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An offer she can’t refuse . . .

I was stunned. “Well, listen, I can’t pay any fines. I’m flat broke. Actually, I’m unemployed.” I bit my bottom lip thoughtfully. “Plus, this Initial Challenge thing sounds time-consuming, and if I can’t get my old job back, I have to go job-hunting.”

Jordan shook his head. “Your nonmagical occupation is subordinate to your magical obligations. In the Initial Challenge, you’ll face a difficult task that—”

“Hold on. I’m not a witch. I’m just a pastry chef. I had to use magic before on account of an emergency, but I don’t want to join any magical world association or whatever, though I’m real honored to be asked. So you can just go back and tell them I’m going to stay a private citizen. And reassure them that I won’t use magic again. I promise.”

He smiled. “That isn’t quite how things work. If you don’t participate in the challenge by the allotted time, you’ll face the consequences. Imprisonment or death.”
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In the past, the closest connection I’d had to criminals was rooting for Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid during Duvall’s classic movie month. But now thieving was on my mind, and, unlike last week, I wasn’t going to be the victim. Normally, I’m honest and law-abiding, but you wouldn’t believe how much can change in just a few days.

“I know it sounds like stealing, but the truth is that those jewels weren’t mine to sell . . . so retrieving them is really just putting things right,” I explained to Mercutio as I set the bowl of key-lime batter in the fridge.

A fall breeze blew in from the open window, and I smelled freshly mowed grass. I opened the window a little wider before I walked around the counter to the couch. I sat down so we could have an eye-to-eye conversation.

“I’ll make sure Jenna gets her money back. I’ll even find a way to lift that hiccups hex.” I leaned over Mercutio where he lay on the couch. He purred and his fur rippled, making his ocelot spots  dance. He probably didn’t think much of my trying to rob anyone, even if it was one of our nemeses. Before a week ago, Jenna Reitgarten had been just a snooty blond nuisance, but she’d been promoted. And Merc, who I didn’t even know before last week, had become my trusted friend and sometime action-adventure sidekick. Yeah, you wouldn’t believe how much stuff can change in just a few days.

Merc batted a loose strand of my red hair, catching his claws on it and tugging my head forward.

“Hey,” I complained, pulling the hair loose. “Watch those paws. Remember you’re not a tabby. With jungle-cat strength comes jungle-cat responsibilities. Now, when do you think would be the best time to burgle a house?”

Merc licked his paw thoughtfully, and I reached for a washrag on the counter to wipe a drop of cream cheese frosting off my Longhorns T-shirt. It wasn’t that I wanted to start in on a life of crime. Far from it. But the honest approach to jewelry recovery hadn’t worked.

“If I wait until they’re out of town, I’d have to break in and maybe trip the alarm. Or I could sneak in when they’re having their festival party and swipe the stuff and sneak out.”

“Either way should be exciting,” a soft voice said.

Startled, I jumped, and jerked my head to find Edie, the family ghost.

I smiled at her white trousers, navy boatneck sweater, and double strand of jawbreaker-sized pearls. Mostly, Edie sashayed around town in her 1920s flapper dresses, but sometimes she wore trousers, and she could make pants look every bit as elegant. If she were chocolate, she’d be a holiday box of Godiva truffles. Me, I’m more of an M&M’S girl. As you might guess, there’s a lot about her that I envy, except for the part about being dead and all.

“I thought you were out of the country,” I said.

“I was traveling, but I got bored. There was no one interesting  in Notre Dame, and the Scottish ghosts were off on some mass haunting. Extremely tiresome. I’ll come along on the robbery, shall I? To play lookout?” Edie asked, fingering her sleek black bob.

“That would be great,” I said with a smile. These days Edie was usually too busy with her own life—well, afterlife—to get overly involved in mine. “You’d be the perfect accomplice, since it’s not like you could get arrested and put in jail, right?” I said.

The oven timer dinged, signaling that my first batch of cupcakes was done. I hopped up to take out the muffin pans.

“Speaking of good-looking men with handcuffs, how is your favorite member of law enforcement?” Edie asked.

