. Could never be alone. No matter what happened, we would always have each other...

Know what else is really weird? How those moments that seem to last a lifetime, usually get interrupted like almost immediately. This one was no different. I heard a light tapping on the door.

Oh, shit, was my first thought, somebody’s heard us.

“Language, dear”. Millicent’s voice tingled reproachfully in my mind. Slowly, reluctantly, the three of us broke contact, and I went to answer the door.

It was Eric.

“I’m not interrupting anything, am I?” he asked, peering past me into the little room. Then his mouth dropped open as he caught sight of Ivy and Millicent.

Great. Just what I was afraid of. One look at those two, and I was probably history. And I couldn’t even totally blame him! I’d never felt so close to either of them as I did right how.

“You better come in. These are my good friends Ivy—Ivy Tanner—and Millicent.”

I couldn’t for the life of me remember Millicent’s last name. It had to be the same as her son’s though, right? Yet even his name had momentarily dropped out of my head due to the stress of the situation. In fact, I couldn’t think of a single thing to say. Neither could Eric. We just stood there like dummies.

Ivy, the professional actress, got her act together first.

“It’s Millicent Laurie,” Ivy said, digging up the name from somewhere deep in our group consciousness, and Eric said hi, still looking thunderstruck. “I’m here visiting Allison on my vacation. Mill’s my, uh, PA. She’s bunking in with me in the Roosevelt Room.”

“What’s a PA?” Millicent asked in my mind.

“You know, like a private secretary,” I replied. I got the distinct feeling Millicent didn’t like that idea a bit.

Out loud, I said, “Well, don’t look so surprised to see I actually have friends.”

Eric laughed and took my arm. “I’m not. I guess I just didn’t expect them to be almost as awesomely amazing-looking as you are.” And he gave me a loyal squeeze. “Seriously, it’s so great to meet you guys. I hope you’ll both be sure to come to our masked Hunt Ball tomorrow night. Allie can hook you up with invitations. Did you show them your costume?”

“I think that’s our exit cue,” Ivy said to Millicent, taking her hand again.

“Hey, if you guys want to keep visiting, I can come back later,” said Eric. Then turning to me, “Or we can just meet tomorrow for breakfast—I didn’t mean to break anything up here.”

“No, no—it’s okay.” I gave each of my triad sisters a quick hug and a kiss on the cheek while I was mentally imploring them: “Please be okay with this? It’s been so long since I had a really great guy to care about...” 

When I sensed the wave of their acceptance and approval wash over my consciousness, it came almost like a physical relief—I felt like a ballerina marionette whose strings had just been cut. After they were gone, I didn’t so much go to bed with Eric as collapse onto it.

But just before I drifted into sleep, I had the presence of mind to tell him, “Hey, Eric—do me a big favor, okay?”

“Sure. Anything.”

“Please don’t tell your stepmother about my friends.” 

I’d tried to think of some excuse for keeping my relationship with Ivy—I still wasn’t too sure Millicent wouldn’t just melt away in daylight—a big secret, but everything I came up with sounded pretty lame. However, I was terrified of Regina finding out she had a triad of fellow witches gathered under her own roof. I didn’t know the full extent of her powers—aside from the dark hints Millicent kept dropping—but I figured Regina’s reaction would be pretty extreme.

“I just don’t want her knowing that I’m close to people who can afford to be guests here, you know? It might make her think I wasn’t serious about the job. That I was just slumming—and maybe planned to disappear like Marisa and Ivanka.”

“You aren’t, are you?” It was hard to read his face in the dark, but I was pretty sure he didn’t like that idea much.

“Hell, no!” I meant I wasn’t planning to be murdered in the snow, but after a second I realized that wasn’t what he was asking. “I mean, being a hotel receptionist isn’t exactly the career I’d been planning, but now I’ve met you, I guess everything has changed for me.”

It’s funny; when I’d first started that sentence I’d felt guilty, like I was lying or leading him on. But by the time the words had been spoken and sort of hung there in the air between us, I realized they weren’t a lie. I mean, you can’t base your life on two nights of love—but I knew I was going to have to at least stay at the lodge to see where our feelings might lead us.

Not to mention finding out the real fate of the two missing girls. And who was responsible...

Besides, what did I have waiting for me in Beverly Hills? A job I had been suspended from, a handful of training clients who could wait, and a friend, Bernice, who was going to be busy having a baby. No reason to rush home.

“I’m glad you feel that way, Allie.” Eric ran his fingers gently, erotically down my spine, causing the most delicious shivers. “Because that’s how I feel, too. I’m just surprised why you think I might rat your relationship with your friends out to Regina.”

“I thought you two were tight.”

“Why on earth would you think that?”

“Well, I mean, she’s your stepmom. And your business partner—you run this resort together, right?”

“Wrong, actually. She’s the boss here—and never lets me or anyone else forget it.” He rested his head on my chest. “It took me a long time to forgive Dad for leaving it to her in his will. He left her pretty much everything. There was enough for me to finish forestry school and get a grad degree in botany, but everything else went to her. Hasn’t been easy adjusting to that reality.”

“And you haven’t been tempted...?”

“Huh? Tempted to what? Bump her off?”

“No, you know—tempted by your hot stepmom. I thought all guys were into porno fantasies like that.” My dumbass way of fishing for the answer to the question that had been tormenting me since I’d first seen them together. I’d sensed something ambiguous there, but finding out the truth was like pulling teeth.

And he reacted exactly like I was a dentist, pulling away and turning cold. “Of course not. Jesus, don’t be ridiculous!”

So that blew up in my face.

Typical, Allison, right? Can’t stand prosperity. But, hey, I made a major effort to fix it.

“Look, Eric—I’m the jealous type, I admit it. It’s not my fault! The moment I start to care about a guy, I guess I just go a little crazy if there’s anyone else in his life. Forgive me? Please? Pretty please?”

I guess you can tell that apologizing doesn’t come easy for me. Sleep didn’t, either. Let’s just say I kept trying until I found a way to make it up to him.

But I was haunted all night by the sense of something still being not quite right between us. Or at the La Chasse Lodge...


 

Chapter Seventeen

 

Naturally, Ivy had brought her skis along in that huge mound of luggage, so she spent the day out on the slopes with the second-hottest guy at the lodge, a ski instructor named Brady. Her showing up had caused a kind of sensation at the resort. Half the men there were following her around like puppy dogs, after she signed a few autographs, even the gross red-faced guy in the Givenchy sweat suit. Who would stand in the lobby every time she went in or out just staring at her and, I totally swear, licking his big fat lips.

Not to mention the waiter, Kev, who had it bad for Ivy the night before at supper. His crush was so obvious that a sullen Brittany dragged me aside and, not knowing Ivy and I were friends, started bitching about her. “Why can’t she go stay someplace else, like Vail? What does she want with us when she can be anyplace she wants?”

Millicent wasn’t interested in the great outdoors or socializing; instead, she haunted the lobbies and the little library and sampled snack foods and drinks at the Blue Boar Bar half the day. I guess it had been a while for her, ‘tasting the temptations of the flesh,’ as she called it. Frankly, I think I’d have graduated to something a little more intense than Planter’s peanuts and extra dry ginger ale, but hey, that’s what seemed to turn the girl on. Not that she was starved for attention; the other half of the men there had their eyes on her.

Which was okay by me, just as long as neither half included my Eric. So far, miraculously, it didn’t seem to. We’d had breakfast together early and then gone out for my crossbow target practice, which was basically just an excuse for him to stand there with his arms around me.

He said I was getting pretty good at shooting, except I needed to watch my ‘itchy trigger finger.’ Or my witchy trigger finger, as I couldn’t help thinking of it.

“I’ve been thinking, Allie,” he said in a serious tone. “Maybe you’re right about those girls that disappeared, that there was foul play involved, I mean. I told you we had a couple of incidents here before that, too, with local people who went missing on the mountain and the cops came up here looking for them. Anyhow, I think you better have one of the Tenpoints on you when you go back to the annex at night. I’m not supposed to let people borrow them, but I may not be able to keep an eye on you all the time.”

“But I can’t just carry a crossbow around with me everywhere I go.”

“Don’t worry—it looks like a guitar in its carry case. And it’s only for when you go out.” So what could I do, except give in? Except now I really felt like a dork, lugging that thing around. 

Once I was back at work in the lodge, I’d been worried Millicent might melt away in the sunlight, leaving me and Ivy with a lot of ‘splaining to do, but, in fact, Millicent seemed stronger and more real each time I set eyes on her. Weirdly, though, being around her too much seemed to somehow exhaust me—almost as if it was me keeping her tethered in this world through sheer willpower alone.

