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Chapter One
Paisley Barton was already having a bad day but things went from bad to worse after she turned her husband into a rat.
It really was an accident. She’d been planning something more along the lines of a dirty little opossum like the ones she so often saw dead along the side of the road.
Just a few hours earlier, the day had started out the same as any other. She awoke at five in the morning, readied the kids for school, and quietly dressed for work careful not to wake her sleeping husband. He was currently on the night shift rotation as an officer for the LaGrange Police Department.
She rarely saw him awake when he was on this shift and it didn’t help their already struggling marriage. But she didn’t have time to ponder the status of her nuptials because despite setting her alarm for half an earlier than usual, she was somehow already running late to the first of her two part time jobs.
In retrospect, that boring morning routine turned out to be the best part of her day.
After arriving at the office where she worked as a bookkeeper, she was summoned into the boss’ office. There she sat face to face with Ned Benton. He was a little runt of a man who owned the tractor supply company she worked for three days a week.
“Paisley,” he began in a small, shaky voice.
She waited for him to continue but began to have a bad feeling about this meeting when he started chewing the fingernails on his left hand.
“Times are tough in the economy, I know you are aware of this,” he said and paused as if waiting on her to agree.
She sat in silence but began to feel her shoulders tense up.
“Anyway, Benton Tractor Supply is going to have to cut back on expenses just like most small businesses,” he said and then switched hands to continue his nibbling.
Paisley began to squirm slightly in her seat.
“Basically, what I’m trying to say is that we won’t be needing your services any longer. I’m going to take over the bookkeeping duties from now on,” he finally spit it out. The bad news was now on the table.
Paisley didn’t argue or plead for her job, she’d had an idea this might be coming when her full time job had been cut down to just three days a week a few months ago. So, she quietly packed up her few personal belongings and left the building.
She made a mental plan to return home and start looking through the Classified Ads. After all, her other part time job at the locally owned store Bookworthy, wouldn’t be enough to keep the mortgage paid.
She slid behind the wheel of her white Hyundai Santa Fe and sped out of the parking lot. Her tires slung up a few bits of loose gravel and she knew Ned was watching out the window to make sure she didn’t ding his restored classic Mustang convertible.
A little tinge of excitement coursed through her as she suddenly realized she’d never have to look at him or smell his coffee breath over her shoulder again.
The excitement died out as quickly as it had surfaced when she thought about going home to face Paul with her news. He’d start ranting and raving about the cable television bill and the new clothes she’d just purchased for the kids.
Paisley sighed.
Things hadn’t been all that great between her and Paul lately. When the worries had started to creep up in the back of her mind, she’d shrugged them off and blamed it on his work schedule and the financial strain every family feels.
She hoped this news wouldn’t be the catalyst to throw things further out of whack between them.
As she contemplated how she would break the news to him, she saw the grocery store approaching on her right. She swung the SUV into the parking lot and headed inside.
She knew that Paul always reacted better to bad news when he had one of his favorite meals sitting in front of him. She smiled at the thought of surprising him at home in the middle of the day and after cooking for him maybe he’d feel like having her for dessert. It had been a while since they’d made love.
Despite her bad news on the job front, maybe this day wouldn’t be that bad after all.
~* * *~
When Paisley pulled up in front of the house, she noticed a silver sports coupe parked across the street. She didn’t recognize the car and wondered who might be visiting little old Ms. Gilmore in a car like that.
She eased her vehicle into the garage and made sure not to nick the handlebar that protruded from Paul’s motorcycle. He loved that bike more than just about anything on Earth.
Paisley lifted the grocery bags off the passenger seat and entered through the laundry room door. As she pulled the door shut behind her, she thought she heard the sound of water running upstairs. She looked down at her watch and saw it was only a little after ten in the morning.
Paul was up really early for a shower. Maybe she should surprise him in the shower. A quiver of excitement raced through her at the thought of it.
She set the groceries down on the kitchen counter and kicked off her shoes. She crossed through the den undressing as she went along and tossed her blouse on the sofa.
She unbuttoned her pants as she climbed the stairs and stepped out of them as she reached the top.
She unhooked her black lace bra and tossed it in the floor of their bedroom, walked to the door of the bathroom and pushed the door open. Steam from the shower escaped and she could feel the warmth caress her face.
The thought of seeing the naked, muscular body of her husband made her panties moisten in response. With that thought, she ran her fingertips under the elastic of her panties and pushed them down to the floor.
She walked silently to the shower door and pulled it open with what she hoped was a seductive smile on her lips.
What she saw behind the fogged over glass door was her very naked husband screwing a very young blonde woman.
~* * *~
Paisley stood there staring at them with her mouth wide open and her hair frizzing up from the humid air that was wafting out from inside the shower.
Her mind raced but the surprise and rage that flooded through her brain prevented her from speaking.
The nude duo in the shower stared at the naked Paisley and they all just stood there for what seemed like an eternity.
Slowly the embarrassment began to wash over Paisley and her face burned. She grabbed wildly for a nearby towel and hurriedly wrapped it around herself.
Paul turned off the shower and stood there in silence with the water dripping down his body. Then he made a dire mistake. He pushed the naked, wild eyed woman behind him as if to shield her from facing Paisley…as if to somehow protect her.
That was when Paisley broke the silence with a scream that sounded like a wild banshee had gotten loose in the house.
“You incredible asshole!” she screamed and slammed the glass door of the shower with a force that proceeded to shatter it to pieces.
The blonde girl screamed and Paul held out his arm as if to ward off the insanity of Paisley.
“Now, just calm down,” he instructed in his trained cop voice.
“I will not!” Paisley screamed and turned around in search of a weapon. She wanted to hurt him. This incredible feeling of violence surged through her and she felt as if the only solution was to cause him physical pain.
Finding nothing nearby she could use, she stormed out of the bathroom. She twisted the towel around herself tightly as she ran through the bedroom and back downstairs. Her bare feet slid as they hit the smooth hardwood floor of the foyer.
As she grabbed hold of the banister railing to steady herself, she saw her son’s baseball bat propped against the wall near the front door. She snatched it up and headed for the garage.
She heard a commotion behind her and knew Paul was running after her. She didn’t care. She didn’t stop. She was a woman on a mission now.
As she stepped onto the cold cement floor of the garage, she felt a sudden intense thrill. She was going to smash his precious bike to smithereens and she was going to enjoy it.
She lifted the bat over her head and cracked it down on the bike. She saw the rearview mirror crumble to the floor.
She screamed out as she struck the handlebars, headlight, and muffler. She was in a furious frenzy and then she felt the strong arms of Paul grab her from behind and hold her tightly against his chest.
“Stop it, Paisley! Dammit!” he boomed at her furiously.
She struggled against him for a moment then suddenly came to a dead stop. She knew she’d never break free of his hold. At only five feet and five inches tall, she was no match for the muscle bound body of the six foot three police officer.
