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      Welcome back to January Jaxson’s world—the world of Moonshadow Bay.

      Thanks to my usual crew: Samwise, my husband, Andria and Jennifer—without their help, I’d be swamped. To the women who have helped me find my way in indie, you’re all great, and thank you to everyone. To Kate Danley in particular, for running our author sprints that have helped me regain my focus in this current pandemic. To my wonderful cover artist, Ravven, for the beautiful work she’s done.

      Also, my love to my furbles, who keep me happy. My most reverent devotion to Mielikki, Tapio, Ukko, Rauni, and Brighid, my spiritual guardians and guides. My love and reverence to Herne, and Cernunnos, and to the Fae, who still rule the wild places of this world. And a nod to the Wild Hunt, which runs deep in my magick, as well as in my fiction.

      You can find me through my website at Galenorn.com and be sure to sign up for my newsletter to keep updated on all my latest releases! You can find my advice on writing, discussions about the books, and general ramblings on my blog. If you liked this book, I’d be grateful if you’d leave a review—it helps more than you can think.

      Brightest Blessings,

      ~The Painted Panther~

      ~Yasmine Galenorn~

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Welcome to Shadow Web

          

        

      

    

    
      The holidays are here, and this year, they’re deadly…

      It’s my first Thanksgiving back in Moonshadow Bay, and everything is hunky-dory until the Witches Guild assigns me a research project for the upcoming Winter Solstice Festival. Not only do I melt down my computer, but I download a demon who ends up stuck in my house.

      But Tarvish the Funtime demon is the least of my worries when my grandmother asks my BFF Ari and me to go undercover. A magical pyramid scheme has moved into town and it’s siphoning more than money off its recruits. Will we be able to take it down, or will the leader of the cult manage to silence us for good?

      Reading Order for the Moonshadow Bay Series:

      
        	Book 1: Starlight Web

        	Book 2: Midnight Web

        	Book 3: Conjure Web

        	Book 4: Harvest Web

        	Book 5: Shadow Web

      

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      I turned up the music and danced past Teran as she handed me another spiked mocha. Ari sorted out cookie cutters on one counter, while Meagan measured out confectioner’s sugar on another. The kitchen smelled like a bakery, and we were all half-sloshed.

      Taking another sip of the mocha, I closed my eyes and let out a satisfied sigh. The blend of hot cocoa, espresso, and double-espresso vodka tasted like the best thing in the world right now.

      “Did you remember to set the timer?” Teran asked.

      I glanced at the oven. “Yeah, I did. Four more minutes.”

      The November Gale was an annual event in Moonshadow Bay held the weekend before Thanksgiving, and all proceeds went to the food bank. Ari, Teran, and I had recently joined not only the Crystal Cauldron—the coven that helped protect Moonshadow Bay—but the Witches Guild as well, for which we had been immediately pressed into service for the WG booth for the festival. We were slated to deliver fifteen dozen cookies on Saturday morning.

      In fact, every witch in the Guild was expected to bring five dozen cookies of one sort or another for the sale. When Teran suggested we get together and hold a baking day, Ari and I jumped at the chance. Not only was my aunt a champion cook, but she was a brilliant baker. With her help, we knew our cookies would turn out right.

      I had chosen to make chocolate and peanut-butter chip cookies, Ari was making sugar cookies, and Teran had decided to make gingerbread men. Since mine were drop cookies, I had extra time to help Ari and Teran decorate theirs. Meagan, Ari’s wife, wasn’t part of the Guild, but we had roped her in for good measure since she was a good baker.

      I pulled the last batch out of the oven when the timer went off and set it on the rack to cool. “I am so glad that Tad gave everybody next week off.”

      “What did he say about you taking today and tomorrow off as well?” Ari said.

      “Conjure Ink is focusing on catching up with paperwork right now, so he was fine with it. Wren told me that Tad never agrees to take a case the week before Thanksgiving, or the last two weeks of the year. I have to say, Tad may be a decade younger than I am, but he’s the best boss I’ve ever had.”

      “You were your own boss for years—” Meagan started to say, but I shook my head.

      “Nope. I may have made the magazine what it was, but Ellison took all the credit and he took the reins on everything. I just ignored the things he wanted me to do that would have ruined the publication.” I thought about how far my life had come in a year. “Everything seems so long ago and far away, even though I only left him a year ago. Well, a year ago this month, since I was wrapping up the divorce.”

      “By the way, has the asshole tried texting you again?” Teran asked. Her long hematite-colored hair was pulled back into a braid, and she was wearing a pair of jeans, a short-sleeved sweater, and a floral apron. Teran was sixty-eight going on timeless, and she was one of my favorite people in the world.

      “No, but I woke up three days ago and saw that he’d called me in the middle of the night, four times. I blocked his number so I’m not sure what he wanted, but I wish he would forget about me and start harassing his parents instead.”

      Ellison was my cheating ex-husband, who put the “A” in arrogant, and who had scammed me out of my half of the divorce settlement. But now, thanks to my magic and his stupidity, he was living with his family in Bellingham, and that was far too close for comfort. I wanted him to go back to Seattle and get lost in the sea of the literati he so loved.

      “Did he leave a message?” Ari asked.

      “Yeah, but it was garbled. I think he was drunk. I didn’t call back to ask what he wanted.” I began to remove the cookies from the sheet pan, carefully placing them on the island counter, where they awaited their turn to be frosted. Then, sliding onto one of the tall counter stools, I took the time to savor my spiked cocoa.

      Aunt Teran handed me a piping bag. “No rest for the wicked. Get busy. Those gingerbread men are naked and it’s up to you to preserve the morality of this kitchen.”

      I snorted and set down my mug. “All right, but don’t blame me if their clothes are all wrinkled.” I began to pipe out the outline of royal icing like Teran had shown us, trying to keep the lines even. “I’m beginning to regret joining the Guild. Do they do this every year?”

      “What, you resent helping the hungry? I think they might, as well as the Summer Solstice Splash,” Ari said with a laugh.

      “I mean… Oh, never mind.” I hadn’t meant it like that but we were all three sheets to the wind and I decided we were lucky to have made it this far without incident. I braced my elbows on the counter, trying to focus on making it through the last couple batches of piping.

      We were almost done when my phone rang. I sat down the piping bag and pulled out my phone, frowning when I didn’t recognize the number. “Hello?”

      “So you finally answer me!” The angry, raw voice rang out over the phone and I groaned, mouthing “Ellison” to the others.

      “It wasn’t intentional,” I said. “In fact, if I had known it was you, I would have sent you right to voice mail for this call. I’m going to hang up on you, Ellison. If you have something to say to me, send me a letter or an email. However, I probably won’t answer. Buh-bye.”

      I signed off and immediately blocked that number too. I had no idea whose phone he was borrowing, but if they were friends of his, I didn’t need to know them.

      “He needs to let go,” Teran said, glaring at the phone.

      “He needs to take a flying leap off a bridge,” I grumbled. “Okay, back to finishing the decorating. The last batch will be ready soon.”

      We finished making the cookies and headed into the living room, this time with some of the extra cookies we had made. I settled onto the sofa as it suddenly occurred to me that my Yule tree would be visible from both the dining room and the living room this year. Since I had the house renovated, I was still getting used to the differences. At least the nasty ghost who had taken up residence in my house was gone, and my house felt thoroughly cleansed and new.

      “I think this year I’ll bring out the special ornaments my parents had,” I said, staring at the wall. “Last year was still too close to their deaths, but this year I’m going all out and I’m going all-out early.”

      “I think we all need good cheer and shiny things,” Ari said. She finished off her mocha. “This has been fun. Next week is going to be insanely busy. I took today off to make cookies, and I’m taking Saturday off to go to the festival, but tomorrow, Sunday, Monday, and Tuesday are going to be a real bitch. I’m packed with clients from eight in the morning through six each night, all of whom want holiday updos.”

      Ari was a hair stylist and she was one of the best in town. She was also my best friend and one of the witchblood, like me. Only her magic ran to divination and the air element, and she was a natural-born empath.

      She bit the head off one of the gingerbread men. “I had to stop answering the phone because too many women wanted me to take them on Wednesday next week, and even though I could make a fortune off them, I decided nope. From Wednesday through Black Friday, I’m closed.”

      “I’m glad you set your boundaries. You let them take advantage of you,” Meagan said. “I wish you’d listen to me more.”

      Ari shrugged. “I know, but I can’t be rude.”

      “Firm isn’t the same as rude,” Meagan said.

      Teran sighed. “Well, I have a decision to make, though I’m deferring it as long as possible. Andrew has asked me to move in together. I don’t think I want to.” Andrew was Teran’s gentleman friend. She had never been married and I couldn’t see her agreeing to even live with anybody. I was about to say so when the doorbell rang.

      I swung open the door and there stood Ellison. He leaned against the doorframe, staring at me with a sneer I had almost managed to forget.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” I immediately blocked the door so he couldn’t come charging through.

      “You fat cow, you damned well better answer me when I call.” His words were slurred, but they were still clear enough for me to understand.

      “Get off my doorstep before I call the Court Magika. And the police. You’re breaking the restraining order, and I’m pretty sure you’d rather see the cops than the Court. They’ll flay you alive.” I was suddenly sober, all the alcohol draining from my system.

      Teran joined me, peeking over my shoulder. “What the hell are you doing here, you son of a prick? Get out of here, now.”

      I turned to her. “Call the cops.” I wasn’t about to say another word to Ellison. I took a step back and prepared to slam the door when he lurched forward, jamming his foot in and shouldering the door open.

      Without thinking, I thrust my palms out, throwing my weight against Ellison so that he stumbled back, landing on his ass with a hard thump. He began swearing up a blue streak. While I swore, Ellison could sound like a trucker on speed. As he tried to stand up, he wove back and forth and I caught a whiff of beer on his breath.

      “Yeesh, you smell like a hops factory,” I said, unable to reconcile the cool, aloof wannabe-sophisticate with the drunken lout who was standing in front of me. I turned to Teran. “I don’t want him driving. He could kill someone. How long till Millie gets here?”

      “She’s sending Tanner. He’ll be here directly. I also left a message for the Court Magika.”

      Millie Tuptin was the chief of police, a German shepherd shifter, and she was one of the good cops. I had briefly met Tanner Smith, who was as trustworthy as his boss. He was human, but as a Black man, he had dealt with prejudice all of his life so he didn’t hold disgruntled feelings toward the Otherkin community. He knew how hard life could be for those considered on the outside.

      Ellison ranted as he staggered across the porch back toward the door. He started to sob at one point, and threw something at me. I was behind the screen door, which I’d latched, so whatever it was landed short and I wasn’t about to jump out and pick it up.

      “You’re to blame. She laughed at me. She said I was a loser—and she told me to get dressed and run home to my mother.” Now, Ellison dropped onto his ass, absorbed in his tears. “And I turned to you and you didn’t answer!”

      Ari and Meagan peeked around the corner. Ari gasped. “Ellison? What the ever-loving fuck is he doing here?”

      “Apparently, he’s crying on my front porch,” I said. “Am I never going to be free of this fool?” I turned to Teran. “Can’t we cast a forget spell on him—make him forget all about me? He didn’t want me when he had me, but now that he can’t have me, he won’t let go.”

      At that moment, a police car pulled up. Tanner Smith stepped out, buff enough to take on anybody. He was fiercely loyal to his job. He darted through raindrops that were pelting the ground. The wind had picked up and was shuddering past, whipping by with the few last leaves off the trees.

      “When did he show up?” he asked, pulling out his notebook.

      “Well, I blocked his number, so he found somebody else’s phone and called from that a little while ago. I hung up on him and he showed up here on my doorstep. You know I’ve got a restraining order from the courts, and from the Court Magika.”

      “This is the second time he’s broken it, right?” Tanner asked.

      That was easy. “Yes, he’s tried to call, tried to text, all which are forbidden under the ruling. Since we had no children together and technically, we have nothing to talk about, it’s a total no-contact order. He’s broken it right and left.”

      “Right, we’ll haul him down to jail and tomorrow, we’ll send him to the courts. Come down tomorrow morning to formally press charges.” Tanner slapped a pair of cuffs on Ellison and dragged him away.

      As I watched him go, I wished that I’d never see Ellison or hear from him again.

      “Thanks, Tanner!” I spoke directly to Tanner, ignoring the now-blubbering Ellison. “I swear, that man is going to drive himself off a cliff one of these days to prove a point. He’s one of the most self-destructive people I’ve met.”

      “Hasn’t he always been?” Teran shook her head. We closed the door and headed back into the kitchen.
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      By the time we had packaged up the cookies, it was almost time for Killian to get home. I foraged in the fridge for something to throw together for dinner but all I could find was a box of frozen fish sticks and some stale bread. We had used up all the eggs making cookies, and I’d run out of bacon the day before. Surprised that I hadn’t noticed the lack of food—I loved to eat and cook—I decided that I needed to go shopping soon. I’d been too swamped to shop of late.

      “What are you going to tell Killian?” Ari asked. “You know if he finds out, he’ll tear apart that jail cell and throttle Ellison.”

      “Which is precisely why I’m not going to tell him,” I answered. “The last thing I need is for Killian to get himself tossed into the slammer for storming the jail cells.”

      “Good luck with that. You know you have trouble lying to him,” Teran said, sliding into her coat.

      “Hold on, are you good to drive?” I pointed to the vodka bottle. We had put quite a dent in it. “I’m not letting you drive unless I know you’re sober. And I’m not going to lie to him. I’m simply not going to tell him.”

      “Good luck with that.” Teran gave me a long look. “I’m fine. You know I can handle alcohol better than most grown men.”

      She was telling the truth—my aunt did have the ability to process alcohol better than about anybody I had met. I turned to Ari. “What about you two?”

      Meagan spoke up. “I only had one drink—my second mocha was straight—no booze. I promised to be the designated driver. I’ll tell you what, we’ll drop Teran off at her house to set your mind at ease, and tomorrow she can come get her truck.”

      “I’m going to need that truck first thing tomorrow morning—” Teran started to say.

      “No worries. When Killian gets home, he can drive it over. You only live a few blocks from here, and I’ll come with him and then we can walk home. We can bring your cookies with us.”

      Satisfied, I let them gather their coats. Ari and Meagan took their cookies with them while I stacked the rest in the pantry, and I made sure the door was firmly shut. While the cats didn’t eat cookies, they liked to play with boxes and these boxes opened easily and squashed flat when a fat cat butt sat on them. And Klaus had grown into being quite the chonky cat.

      As they headed out, I turned back to the kitchen. My guests had helped clean up, but there was always some sort of letdown that came at the end of a party. That, along with the adrenaline rush from seeing Ellison standing at my front door, had drained the joy out of my veins. Now I was riding on the tail end of a sugar high and the imminent crash from eating too much sugar along with too much booze was threatening to hit at any time.

      I was about to text Killian to ask what he thought about eating out when I noticed that I had new email. Frowning—I did my best to keep my email down to a manageable number—I glanced to see who it was from.

      “The Witches Guild? What, they want more cookies?” I opened it up.

      
        
        Dear January:

        We’re writing to remind you that the annual Winter Solstice Festival is quickly approaching. Since your specialty is research, and your grandmother is Rowan Firesong, we thought we’d ask you to research ancient festivals to find something we can use in our Tableau of Solstice Rituals Through the Ages. We’ll see you with your results on Saturday night! Welcome aboard!

        

      

      I stared at the email and groaned. Just one more thing in my busy schedule that I didn’t need.
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      After Killian and I dropped off Teran’s truck, he took me to Ruby’s, a small Italian restaurant. It was quiet, intimate, and their food was top notch. By then, I realized that I had to tell him about Ellison. The cops had been at my house and somebody would mention it to him at some point. But I decided to wait till we were immersed in the main course. Carbs softened many a blow.

      I ordered an appetizer of scallops wrapped in bacon, and then the fettuccini Alfredo with chicken parmesan. Killian ordered a shrimp cocktail and then, for his entrée, calzone. Neither one of us wanted wine and I decided that I’d give myself a caffeine break, so I ordered spiced cider to drink.

      “How was your day?” Killian asked, stirring sugar into his coffee.

      “Eventful,” I said, trying to hold off talking about Ellison until the food got there. “We baked fifteen dozen cookies. Well, more like twenty-one dozen, so we’d each have a couple dozen left. So I was able to check that task off the list.” I paused, then added, “Aunt Teran is getting nervous. Andrew appears to be taking their relationship more seriously than she is. She’s afraid he’s going to propose.”

      Killian laughed. “I doubt any man will ever be able to get your aunt to the altar.”

      I snorted. “ ‘Teran’ and ‘marriage’ are words that don’t belong in the same sentence.” I paused as the waitress brought our appetizers. Killian dug into his shrimp, dipping one of the breadsticks into the cocktail sauce. “Good?”

      He tried to speak through a full mouth. “Mmm hmm.”

      It was now or never. “Something else happened today. Something not so good.”

      Frowning, he set down his breadstick. “What?”

      I decided to rip the bandage off. “Ellison showed up drunk, on my doorstep.”

      That did it. Killian straightened, his eyes darkening. I could tell his wolf was up.

      “What did you say?”

      “Ellison showed up at my door to yell at me for not taking his phone calls. We called the cops and they carted his ass off to jail for breaking the restraining order.” I hurried to add, “Please, don’t go off half-cocked about this.”

      Killian paused, his gaze locking mine. After a moment he said, “Ellison is a lucky man right now. He’s got iron bars and cops between him and me. If he didn’t, I’d mop the floor with his ass and then chuck him in the bay.” His voice was so low that it almost scared me.

      “I know, I know—please, though, don’t get yourself in any trouble. He’s not worth it. You won’t do anybody any good if you get yourself locked up over his sorry ass!”

      The look in his eyes alarmed me. Killian was protective. He was an alpha wolf shifter, and while he wasn’t the leader of his Pack, he had the potential to be. One thing I’d found out about dating shifters—especially wolf shifters—was that they protected their friends and family, and since I was his girlfriend, I was family at this point.

      Killian leaned back in his chair, trying to restrain himself. He was gorgeous at all times, but when he was angry, he was positively magnetic. His hair, a wheat-brown mane of curly strands that fell to his shoulder blades, was pulled back in a ponytail. At six feet, he was about three inches taller than me, and he was sturdy and muscled, but not totally ripped. All in all, he was a striking man with brilliant green eyes and I was madly in love with him.

      After a moment, he relaxed. “You say he’s locked up?”

      I nodded. “I’m going down there to press charges tomorrow morning.”

      “You’ll go down there after dinner, and I’m going with you. Ellison’s going to learn that trying to mess with you will only buy him trouble, not only with you, and not only with the law, but with me.” He let out a long breath. “All right, let’s eat. We’ll set this aside until later.”

      Relieved that he hadn’t gone charging out of the restaurant, I went back to my scallops. I told him about the email from the Witches Guild. “I have no idea what they want me to do for them, but apparently I’m part of the Solstice Festival as well as the November Gale.”

      Killian let out a laugh. “Once you join any organization, they’ll rope you in for everything they can.” He paused as the waitress cleared our dishes. When she was gone, he continued. “So, I got a letter today.”

      “From whom?” I asked, so relieved to be off the subject of Ellison that Killian could tell me he signed up for a trip to the moon and I’d be okay with it.

      “My application to join the Rainier Wolf Pack is official. I’m no longer Packless. It’s been awhile since I moved from California, and it’s time to get settled. I figured I might as well join the Pack my parents belong to. They’re progressive, and I like that.” He smiled, and by his tone of voice, I realized how long this had been weighing on his mind.

      Wolf shifters didn’t do well when they were out of a Pack. Lone wolves were the exception, not the rule. Wolves—and their shifter kin—were Pack-oriented. They worked better when they were part of a larger group. And the Rainier Pack was progressive compared to a number of Wolf Packs. Wolf shifters tended to be more patriarchal, but every so often, a Pack broke with tradition. From what Tally—Killian’s sister—had to say about the Rainier Pack, they were much more supportive of women in leadership roles.

      “Will you have some sort of swearing-in ceremony?” I was facing my own initiation into the Crystal Cauldron coven, which protected Moonshadow Bay, in a few months. Until then, I was beginning to get a feel for being part of the elite magical group. The Witches Guild, on the other hand, had more of a country club–type atmosphere for those of us who were witchblood. Not everyone was accepted, but it was far more social than the coven.

      “Yes, I will, and I’m hoping you’ll be there to see me inducted?” The hope in his voice was evident.

      I reached across the table for his hand. “You know I’ll do everything in my power to be there.” Pausing, I added, “They aren’t going to haze you or anything like that, are they?”

      He shook his head. “Some Packs actually make you fight the omega. If you win, you move into the general Pack populace. If you don’t, you have the option of becoming the runt—as the omega is often called—or you can choose not to join.”

      I wasn’t clear on all the terminology, but Killian’s explanation was pretty self-explanatory. “I’m glad you won’t be doing that. I don’t think I’d want to see you in a fight.”

      “They can be bad,” he said. “Both combatants usually come out pretty roughed up.”

      I swirled the noodles around my fork. “Do women fight when they join, too?”

      He nodded. “Most female wolf shifters aren’t ever rogue—or lone, though sometimes if the alpha male of the Pack dies, then the alpha female must fight the beta’s mate in order to stay. Usually the beta moves up, becoming the alpha. He’ll have the option, if he’s single, of marrying the alpha bitch so she can stay alpha. If he’s married, she’ll have to fight the new alpha bitch to be allowed to stay in the Pack.”

      I stared at him. “I had no idea Pack dynamics were so complicated.”

      Killian finished off his calzone. “There are so many things you learn as a shifter. If you can make it to my swearing-in ceremony, remember, never stare at the alpha or his mate. You can look at them if they’re talking to you, but if you stare when they aren’t, it’s considered a challenge.”

      “Oh good gods, I hope I don’t mess up things,” I said.

      “You won’t, I have faith in you,” Killian said. “Now finish your entrée. Do you want dessert?” He pushed aside his plate.

      Even though Ruby’s had excellent desserts, I was comfortably full. I finished my last bite of the chicken and then leaned back, satisfied. “No, I ate more cookies than was good for me today. I saved some for you, by the way.”

      “Good. I love cookies.” He motioned for the check. “Then we’ll get out of here and drop down to the station to press charges. Maybe I can get in a swipe at Ellison while we’re there.” At my look of horror, he laughed and added, “I’m joking, I’m joking.”

      But I knew he wasn’t.
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      So, my name is January Jaxson. I’m forty-two, curvy, five-nine with long hair that’s currently a red-violet. I’m what’s euphemistically called plus-size, though honestly, most American women are size 14/16, so why we’re considered “plus” is ridiculous. We are the norm, not the outliers. So yeah, my measurements are bountiful, but I no longer cringe when I see myself in the mirror.

      Last December, I moved back to Moonshadow Bay and took over the family home to make a whole new life for myself.

      My parents had died in a car crash five months before that. I still miss them horribly, but I am learning to live in a world where I was suddenly orphaned and divorced. But I have a wonderful boyfriend, good friends to hang out with, a job I enjoy and am good at, and two cats who might as well be my kids. All in all, I feel I’m navigating change better than I ever expected.
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      A small town about ten miles south of Bellingham, Washington, Moonshadow Bay was founded in 1905 by my great-grandfather Brian Fletcher and his wife, Colleen. They, along with a small group of witchblood, birthed the town into being. Brian and Colleen had come over from Ireland a few years before. Both were witchblood, but Colleen was a powerful witch, and her legacy passed down through all of her daughters. My grandmother Naomi was the only one of the daughters left alive, and she passed the family legacy through my mother, to me.

      Oddly, given they were witchblood, most of them had died way too young. That fact puzzled me, and I still didn’t know what had gone on. But when Colleen’s daughters died, they had returned as spiritual guardians to those of us who were their descendants.

      Known collectively as “the Ladies,” they were a force unto themselves, and they didn’t hesitate to whop us upside of the head if we didn’t listen. My great-aunt Esmara had just come to me when I moved back home. She was my guardian, though she made it abundantly clear there were limitations on the help she could offer.

      Killian turned onto the main drag and then to the left, easing into the parking lot behind the City Central complex. A massive structure in downtown Moonshadow Bay that took up an entire city block, the complex housed everything from the Garrison Library to the police station to the fire station to all the city offices. A clocktower in front stood three stories tall, guarding the entire downtown area. Inside, City Central was basically laid out like a mall. Even the courthouse was located in the building.

      The parking lot was large, but even with as many people who worked there, at this time of night it was mostly empty except for several police cars, a fire engine or two, and a smattering of other cars. We parked near the back entrance and headed up the ramp toward the double doors.

      “Promise me—” I started to say, but Killian interrupted me.

      “Will you quit worrying? If I wanted to kill Ellison, I would have done so before now. While I’d like to see him out of the gene pool, I’m not going to self-destruct. But if he touches you again—if he lays one hand on you—he’s going on a long journey to the bottom of the bay.”

      We walked around the building to the main entrance. The back doors were locked after six p.m. Although Moonshadow Bay was one of the small shadow towns, we still felt the impact of what was going on around the country.