Plus, I had a fine line to tread. I didn’t want Regina Jaeger to notice me hanging with my home-girls. And Regina picked today of all days to insist on lunching with me. And not in one of the dining rooms, either, but all the way up in her lair at the top of the tower.

The two wings of the lodge met at the lobby, which is where I worked; the rounded stone entrance hall was dominated by its massive central six-sided fireplace. This was replicated even more ornately in the floor above, which was the main lounge, its roof rising up to the rafters. Above this was the tower, roofed by a medieval cupola, where Regina lived. This was the highest point in the whole Lodge and had the best view in every direction.

We ate in her breakfast nook, served by Marisa’s new replacement, a shy young Korean woman named Hun Suk.

“I couldn’t help but notice how Eric feels about you, Allison,” Regina announced over crab and herb fettuccine in a light citrus sauce.

“What do you mean?” I asked nervously. With no sense of her aura, no vision into her thoughts, and the fact that she never smiled, I totally didn’t have a clue what was coming next. Was she going to fire me? Warn me off? Or just bump me off, like I strongly suspected she had with Marisa and Ivanka?

And neither of them had even been involved with Eric, as far as I knew. After my innocent little question to Eric about Regina had blown up in my face, I sure wasn’t about to ask him...

She took a long sip of her blood-red chardonnay, then rested her hand on mine. “I mean that I am very happy that Eric has at last found someone. And not just anyone. A sensitive soul with many hidden talents. I sense something about you, Allison Lopez—I have from the very beginning known that you and I, we are much more alike than you think. Tell me, my dear young lady, have you ever had the feeling that you had lived before?”

Not until Millicent had spilled the beans about my many past lives of being a witch, no. However, I could hardly tell Regina that.

“No you cannot, child,” came Millicent’s words in my inner ear. “You must guard your thoughts from her; this woman can read you like a children’s book. Shield your mind!” 

Death Star! Death Star! I thought. And focused on Darth Vader. I’d been doing that a lot lately. And I hate science fiction flicks.

“Nope.”

“I think we have known each other in another time. I think we were once very important to each other.”

“You mean like back in the Old Country? In other historical times? What were things like?” I wanted to sound interested—and after all, Millicent had told me the same thing about my past lives. Since I had no memory of them, I had to take other people’s word for it.

“I lived like a queen in a beautiful castle. Until I was unfairly persecuted for my beliefs and driven from my own native soil.” She drank deeply. “You, too, have known this hatred. That is why I say we are alike. And why it is such a great pleasure for me to welcome you into my little family.” Regina gazed deeply and hypnotically into my eyes. “I think you and I will become even closer than you and Eric...”

Okay...spooky. I didn’t stick around for dessert.

Speaking of children’s books, something even weirder happened when I got back to the reception desk. Someone had left a dusty old illustrated book of Grimm’s fairy tales open on the counter to the tale of Snow White. The picture was of the evil queen looking in the mirror, saying ‘Magic mirror in my hand, who is the fairest in the land?’

My first thought was that Millicent had left it there. Then I saw there was a yellow Post-it note on the opposite page that said, “Warnungzu den Weisen. Siewerdennächste” in a crabbed, tiny handwriting.

“What the hell?”

“It says ‘you will be next’, child,” said Millicent’s voice in my ear. Only this time it wasn’t in my mind; she was actually standing there beside me, dressed in one of Ivy’s designer Donna Karan dresses with a sea-green silk shawl draped dramatically over it and her scarlet-red hair flying everywhere. 

I gave a little startled yelp, and said, “Don’t do that! You almost gave me a heart attack! And stop calling me child. It’s ridiculous; you look even younger than Ivy. I feel like your freakin’ mom!”

“Sorry,” she said.

“Seriously, since when do you speak German?”

“We all spoke High German once. And Old English, French, and the Gaelic. Remember, we’ve lived many lives together.”

“Yeah, yeah, that’s what Regina was inferring upstairs during our little tête-à-tête—that she knew me from a past life.”

“She knew all three of us, Allison—you and me and Samantha Moon. Particularly Samantha.” Millicent began to turn the pages of the fairy tale book as if she were reading a story aloud from it.

“Regina’s passion for Sam was unholy, unnatural. And just as swiftly, it turned to hate. In those days, Regina von Bose had used her magical arts to become an Erzherzogin, an archduchess. She lived in a grand palace high in the Alps, and sent her familiars into every village to find the prettiest young girls. These she would have brought to her palace and would bathe in their blood. That’s how she has kept her youth and beauty all these centuries—not by vampirism, but by abusing the sympathetic magic found in the life-force of others. It is an utter perversion of the Wiccan craft; yet, it has allowed her to retain the same physical body for many centuries.

“You and Sam didn’t know this about her when she invited you to her castle, which she called Venusburg. At that time, the three of us were separated by misfortune. We had been tried for witchcraft in Scotland—you and Sam had escaped, but I had been burned at the stake.” She shuddered at the memory. “Regina von Bose offered you asylum, but at the price of your craft. And your honor. When you found out her true nature, you fled. She has never forgiven you—and I think she is trying to ensnare Sam again through you. That’s why I warned you at first not to come here, Allison, but now I think you had no choice. She summoned you.”

For the first time, I felt really scared. “She’s that powerful?”

“She has a new power now, one that I can’t even quite comprehend. But you must be strong, Allison. That’s why I’ve returned. With me and Ivy at your side, somehow you must find a way to defeat her. Believe me, if we can’t she’ll find a way to wreak havoc in this world. And kill all whom you love.”

I shook my head. “It’s just that I feel so weak and, I don’t know, helpless. Like all my magic is being slowly drained out of me. I keep thinking maybe you’re right.” I burst into tears. “Maybe falling in love is making me not be a witch anymore!”

Millicent enfolded me comfortingly in her arms. They felt as real and solid as any living person’s. “Hush, dear. I should never have told you that—it was unfair of me. Sisters are always jealous of each other. I fear it is I who am draining you, not your Eric. Every hour that I spend among the living must be purchased at a cost. A cost in human vitality. And so far, you’re the one paying the price.”

I blew my nose.

“But your spirit is a gift of Mother Gaia,” she went on, “and when our purpose here has been accomplished, and I can return to the world of shadows, your vitality will be restored.” She sighed. “I’d forgotten how wonderful life can feel in the flesh. The taste of salt and sweetness on my tongue, the warmth of sunlight on my skin...already, I shall miss those so...”

I spotted a limousine pulling up to the entrance and knew I needed to get back to work. “I just don’t know why you wrote this warning in German. And on a Post-it note. Why didn’t you just tell me?”

“But I didn’t write that note, Allison. Someone else did.”


 

Chapter Eighteen

 

A funny thing happened on the way to the Hunt Ball that night. Funny, as in strange and super annoying. After I ended my shift, I went back to my bedroom—or love hut, as I’d started thinking of it—to get changed. And found my cat costume gone...

As in vanished. As in totally not hanging there in my little closet. As in stolen...

And there was only one candidate I could think of who’d been wearing my clothes lately.

“MILLICENT!!!” My psychic shriek was so loud it probably could be heard on all seven planes of the spirit world—and sure enough, a millisecond or two later, the girl in question appeared, dressed exactly like Rose Red from the other fairy tale. You know, wearing red from head to foot, with a little hood.

“What happened to my costume?”

She shrugged, looking guilty—and when I tried to peer into her mind, I found...the Death Star.

“Okay,” I said. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing.” Her tone was guilty as hell. God, I felt so weak. Normally, I could just blow right through her defenses, but tonight—nothing. Nada.

“I know something’s up. We’re linked almost like we’re one person now—I can tell when you’re lying to me.”

“I’ll explain later. Don’t you have the keys to the uniform wardrobe? Well, I’ll meet you back there, and we can pick a new costume out for you.”

“But I don’t want a new costume! I want mine! It’s sexy and, besides, Eric gave it to me to wear.” A terrible suspicion was forming in my mind. “It’s Ivy, isn’t it? She wanted to wear it, and you snuck it over to her.”

“Oh, don’t be so immature, Allison. This isn’t elementary school. We’ll find you something even nicer to wear, I promise. Hurry—Eric is waiting!” And she disappeared.

Just like my catsuit. Grrr.

For the second time that day, I burst into tears. What was up with that? Witches weren’t supposed to fall in love—and they weren’t supposed to cry, either! I really was losing my powers. At this rate, I wouldn’t even be able to go back to my job at the psychic hotline. I’d be a muggle again...