“Look what you did,” he said incredulously.
“Kindly remove your disgusting hands from my body,” Paisley said in a cold, distant voice she didn’t even recognize as her own.
Something in her voice must have reached him because he slowly released her an inch at a time until he was no longer touching her.
She dropped the metal bat on the floor and heard it clatter and then roll under her vehicle.
“Get out of my house,” she said with venom emanating from her voice. She sounded much stronger than she felt.
“No, I won’t,” he replied, crossing his thick forearms over his chest.
She looked down and realized he was standing there butt naked and dripping wet. Normally this would have been a funny scene. Paul naked in the garage, she herself naked except for the cotton towel wrapped around her and his precious beloved motorcycle much worse for the wear. She might even be able to laugh about it later.
For now, she only wanted him out of her sight before the darkness that she so expertly kept hidden inside herself was unleashed.
“This is your last warning, Paul Barton. Get out of my house. Now!” she raised her voice and pointed towards the garage door.
He stood there stock still and remained quiet. His only response was one, final head shake.
That was when she headed for the attic and the long forgotten, dust covered spell book that would soon change her life forever.
Chapter Two
Paisley pushed past Paul and hurried through the door and back into the house. She quickly pulled the door closed behind herself and slid the dead bolt lock into place.
He wouldn’t be getting into the house any time soon. She knew he didn’t have a key out there since he was completely naked. So, his choices were to wait there for her to let him in or to open the automatic overhead garage doors and step outside bare assed.
She would love to have felt pleasure at the thought of it but instead her mind was already clouding over with a darkness she hadn’t felt in many years. It had been fifteen years since she had even considered casting a spell. Things had ended very badly the last time she’d been involved in the ways of magic.
She’d made promises she would never do so again. Still, she knew her spell book was packed away in her trunk in the attic. She intended to punish Paul for his deception one way or another.
As she passed through the kitchen, she stopped by the spice rack located in the cabinet above the stove. She knew she didn’t have all the proper ingredients for a vengeance spell, but there were certain common herbs and spices you could substitute.
She started pulling down bottles from the cabinet and jumped only slightly when she heard Paul’s fist start to pound on the laundry room door.
“Paisley!” He roared through the metal door.
She ignored him and continued to rake bottle after bottle down off the shelf and gather them together inside a kitchen towel.
She held the towel close to her chest and headed for the stairs.
“Paisley, open the fucking door!” Paul yelled as he pummeled the door with his meaty fist.
When she reached the upstairs landing, she set down her loot and looked up at the attic door. She would need a chair or something just to reach the dangling rope pull.
Then she looked down at her towel clad body and decided to pull on some clothes before she made her way into the dusty, dark attic.
She went into the bedroom and threw on a pair of blue jeans and a tank top. Just because she was about to work black magic didn’t mean she had to dress in all black. That was just a myth.
As she stuck her bare feet into her comfy bedroom slippers, she noticed a pair of pink lacey thong panties hanging from the bedpost. She didn’t own anything that slutty and she felt her face turn red with fury as she thought of the skinny blonde that had been screwing her husband in her shower just a few moments ago.
If she needed any further incentive to proceed up to the attic, this was more than enough.
Even upstairs, she could still hear the pounding of Paul’s fist against the door down below. He was getting really pissed off now. Good.
Paisley pulled her daughter’s pink princess stool out of the hall bathroom and stepped up on it to grasp for the rope pull that was attached to the attic door. She tugged the door down and extended the creaking ladder onto the landing.
She pulled all of the herbs and spices together in the kitchen towel and slowly climbed the stairs with her loot clutched tightly against her. She'd added a couple of candles and some matches while in the bedroom. She tried not to notice that the candles looked like they had been recently burnt. She knew that she had not been the one to light them. She shook her head as if to clear all the thoughts of the naked couple from her mind.
~* * *~
The minute she stepped into the attic and stood upright, sweat started to form in the small of her back. It was stifling hot up here.
She was feeling extremely agitated but she was going to see this through. She looked around and saw her old rusty trunk pushed against the back corner of the attic wall.
She set down her collection of spices and slowly walked towards it. There were multiple cobwebs descending from the rafters down to the trunk. She took off one of her slippers and waved it around to swat down the webs.
Then she squatted in front of the trunk and unfastened the closures. She attempted to lift the top but it wouldn’t budge.
She blew out a breath of frustration and her bangs fluttered against her forehead. She swiped the back of her forearm across her brow and felt the moisture that was beginning to form there.
Crap, it was hot up here.
Just get on with it, Paisley.
She tried to motivate herself into action before she melted into a puddle on the wooden floor.
She looked at the side of the trunk and realized there were two more closures on each side and one of them sported a pad lock.
Oh, Crap!
She’d totally forgotten she’d placed that lock on there. She closed her eyes for a moment and tried to recall what she might have done with the key. Her mind filled with images of herself going through her Feng Shui phase a few years ago. She remembered organizing her closet and taking a few old boxes out to the garage until she had a chance to go through them.
She moaned at the thought of those boxes sitting in the garage. The key could very easily be in one of those boxes, but there was no way in hell she’d be able to get the key with pissed off Paul locked in there.
She’d just have to break the lock.
Her eyes scanned the attic to see what she might use as a tool. She paused at the sight of an old set of golf clubs. Paul had bought these for a charity golf tournament he had played in for the police department. They’d been up here ever since.
That was two hundred dollars well spent. She took a deep breath and stood up.
She pulled an iron club out of the bag and hefted it back over to the trunk. She then proceeded to beat the golf club against the rusty lock over and over again.
Chapter Three
Paisley sank to the floor and rested her head in the palms of her hands. She was drenched with sweat and thoroughly exhausted from her exercise session with the golf club. After what seemed like an hour of beating the lock with the club, she had only managed to break the shaft in half while the old, rusted padlock remained intact.
Maybe this was a sign she should just forget about the vengeance spell. Maybe it was a bad idea after all.
She turned her head back toward the attic door that led down to the floor below. She could almost imagine how good it would feel to step back into the cold, air conditioned house.
She looked back at the lock and it seemed to mock her from where it hung.
She stood up and stared at it. She took her slippered foot and gave it one solid kick.
The lock sprang open.
~* * *~
Suddenly, a new burst of energy surged through her. She pulled off the lock and dropped to her knees to lift the lid of the trunk.
She could almost feel her spell book calling to her. When you learned to harness and possess the powers of black magic, it was easy to become addicted to it. Fifteen years ago, she’d gotten in over her head and she’d sworn to put that part of her life behind her.
But she just hadn’t been able to destroy her spell book. She’d tried but she could never go through with it.
Now, she stared into the trunk and saw the book just lying there innocently among her high school yearbooks and some other adolescent memorabilia. She’d first learned about witchcraft from a new girl at school. Her mind flooded with images of Lily Reese.
Lily had changed her life forever. Oh, how she missed her.