      Killian opened the door for me and I glanced up at the security camera as we entered and waved. The complex was lit by ambient lights, and the walls were painted a pale cream—a soft color that was soothing.

      The Garrison Library made up the left corner of the building, and to the right, a long hall led through the various city offices. Straight ahead, across the hall, was the police station, and next to it, the courthouse.

      As we pushed through the bulletproof doors to the police station, the receptionist stopped us. Behind her was another door—made of steel—and it led to the officers’ desks and to Millie’s office.

      “Hi, we’re here to see Millie, if she’s still around. I’m January Jaxson, and I’m pressing charges against Ellison Reilly for violating a restraining order.” I had met the receptionist before, but I doubted she remembered me.

      She glanced through the reports. “Oh yes, Mr. Reilly is still incarcerated. He’s scheduled to appear before the judge tomorrow. I believe Chief Tuptin has gone home for the day, but let me call the acting sergeant.” She motioned for us to take a seat over in the waiting area while she picked up the phone.

      “I hope you’re not feeling sorry for the idiot,” Killian said.

      “Not in the least. But I do resent that he put me in this position. I wish he’d write me out of his life. That’s what I’m trying to do to him.”

      “Ms. Jaxson? Officer Marsh will see you now.” The receptionist buzzed open the heavy steel door and we entered. An officer waited on the other side for us, near the dispatcher’s desk. The dispatcher had four monitors facing her—two high and two wide—and she was wearing a headset.

      Officer Marsh was easily six-six and well over two hundred pounds. He looked like a linebacker, and I immediately latched on to the fact that he was a shifter of some sort. What kind, I didn’t know, but he and Killian appraised one another and then, with a grunt, the officer led us back to his desk.

      “Have a seat, please. I understand you want to press charges against Ellison Reilly for violating the restraining order you have against him?”

      I sat down, nervous. “Yes. I gave a full report this afternoon.”

      “Let’s go over it one more time to make sure everything’s accurate.” Officer Marsh began to ask me questions—most of which I’d already answered. I gave him the same answers I had given Tanner Smith, and after a few minutes, he seemed satisfied. “All right, I think I have everything we need. Tomorrow’s the arraignment. Can you be there? The judge may want to ask you a few questions.”

      “Should I bring a lawyer?” I asked.

      “It might be a good idea, if you can find someone by then. The court will appoint a lawyer for Reilly. He’s listed himself as low-income.”

      I snorted. “Think again. His parents are rich. And he was well off until he burned down the building we had our magazine in. I think he’s hidden as much money as he can to avoid the lawsuits headed his way.”

      “Well, I suggest you engage a lawyer and tell them all this. Meanwhile, given we found Mr. Reilly at your house when he wasn’t supposed to have any contact with you, he was automatically arrested on a class one misdemeanor and he will face both a fine and jail time, if the judge warrants it. If you attend the court session, the judge will take the matter seriously.”

      “Will I be jeopardizing the restraining order by showing up in court?” I asked.

      “No, but again, you should contact an attorney,” Marsh said.

      “All right, I’m sure I can dig somebody up by tomorrow.” I stood, thanking him.

      Officer Marsh gave me the time that Ellison would be paraded in front of the judge.

      As we left, I glanced at my watch. It was eight-ten. Ellison was due in court at one-thirty tomorrow. I’d have to work fast. After a quick trip for a few groceries to tide me over until I could stock up for the holidays, on the way home, I called Rowan.

      “Hey, I need a lawyer by tomorrow. Ellison showed up on my doorstep today and I’m pressing charges. Do you know somebody I could contact tonight?” My first go-to was my grandmother. She seemed to have scads of people owing her favors.

      She paused, then said, “Yes, I know one of the lawyers who works both in the mundane court system as well as the Court Magika. I’ll have him call you tonight. It may be after ten, so either stay up or keep your phone with you. His name is Almanzo Meier.” She hung up before I could reply.

      “Well, that takes care of that,” I said. “My grandmother’s contacting a lawyer. I’m to wait for his call. I hope he’s not terribly expensive.”

      “Go after Ellison for the court costs,” Killian said, his eyes twinkling. “I can hardly wait to hear what happens in that courtroom.”

      “You and me both,” I said.
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      The next morning, I woke up too early, given I was on vacation. I couldn’t break myself of the habit of getting up at seven, even when I tried. I squinted, trying to decide whether to force myself to go back to sleep for another hour. But I decided no, it was time to get up. If I fell into the habit of sleeping late, when it was time to go back to work it would be doubly hard rearranging my schedule.

      I sat up, squinting at the window. Rain pounded sideways—the way it did in the Pacific Northwest—and the wind whipped past, knocking branches against the side of the house. As I watched the storm, images flooded back from the night before: the visit to the police station and after that, the late-night call with the lawyer.

      Almanzo Meier had agreed to meet me at noon, in the coffee shop near the courthouse. We would go over the case against Ellison, and I would write him a check for the retainer at that time. I was to dress neatly, and fairly conservatively. He thought we could put Ellison away for quite some time.

      Killian had gone home for the night—we spent about three nights out of the week together—and so I wandered into the kitchen and flipped on my espresso machine. While it was heating up, I fed the cats, made sure their water fountain was working properly, and stood at the fridge, trying to make up my mind. I decided that a grilled cheese sandwich would work for breakfast. Some people used mayonnaise on their grilled cheese, but that seemed an abomination to me—I wasn’t a big fan of mayo and didn’t care for salad dressing, either. As I buttered the bread and sliced the cheese, Xi wound around my ankles, purring.

      While the sandwich was grilling, I made myself a mocha, then opened a can of fruit cocktail and spooned half of it into a small bowl. By then, the sandwich was ready and, carrying my breakfast over to the kitchen nook, I sat down and began to eat.

      I was almost through my breakfast when my phone rang.

      “Hello?” I said, swallowing the last of my sandwich.

      “January, hi! This is Sera, the secretary of the Witches Guild. I wanted to touch base about the email we sent.” She sounded entirely too perky for eight a.m. While she was nice, she had the kind of personality that was always “on”— lit up like fireworks in July. Everything was fabulous, or horrific, or to die for—exclamation point and emphasis included.

      “Hey. I was going to contact you today to ask what this was all about.” I stifled a yawn, longing to put everything on hold and go back to bed.

      “The Witches Guild is the primary sponsor for the Winter Solstice Festival. We come up with the theme and present the community-wide ritual. Given your job is mostly research, we thought you’d be the perfect choice to research solstice festivals through history. If you could, please find ten interesting rituals, capsulize them, and bring the information to the meeting on Saturday. If we all chip in, this will be the best festival ever!” And with that perky squeak, she disconnected before I could get a word in edgewise.

      I stared at my phone. Today was Friday and she wanted the information by tomorrow night? Today I had to show up in court, I had a Crystal Cauldron meeting at nine p.m., and tomorrow I had to shop for Thanksgiving décor, since next week I was hosting my first full Thanksgiving dinner. When I’d been with Ellison, we had gone to his parents’ for the holiday, which always went as well as you’d expect it to.

      “Welcome, holiday rush,” I muttered, polishing off my coffee. As I pushed my chair back from the table, Xi jumped on my thigh and rubbed her cheek against my hand. I lifted her up, bringing her down so I could kiss her nose. “Thank you, punkin, I needed that.” I petted her for a moment, then kissed her nose again, set her down and hurried upstairs to change.
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      I dialed myself into high gear. I pulled out a full-circle skirt in navy blue, slid on an ice-blue V-neck sweater and pulled the outfit together with a black leather belt and a pair of black knee-boots. Then I brushed my long hair—which was currently a deep burgundy—into a ponytail.

      Staring at myself in the mirror, I decided I was ready to go back to a purplish-black. I’d have to make an appointment with Ari. As I sat down at the vanity and applied my makeup, I noticed my hand was shaking.

      “Why am I so nervous?” I asked, but then I realized what it was. The last time I had seen Ellison in court, he had stripped me of everything I held dear. I had walked out of there swindled, duped, and humiliated. “Oh good gods, I don’t need those memories right now,” I whispered. “Buck up. The shoe’s on the other foot now.”

      As I finished and headed downstairs, I glanced at the time on my phone. I had two hours before I had to meet the lawyer, so I decided to get a leg up on the research for the Witches Guild. I walked into my office. Without the door on it, the room felt more spacious. I’d had the contractors widen the doorway to bring in more of the open concept to my house. I settled at my desk, set an alarm so I wouldn’t be late for the meeting, and then powered up my laptop.

      Finally, ready to begin, I dove into the research abyss, wishing I had a better grasp on how to say “No” to people.
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      At eleven-forty, I printed out a couple of the documents I thought that the Witches Guild might like and started the download on a large file that I found on one of the historical sites. It was a zip file that was supposed to contain a number of obscure and arcane rituals. Even though I had high-speed internet, it was taking longer than I wanted, so I decided to leave my computer working while I headed to court. I sorted through the hall closet next to the powder room, and found my military-style jacket that hit me mid-thigh. With gold buttons in a double row down the front, it cinched at the waist with a tie belt. One last peek in the mirror and I headed out.

      My car—an Ocelot—was still new enough that I smiled every time I saw her. She replaced the decades-old Subaru that Ellison had bought for me. Cookie had bit the dust last winter and I finally broke down and bought myself a new car for the first time in my life. I plugged my phone into the dashboard and clipped it into the holder.

      As I headed toward City Central, Killian texted me.

      “Read text, Jerica,” I said. The hands-free AI that was standard in new cars was named Jerica.

      best of luck in court today, love. let me know how it goes. you know i’m rooting for you.

      I dictated my return text to Jerica. thank you. i’m pretty sure ellison doesn’t have a leg to stand on and you know me, i’m willing to kick him when he’s down, the jerk.

      “Send to Killian.” I snorted, shaking my head. But it was the truth. When it came to Ellison, he could do no good in my eyes.
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      I pulled into the parking lot in front of the City Central complex. I gathered my purse, a tote bag full of notes about our divorce, and my copy of the restraining order. Hustling into the building, I looked for Tangier’s Coffee Express, the coffee shop located in City Central. I pushed open the doors at eleven fifty-five and glanced around, looking for someone who could be a lawyer. There were at least half a dozen men and women who could fit the bill, but a man stood up, waving at me. I wondered if I looked like someone with an ex who would violate a restraining order.

      “Mr. Meier?” I asked.

      “January Jaxson?” He pulled out the chair for me. “Would you like something to drink?”

      “Triple-shot mocha, please.” I settled myself at the table while he ordered my drink. I sorted out the documents from my tote that I thought he might need.

      When he returned, he handed me the mocha and I went to hand him a ten-dollar bill, but he waved it away. “Consider it on your ex. By the time we’re done, he’ll be liable for your court fees and everything else.”

      I held up the restraining order. “Do you need to see a copy of this?”

      “I have a copy, as well as of your divorce proceedings. Your grandmother mentioned Ellison cheated you?”

      “Yeah, but there’s nothing to do about that now unless I can prove that he misled me. I certainly didn’t hand him over ownership of the magazine, or anything else. But right now, my goal is to get him out of my life. I don’t want him calling me, I don’t want him showing up on my doorstep…I don’t want him living in the same state as me, though I doubt if I can manage to manifest that.” I leaned back, sipping my drink. “Ellison is persona non grata to me—pariah.”

      Almanzo read the police report. “Well, we shouldn’t have a problem, not since the cops arrested him on your doorstep and he was drunk. His blood alcohol was .15, which is pretty high. He also admitted to them that he drove over to your house, which means he was driving while under the influence. I think we can nail him on a DUI, as well.”

      “What does all of this mean?” I asked. “Will he go to jail?”

      “Are you concerned about that?” the lawyer asked me, glancing up.

      “I’m hoping for it,” I said.

      He relaxed. “Sometimes, even if you’re afraid of the person you get the restraining order against, there’s a chance you might feel sorry for them and—”

      I laughed. “You can stop worrying right there. I have no sympathy for Ellison. I want him out of my life, and if putting him in jail’s the ticket to doing so, then so be it. He’s been a thorn in my side for years—most of those while we were married. I’m stick a fork in me done with him.” I paused. “If I’m called on to testify, is there anything I should be aware of?”

      “Given there’s no evidence you ever tried to win him back, or that you invited him in…you didn’t, did you?”

      I shook my head. “I’ve tried to have as little contact as possible since I left.”

      “I see here that he filed a report that you damaged his car when you left?”

      I shrugged. “I was angry. I filled his convertible with water and burned our wedding clothes. I admit it. But the car wasn’t totaled. He was able to recondition it, and I figure he didn’t come after me for the money because he already had bilked me out of most of our common assets. Oh, in case you don’t know, he negligently burned down the building our magazine was based in and there are a dozen people in line to sue him, I believe.”

      “You’re right on that,” Almanzo said. He closed the file, leaning forward. “All right, here’s the plan. You avoid getting riled. You play up the factor that you’ve never called him, that you wanted him out of your life, but don’t get angry. Please, keep your temper. Don’t go off on a rant or a tangent. Just answer the questions you’re asked. If they start getting pushy, look my way and brush your hair back and I’ll do something to give you extra time, if I can’t stop the question altogether. I know the defense lawyer, though, and he has a real issue with domestic abusers. He’ll do his job for Ellison, but I have the feeling he won’t go the extra mile.”

      Still feeling anxious, but more secure than before, I relaxed and finished my mocha.
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      The outcome was not what I had hoped for. I played my part perfectly, Almanzo said afterward, but the judge was still a good ol’ boy and I could tell he wasn’t sympathetic to my side of the argument, though the law was clear and there was no doubt Ellison had violated the restraining order and—even more—wasn’t the least bit sorry.

      I was grateful that Ellison’s lawyer didn’t fight the length of the sentence or the fine, even though he made a lethargic but successful stab at convincing the judge that Ellison was needed at home to help take care of his aging mother. Granted, his father had recently had a stroke, but Ellison’s parents could afford good in-home health care.

      “He’s on house arrest? What does that mean?” I asked as court wrapped up.

      “He’s been sentenced to two years’ house arrest, his driver’s license is suspended for two years, and if he breaks the order of no-contact, he’ll automatically go to prison for the rest of his sentence. So that’s one win. Document if he calls or shows up, and call the police regardless of how he tries to contact you,” Almanzo said. “I have a feeling Ellison won’t be able to help himself. He’s a classic narcissist. And just one text will break the camel’s back.”

      “And house arrest means…” I wasn’t sure exactly what it meant.

      “House arrest means if he sets foot more than two feet outside the house—in any direction—his monitor goes off. He’ll have to call in to have it reset, and the police will be able to tell if he’s back inside, so to speak. If he stays outside the field for more than a few moments, the police will send out a squad to apprehend them. They’ll be able to trace him if he tries to run.”

      “Can he get it off?” I could imagine Ellison sitting there with a nail file, trying to pry the anklet off of his leg.

      “No. If he does manage to break through the casing, a second alarm will sound and it won’t shut off. And since I’m also a lawyer for the Court Magika, I persuaded them to install a magical alarm system on him—a spell will sound an alarm if he moves more than one hundred feet outside of the radius of his house. Think of it as a magical GPS.” Almanzo grinned at me. “All in all, I think we won major inroads on keeping him out of your life. I’d rather have him in prison, but the truth is, he may be more restricted this way. Plus, they suspended his license for two years. At least he’s on house arrest and won’t be able to buy a car or rent one for the next twenty-four months.”

      Relief filtered through me. “And phone calls?”

      “As I said, if he calls you, make note of it. Same with texting. The court’s putting a block on his phone so he can’t contact you, but he can still borrow someone else’s. We can’t fool-proof this, unless we execute him.” My lawyer snorted. “And that’s not going to happen.”

      “Unfortunately not. Honestly, I hate the fact that he’s still free.”

      “He’s about as free as a chimp in a zoo,” he said. “I wouldn’t worry too much, if I were you. He’s also been slapped with a five-thousand-dollar fine, and has to submit to drug and alcohol testing once per week. No, Ellison is trussed up pretty tight.”

      “He’s a turkey, all right,” I said. I turned to him as we stood in the parking lot. The wind was blowing up a storm, whipping the last of the leaves off the trees. “So, what do I owe you?”

      “You don’t, and here’s your retainer check,” he said, handing me my check back. “Ellison will be paying all your court costs, so this one’s on him.”

      I clapped my hands. “Good, he deserves it. Listen, if I need a lawyer in the future for anything, can I call you?”

      Meier handed me his card. “I know I gave you one earlier, but here’s another. Call me whenever you need. I’ll let you know if there’s anything to worry about with Ellison’s case. But for now, I think you can forget about your ex and focus on the holidays—and the next two years.”

      “By then, maybe he’ll have forgotten me,” I said. “Wishful thinking, I guess, but maybe he’ll find some way to turn himself around.”

      As I turned to my car, I realized that at least one big episode in my life—Ellison—was pretty much over and done with. I thought it had been when I left Seattle, but now, it was true. He couldn’t come racing down here without the cops throwing his ass in prison. He couldn’t call me or he’d be tossed in the slammer. And even he couldn’t be that stupid. He was still in Bellingham, but he might as well be in another dimension, and that was good enough for me.

      My heart feeling lighter, I tossed my tote bag in the backseat, settling down in the driver’s seat, and burst into tears, I was so grateful and relieved.
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      I felt like having a drink to celebrate, but with the Crystal Cauldron coven meeting that night, I thought it might be best to go easy on the booze. Then I remembered—I had been downloading a document and needed to finish the research for the Witches Guild. Deciding that one drink couldn’t hurt, I poured myself a glass of white wine and carried it into my office. As I sat down and shifted the mouse, the computer woke up and I saw that the document had fully downloaded while I’d been gone.

      Setting the wine to the side, I pulled out my phone and texted Killian. house arrest for two years. even better, he’s on permanent block to my phone. if he fucks up, he goes to prison for real. i count that a win.

      Killian texted back. i’d be happier if he were fully locked up, but i guess we’ll have to settle for that. at least he’s got the threat of being incarcerated hanging over his head. you’ve got your coven meeting tonight, right?

      right, so i’ll see you tomorrow. love you. xi and klaus send their purrs.

      talk to you later, sweetheart. oh, my sister’s coming into town this weekend. i hope you don’t mind—i invited her to thanksgiving. our parents are going on a cruise next week and our brother’s out of town, so she was going to be alone.

      I liked Tally, and one more at what was quickly becoming a large event wouldn’t matter. Besides, I could put her to work in the kitchen with the rest of us. that’s fine, she’s welcome at the table. talk to you tomorrow.

      I put my phone down and turned back to my computer. The zip file was fully downloaded. Apparently, some group called the D-Zone had gathered all sorts of arcane lore about solstice celebrations held in various European countries. It was so large they had created a zip file to lighten the download, but it was still a hefty amount of information—books, images, and a lot of recorded rituals. I created a folder to hold the file and then dragged it from one window to the other. Once it was in that file, I clicked on Extract Files.

      My stomach rumbled, so I decided to let the files do their thing while I hunted for some dinner. I carried my wine into the kitchen and poked my head in the fridge. I didn’t want to eat anything heavy, not before the coven meeting, but I needed something substantial, so I pulled out the deli turkey, bread, tomatoes, lettuce, butter, and cheddar. I slapped together a quick sandwich, going heavy on the meat and cheese, and then put the fixings away and carried my plate back to my computer, along with a can of Sprite. I didn’t want to drink more than one drink, and yet, I was craving something ice-cold and crisp.

      As I walked into my office, I stopped. There was a strange scent in the air—like something burning. Frantic, I ditched the sandwich and soda on the nearest table and began hunting for the source of the scent. It was then that I saw a whiff of smoke coming from my laptop.

      “No!” Without thinking, I pulled the cord out of the socket, but thank gods it didn’t electrocute me. I knelt by the outlet. There weren’t any char marks on it, but I was still uncomfortable. I pulled out my phone and called 911.

      “911, what’s your emergency?”

      “I smell something burning. I think it was from my computer, which I unplugged, but I’m worried that maybe there’s a short circuit in the wall. I don’t want to wake up with the house in flames.” I waited, hoping I hadn’t bothered them unnecessarily.

      But she assured me that it was better to be safe than sorry and that she would dispatch a unit to my house immediately. She recommended I wait outside.

      “I have to get my cats,” I said.

      Even though the 911 operator tried to dissuade me, I managed to scoop up Xi. Klaus came running up, thinking I was giving out treats, and I lured him into the foyer area of the dining room, where I popped both of them into the carriers. I usually kept the cat carriers within reach, in case of an emergency. I slung my purse over my shoulder and grabbed the cat carriers. Outside, I tucked them inside my car and leaned against the side of the vehicle, waiting. Within five minutes, a fire engine pulled up to the curb.

      I greeted the firemen, both of whom were pretty fine-looking dudes. “Hey, let me show you the office.”

      The two men followed me in, and I showed them my laptop. The cord had melted down, but when they examined the room and felt the walls and checked the outlet, they couldn’t find anything that might have caused the smell or the melting cord.

      “I think it may be a defective power cord on your computer. I’d take it into the shop to see if there’s been any damage before you attempt to use it again.” The taller man, with short scruffy blond hair and the brightest smile I’d seen in a long time, gave me a nod.

      “I’m sorry to bring you out for nothing,” I said.

      “Not at all,” the other man said. He was dark-skinned with sparkling eyes, and I could swear he was a shifter of some kind. “We’d rather you be safe than sorry. You did as you should have. If there was a fire in your wall, it could have smoldered until you were asleep before breaking out. As it is, everything but your computer looks safe.”

      They waved good-bye and took off. I watched them go, grateful Killian hadn’t been home to see the firemen show up. I didn’t like worrying him. As I turned to go back inside, I had a sudden spurt of adrenaline, and nervously eyed the door. Nothing looked different, and so I chalked it up to being spooked by the cord melting down. Picking up the carriers, I went back inside and shut the door.
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      By seven p.m., I was struggling to muster the energy to attend the coven meeting. The fear of fire had worn me out, especially after the court case. I felt like I’d done more than enough for one day.

      I yawned. Maybe I should make myself another latte, but that would up my caffeine consumption to…holy crap, I’d had about ten shots of espresso that day. That was a little over my usual, and while I felt I could handle it, any more might be pushing the envelope. But there was no help for it. If I was going to make it to the meeting, I’d have to indulge myself.

      So I marched into the kitchen and flipped on my espresso machine. While waiting for it to heat up, I emptied two cans of Feastables beef chunks, sweet potato, and gravy into the cat dishes. I set them down and called Xi and Klaus, who came running. I had ordered special containers for them—they were metal bowls that were wide enough so they prevented what was called whisker fatigue. When I first heard about it, it sounded like the perfect thing to prey on gullible cat fanatics, but after a little research, I realized it was a very real thing. Narrow dishes meant that cats had to hold their whiskers back and it caused stress on their cheek and jaw muscles.

      Xi looked up at me and let out a mew. She stared at me until I knelt and held out my hand. She paused her eating, then walked over to me, sniffed my hand and stood up with her front paws on my knee. Another meow made it clear that she was concerned about something.

      I gathered her up and set her on the counter, stroking her back. “Is something wrong?”

      She brushed her head against my hand and then meowed again. I closed my eyes and put my hand on her side, trying to feel out what she was attempting to tell me. I got a sense of vague unease, followed by a faint alarm.

      “There is something wrong, isn’t there?” I couldn’t see anything out of place. I set her back on the ground. “You eat, and I’ll take a look around.”

      As she settled into her dinner, I began my patrol around the house. First, I checked the crystal grids that I had placed by each door leading outside. Neither the wards at the front door nor the kitchen door seemed to have been triggered. I held my hands over them but there was no spark indicating that anything was wrong. Nothing had tried to come through either door.

      My next thought was to check down in the basement. I hadn’t realized I even had a basement until a few months back, when I found a hidden room in my house, and then the basement under that room. I had made the no-longer-hidden room into a reading nook, and as I walked into the nook, I paused, closing my eyes.

      There was a charge in the air, like the feeling before a thunderstorm broke. But again, I couldn’t pinpoint the source. I turned on the light to the basement and headed downstairs. My contractor had done a good job replacing the rickety staircase with one that was sturdy with firm railings. He had also wired in a light that a switch in the reading nook would turn on, so the stairs were well-lighted.

      Downstairs, I looked around. I had made the basement into my magical studio after we had closed and sealed the portal. Since that time, I’d had absolutely no trouble with any ghostly apparitions or anything else of that nature.

      I sat down at the table. My crystal ball was on it, and I pulled it toward me, cradling it in my hands. Closing my eyes, I began to scry, searching for anything that might be out of place.

      My brain felt caught in a fog and I tried to wave it aside so I could see what I needed to see, but it wouldn’t budge. I caught the sense of something trying to cloak itself, but there seemed to be nothing destructive behind it. Whatever it was felt almost contrived, like something was deliberately trying to cloak itself, but I couldn’t sense any danger.