Zach, I thought with a slight pang. “Right as rain,” I said, hoping that he was. Truthfully, my normally ever-present ex had dropped out of my life, not returning my calls, even when I left supersweet messages on his machine. Zach’s avoidance maybe had to do with the way a certain gorgeous guy—and forbidden wizard—was trying to become a fixture in my life. Or maybe it had to do with having to fight a whole mess of werewolves last Thursday night because of me. Generally, when Zach’s off duty from being a sheriff’s deputy, he likes to have a few beers and watch a game. And battling the supernatural creatures he never knew existed hadn’t exactly gone smoothly. I wanted to make things up to him, but first I had to track him down.

“Why are you making so many cupcakes? I rather doubt you needed to go to the trouble for our cat. A bowl of cream would have sufficed, or a small rodent.”

I wrinkled my nose at the thought of Mercutio eating fuzzy little mice. “I’m taking these to Miss Cookie’s place to see if they convince her to rehire me. Du-Fall Fest is kicking off, so she’ll need the help. With the right confectionary bribes, I think she’ll realize it’s a good time to forget about my act of defiance. After all, whoever said ‘the customer is always right’ was probably just a customer trying to use an expired coupon. I mean, if a man buys a pack of  gum and then says, ‘I think you should tap dance,’ is he right? Ever see a cashier in tap shoes?” I paused. “I didn’t guess so.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, and why on earth would you want that job? You should be concentrating on learning your craft. You’re a witch now.”

“Oh, no. Those were special—especially bad—circumstances. I’m back to being a baker,” I said, waving my arm to indicate all the batter-covered pots and pans on the flour-dusted counter. “It’s my one talent. You don’t know because you’ve never tasted anything I’ve made. I’m telling you, if Hershey’s had a college, I’d have a PhD in cocoa.”

She rolled her eyes. “Wonderful. Gives a whole new meaning to flour power. You’ll undoubtedly change the world, one fruit-cake at a time.”

She disappeared into a small green orb and was gone. I was two steps from the kitchen counter when someone knocked on the door.

Mercutio yowled and sprang off the couch to dart down the hall.

The knocking got louder. “I’m coming!” I called, hurrying to the front door, hoping to find Zach.

I pulled the door open and did find a man leaning against the brick door frame, but he wasn’t anybody I’d ever met or been married to. I looked over his preppy turtleneck, dark trousers, and gleaming smile. He wasn’t very tall, only about five-six, but he was clean-cut and pretty enough to be in a boy band. I’d bet some women wouldn’t find it hard to fall for him right off.

“Hey there. Can I help you?” I asked.

“You have that backward,” he said in a yummy English accent.

Don’t even think about getting another crush!

“I’m here to help you. Jordan Perth,” he said with another flash of his wide smile. He pulled a folded envelope from his pocket and handed it to me.

There was an impressive-looking black wax seal on it that had partially cracked off. The seal seemed to be some kind of a crest.

My eyes darted to his face and then back to the envelope.

“A hand delivery, huh?” I mumbled. “I hope my mailman, George, doesn’t hear about this. He’s mad enough about e-mail taking all his business.” I ripped open the envelope and pulled out the letter.

Dear Ms. Trask:

Having been found guilty at your hearing, you are expected to immediately comply with all Conclave directives. Details of the remuneration you must pay will follow in a separate letter. The matter of your training and placement within the hierarchy of magic must begin forthwith. Mr. Jordan Perth, the bearer of this letter, will assist you in your preparation for the Initial Challenge, which shall occur on November 1. Should you fail to comply with completion of the Initial Challenge, you will be considered in breach of Amendment 247, Article 6 of the Association’s Constitution and will be subject to incarceration or extermination.

As a result of Mr. Bryn Lyons’s involvement in your illegal use of magic, you are barred from any contact with him. Though Mr. Lyons has appealed the decision, until the matter is settled, you are expected to comply with the original verdict.