She shook her head from side to side as if to erase the thoughts of Lily that had no place in the current moment. She had to stay on track here.
Paul wouldn’t stay locked in the garage forever. Eventually, he’d go ahead and brave the outside world…naked or not. Then, he’d call his partner and they’d probably arrest her for destruction of property or something.
She wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction of humiliating her any further today. Her mind flickered briefly to the image of him and the naked blonde girl. For the first time since she’d been in the garage, she wondered if the girl was still in the house.
She pushed up and walked to the dormer window that looked down on the front yard. The silver sports coupe was gone. Excellent, now she wouldn’t have any witnesses to her little spell.
In a matter of a few minutes, Paul Barton would know what she could do and he’d regret the day he even thought of betraying their marriage.
~* * *~
She’d found the spell easily enough but she was missing a few ingredients. Even with all the supplies she’d brought along from the kitchen, there were a couple of items she just couldn’t get right now.
She certainly didn’t have any toad stools or sandstone here at the house. Now that Paul was locked in the garage, she couldn’t exactly get to her vehicle to go in search of them either.
She looked down at her assortment of herbs and spices and the few ingredients she’d kept in the trunk. She’d just have to substitute them with something else. It probably wouldn’t matter that much. She hoped.
Paisley was starting to feel very excited about the prospect of experiencing the power surge through her. She hadn’t had that rush in so long. It had scared her senseless the first time she let go and allowed the dark forces to work through her. After that, she’d become addicted to the rush and simply couldn’t get enough of it.
If she remembered correctly, the feeling was better than an orgasm. Of course, she hadn’t had one of those in ages either so she couldn’t do a fair comparison.
She pulled out the jar of earth root and a little satin bag of marble dust from her trunk. They’d have to take the place of the missing ingredients.
She looked down sprinkled some of each into the large mixing bowl in front of her. Then she waved her hand over the bowl and began to recite the spell from her book…
“Oh, vengeance come to thee…seek out the unclean…and set him free.”
She paused and looked around. Nothing was happening. Maybe she’d lost her touch.
She closed her eyes and cleared her throat. Then she tried again…
“Oh, vengeance come to thee…seek out the unclean…and set him free.”
She squinted open one eye and looked around.
Hmmph. What was going on here?
She looked back down at the list of ingredients and did a mental checklist. Maybe those substitute ingredients were totally throwing things off.
Dammit!
Then, she could hear Lily’s voice, almost a whisper in her ear…
“Add your blood to make it pure…just a drop if you’re unsure…”
Of course, she’d forgotten that in order for the spell to work, she’d have to add her own blood so the vengeance spirits would know who to search for. She had to add her blood to make it pure.
She smiled and said out loud, “Thanks, Lily.” A cool breeze blew across her face. She smiled even wider.
~* * *~
After a short search, Paisley found her old sewing kit in a box near the stairs. She extracted a needle and returned to her mixing bowl.
She stuck her thumb and held it over the bowl. She watched the blood drop into the mixture below and began to chant the spell again…
“Oh vengeance come to thee…seek out the unclean…and set him free…”
The single light bulb overhead began to flicker. Paisley dropped another drop into the mixture and continued chanting…
“Oh vengeance hear my plea…make him pay for his betrayal to me…”
A whirlwind-like breeze started to swirl around her and the light in the attic continued flickering.
Louder she chanted…
“Oh vengeance I bow to your power…make him suffer within the hour…”
As she said the last few words, an incredible heat surged through her body and she threw her head back. Her arms spread open and she quivered with the feeling of power. The vengeance spirits were channeling through her and into the house.
They were seeking out Paul. It wouldn’t be long now.
Then, Paisley felt as if she were falling. She was suddenly breathless and gasping for air. She felt as if something was choking her. Her body shook frantically and she fell to the floor.
As she lay there, breathless and helpless, the house began to tremble and shake beneath her.
What had she done? Had something gone wrong with the spell?
Her mind raced with images of her children and a tear rolled down her cheek.
Then, everything went black.
Chapter Four
Hard, cold ground. Brutal chill in the air.
Lily.
This was no way to spend eternity. Trapped in a shiny, metal box with silver handles. Buried in the unforgiving earth as snack food for creatures of the dark.
When you are seventeen, blonde and beautiful you should be in the sun. You should be smiling and tan and vivacious. Your whole life ahead of you.
You definitely, most definitely should not be dead.
She deserved it.
The words entered Paisley’s head before she could stop them as she stood alone in the cold, damp December morning air.
Tears fell from her eyes as she looked down at the deep opening in the ground containing the metal casket of her best friend…her only friend…Lily Reese.
Damn you.
But she knew, even as she thought the words, that Lily had already been damned. For Lily had crossed over to the dark side. She’d allowed the lure and pull of magic to take her soul forever.
Paisley wished that she’d been wise enough…strong enough…to stop her. But what had started out as a tiny taste of danger had become an addiction so powerful as to make Lily obsessed. Like a girl possessed with power that she did not understand and a longing she could not contain, Lily had allowed the dark magic to swallow her into its depths.
In the end, she’d been nothing more than a shell of the girl that Paisley had met less than a year earlier. They’d taken her soul, drained her essence and used her until she was nothing.
Paisley wondered if death had come as a relief to Lily. Perhaps now she could rest. Perhaps now she could become whole again.
Paisley knelt down beside the grave’s gaping hole and looked down at the final resting place of her friend. She clawed at the earth until she had a fist full of damp soil.
Then she slowly sprinkled it over the coffin below.
The dirt mixed with salty tears hit the top of the coffin and Paisley closed her eyes and chanted softly.
Oh powers that be, please hear my plea…
Let justice be served upon the guilty…
Bring them out into the light…
Let justice prevail over evil of the night…
Oh powers that be, please hear my plea…
As thy faithful follower, let me serve thee…
A rumble of thunder sounded softly in the distance, followed by a cool breeze. Paisley thought she could smell the scent of Lily’s perfume wafting past her nose. Or maybe she was only imagining it but she liked to think that Lily was there. That she could hear her and that the spell would somehow work to avenge her death.
Brushing her hands against the sides of her grey coat, she returned to her feet and walked away from Lily and from magic.
On this day, she would turn her back on magic and never look back.
~* * *~
“Mom!”
“Mooooooom!”
Paisley heard the small voices in the distance. She recognized the young male voice as that of her 13-year-old son, Marshall. The other voice was much smaller but no softer and it belonged to her 8-year-old daughter, Madison. Why were her children yelling for her? Couldn’t they see she was taking a nap?
She turned over on her side and felt a rough surface against her cheek. Ow! She ran her fingertips over her face and found what felt like a small splinter protruding from the side.
What the hell?
Her eyes flew open and she suddenly remembered she was in the attic. She looked around at the mess and mayhem. All the boxes that had been neatly stacked when she’d crawled up here were now in a state of disarray. In fact, the entire attic looked like a tornado had swept through it.