Of course, if Eric and I worked out, who cared? Millicent was right—I needed to get back to him. Before he mistook Ivy for me and took her into some dark corner and...my fevered imagination supplied the rest. I bailed out of there like a bat out of hell. Or like Samantha Moon taking flight...

 

***

 

I wasn’t the only bat, so to speak.

Darkness had just fallen, and flights of dark shapes flapped and skittered through the fir trees. So when I first noticed I was being shadowed through the woods, I guess I assumed it was one more bat.

It wasn’t. It was a heavier animal, and earthbound; it flitted behind me from trunk to trunk, until I stopped and kneeling, reached into my crossbow carrying bag. I’d left the Tenpoint strung with the broadhead in the bolt groove, but hadn’t cocked it—I totally didn’t want any lethal accidents at the hotel—but now I cranked it up and aimed it into the night.

“Okay, I know you’re out there!” I called out. “I’m pretty good with this thing, so I suggest you either stop following me or come out where I can see you.”

Sharp little pricks of cold kept stinging my face, and I realized it had begun to snow. There was a sound like the rustling of cicadas and slowly, very slowly, a pale figure emerged from behind one of the trees and advanced tentatively toward me, hands fluttering. I recognized the Yves St. Laurent silk cravat first, then the deathly pale features above it. It was Mr. Schreich.

“I have seen what you are, Allison Lopez,” he hissed at me in the night. “You are eine Hexe—a witch!”

At the sound of his words, a chill went down my spine. Millicent had been right; I’d had that accusation hurled at me before. Many times before in a dozen different lives—and it never ended well. 

“Don’t come any closer,” I said, but he ignored me.

“You don’t understand,” he whimpered. As he moved toward me, I saw that tears of pinkish blood were streaming down his gaunt face. “She has betrayed me. She has found another to take my place—Conrad!” He spat the name, along with a gout of bloody sputum, into the snow. “Now she longer uses me; I will surely die, unless you take me for your own Hexenvertraut.”

What Schreich did next was really gross. He sank to his knees, and then fell forward and started kissing my shoes. Major ewwwww! I tried pulling back, but he sort of clung to them. “Please, Allison Lopez. Accept me for your creature, I beg of you! I vill tell you everything, all her secrets. I haff nowhere other to turn...”

Okay, put yourself in my place. You’re on your way to a fancy-dress party with absolutely nothing to wear because your so-called best friend has stolen your costume—and very possibly, your dream guy—and you’re in a freakin’ hurry. And for all of his creepiness, Mr. Schreich has always treated you pretty decently, plus he’s an excellent maître d’ and has an amazing dress sense. I mean, why not? Anything to get out of this awkward situation. What if somebody comes along and sees this dude weeping and wailing and slobbering all over your shoes and totally gets the wrong idea?

Somebody like Eric, for instance.

Besides, I realized, I was actually no better than poor Schreich. If I kept on letting Millicent drain me, I’d end up being him—sure, I might live for centuries, but just as a dried up old husk like he was, a kind of a cross between a vampire and a locust.

“Show mercy, dear.” I heard Millicent’s thought.

“Okay, okay,” I said. “I accept. You can be my...creature, or whatever. This doesn’t involve anything too yucky, though, right?” It seemed to me I’d read something in the Book of Wicca about familiars suckling at witches’ teats, but there was totally going to be none of that. Like, ever. In fact, any physical contact at all was a deal-breaker.

“Oh, thank you, thank you, Allison Lopez.”

I swear he actually started tonguing my hiking boots in gratitude.

Now it was my turn to hiss. “Get up, Mr. Schreich! And for Chrissakes, get a grip! That’s an Armani suit you’re getting all filthy, isn’t it?”

He hung his head. “Forgive me.”

I couldn’t help it—I took pity on him. “Look, I could use your fashion sense right now. I need to go back to the uniform wardrobe and find a costume to wear tonight. Wanna help me?”

He brightened immediately. “Ach, may I?” But then as I walked off, he began wringing his hands. “But, no, no, Allison Lopez, you must not go to the ball tonight. It is very dangerous for you! That is why I sent to you that yellow Post-it note! If you go there you will be the one who is hunted.”

Schreich followed me the whole way back to the lodge, pleading and plucking timidly at my arms. “You must not go inside, please, I beg of you, Allison Lopez. You see...the Langenschweinefleisch we serve our clients in the hall, this means in German ‘long pig.’ It is a word that from the South Seas sailors have brought back with them—it means human flesh. It is people! Last night we served for dinner your friend, the woman Ivana. Before that, it was your friend, the woman Marisa. Oh yes, the Archduchess—Regina—she knows very well these young women are your concern for coming here. Also, she does not want you making the love any longer with her lover, young Master Eric. So tonight, you vill be her prey! Ve must escape now, while there is still time!”

“Wait, what?” I came to a dead stop. “Just hold on a big minute there, dude. You said Eric was her lover?” Actually, he’d made it sound like ‘loafer,’ but I knew what he meant. Way too well.

“Whenever she wishes it, yes, he would come to her bed at night. She likes to feed on his energies, as well as from those of all young people. That is why she chose that Conrad; I am too old now, she says. But I am less than five hundred years!”

“Mr. Schreich, you need to get over yourself and tell me about Eric!”

“Ja, ja, okay. But Master Eric, every time he does not remember that he has come to her the next morning, because she is a mesmerist and commands him to forget. She is very powerful to be able to make this hypnotism with her eyes.” He tingled, I guess at the memory. “That is how she first knew you were a witch—because she could not bend your will to hers. Master Eric is her slave—just as I was. But that is the past; you will use me now, Allison Lopez, and protect me from her. But first you must live! So please do not go inside there tonight.”

Costume or no costume, I certainly wasn’t going to abandon Ivy to these...cannibals. Or Eric, either. 

Or worst of all, leave the two of them alone together.

“There is no way I’m not going to that ball,” I told him, sounding a lot firmer than I felt. “Even if I turn into a pumpkin at midnight.”

“It is not the pumpkin that they vill garnish you with,” I heard Mr. Schreich muttering to himself as he followed me into the front hall.


 

Chapter Nineteen

 

If Mr. Schreich was surprised by Millicent materializing suddenly inside the wardrobe, he didn’t show it, though I’m pretty sure I saw him turn up his beak and sniff in disdain at the sight of her Rose Red outfit. To make matters worse, she’d fallen in love with the full-on, Disney Snow White rig that she found in a rack of Halloween costumes and made me wear it.

“That way, we’ll be sisters—just like in the fairy tale.”

“Snow White had a sister?”

“It is a different fairy tale, Allison Lopez,” said Schreich. “Schneeweisschen und Rosenrot. Snow White and Rose Red. A much older tale.” The words ‘much older’ seemed to make him gloomy, and he looked like he might start streaming tears of blood from his eyes again.

I knew how he felt when I got to the ball and saw Eric, dressed as the Huntsman, dancing with Ivy. At least I assumed it was Ivy; whoever it was, she was wearing my black cat costume. “Let the young people enjoy themselves,” said a voice in my head—and I couldn’t tell if it was my voice or Millicent’s.

Which was when the third possibility struck me.

“You know that night when an inner voice led me out into the snow, and I thought it was you?” I asked Millicent in our private thoughts. “I suddenly just realized who it must have been—Regina. And I think she’s taunting me again now.”

I’d been staring so hard at Eric and Ivy that I hadn’t even noticed the scene around me. The Krystal Ballroom had been cleared of tables and the chairs lined against the walls. All the chandeliers were brightly lit, and a chamber orchestra was playing waltzes.

The theme of the night was ‘Fairy Tale.’ Servers were dressed like servants in silk frocks, knickerbockers and hose and powdered white wigs. Brittany even had a pair of beauty spots, though she might have just spilled something on her chin. The guests were costumed either like wild beasts, with animal heads and furry tails, or else like fairy tale characters. Like me. And Millicent, who totally would not leave me alone, even when like half a dozen guys asked her to dance. We were both masked, but they could see her bright red hair and curvy figure.

But nobody was that into Snow White, I guess. Not that I was any mood to dance, but at least it would have been nice to make Eric jealous.

“Stop simmering, Allison—you’re scaring everybody away.”

“Hell hath no fury like a witchy-woman scorned,” I said. “Besides, you realize that half the people in this room are freaking cannibals, right?” For all I knew, Eric was, too. I shuddered.