 

Sincerely,

Basil Glenn

Chief Secretary, Department of Justice—World Association of Magic

Senior Advisor to the Conclave


“What the Sam Houston? I wasn’t told about any hearing.”

“You weren’t? Bryn Lyons said you had waived your right to be present.”

“Oh.” I cocked my head and frowned. “Well, I did tell him he could speak on my behalf to the what-do-you-call-it, the Conclave, but I didn’t know it was like a trial. I would have gone and explained myself.”

“Unfortunately, it’s a bit late for that now.”

“But did Bryn explain the special circumstances? That I had to put a zombie back in the ground after someone, against my will I might add, stole some blood and hair from me to do magic? And that I had to find a family heirloom to prevent the destruction of the soul of a very elegant former witch?”

“I didn’t attend the hearing, so I’m not aware of what explanations were presented,” he said.

Bryn’s a lawyer and he’d gotten me out of trouble in the human court system last week, so I’d just assumed he would do the same in the magical one. But now I realized that Bryn might not have told them all the details about how my locket had gotten stolen. When I thought it over, it seemed pretty dumb of me to have sent him to tell my side of the story.

“Well, listen, I can’t pay any fines. I’m flat broke. Actually, I’m unemployed.” I bit my bottom lip thoughtfully. “Plus, this Initial Challenge thing sounds time-consuming, and if I can’t get my old job back, I have to go job-hunting.”

“Your nonmagical occupation is subordinate to your magical obligations. In the Initial Challenge, you’ll face a difficult task that—”

“Hold on. I’m not a witch. I’m just a pastry chef. I had to use magic before on account of an emergency, but I don’t want to join any magical world association or whatever, though I’m real honored to be asked. So you can just go back and tell them I’m going to stay a private citizen. And reassure them that I won’t use magic again. I promise.”

He smiled. “That isn’t quite how things work. If you don’t participate in the challenge by the allotted time, you’ll face the consequences. Imprisonment or death.”

“I’m a pastry chef!” I shouted. “Not a single one of the spells I cast last week turned out right. I tried astral projection and ended up half-possessed and drunk on magic. I tried to put the zombie back in the grave and gave a whole bunch of factory workers a deadly sleeping sickness. I’m not safe with magic. What I am is a magical menace!”

He grinned and gave me a sympathetic look that seemed designed to humor me. “You’re just uninitiated. With proper training, you’ll be quite effective, I’m sure.”

Fury, red as my hair, exploded in my belly. “I don’t think so. As I said, there’s something wrong with my magic. I’m pretty sure it’s broken.”

“That isn’t at all likely. Now, I’m staying at the Yellow Rose Inn on Poplar Street. Do you know it?”

I took a deep breath and blew it out. Did he need me to translate American English to his language for him? “Yes, I know the Yellow Rose, but—”

“Excellent. Let’s say seven thirty. By that time, your other instructor should have arrived, and we’ll discuss things at greater length over drinks.”

“Other instructor?” I echoed.

He tapped his finger under my chin. “Right. We’re going to teach you what you need to know to survive the challenge.”

I knocked his finger away, but he didn’t react to that or the furious look I gave him.

“See you later, love,” he said, strolling down to his car, a blue BMW convertible.

“My name is Tammy Jo!” I snapped.

He raised a hand to acknowledge that he’d heard me, but didn’t bother to turn around and apologize for being overly familiar and more than a little patronizing.

I swung around and spotted Mercutio perched on top of the chest of drawers in the foyer. “Did you hear that?” I demanded.

He looked at me, and, since he had ears, I gathered that he had.

“Well, I don’t know who they think they are,” I said, slamming the door. “They can send ten more pretty-boy wizards with long eyelashes and Crest Whitestrips teeth. I don’t have to be a witch if I don’t want to! Now, let’s get back to icing our darn cupcakes and planning our robbery.”




Chapter 2
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My doorbell rang while I was in the middle of whipping the chocolate cream for mini-cream puffs. Miss Cookie has a special weakness for them, and I thought showing up with a big box, along with the key-lime cupcakes, would seal the deal.