She heard her daughter’s voice call out for her again, but this time she could hear the emotion in her voice. Her daughter was about to break into tears. She was frightened.
Paisley's mommy instincts kicked in and she shook her head to clear her thoughts. She jumped up and headed toward the stairs that descended back into the upstairs foyer.
The door to the attic had swung closed and it seemed stuck when she pushed it downwards. It took several hard shoves before it finally sprang loose and stretched down beneath her.
A sudden cool burst of air met her face as she looked down into the hallway. All the portraits that had been perfectly placed on the walls were now on the floor and a few of the frames had shattered. She could see bits of glass all around them.
Apparently, the mess was not exclusive to the attic area.
She carefully climbed town the wooden ladder and then listened for the kids. She could hear them bumping around downstairs.
“I’m up here,” she called as she made her way to the top of the staircase.
She heard the sound of feet running and crunching down on more broken pieces of glass and debris.
Suddenly, the open mouthed and frightened faces of her two children stood at the bottom of the stairs gazing up at her with uncertainty and relief on their faces.
“Mom, are you okay?” Marshall’s voice croaked.
“What happened to our house? Was there a robbery?” Madison stammered and her eyes darted around her as if expecting a masked intruder to jump out.
“Where’s Dad?” Marshall continued with his questioning.
Paisley made her way down the stairs and embraced her children. She pulled them against her body and stuck her nose in their hair. They were okay and everything was going to be fine. She took a deep breath and exhaled.
“Everything’s fine. It must have been a small earthquake or something,” she explained with as much nonchalance as she could muster.
“Is Dad already at work?” Marshall asked as he pulled back from Paisley and tried to look manlier by standing up straight.
“Uh…I’m not sure,” Paisley responded and strained her ear to listen for any sounds coming from the garage. It was quiet out there now.
“Who’s gonna clean up this mess?” Madison asked as she surveyed the mess around her.
“Well, maybe the two of you can give me a hand,” Paisley responded and then released her daughter and headed towards the laundry room. She had to see what had happened to Paul.
She knew her spell had done something. It had obviously caused a huge mystical force to sweep through the house. So, she’d contacted the other side. She just wasn’t sure what her spell had accomplished other than making her orderly home into a disaster area and knocking her out cold in the attic for hours.
She wondered if Paul had been injured by some flying debris in the garage. Maybe he was seriously hurt. One thing was for sure, he would be seriously pissed.
~* * *~
As Paisley reached the door to the garage, she paused and listened again.
Total silence.
“What are you doing, Mom?” Madison inquired and Paisley jumped at the sound of her daughter’s voice. Naturally inquisitive, Madison had trailed along behind Paisley.
“Just checking out the damage, honey,” Paisley said as she unlocked the garage door and slowly started to open it.
As she stepped into the garage with Madison close behind, she could feel a cool draft of air swirl around her. Her body trembled slightly with a chill.
She crept cautiously into the garage and looked around. She didn’t see Paul or any other creature.
What on earth had happened to him?
Her pulse began to quicken as reached the opposite side of her vehicle. She was concerned she’d find Paul’s body there and she didn’t want her daughter to see her father injured.
She reached an arm behind her to hold Madison at bay but her daughter wasn’t there.
“Whoa!” Madison shrieked.
Paisley looked up to see Madison had already rounded the front of her SUV and was staring at the damaged motorcycle.
“Did the earthquake do all that?” Madison asked as she pointed to Paul’s bike.
“I’m not sure, honey. Let’s just go back inside now.” Paisley had to distract the kids inside so she could search around for Paul. He had to be here somewhere.
“Hey, Mom?” She heard Marshall’s voice from behind her.
“Kids, let’s go back inside. We need to get the kitchen cleaned up before dinner,” she tried to shift her voice back into ‘normal Mom’ mode so the kids wouldn’t get worried.
“Yeah, okay Mom, but what should I do with this rat?”
Paisley spun around to see her teenage son grinning broadly and holding a dark brown rat by its tail. The creature clawed and wiggled frantically. Its beady eyes were wild with terror…or was it rage?
Paisley gasped and held her hand to her chest. She’d know those eyes anywhere. The rat was her husband.
Chapter Five
Marshall was thrilled with his new pet rat. Paisley was letting her mind race through the obstacles she would now face until she could sort this whole mess out.
They’d found an old fish aquarium in the garage and had made a temporary cage for the Paul rat. She had bitten her own tongue when she’d almost caught herself telling Marshall to put his father away and to help her with the mess in the kitchen.
Her little spell had worked alright but now she had more than just a messy house to clean up. She’d have to reverse the spell and conjure up a memory loss spell while she was at it. There was no way she was going to chance Paul remembering any of this. He’d have her locked away forever.
Nope, she’d just have to stall until she could figure out a way around this situation. She’d started by calling in sick for her husband before he was missing from this evening’s shift roll call.
Then, she’d proceeded to get the kitchen cleaned up with a little help from her two children. Now, she was standing over the stove making a quick spaghetti dinner while the kids worked on picking up their rooms and starting on their homework.
She must remain calm. Nothing good will result from blind panic. She took a couple of deep cleansing breaths while she stirred the spaghetti sauce and then covered it again to simmer.
She leaned against the kitchen counter and rubbed the back of her neck. This was easily turning out to be the longest day of her life.
Paisley let her mind drift back to her high school days. Back to when she’d first met Lily. Paisley had always been a loner in school. Her family had moved to the small town just outside of Atlanta when she was just a sophomore and she’d never really fit in with the local crowd.
It seemed to her they’d all been going to school together since kindergarten and they naturally had all this history together. She’d tried to make friends, at first, but then she realized that the days went a lot smoother if she just kept to herself.
As a senior, she’d been counting down the days until graduation. She couldn’t wait to get out of this school and move closer into the city. She’d even caught a bus into town one day and looked around at all the high rise apartments in midtown. She couldn’t wait to start a new adult life for herself after graduation.
Then, she’d met Lily. Lily Reese had moved to LaGrange two months into their senior year. Paisley had never met anyone like her.
Lily had long, straight bleach blonde hair with a dark black stripe of color running down the back of her head. She called it her trademark.
She wore a lot of dark make-up and she had this way of looking at people that made them keep their eyes to themselves. No one messed with Lily.
For some reason Paisley would never understand, Lily Reese had taken an interest in her. Maybe it was because they were both outcasts of sorts, Paisley never really knew. The only thing she did know was that being around Lily was the only thing that didn’t suck about this town and this school.
They’d started hanging out after school at Paisley’s house. They would just lay there on the floor of her room and stare at the ceiling. It seemed strange, but they had this way of communicating in silence. It was if Lily could somehow send her thoughts to Paisley without speaking.
Paisley didn’t understand how she did it but it was the most soothing thing she’d ever known. To be able to communicate with someone without speaking was like a achieving the freedom she’d been seeking for so long.