Eric. Just an hour ago, I’d been so happy, looking forward to my night with him so much. I’d even managed to convince myself that the age gap between us didn’t matter—and that everything really could work out. That I was the beautiful princess, and my Prince Charming really loved me, and we would live happily ever after.

And now, it was like everything was turning to ashes in my mouth.

Suddenly, I felt a surge of righteous fury so great, it made me want to conjure up a blast of raw, white-hot psychic energy that would turn all the flesh-eaters here into pillars of salt, just like in the Bible. I wanted to smite the wicked! I could actually feel my mind crawling with the desire, rearranging the wispy aural tendrils that radiated out in every direction from my fleshly mantle and assembling them into a terrible weapon of dark destruction...

“No, dear, you must not think like that.” Millicent’s voice spoke soothingly in my mind. “I know you feel hurt, but here are many innocents here tonight—the vast majority, in fact. It is not ours to punish evil on that scale, Allison; that right is reserved for a higher power.”

She was right. I took a deep breath. I also took a fluted goblet of champagne from Kev’s tray. It looked like it was going to be a long evening, and I was damned if I was going to face it sober. Not as long as Eric and Ivy kept waltzing, spinning across the marble floor like the little magnetic ballerina I used to have on the mirrored top of a music box when I was a little girl...

The chamber music rose and swelled, and, draining my glass, I took another. Was it my imagination—or was Eric holding Ivy tightly, too intimately, the way a lover would; leaning in to whisper sweet nothings into her ear as they danced and pirouetted? Had they already fallen in love—made love—out there on the slopes while I was busy working my shift?

Half-blinded by jealousy, it took me all this time to notice the obvious. The way the cat’s head mask fit on Ivy’s head required her mane of golden hair to be tightly drawn up inside, so it was invisible. Ivy was taller than me, sure, but she was wearing flats, and we were built just enough alike, so that Eric might actually be confused enough to think she was me, especially if her voice was muffled by the part of the mask where the whiskers were embedded.

Was that it? Did he think he was dancing with me? But if so, why was Ivy leading him on?

“To save you, Allison,” said Millicent in my mind.

“WHAT?”

“It was Ivy’s idea. We both knew you would be the target of the Hunt tonight—your Mr. Schreich’s warning alerted us. But Ivy will present them with a false target, and dilute their malevolent energies while we concentrate on shielding her. Ivy isn’t trying to steal your young man, Allison. She is attempting to save your life. She loves you, just as I do.”

Tears sprang to my eyes—again.

“That is why you must remain sober tonight. You know what alcohol does to your powers.” She removed the second champagne glass from my grasp, then took my hand.

“Do I actually have any magical powers left?” I asked bitterly.

“Of course you do! You are by far the most naturally strong of the three of us. That is why Ivy is leading the chase tonight — so that you will not be distracted or weakened by fear. Or by love. Love for a man, anyway. But we need you to be your true self again, Allison, to act as our furnace, our generator. Otherwise all three of us will be utterly destroyed…”

We were interrupted by noises from outside. First one long blast, then a second. Hunting horns. I heard the sounds of animals neighing—something bigger and deeper-voiced than horses—and the ground vibrated with the impatient stamping of their hooves.

“The Wild Hunt!” I heard several people call out—but even those who appeared to be excited by the idea also sounded fearful.

“None of them knows who the prey will be,” Millicent told me. “It might be them. So, yes, they are filled with blood-lust—but at the same time, they are terrified.”

Half the guests were now crowding around the high windows; someone had flung one, then two of them open, and their velvet curtains were flapping in a stiff cold wind from outside, swirling with white snowflakes that spilled into the ballroom. I shivered, then looked around for Eric and Ivy. 

I could no longer see either of them...

I tore free from Millicent to push and shove my way through the crowd, stomping on one woman’s foot and knocking someone else’s mask askew. It was moments like this when I really envied Sam Moon. What I would have given right now to be able to transform myself into a big, supernatural, powerfully winged monster; to toss the foolish, perfumed, costumed mob out my path like rag dolls and launch myself out into the night at the figure I glimpsed mounting a huge horse in the snow outside. The shape was booted and heavily cloaked in black, but as she sat back in the saddle, her hood fell away, and by the flickering torchlight I saw it was Regina Jaeger. 

She looked up at the window in that instant and laughed. Not at me—she couldn’t possibly have glimpsed me among the faces pressing forward to peer at her, and besides, I was masked. No, she was just laughing with contempt. Beside her, another dark rider spurred forward, crossbow cocked and at the ready. With a sickening lurch in my belly, I recognized his face under the horned slouch hat. It was Eric! My Eric. Her Huntsman. But this was an Eric I’d never seen before; one I barely knew. His face was slack and vacant, more like an expressionless zombie than the man I loved. He was under her control.

He was her creature now, just as surely as Schreich had been...

“Come, Allison,” came Millicent’s urgent whisper. I felt her tugging from behind at my iridescent blue Disney bodice. “We must go now, at once, if we’re to save Ivy—and ourselves. Time is running out!”

She took my hand again, and we ran back across the ballroom toward the main doors to the hall. Bumping into people, knocking them aside, slithering and slipping on dropped canapés on the slick floor.

“But what about Eric?” I cried out to her plaintively as we ran. “Can’t we save him, too?” I sounded like a child, even to myself.

She stopped in the doorway and faced me, squeezing both my hands until they ached and staring furiously into my eyes. “We can do anything, Allison—just as long as we believe in the power of three! Do you?”

I nodded. “Yes. Yes, I do, Millicent. Thank you for bringing me back to that place. But we need to stop off in the cloakroom before we go out after them, okay?”

“Why?”

This time, it was me dragging her into a dead run down the corridor. “Because I also believe in the power of my crossbow. You know, just in case the other thing doesn’t work out...”


 

Chapter Twenty

 

From some frozen somewhere—in the middle of the hottest summer the Pacific West had ever seen—Regina Jaeger had summoned a blizzard. Yeah, she had mad skills.

Snow swirled around our heads, stinging our cheeks and eyes as we stumbled after the bobbing torches and thunderous hooves of the Wild Hunt. Schreich had already proven himself useful, producing boots and cloaks for both of us to wear, so at least we were halfway warm. Even if we looked exactly like the pathetic little orphans in the book illustrations.

“Is that her special power?” I asked Millicent. “To control the weather?”

“There is nothing special in that—we can do that with practice.” This was news to me; exciting news actually. “No, Regina has a unique talent for controlling the minds of others. This is what I could not tell you before and why I warned you against coming here. Because she had already tainted your thoughts and memories.”

“You mean she’s been controlling me all this time?” I was so shocked that I forgot to speak the words aloud, although we were communicating directly, mind to mind.

“Not entirely, dear. But she had already been altering your memories. Marisa was your client, not Bernice’s—that was how I knew Regina had gotten to you, when you forgot your relationship with Marisa and believed in another reality. I knew that if I told you too much, Regina would use you to destroy our triad. I had to rely on your inner strength of will and purpose. It was when she realized that you were too strong for her to control that she decided to kill you tonight. Now we must save Ivy—can you feel her fear?”

For the first time since last night in my room, I allowed my mind to touch Ivy’s. I’d been too mad at her to try to do it before—honestly, I’d been too afraid that my furious jealousy might mash her brains into Jell-O. Now I felt so sorry about that. I’d been a total dumbass.

But the Ivy whose thoughts I found now in the darkness was too terrified, too frantic for escape, to hear or acknowledge my apology. Almost against my will, I found my consciousness leaving my own body and slipping into hers as she ran for her life from the Wild Hunt. Her feet pounded on the snowy ground; her breath came in ragged gasps. Like all young actresses, she kept in tip-top shape, but my physical trainer’s instincts told me she couldn’t keep this pace up for long.

“I must go to her...” Millicent’s words rang in my mind, and I realized that Millicent had disappeared from my side and was now running beside Ivy, effortlessly keeping pace with her. Well, it was easy for Millicent, wasn’t it? She was a ghost. I think.

I noticed that she had changed her appearance, too; instead of wearing her Rose Red costume, she was now dressed to match Ivy in a black catsuit, her flaming hair hidden by the cap. To the howling hunters behind, it must have seemed like they were suddenly seeing double.

“I’ll try to divert them—you must save Ivy, Allison,” came Millicent’s whisper. “Once you are united with her, then the three of us will be whole. It will take our combined force to defeat Regina.”

The two Ivys split apart in the night, one continuing to run up the Inner West Run toward the Palmer Glacier, the other racing toward the timberline. Confused, the Wild Hunt came to a stop, and their half-horse, half-monstrous mounts tossed their long necks from side to side, snorting and stamping the ground.