The doorbell rang again, and I set the stainless steel bowl down. “I’m tempted to ignore that,” I told Mercutio.

He circled the bowl with an expression that said he thought whipped cream looked every bit as interesting as regular cream.

“No more of that for you. You didn’t eat your real food,” I said, shoving the bowl into the fridge as whoever it was started knocking.

I walked down the hall and pulled the door open to find Bryn Lyons. He’s got bright blue eyes, black hair, and a bank account that makes him way out of my league. If this were the Garden of Eden, he’d be the apple. You can guess who I’d be.

“I’m not allowed to see you,” I blurted. And that wasn’t just true because of what the Conclave had to say. My family had him on a special do-not-associate-with list.

“So you’ve said. Ready to tell me why?” he asked, stepping inside.

“Um. No.”

He gave me a disapproving shake of his head before changing topics. “I smell chocolate.”

“Good nose.” Good everything else, too, I thought, looking him over in his dark designer suit.

“Anything that needs taste-testing?” he asked.

I was supposed to resist fraternizing with him, which was why I hadn’t returned his calls or accepted his invitations to dinner over the past few days. But the thing is, I make food so people can eat it.

“Come on,” I said with a roll of my eyes.

“Hello, Mercutio,” Bryn said.

Bryn is the only one besides me who talks to Mercutio like he speaks human. It’s just one more thing I wish we didn’t have in common; Bryn’s hard enough to resist as it is. Mercutio meowed a greeting, then sauntered off.

In the kitchen, I cut a puff in half and filled it with the whipped buttercream, then handed it to Bryn with a napkin. He ate it, closing his eyes to savor it halfway through.

“You’re very talented,” he said.

I smiled. Couldn’t help myself.

“Actually, your baking skills are part of the reason I’m here. Jenson suggested that we solicit your services. Would you be interested in catering desserts for a party?”

“I, well, you know I can’t come to—and the letter.” I tried to untangle my tongue and my thoughts.

“How would a thousand dollars be? You can work out the specifics with Jenson.”

A thousand dollars! I take it back. If this were the Garden, Bryn would be the snake, because he sure knew what to tempt me with. I grabbed the Conclave envelope off the counter and shoved it at him. He slid the letter out and skimmed it, then frowned and tossed it on the countertop like it was junk mail.

“I thought you were going to get me out of trouble with the wizard world,” I said, waiting for an explanation.

“Things don’t always go as planned.”

Ain’t that the truth!

My kitchen is open to the living room, and he turned and walked over to the couch. I shoved the bowl back in the fridge before I joined him.

“So,” I said, as I sat on the love seat. “What happened?”

“I didn’t expect them to send anyone this soon,” he said, then glanced over at me. “They’re worried about you, Tamara.”

“Me? I’m just fine,” I said, pretending that I didn’t know what he meant by that.

He smiled. “Not that kind of worried.”

I sighed. “I tried to tell the guy who came that I wasn’t going to do any more magic. Plus, hardly anything I did worked right. Honestly, what the heck do they have to be worried about?”

“Actually, I think it’s the power of the spell I cast using our commingled magic. The one that I used to wound and drive out most of the werewolves that were attacking Duvall.”

“The one on the night that we . . .” I trailed off, blushing. I’d gotten kind of drunk on magic and let him seduce me. Or maybe I’d seduced him. It was all as fuzzy as a peach, which was the way I preferred it. Good girls don’t seduce dark wizards who might be dangerous to their families.

“Yes, the night that we . . .” he said, raising his eyebrows. He was teasing me. I folded my hands on my lap, determined not to get flustered.

“Well, shouldn’t they be worried about you a lot more than me?”

“Oh, they’re worried about me, but it’s more difficult for them to manipulate me. I’m part of the establishment. Now, about this Initial Challenge, what did Perth tell you about it?”

“Nothing yet. He wants me to meet him tonight, but I’m not going.”

“You have to go.”

I pursed my lips. “This is America. Besides jury duty and jail, I don’t have to go anywhere.”