It wasn’t until months later that Paisley learned about what it meant to practice the black arts of witchcraft. They’d started by just moving their thoughts back and forth between their minds. Then, Lily had shown her how to move small objects around with just her thoughts.
Lily had introduced her to a whole new world. In the end, that world had been the end of not only their friendship but the end to Lily’s life as well.
~* * *~
After dinner, Paisley sent the kids up to get ready for bed and to have a little television time in the upstairs den. She and Paul had made a little game room in the extra bedroom upstairs for the kids. They loved to hang out in there with their friends and listen to music or play video games.
It kept them out of the main living room downstairs and tonight it gave Paisley a chance to settle in on the sofa with her spell book.
She’d retrieved it from the attic while the kids were helping each other load the dishwasher.
She needed some quiet time where she could concentrate on how to reverse her earlier spell and how to make things right again. She leaned back on the sofa and propped her feet up on the coffee table in front of her.
She closed her eyes for just a few moments.
~* * *~
She saw a bright light before her and felt like she was flying through the air at warp speed. In fact, she was moving so quickly she felt as if she couldn’t even catch her breath.
The feeling of flying was exhilarating but the feeling of suffocation quickly made panic set in. She moved quickly and smoothly through the bright light and then she was plunged into sudden and complete darkness.
When she fell into the darkness she landed with a rather abrupt thud.
Ow!
If she was dreaming, why was she feeling suddenly motion sick and bruised?
She slowly began to shake her head back and forth as if to wake herself from the dream state. Nothing happened. She tried to raise her hand up to her face but found herself feeling suddenly sluggish as if she’d been drugged or something. It was an odd, out of control feeling and she didn’t like it.
Calm down, Paisley.
She tried to figure out how to wake from this bizarre and frightening dream.
She pressed her hand down on her leg and tried to pinch herself. She couldn’t even gather the dexterity in her hand to make a pinching motion. Her heart begin to beat faster. Something mystical was going on here. She could feel it and it frightened her beyond measure.
Just then, she heard the sound of a door creaking. She turned her head to look in the direction of the noise but there was nothing but darkness in front of her.
Then a small hand grasped her upper arm and hoisted her to her feet in one swift, strong motion.
She opened her mouth and screamed.
Chapter Six
“Geez, girl…what are you trying to do, give me a heart attack?” a small, male voice said from beside her.
Then a small flame filled lantern was lit and she could see that it was held by a four foot tall elf like creature. She screamed again and tried to pry her arm loose from his tiny fist. He held tight and cut his eyes up towards her with annoyance.
“Would you settle down and quit that screaming? You’re really starting to give me a headache now,” he said and then began to lead her slowly forward in the darkness.
“Who are you? Where am I? Is this some kind of drug induced dream?”
“I’m Zelef and you’re at the Tribunal. You wish this was a drug induced dream,” he replied nonchalantly and continued to guide her through the darkness.
“What’s the Tribunal?” she asked, deciding to play along and maybe she’d talk herself out of the apparent psychosis she’d slipped into while dozing on her living room sofa.
“You’ll find out soon enough. They’ve convened just to meet with you. It’s a very rare opportunity, really. Most witches are just punished out right but this is something new. I can’t wait to find out myself,” he said without managing to hide his rising level of glee.
Paisley felt even sicker to her stomach now. Something very odd was going on here and if she could just wake up, she could figure everything out. There was no way this was real, but it was almost too bizarre to be a dream.
As she tried to work through all the thoughts that were crashing around inside her mind, she stumbled over something and almost lost her balance.
The little creature held tightly to her arm and she was able to keep her footing. When she looked down at him she saw he had stopped moving forward and was placing the lantern down on the floor. Then he proceeded to kneel down and tugged her arm to indicate she needed to do the same.
“What’s going on?” Paisley asked and couldn’t manage to hide the quivering in her voice.
“Ssshhh! Be quiet, girl,” Zelef said as he bowed his head in reverence.
Paisley’s eyes darted around them as she reluctantly knelt down beside the little creature. She wouldn’t dare close her eyes and bow her head now. She had to be alert for whatever odd thing was going to come out of the darkness next.
Just then, a cold breeze blew against her face and pushed her hair back. It wasn’t an unpleasant feeling but it was cool and had an odd smell…something like the smell of…freshly upturned soil. Yes, it smelled like the dirt of the earth.
Were they underground somehow?
Then there was a rumbling sound and before her three columns began to rise out of the ground. Each one was made of a mahogany colored wood and at the top sat someone dressed in a black robe.
As the columns arose, she began to see lanterns and torches and even flashlights begin to flicker on all around her.
Her eyes darted wildly around and saw they were surrounded by creatures of all shapes and sizes. There were werewolves and dragons and some other wild animals of several different unidentifiable species. There were creatures she didn’t know the names for but she was sure they were monsters or demons.
She even saw a couple of gothic looking people she believed to be vampires. She wasn’t sure as she’d never seen any of these creatures before. Lily had told her such things existed but she’d never really been sure whether or not to believe her. Lily had possessed such a wicked imagination.
Everyone was absolutely quiet and no one looked up at the top of the wooden columns that were now extended a good twenty feet above ground level. They all either looked straight ahead or down at the ground.
Paisley took another glance down at the little creature, Zelef. He had his head bowed in silence.
She remained quiet but let her eyes roam over the wild bunch of bystanders and tried to take in as much detail as she could. No one was making any eye contact with her at all.
Then her focus landed on a tall, pale blond man sitting in a large chair with several tall, beautiful women gathered around him. They were all scantily clad and it almost looked like a harem was formed at his side.
He was wearing a dark, black trench coat with a black t-shirt and black jeans. Her eyes roamed up the leg of the jeans and noticed he appeared to have quite the muscular physique underneath. When her eyes reached his face again, he was staring straight at her.
She gasped at the way his cold eyes seemed to pierce right through her.
A small squeak escaped her lips and she felt Zelef stiffen beside her.
Just then a loud booming voice sounded from the columns above and her body gave an involuntary shudder at the sound of it.
“Paisley Constance Rafferty Barton…..”
Each word of her name seemed to suck another bit of air out of her lungs.
Who were these people and what did they want? Her mind raced.
Silence followed the recitation of her name. She darted her eyes around the room and now every creature was staring straight at her including the pale blond man.
She stood up from the floor and straightened her spine.
She swallowed and then cleared her throat. The sound in her throat came out as a sort of half cough and it seemed to echo in the silence of the room.
“Yes?” she asked tentatively…still unsure as to what was the proper protocol for a situation such as this one.
“You’re not to speak until instructed to do so!” the voice boomed down at her.
Her heartbeat quickened and she swallowed nervously.
“The Tribunal has reviewed your case and decided your punishment.”
She felt her eyes narrow. She opened her mouth to respond but felt Zelef jab the back of her knee with his pointy finger. Or, at least, she thought it was his finger.