This gave me a chance to catch up to them. “Ivy?”

“I’m here, Allison!” She was the Ivy headed into the fir trees; I saw that she intended to loop back downhill again toward the hunting blinds.

Where Marisa had gone to ground.

“Right behind you, hon. About a hundred yards. Don’t give up!” Now I was out of breath and lagging. Suddenly the weight of the Tenpoint crossbow was like lead. “I’ve got your back.”

I could see most of the riders turn to follow black cat #2, Millicent. I grinned at the sight; with her ability to wink in and out of material form and reappear anywhere she wanted, like a will o’ the wisp, they’d never catch her. But I saw that several continued to chase the real Ivy, guiding their beasts into the trees and ducking to avoid the branches. 

Still peering through the swirling flakes at the sight, I suddenly tripped and fell on my face, sliding and skidding in the snow. When I came to a stop, I felt my stupid, fluffy, yellow silk Snow White skirt bunched up around my hips. I’d tripped over something—a wire—and now it felt like I had a broken ankle.

One of the hunters galloped up behind me, and I turned over quickly and groped around for my crossbow. A dark shape dismounted and walked toward me, looming larger and larger over me against the night sky. Moonlight glinted on the tip of a broadhead crossbow bolt. The figure was totally cloaked, and wore a horned slouch hat. There was something horribly familiar about it.

Was it Eric? I couldn’t tell.

The huntsman stopped. “Let’s see what we’ve caught in our little snare,” said a man’s voice, filled with amusement. He leaned down to look at me, then gave a gasp of surprise. “Allison? What are you doing here? And why are you dressed as Snow White? You’re supposed to be the quarry!”

It wasn’t Eric—it was Sergeant Doberman... 

In the fairytale, the Huntsman is sent into the forest by the queen to kill Snow White. But naturally, he falls in love with her instead, so he goes back to the queen with the liver and heart of a possum or badger or something. You know, to prove he’d killed her.

The problem was, tonight Sergeant Doberman wasn’t following the script.

I could see his face all distorted by bloodlust—in fact, he was actually drooling at the sight of my exposed thighs. I guess in the absence of any kind of sex life, he’d developed a taste for Langenschweinefleisch. It hadn’t been a broadhead I’d seen under his cloak; it was a big wicked-looking hunting knife. And now he leaned closer to carve me up with it. His aura crawled with murderous evil.

So I screamed and shot him. Actually, I didn’t entirely mean to—it was pretty much reflex. I just jerked the crossbow up from the ground one-handed and pulled the trigger. At that range, even I couldn’t miss. The bolt buried itself in his forehead with a sickening smack. He crossed his eyes and just swayed over me for a few seconds before he fell on top of me, pinning me down and thrashing and convulsing in his death throes. Then he was just dead weight.

“Ewwww...” I said, and pushed him off of me. Which was when I realized that I’d become a cop killer. I’d never be able to visit the state of Oregon again.

Okay, I was good with that. Eric would just have to move to Beverly Hills. If it was still even possible to patch things up between us, I mean. But it wasn’t his fault he’d fallen under Regina’s spell—I had been too, according to Millicent. Maybe if we could somehow defeat the evil witch and drive her from this plane of existence, he’d be freed. And maybe he’d...

I couldn’t believe myself. Daydreaming about Eric while Ivy was still in mortal danger! I hopped to my feet and reloaded the Tenpoint, then limped down the hill toward the trees. My ankle didn’t seem to be broken, so much as severely sprained; either way, I could barely put any weight on it.

“Ivy? Ivy?”

After the longest thirty seconds of my life, I felt her answering thought coming back at me.

“Still here...”

“Where are you?” I looked through her eyes and saw she, too, was limping toward the little shed where Marisa had made her last stand. We had been so tightly connected that when I’d hurt my ankle, Ivy had felt my pain—and continued to be crippled by it!

“I fell and hurt myself, Allison. Now I’m really scared!”

“I know, hon. I’m almost there.”

I’ll never know how I managed to hobble through the pine forest into the clearing where Ivy had been run to ground. There seemed to be two sets of hoof-tracks; one led in front of the shed, the other had slipped away to circle behind it. Holding my crossbow cocked in front of me, I took the straightest path possible to the shed, and pushed my way through the snow piled up outside it and into the darkness of its interior.

“Ivy?”

She was cowering against the near wall, peering out through a slat into the night, just as Marisa had done before her—and Ivanka, too, most likely. I ran to crouch beside her in the shadows and flung an arm around her.

“I’m here!”

But her wide-eyed stare never left the distance. I turned to see another monstrous steed coming out of the gray mist; a huge black creature with glowing red eyes and nostrils and antlers shaped like butcher’s hooks. On its back rode an elegant figure of regal beauty. And infinite menace.

Regina Jaeger...

I really had no idea how scary magic could be until that moment. Sure, the demon who’d possessed that poor English guy, Bill, and his daughter had been nasty and spooky, but I guess I hadn’t really had time to feel real fear during his attack—Ivy and I had just done what we had to do and gotten the shakes over it afterwards.

But Regina Jaeger was the real deal. She would have sent any common everyday household demon whimpering back to the pits of hell with his shriveled little, um, tail between his legs. The woman radiated power, like an evil goddess, and she and her steed seemed to slowly swim toward us rather than cover the ground, surrounded on every side by crackling tendrils of raw golden energy. Snow and dust roared around these like a tornado reaching up to the clouds. Her eyes were so blinding that I couldn’t even look into them for more than half a second at a time, for fear of being sucked into their vortex and losing my will to hers forever. I felt Ivy slip her hand into mine, and we clutched each other tightly.

And this terrifying...thing...was just a witch like me? Yes, that was the crazy thought that raced through my mind at that moment. It seemed impossible that my feeble powers alone could ever stand up against hers. I could feel the wood planks around us warming with the raw force of her presence, as if they might explode into flames at any instant.

“But you are not alone, child.” Millicent suddenly appeared behind us in the dark, laying a hand on each of our shoulders. “We three are reunited at last. Let us all join hands and chant the Canto of Exile from the Book of Wicca.”

Trembling with panic, Ivy and I stood and formed a circle of hands with Millicent. Our voices shook as we chanted together:

 

“Quiaignis et fornace et radices et arborum, 

Quiamartelloetforcipibus, noseiciantvos ad infernum!

In nomenmatrisinserendum, in nomine trium...”

 

“By flame and forge and root and tree,

By hammer and tongs, we banish thee!

In the name of the Mother and the power of three...”

 

“Again!” said Ivy urgently.

“It’s not working!” That was Ivy. And she was right; Regina’s laughter rose over the roar of the whirlwind around her, vicious and mocking. She advanced upon us, glowing with hate and malevolence, and I could feel the walls around us trembling like I was, and turning white-hot. It seemed like nothing could save us.

But someone tried to. A dark silhouette appeared in front of her—a huntsman.

The real Huntsman. Eric. My Eric!

“No!” he bellowed, blocking her path. He raised his crossbow and aimed it at her. “You won’t take her, you old bitch!”


 

Chapter Twenty-one

 

For a moment, Regina just stared at her stepson in shock, and I could feel her glow dimming. Then she raised her hand and sent a shaft of pure energy through the darkness that struck him like a lightning-bolt. But in that moment that he bought us, we were able to recharge our own batteries — and when I saw Eric falling away from the blast, I was filled with a surge of fury so great that I felt like I could incinerate Mount Hood.

“NOOOOO!” I screamed, and felt the power rising up from my innermost depths like a volcano. It erupted outward, blasting the walls of the little shed and catching Regina and her hell-born steed up in a blazing inferno of energy. The ball of fire containing the two of them spun, and filaments writhed and pulsated on its surface like the fiery scales of salamanders. I felt her will straining outward; straining, pushing against mine—but mine was implacable. Then the glowing globe imploded...and she vanished in a billion spinning flakes of cinder-ash and snowflakes...

It was over. I ran weeping out into the snow and fell to my knees, cradling Eric’s head in my arms. He looked totally unmarred, almost like a newborn baby; he was even smiling. But he was gone. I could tell that at a glance—he had no aura at all. I brushed the ash from his face and closed both his eyes, then kissed their lids. Tears streamed down my face and dripped onto his as I rocked back and forth.

I felt Millicent’s touch, then Ivy’s.

“He died saving us!” I said to them, weeping. “Somehow, he did what I never quite managed to do; he threw off her yoke just long enough to give us a fighting chance...”