He smiled and leaned toward me, lowering his voice. “If I were the only one you had to deal with, maybe you could skip it. To me, you’re so . . . appealing, sometimes I suspect I’d let you get away with anything.”

My mouth dropped open in surprise. The man could convince a drowning woman to dive underwater.

“The trouble is it’s not up to me, Tamara, and John Barrett, the president of the World Association of Magic, hasn’t met you. All he knows is that you’re a rogue witch. If you defy the Conclave’s edict, he’ll become even more determined and dangerous to you. I want you to promise me that you’ll go to the meeting tonight and listen carefully.”

“Well—”

Unbelievably, there was another knock at the door. Normally, I can go a whole week without ever getting an unexpected visitor. Today, though, it was like my driveway was the new Main Street.

Bryn stood up. “Given that I’m not supposed to be here and that I don’t want to provoke them in a way that they could use against you, why don’t I step outside?” He strode to my new sliding door that led to the backyard.

Mercutio bounded past me and climbed onto the bureau. “No jumping on the company!” I hissed as I got to the front door, but then I paused. Recently there’d been a lot of people trying to kill me and stuff. “Unless the company threatens me or seems dangerous.”

Mercutio cocked his head.

I sighed. “Well, use your judgment, I guess.” I pulled the door open, and there was Zach, Marlboro Man meets Abercrom bie ad.

“Hey, darlin’.”

“Hey, yourself,” I said with a smile. Though we fight more than those folks on reality TV, I’m still crazy about him. Plus, I’d  nearly lost him to a werewolf bite and was still just plain happy to see him alive. “Where you been?”

He tipped his cowboy hat back and leaned down to give me a kiss. “Oh, around. Came by to see if you need money and to take you to dinner at TJ and Nadine’s. They’re grilling tonight. I picked up a case of Armadillo Ale and some steaks—”

Though Bryn never made a sound, I knew the moment he walked up behind me. I knew it because Zach went as still as Mercutio does when he sees a lizard he’s gonna make short work of. Adrenaline kicked my heart into high gear.

“So you’ve got company,” Zach said, taking a step back.

Uninvited company that was supposed to be in the yard out of sight!

I grabbed Zach’s arm. I’m seriously attracted to Bryn, but Zach’s been the candy apple of my eye since I was too little to know why I wanted to follow him to forever and back. “He was just going,” I said.

“That right?” Zach said, still watching Bryn through narrowed eyes.

“We had some things to discuss,” Bryn said from over my shoulder. “We weren’t finished, actually.”

Bryn never makes things between me and Zach easy. I know it’s because he wants me for himself. The trouble is, I’m not so sure why. Might be because Bryn thinks I’m pretty. Or it might be because he’s able to siphon magical power out of me like some people steal sugar packets from restaurant tables.

I looked back at Bryn. “I’ll take your advice about the meeting, but it’s better if we don’t see each other anymore, all things considered.”

“The offer still stands for the catering assignment. You could deal directly with Jenson.”

“Thanks. I’ll think about it,” I said, still holding tight to Zach’s arm. I knew Zach could have pulled loose anytime, and I took it as a good sign that he didn’t.

“I’ll see you later, Tamara.”

Zach stepped farther into the house to let Bryn leave. When the door was safely closed and we were alone, Zach said, “You’re not working for him. Not today. Not next month. Not next year.”

“Hang on, now.”

Zach yanked his arm free. “You’re not working for the guy you cheated on me with! I can forgive you once. I know you were out of your head drunk that night, but I don’t expect to see you with him again—ever.”

It hadn’t exactly been cheating. Zach and I are divorced. Plus, I hadn’t been myself. Or at least not all myself. I’d been part promiscuous flapper, on account of a spell gone wrong.

“You heard what I told him.”

“I heard it. I also heard his answer to it. What you said didn’t make a damn bit of difference to him. So here’s what I think: from now on, when he shows up, you don’t let him in. If he calls, you hang up. He’ll get the message eventually, if you make him get it.”

I had wanted to make up with Zach, but when he started using his police voice and telling me what to do, it reminded me of why our relationship was always on-again, off-again. I took a deep breath and blew it out slowly, trying not to lose my temper.