Either way, she got the message to remain silent.
“For the unauthorized and improper use of black magic, you’ve been sentenced to one year of grievance duty. Your sentence will begin tonight and continue on for a period of one full year. This is the order of the Tribunal.”
Improper use of black magic?
Her mind flashed back to the attic, the vengeance spell, and her husband Paul who now sat in a glass aquarium in their son’s bedroom.
Oh, Crap!
Just when she thought this day couldn’t get any worse.
Chapter Seven
“Does the accused wish to address the Tribunal before we adjourn?” the deep voice said.
Paisley could feel all eyes still on her and her blood raced through her veins in a rapid flow. She didn’t know what the proper protocol was for a mystical court of law but she had so many questions about this whole thing.
“Uh, I have some questions…” she managed to stutter the words out in a soft voice.
“We will allow one question and one question only…” the voice responded.
Paisley swallowed. Geez, only one question? That was so not fair.
She ran her hand through her shoulder length brunette hair and twirled a strand around her finger. She was stalling for time and she could just hear her mother’s voice echo in her mind. If she could see her now she’d demand that she stop twiddling her hair this instant.
“We will adjourn the meeting momentarily,” the Tribunal voice warned her.
She swore she could hear the theme to Jeopardy playing in her mind now.
She cleared her throat.
“Well, I guess my question is…why me? Why am I being punished? I have hurt no one except for my cheating scoundrel of an ex-husband-to-be and I’m already working on a reversal spell. Why do I have to be punished and sentenced to a year of this grievance duty…whatever that is…”
“Be quiet!” the voice interrupted her with annoyance in his voice this time.
“We agreed to answer one question only. Everything else you’ll have to figure out with the help of your adjutant.”
“My who?” she asked before she could stop herself.
Zelef stomped on her foot with this small shoe and she looked down at him. He was vigorously shaking his head. She knew a helpful hint when she saw one; she needed to be quiet until she could figure a way out of this mess. Obviously asking questions was only going to frustrate the Tribunal even further.
“We will answer your first question only…” the voice continued.
“The reason you’ve been chosen is because your foray into the black arts has opened a portal between our underworld and your human world. Your lack of experience and knowledge has caused major problems for us in maintaining the harmony amongst our Dark Order. Therefore, we will now use you as an example to others who may decide to use dark magic on a whim of vengeance.”
Hmm…well, now that he put it that way.
Paisley thought back to the mess she and the children had been cleaning up all evening. Had she really managed to open a portal with her spell?
It was strange but she suddenly felt a surge of self confidence. Perhaps she was just that powerful of a witch after all. She’d managed to turn her husband into a nasty rodent and open a portal to the demon dimension all in one afternoon.
She rolled her eyes at her own insane sense of self accomplishment. She had to figure out a way to remedy this mess and get back to her normal life. After all, she had a divorce to file for.
Her thoughts were interrupted by the sound of a voice so smooth…so seductive… she was slightly mesmerized by the sound of it. Her eyes immediately sought out the source of the voice and saw right away it belonged to the tall, blond creature sitting amidst the group of gothic women to her right.
What was he saying?
He was telling the Tribunal guys something…
“…and really it is insufferable for those of us who have been following the Tribunals mandates…to have a civilian…a mortal…an amateur witch at best to be our grievance judge…I take it as a personal insult and furthermore…”
Was he talking about her? That bastard! Was he calling her abilities into question? An amateur witch, was that what he called her? Let’s see him open a portal with a drop or two of his blood. She suddenly felt very defensive. She put her hands on her hips and started to open her mouth to speak out but felt Zelef tug on her arm as if to motion for her to lean down towards him.
“Don’t bother. His complaint will go nowhere. He’s just a show off for the ladies,” he whispered in her ear.
Paisley didn’t care if he was a show off or not, he was talking about her and she didn’t like the things he was saying. She didn’t know exactly what being a grievance judge meant but she knew she could do it. After all, she settled disputes between her children every single day. That wasn’t an easy thing to do sometimes.
“Who is that?” she snarled into the Zelef’s ear and felt the little hairs that were protruding from his cheek tickle her face. She scrunched up her nose at the feeling…it was gross.
“His name is Camden. He’s one of the big shot demons in this area. He’s always covered in chicks but I don’t see what’s so great about him,” Zelef replied in a barely audible whisper.
Yeah, what was so great about him? Paisley thought to herself but even as the thought crossed her mind, she found herself watching his lips move as he spoke. She started to feel the warmth of anticipation course through her body. She could only imagine what those lips would feel like on hers.
“Enough!” the Tribunal master spoke again and Camden went silent.
“Your request for reconsideration is denied. This session of Tribunal is therefore adjourned.”
With that declaration, the ground started to vibrate and rumble and the tall, wooden columns began to descend back into the dark floor below. As the cloaked figures passed by Paisley at eye level she could see only red glowing eyes inside.
Just as quickly as they had risen out of the ground and passed judgment on her, they were gone. The crowd started to slowly disperse and she turned back to where Camden had been sitting. He was gone.
Chapter Eight
“What’s his problem anyway?” Paisley asked, still perturbed that the demon had just assumed she wouldn’t be good at something.
“He doesn’t even know me,” she continued and heard the hurt in her own voice. It was ridiculous, she knew that, but he had hurt her feelings. It wasn’t the first time today a man had hurt her feelings and she was feeling pretty raw and emotional right now.
“C’mon girly. We’ve got work to do,” Zelef said with a voice that was a little less impatient than it had been earlier this evening.
“Where are we going, anyway?” she asked.
“Oh, I’m taking you back home, but we’ll have some visitors soon,” he said as they continued walking through the darkness with only the tiny flame in his lantern to guide them.
Paisley stopped dead in her tracks. Zelef walked a few more steps and then turned to look back at her.
“What is it now?” he asked with a sigh.
“Taking me home?” she asked incredulously.
“Yes. Don’t you need to get back? With the kids there and all?” he asked as if he was speaking to someone short on common sense.
“Of course I do, but you can’t go there. I mean, they can’t know about any of this…” Her voice trembled at the thought of exposing her children to any more drama in their lives. She’d already started to dread telling them she was going to be divorcing their cheating father. They were just too young to expose them to the underworld right now. Not to mention the fact she didn’t want them involved in any of this mess.
Zelef rubbed his chin with his little stubby hand as if considering her request.
“Well, that’s going to be a little tough….what with all the demons and monsters visiting you on a nightly basis to settle their grievances.”
“Coming to my house? Demons and monsters?” she asked and heard her voice go up several octaves as she spoke.
“We really have a lot of work to do,” he said and shook his head in weariness.
Then, Paisley did what she’d felt like doing since she lost her job this morning… she started crying.
“I knew you wouldn’t be able to handle this,” the soothing male voice said from behind her.