“He hated her a lot more than you did,” said Millicent.

“Not anymore,” I told her between sobs. Great wracking sobs; the kind you’re never sure you’ll catch your breath from ever again. Regina had robbed me of the love of my life. I know it sounds like a cliché, but I’ll never have feelings like this for anybody else again. Never. Not this sweet and...pure-hearted. He gave his life for mine.

“I know, dear,” came Millicent’s words, picking up my own. “I know. Just as you have more latent power than we two, you also have more passion in you. It can feel like a curse sometimes, more than a blessing. I’m so sorry.”

“Me, too,” said Ivy, stroking my hair. And what she said next was actually pretty touching. “I wish I had it in me to love somebody like that, Allie. I know you don’t realize it now, but honestly, you were lucky to have Eric at all. Nothing can ever take that from you. Someday, maybe you’ll see it that way, and it might even be a little bit comforting to you.”

Which was when I really lost it. So what if it was probably just some lines from a movie she’d been in? I held his beautiful head, even as my sisters held me...

 

***

 

We flew back to Bob Hope Airport north of L.A. the next morning in Ivy’s studio’s chartered Learjet. It had a little galley, and Mr. Schreich insisted on acting as air steward for our Irish wake.

“I haff requisitioned some of the dead, evil Erzherzogin’s favorite snacking foods for your flight, mistresses,” he announced as he clicked and clattered down the aisle carrying two silver trays. “The finest of champagne and Beluga caviar. Ach, what joy it is never to fear the wrath of that Vettel again...”

“I sure hope he’s right,” I said, when he’d returned to the galley. “Because we didn’t really get rid of her, did we? I mean, for good. I thought I could feel her sort of escaping at the end.”

“I, too, suspect this world has not seen the last of her,” said Millicent.

“Are you really taking him home with you?” asked Ivy, meaning Mr. Schreich.

“He’s my familiar. According to all the books, I kind of have to.” I blew my nose for like the hundredth time that morning.

“But where are you going to put him? I’ve been in your apartment—it’s tiny!”

I shrugged. Where was I going to put Millicent, for that matter? As far as I could tell, she seemed to be planning on at least haunting my bathroom forever.

“You like having Millicent around, don’t you?”

“Well, sure.”

“Then that’s the price we have to pay. She and I are like Regina now in at least one way—and kind of like Sam Moon, too, come to think of it. We’ve both become ‘energy vampires.’ Millicent feeds off me to sustain her bodily form, and I in turn feed off Mr. Schreich. It has to be with everybody’s consent, though; that’s how it works.”

“Just like with you and Sam? How will you feed both of them?” She made it sound like I’d just had twins.

“I think that chapter in my life may be over. Lately, I’ve been getting the vibe that Sam’s withdrawing from me, anyway, pulling back emotionally. And I’m not sure I can be a source for both her and Millicent.” I glanced at my ghostly, red-haired sister-witch. “If it comes to a choice, I guess I’ve already made it.”

Millicent picked up the ball and ran with it. “Succubus, banshee, veshtitsa...we have been called many things in many places down through the centuries. Unlike true vampires, lamiae, or werewolves, who are possessed by darker forces in order to obtain their powers, magical beings like us who wish to keep their souls, need to draw our energy from somewhere. You do, too, Ivy.”

“Huh? WTF are you talking about?”

“Before you met us, you unconsciously drew your energies from your audience—your fans. You see, without even knowing it, you’ve always been an energy vampire, too, Ivy, just as we are; the source of your occult powers lies in the devotion of others. We cannot rely solely on each other for everything.”

Tears sprang to my eyes again, and I could feel another round of grief hitting me in the gut. I’d known Eric for such a short time—and yet, it seemed like I’d known him all my life. That was the cruelest thing of all; that we’d both been so cheated of a life together.

Ivy leaned across the narrow little aisle and flung her arms around me. “Bring it in, girl,” she said. Then to Millicent: “I still don’t get it—how can Allie cry her eyes out like this and still be a witch? I thought you lost your powers the minute you fell in love for real.”

“I don’t understand it, either, dear. It’s a gift from Mother Gaia.”

“Have you ever cried?”

“Never,” said Millicent. “Not even for my children. That will also be your fate, dear Ivy.”

And mine from now on, too, probably. Well, good; I never wanted to feel this pain again. Time to get back to the real world. And in the real world, I had a hell of an important meeting with Detective Smithy. In fact, he would be meeting us at the airport. There was, after all, a giant mess to clean up on the slopes of Mount Hood.

After a few minutes, I dried my tears enough to raise a glass in a toast to Eric, and then another to each other.

“In nomine trium,” we said in unison.

 

The End

 

 

Allison returns in:

The Witch and the Wolfman

The Witches Series #4

Coming soon!

 

~~~~~

 

Coming in July 2015:

Moon Shadow

Vampire for Hire #11

by J.R. Rain

 

~~~~~

 

Now available:

Moon Bayou

Samantha Moon Case Files #1

by J.R. Rain and

Rod Kierkegaard Jr.

Amazon Kindle * Amazon UK * Paperback 

 


 

Also available

Winter Wind

A Mystery Novel

by J.R. Rain

 

(read on for a sample)

 

 

Chapter One

 

The day is warm.

No surprise there. It’s early fall in Southern California, which means it might as well be summer. I can’t remember the last time rain had fallen. Maybe four months ago. Maybe six. Hell, maybe nine.

I stand on the steps in front of my apartment building and lift my face to the sun, as I do every morning, as I do throughout the day. As I do every chance I get. Surely a strange addiction. The sun does not feel pleasant. It is searing and blistering and if I stand there too long, I will surely burn. But I don’t turn away. No, not yet.

It’s there somewhere, I think. It has to be. I can feel it. So hot. So alive. The sun isn’t quite directly above. But it’s before me, clearly above the apartment buildings that I know are across the street. There are some trees there, too. Old sycamores. I can see them in my mind’s eye, trunks twisting and flowering into massive mushroom clouds of green leaves, heavy with the dust and grime of downtown Los Angeles.

But I can’t see them. And I can’t see the sun. Not even a hint of it. Nothing. There is only blackness. Complete and total blackness.

There shouldn’t be blackness, of course. There should have been the burning orb of the sun, hanging there in the sky. I should have been able to see it and a smattering of clouds that I suspect are up there, too. I should have seen birds flying and cars whipping past. I should have seen the gentle slope of the street that led up to my apartment in one direction, and down into Echo Park in the other.

But I don’t. Because I can’t.

Finally, I turn away, pulling down my baseball cap and, sighing, lightly snap on Betsie’s harness. We continue away from the stairs, walking carefully along a path that I know circumnavigates the busy apartment complex parking lot. Betsie knows the path. She seems to always know the path, wherever we go. She seems to read my mind, too, which is spooky and exciting and sad.

Betsie keeps to a slow gait, never pulling and always alert to my slightest commands. I love that dog more than life itself, and that is not hyperbole. 

As we walk, I use my other hand to reach out with my walking stick, swinging it back and forth like a metronome. It grazes the flower planter on my right and a pole to my left. At least, I think it is a pole. It could have been anything, quite frankly. Still, I remember a pole being here, right here, in the parking lot, back when I could see.

There is no wind. The day is searing. Sweat begins to form on my brow, along the bridge of my Dodger ball cap, and between my shoulder blades. I am hyper-aware of my skin—and of anything that touches my skin, including the heat of the sun, a soft breeze and my own sweat.

My probing walking stick hits something solid and I find myself now standing in some shadows. I know this because the temperature has dropped, perhaps five degrees. Betsie stops, letting me know I have reached a roadblock. In this case, I know it’s the wrought iron fence that keeps us all so safe in our apartments. I reach out with my hand, letting my walking stick dangle from a loop on my wrist, and find the doorknob and turn it. 

Betsie, without any urging from me, is through first. She pauses just beyond, while I step through and shut the door silently behind me. It is a routine we have done thousands of times.

Once I’m through, Betsie is moving again, down the hill, in the same direction we always go. No mind-reading here. We do this every day. Not quite like clockwork, as we go at different times. But usually, it’s in the morning. In another time, another life, I would have often turned right, and gone up the hill, to the park trails that wander throughout Elysian Park, trails that few Los Angelenos even know about, trails that overlook the brightly lit downtown skyscrapers and wander behind big, beautiful old homes. Hidden homes.

Someday, I think. Someday, I will walk those trails again. 

With Betsie, of course.

Always with Betsie.