“I don’t plan to get involved with him.” But Bryn had helped me, and I wasn’t going to slam my door in his face either. It wasn’t good manners.

“What meeting did you say you’d go to? Is he going to be there?”

“No.”

“What meeting?”

“Look, that’s not something I can talk about.”

Zach narrowed his eyes and his muscles tightened. “With me, you mean? ’Cause you were just talking about it with him.”

“Well, it’s complicated.”

“Used to be you didn’t have any secrets from me.”

Things were getting trickier by the minute. If I wanted to be with Zach, could I really avoid talking to him about the supernatural stuff that was happening? I wrung my hands until I caught myself and then dropped them to my sides. “If you want to know, I’ll tell you, but you won’t like it.”

He folded his arms across his chest.

“Edie’s not the only messed-up thing about my family. The truth is that when I said Momma and Aunt Mel were kind of eccentric and whimsical, what I meant to say was that they’re . . . they’re—”

“Spit it out,” he said.

“Witches. And it looks like I might be one, too.”

“For the love of Christ! Your imagination just gets wilder every time I turn around. And I guess Lyons is feeding into this now? That damned letch. In Great-granddaddy’s day, that guy would’ve been selling snake oil.”

“You saw the werewolves. You know there’s more to this world than—”

“Stop right there. I don’t know what I saw. Whether it was men in horror-movie makeup or what, but I know there’s no such thing as werewolves. Hell, I remember being half out of it and drinking some kind of bitter coffee at Lyons’s house. Who the hell knows what was in it? Maybe LSD. And I’ll tell you what’s more, this kind of talk, you saying you’re a . . .” He shook his head. “I’m taking you to church on Sunday. We’ll sit down with the reverend.”

“No.”

“What do you mean ‘no’?”

“What’s hard to interpret about ‘no’?” I put my fists on my hips. “I’m not going around talking to folks about this. It’ll lead to trouble.”

“You got that right.”

“You know, just go on and go. Tell Nadine and TJ that I’m sorry I couldn’t make it,” I said.

“Don’t do this, Tammy Jo.”

“Look, I’ve got some stuff to figure out. I think it’s best that I figure it out alone,” I said softly.

He glanced away, frowning. “This is not right.” He looked back at me. “Whatever you’ve got goin’ on in your head, it’s gonna pass, and I don’t want you sitting here dwelling on it by yourself. You’re coming with me. Let’s get you fed on some Texas beef, and get you with some people that love you who aren’t trying to mess your head up.”

“I’d rather stay here.”

Zach shook his head. “I don’t want you here alone. You can come with me, or I’ll drive you to Chulley’s tonight and tell him you’re getting worse.”

The blood plummeted to my feet, making me pale and panicked.

Chulley was the psychiatrist Zach had convinced me to see when I told him about Edie. After a session where Chulley and I really pissed each other off, I’d vowed never to go back. I found out later that Chulley had told Zach that he couldn’t rule out that I’d need to be in a mental hospital one day. Straightjackets and padded rooms. Locked doors and needles and worse. It had happened to other witches in my family. And now Zach was threatening to give Chulley another shot at me.

No way! Not without the kind of fight that brings the neighbors out to their front lawns to watch the show.

“You’re saying you’d tell him I’ve gone crazy?” I whispered. “Tell him I need to be locked up?” Saying it made it more real. Fear twisted my guts, and tears filled my eyes.

Zach winced. “Don’t do that, darlin’. Don’t cry,” he said, pulling me into his arms and hugging me tight. “Whatever happens, you know I’m gonna take care of you.”

But not the way I need, I thought unhappily. Confiding in him had been a big mistake.

After a couple minutes of watery protests, my head ached and  my throat burned, but I did convince Zach that I was in no shape to go to his brother’s for a cookout. He got the food and beer from his truck and called Nadine to say we couldn’t make it. I lay on the couch while he broiled the steaks in the oven. Mercutio, who had caught the whole exchange from the top of the bureau, came to lie with me.