Paisley spun around and came face to face with Camden the ancient demon.
~* * *~
He reached forward and wiped the tears from her cheek with his cool, smooth hand. She jumped at the unexpected touch and took a step backwards.
He threw his head back and laughed.
“Stop laughing at me. You don’t know what I can do, you don’t know anything about me!” she yelled at him.
Camden studied her face and knew she was hurting and scared. He just couldn’t keep the smile from creeping up onto his lips at her righteous indignation.
She had no clue what a mess she’d created for him and others of his kind. He’d been around a long time and he’d become pretty adept at dealing with humans, but there would be others. Others who wouldn’t take kindly to her being the one to settle their disputes. She’d be in constant danger and she was going to need more than a little elf adjutant to watch her back.
He watched her as she stood there in the darkness with one hand on her hip and the other quickly wiping her face dry of tears. She was struggling to look tough and brave but he could see the softness in her face. She’d been hurt recently and she was feeling more than lost. He’d been there and experienced that…more than once in his life and his long afterlife.
He studied her face. He could see her clearly despite the darkness and she was really quite beautiful with her dark hair and fair complexion. She had large brown eyes and her bottom lip was in such a delicious pout he wanted to take her mouth with his own.
He swallowed as the blood lust began to rise in him. He couldn’t let himself lose control. He needed to help her. If he helped her with her new duties maybe she’d be able to help him when the time came. He was going to need her to rule in his favor soon. What could it hurt to get on her good side now? He didn’t think there were any specific ordinances in the Dark Order that would prevent him from a little brown nosing of the grievance judge.
With that thought, he nodded at her and smiled his most delicious and wanton smile.
“My apologies, Mrs. Barton,” he said.
“Don’t call me that,” she said suddenly.
“What should I call you then?” he inquired and felt suddenly more and more intrigued by this woman.
He saw her neck move up and down as she swallowed. He knew she was trying to work up the courage to be tough with him. He had a tendency to scare the crap out of most mortals…women in particular. He was trying not to do that now. He needed her to trust him but seeing her long, slender neck move as she swallowed caused a stirring in his groin. His teeth were not the only thing beginning to elongate.
He cleared his throat and took a non-breath. He had to stay under control. She would be very useful to him and he must remain calm and unthreatening to her if he was to win her over.
“Paisley, is that your name? It’s very beautiful,” he tried a different tack with her.
“Geez…” Zelef muttered from behind the woman and Camden ignored him.
“Yes, that’s my name but what do you want with me? Why are you following us?” she asked as she gazed at him with unhidden suspicion.
“Well, I know you’re still getting acclimated to your new position with the Dark Order, but I wanted to offer you my protection.” He kept his voice low and seductive and summoned up all his powers of persuasion as he spoke.
“Why would I need your protection?” she asked as her eyes took on the wild look of fear.
“As I said earlier, you’re a mere mortal. You’ll soon become a very popular mortal when you begin to handle cases. Most demons will respect the Dark Order’s rules of the Tribunal but there are some rogue entities that will not. They’ll see you as the perfect target to snub their nose at the order of things. There are many such demons who believe they should be allowed to roam free of order.” He stopped and waited for her reaction.
The wildness of her eyes turned her heartbeat up a notch as it began to quicken beneath her breast and his ears could distinctly hear the lub dub…lub dub. His eyes went to the sight of her left breast pressing against the thin material of her shirt.
Then, she turned to seek out Zelef.
“What is he talking about?” she asked frantically.
The elf stepped forward to stand next to her and then he looked at Camden with a bit of a sneer.
“You’re scaring her now. Don’t you have anything better to do? Chicks to bite or something? We’ve got work to do here, pal,” Zelef chastised Camden.
“Zelef, you’ve been around almost as long as I have and you know what I’m saying is true. Come next nightfall, she’ll need someone to watch her back. Are you going to do it?” he asked as he drew himself taller and crossed his arms over his chest as if stressing how big he was compared to the little elf demon.
Zelef smirked at him and then looked up at Paisley.
“I don’t like him but he does have a point. I won’t be able to stop them if they try to attack you,” he advised her, reluctantly.
“They? Who? Why would anyone attack me?” Paisley asked with panic now clearly audible in her voice.
“Look, Paisley…just let the little man take you home for now. Nothing will happen tonight as it is almost dawn back in your dimension. Just get yourself some sleep and I’ll pay you a visit tomorrow night, just after sunset. We’ll discuss it more then,” he said as he tried to focus on maintaining eye contact with her.
It was difficult to talk business and try to sound calm and soothing to her when all he could think about was the warm blood that was flowing through her veins. He was trying not to study the way her tight blue jeans hugged the curves of her long legs. He had the sudden urge to rip them from her body and sink his teeth into her inner thigh.
She looked unsure.
“C’mon girly…let’s get you home. We’ll talk more about it,” Zelef pulled at her arm and took her hand in his.
She seemed to grasp onto the little man as if he was now her best friend in the world. Camden felt something in his chest. Something in his heart stirred and knew he’d have to be very careful around her. This was the type of woman he could fall for and that never ended well. He had a mission and falling in love wasn’t part of it.
Zelef was tugging on her hand but she wasn’t moving.
Camden was watching her face and noticed it turning a little paler. Even in the darkness he could see she was swooning a bit.
He took a step towards her and just as she started to fall, he caught her in his arms.
Chapter Nine
Paisley awoke to the sound of her children arguing over who was going to get the last remaining toaster pastry. She smiled and rolled over in bed. She stretched her body and realized she was still wearing blue jeans.
Why was she sleeping in blue jeans?
Then, the events of yesterday came crashing back into her mind…filling her once more with dread, fear, and panic.
She looked around the room for any signs that last night had been real and not a dream. For a second she had a burst of hope she’d only been having an extremely vivid dream, but then she saw the small note that was on her bed side table.
She grabbed it and peered down at the tiny scribbled writing that was barely visible to her groggy eyes.
“Will be by after sunset…stay calm. Sweet dreams. C.”
She shivered but wasn’t sure if it was more out of fear or anticipation. She couldn’t help but admit that the thought of seeing Camden again wasn’t all bad. He was easy on the eyes and demon or not, she would definitely need help in sorting out this mess. She doubted very seriously she could trust him but she had to start somewhere.
She hoped her little friend, Zelef, would be by soon so she could ask him some questions, but she desperately needed some caffeine before any more visits from the underworld.
Things had quieted down in the kitchen below. So, she assumed that some compromise had been reached on the battle over breakfast food.
As she pulled on her bathrobe over her clothes, she noticed how sore her body had become. The spell weaving and the portal jumping had really taken its toll on her. She grimaced at the stiff muscles and knew a hot shower would be in order soon.
Then she remembered the shattered glass of the shower door and images of her naked husband having sex with the skinny blonde flooded her mind with sadness.