The sidewalk is wide enough, but if I come across anyone coming up, or moving down quickly past me, I will never know. I can neither see them, nor hear or smell them. For all I know, Betsie and I are alone on the cement path; but that can’t be, not truly. Surely we pass people. But I never know it.

We continue down steadily, carefully. My probing stick alerts me to irregularities in the sidewalk, of which there are many: steep angles where driveways cut through, pushed-up sections from tree roots, buckled sections where earthquakes have hit hardest. There’s always the oddity, too: A toy left on the sidewalk, or a bike, or a skateboard. Any of which would have me hitting the ground, fast and hard. Again. Each fall is a painful lesson learned.

Now, I move slowly, carefully, seeing the path with my lightweight aluminum four-foot walking stick. A tool that is truly an extension of me. My eyes, my ears, my hands, my everything. 

I walk in silence. But that’s not quite true, is it? There is a faint ringing just inside my ear. A ringing that is always there, and may always be there, according to the doctors. The sound isn’t very loud and often I forget it’s there…but it’s enough.

Enough to drive me mad.

In the months following the accident, as my body healed and morphed into something new, something forever challenging, something forever damaged and broken and suffering, I kept waiting for the ringing to go away. As the weeks turned into months, I was faced with another challenge, perhaps the greatest of them all:

To keep my sanity.

The ringing. Just inside my destroyed ears. A soft hum. Never varying, never rising or falling.

And never going away.

Ever.

I had to find a way to get used to this, to accept this. And it wasn’t easy. Sometimes, it’s still not easy.

So, no, I’m not walking in complete silence. There is the ringing. Right there, just inside my ears. I’m not entirely sure the ringing was a result of the blast that nearly killed me, the blast that I often wish had killed me. These days, I wish this less and less. Early on, not so much. Early on, I placed a handgun near my bed, inside the bed table drawer in fact—never very far out of reach—a handgun with one single bullet meant for me. 

It’s still there by my bed, although I open the drawer less and less these days.

But it’s there.

Just in case.

In case of what, I don’t know.

No, I thought, as Betsie and I continue down the broken sidewalk, over misaligned cement slabs but mostly over a straight and narrow path. No. I know what it is for. 

It’s there in case I grow so mad that I never return to myself, am never the same again. I only hope I’m not so mad that I will forget the gun is there.

I don’t know how many steps I take to Chango Coffee at the bottom of the hill. I don’t even know how long it takes me to get there. I suspect no more than fifteen minutes. Probably ten or less if I was sighted. Now, as I sense that I’m getting closer, I involuntarily tense up. My already careful steps shorten. The intersection is not chaotically busy. Here, Echo Park Avenue is only one lane in each direction. But the coffee shop lies within a three-way stop. Cars are in a hurry here. They often whip through the intersection. Often recklessly. At least, that’s my memory of it.

I continue slowing my pace, and Betsie slows with me. Never pulling, always alert and aware of my needs. She is a saint. My angel. My gift from God.

Of course, a true gift from God would have been to return my sight to me. Or my hearing. Or my speech. Or my sense of smell. Or to return my dead partner to me.

Betsie pauses, and I pause, too.

This is the tricky part. There is no crosswalk here. Nothing to suggest that the intersection gives a damn for pedestrians, let alone blind and deaf pedestrians.

Betsie cost nearly $30,000, a big chunk of my life savings. She has been worth every penny. Her training involved only crossing when there is a gap in traffic. How they trained her, I don’t know. She is so smart, so special, and so I wait for my little girl to see me through, to cross when it’s safe, to use her best judgment.

I sense no one, hear no one, am aware of no one. But I know that can’t be true. This is a fairly busy intersection, the halfway point to the apartments and homes on the hills, and the businesses down below. There are rows of shops here, too. Busy place.

I stand on the corner of Morton and Echo Park, or what I assume is the corner, my guide dog’s harness in one hand, and my aluminum walking stick in the other. Rarely, if ever, does anyone help me across, and they don’t do so now. I might as well be alone in this world. Or, at least, alone at this one intersection.

Now, Betsie is moving and I am moving, too. Trusting her. I have, after all, no other choice.

No, I do have a choice. I could sit at home and do nothing. Except, of course, I do enough of that already. Not to mention, I love Chango’s coffee.

When I’m about halfway across the intersection, in the crosshairs of where the three streets intersect, I know I am fully exposed. So is Betsie. She would never leave my side. Should a car not see us, should a driver be texting now, we would be hit and there would be no way to avoid it.

But today, the drivers are alert and soon, my walking stick touches the far curb. I measure its height quickly with the tip of the stick, and step up into the cool shade under the awning at Chango.

Betsie leads me inside, where, luckily, the staff knows me well.


 

Chapter Two

 

I sit outside with Betsie, holding the hot to-go coffee cup with both hands. Betsie is leaning on my ankle, panting in the heat, her heaving body pulsating against my own. Her weight is comforting. Her touch gives me peace of mind and a small amount of happiness.

There is still no wind. I miss the wind. I hunger for the wind. And for the rain. I realize all over again that I am, perhaps, living in the wrong part of the country.

But I can’t move. Not from here. I know this area. A snapshot of it is forever imprinted in my mind. Forever and ever. I live in that snapshot. How could I live where I don’t know what the view is like from my balcony, or from my front door, or up and down my street? I couldn’t, and I am afraid such a change would be the end of me. The end of my sanity, too.

I suspect that eyes are on me, but I do not know. I suspect young ones want to pet Betsie, but her vest clearly says: “Working dog. Please do not touch.” At least, that’s what I’m told it says.

Betsie does not need to be petted or touched and fawned over or played with. She is a working dog. She is always alert, ever watchful, her head constantly swiveling. I can feel it, even know it, that she is watching, watching.

She knows what her job is and she does it well for me.

At least, that’s what I believe, and I am sure I am not far from the mark.

When the coffee begins to cool enough for me to sip, I do so. Perhaps one of the few luxuries that remain is my ability to swallow food and drink, although both must be done very carefully. If either goes down the wrong pipe, I am in trouble. It’s very difficult to cough up through a tracheal tube, which I’m breathing out of now.

And so, I sip slowly, carefully, ingesting just a small dose of the coffee.

Yes, one of my few luxuries is taste. I do have it, albeit in limited form. After all, part of my tongue had been destroyed, too.

The coffee is only really a hint of coffee. I will take a hint. In a life where so much was taken from me, anything at all is a blessing. Early on, I couldn’t recognize my blessings. Early on, I was all too aware of what had been taken from me, stolen from me. It has taken me years to appreciate what I still have. And what I have is a hint of taste buds…taste buds that still worked. God bless them.

I taste the crap out of this coffee now, savoring it, swallowing it oh-so-carefully. 

My scarred and destroyed throat is of little use. But it still remembers how to swallow. Thank God I can feed myself.

Another gift, I think. 

I am about halfway through my coffee when Betsie sits up. She moves away from the shade and the pressure on the harness suggests she is standing alert. Then again, what do I know? One thing is certain: there is someone next to me. I can feel them now, sense them in my own way. Betsie does not growl. Betsie is not aggressive. That had been trained out of her as a puppy. But she is alert and letting the stranger know that I am well protected.

Turns out, it isn’t a stranger after all.


 

Chapter Three

 

We are in my apartment.

I am sitting in the corner of my couch, my hands in my lap, my knees together. A docile pose. An unassuming pose. I do not know why I sit like this these days. Perhaps I am afraid to spread out. To expand. To touch something unfamiliar. To get hurt. To be embarrassed. So now, I sit in an upright fetal position, so to speak. Touching no one. Touching nothing. As alert as I can be, which isn’t saying much.

With me are two people. My ex-boss at the LAPD, Captain Paul Harris of Robbery-Homicide, and a sign language translator named, I think, Rachel. The translator is sitting next to me. My ex-boss, the gruff-but-fair Captain Harris is sitting opposite me. I know this because I can feel only one person on the couch. And if I am alert enough—and I often am—I can even feel the floorboards beneath me give way ever so slightly, signaling that my plus-sized ex-boss is sitting in the recliner.

If they are speaking, I wouldn’t know it. Sometimes, I can detect speech by the way the cushion around me might bounce as the speaker gesticulates with hands and arms. There’s no gesticulating going on now, probably because we were only now getting settled. I felt Betsie at my feet, where she would be, I knew, for the rest of her life, God bless her canine soul.

I raised my hands and signed: “To what do I owe the pleasure, Captain?”

Small movements next to me. The translator was relaying my signs into speech. A pause. Now, small movements. If I have to guess, the translator is nodding, and if I have to guess further, I suspect that Captain Harris is getting straight to the point, as he is wont to do.