      I opened my eyes and sat back, thinking. Even if it didn’t feel malign, I knew that something was hanging around. And if it could cloak my vision, maybe it could cloud my other senses, too.

      But then again, wouldn’t the wards have gone off if something evil had entered my house? Still confused, I went back upstairs. I searched through the rest of the house quickly, looking for any sign that there was something sneaking around, but everything seemed in its place, even though I looked in every closet and even under my bed.

      Troubled, I headed back downstairs to the kitchen. My espresso machine was fully heated by then, so I made myself a double latte, and stirring it with a tall spoon, I sat down at the kitchen nook. Xi jumped on the table. She meowed loudly in my face and I stroked her side.

      “I can’t find anything, baby. I don’t know what it is. I wish you could tell me.”

      Xi was my familiar, and while we could communicate in rudimentary ways, she wasn’t like some talking cat out of the movies. All she could give me were vague warnings. I glanced at the clock again. Shit. It was eight o’clock, and I had to get ready for the meeting.

      Hurrying, I dashed back down to my ritual room.

      I’d had the contractor install a wardrobe. Pulling out my ritual dress—the functional one for our regular meetings—I quickly changed clothes. Tonight was the full moon—one of our esbats. Hustling my ass, I shoved my athame, my book of shadows, and a notebook into my tote bag. I swung my ankle-length black cloak over the top of my dress, and slipped my arms through the slits. As I hurried back upstairs, I decided that it was safe to leave the cats. I just couldn’t tap into anything negative, and if I missed the meeting, Rowan would be on my ass about it.

      Worrying my lip, I gathered my purse and keys and headed out to my grandmother’s house.
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      My grandmother, Rowan Firesong, was the oldest and most powerful witch in Moonshadow Bay. She was also the leader of the Crystal Cauldron coven, which was dedicated to protecting Moonshadow Bay from the machinations of the Covenant of Chaos, another magical organization that was dedicated to unleashing the powers of Chaos and the ancient gods of that realm. Part of the Court Magika, the Crystal Cauldron was an official law enforcement organization. There were other covens like it throughout the world, mostly in shadow towns.

      Shadow towns were heavily steeped in magic, and they existed in a realm of their own. While they were still part of the state or country in which they were located, there was a shadow over them—a cloak that allowed them to escape the notice of passersby. Oh, sometimes tourists visited, and sometimes one of the shadow towns would summon someone in. Mostly, the shadow towns seemed, on the surface, benign and fairly boring. But below the surface, magical politics simmered and world shaking events were either prevented or set into motion.

      My grandmother’s house, like mine, bordered the Mystic Wood. She lived in a one-story house that looked as old as the town. While it was weathered, it wasn’t shabby. It had the feel of one of the old cottages in Ireland with mullioned windows spaced along the walls, and shutters that closed over them to keep out the storms.

      Boxes beneath the windows were a cascade of color in spring and summer, with pansies and primroses blossoming out. A trellis arched over the sidewalk leading up to the house, covered with ivy and the barren boughs of climbing roses. They were moss roses, and I had fallen in love with them over the summer, begging my grandmother to give me clippings so that I could grow them on my own property.

      Like my yard, Rowan’s house was surrounded by trees with cedars and firs, and a weeping sequoia that reached out like some enchanted creature, its trunk twisted and bent. Hydrangeas lined the walkway, and also mums that were still in full flower. The entire lot felt like it guarded a mystical entrance to Faerieland, and in some senses, that was very true.

      As I pulled into the driveway, I saw that the others were already there. I recognized their cars. Hustling up to the porch, I rapped the gargoyle doorknocker once, then entered the house.

      “I’m here!” I called out. I could hear them in the living room, and I took off my cape and hung it in the closet before following their voices.

      Rowan’s living room was spacious, as was her kitchen. In fact, the one-story house was far larger than most ranches, built for a family instead of a single person. I estimated it to be about 2300 square feet or more.

      Rowan sat in a rocking chair next to the gas fireplace, which was crackling merrily. The living room was more of a square than a rectangle. A sofa was set against one wall, and a big-screen TV hung on the wall opposite. There was a china curio, which held figurines and crystals of various sorts, and large quartz crystals were tucked into each corner of the room, the spikes at least two feet long and a foot wide. They pointed inward toward the center of the room, and as I walked past them, they hummed with energy.

      Kitty-corner to the sofa sat a loveseat, and three recliners spread throughout the room. A coffee table had been pushed out of the way so we could conduct our meeting, and on it sat a plate of lemon iced sugar cookies, a bottle of wine, and a number of goblets.

      Despite the furniture and crystals, the room felt uncluttered. There were a few pieces of art on the walls, but no real knickknacks or bric-a-brac.

      “I’m glad you decided to join us,” Rowan said, giving me a pointed look. “You’re late.”

      “Be glad I’m here. Today’s been…eventful.” I set my bag down by the sofa.

      “Well, you’re here and that’s what counts. All right,” my grandmother said, calling the meeting to order. “Let’s get busy.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      The Crystal Cauldron had nine members in it. My grandmother was the high priestess, and her word was law. The other members varied in age from Daya, who was slightly younger than Ari and me, to May and Berta, who were closer in true age to Rowan. Nerium and Yolen were sisters, as different as the sun and moon. I had no clue how old they were. Nerium had long raven hair, and reminded me of Morticia Addams. Yolen’s hair was as bright as spun platinum, and she wore her lightness like a crown. Fraternal twins, it was obvious that they cared for each other deeply, but whereas Nerium worked in the shadows, Yolen worked with the light.

      We took our seats as my grandmother stepped into the center of the room. “Court Magika has asked us to look into a case, so we start with that tonight. There’s a relatively new resident of Moonshadow Bay. Her name is Sheryl Brown and she’s in from a shadow town called Grand Deros, which hails out of Utah. The town is a hotbed for the Covenant of Chaos, so we’re leery about anyone coming in from there. We have reason to believe that Sheryl’s looking to expand on a magical scam she started, one that could be highly dangerous for the members of our community.”

      “Are we going to be doing ritual tonight?” Nerium asked. “If not, do you mind if I bring out some cheese and crackers?”

      Rowan stared at her for a moment. My grandmother hated being interrupted. “You should have eaten at home if you were hungry. Yes, we will be doing an esbat ritual, though it will be short, just to honor the full moon. But if you can’t wait, grab the cheddar and some water crackers. Be quick about it.”

      Nerium dashed into the kitchen and returned a moment later with a Tupperware container filled with cheddar squares and a package of water crackers. She opened them and I held out my hand, stifling a yawn while I was at it.

      Rowan stared at both of us for a moment and then shook her head. “Scratch the ritual for tonight. Neither one of you are in the right space for it. But we do have to discuss what I have found out.”

      It wasn’t wise to do magic when you were tired, stressed, or sick.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “As I said, it’s been a long day and so much has happened that I can barely keep my eyes open. If it weren’t for the meeting tonight, I’d be in bed.”

      “What happened?” Teran asked.

      I glanced at my grandmother, who sniffed and waved her hand. “Go ahead.”

      As she settled into the rocking chair I told everyone what had happened. “So, Ellison was sentenced to two years of house arrest and thanks to that anklet he won’t be able to bother me. But then something odd happened. While I was downloading a zip file, my laptop cord melted. I smelled something burning and ended up calling the fire department because I wasn’t sure if something had sparked off inside the walls or not. They came out and said everything was okay, but I have an odd feeling about all of it. I’m not sure what to think.”

      Rowan straightened her shoulders. “Have you checked your wards?”

      “Yes, that’s the first thing I did. And then I checked the basement to see if anything had happened. You know, where the portal was.”

      “Did you find anything?” Nerium asked.

      I took a couple more crackers and pieces of cheese. “No, everything seemed normal. But Xi was uneasy. She alerted me to something. What that something is, I dunno. I couldn’t figure out what she was worried about.”

      “Do you want me to come home with you, just in case?” Teran asked.

      I thought about it for a moment. “I’d appreciate that. Ari, can you drop by too?”

      Ari gave me a thumbs-up. “Of course I can. Meagan left on a visit to her cousin this morning. She won’t be back for a couple days.”

      “Thanks,” I said. I turned back to my grandmother. “So what was it that you wanted to discuss with us? You said you’re concerned about Sheryl somebody who moved into town?”

      Rowan pulled a notepad out of her purse. “The Court Magika asked me to check into Sheryl Brown—a new witch in town who appears to be running some sort of multilevel marketing scheme called Majikoil. I can’t show up on her doorstep. She’d recognize who I am and would hide what she’s doing.”

      “What does the Court Magika suspect?” Nerium asked.

      “Well, for one thing, there appears to be an expensive buy-in, which automatically makes the company shady. For another, there’s an emphasis on recruitment over sales—another pyramid scheme trick. And third, there’s something…wrong about this. It’s growing too fast, too quickly, and the Court is thinking there might be coercion magic involved.”

      “So you think one of us should visit her instead?” May asked.

      “Yes, simply put.” Rowan swiveled to stare at Ari and me. “But it can’t be Berta or you, May. Or even Nerium or Yolen. All of us are too experienced and we radiate too much energy. Anyone who is running some sort of a scam is going to pick up on that. Teran, I don’t want you going in because you’re the worst liar I’ve ever met. So I’m thinking Ari and January should take a gander.”

      I didn’t want to take a gander at anything, but I kept my mouth shut. Once my grandmother’s mind was made up, that was that.

      “What do we do? Show up at her door?” Ari asked.

      Rowan shook her head. “No. Look up Majikoil on the net, find out what you can. Call her from the number on her website. Tell her you have a friend in Terameth Lake who raved to you about the oils—I checked and there are two consultants there. Tell her how much you loved them and that you’d like to buy some.”

      “What should we ask about? What is Majikoil?” I asked.

      “Quite simply, a line of magical oils. Sheryl also has some tinctures as well. I don’t know if the oils are fake, or if they are truly enchanted. I know the buy-in is way more than it should be. And there’s something else about the company but so far, the Court Magika has to walk slowly. If Sheryl catches wind they’re onto her, she’ll vanish and pop up somewhere else. We want to put a stop to this as soon as possible. Justice, from the Court Magika, has warned me to move slowly. I also talked to Starlight Williams, who runs the Crescent Moon Society in Whisper Hollow. She’s trying to investigate as well, given there’s a rep who moved over there, too.”

      “So, we call this woman, and enthuse about how happy our friends in Terameth Lake are with the products, and say they recommended we try them?” I was beginning to get the picture.

      “That about sums it up. And when you are talking to Sheryl, drop a few hints about how you wish you could make some extra money. Also, and I don’t know why—they wouldn’t tell me—but the Court Magika recommends that you also mention about how tired you are. I suppose the oils are supposed to give you a burst of energy.”

      “Okay, let me jot this down.” Ari pulled out a pen and notebook.

      Rowan leaned back in the rocker. “It’s amazing what people will find to make money on. Any witch worth her salt knows that making her own oils is more powerful than buying them. Or if you need to buy something, support your local magic shop. The gods know, they can use the business, especially in today’s economy.”

      Daya cleared her throat. “If we’re done with the subject, can I ask for some advice?”

      “Of course,” Rowan said. “What’s the matter?”

      Daya, who struck me as bland except for her talent with the element of fire, blushed. “It’s about my boyfriend. He’s having trouble with… When we are in bed he can’t seem to…”

      “Get it up?” Nerium said.

      “Don’t be mean,” Yolen said.

      “I wasn’t,” Nerium said. “If he’s having trouble in bed, then he’s having trouble getting his wood hard. It happens to a lot of men. There’s nothing mean about it.”

      “Yes, that’s what I meant,” Daya said, blushing even harder. “The thing is, he’s been to the doctor and there’s no reason he should be having problems getting… An erection. And psychologically, there doesn’t seem to be any block. He doesn’t even wake up with one so it’s not a psychological problem. I’m thinking that somebody put a curse on him.”

      “Does he have any ex-girlfriends who are pissed at him?” Rowan asked.

      Daya stared at the ground. “Maybe. Or maybe…she’s mad at me. You see, I kind of stole him from his old girlfriend. They were having problems and…she isn’t right for him at all. I didn’t use any magic to attract him away. They would have broken up sooner or later.”

      Rowan let out a deep sigh. “Never get involved with someone before they officially break up with their ex. It’s never going to end well. How long ago did you get together?”

      “Three months. I haven’t talked about it much because… Well… I knew you’d scold me. She found out a week after I first slept with him. They broke up and he moved in with me.”

      I stared at Daya, feeling churlish. “Going to give you a little bit of advice, honey,” I said. “My ex cheated on me and it hurt like hell. Even though they were just dating, the fact is you stepped in and humiliated her. You owe her an apology. I don’t care if they were wrong for each other. Unless they’re polyamorous, you don’t fuck around on the side.”

      Rowan motioned for me to be quiet, and then turned to Daya. “Stand in the center of the room. Don’t be alarmed by what I’m about to do.”

      My grandmother walked over to her and placed one hand on Daya’s lower stomach, the other on the curve of her ass. Daya’s face was bright red by that point.

      “Just what I thought,” Rowan said. “The curse isn’t on your boyfriend, it’s on you. It’s a very common spell used by dust witches. Is your boyfriend’s ex witchblood?”

      Daya rolled her eyes. “Yes, but I don’t know what she specializes in.”

      “Most likely, she’s a dust witch. They fight dirty. The spell that I suspect she placed on you will cause any man who even looks at you with the least bit of arousal to lose his erection whenever you’re near. It’s not only your boyfriend who can’t get it up around you. It’s going to be any man you try to sleep with.”

      Daya clapped her hand to her mouth. “Oh my gods, what do I do?”

      “It’s not an easy spell to break. I’ll have to consult my magical journals. I’ll call you tomorrow after I’ve done some research. Meanwhile, I suggest that you consider yourself lucky. Dust witches aren’t afraid to use death magic. And it sounds like she may be fairly powerful. What’s her name?”

      “Blythe Drayden. She lives on the edge of town in a little cottage on Wendover Street.”

      Rowan took down the information. “All right. Don’t do anything else to piss her off until we find a cure for this. You could end up in danger.” She smoothly turned back to Ari and me. “So, can you get on this tomorrow?”

      I cleared my throat. “No, but Sunday will work. The Witches Guild dumped a daunting task on me and now, with my computer on the fritz, I don’t know what to do.”

      “All right, get together Sunday and start forging a plan. Try to be discreet.” Rowan motioned to Nerium. “Why don’t you hand out the cookies while Yolen pours the wine. “

      As we toasted the full moon with our cakes (in this case, cookies) and wine, all I could think about was the fact that this was the busiest vacation I’d had in ages.
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      I tossed and turned all night. By the time I woke up, I felt like I hadn’t slept at all. Xi and Klaus were curled on the bottom of the bed and I leaned down to give them a quick snuggle. Thank gods I didn’t have to go into work. I thought about trying for more sleep, and although I felt achy from the restless night, my body didn’t want to stay in a prone position. I glanced at the clock. It was nine-fifteen and I was usually up by seven.

      I pushed my way out of bed and stared at the exercise bike I’d bought a couple months ago. I kept it in my bedroom as a reminder, although I hadn’t managed to build up the habit yet, and I decided a little ride might perk me up. I pulled on a pair of pajama shorts and then a sports bra—exercising without one was out of the question—and flipped on the TV. I’d also decided that I liked watching television when I was in bed, and bought a smart TV that I had affixed to the wall, since Klaus kept trying to walk atop it when it was on the dresser. I flipped on Netflix and turned to The Great British Baking Show. Twenty minutes later, I had finished watching the bakers try to make mille-feuille and my joints felt looser. Xi and Klaus acted as though they thought I had lost my mind, but I felt better, and I was ready for a shower.

      As I lathered up, scrubbing with a pumpkin spice–scented bath wash, I planned out my day. I had to figure out something for the Witches Guild, which was meeting at nine p.m., and then I needed to run a search on Majikoil. I also wanted to try out a recipe I’d found for chocolate thumbprints, and I needed to make sure I had enough placements and napkins for everybody who was coming.

      As I walked back into my bedroom, stark nekkid, I tallied up the number of guests I was expecting for Thanksgiving. I stopped cold, frozen by fear. There was somebody sitting on my bed. I started to scream, but then I blinked and looked again and there was nobody there. Xi and Klaus were sprawled out on the bed, unperturbed, and they gave me a sleepy look. Xi arched her back, and meowed her I’m hungry mew before jumping off the bed and heading for the door.

      What the hell? Esmara, are you around? I projected a frantic call to my guardian—my great-aunt Esmara, who, like all my maternal great-aunts who had passed, had joined the other Ladies who watched over the members of my mother’s line. But Esmara was nowhere to be found. Or she didn’t feel like answering—which was also quite possible.

      I peeked in my closet, then even under the bed. Nothing. I reached out but couldn’t pick up on any other energies in the room.

      “Maybe I’m more tired than I thought,” I muttered. I decided the hallucination was due to not enough sleep and too much to do.

      I turned to my closet, and chose a full-circle black skirt, along with a vivid cobalt V-neck sweater. A wide stretchy black belt complemented the retro look, and I smiled at my reflection. I cleaned up rather sexy at that! I paired the outfit with chunky-heeled Mary Janes, and then brushed my hair back and held it with a satin headband, and put on my makeup. Staring in the mirror, I looked ready to meet the day, even if I didn’t feel like it.

      As I headed downstairs, I kept an eye out for anything amiss, but everything seemed perfectly normal. The cats were impatiently waiting by their food dishes, and I doled out their breakfast, then flipped on the espresso machine. While it heated up, I studied the contents of the refrigerator, trying to decide what I wanted for breakfast. There wasn’t much that I wasn’t already planning on using for Thanksgiving, so I finally popped a frozen personal-size pepperoni pizza into the toaster oven while I made myself a triple mocha.

      As I waited for it to bake, something drew me to the back porch, which spanned the entire back of the house. It was screened in, so during the summer I could throw outdoor parties without the mosquitoes divebombing us. I stepped out into the brisk morning air. There was a shimmer from the far end of my property, down by the Mystic Wood.

      Frowning, I decided to check it out. I descended the porch steps and cautiously made my way across the lawn. Chunky heels were far easier than stilettos, but the ground was saturated and I still had to be cautious to avoid the muddy parts. It occurred to me that I might want to run a sidewalk down through the lawn for easy access. Or at least a path made of pavers.

      I reached the border of the wood and immediately knew what had caught my attention. There, standing near the trailhead, was Rebecca. The imp had tried to kill me when I was a child, but in the past few months, we seemed to have reached an understanding. Rebecca looked like a golden-haired little girl, though if you stared into her eyes, anybody with any psychic sense could tell her looks were a glamour.

      “Hey, what’s up?” I asked. I still didn’t like her or trust her, but had found her to be useful, so I reined in my inclination to be snide. She had developed a taste for Killian’s barbecued baby-back ribs, and a slab of them went a long way in securing her cooperation.

      “I had a feeling you might be looking for me,” she said, her gaze fluttering around.

      That was a new one. Rebecca was usually focused on how she could help herself. She wasn’t what you’d call altruistic. But then again, imps were minor demons. That was standard behavior for them.

      I glanced over my shoulder. My pizza would be done soon. “I’m not sure. There have been a lot of odd things going on lately. Do you have any sense of something that’s moved into the Wood? Like the Whatcom Devil?”

      She thought for a moment, then shook her head. “No, but there’s something near that feels new and odd.”

      “Tell you what, if I need you, I’ll tie a blue ribbon on that huckleberry right there.” I pointed to the bush to the left of the trailhead. “Then I’ll come out here that night. So check the bush daily, if you could.” I paused, not knowing what was possessing me, and asked, “Do you like turkey?”

      She thought for a moment. “You mean the big birds your kind eats every year around this time?”

      “Yeah, those are turkeys.”

      “Not really—they’re kind of dry.”

      “All right. I’ll see you later. My breakfast is waiting.” Relieved she hadn’t said yes—I had been two shakes short of inviting her to Thanksgiving—I returned to the house. But when I glanced over my shoulder, she was standing there near the trailhead, watching.
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      Given my laptop cord had melted, I packed up my laptop along with my tablet and a notebook, and headed downtown. I’d drop the computer off to be checked out, and then I’d hit the Garrison Library for research.

      I found a parking space right in front of Byte Your Tongue. Despite the cheesy name, they were a good repair place for tech. Even better, they were open for business, and I was first in line. Hoping my lucky streak held, I handed over my laptop, told them the problem, and showed them the melted power cord.

      The tech stared at the cord, then tapped away at his keyboard. “Okay, right. I think I found your problem. The cords on this model number were recalled last year. Didn’t you get a notice via email?”

      I grimaced, shrugging. “I have no idea. I don’t read half the email I get. So, is it just the cord or did the meltdown affect my computer, too?”

      “I’ll have to run a diagnostic on it. If you can leave me your password, I’ll get to this as soon as I can. Next week, we’re going to be missing several staff members—”

      “Next week? I need it before then! Do you offer a rush fee?” I asked.

      He glanced at a clipboard on his desk. “Yes, but there are two computers ahead of you if you opt for the rush job.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      “You’re number 14,” he said. “And no guarantee that we can get to it until the second week of December.”

      “If I pay the rush fee?”

      He tapped away at the keys. “Then we should be able to get to it on Monday.”

      “Put me down for the rush job. How much extra is it?”

      “A hundred,” he said. “If you could write down your password here.” He printed out a paper and pushed it across to the counter to me. I wrote down my password, then tucked the receipt in my wallet and headed out into the blustery morning.

      As I snugged my coat tighter, my phone jangled and I glanced at the incoming text. good morning, love. how are you doing?

      I hurried back to my car and slid inside before answering. i left my computer with byte your tongue. the firemen were at my place yesterday. I sent the text and was about to compose another when the phone rang.

      “What the hell happened? What do you mean the firemen were at your house?” Killian’s voice blared through the speaker.

      “My computer cord melted down and I wasn’t sure if there was a spark or something in the walls. So I called the fire department and they checked it out. Everything’s okay,” I added. “My house isn’t going to burn down.”

      “Scare a guy to death, why don’t you?” Killian said. He paused, then added, “So, what happened? Why did the cord melt down?”

      “Turns out my laptop cord was recalled last year and I never got the notice. The cords are defective and several have melted down and caused fires.” I frowned. “So I’m out my computer until at least Monday—the techs are checking it out for damage. Which means all the research I downloaded is being held hostage till then. I’m about to head to the library.”

      “Can’t you tell the Witches Guild to put a sock in it until next week?” Killian sounded grumpy, but I knew it was because he was worried.

      “I could, but I’d rather see if I can finish this and check it off my to-do list.” I paused, then said, “Somehow, social events seem more stressful than hunting down ghosts. I’m questioning my sanity at offering to host Thanksgiving. Is it always like this? When I was with Ellison, we went to his parents’ house, where I would be picked apart by his mother.”

      “Love, calm down. One—I will be closing the office, except for emergencies, for four days next week. I’ll help you every day. We can host together. Good practice for when we do get married,” he said, a grin in his voice. “Second, you know that Teran is going to be over there, probably taking charge of the whole shebang.”

      “True. Very true. She’ll help me learn. I can cook, but I’ve never roasted a turkey before and I’ve never coordinated such a large meal. Ellison and I called in caterers when we held dinner parties. He thought it made him look more refined.” I stared at the phone and made a sudden decision. “You know, you’re right. I’m going to tell the Witches Guild they’ll have to wait or assign someone else. I had no control over this.”

      “I’m proud of you. Stand up for yourself!” Killian paused, then added, “I have to go—my next appointment is here. Time for a very adorable kitten to be spayed.”

      I blew a kiss in the phone and we agreed that I’d drop by after my Witches Guild meeting that night. “I’ll talk to you later. Love you.”

      Killian was the best vet in the town, and people knew it. But he made sure not to headhunt clients from the other vets, because the more competent animal care clinics there were, the better.

      I thought about the library, then nixed the idea. Since this was technically my vacation, I was going to do at least one thing I wanted to do. And that was to get the Yule tree set up. Which meant that I needed to wade through the attic for my parents’ decorations. Last year, I hadn’t been ready to use them—too many memories. But this year, it felt like time. I wanted to renew that connection to my mother and father. I had bought a tree and some decorations when I first moved back, but this year, I wanted everything to feel pulled together, not just the chaos of a whirlwind shopping spree.

      I glanced at the overcast sky. The rain was still holding off and it was a brisk fifty-five degrees, so I decided to take a walk in the park by the marina.

      I had come to love the piers that overlooked the marina. There was one in particular that I liked to walk out on and sit at the end to watch the bay. During fishing season, the old men would come out to fish, but on days like today, the seats along the walkways were usually empty.

      I parked in the lot near the park and turned off the ignition, threw my keys in my purse, and headed across the grass to the edge of the bay. There was a small area that was enclosed by a water net, so children and adults could swim in there during the summer, but at this time of year it was far too dangerous. The water was too cold, and the waves too rough. Sometimes scuba divers went out during the late autumn to practice, but today nobody seemed willing to brave the waters.