“I never should’ve told him,” I said under my breath.

Mercutio licked my face.

“What should I do? Pretend that—”

From the kitchen, Zach said, “Jo, don’t whisper to that cat. It’s creepy as hell. In fact, why don’t you put him in the yard for a while?”

The rift between Zach and me suddenly seemed wider than the Rio Grande.

I hugged Mercutio and set him on the floor. “Go play, Merc.”

Merc looked at Zach, hissed, and then scampered over to the stairs and bounded up them.

“Lots of people talk to their cats. I saw it on a website.”

Zach ignored this comment. “You want onions on your steak?”

“Okay,” I said in a calm voice, though I was feeling more and more like a prisoner in my own house.

Just get through dinner. When he sees you eating and talking and acting normally, he’ll decide you’re not insane, after all. Then he’ll go home, and you can be as crazy as you want.

I got up and set the table while Zach finished cooking. It’s never been in my nature to be sullen, but I was pretty darn quiet while we ate. Afterward, he turned the television on, and I realized that he wasn’t going to leave. He planned to keep an eye on me all night, which made me feel like the walls were closing in. I wiped my clammy hands on the dish towel and took shallow breaths.

I was not going to give up control of my life without a fight. Plus, I was planning to meet those wizards because I hoped I’d  have better luck convincing the second teacher to let me out of the challenge thing. I couldn’t allow Zach to stand in the way of my getting there.

I needed an escape plan. Luckily, Zach wasn’t some stranger, some guard at a mental hospital. I’d been married to him; I knew his weaknesses.

“You know, I got ESPN,” I said as I rinsed a washcloth and my hands under cold water.

“You did? You didn’t have to do that, darlin’,” he said, but instantly hit the channel-changer button to take him there.

I laid the washcloth over the faucet and waited for him to get engrossed in some program analyzing football teams. That took about forty-five seconds from the time he turned it on.

“I’m gonna go wash my face,” I said, discreetly grabbing my purse.

He nodded, eyes still on the commentators.

I walked calmly up the stairs, but as soon as I rounded the corner, I hurried to my room, shutting the door behind me. Mercutio sat on my bed, watching as I packed an overnight bag.

“We’re getting out of here,” I whispered, tossing two days’ worth of clothes in the duffel.

I ripped a piece of paper from a notebook and snagged a marker to leave Zach a note. In big black letters, I wrote: “Dear Zach, You can consider us officially broken up. Love, Tammy Jo.”

I taped the message to the mirror. Let him chew on that.

I grabbed the rest of what I would need to be out all night, then opened the window and hooked the fire ladder on the sill. The end of it landed on top of a bush.

“Okay, let’s go, I said. “You want me to carry you?” I put my arms out. Merc ignored this offer and went to inspect the ladder situation.

“I’ll go first,” I said to encourage him. I slung the duffel strap over my shoulder and climbed out the window. Partway down, I stopped. “C’mon,” I said, holding out an arm for him.

He yawned.

“I’ve got to go. With or without you!” I whispered fiercely and continued my descent. I was just climbing out from the bush when a blur of fur caught my eye. Merc came down the ladder in two bounds with his body nearly vertical, head facing the ground. He sprung from midladder to the lawn in a move that would’ve had me flossing my teeth with the grass. I stood openmouthed for a moment.

“That settles it. They should’ve named you ‘Spidercat.’ ”

As cool as can be, Mercutio sauntered over to my little blue Ford Focus. In the spirit of great escapes, I rushed to the driver’s side and got in. I started the car, wincing at the motor’s noise, hoping ESPN in the house was loud enough to drown it out.

It wasn’t until we were two blocks away that I started to relax. Not that Zach wouldn’t track me down eventually, but I hoped by then he’d be over the whole “drag Tammy Jo to a shrink” plan. Because if he wasn’t, I would have to take steps.

Just because I loved him didn’t mean I wouldn’t go to court to get a temporary restraining order. Yeah, if I couldn’t get out of the magical challenge, I’d have to work on becoming a witch in every sense of the word.




End of sample
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