I wait, hands folded once again in my lap. Betsie is asleep on my left foot. Her breath is hot on my bare ankle. I am in shorts.

And now, something happens that doesn’t make sense to most people at first. The translator takes my right hand carefully. I know what’s coming next, and so I open my palm. Below, Betsie looks up, undoubtedly assessing the situation, determines that all is well, and rests her chin once again on the top of my shoe.

I wait with my hand open, aware of the woman sitting close to me, aware that this is the first time in many months that a woman has sat so close to me. I am also aware of a hint of perfume. Just a hint, as my sense of smell is mostly gone, too. But sometimes, the right combination of scents makes its way through my damaged olfactory, and hers does now.

Roses. And jasmine. Something woodsy, too. The smell of rain, somehow.

I know I am smiling, and I can only wonder what the other two are thinking of me, seeing me smiling there, with my shades on and part of my face destroyed. Not all of it, granted—and, I’m told, I had lucked out. The scarring isn’t hideous. I have been told that, in the right light, I still even look somewhat handsome. I’ll gladly take the ‘somewhat handsome’ part. Then again, I would take many things at this point.

So, I am smiling as she places her hand in my hand, and what happens next has become second nature to me, although it has taken many, many tries to get it right.

Rachel—I think her name is Rachel, I am too embarrassed to ask her again—uses American Sign Language now. Pinkie up, she presses her hand into my palm and I immediately recognize the letter “I.”

She pauses, tapping my palm once to indicate a space.

A closed fist with the thumb in is pressed into my palm—then a closed fist with the thumb out.

A—M—

Another tap. More letters pressed into my palm.

S—O—R—R—Y—

Another tap, more letters.

T—O—

Tap.

S—E—E—

Tap.

Y—O—U—

Tap.

L—I—K—E—

Tap.

T—H—I—S—

And two taps to end the dialogue.

All in all, the process takes just a few seconds. I can feel the signed letters being pressed into my palm. It is a cumbersome way to communicate, true, but it is effective for someone like me who can’t see or hear.

The captain’s words sink in. I haven’t seen him in many years. Perhaps even five. I haven’t seen many of my old friends from the station, no pun intended. Few could communicate with me, and sitting with me in awkward silence is, well, awkward. Most of my friends are gone. My parents are passed, and I only have one brother, who visits me weekly. He’d long ago mastered sign language, and we have a good time together. Or as good as we can.

I use both hands to sign back: “What do you mean?” But then, I smile, or think I smile. Half of my face is mostly paralyzed, although I am told my smile is still kinda adorable, with a few new dimples thrown in for good measure. Who told me these things? Who’d blow smoke up a blind and deaf man’s ass? My ex-girlfriend, of course. My ex-girlfriend who’d cared for me for many months after the explosion. My ex-girlfriend who is now long, long gone, although I think about her often. And dream about her even more. In fact, I’ve been meaning to look her up again, crazy as that might sound.

Very, very crazy. After all, my ex had made it known that she wanted nothing to do with me after my rehab.

No, I think. Those words are too strong. She was just exhausted, overwhelmed. Maybe we can get coffee someday soon. 

The idea of coffee with my ex sends a thrill through me. I have not seen her in, what, four years? Maybe she’s still single? Maybe she misses me, too? Maybe she’s waiting for me to reach out to her?

Maybe.

I suspect I know the answer to most of these questions. Still, the thought of being with her again, touching her, sends a thrill through me.

And the woman sitting next to me, with her small hand once again pressed into my hand, is, I suspect, the source of this thrill.

The explosion mercifully spared the rest of my body. My hands are intact, as are my legs. The blasts had been centered around my facial area. In particular, around my neck region. My voice box had been destroyed. My windpipe had been destroyed, too. The close proximity of the explosion had permanently damaged the inner and outer hair cells of my ears, those all-important sensory receptors that pick up sound. And there is no healing or replacing such receptors.

Shrapnel had destroyed my eyes. So much so, both eyes had been enucleated, or removed, leaving me with empty sockets. Early on I had tried orbital implants—glass eyes—but grew tired of them. Additionally, my scar tissue was such that the implants irritated me more than helped. These days, I prefer to hide behind my wraparound sunglasses…and keep my eyelids closed.

Remarkably, my esophagus had stayed intact, which allows me to still eat and drink with my mouth. However, my larynx—the organ responsible for speech—had been completely destroyed. The damage was so severe that traditional voice aids do not work. Even handheld devices, electric larynxes as they are called, were rendered ineffective due to severe scarring at my throat and my inability to hear the sounds. Such devices sent vibrating sound waves into the mouth and throat area, which, in turn, could be shaped into words with tongue, jaws, lips and teeth just as one would have done with sound from the larynx. It is an ingenious device that has been around longer than I would have guessed. With my hearing loss, I was never fully able to use the electronic larynx. After all, one needs to hear the sounds coming out to learn how to manipulate them, adjust them, correct them. For now, speech is a lost cause for me, although I tried many times to use the device, and each time, I was told I was unintelligible. I haven’t tried again, and doubt I ever will.

For now, I get by using American Sign Language, reading braille, using writing pads, blocks of plastic letters and a new phone app that converts text messages and emails into, of all things, vibrating Morse code, spelling out my texts one letter at a time, much as Rachel the translator was now spelling out words, one letter at a time.

Communication on my end is a little easier and faster, as I can use both hands to sign full words, and so I rapidly ask the captain to what did I owe the pleasure of his company?

There is a pause, and I feel her nodding her head, undoubtedly listening to the captain’s response.

Then I feel gentle hands take my own hand again. I open my fingers and she rests her palm flat against mine—and I feel another thrill that made me think of my ex-girlfriend again, and it also makes me wonder for the first time, just what Rachel looks like. That is, until I realize I would never know what she looks like, and I let the thought go.

Still, her touch is gentle and slightly…seductive, but that could just have been my imagination. Truth is, words like ‘seductive’ had long since departed my vocabulary. ‘Getting through the day’ are common words. ‘Not killing myself’ is another common phrase that runs through my mind.

Still, her touch is…pleasant, and it sends shivers through me. The first shivers, I’m certain, in nearly five years.

And now, she is spelling out the words, which she does a little faster this time around, as our connection is already growing. At least, I’d like to think so. She presses each sign firmly into my palm, then quickly forms the next, pausing and tapping between words, until the sentence is spelled out, a minute or so later.

“I need your help, Lee.” 

I absorb this, and then sign: “You need a driver?”

I feel the couch shake slightly, and I think Rachel might have been laughing. A moment later, the captain’s return message arrives: “It’s good to see that you haven’t lost your sense of humor, Lee.”

“My sense of humor is one of the few senses I have left,” I sign back. 

There is another pause—and what was meant to be another small joke suddenly turns into not such a small joke. Maybe it sounded more like a cry for help, or pity, neither of which I had intended.

Now, I feel the floorboards beneath me move and Betsie jerk her head off my foot. Someone is coming over, and that someone is the captain. He reaches around and wraps a meaty arm around my shoulder and presses his head against mine and holds me closer than anyone has held me in a long, long time.

When he is done hugging me, I can feel his tears rolling down my neck. Either that, or my trachea valve needs another cleaning.

Now, he sits next to me, his legs pressing against mine. He has Betsie’s full attention, and for now, she continues sitting up, undoubtedly staring at him, undoubtedly assessing him.

I sense he is talking, and now, Rachel lifts my hand and once again, presses hers into mine.

“I’m so fucking sorry this happened to you. You didn’t deserve this, Lee. No one deserves this.” 

Except, of course, I did deserve this. I deserved this and so much more. I don’t respond and we all sit in silence again on my couch. Betsie lowers her head once again to my shoe.

After a short reprieve, the captain speaks again; as he does so, he rests his hand on my shoulder, and this, along with the hug, is the most the captain has ever touched me. My old boss has gotten sentimental over the years. Rachel promptly translates his voiced words into my open palm.

“I hate to do this to you, Lee, but we could use your help on a case. Many cases, actually. One, in particular. A case we call the Big Case, with a capital B and C.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“People are disappearing, Lee,” comes his response a few minutes later. “Many people, in fact. Ten, as far as we are aware.” 

“Any bodies?” I ask, signing. 

“None yet.” 

“Tell me more,” I say, and the captain does. This is a lengthy process, one that challenges the translator and, I suspect, the captain’s patience. But when he is done, I have the full picture. 

And what a crazy picture it is.
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