      I sat down on the bench at the end of the wooden walkway, grateful that the rain had evaporated off of it. It was still cold, but I wouldn’t get my skirt wet. I leaned back, thrusting my hands in my pockets, and crossing my legs as I stared out over the water. I thought about how frantic I had felt when I talked to Killian, and decided to ask myself what I really wanted from the holidays. What was I looking for?

      Family, Esmara said, startling me. I think that’s what you’re searching for. A feeling of family. Something you never had with Ellison.

      It’s true, I never did have a feeling of family with him. And his family, even less so. Why didn’t I say no, we’re having Thanksgiving with my family? Why did I never question him or insist on something I wanted?

      Because he was good at gaslighting. And sometimes it’s easier to give in rather than to argue.

      Esmara had my number, all right.

      For so long, the easiest thing to do had been to keep the peace rather than spark a conflict. While he had never physically threatened me during the time I was with him—all the abuse had been verbal—now I knew better. Ellison was fully capable of physical abuse and I had been the recipient of it.

      But the emotional abuse had been as bad, and sometimes I thought, worse. If he had hit me while I was still with him, I would have left immediately. But I kept excusing the jabs and the slights and derision. Then he’d apologize and say he wouldn’t do it again. Like most women caught up in an abuse cycle, I had wanted to believe him. I’d wanted to believe him so much that I let logic, reason, and my dignity fly out the window.

      Now he’s locked up. I wish I felt fully free of him. I’m happy, Esmara, but I don’t feel it’s settled yet. I thought I would feel free if he was convicted, but I don’t. I still feel…

      Like he’s a weight around your neck?

      Yeah, a rotting albatross that I’m carrying and can’t seem to throw off.

      Give it time. You never know what will happen, and you can’t banish eighteen years of anger and pain with a single year’s freedom.

      I knew she was right, but I didn’t want to carry this around anymore. I didn’t want to carry his memory with me. I was done with Ellison, but his memory wasn’t done with me yet.

      Finally, I walked over to the railing and stared down at the water. The wind churned its surface, sending the waves skittering across the bay. They rolled in, tumultuous, mirroring my feelings.

      I held out my hands. I worked with the element of earth, but I was very much in tune with water. After a moment, I caught the energy of the rollicking waves, soaking up their power, filling my lungs with the scent of brine and seaweed.

      I held the scent in my lungs, letting it wash through my body as it seeped into every nook and cranny. I opened my mind to it, baptizing myself with the cleansing power of the water.

      And then, when I was immersed in the wild magic of the Salish Sea, I let out a sharp breath, streaming out my frustration and anger and all the memories from my life with Ellison. They flowed into the waves rolling against the shore, they swept up and into the air as the wind caught them, tossing them about like toys. I knew this wouldn’t take away the sting forever, but for the moment, I felt cleansed and clear, and I grounded myself into the earth below my feet, holding tight to the feeling of freedom. Someday, I whispered to myself, the anger would be gone for good.

      I tingled from head to toe as I opened my eyes and stared into the eye of the approaching storm, feeling calm and strong and competent. After a moment, the magic began to fade and the bay went back to being just the bay, but inside, the magic remained. Delighted, feeling a sense of joy that had been eluding me for a while, I turned and walked back to my car, ready for lunch and an afternoon of shopping.
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      I stopped at the Little Vintage Shop, which was a clothing store. It wasn’t true vintage, but had marvelous retro styles, and most of them came in my size. I had decided I wanted something new for Thanksgiving, so I rifled through the dress racks, looking at everything new since my last visit.

      “Looking for something specific?” Anna Marie—the owner of the shop—asked. She and I had forged a quasi-friendship. The kind where, if you meet in the supermarket, you stop to chat for a bit, or when you’re throwing a big open house, you invite.

      Anna Marie was plump and round, and had shining blond hair that had never seen a bottle of bleach, although there were a few gray hairs mixing into the bunch. She was about five-two, but she was as far from the blond stereotype as you could get. The woman knew how to run her business. She was shrewd, and she was funny.

      “I want something for Thanksgiving, dressy but not fancy.” Then, I saw it.

      The dress was a Hell Bunny dress. Red roses on black, it was a halter design, with a cinched waist and a full skirt. I held it up. “This is gorgeous.”

      “It would look so good on you. Do you want to try it on?” Anna asked.

      “Yes, definitely. Do you have a petticoat to go with it?” I asked, glancing through the rack. Relieved, I saw she had the dress in my size.

      “Yes, go on in and I’ll get one. Red or black?”

      “I think red, with this.” I carried the dress into the dressing room and Anna brought me a petticoat. I slid into the tulle and satin undergarment, smiling at how it flared out. I loved the retro look, and was moving more and more into the lifestyle. I had recently bought myself a pair of trousers with the fitted waistband and wide legs that reminded me of what old-fashioned movie stars wore back in the day.

      I unzipped the dress and slid it over my head, reaching around to zip it up. Then I tied the halter straps around my neck and smoothed the skirt, turning to look in the mirror. The dress accentuated my curves, giving me an hourglass figure, and I truly felt beautiful. I would need a bra with clear straps, but that was doable.

      I pulled my hair out of the ponytail and let my curls fall to mid-back. The effect was like a cloud of red flames surrounding me. As I stared at myself, I realized I was ready for darker hair again—but that was an easy feat.

      “What do you think?” Anna asked from outside the dressing booth.

      I opened the curtain and stepped out. “What do you think?”

      The smile on her face confirmed my feeling. Anna wasn’t one to lie in order to make a buck. I could count on her for an honest appraisal. “You’re drop-dead gorgeous.”

      “I think so, too,” I said, grinning. “I need a pair of sexy-librarian heels.”

      “Wait here. What size are you again?”

      “Size 9,” I said.

      She ducked out of the dressing area and was back within a couple minutes, carrying a shoe box. “Here—try these.”

      I opened the box to see a pair of open-toed pumps with three-inch chunky heels, in black suede. They had a half-inch platform, so they looked higher than they were. I sat down on the seat in the dressing room and slid off my Mary Janes and tried on the heels. Standing, I walked in front of the mirror. The heels matched the dress perfectly.

      “I’ll take all three—the dress, petticoat, and shoes.”

      “I’ll meet you at the counter, unless you’re looking for anything else,” Anna said.

      I shook my head. “No, I’m good.”

      Ten minutes and two hundred dollars later, I waved good-bye to her. After locking my purchases in the backseat, I drove to Lucky’s Diner, had fried chicken for lunch, and then headed home, feeling much happier and more grounded than I had earlier that morning.
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      When I got home, I eased into the driveway and stared at the house. Once again, I had an odd feeling. “I wish to hell I knew why I feel so weird.”

      You’d better prepare yourself, Esmara said.

      I jumped, startled. What are you doing in the car?

      I decided to take a ride with you. I’ve been here ever since you left the pier. By the way, the dress is gorgeous.

      Thank you, but what the hell do you mean, I’d better prepare myself?

      You’ve got company, Esmara said. He’s not dangerous, though, as far as I can tell.

      Dangerous company? Ghostly company?

      Not exactly…

      The way she let the words drift, I knew whoever my guest was, he had to be something special, and I wasn’t thinking good special. You didn’t have to be evil to be trouble. I hopped out of the car, grabbed my bags, and straightened my shoulders. Esmara didn’t seem to be particularly worried, so I wasn’t afraid, but I still steeled myself for whatever was waiting.

      As I unlocked the door and entered the living room, I glanced around. Nothing as far as I could see, except for Klaus, who was conked out on the sofa. I ruffled his fur, dropped my bags by the couch, and shook off my jacket. The hairs on my arms stood up. There was someone in the house—even though I knew that ahead of time, now I could feel it for myself. I stood, then headed into the kitchen.

      There, sitting in the kitchen nook, petting Xi who was curled up on the corner of the table, was a large creature who reminded me of a combination of the Thing from the Fantastic Four comic books, and Hellboy, from…well…Hellboy. He looked up, startled, and for a moment we stared at one another.

      “Who the hell are you and what are you doing in my house?” I blurted out.

      He looked up at me—I assumed it was a “he”—and grunted. “It’s not my fault. You brought me here and I can’t seem to leave. I’m Tarvish, a Funtime demon.”

      And with that, he turned and went back to petting Xi, cooing at her.
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      My mouth dropped open and I swayed, my knees weak. Tarvish jumped up and thumped around the table, pulling out a chair for me. I sank down onto it, unable to decide whether to run or stay. But the wards hadn’t gone off, and when I glanced at the table, I saw that he was doing a crossword puzzle in a book of puzzles he’d found somewhere.

      “What the…I don’t…” I stopped, unable to formulate my thoughts into words. Finally, I took a deep breath and stuttered out, “What do you mean, I summoned you here? I don’t remember summoning you. I don’t summon demons.”

      “Well, I can’t appear where I’m not summoned, so it had to be you or one of your friends.” He glanced around the kitchen. “Nice house. I’ve never seen anything like it. What’s that?” He pointed to the range.

      “A stove. And…um…thank you?” Everything felt surreal. I gripped the edge of the table for moral support. Xi gave me a lazy yawn and jumped up, padding across the table to me. She purped, licked my hand, then jumped down and headed toward her food dish.

      “She’s so adorable!” The words coming out of the demon’s mouth seemed absolutely contradictory with his appearance. His head was lumpy and looked like he had a bunch of rocks stuffed under his thick olive skin—and it was a true olive color, like green olives. He had massive hands and feet, both bare. And, perhaps most odd, he wore a pair of blue jeans that were too tight and too revealing, showing exactly which gender he was and how well-endowed he was. His eyes were wide-set, and he had horns curling up off each side of his head, pointing straight out. All in all, he looked almost like a cartoon character.

      “What the hell is a Funtime demon?” I asked.

      Tarvish, who had started up with the puzzle again, set down his pen. “Well, we’re demons who have a lot of fun. I love gambling, games of all kinds, kittens, banana bread, gold, and killing orcs. And I’m good with throwing fireballs when needed.” He sounded like he was reciting a spiel for a centerfold spread.

      For one of the first times in my life, I was speechless. I felt like I should say something, but I was having a hard time thinking. Finally, I landed on, “You love kittens?”

      “Well, cats of all kinds. They’re my buddies. They love me, too,” he said.

      “Where are you from? You said I summoned you. So where did you come from?”

      He paused, frowning. After a moment, he shrugged. “I don’t know. All I remember was that I was chasing a party of orcs with a band of adventurers.”

      Okay, things were getting ridiculous. Orcs didn’t exist—at least I didn’t think they did—except in Tolkien’s world. And I didn’t remember any such creature as a Funtime demon in Lord of the Rings. I eased out of my chair.

      “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll be right back. You…continue with your puzzle.”

      “All right,” he said. “But if you have anybody you need beaten up, let me know. I’m good at that.”

      I ducked into the dining room, then hurried into the living room and pulled out my phone. I wasn’t sure who to call but decided to start with Tad, my boss. I could ask him to look up Funtime demons and then I’d call my grandmother.

      Tad answered on the first ring, which didn’t surprise me. He was brilliant, but he didn’t have much of a social life. “Hey, what’s up?”

      “Um, Tad, can you come over to my place? I don’t know if Hank’s busy or not, but if he’s free, bring him and Caitlin along. And bring your laptop.”

      “I think Hank left on vacation. He took off after work yesterday. But I know Caitlin’s around town, since she said she’s attending your Thanksgiving celebration next week. Your ghost isn’t back, is he?” Tad instantly went on alert.

      “No,” I said. “This…isn’t a ghost. I honestly don’t know what to think.”

      “On my way,” he said. “I’ll call Caitlin.”

      I wasn’t going to bother Wren, our receptionist at Conjure Ink. Her husband was adjusting to a diagnosis of multiple sclerosis, and she didn’t need any more stress than she already had. Next, I called my aunt and asked her to come over, and finally, I called Rowan.

      “Rowan, I need you here.”

      “You’re not going to force me to bake, are you?” she asked. My grandmother made excellent cookies, but she wasn’t a patient cook.

      “Not today. Just…bring your magical kit and hurry, please.” After I had reinforcements on the way, I unlocked the front door and then returned to the kitchen, where Tarvish was drinking a glass of milk while working on the crossword.

      “I hope you don’t mind,” he said. “I helped myself to some milk.”

      “No, I don’t mind.” It occurred to me that, since he was in a good mood, I wasn’t going to unbalance the boat by getting surly about a glass of milk. “Would you like some cookies to go with it?”

      He glanced up, a smile spreading across his face, which made him look more scary than pleasant. “Thank you, that’s very kind of you. And forgive me, I’m terribly rude. What was your name again?”

      I wasn’t sure I wanted to give him my name. I knew that, for a number of creatures, knowing someone’s name gave you power over them. And I didn’t want any demon gaining any power over me. On the other hand, when everybody showed up, somebody would end up using my name.

      “I’m January,” I said.

      “Ah, named after the coldest month of the year,” Tarvish said, going back to his puzzle.

      So he was familiar with the Gregorian calendar. I set a plate of cookies in front of him and once again retreated to the dining room, where I waited until the doorbell rang. Hurrying to open the door, I ushered Tad and Caitlin in.

      “What’s up?” Caitlin asked.

      “One moment—I see Teran coming up the walk.”

      My aunt came in. I asked her, Tad, and Caitlin to sit down in the living room. “Just wait and don’t talk, please. I want Rowan here before…well…you guys are not going to believe this.” I didn’t feel like trying to explain who and what Tarvish was more than once. It would be hard enough once Killian got off work.

      Rowan showed up five minutes later and I motioned for her to follow me into the living room, where I spoke in a hushed voice.

      “In my kitchen, sitting in the nook, is…well…he calls himself a Funtime demon. His name is Tarvish. He says I summoned him but for the life of me, I have no idea what he’s talking about. He also says that the last thing he can remember is he was…and I know this sounds stupid…but he was helping a party of adventurers chase a group of orcs.”

      They stared at me, with pretty much the same expressions that I felt on my face when I first saw Tarvish.

      “What the hell is a Funtime demon?” Tad asked.

      “I have no idea, except he apparently likes kittens, puzzles, games, gambling, gold, banana bread, and…killing orcs. Only when he told me, he reminded me of a centerfold reciting her turn-ons, from some porn magazine or one of those goofy online dating profiles. I half expected him to add long walks along the shore at midnight.”

      I sat on the ottoman. “I have no idea what he means by saying I summoned him. I did nothing of the sort. Have any of you heard of a Funtime demon?”

      “No,” Rowan said, an unsettled look on her face. “Can we meet him?”

      “He’s eating cookies and milk and doing a crossword puzzle right now.” I led them into the kitchen. Tarvish had finished the puzzle and was sitting back, examining one of the cookies.

      “These are good. I’d love the recipe—” he paused, looking up. “Oh, you have company! I don’t mean to intrude, but I don’t have anywhere to go right now.”

      “Tarvish, I’d like you to meet my friends. This is Tad, and Caitlin. And Teran, and this is Rowan.” I introduced them in turn and each reluctantly shook hands with him.

      Tad settled into a chair next to Tarvish and Caitlin hopped on the kitchen counter to sit. Teran and Rowan sat down at the nook, and I moved over next to Caitlin.

      “Where are you from?” Rowan asked.

      “Like I told January, I’m not sure, to be honest. I can’t seem to remember where my home is.” Tarvish bit the head off a gingerbread man and another smile spread across his face. “This is yummy,” he said, making a smacking sound that disconcerted me to no end.

      “And you said the last thing you remember is…?” Tad asked, pulling out his laptop.

      “I was with my buddies,” Tarvish said, scratching his head. “Well, I was oath-bound to help them, but they’re a good band of rogues. Anyway, we were chasing a group of orcs who stole the SlimStone from the Castle Detwager. We followed them through the Forest of Discontent and ended up driving them into a cave. They’re fast and devious, though, and the idiot magic user accidentally cast a spell of blindness on our group, and we got lost, wandering around the cave in total darkness. The last thing I remember was fighting an ochre jelly. Those things are damned hard to fight, and it was attacking Ulantrum when we found ourselves trapped by a beholder on the other end of the tunnel—”

      “Ochre jelly? Beholder?” Tad said, squinting. He shifted and said, “Just who was in your party, Tarvish?”

      “Well, there was the magic user—she summoned me. And Snarleth the Vile—the mage—is pretty high level. They have two fighters—Dwarb and Dweeb—and the cleric’s name is Ulantrum. They also have a druid, but Aeleath is a coward and he always hides in the back. Now, I know druids don’t generally lead the party but in this case, he’s high-enough level—I think tenth—that it’s appalling how he sneaks around behind the rest of them. His intelligence is high enough, and he has enough hit points, so he shouldn’t be such a coward.”

      As Tarvish rambled on, I groaned. I glanced at Tad. Both of us knew immediately what was going on. I cleared my throat and stood up.

      “Excuse us for a moment, would you, Tarvish?”

      “Of course. I’ll start another puzzle.” He flipped the page and began working on another crossword as we headed back out of the room.

      As soon as we hit the living room, I whirled to Tad. “Dungeons and Dragons. I played for a while, but Ellison hated it and so I stopped when we started dating.”

      Tad nodded. “Yep, everything he said is straight out of a game. Hold on, let me do a quick search.” His fingers flew over the keyboard.

      “D&D? Really?” Caitlin said. “How…what do you think happened?”

      “I’m not sure. Tarvish insists that I summoned him…”

      “Bingo. Online forum dedicated to old-school D&D players,” Tad said. “Here’s one group in Oklahoma, the Mirewood Guild—they uploaded a mod to the forum titled ‘Winter Solstice Rites.’ I searched on ‘Funtime Demon’… The mod includes the maps for the game, the list of creatures, including a special NPC created for the game, and his name is Tarvish.”

      “NPC?” Teran asked.

      “Non-player character,” I said. “An NPC is a character the dungeon master plays, one that interacts with the group of players, quite often in a positive manner. So, Tarvish isn’t a demon—he’s…what the hell is he, then?”

      “Did you by chance download this mod? Even accidentally?” Tad asked.

      I thought back to all the sites I had been looking at for information about winter solstice rituals. “Oh, fuck me hard,” I said.

      “I’ll leave that to Killian.” Tad snorted. “I take it you did?”

      “The Witches Guild put me in charge of researching winter solstice rituals, to prepare for the upcoming town solstice celebration. I did a mega search and started downloading what I thought were rituals from throughout history. I was so scattered and focused on the court appearance—I’ll tell you about that later—that I didn’t even notice what sites I was on. Then my laptop cord began to melt while I was downloading one mega zip file and…something must have happened.”

      I sank down on the sofa. “How the hell did he come to life, though? If he’s out of a game…”

      “Let me do a quick search on the players’ LifeBook pages.” Tad tapped away on his computer. “All right, I found a couple of them. The magic user, in actuality, is a witch named Kyler. Kyler Fenton. And Kyler…hmm…it’s hard to tell from here, but I think Kyler’s element is on the astral. I’ll bet you the group has enough psychic power that they created a thought-form of sorts, and that energy went into the description of the character.”

      “So, in essence, they created Tarvish in more ways than one. But it’s just a game…”

      “But they focused so much on this character that he’s become real. That happens at times. Somewhere out there, in a dimension not too far away, Bella and Edward-the-Shiny actually exist, thanks to Stephenie Meyer’s fans.” Tad frowned. “The question is, what the hell do you do with your version of Tarvish?”

      “You mean there’s more than one?” Teran asked.

      Tad nodded. “I have a feeling there are enough Tarvish-like creatures running around that they could form their own boy-band. The module has been downloaded fifteen times.”

      “Well,” I said. “At least he doesn’t seem destructive.”

      “No, but you can’t let him run around free. He may not seem too startled by your kitchen, but I doubt he’d have a clue on what to do if he was let run around loose.” Tad gave me an apologetic look. “I’m sorry, but you’ll need to keep him here until we figure out what to do with him.”

      I stared at him. “But I don’t want to keep him here. I don’t want an uninvited guest for Thanksgiving dinner. And I sure as hell am not going to hang up a stocking for him.” I wasn’t worried that he’d eat the cats or terrorize my house—the D&D club who created him seemed to have built in some fun little quirks that took the edge off of his “evil”…but he was still a demon, at least on paper.

      “I’m afraid you have no other choice. Also, you have a bigger house than the rest of us,” Tad said.

      “Room or not…” I paused. “I guess I don’t have a choice, do I?” I turned to my grandmother, my shoulders slumping. “Do you have a clue on how I can get rid of him? You’ve got more experience than all of us put together.”

      Rowan sat on the sofa, shaking her head. “Thought-forms are notoriously difficult to get rid of, and there are a lot of them in the world. You should see what happens to writers who get so hooked into their characters—they’ll often have a whole troop of characters hanging out in their houses, and sometimes, they won’t even notice it. I think that, in Tarvish’s case, the dungeon master who created him is so proud of him and so into the game that they’re keeping the demon alive from a distance. In fact, if it was the witch playing the mage who created this creature, my guess is that she knows full well she’s brought the demon to life. And I think she intended to.”

      “Budding chaos magician?” I asked.

      “Maybe, but one of the things I’ve found is that young witches—especially ones who are gifted—tend to be arrogant and they bite off more than they should.” Rowan leaned forward. “I think she decided to see what she could manage and it got out of hand.”

      “What do we do about it?” I asked.

      “I’ll do some research and see what I can find. Meanwhile, don’t fret. I’ll take Tarvish home with me where I can keep an eye on him. Why don’t you go fetch him?” She stood up, brushing out her skirt. “Tad, get me the names—the real-life names—of the members of that D&D group. I intend to put in a call to them and find out who’s mentoring that witch. Whoever it is needs to know what a mess their acolyte has made.”

      Relieved, I went into the kitchen. Tarvish looked up. “My grandmother would like you to stay with her. She has more room than I do. We’re trying to figure out how to send you back to your…friends—your dungeon party. I didn’t deliberately bring you here. It was a…” How was I going to explain this to a thought-form? “I was casting a spell and something went haywire.”

      “I was wondering about that,” Tarvish said, standing up. “You don’t seem to have an orc problem here, and that’s mostly what I take care of.”

      “Right,” I said. “No orcs. So follow me, please.” I led him back into the living room. “Tarvish, this is Rowan, my grandmother. She’ll take you home with her. Please be nice.”

      He eyed her carefully. “You’re a powerful witch, aren’t you?”

      She gave him a guarded nod. “Yes, why?”

      “I can feel the energy rolling off of you.” He held up the crossword puzzle book. “May I take this?”

      “Of course,” I said. “Keep it and the pen.”

      As they headed for the door, he asked her, “Do you have any cats? I love cats.”

      Rowan chuckled. “I might find a few for you.” She opened the door and stood back for him to leave first.

      Tarvish moved toward the door, then stopped. He tried to exit again, but looked like he was running into a force field as he tried to push out the door. He turned around, sounding flustered. “I’m sorry, but I’m having a hard time. It feels like there’s an invisible wall across the door.”

      I groaned. “Try the back door.”

      We all headed to the kitchen again, where Tarvish tried to step out onto the porch, to no avail. It looked like Tarvish wasn’t going anywhere, anytime soon.

      “I’m terribly embarrassed,” he said. “I’m not faking it.”

      “We know you’re not,” I said. I turned to Rowan. “So, what now, given he doesn’t seem to be headed anywhere?”

      “I guess you have a house guest,” Rowan said. When I started to protest, she shrugged. “What do you want me to do? I can’t try to drag him out—he’d get hurt and that wouldn’t be good for any of us.” She gave me a meaningful look.

      “Right,” I said, backing off. “Okay, Tarvish, for some reason, you seem to be stuck here. Let me show you to the guest room. Actually, give me a moment to spiffy it up for you.” I grabbed my grandmother’s elbow and dragged her toward the stairs. When we were out of earshot, near the bottom of the stairs, I said, “I can’t believe this. What am I going to tell Killian? Hell, what the hell am I going to do with him? Tarvish, that is.”

      “You could tell him we’re a little like the Addams family and that Tarvish is a long-lost cousin,” Rowan said with a laugh. “Just tell him the truth.”

      “The truth sounds absolutely insane. Oh by the way, dear, I downloaded a demon from the web yesterday. He likes kittens and puzzles and chasing orcs, and oh, by the way, he’s not real—he’s a thought-form come to life and he can’t leave my house.”

      “Truth is often stranger than fiction. He may not like it, but Killian’s a smart man and he’ll understand what happened.” She paused, then added, “I’m happy you’ve found someone who’s a good person. I watched you with Ellison from a distance, and though I couldn’t talk to you back then, I dreaded what I foresaw coming. I could tell what kind of a man he was from the beginning.”

      “I wish you had said something.”

      “Ah, but you had no clue who I was. And you were young and in love. Would you have listened to me?” Rowan opened the guest room door and glanced at the beautiful comforter that I had spread over the bed. “Get a utilitarian blanket. Tarvish may not be a real demon, but my guess is he’s not the most graceful person on the planet and you don’t want him messing up your nice linens.”