What was she going to tell her kids about their dad? She had to figure out a way to make all of this right. Today would be a day off for Paul and she wouldn’t have to worry about calling in sick for him again, but he’d have to report for duty sooner or later.
Not to mention the fact that she had to make sure he had no memory of his transformation. She had a lot of work to do today. Not the least of which included cleaning up the glass in the bathroom and the remaining mess left over from her black arts mishap.
First she needed to get the kids off the school. She didn’t want any magical elves or demons showing up while the kids were here. She must protect them at all costs. They were the only thing that she had left that made any sense. They were her life. If something were to happen to them because of her carelessness…
She had to chase those kind of thoughts from her mind and concentrate on the day’s tasks. Today, she would take back control of her life…one way or another.
Famous last words.
~* * *~
Paisley waved to the kids from the front porch as they peered at her from the school bus windows.
When she closed the front door behind her, a new burst of energy surged through her. It was time to take her life back. She’d been going through the motions for so long she’d forgotten what it was like to be in control. She may be a grievance judge to the Dark Order now but she was still a capable woman and mother. She’d handle this and put it behind her.
With resolute determination coursing through her, she set about cleaning her house. In just two hours, she had everything put back in place, swept up, mopped up and otherwise orderly.
Then, she took a long, scalding hot shower in the downstairs bathroom. She stood under the water and let it cascade over her tired aching body until the water began to turn cold.
She stepped out of the shower and looked at her body in the mirror. She was only thirty four years old but felt much older. Her body wasn’t bad but she’d quit her daily jogging routine a while back when she’d gotten too busy with working her double jobs.
Now, she didn’t have one of those jobs and her part time job at the bookstore was minimal income at best. She had a couple more days to get things in order before she had to make an appearance there. She’d just have to take full advantage of this time off from work.
Of course, she’d have to look for a new job as well. With Paul in limbo and with a divorce imminent, she’d have to have more than just part time jobs.
One thing at a time. First, she needed to do some research on how to reverse the vengeance spell and how to erase his short term memory.
Paisley settled in on the sofa in the den with a toasted bagel and a can of Pepsi. She searched through every page of her spell book and found it nostalgic to reminisce about her adolescence with Lily and witchcraft. However, she didn’t find the answers she needed for a reversal spell for Paul.
She thought about the occult section at the bookstore where she worked. Maybe she should head down there and take a look around. She’d never studied it too closely in the months she’d worked there. Maybe it was because she didn’t want to tempt herself into practicing again. She’d had to make a full break from it after Lily died.
She closed her eyes and saw Lily’s beautiful face before her. She missed her desperately and knew if Lily was here…she’d know what to do.
With that thought, her eyes flew open. That was it. That was the answer. She’d conjure up Lily’s spirit and get her to guide her through the mess she’d created.
Lily would know what to do. Lily always knew.
~* * *~
She needed to make a list of what she would need to conjure a spirit. She’d have to take a trip to downtown Atlanta to visit the Chinese herbal store. She hadn’t been there in years and she hoped it was still in business.
The memories of shopping in that little store with Lily tugged at the edge of her brain. She remembered the one time before when they’d conjured a spirit. They’d been trying to conjure Lily’s mother. She’d needed to see her, to speak with her so badly.
Paisley had reluctantly agreed to help her. It hadn’t worked but it had attracted demons into Lily’s life. Paisley shuddered at the memory. This might not be such a good idea after all. The vision of Lily’s lifeless body stabbed at her heart. She’d never forget it.
A tear rolled down her cheek and she quickly wiped it away with the back of her hand. She didn’t have time to get emotional right now. She had too much to do and it was already lunch time.
The kids would be home soon and sunset would arrive all too quickly after that.
At the thought of the impending sunset, she couldn’t help but to feel a flutter of nervous apprehension.
~* * *~
Paisley headed off towards the magic shop in downtown Atlanta with a list in hand. On the way there, she’d decided to stop by the book store where she worked and the pet food store. Reluctantly, she still had to feed the Paul rat even if she couldn’t bear to look at him.
She wished she felt bad about turning her cheating husband into a dirty rat but she only felt bad she was forced to be less than honest with her children until she could figure a way to rectify this situation.
After a quick trip inside the pet supply store, she was now the proud owner of some tasty rat munchies. She wondered how she would break it to Marshall when his pet rat was no longer a pet rat. Just the thought of getting him another rat made her feel like gagging in response.
She pulled her SUV into one of the vacant spaces located in front of the quaint little shop known as Bookworthy. It was owned by one Ms. Violet Graham. She was an absolute sweetheart of a woman who claimed to have been raised by gypsies. If anyone ever made the mistake of asking her about her past, they were in for at least an hour’s worth of a back story.
She had opened this shop in 1964 and it had managed to survive all these years. Despite all the big bookstore chains that had come and gone since that time, her business still kept up a steady flow. Ms. Graham said it was because the townsfolk were addicted to her lemon poppy seed muffins she baked fresh every morning and offered free to her customers.
Paisley always assumed it was because the store had a sort of ‘home away from home’ feeling to it. This little two story shop was located in the lower floor of Ms. Graham’s old home and contained a wood burning fireplace, soft velvet covered ornate furniture, large cups of freshly brewed coffee, and the stacks and stacks of books which included something for everyone.
It had always seemed odd to her that there was an Occult section in a little family owned bookstore such as this one, but Paisley had never directly asked Ms. Graham about it. Honestly, she didn’t want to even open up the topic of magic or the paranormal for discussion.
Maybe it was time to let Ms. Graham know she had an interest in it and see if the little old lady might know something about all those books she stocked here.
Chapter Ten
She entered the front door to the sound of the tinkle of the chiming bells that hung over it. She breathed in the smell of the freshly baked muffins and heard some soft laughter coming from the sitting area to her right.
She passed by the counter to her left but didn’t see Ms. Graham perched on her little stool. She’d turned eighty last year and sometimes found it too taxing on her little body to sit there all day long. For years, shoppers could always find her there five days a week. She’d sit there and watch over the customers and wait for someone…anyone to start a conversation with or ask her for help.
She loved this little store and she’d hired Paisley two years ago to run it mostly on weekends. Paisley also handled all the bookkeeping and shelving of books. Ms. Graham still handled the inventory, though. She seemed to know what people needed or wanted to read. She always had what you needed. It seemed odd if Paisley really thought about it but no one ever questioned it.
She was getting on in years and had mentioned to Paisley one time she didn’t know what she would do when she could no longer keep the store open.
Paisley didn’t know what she was going to do either. Now that she’d lost her weekday job, her weekend position here at the store was all she’d have for a while. Good jobs here in town were not all that easy to come by. Not when you needed to be available for your kids as well.
She made her way to the back of the store and found Ms. Graham sorting through catalogs in the storage room.
“Hey, Ms. Graham,” Paisley said as she entered the room.
“Paisley, honey, what are you doing here today?” she asked as she looked up with an open, warm smile on her face.
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