      I stopped at the linen closet in the hallway and pulled out a large, red knit blanket. “Good idea.” I also grabbed a set of old sheets out of the linen closet. As polite as Tarvish seemed, I wasn’t letting any Funtime demon sleep on the 500-count Egyptian cotton set currently on the bed. “I keep an old set for camping, or in case I want to lie on the ground outside.”

      We stripped the bed and remade it, then folded up the clean linens and tucked them away. After we finished, I turned to my grandmother. “I hope you realize how happy I am that you’re in my life. I was taken by surprise at first, but…I’m glad you’re my grandmother. I feel like I still have family. I know, there’s Aunt Teran, but I never had any brothers or sisters, and with my parents gone and my cousins spread out, it feels like… Like I’m on my own, you know?”

      She regarded me silently for a moment, then gave me an uncharacteristic squeeze. Rowan wasn’t very touchy-feely and she didn’t talk much about family matters. “You’re a good granddaughter. I wish I could have told your father I was his mother, but it was safer for him. There are still parts of my past that you know nothing about, and when—if it becomes necessary, I’ll tell you, but…for now, let it be.”

      I wondered what she was hiding. But I knew Rowan enough to know that if she wanted to hide something, nothing in the world was going to pull it out of her. With that, we went back downstairs to lead Tarvish up to his room.
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      Once Tarvish was settled with his crossword puzzle book and a plateful of cookies, I returned downstairs. Rowan and Tad were in a debate about how thought-forms worked, and Caitlin was talking to Teran about differing methods of making pumpkin pie. I was about to break up the conversation when the doorbell rang.

      “When it rains, it pours,” I said. I opened the door and gasped. There, in front of me, was a very tall man with long black hair pulled back in a ponytail, and his eyes were hazel brown and twinkling. “Rameer! What are you doing here?” Instinctively, I reached out to hug him.

      Rameer laughed and gave me a peck on the cheek, then followed me back into the house, where all conversation stopped.

      “Rameer, my man! You’re back!” Tad reached out his hand.

      Rameer shook his hand, then gave a friendly nod to Caitlin, Rowan, and Teran. He had met them during the time he had stayed with me. Rameer was a djinn, whom Ari and I had summoned in a drunken spell for my birthday the year before. I hadn’t realized until later that I had claimed three wishes off of him, but the whole affair had been a chaotic mess until we managed to sort everything out. I had subsequently helped free him to go back to his own realm—the realm of fire—and in September, I had received a postcard from him. He was back in our realm, this time on vacation.

      “Sit down. Last I remember, you were on vacation?” I asked, tugging on his hand.

      He laughed. “Slow down, woman. Yes, I’m finishing up a long vacation. I visited all over, and I’m on my way home after I leave here, but I couldn’t go without dropping in to say hello to the woman who helped me find my bottle and set me free.”

      “Where have you been traveling?” I said. “I got your postcards from Iceland and from Finland, but you’ve covered a lot of terrain since then, I bet.”

      Rameer looked around. “You’ve redecorated. Renovated, even.” He sat down in the recliner. He was incredibly tall, and incredibly handsome in that roguish sort of way. “I mostly covered the northern European countries. I’ve never been there and I was curious what it was like, especially going into the winter months. I traveled like mortals—via the train, mostly, so I could experience the scenery. It was incredible and I have a warehouse of memories tucked away.” He paused, then added, “Oh, I brought you a present from Iceland!” He opened his backpack and pulled out a gift-wrapped box about the size of a bracelet and handed it to me.

      I unwrapped it, wondering what he could have found for me. Inside was a smooth leather box with a hinged lid. I opened it to find a pen lying there. The barrel was made out of a dark wood—black—but it didn’t look painted. As I picked it up, a tingle ran through my fingers.

      “This is beautiful, Rameer. Thank you.” I paused, disconcerted by the tingles that reverberated through my fingers and hand. “This is magical, isn’t it?”

      He beamed. “Yes, I got it from a witch who makes them. He got the wood from the elves who live on the island. It’s bog oak—and the wood is over four thousand years old.”

      I examined the pen. It was a beautiful work of art, turned perfectly, and the bronze metal fittings were well placed, making it look like an elegant antique. Of course, given the age of the wood, the pen was old—ancient, in fact. I handed it to my grandmother. “Feel this.”

      Rowan’s eyes widened as she took hold of it. “This has magic, indeed. My guess is the witch who fashioned it has at least as much power as I do.”

      Rameer glanced at her and I remembered he had never met Rowan. “Rameer, this is my grandmother, Rowan Firesong. Rowan, remember, I told you about Rameer?”

      She held out her hand and he shook it. “I do remember. Well-met, Master Rameer.”

      He inclined his head. “Mistress Firesong. And yes, the witch who made this is very powerful and he works with the element of water. He can charm the elementals into bringing him the best wood from the bogs. He routinely travels along the peat bog line every few years to gather more wood, which he turns into pens and wands and walking sticks.”

      There was a noise from the stairs and I jumped as Tarvish appeared. He stared at Rameer, knitting his brow, which, with all the lumps on it, looked terribly strange.

      “What manner of creature are you?” he asked.

      I grabbed Rameer’s arm, warning him not to answer. “This is a friend of mine, Tarvish. He’s in town for a brief time. What did you need?”

      Tarvish glanced at Rameer again, then shrugged and said, “I was wondering if you have any cocoa.”

      Caitlin jumped up. “I’ll bring you some. Go back up to your room, and I’ll bring you hot cocoa in a few minutes.”

      “With marshmallows?” Tarvish asked.

      “I’ll see if January has any.”

      And with that, Tarvish turned and headed back up the steps.

      Caitlin turned to me. “You have any marshmallows?”

      “Of course. In the cupboard where I keep the chips.” I turned to Rameer. “I seem to have a problem.”

      “It looks like it. What’s going on?” Rameer glanced at the stairs.

      I explained what had happened. “I’m pretty certain that he’d recognize the term ‘djinn’ and make a beeline for you, given in D&D, djinns can be very chaotic and problematic.”

      “Our reputations got trashed by that game,” Rameer said. “However, it’s also somewhat true. We can be a pain in the ass when we want to be.” He glanced at the clock. “I wish I could stay but I’m headed home. I wish I could fix your demon problem for you, but I think I would end up making it worse.” He stood and gave me a hug. “Take care of yourself, witchy woman. I’ll come back and visit again as soon as I can.”

      And with that, he bade farewell to everyone else. Without another word, he picked up his backpack and vanished from sight.

      “Wait—I need to know about the pen,” I said, but I was too late. I sat down, frowning. “He lights up a room, doesn’t he?”

      Tad spoke up. “I appreciate the help he gave Conjure Ink. Thanks to you, we have the only bonafide pictures of a djinn.”

      My interview with Rameer had resulted in Conjure Ink having the only verifiable interview and photographs of an actual djinn. Rameer had agreed to meet with Professor Jamil Madison, a worldwide expert on Crypto species, and he had authenticated Rameer’s status. I had put Conjure Web in the history books for that.

      Caitlin returned, large mug of cocoa in hand. She headed up the stairs. As she passed us, I turned back to the others. “That leaves us with the problem of Tarvish. What do we do with him? How do we get rid of him?”

      “Can you banish him?” Teran asked Rowan.

      Rowan shook her head. “No, not really. The spells that work on demons or ghosts don’t work on thought-forms. While Tarvish appears to us as a demon, since he was created by thought, there’s a difference in energy. It’s like a lab-created gemstone. Yes, the structure is the same as a natural specimen, but there’s a subtle difference in vibration. The energy is different.”

      “Why is he trapped inside my house? It frightens me that he can’t get out. I have no clue what to do.” I glanced at the clock. “Oh crap, the Witches Guild meets in half an hour. I have to get ready.” I dashed upstairs, leaving them below.

      A few moments later I was slipping into a nice pair of jeans and had chosen a V-neck sweater when the door opened and Killian popped his head in the room.

      “Can I come in?”

      “Of course,” I said, motioning for him to join me. I wondered if they had broken the news to him, but by his jovial manner, I had the feeling—probably not. “Did they tell you about my house guest?”

      Killian looked around. “No, did Tally come in early? She’s not supposed to be here until tomorrow night.”

      “No, she didn’t. Listen, I need to tell you something so you don’t freak out and go off half-cocked. I also need you to remain as calm as you can. Promise?” I had my shirt off and by the way he was staring at my breasts, I had the feeling I could get him to agree to anything. Sometimes men—even the wonderful ones—thought with their dick rather than their head.

      “Of course. What happened?” he asked, his voice low as I slid into his arms and pressed against his chest. “Mmm, you feel good in my arms.”

      “Here’s the thing…I have a demon for a house guest.”

      Killian froze, I could feel every muscle tense. “What?”

      “I don’t have time to explain, but Rowan and Teran can. Will you stay here while I go to my meeting at the Witches Guild?” I grabbed my boots and sat on the bed to zip them up.

      “Let me get this straight. You have a demon in the house. Staying here?”

      “He can’t leave the house. We tried. He’s very polite and mostly he hates orcs. He’s…” I felt my cheeks redden because it sounded so ridiculous. “He’s a Funtime demon.”

      Killian walked over to the bed and sat down beside me. “What the hell is a Funtime demon?”

      I paused, meeting his gaze with my own. “Apparently, it’s a demon who likes kittens, crossword puzzles, cookies, cocoa with marshmallows, and a few other things. He also likes tearing orcs apart. He was created by a witch who plays Dungeons & Dragons. He’s a thought-form, but he doesn’t know that. All he knows is that he was running around a dungeon with a crew of characters and then he was here.”

      “How did this happen?” Killian asked when he found his voice.

      “Let Rowan tell you. I have to run right now.” I leaped up and grabbed a jacket. “Love you,” I said, pecking him on the cheek. “I might be late. Just leave me a note if you go home.”

      As I clambered down the steps, Killian hurried after me. I slung my purse over my shoulder and turned to the others. “Tell him all about it, won’t you?” And before they could answer, I was out the door and down the steps toward my car.
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      The Witches Guild met in one of the community council rooms once a month for general meetings, though during November and December, the committee responsible for the Sabbat festivals met once a week. Ari and I had joined in October, and I hadn’t been expecting to be thrown into the thick of things right away. Ari had been pressed into service on the food committee, which I would have rather been on.

      We settled around the conference table—one of those long rectangular ones that folded in the middle—and I dreaded having to admit that I had come up empty-handed. I had a few ideas, but the mess with Tarvish had thrown everything out the window. And with my laptop in the shop, I was planning on bowing out. If they didn’t understand, too bad. I had enough going on in my life without having whiny people expecting more of me than I could give.

      The leader of the Witches Guild was a woman named Marnie Brolen. Gifted in astral work—a lot like Hank—she was around a hundred and twenty years old, though she didn’t look a day over sixty-five. She was also the epitome of the elementary school teacher you remembered dreading: stern, snippy, and overly eager to enforce the rules.

      “Order, order!” she called, tapping the gavel on the table. The gavel was made of yew wood, and inscribed with ornate runes. It was solely symbolic, but Marnie wielded it with abandon. She glanced around the room and, finally satisfied that people had quieted, set down the gavel and crossed her arms over her chest.

      “All right, let’s get started. My sister is coming to visit me tomorrow and I don’t have time to mess about.”

      Grateful that she was feeling rushed, I steeled myself.

      “First, to old business. The Winter Solstice ritual and ceremony for the public square. We’ll be holding it down by the marina in the community center. Then, those who choose to join in will hold the midnight vigil in the park. I will not be there overnight, I’ve reached the age where a night out in the cold doesn’t set well in my bones. All right, food committee, what do you have to report?”

      Ari wasn’t in charge of the committee, but apparently she’d been appointed to speak for them. She nervously stood up, rattling the papers she was holding.

      “Don’t dawdle, get a move on, girl. What do you have to report?” Marnie squinted at her.

      Ari flinched and cleared her throat. “We’ve narrowed it down to three caterers. Shelby’s Sweet Tooth, Catherby’s Catering, and J-Lynn’s Bakery. We’ve decided to limit the buffet to finger foods and snacks, in order to encourage people to eat beforehand. We thought we’d get a sample menu from each of them for the next meeting, and vote then.”

      But Marnie didn’t seem pleased. “The next meeting is on the fourth. That’s cutting it close. I suggest you ask them to provide you with a sample menu by Wednesday and we’ll hold a special meeting—”

      A chorus of groans went up around the room.

      “That’s the day before Thanksgiving!”

      One of the senior members—I could tell by the color of the trim on her badge—stood up. “I will not attend a meeting before Thanksgiving. My daughter and son will be home with their families and I’m not missing out on what little time I get to see them.”

      Marnie stared at her for a moment, then said, “Then we’ll have to hold the meeting next Saturday. Attendance is expected. If you’re due to go out of town, let me know before you leave here tonight.” She turned back to Ari, who was still standing. “Did you note that? Sample menus for next Saturday. We’ll all be voting, so thirty portions each.”

      While there were far more than thirty witches in the Guild, this meeting was for the senior members and the committee members.

      “Yes, I have it,” Ari said, sitting down as quickly as she could. The moment Marnie looked away, Ari rolled her eyes at me and I returned the gesture.

      “Next, January Jaxson, you were in charge of researching rituals.” Marnie turned to me and I reluctantly stood. But I decided to be forthright and direct. The worst she could do was kick me out of the Guild and if it came to that, it was no skin off my back. “What have you found?”

      I cleared my throat. “Nothing. I was downloading rituals from my search and accidentally downloaded a demon…or rather a thought-form who takes the shape of a demon. It melted my laptop cord and now my computer’s in the shop, and Tarvish the Funtime demon is staying in my guest room because, apparently, he can’t leave my house. Some force field won’t let him.”

      That quieted things down. Marnie stared at me, her mouth open.

      Ari spoke up. “Why didn’t you text me?”

      “Because it’s been crazy ever since he showed up. Can you come over tomorrow so we can attend to…what Rowan asked us to do?”

      “I’ll be over around eleven—” Ari was about to continue when Marnie cleared her throat and pounded her gavel on the table.

      “Quiet down. Well, you have a pickle on your hands, don’t you?” She stared at me for another moment, then in a huff, said, “I gather that you need more time. Next week, during the sample menu tasting, you can present your findings to us. I presume that will give you enough time?”

      I felt like I had a target on my back and all of a sudden, telling her I couldn’t do it was at the bottom of my want-to-do list. I decided I’d talk to her after the meeting. “Yeah,” I said, as noncommittally as I could.

      The meeting continued, discussing the venue and other activities, but I tuned everything else out. I wondered what Killian was doing, and if Tarvish was bothering anybody, and it occurred to me at that point, I’d rather be battling a spirit than trying to deal with the mess I was currently in.
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      “You’re comfortable staying here with that…thing…in the house?” Killian sounded ready to argue. He kept his voice low so that Tarvish didn’t overhear, but I could tell he was agitated.

      “I’m sorry, but what do you think he’s going to do to me? He’s a thought-form, created with one specific goal in mind—killing orcs and other bad guys. They obviously thought it would be funny to have a demon who, for all intents and purposes, is a reclusive thoughtful nerd. He loves kittens, he likes crossword puzzles, he’s polite. What do you expect him to do? Come into my room in the middle of the night and try to ravish me? I doubt if Tarvish has a lusty bone in his body.”

      While I appreciated Killian’s concern, sometimes the hyper-protectiveness drove me nuts. In a way, I was so used to defending myself that I lost sight of how concerned others could be.

      “You don’t know that. You don’t know if they crafted something in him that makes him snap—a trigger or something. Have you talked to these guys about Tarvish?”

      “No,” I said slowly. “I thought of it, but finding out who they are isn’t as easy as you might expect it to be. Tad texted me. They only go by their gamer names and I haven’t a clue of where they are. I could look up their IP address from the forums, but there’s no guarantee they aren’t using a VPN line.”

      “Well, until you verify what other traits Tarvish has, I think you and the cats should sleep at my place.” Killian crossed his arms, giving me a steel stare.

      “If you’re so worried, stay over here. We can keep the cats in my bedroom and lock the door.” I glanced at the clock. “It’s almost midnight. We’ve been going over this for the past hour and I’m hungry.” I marched into the kitchen—we had been sitting at the dining room table—and I sorted through the freezer until I found another personal-size pizza. I opened the box and slid it out, putting it on a pan and setting the toaster oven to preheat.

      “Aren’t you going to offer me one?” Killian said, following me into the kitchen.

      “Of course,” I said. I was tired and pissed at this point, and while I could see Killian’s objection, I also knew that I couldn’t run over to his house any time there was something going on in my life that frightened me. And Tarvish didn’t exactly scare me.

      I yanked out another pizza and set it on the tray next to mine, then slid the pan in the toaster oven. After that, I poured myself a glass of root beer and sat down at the kitchen nook.

      Killian joined me, his mouth tight. But as he caught my gaze and held it, my anger began to drift away. “I’m sorry. I’m not trying to tell you what to do, but I think that it’s a little optimistic to hope that you know everything about that…creature…sitting up there.”

      I leaned back in my chair. “I guess you’re right. I think…I don’t want to deal with this whole mess and I’m wishing it would go away. And I’m angry with myself for not saying no to Marnie at the Witches Guild.” After the meeting I had decided to put it off till I could phone her. That way I wouldn’t be staring into those beady eyes of hers. “That’s what it comes down to. I let myself get overloaded and it’s my fault.”

      “Can you tell her you’re done now?” Killian set a timer on his phone. “How many minutes for the pizza? Twenty?”

      “That sounds about right. As for Marnie, I’m trying to decide if I can swing what she needs. I promised her and I don’t like going back on my word.”

      “The truth is you’re chicken to call her. January, you were drafted. I think that your sense of loyalty is skewed here. You joined the Guild two months ago and you’re letting them take advantage of you. If you ever expect to be respected there, you need to set up some boundaries.”

      I thought over what he said. It did make sense. I pushed back when push came to shove, but until the line had been crossed I usually tried to keep the peace. Don’t make waves, my mother used to say, at least when it comes to things that aren’t a personal assault. She had wanted everybody to get along. The trouble was, not everybody could get along. And sometimes, you had to rock the boat.

      I pulled out my phone. “All right. This may get me kicked out, but…” I glanced at the clock. It was too late to call Marnie personally, but I could leave a message for her at the Guild. “Hello, this is January Jaxson. I need to leave a message for Marnie Brolen. I simply can’t do the research she’s asked for. My laptop won’t be out of the shop in time for me to follow through. And I have a gaggle of guests descending on my house for Thanksgiving. I’m going to have to back out now, in order to give you a chance to find someone who can help.”

      As I hung up, Killian snorted. “Well, that’s better than not saying anything.”

      “Hey, I’m doing my best. Give me some credit. Marnie’s hard to say no to. I feel like she’s going to rap my knuckles with a ruler or something.”

      “If she does, I’ll rap her head with my knuckles,” Killian said gruffly, but he was smiling. “Seriously, if you had volunteered and wanted to do it, that would be one thing, but forcing people to take on duties they don’t want to when they aren’t getting paid, and they don’t have the time, is ridiculous. You say she has a full committee on refreshments? But you’re the only one she assigned to research? That sounds lopsided.”

      “I thought about that too,” I said. “I have a feeling she and Rowan don’t get along very well, and she knows that Rowan and I are related, so I’m thinking that may have played a part. Word’s getting around town that Rowan’s my grandmother—the grapevine is working pretty smoothly.”

      “Is it that big of a deal?” Killian asked. “I’m asking seriously—not being an ass.”

      I thought about his question. “I think it is. I’m beginning to get a sense for the hierarchy here in town, and Rowan’s at the top. She told me several times she has enemies who don’t appreciate her position, or her stances. Maybe Marnie’s one of them.”

      The timer rang and Killian retrieved our pizzas from the oven while I gathered plates, silverware, and napkins. We sat at the kitchen table, watching out the back window as we ate our pizza. It was hot and spicy with tomato sauce, extra cheese and pepperoni. All in all, just greasy and salty enough to be delicious. As we ate, I realized how tired I was. The day had been too eventful, and too long.

      “Can you stay over tonight? We’ll lock the bedroom door.” I licked sauce off of my fingers.

      “All right. But tomorrow, you have to figure out a way to get that thing—”

      “His name is Tarvish, and he’s nice enough—”

      “As far as you know. Tomorrow, you need to figure out a way to get him out of your house, even if you can’t send him back where he belongs.”

      “He belongs on a piece of paper on somebody’s table, with a bunch of dice scattered around.” The beginnings of a headache were creeping up on me. “Rowan’s working on it. She didn’t seem worried about leaving him here.” When I had arrived home, Tad and Caitlin had left, and my grandmother and Teran were still trying to come up with a solution. Killian had been talking to Tarvish, who had told story after story about his adventures with his group, most of which were straight out of the typical D&D crawl.

      Killian relented. “All right, love. Let’s go to bed.”

      We scooped up the cats and went upstairs, locking the door to my room. I woke up a couple times to pee, and noticed that Killian was awake, but he pretended to be asleep so I pretended not to notice. It dawned on me that he was standing guard over the house, and I decided to let him do what he wanted.
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      Morning arrived and nothing was out of sorts. Killian had dozed off at some point, and since it was Sunday, I decided to let him sleep. I quietly dressed and then slipped out of the room, followed by Xi and Klaus. As I was headed downstairs, Tarvish came out of the guest room and followed me down to the kitchen.

      “Is your beau asleep?” he asked.

      I smiled at the word beau. “Yes, he’s still sleeping.”

      “He was keeping watch, wasn’t he? I wouldn’t blame him, with a demon you’ve never met before in the house.” He didn’t seem offended.

      “Yeah. He was.” My gut told me Tarvish was okay, but I loved Killian and I understood his hesitation. “Listen, we have to figure out a way to send you back home.” I had no intention of telling him he was a created thought-form. Thought-forms weren’t self-aware in that manner, and I wasn’t sure what that would do to him. Oddly enough, I didn’t want to hurt his feelings or make him feel less than what he thought he was.

      I rummaged in the cupboards for the waffle iron, then pulled out a griddle and set bacon to cooking. As I mixed the waffle batter, Tarvish offered to set the table. I didn’t want him handling my good china with those massive hands, so asked him instead to play with the cats until I got around to feeding them. I pointed out the feather toy and he began dangling it, sending Klaus into a flurry of pounces. Xi stayed in the kitchen with me. She leapt up onto the counter and stared at me until I set down the box of waffle mix and turned to her.

      What is it, Xi? Is there something wrong?

      She let out a purp and I got a flash of my magical studio, the storage cabinet in particular. I kept seeing a line of bottles, and a sense of urgency rushed over me. Xi couldn’t talk to me, not like a human, but she was clearly trying to tell me something. I set down the mix and headed for the reading nook, clambering down the stairs from there to the basement.

      Once there, I opened the storage cabinet to stare at my supplies. There was the row of bottles, and as I looked at them, something tugged on the edges of my thoughts. I wasn’t sure what to think, but then I picked up one bottle—War water—and an instant nope clicked.

      “Okay then, what about…Florida water?” I picked up that bottle and again, nope. I started going through the various waters—Ward, Protection, and Bewitching waters, Faerie and Thunder waters, Full and New Moon waters, and then finally, I came to the Disruption water that I had found on the rather gruesome remains that we had found hidden in my house. I picked up the bottle and a spark flickered.

      “Okay, then. Disruption water.” I carried the bottle back upstairs to the kitchen where Xi was waiting. She wouldn’t be able to tell me exactly how to use it in this case, but maybe…

      Esmara, are you there? I held my breath, hoping.

      I’m here. What do you need?

      Xi told me to get the Disruption water. I’m wondering what I might need to use it on. What all does Disruption water even do? While I was coming along with my studies with my grandmother and my aunt, we hadn’t covered more than the basics so far.

      Think about the name. Disruption water disrupts things.

      I stared at the bottle. Okay then, maybe this would disrupt the spell and send Tarvish home. I hurried into the dining room, where I found the demon looking through the coffee table book on national parks that I had set on the sideboard.

      “I’m going to flick some water onto you. Please don’t be freaked out.” I held up the bottle, covering the name so he couldn’t see what it was.

      “All right,” he said, looking confused.

      I had attached an atomizer to each of my magical waters, so I held up the bottle and sprayed him with a fine mist. There was a momentary shift—he faded out for a second, then back in.

      “Well, that didn’t do much. Do you feel any different?”

      “A little jarred,” he said. “What is that?”

      “Disruption water,” I admitted. “I was hoping it would disrupt your energy enough to send you back.”

      “Will it disrupt the force field preventing me from leaving the house?” he asked.

      I snapped my fingers. “Good idea! Maybe.”

      I hurried to the door, with Tarvish following me. As I sprayed it around the door frame, the energy of the doorway began to snap—snap, crackle, and pop, like Rice Krispies. I turned to Tarvish and stepped back.

      “Go ahead and try to leave now.”

      Tarvish hesitated, then tried to step through the door again, and this time he ended up on the porch. “Yes! It works!”

      “Yay!” I was so excited that I almost dropped the bottle. I quickly set it on the foyer table, and then joined him on the porch. “See if you can leave the porch.”

      He headed down the stairs, then turned around, standing in the yard. “I’ll try to leave your yard here,” he said, heading for the street. A moment later, he was standing in the middle of the road, but quickly jumped back as a car sped past. Returning to the porch, he sat down on the porch steps. It was cloudy and looked like rain was due, but the porch steps were dry. “Well, that solves at least one problem.”

      “Yes, it does, though you can’t walk home to where you belong.” I thought of trying to find the gamers’ addresses, to send Tarvish back to them. Imagine their surprise if he were to show up on their doorstep. That might teach them not to be stupid with their magic.

      “Tell me the truth. How far away from my home am I? Do you even know?” An anxious expression clouded his eyes.

      “I don’t know, Tarvish. I’m not sure how to explain this to you or—” I stopped as Rowan pulled into the driveway. As she got out of her car, I motioned for him to stand as she approached the steps.

      “I see you’ve made progress,” she said.

      I nodded. “We have, thanks to Xi. I sprayed Disruption water on the door and it allowed Tarvish to leave the house. He can also leave the yard.”

      A satisfied look spread over Rowan’s face. “That makes sense. I was planning to try a similar spell, but now there’s no need. I do have some news, so let’s go inside.”

      As we entered the house, Killian was standing there, bare-chested, wearing jeans and nothing else. His hair was tousled, falling to his shoulder blades, and he was looking so sleepy and snuggly that I wanted nothing more than to go ruffle his hair some more and run my hand over his chest.

      “You were outside?” he asked, as Tarvish entered the house.

      “Xi helped me figure out how to break the force field.” I motioned toward the kitchen. “I’m making waffles and—oh! The bacon!”

      “I caught it before it burned. Never leave a griddle of bacon alone,” Killian said, waggling his finger at me. “I’ll go grab a shirt and meet you in the kitchen.”

      I rushed into the kitchen to see that the bacon was definitely crisped—thank gods Killian had found it before it caught fire. I finished mixing the batter for the waffles and plugged in the waffle iron.

      Rowan set the table, glancing at Tarvish. “You hungry?”

      “Yes, please,” Tarvish said.

      Killian returned, this time with a T-shirt on and his hair gathered back in a ponytail. “So, tell me what’s been happening. You managed to get Tarvish through the door?” He seemed far happier than the night before.

      “We did. I used Disruption water, thanks to a nudge from Xi, and it broke whatever spell was keeping Tarvish inside. He was even able to walk into the street.” I poured batter into the double-sided waffle iron and set it to cooking. Meanwhile, I popped the bacon in the warming oven. Rowan set the maple syrup and butter on the table as I pulled out the eggs. “How does everybody want their eggs?”

      “Scrambled,” Rowan said.

      “That’s fine with me,” Killian said.

      Tarvish frowned. “You cook them?”

      I stifled a laugh. “Yes, we eat our eggs cooked.”

      “I’m willing to give it a try,” he said.

      I brought out a large skillet and poured some of the bacon drippings into it. Meanwhile, Killian fired up the espresso machine and began to pull shots.

      When breakfast was ready, we gathered around the dining room table—Tarvish was too big for us to all sit comfortably in the kitchen nook—and I opened the curtains that covered the floor to ceiling windows overlooking the front porch. It occurred to me that I should ask Jim Lark to install sliding glass doors into the dining room. I could have him switch out the windows for those, though it would cost me a pretty penny extra.

      As we dove into breakfast, I turned to Rowan. “What brings you here this morning?”

      She worried her lip. “I don’t like bringing down the mood, but I have been doing some research on…” Pausing, she glanced at Tarvish. “How are you at taking bad news?”

      “I’ve almost died a number of times and once, the cleric didn’t think he was going to be able to cast a heal spell on me, so I thought I was facing my maker. I remained calm and collected. Funtime demons are like that,” he said. “The one thing that sets me off is when I smell orc blood or when someone is clobbering the hell out of one of my fellow adventurers.”

      “Right,” Rowan said. “Okay then. Well, Tarvish, have you ever heard of a thought-form?”

      He thought for a moment, then asked, “Is that like when a high-level illusionist casts a ‘conjure monsters’ spell and the other party thinks they’re facing a group of creatures that aren’t there?”

      “Yes, well…something like that. But here, in our world, it means that you focus enough energy on a thought to bring it to life. For example, if you were to imagine a rare bird that no one has ever seen, and you focus on this bird and you cast a spell to give it life…and then boom, one day it actually appears.” Rowan glanced at me.

      Tarvish set down the piece of bacon he was holding. “Okay, I understand that.”

      I took up the story. I had a feeling it might sit better coming from me.

      “Well…some witches in our world, they love to play a game called Dungeons & Dragons. It’s a role-playing game where they assume the characters of adventurers and go wandering around an imaginary dungeon—it’s all done around a table with dice and maps and sometimes miniature figurines. Apparently, they decided to create what’s called an NPC—a non-player character to help them in their quests.” I paused.

      Tarvish was staring at me, and I began to see a glimmer of understanding on his face. “They…created me?”

      “Yes,” Rowan said. “I’m sorry we have to break it to you this way, but they created an NPC called a Funtime demon, and one of them decided to imbue that character with magic. Before you appeared here, January was downloading their dungeon program off a computer—we’ll explain what that means later—and she downloaded their dungeon. There was a problem with the computer cord, and when it malfunctioned, it appears that you sort of…showed up here.”

      “Can you send me back through the computer? I’ve heard my party talk about such things.”

      Rowan slowly shook her head. “No, Tarvish. If we send you back home, you’ll cease to exist. You’ll vanish.”

      “Oh, hell,” I whispered. “He won’t go back to an alternate universe?”

      Rowan shook her head. “No, I’m afraid not. If he leaves our world, Tarvish will…die.”
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      Even Killian looked askance. “Are you serious? He’ll die?”

      Rowan nodded. “He’ll cease to exist, and that might as well be the same thing.” She turned to Tarvish. “You have a big decision to make. I’m not willing to ship you back against your will, not when it means you’ll die. You haven’t done anything to warrant such action. So it’s up to you. You can stay here in our world and learn to adapt to our ways, or…” She hesitated. I seldom saw my grandmother lack for words, but this was one of those times.

      “Can’t we send him to whatever realm demons live in?” Killian asked. “Where he might be more comfortable?”

      “Stop talking about Tarvish like he’s not even here,” I said, frowning at him. I turned to Rowan. “But that is a good question. Is there a way to send him to a realm where he might be more at home?”

      Rowan glanced at Tarvish, looking resigned. “The fact is, you’re the only one of your kind. Funtime demons don’t exist, except in the realm of this particular game. If we were to send you to the realm of fire, or the astral realm, I doubt you’d last very long.”

      “Crap, I hadn’t thought of that,” Killian said.

      “The truth is,” Rowan turned to include Killian and me, “Tarvish is no more demonic than your cats. He detests evil—orcs are a literary evil—and he loves kittens and crossword puzzles. He stands up for his friends in the game, and has their back. You could say the same about any one of us—except for the puzzles. I don’t like them.”

      Everything she said hit me like a sledgehammer. Tarvish wasn’t a demon. He’d been given that name, but there was no way in hell—pun intended—that he was demonic. Or devilish. I had read nothing off his energy that was threatening. The wards hadn’t gone off. And he had been a cordial gentleman during the entire time he had been here.

      “She’s right,” I said. “Tarvish, you aren’t a demon, regardless of what you might think. If we did send you over to one of those realms, you’d be somebody’s lunch or slave within hours. While you can fight, well…I’ve met real demons and they don’t just go clobbering orcs. They’re out to cause as much chaos and destruction as possible.”

      Tarvish stared at his plate, looking both confused and concerned. “I have no clue what to think now. If I’m not a demon, what am I? I can’t call myself a thought-form. That feels like I’m not real. Maybe I’m not real, though?”

      It occurred to me that Tarvish was, in essence, Frankenstein’s monster but unlike the movie version, with a brain and heart that worked. He had been created, but he was alive, nonetheless. Though she hadn’t said it aloud, I knew that Rowan was thinking that to send him back would be murder. How could we do that?

      “What about it? Do you think you could learn to live here? There are no orcs to fight, and you won’t go adventuring. But we can help you make a home in Moonshadow Bay, and find you work.” I reached out and put my hand on his. He held very still, staring at my fingers.

      “It seems that’s the only choice I have, other than if I choose to…cease to exist, as Rowan so delicately put it.” He glanced around. “It’s going to take some study for me. I’ve picked up a few things watching your television—which reminds me very much of what the group called ‘holo tales,’ though I never saw any of those.” He played with his food, cutting another piece of waffle. “Do I actually get the choice? You aren’t going to force me either way?”

      “We won’t force you,” Killian spoke up. “I apologize. I’ve been rude and suspicious, but I’ve been looking out for my friends and my girlfriend. I guess I wasn’t thinking about the fact that you don’t fit the definition of demon.”

      “Thank you, I accept your apology.” Tarvish paused again, then finally looked up from his plate. “I think I’ll choose to stay here and integrate into your society. Should I pick a different name? If I am…generated by someone else’s thoughts, it seems that I should perhaps break away from my past.” He leaned back in his chair, contemplating his plate.

      “I think you’re very astute,” Rowan said. “I will say this. Whoever created you gave you a brain, that’s for certain. They may have meant to make you funny, given your love of all things domestic, but they didn’t play the oaf card.”

      “I’ll think on the name idea for a while,” Tarvish said. “Meanwhile, if I’m to join your world, where will I stay? And how do I go about learning the ropes?”

      A smile spread across Rowan’s face. “I have a guest cottage in my backyard. You can stay there, and you can help around the place while you get your bearings and we can find you some real work. I’ll take you home with me after breakfast and you can get settled. We’ll buy you some better clothes, and some essentials.”

      “At least they had you speak English,” I said. “That’s been a huge help. That’s the language you’re speaking, by the way—English.”

      “I thought it was Common-Speak. That’s what we spoke in our adven—” Tarvish suddenly paused. “None of those things ever really happened. Not truly, did they? Everything I remember is a lie.”

      “Not a lie,” I said. “In a way they happened. They happened inside the game, and you were real inside the game. So they did occur, in a different world. Keep the memories, and consider them real, because for you, they were.”

      He sighed. “I have a lot to sort out.”

      “I have a friend you can talk to,” Rowan said. “He’s good at listening. That’s what his job is. He’s called a therapist, and he can help you sort out the confusion. We’ll talk to him in a day or two.”

      I glanced at the clock. “Meanwhile, I have to get ready to leave. Ari’s coming by at eleven, and we’re going to check out Majikoil—” I paused as Rowan’s phone rang.

      She glanced at the screen, frowning. “What the hell does she want? I’ll be right back.” She slipped into the living room to take the call.

      “Anybody still hungry?” I asked.

      We had finished every speck of bacon, waffles, and eggs, and I had downed my mocha. Killian and Tarvish shook their heads.

      Killian stood and stretched. “I’d better get a move on. If I want to widen the gate between your house and mine, I need to get started.” He picked up his plate and the waffle platter and carried them to the kitchen.

      Tarvish jumped up to help. “If you need muscle, I’m available.” They returned to finish clearing the table.

      Killian eyed him for a moment. “What the hell. Sure, come on. Tell Rowan where Tarvish is when she wants to leave.”

      The two of them headed out the kitchen door and down the steps. I watched at the window as they crossed the backyard to the gate and stopped to discuss it. As I rinsed the dishes and stacked them in the dishwasher, I was very grateful that we had come to some resolution, and that Tarvish would be out of my house. But I also was beginning to realize that I actually liked him, and there was a part of me who was very glad he was going to be sticking around town.

      Rowan stomped back in the kitchen. “That was Marnie from the Witches Guild. She did not take kindly to your message.”

      I glanced at my grandmother, expecting to be scolded. “I didn’t volunteer, I was drafted. I don’t have the time, I’m dealing with this demon—though at least now we know what’s going on—and frankly, with my laptop in the shop, there’s nothing I can do. Why can’t we make up our own ritual instead of relying on the past?”

      Rowan regarded me, then said, “Why didn’t you tell her what you told me instead of promising to do it last night, then sneaking around to call her to back out? I know you shouldn’t have to explain yourself, but since you didn’t say no at the meeting, you came off sounding like a coward. Never let Marnie put you in that position.”

      I was still irritated. “I told her last night in the meeting what had happened. She steamrolled over me and changed the date.”

      “I see, and did you agree to the change in plans?”

      “Well…I didn’t say no.” I paused. “She kind of scares me.”

      “That’s precisely what you should never let her know. She’s a harpy at heart. Call her back, explain calmly and firmly why you’re backing out. Tell her you didn’t have time to really think about it at the meeting. Not only do you look like a pushover, but it also makes you sound unreliable. That’s one of the things about your family lineage you must be aware of. Our family—at least through me—keeps our word. Which is why we seldom make promises to begin with.”

      I didn’t like having Rowan ticked at me, and now I felt like crap. But I could also see her point. Flopping around like a fish out of water made me look scattered and brainless. Regardless of whether Marnie was a steamroller, if I didn’t erect strong boundaries in the beginning, I shouldn’t be surprised when people tried to take advantage of me.

      “All right, I’ll call her. Though I don’t want to. Do you have her personal number?”

      Rowan texted it to me and I called her.

      “January, hello. What can I do for you?” Marnie sounded aloof and distant, like she was doing me a favor by talking to me.

      “I want to apologize for how abrupt my message was. I should have said no in the beginning, but I didn’t think it through thoroughly.”

      She paused for a moment, then said, “Apology accepted. We try to include our new members so they won’t feel left out.”

      Though I doubted her words, I hadn’t even considered that possibility. “I didn’t realize saying ‘No’ was an option.”

      “We’re not like your grandmother’s coven—we do give our members a lot of autonomy.”

      I bristled but said nothing.

      When I didn’t respond she added, “We’ll see you at the next meeting. Since you won’t be doing the research, you can wait till the usual meeting, which will be on the…let me see here…” she hesitated, then said, “on December 4. I’ll talk to you then.”

      Still feeling like I’d been chastised, but also feeling calmer and proud that I hadn’t knuckled under, I hung up.
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      By the time Ari got to my house with her laptop in hand, Rowan and Tarvish were gone, and Killian was out back, still busy with replacing the gate.

      “So Tarvish is going to stick around?” Ari said when I told her everything that had happened.

      “Yeah, he is. If we send him back, he’ll die. Or rather…I guess, vanish—‘cease to exist,’ which is how Rowan put it. He’s too nice to do that to, so we gave him the choice and he’s opted to stay and adapt to our world.” I motioned for her to set her laptop on the dining room table. “Oh, and guess who came for a visit? Rameer!” I showed her the pen that was made out of bog oak. “He brought this to me from Iceland.”

      “That’s beautiful.” She lifted it, judging the weight. “That has a nice heft to it. It feels nicely balanced for writing. And I wager it’s got some magic to it, by the feel of its energy.”

      “Yep. It definitely does, though I’m not sure what kind yet.” I motioned to her laptop. “Let’s get this show on the road. I disappointed my grandmother once today, I don’t want to do that a second time.”

      Ari booted up her laptop and brought up a search engine, then typed in “Majikoil.” A whole slew of links came up. “Well then, there’s a lot to wade through.” She glanced toward the kitchen. “Do you mind if I make myself a latte?”

      “Oh for fuck’s sake, I’m sorry. I should have offered. What do you want?”

      “I can make it, I know how to work your espresso machine. Meanwhile, you can start.” She turned the laptop so it was facing me and I started looking through the links while she headed for the kitchen.

      She was right, there was a plethora of links. I found the parent company and opened up the site. It asked for my location and I plugged in our zip code. The site was splashy, that was for sure, and the home page was a picture of a massive line of oils and tinctures, with a big join majikoil link in the center of the picture. The oils and tinctures were laid out against a background of what looked like the edge of a rainforest and, beyond the forest, ocean waves.

      I examined the menu. The products button led to an extensive list of oils for different conditions, though I did notice the “We’re not doctors” disclaimer prominently displayed. The lists of oils were all attractively displayed, but there was no shop now or add to cart button for any of them. Instead, on the main menu, next to the products button was one that read find a merchant. I clicked on that and the site immediately showed a long list of names, with their locations—anywhere from one person in Moonshadow Bay to five in Bellingham, several in Terameth Lake, and at least a dozen in Seattle.

      I clicked on the join majikoil link and was immediately assaulted with dozens of pictures, among them a number of what looked like events and parties, with women holding up wads of cash and smiling with the headline of take care of your family above them, elderly couples dancing, their canes left at the table, cherubic children running through meadows…every cliché you could think of.

      Ari returned with her latte, and leaned over my shoulder. “Oh good gods, I know you need to make your wares appeal to people, but this screams Stepford Wives.”

      “Yeah, it does.” Even though we hadn’t been born into that time, there was a point in American society—when the suburbs were starting to boom—where every neighborhood was a clone of the next one, where fake lawns were popular, where the strip malls were all the same…basically, where fitting in meant becoming a carbon copy. And it was apparent that Majikoil thrived on that image, as outdated as it might be.

      “Rowan wants us to meet Sheryl Brown in person. Where’s her profile?” Ari asked.

      “Under ‘About Majikoil.’ Her profile says she was working a dead-end job until she thought up the idea for magical oils because she was too broke to buy them, and now, they’ve spread in popularity.”

      Ari pulled out her phone. “What’s our story?”

      “We saw a friend in Terameth Lake using Majikoil oils and she raved about them, so we thought we’d buy some for ourselves. Remember, when she gets here, Rowan said to stress the need for part-time work. I suggest we do this through ordering a few and whining about how we wished we could order more but we’re tapped out for the month.”

      Ari placed the call. Sheryl came on the line and I leaned in close to hear what she said.

      “Hi, Sheryl, my name is Ari and I’m calling you because I’d love to place an order for Majikoil oils.” She paused.

      “Wonderful! I’m free this afternoon if you have the time.” Sheryl sounded breathy and eager, like a twenty-year-old gushing over her sugar daddy.

      “This afternoon would be great. My friend wants to order as well, if that’s all right.” Ari paused again.

      “That’s fine—the more the merrier. Where should I meet you?”

      Ari covered the speaker. “Here?” she mouthed and I nodded. “I’m at her house so can you come over here? Her address is 702 Fern Street…”

      “The upper level of Moonshadow Bay? How about noon?”

      She sure sounded eager.

      “Right,” Ari said, with a glance at me. “On the upper level near Castle Street. Noon would be great.”

      She hung up and looked at the time. “Well, Sheryl was extremely eager to jump aboard our request. She’ll be here in half an hour.”

      “How about lunch? Sandwiches okay?” I wasn’t hungry yet but I was nervous, and right now, a sandwich would hit the spot.

      We fixed our sandwiches and carried them out onto the back porch. It was too chilly to stay outside for long, but I tried to get a little fresh air every day. And even though it was raining and breezy, the clean air cleared my head.

      I bit into my ham and Swiss, staring at the Mystic Wood. “Rebecca’s out there. I’ve gotten so I can feel her when she’s near.”

      “Has she ever tried anything on you again since you got back?”

      “Once or twice, but she can’t do much to me now that I’m an adult. Also, my magic goes beyond her scope. Imps are small potatoes when it comes to demonic creatures. She’s not so bad, as long as I tune out the fact that she tried to kill me when I was young.”

      “Have you ever confronted her about it?” Ari asked.

      “Not really. I’ll have to do that, I guess. It can’t hurt my development. If you don’t yank the bandages off, wounds fester and the last thing I need to do is waste energy holding a grudge against a minor demon.”

      I had been thinking about that incident a lot, and while I didn’t like what Rebecca was, I had come to realize that she was doing what any creature would who needed to eat. I wanted to make sure she wasn’t a danger to any other children or pets, but if there was a way I could do that without destroying her, I thought it would be worth the time.

      “What else is out there, do you think?” Ari asked. “Who goes into the woods to explore them?”

      “Not that many people. Though you and I did when we were young. I’ve been trying to take a short walk out there every morning, but I’ve been miserable about follow-through as the weather’s gotten wetter.” I frowned, feeling like I was falling short. Druantia herself had directed me to take a walk in the Mystic Woods daily, and when your goddess tells you to do something, you do it.

      “Why does Druantia want you to do that?”

      I thought about it for a moment. “I think to evolve my personal magic.”

      “Do we have time for a short walk before Sheryl gets here?” Ari glanced at her watch. “It’s eleven-forty. We have twenty minutes. We can walk for ten minutes, then turn around and hustle back.”

      Grateful to her—sometimes I was awful at getting off my ass—I wrapped my sandwich in the napkin for easy carrying and we headed down the back steps and across the lawn. Within less than a minute, we were into the wood.

      We had jacketed up to sit outside so we were reasonably protected from the rain, plus the heavy tree canopy in the forest offered good coverage. We strolled along the path, turning to the right when we came to a fork.

      The woodland was hushed because of the rain, with an occasional call that echoed through the forest from birds hunkering down out of the weather. The trees rose huge and towering overhead and I felt a quiet calm flow over me as they wove their magic, draining away the tension of the past few days. The Mystic Wood had its own tension, but it was more of a hushed expectancy, the feeling of being watched on all sides by creatures that lurked in the shadows.

      I stopped, inhaling all the scents that went into creating the mix of spicy perfumes that lingered through the woodland. The petrichor hung heavy, the rain bringing it out of the soil—a combination of wet trees and geosim and the tang of forest debris that wove itself into an intoxicating fragrance. I stopped, breathing out puffs of air that misted in front of my mouth.

      A nurse log had fallen along the side of the path. Covered with moss and mushrooms, it sat beneath three tall firs, all of whom were dripping with heavy layers of the moss that bearded the branches and trunks. The seat was wet but I didn’t care—I wanted to sit here and relax.

      Ari joined me and we spent the next few moments letting the sounds and smells of the forest wash over us.

      “I need to do this every day,” I said after a while. “I feel so much calmer, like I never want to go back inside.”

      “Ah, but you have to,” Ari said. “We’re meeting with Sheryl, and unlike the animals of the woods, we have a job to do. We can only visit within the boundaries of the Mystic Wood. We don’t really belong here.”

      I smiled, standing. Ari did the same. “You know, I think that Moonshadow Bay is synonymous with the forest, regardless of the border that denotes the end of the town and the beginning of the woodland. They’re two sides of the same coin.”

      “I think you’re right,” she said, as we began to make our way back to the yard. “And frankly, I don’t think I’d want it any other way.” She glanced at her phone. “Okay, let’s go meet Sheryl and let her drag us into something I’m sure we’ll regret.”

      As we crossed the lawn back to the house, I glanced over my shoulder at the wood. There, peering out from behind a huckleberry bush, was Rebecca. I raised my hand slightly, waving to her, and to my surprise, she waved back.
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      Sheryl was right on time. In fact, she rang the bell precisely at noon. I wondered if she had been standing on the porch, waiting for the second hand to reach the top of the hour.

      I answered, introducing myself. “Hi, you must be Sheryl? I’m January.” I did my best to plaster on a cheery smile.

      She was carrying a large case, like an extra-large briefcase that was three times as thick as a normal one, and she was dressed in a neat jersey dress and jacket, neither of which looked expensive, but they were neat as a pin, with no stains or spots or signs of age. Sheryl had blond hair caught up in a high ponytail, and her makeup was flawless and what they called “natural”—with taupe eyeshadow, brown eyeliner, and a pale pink lip gloss. She was about five-six, and around a size four.

      “Come in.” I motioned her in. “We can sit in the dining room. Would you like something to drink?”

      “Water would be fine,” she said, her smile intensifying. As she settled into one of the chairs, she said, “I’ve never seen it rain so hard. Have you ever seen such a rainstorm?”

      I shrugged. “We get rain like this all the time. You must be from out of town—this is normal during the rainy season here.”

      “My goodness, what a thought. Oh well, it’s pretty.” She laughed, then leaned forward, her elbows planted on the table. Ari brought in a glass of water and handed it to her. “So, do you two live together?” She spied Ari’s wedding ring. “Are you married?”

      I laughed. “No, this is my house—Ari’s married to a wonderful woman, but I know she couldn’t put up with me, even though we are best friends.”

      “What made you seek out Majikoil oils?” Sheryl asked as though I hadn’t even spoken. She smoothly slid into business mode.

      I glanced at Ari, who said, “We were at a friend’s home in Terameth Lake last weekend, and she had a few of your oils. We fell in love with them. They smelled so good.”

      The website had touted them as smelling “heavenly,” so we could reasonably fudge our way through. We had also noted a few names of the oils touted for electric diffusers so if she asked us which ones, we’d have an answer. Which she promptly did.

      “Which did she show you?”

      “The Lavender Heaven one, and I think the others she had were Spring Perfection, and Autumn Splendor,” I said.

      “Oh, those are some of my best-selling oils. They’re pricey but worth it.”

      “I should think so,” I said, smiling broadly to match her own. “How much are they?”

      Instead of answering, she opened her case and began lining up a bunch of oils, neatly in a row. “Here, why don’t you smell some of our others as well? What are you looking for in a magical oil? I assume you’re both witchblood?”

      Witches could recognize another, so it was useless to lie.

      “Yes, we’re witchblood,” I said. “I think I’m looking for oils to help me focus, to make my home radiate that cozy feeling, and also, something to inspire me. I write.” It was the truth, but I didn’t want to tell her any more than that at this point.

      “Oh, a writer? How exciting! What do you write?” Sheryl sorted through the bottles, setting five of them to the side.

      “This and that. I was co-owner of a magazine in Seattle for quite some time.” I pointed to the oils she had chosen. “Are those ones you would recommend for me?”

      “Yes, why don’t you take a whiff. My company uses only the finest ingredients, sourced from international farms, and we blend them with care, by the phases of the moon.” She turned to Ari before I could ask anything else. “And what do you do?”

      “I’m a hair dresser,” Ari said. “I think I’d like something that would put my clients at ease in my salon. Also, focus would be good for me too, and since I’m a newlywed, something…romantic for the bedroom.”

      Sheryl winked at her. “I have the ticket for turning your bedroom into a boudoir.” She sorted out several oils for Ari and shoved them across the table to her. “Tell me these won’t do the trick!”

      As Ari smelled the oils Sheryl had chosen for her, I picked up three of the ones she had handed me, one by one. Truth was, they did smell delicious. But—and this was a big but—I felt very little magic coming off of them, but they made me want to buy them.

      I wondered how she managed to persuade witchblood clients that the oils were truly magical, but then I realized that she might not be catering to the witchblood crowd, but instead to shifters and humans, who wouldn’t be able to tell if the oils were legit magical or not.

      “They do smell divine. I suppose the magic works on a subtle basis?” I couldn’t say anything about the lack of energy I felt, but I wanted to give her a chance to talk her way out of the corner she had landed in.

      “Oh yes, we don’t make it obvious or it might put off some people who have a fear of magic. You know how it can be when working with humans and different Otherkin. Shifters tend to shy away from magic and we wanted to make our products friendly to everyone, so we muted the sensation of the magic used in the oils.”

      The answer was glib, I had to give it to her for that. And it was definitely a possibility, though highly unlikely. I recognized a rehearsed speech when I heard one.

      “How much are these?” I asked, holding up the three bottles I had selected.

      “Oh, wouldn’t you like to take a look at the rest of the line? You might find something you can’t live without!” she said.

      I let out a resigned sigh for effect. “Well, I would like to, but I have the feeling that I’d break my budget and I have to stick to it this month. You know, December’s coming and there are gifts to buy, and the economy…”

      A glimmer flickered in Sheryl’s eyes. “That’s a hard place to be. I imagine a writer doesn’t make all that much.”

      “You said it—it’s a thankless job. I do get some nice letters from readers, but fan mail won’t pay the rent. Sometimes I envy people like you. It must be nice to think you’re making a difference in people’s lives in such a direct way.” I glanced at Ari. “Wasn’t I telling you that the other day?”

      “You were. Hell, I make a decent living at my job, but now that I’m married, the expenses are piling up and with us looking to buy a new house, money doesn’t stretch as much.”

      Sheryl hesitated, then said, “You should think about joining Majikoil. The wonderful thing is you can do it in your spare time and you can make a full-time living on part-time hours! I founded this company because I was working a fast-food job that barely paid the rent, and now I make three times as much as what my full-time job paid. I sell Majikoil exclusively and demand has grown so dramatically that I decided to bring in other reps.”

      I straightened, making sure I looked interested. “Really? How much does it cost to buy in?”

      She paused. “It’s worth every cent. It’s worth going in debt to be your own boss. I sold my car to fund my business, and now I own a brand-new car. I’m thinking of sponsoring a cruise for my reps next year as a bonus, they all work so hard.” The more she talked, the more animated she became.

      “How would we join? You’d accept us?” Ari asked, with the perfect amount of doubt and insecurity to hook someone looking for suckers.

      Sheryl’s eyes narrowed and her energy shifted. I felt like an animal caught in a trap. It was as though she had crafted every moment to get to this point. Even though we were the hunters right now, she felt like a crocodile hiding right below the surface of the water.

      “So far, everybody who wanted to sell Majikoil has found a way to join. I’ll bring you on board, since I’m the founder. I think Moonshadow Bay could use a couple more reps and you’d be part of my team. The demand is so high that Majikoil sells itself.” She pulled out a sheaf of papers from her briefcase and slid them in front of me. “Why don’t you look these over while I make out a sales slip for your oils. That will be ninety dollars.”

      Thirty dollars for a two-dram bottle? I tried not to make a face, not wanting to scare her off. Instead, I pulled out my credit card and she ran it through PhonePay—a credit card app that worked on any phone’s operating system.

      Ari and I glanced over the papers. The onboarding process required us to buy in for a flat $5,000 fee, and then we had to order at least a hundred and fifty bottles of oils at $10 a bottle. We sold them for whatever markup we chose. Sheryl recommended having fifty different oils at three bottles each to start with. She also required that we buy another hundred bottles of oils every month.

      “Are you sure you don’t want any more?” she asked, handing me a handwritten receipt.

      “I wish I could, but…” I paused, then said, “How soon after starting up the company did you earn back your money?”

      Sheryl’s eyes glinted like a fisherman reeling in a fish. “Within two weeks I sold every bottle of oil and had to make more. By the end of the first month I think I made about ten thousand dollars after deducting my costs. That goes a long ways! I reinvested the money in my company and it wasn’t long before I decided to open up to other reps. Now the oils are mass-produced and the company has ballooned in size.”

      I stood. “Wow, that’s amazingly fast growth.”

      “I have my secrets,” Sheryl said, and I almost detected a smirk behind her smile.

      “Excuse me, I have to go to the restroom. I’ll be back in a moment.” I hustled over to the bathroom and slipped inside, shutting the door and pulling out my phone. I sat on the edge of the tub and called Rowan. She answered on the first ring.

      “Rowan, if Ari and I buy into Majikoil, will the Court Magika reimburse us? I don’t fancy losing over $6,500 to help out. And I doubt that Ari has that much in savings.”

      Rowan hesitated, then said, “I’ll guarantee it. The Court Magika will reimburse you, I promise.”

      “Thanks,” I said, disconnecting and slipping my phone back in my pocket. As I rejoined Ari and Sheryl, I said, “That’s better. You know, I’ve thought about it and…I think I’m interested. I can use some extra money. Can you give me a rundown on how it works? How do you find customers?”

      “Oh, that’s easy. We’ll list you on the website after you’ve bought $3,000 of oils. At that point, we’ll recommend you to anyone searching for a rep in the area. Also, hit up all your friends—on MyHome, Neighborhood, Magic Circle, all those social media groups. Tweet about it, too, and hold a sales party on Home Page. When I go live on Home Page, I sell out in less than an hour.” Sheryl maintained her cheerful vigor the entire time. She was lit—she was on with a capital O.

      “I’m excited,” Ari said.

      I knew Ari well enough to know her smile was forced, and her enthusiasm even more so. She glanced through the papers again. “Is there anything that could disqualify us from buying in?”

      “If you’re not eighteen, then you can’t agree to the terms, and if you’re in poor health, I don’t usually accept you. You must be witchblood to sell the oils.” Here, Sheryl’s smile slipped a little and I recognized the trick of speaking quickly to rush something through, under the radar.

      I picked up the paper again and skimmed through it. There had to be something in the contract to explain her sudden furtiveness. Then, I saw it. A block of fine print, near the bottom. The print was so small that I couldn’t even read it. I wanted to ask Sheryl what it said because an alarm bell was ringing loud and fast, but I didn’t want to alert her.

      Sheryl suddenly played right into my needs. “May I visit your restroom?”

      I nodded. “Ari, do you mind showing her where it is?”

      Ari glanced at me, then smoothly stood and led Sheryl around the corner. The moment they were out of sight, I whipped out my phone and took a couple pictures of the page. Then, I expanded those pictures, reading the final paragraph:

      
        
        Every representative of Majikoil will present themselves at their upline’s office during onboarding, where they will donate magical energy according to the official rules and regulations. The energy drawn off the team member will never exceed fifteen percent (15%) of that member’s life energy. Fifty percent (50%) of the donation will go to the founder of Majikoil, Sheryl Brown. Fifty percent (50%) will belong to the recruiter in the form of life-energy potions to be used as they like. If a new recruit refuses to donate, then they will be removed from their franchise, and no fees will be refundable.

        

      

      I stared at the paragraph, then as Ari returned, I motioned for her to join me. She leaned close.

      “What is it?”

      “Not now. We’ll tell her we’ll contact her later about joining. Don’t sign anything except your credit card receipt to buy the oils.” I set the papers back down and donned a wide smile as Sheryl returned to the table.

      “Well, have you had some time to think about joining? I know you’d make wonderful team members. You’ve made me feel so at home!” Her cheer was too bright, her smile too wide, and it occurred to me that the added bounce in her step probably came from the energy she had drained off her other recruits.

      “How many representatives does Majikoil have?” I gave her a little shrug. “I imagine you’re incredibly successful.”

      “Well, I can always use more team members. But I have over two hundred sales reps so far. I anticipate the company growing by leaps and bounds over the next few years.” She began replacing her oils in her carrying case. “I plan on offering new products soon—incense, spell kits, things like that. So many opportunities.”

      “Do you plan to take Majikoil nationwide?” I asked.

      Sheryl snapped the latches on her case shut. “Of course, and we’re on the way. I expect Majikoil to grow dramatically when the Otherkin community realizes we can meet all their magical needs.” She handed us her card. “Let me know when you’re ready to come on board. Even if it’s the middle of the night, text me and I’ll get back to you the next day.”

      “Well, we wouldn’t want to bother you on Thanksgiving,” Ari said.

      Sheryl laughed. “Oh, I work holidays. If someone needs my products, I don’t let my own life get in the way. And wait and see—once you’ve been selling Majikoil for a few months, you’ll be able to give up your day jobs and concentrate full time on the business.”

      And with that, we escorted her out. She left, waving and still smiling. The woman’s smile hadn’t faltered once in the entire time she had been here.

      As soon as she was out of sight, I turned to Ari. “Come in. You won’t believe this.”

      A sudden gust of wind blew up and sent a flurry of small branches off the barren trees. One skittered across the top of my car and I winced. Hopefully it wouldn’t leave a scratch on my new Ocelot. We hustled inside as fat raindrops began to pound down on the sidewalk.

      Once I shut the door, I motioned for Ari to follow me over to the table. “See that print that’s so small it’s hard to read?”

      Ari squinted at it. “What does it say?”

      “Look at this.” I handed her my phone.

      She expanded the picture, read it, and gasped. “She’s siphoning life energy off of her recruits. And you know, that will continue down through the ranks. So the more you recruit, the more years you gain. If she has two hundred reps…oh my gods, how long is her lifespan now?”

      “Say her average witchblood recruit is set to live one hundred and fifty years. Fifteen percent of that’s twenty-two years, give or take a year. She must have added close to four thousand years to her life if she’s already recruited two hundred people.” I shook my head. “But once you reach the bottom tier, where there’s nobody left to recruit, those people…they just lose years off their life. Not only is she raking in money, but she’s an energy vampire. And if you don’t give her the energy, you forfeit all the money you bought in with and get kicked out!”

      “Look at the application. If—say I—recruited someone, I’d get 15 percent of the onboarding fees. And it threads on through the downline. But at some point, it’s going to go dry and the people at the bottom of the pyramid get nothing. If you come on board down the line, there’s no way you can make enough money to sustain yourself.”

      “What about the life energy?” Ari asked.

      “I don’t know if that’s against the Court Magika’s rules. But stealing life energy from people using a business scam? That’s shady as hell.”

      “Is that even legal?” Ari asked. “I mean, from the human side of the equation. Can you force someone to give you their energy?”

      “Of course not,” I said. “But technically, they can claim they aren’t forcing anybody. Nobody has to buy into the company. It’s like with the vampires—according to the treaties, they must obtain the written consent of their blood donors. And we both know there are so many wannabe bloodwhores that they have no lack for blood donors. Nobody has to agree, but a lot of people will because they love the whole fangbang lifestyle.”

      Ari rapped her fingers on the table. “Then you aren’t being forced to give Majikoil your life energy, but the allure of riches and the allure of a longer life is likely to pull in a number of people. Especially if someone’s desperate. Suppose someone has a terminal illness? Theoretically they could gain the extra time they hope for.”

      I shrugged. “People are gullible. But if we go undercover, we’ll risk signing a contract that agrees to let her siphon off our life energy. I don’t fancy giving up twenty years of my life to uncover this scheme. We need to talk to Rowan and the Court.”

      With that, I straightened the pile of papers that Sheryl had given us and picked up one of the overpriced bottles of oil. “I think it would be a good idea to have these analyzed. Let’s see if they do what they promise.”

      “Good idea. Meanwhile, I was planning on catching some of the pre–Black Friday sales. There are a number of them going on this week. Want to go with me?”

      Since Tarvish was no longer on my plate as a problem, I agreed. After leaving a message for my grandmother, Ari and I headed out for some much-needed retail therapy.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Downtown Moonshadow Bay was hopping. I had brought my grocery list to stock up for Thanksgiving so that I wouldn’t have to fight the crowds next week, but we decided to start with shopping for the solstice.

      I had been trying to think of what to give to Killian. We had been dating for nearly a year, so I wanted my gift to be special, but I knew he was hoping to officially propose soon and—as much as I cared about him—I didn’t want to encourage it yet. I wanted to have a solid eighteen months to two years on my own before blending my life with someone else’s again on a permanent basis.

      “I don’t know what to get him. Though I did hear him complaining because his TV’s on the blink.”

      “You’re going to buy him a new television set?” Ari asked, glancing at me. “Isn’t that a bit of a big-ticket item?”

      I thought about it for a moment. “I’ve been hinting for a black opal ring. I’ve always wanted one and I know they aren’t cheap. But yeah, that may be a bit much.” I paused as we passed a pet store.

      There, in the window, was a litter of rescue puppies. The pet store sold gerbils and hamsters and the like, but they made it a point to avoid selling dogs and cats except for ones brought in by the local rescue shelters. There, in the front window, were a litter of what looked like gorgeous German shepherd–golden retriever mix puppies.

      “Oh, aren’t those cute? Killian had a dog he loved in California. She was a golden retriever. I wonder…”

      “No,” Ari said. “You know better than that. Never buy a pet for another person. You don’t know if their chemistry will mesh. You don’t know if they want another pet. There are so many things that could go wrong. Besides, I thought you said he prefers cats.”

      I bit my lip. Once again, Ari was right. “Yeah, he does, and you’re right. I wouldn’t want somebody else picking out my pets unless I asked them to. I don’t know why this is so hard.”

      “You want your gift to be special,” Ari said. “You want him to look at it and think about you, right?”

      I snorted. “Maybe I should buy him underwear. Then he’d be thinking about me in all the right places.” I laughed and Ari joined in. “What are you getting for Meagan?”

      “That’s easy. She’s been asking for a stand mixer. She loves to bake—and boy is she good at it. So I thought I’d get her what she wants. Didn’t Killian ask for anything?”

      I couldn’t remember him saying anything except… “Well, he did mention that he needs a new drill and bit set. That seems so stereotypical, though. Okay, kitchen supply store first, then I’ll decide whether to get him the drill or to keep thinking.”

      “Yeah, Beelmeyers is having a sale on all their kitchenware.”

      We passed the bookstore, then a stationery stop. “Oh wait—I want to look for a new planner,” I said. “I need one for the new year and I haven’t decided what kind I want. There are so many of them, and I’m looking for one that has a daily agenda as well as monthly.”

      Ari mentioned a website. “I found exactly what I wanted there. Unless you want to look through the shop.”

      I loved office supply stores, but stationery stores were another matter. “Nope. I’m good. If you say they have a wide choice, I’d rather be able to take my time and browse through. Oh, there’s Beelmeyers. Let’s go.”

      As we entered the kitchen supply shop, my gut shopping instinct kicked in and I looked around, feeling like I was in a candy shop. The store had any and every kitchen gadget you could think of. As Ari began looking over the stand mixers, I snapped my fingers.

      “I almost forgot. I don’t have a roasting pan big enough for a turkey. I was going to buy a disposable one, but I’d like one for other uses too.”

      Ari pointed out the pots and pans section and then dove into reading the specs on the different mixers. I began sorting through the multitude of pans.

      There were soup pots, roasting pans, sauce pans, brazier pans, stock pots, Dutch ovens, griddle and grill pans, woks, and that didn’t even begin to count the general bakeware. When you got into cake and cookie pans and pie plates, there were a gazillion different shapes and sizes. I tried to limit myself to the roasting pans but after I found one that fit a twenty-five pound turkey and also had a lid, I began sorting through the bakeware. By the time Ari had chosen a mixer for Meagan, I was standing in the checkout line with a bag of cookie cutters, four new cookie sheets, two Pyrex deep-dish pie plates, the roasting pan, and a wok.

      Ari stared at the cookware and then at me. “Opening a restaurant?”

      I avoided her gaze. “You know better than to leave me alone with gadgets. Apparently that goes for cookware, too. I thought about buying a restaurant-quality blender, but I have a blender, an immersion blender, and a mini-bullet blender. I talked myself out of the Mix-A-Tron 2000.”

      We paid for our purchases and then stored the bags in the back of my SUV, covering them with a blanket, then headed out again. As we neared the center of town, the sound of music caught our attention.

      “Let’s go see what’s going on.” I led the way, crossing the street over to the town square.

      Moonshadow Bay’s town square was directly across the street from the City Central complex. In the center of the four-way intersection was a large square with a fountain. The “square” was actually a circle, used like a roundabout. The fountain had plenty of room for pedestrians to walk around it, and benches to sit on when the weather was nice. During winter, the fountain was turned off and covered, and the holiday tree was set atop the cover.

      The tree was up. I suspected they used a fake one because though it looked perfectly natural, it didn’t seem to need water at the bottom, and it looked the same from year to year.

      City workers were standing on tall ladders. One was in a basket on one of those trucks that had a movable crane, like the ones tree pruners used to reach the very tops of tall trees. He had put a large pentacle atop the tree, and was checking the numerous lights that were strung around the tree. The lights were on, but they hadn’t done the official tree lighting ceremony yet—the workers were checking to make sure all the lights were working.

      Ari and I strolled past the tree, enjoying the activities. The music was coming from a band run by Clyde Baker, the man who had given me Xi and Klaus. He was in a steel drum band, but they had changed out instruments for the holidays. Clyde was playing a harp, while his bandmates were on keyboard, drums, and violin. They were playing carols, though not the annoying Christmas plastic music that seemed to fill every elevator. These were old Celtic songs, and I suddenly found myself humming along and realized they were playing “Greensleeves.”

      When they finished the song, Clyde called for a break. I walked over and gave him a hug.

      “Hey, how are you? I didn’t know you could play other instruments besides the xylophone.”

      He winked at me, and then at Ari, his blue eyes twinkling against his rich, brown skin. “Girl, I play a multitude of instruments. I’m a musician at heart, and I tell my stories through my music. Now, how are those kittens of yours?”

      I pulled out my phone and showed him pictures. “They’ve grown into beautiful adults but they’re still babies to me. Xi’s my familiar.”

      He touched the side of his nose. “I thought she had a shine to her, and the minute you came along, I knew that she was yours. So, are you ready for the holidays?”

      “No, but getting there. I’ve been back in Moonshadow Bay almost a year now, and I’m settling in. Well, we should get moving, but tell your daughter I said hi and happy holidays.”

      “Monique would send you a hello and happy holidays back,” he said. He gave me another hug and I pulled out a five and tucked it into the donations box that was sitting beside the drummer. Ari did the same as we headed past them, aiming for the hot dog vendor who was on the other side of the fountain. We bought hot dogs and settled on a bench to eat.

      “This has been a nice afternoon,” Ari said. “It’s been awhile since we’ve had a chance to hang out together. Is there anyplace else you need to go today?”

      “I thought I’d stop and get a present for Teran at Bigelow’s Garden Center. I’m buying her a gift certificate because there are a dozen things she wants for the upcoming spring and she is on a fixed income, for the most part.”

      “Really? I didn’t realize she was on Social Security.”

      “She has some savings, and she teaches a community class here and there and reads the cards for a few clients, but I didn’t realize until I moved back that she’s on a tight budget. She goes out of her way to donate to the soup kitchens and to help everyone out, so I want to give her the chance to buy something she loves for herself.”

      “Your aunt is one of those people who always puts other people first. I’ll get her a gift certificate too, so she can splurge,” Ari said.

      “I’m making mine for a hundred and fifty,” I said.

      “I’ll add another fifty so—two hundred? Nice round number?”

      “Wonderful! She’ll love it.” I searched in my purse for my keys, though by the time we were at the car, we were soaked. But that didn’t matter. We climbed in, I turned on the heat, and we headed for Bigelow’s.

      After buying the gift certificates, we stopped by an espresso stand, then headed for the grocery store. “Did you need any groceries while we’re here?”

      Ari thought about it for a moment. “We don’t need a lot, but that will save having to do it tomorrow.”

      We gathered our carts and started working our way through the store. I stared at my list, which was a mile long. “Who knew it took so much food to make a Thanksgiving dinner?” I asked. “I have some stuff already, too. I’m going to fill the cart and have overflow.”

      “You can put it in my cart. All I need are the fixings for spaghetti,” Ari said.

      I stopped by the stand to order the turkey—fresh, not frozen—and they gave me the receipt for it. I’d pick it up Wednesday afternoon, so I’d only have to store it for one night. After that, I started dumping foodstuffs in my basket. Butter, flour, cans of pumpkin, celery, bread and veggies for stuffing, a bag of potatoes, spiral-cut ham, two bags of Hawaiian rolls, milk, eggs, green beans—I wasn’t fond of green bean casserole but Ari loved it—mushroom soup mix and dried onion slices, a brownie mix, a bag of apples for apple pie, white wine, and bouillon paste.

      Ari pointed to the cereal aisle. “Didn’t you say you were out of cereal?”

      “Oh, right,” I said. I added oatmeal and boxed cereal to my cart. Then I remembered I had to have food for the days leading up to Thanksgiving. Ari’s spaghetti sounded good, so I added spaghetti noodles, ground beef, and a couple jars of spaghetti sauce to the cart. I also added a package of pork chops, a cut-up fryer, and several frozen sides, then decided on oranges, bananas, and apples for the fruit bowl.

      “I dread seeing the final total,” I said, grimacing. “I can’t imagine having kids and buying food for them on a daily basis. It’s expensive enough to buy for occasional guests—and I’m not complaining. Just…prices keep going up.”

      “Don’t forget your coffee beans,” Ari said, adding a box of bakery doughnuts to her cart, along with two loaves of bread.

      We made our way through every aisle and I decided to throw a couple bouquets of flowers on top of the mound of food. As we were waiting to check out, Ari handed me her phone.

      “Look at that.”

      I glanced at the picture. Meagan was there, kneeling on the bed, wearing a bikini with a pink sheer overblouse on. She looked amazing. She was a personal trainer, tall, blonde, and with legs that went on forever. She was every playboy’s dream, but all her attention was focused on Ari.

      Their wedding plans had been upended by a big fight with Meagan’s mother—who had disowned her—so they had gotten married in a small ceremony at the courthouse in September. They hadn’t had an official reception yet, and Meagan had texted me a week ago, asking me to help her plan a surprise party for Ari. I had agreed, because—well, my best friend and her wife? I’d do anything for them.

      Whistling, I winked at Ari. “You’re a lucky woman. She’s gorgeous.”

      “She’s entering the Ms. Otherkin Fitness Contest. She works out five times a week at the gym, plus teaching two aerobics classes, four yoga classes, and the personal training she does. If she doesn’t win, there’s a problem,” Ari said. She shook her head. “Sometimes I feel like a couch potato next to her.”

      “You have a wonderful figure. You’re just petite.”

      “I hate exercising,” Ari said with a laugh.

      “I do too, but I’m trying to make it to the gym a couple times a week. I feel better when I go, even though I don’t like it. I’m working with some trainer named Antoine. He’s a French stag shifter. Killian’s jealous,” I added, laughing. “Luckily, I’m not in the gym enough for him to worry. Plus…Antoine is—”

      “Gay?”

      “No, I was going to say, Antoine is very picky. He’s never insulted me directly, but it’s obvious he doesn’t care for plus-sized women—at least not as a love interest. He makes that clear every time he ogles some gym bunny who walks by. I’m thinking of asking for a female trainer because I’m getting tired of being reminded that I don’t fit society’s standards.” I looked over at Ari. “It’s not that I want him ogling me—not at all. But the difference in how he treats his thin female clients and how he treats those of us who have more padding is night and day.”

      “Could it be because you’re his client? Maybe he’s got rules to follow.”

      “No, because he jokes around with his thinner clients. He treats the rest of us like we’re a chore to get through with as quickly as possible. Regardless, I wish he’d rein it in. It’s insulting to the women he’s ogling, because he’s not subtle, and insulting to the rest of us…all around…”

      “All around, you’re insulted?” Ari asked. “Why don’t you ask Meagan to train you? She’ll go at your speed—she’s not one of those trainers who pummels their clients into submission.”

      I thought about it for a moment. “If it wouldn’t be awkward, I think I might.”

      By that point, Ari had checked through and she stepped in to help bag my groceries, since she had to wait for me anyway. “I can’t speak for her, but I bet if you ask her, Meagan would be happy to take over your training. And you should report him to the gym. That’s so unprofessional.”

      “They’re all independent contractors, you know that. The gym isn’t going to care unless he starts making passes or harassing them in other ways.” I placed the last of my groceries on the conveyor belt and the cashier looked relieved. I smiled at her. “I’m sorry I had such a big order.”

      “Oh, it’s that time of year. Everybody does. I had a customer come through yesterday with three full carts. I asked her how many people she was expecting for Thanksgiving and she said thirty-five—apparently all her kids have children, and then there were cousins coming, and out-of-town guests.” She finished ringing me up and I grimaced, waiting for the final tally.

      “That comes to four hundred, fifty-eight dollars and thirty-two cents.”

      With a gulp, I swiped my credit card through.
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      By the time we arrived home it was almost six and Killian texted me. He had finished the gate and was headed to a football game with a friend who was also a vet. Killian wasn’t a fanatic about sports, for which I was grateful, but he did like college football. I encouraged him to take Doug because I had little interest in the game and it would be more fun for both of us if he went with someone who cared.

      Ari and I put away the groceries, and then she left for home. I was still waiting for a call from Rowan, so I made myself a grilled cheese sandwich and heated up some tomato soup and settled in to watch a movie.

      I was halfway through Little Women when I received a text from Sheryl. i know you need to think about it, but please do join us. you’d make a great addition to my team.

      Staring at the text, I felt a shiver run down my back. There was something grasping about the energy of her text, again like a predator eyeing prey. I was about to ignore it when I realized that we wanted to keep her on the line. The Court Magika couldn’t investigate if it didn’t have reasonable cause.

      I paused, then texted back. oh, i’m interested, but need to find the startup money first. i’ll text you soon!

      Then, because I didn’t want to hear from her again, I went into my settings and set up my Do Not Disturb, allowing Ari’s, Killian’s, Teran’s, and Rowan’s calls and texts to get through the block. Notifications from Sheryl wouldn’t come through until morning. And with that, I went back to my movie, but in the back of my mind, my alarm bells were very quietly chiming away.
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      Come morning, I woke up on the sofa. Yawning and sitting up, I turned off the television—I had fallen asleep in the middle of an old romance—The Ghost & Mrs. Muir. It was six a.m. and I was surprisingly awake. Killian had texted me during the night and I hadn’t even heard the chime. I smiled as I read his message.

      i thought about coming over, but it’s after midnight. i want to tear the covers off of you and ravish you, but i figure, after the past few days, you might need your sleep. so i’m going to bed alone, attention-starved and hungry for you. i’ll see you tomorrow. xoxo—k.

      I stared at the message, then at the clock. He never got up till seven and he was home this week, too. I could sneak over and surprise him. Smiling—I seldom got the chance to give him a good surprise—I grabbed my keys and headed out the kitchen door. I’d sneak in from the back way, through the gate dividing our properties. As I padded across the lawn in my bare feet, the wet grass and the mist woke me up.

      Quietly unlocking Killian’s back door, I slipped into the kitchen, then quickly turned off the alarm system. I dashed up the stairs, then paused outside his door. I’d give him the surprise of his life. I slipped out of my clothes and—nekkid and chilly—reached for the doorknob.

      “January?” A woman’s voice startled the hell out of me.

      I shrieked, whirling around in time to see Tally—Killian’s sister—step out of the guest room in her bathrobe. At that moment, Killian yanked open his bedroom door, a look of alarm on his face.

      “January?” He stared at me, his gaze taking in my naked body, my look of alarm, and his sister, who was leaning against the doorframe to her room, trying to stifle a laugh.

      “Oh good gods, I forgot you were coming into town yesterday!” The sudden realization that I was bare-ass naked rushed over me and I shrieked again and dashed past Killian, into his room. “Sorry, sorry, sorry!” I blurted out from behind the door. “Can you hand me my clothes?”

      “Maybe,” Killian said, and I could hear the laughter in his voice. “What’s the magic word?”

      “It’s going to be ‘No nookie for you’ unless you give me my clothes now!”

      Tally’s voice rang out, loud and clear. “I’d do what she says, or you’ll have the bluest balls this side of the mountains.”

      A moment later, Killian slipped around the door, my clothes in his hands. He cleared his throat and shut the door behind him. “So, I take it you got my text?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yes, give me my clothes.”

      “Not so fast,” he said, sauntering toward me. “You came over here on a mission, and I don’t think you should give up that easily.” He tossed my clothes over on an arm chair that was in the corner of his room and then untied the belt on his robe, letting it fall open. He was naked beneath the robe, hard as a rock, and his eyes gleamed devilishly. “Come here, beautiful.”

      “But Tally—” I protested weakly, unable to take my eyes off his gorgeous body, especially his cock, which was fully awake and ready to rumble.

      “She went back to bed. Now, come here, wench.” Killian jumped, his eyes gleaming. He landed directly in front of me—the man was nimble for his size—and he swept me up in his arms, carrying me over to his bed where he tumbled me into the blankets.

      I gasped as he slid his hand down my shoulder, over my breast, cupping it gently as he leaned down to tongue the nipple, catching it between his teeth and lightly pulling.

      “Oh, don’t stop,” I whispered, draping my arms around his neck. My body hungered for him, and I adjusted my position, rolling onto my back so he could have better access. He greedily sucked on my nipple, his hand sliding down over my stomach, down toward that V between my thighs. I spread my legs enough for him to slide his fingers between them as he began to stroke me—at first with gentle circles, then he worked me faster and faster.

      “Oh, please don’t stop,” I begged, realizing how much I needed him, needed this release. My body felt like a live wire, sizzling and ready to burn. His touch heightened my desire, and I reached out and grasped hold of him, firmly squeezing his shaft. Killian groaned, his gaze promising danger and passion and all those things we fantasize about in the dark of the night.

      “Take me now, please.” I tried to pull him atop me, but he wouldn’t yet. Instead, he slid down, ducking his head between my legs, and began to tongue-bathe me, sending me into yet another spiral of need. Everything pulsed on my body, resonating at a high pitch as the world spun. I came hard, once, and then before the first climax was over, again. The beating of my heart pounded in my head as I let out a loud cry, tensing again and again as the waves of orgasm rippled over me.

      Then, before I could catch my breath, he was bearing down on me, thrusting deep to meet my core. I rose to his pace, driving myself up to match his passion. He growled, low and sexy, pressing against my breasts and that drove me on even more.

      I put my hands on his shoulders. “I want on top.”

      He grabbed hold of my waist, rolling over so that I was laying on top of him. I pushed myself up, balancing on my knees as I straddled him, and he held up his hands. I took them, leveraging myself against them, and began to ride him hard, rocking against him.

      Killian let go of one of my hands so I could take hold of the headboard as he slid his fingers beneath me, once again stroking me into a fury. I dropped my head back, moaning, and then, he took hold of my waist again and growled, driving himself in so deep that I could feel him to my center. He held me tight, thrust upward, and let out a loud snarl as he came. Once again, I fell off the edge, diving into the orgasm as it rippled through me.

      A moment later, he collapsed and I went limp, lying down against his chest. He wrapped his arms around me and we lay there, entangled, glistening with perspiration, until the last rocket had exploded, leaving us satisfied and thoroughly wrung out.
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      After a shower, I put on fresh clothes—I always left a few things at Killian’s, and he left clothing at my house too—and we padded downstairs. Tally had made her own breakfast and was finishing up her toast and eggs at the kitchen while she watched the news on her tablet.

      Killian opened the fridge. “Bacon, eggs, and toast okay for you?”

      “Ooo, yummy. I’m hungry.” My stomach rumbled.

      “I’ll bet you both worked up a sweat,” Tally said with a laugh. “Have fun?”

      “Always,” Killian said, grinning at her.

      One thing I had discovered about shifter culture: while they tended to be more patriarchal—although the Rainier Pack was more progressive, and Killian’s family belonged to them—most of the wolf shifter Packs discussed sex openly, without any shame. They had more sensitive hearing, and so very little was private when shifters shared the same house. And at times, I had the feeling that the Packs shared a sixth sense that was hard to explain. It was some form of hive-mind mentality, but it didn’t extend to controlling the members, like bees did. And each Pack was its own unit.

      “So,” Tally said, putting down her tablet. “What plans, if any, do we have today?”

      “I’m trying to get hold of my grandmother. Ari and I need to ask her some questions for a project we’re doing for her. Other than that, I dunno. I think I want to put up my Yule tree today, which means a trip up into the attic. I feel like I can face my parents’ ornaments this year without being too weepy.”

      “Want some help?” Killian asked.

      “I’d love it. Ari’s booked solid today—the next four days are slammed with women getting ready for Thanksgiving. So she can’t come over. Teran would probably lend a hand, but it’s her busy season too, with making up winter protection charms and the like. And I doubt if Rowan is enthusiastic about decorating for the holidays.”

      “You might be surprised,” Killian said. “You never know unless you ask.”

      “I guess you’re right.” I texted Rowan again, asking if she wanted to come over and help decorate. She still hadn’t answered the texts from the night before, which left me mildly concerned, but I also knew that she’d answer when she got around to it.

      “Oh, I forgot to tell you,” I said. “I saw Clyde Baker yesterday. He and his band are playing Celtic carols downtown in the square. Clyde gave me Xi and Klaus,” I explained to Tally. “The city’s gearing up for the tree lighting ceremony on Black Friday evening. Which, by the way, I plan to attend.”

      “We’ll go,” Tally said. “When is it?”

      “Eight p.m.” I turned to Killian. “I showed him pictures of Xi and Klaus and he was enchanted.”

      “They’re enchanting cats,” Killian said. “Okay, so we decorate your house today. I’m getting a tree next week, so you can help me with mine then.”

      I loved that my boyfriend was so into the holidays. My phone jingled and I glanced at my texts. Another one from Sheryl again, wishing me a happy morning and saying she hoped she heard from me soon.

      “She sure doesn’t give up,” I muttered.

      “Who are you talking about?” Killian asked.

      Swearing both of them to silence, I told them about Majikoil, and then told Killian what we had found out about the company so far.

      “They’re dangerous. I don’t think—” Killian started.

      “I know,” I said, interrupting. “You don’t want me involved, you’re worried about me, yada yada yada. But this is important. The Court needs someone to go in who couldn’t be pinned down as having too many connections with them. Otherwise, Majikoil would find a way to shut them out. Witchblood-owned companies are much trickier to tackle when they’re operating a shady or negligent business.”

      “I still don’t like it, but I guess that you’re doing something that needs done, and your grandmother wouldn’t ask you to do this if she thought it was dangerous. Oh, I got the gate finished last night. Now it’s—”

      “Twice as wide. It looks good. You’re so handy…you can do just about anything,” I murmured, flashing back to the morning’s sex haze. I was still glowing.

      “Not exactly everything,” Killian said with a laugh. “I’m not at all competent when it comes to wallpapering, as we found out to Tally’s detriment a couple years ago.”

      “What happened?” I asked.

      Tally snorted. “When Killian came up to look over Moonshadow Bay and decide whether he wanted to move here, he stayed with me for a few days. I was in the process of wallpapering my apartment. The manager bought the paper and supplies and I promised to hang it. Well, turns out that Killian wasn’t—at the time—one of those ‘Measure twice, cut once’ guys. In fact, have you seen that old I Love Lucy episode where Lucy and Ethel try to wallpaper Lucy’s bedroom?”

      I snickered. “I love that show! Yeah, I remember that one.” Lucy and Ethel had basically swathed the room in striped wallpaper going the wrong way, and Lucy had managed to wallpaper Ethel to the wall.

      “It was like that, with flowers instead of stripes,” Tally said. “By the time we finally finished the first wall, I had to send him out to buy more wallpaper—on his dime—and I called in friends to help because there was no way I was going to live in that kind of flowered hell.”

      I gave Killian the side-eye. “Why did you tell her you could help when you couldn’t?”

      “I wanted to be a good brother. Apparently, sometimes being a good brother means letting someone else do the job. But I’m good with decorating trees, and I’m good in the kitchen.” He winked at me. “Give me a whisk and I’m happy.”

      “I intend to. Everybody’s helping come Thanksgiving. I was thinking of making the pie crusts early and freezing them so we can fill them and pop them in the oven Wednesday. I’m also making the cranberry sauce ahead of time, along with the gravy. Then we roast the turkey and make the mashed potatoes and green bean casserole on Thanksgiving. I’ll prepare the stuffing early too, and the flavors will have a chance to blend together.” I stretched and finished my breakfast. “So, you still want to come over and get started on the tree?”

      “We’ll be over around noon,” Killian said. “I promised to take Tally shopping first.”

      “Sounds good. That will give me time to plan out where I want to put all the decorations this year.” I gave Killian a long kiss. “But now, I need to go feed the cats. See you later!” I dashed out the door to the sound of their good-byes.
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      On the way back to my house, I stopped at my mailbox and pulled out the stack of letters. There was an invitation from Alicia King, an older lady over on Castle Street I had met a couple months back and who was a member of the Guild. She had invited me to tea on Black Friday. I wasn’t sure I could make it, but I thought I’d call her, at the very least. I wondered if she was going anywhere for Thanksgiving and decided that, if she had nowhere to go, I’d invite her to my house.

      Xi and Klaus were sitting in front of their food dishes, waiting for me. They stared at me for a moment, their empty dishes an affront to their fuzzy little butts. “Yes, yes, I’ll feed you.” I pulled their food out of the pantry. I opened two cans and upended the goop into their dishes and they began to gobble it up like they were starving.

      “Oh, the drama! You aren’t that hungry. You have plenty of dry food and you know it—you weren’t in any danger of…” I stopped. You couldn’t convince cats of anything, so I decided not to bother trying. Instead, I wandered upstairs to the hallway, where I pressed the button that slid back the panel on the ceiling.

      I was up in the attic, sorting through my parents’ decorations, when Rowan returned my call.

      “Did I interrupt you?” she asked.

      “Nah, I’m just going through my folks’ holiday decorations. Hey, I need to talk to you about Majikoil.” I put down the box I was holding and sat at one of the craft tables I had set up. “I need to run down the issues we’re facing. If we go in, we’re going to be legally bound to give Sheryl license to steal some of our energy. I have no desire to do so. Can she be brought up on charges for that?”

      “Not technically, but if it’s part of a pyramid scheme, yes. The entire setup of the pyramid scheme is both against the mundane law and magical law. We have to catch her encouraging you to recruit to earn money to really shut the company down.”

      “So,” I said, “what do we do next?”

      Rowan thought for a moment. “When you go to sign up, you need to be wearing a listening device and get her to talk about the recruiting part—she has to tell you you’ll make a lot of money recruiting people. We—the Court—will have to be waiting to raid the place before she siphons you of life energy. Which means, you need to sign up and then, when it comes time for the energy exchange, as she puts it, the Court Magika needs to raid the place and catch her in the process. That way, they can bring her up on charges.”

      “But won’t it play out like the vampires? Bloodwhores sign a contract—”

      “That’s a contract with the government. They have to sign into a national register and the vampires are scrupulous about keeping track of them. Psychic vampires are far harder to pinpoint, and magical energy drain is also very difficult to prove. There’s no really good way to prove it’s happened. The Court Magika ran into that problem back when Rasputin was alive. Why do you think he was so invincible? He offered ‘favors’ for years of life, and he preyed on the desperate and the vulnerable. When you’re twenty-eight and your children are dying of hunger, it’s easy to hand over five years of your life in exchange for enough money to get ahead and keep your kids alive. Especially if you don’t really know if you’re losing life until you reach the end. And humans are far more vulnerable.”

      I leaned back against the wall. “Rasputin did that?”

      “Not just him. It’s happened off and on throughout history. Sheryl Brown is doing nothing less than gouging her reps’ actual lives, as well as their wallets. We need to catch her explicitly saying that you’ll not only make money but also that you’ll add to your life span, in exchange for the nebulous promise of making a lot of money.”

      “What happened when they finally took Rasputin down?”

      “When Rasputin died, the energy he had siphoned off of those in need was drained from his spirit and fashioned into healing potions and then given to the hospital where they took care of indigent cases.”

      I let out a gasp. “They’d do that? Strip away her life energy?”

      “Not to the point of death, not unless she’s killed any of her reps. Rasputin should have been dead several times over, given how hard people worked to kill him. He used the lives of others to boost his own resistance to death, since he was well aware he was a target for assassination. He carried healing potions with him like some people carry their coffee.”

      “How does life energy work for healing?”

      Rowan cleared her throat. “Life energy, when it’s transferred, can shield a person from what should have been a natural death. For example, say you developed a tumor and the doctors say it’s malignant, end stage, nothing short of a miracle will keep you alive. Taking a healing potion made from life energy can heal those wounds and prevent you from dying.

      “Now, we have far more advanced health care than they did back when Rasputin was alive, but some things still will get you in the end. Cancer, a horrible car crash, being caught in a fire. I’m certain that Sheryl keeps several of those potions on hand for emergencies. And it takes a lot of life energy to make a potion that strong. The rest, I’ll bet she’s already absorbed to extend her lifespan.”

      I hadn’t understood how it worked. “I had no clue.”

      “We’ll talk more when I come over tonight for your magic lesson.”

      “That’s right, that’s tonight,” I murmured.

      “I’ll also bring you and Ari the checks you need to join Majikoil. We’ll discuss tactics when I get there. The Court Magika wants this handled discreetly. They don’t want the news broadcast because the more people know about it, the easier it is for someone else to start up their own scam.” With that, Rowan signed off.

      I stared at the pile of boxes on the floor. I was overjoyed to see all of them, but right now, my mind was miles away. What Sheryl was doing had hit home. She was stripping away the future from others, preying on their greed—or their desperation. The former, well, I wasn’t fond of, but most greedy people didn’t deserve to have their lives cut short. But those who were desperate? Who were trying to pay the rent and feed their kids? They didn’t need this crap.

      Shaking my head, I carried the boxes downstairs and went back to the documents that Sheryl had left. Finally, I found what we were looking for in the fine print. She offered financing to incentivize people to join her company, encouraging people that they could make their money back in a month, especially if we recruited others.

      It suddenly occurred to me that I should take pictures of the documents, in case they got destroyed or lost or Sheryl decided she wanted them back.

      “Does she think people won’t read the fine print?” I muttered.

      Do you always read the fine print? What about terms of service agreements, all those contracts you essentially sign to use a website, a service, or a product?

      Startled, I looked up to see Esmara standing there by the table. You’re right. How many times do I check the box and not bother reading the fine print?

      And on that disturbing note, I carried the ornaments into the living room.
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      Since Killian and Tally were coming over at noon to help, I decided to bake an apple pie. I also needed to clean house, but that could wait till we were done. Sitting at the table, I peeled the apples, then sliced them, sprinkled them with lemon juice, and set them aside, in a bowl. After unboxing the frozen crusts—I realized I didn’t have the time or desire to make a homemade one, despite my earlier plans—I mixed the sugar and cinnamon with the apples, along with some corn starch, then spread them evenly in the pan and crimped the edges to seal the top crust. After poking holes in the top, I popped it into the oven. After cleaning the dishes, I glanced at the clock. Eleven-fifteen.

      Ding!

      Sure enough, my phone blew up with a flutter of texts, all from Sheryl, all encouraging me not to forget about Majikoil, that she’d love to have me on board. I stared at her messages, feeling the desperate pull from them. There was more going on here than greed.

      i think ari and i are ready to join. we took out loans for the buy-in fee. we’re both swamped today but i’ll get back to you about when we’ll meet to sign the paperwork.

      tomorrow would be fine—any time this week. i never take a day off.

      we’re busy for thanksgiving but we’ll be in touch then next day or so.

      She sent a couple more texts, to which I simply replied with a smile emoji and she finally backed off. The woman was as bad as Ellison and annoyed the hell out of me.

      I shook off the feeling and turned on the TV, then slid in the DVD of Men in Black. It was a tradition of mine to watch the movie when I decorated my tree. For one thing, it was usually on TV during Thanksgiving week. Somehow, the timing had always coincided when I was trimming the tree. For another, I loved the movie and the combo of Will Smith and Tommy Lee Jones was a dream pairing.

      Time to tackle the tree, which I had stored in the garage last year. Instead of taking it apart, I had left it together, stripped it of its ornaments, folded the branches up, and then used a tree bag to cover it up to keep dust, bugs, and spiders out of it. Keeping the tree assembled cut down on the wear and tear on the branches. I walked it over to the porch, bumped it up the steps, one step at a time, and then wrestled it over to the door. Since the tree was taller than the door, I lowered it to the ground and wiggled it through the door into the living room, then dropped to the floor beside it. It wasn’t super heavy and luckily, I wasn’t that short, but it wasn’t as simple as carrying a box. It still beat having to put it together every year.

      “I should have waited for Killian,” I muttered, and even though I was sweaty and damp from the rain, I was proud of myself for managing the job without help. I picked myself up, then levered the tree upright again and onto a square of cardboard, then slid it across the floor without scratching the hardwoods.

      “That’s perfect,” I said, standing back. It was against the wall where the living room transitioned into the dining room, so you could see it from all angles. I unzipped the bag and bunched it down near the base, creating a slope over which I tied the red velvet tree skirt. It gave the tree skirt a three-dimensional look. Before Xi and Klaus could burrow beneath it and cause havoc, I weighted down the skirt with several large crystals.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Will Smith staring out over the endless array of doors in the MIB headquarters as I began unfolding the branches, fluffing them out. I was most of the way through preparing the tree for the ornaments when I glanced out the bay window onto the porch and saw Killian and Tally crossing to the door.

      “Come in,” I called, and they burst through, arms filled with bags.

      Killian set all of his on the sofa and swept me into his arms, kissing me first on the lips, then on my nose. “Hey, love, how are you doing? I see you managed the tree by yourself. I wish you would have let me help you.”

      “It wasn’t that hard,” I said. “Besides, I wanted to get started.”

      “So, how goes the big investigation?” he asked, taking the box of ornaments from me and holding them so I could access them easier.

      “I talked to Rowan and she’s going to bring over checks for our buy-in. We have to catch Sheryl in the act of promising we’ll make money through recruiting others, or the Court Magika can’t do much about her.”

      “So you have to go through with it?” Killian looked appalled.

      “No,” I said. “But I want to.” Pausing, I added, “Killian, she’s stealing energy from people with false promises. I don’t like that. Neither does Ari.” I frowned. “You know, I don’t want to talk about this right now. Let’s decorate the tree and focus on happier things, like the Winter Cotillion. Should I assume you are taking me?”

      Killian snorted. “Well, I have the feeling if I said no, I’d be in big trouble. Of course I’m taking you, goose.” He kissed me again as I finished hanging the ornaments from the box. “Now, where do you want Tally and me to start?”

      “Maybe you can start by hanging the garlands? Around the living room and dining room next to the ceiling—scallop them—and then hang a garland on the wall up the stairwell, again scalloping it. There’s also a bag marked ‘railing’—that garland wraps around the staircase railing.”

      Tally was wandering around the main floor. “I love how you renovated the place.”

      “Thanks!” I said. “I also enlarged my closet in my bedroom, upgraded the en suite, and once we found the secret basement—I’m sure Killian told you all about that—I had the contractor patch the drywall, paint it, re-do the floors, and make it into a magical studio for me. Next, I plan on asking him to replace the floor-to-ceiling window in this room with a set of French doors or a sliding glass door.”

      “Well, the main floor flows so much better now. So what should I start on?” She examined one of the ornaments I had already hung on the tree.

      “Why don’t you help me with the decorations.” I motioned to the stack of cardboard boxes that held shimmering balls, all in gold, silver, and blue. “Start with those, and don’t bother saving the boxes they’re in. I bought some storage tubs so when I take down the tree, I’ll store them in those instead of the original packaging.”

      We worked in unison, watching the rest of the movie as we decorated. Everything felt comfortable and Tally seemed to be enjoying herself. Finally, as Will Smith and Tommy Lee Jones wrapped up the case, I turned the volume down and motioned to Tally and Killian.

      “Let’s stop for lunch. I’m hungry.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” Killian had finished all the garlands and was now hanging lights along the ceiling, tucking the strands in with the garland so the cords weren’t visible.

      Tally followed us into the kitchen, but as I looked at her, I sensed something different. I couldn’t pinpoint it, but there was something extra about her. I sidled over to her. “You okay?” I asked, lowering my voice.

      But regardless of my whisper, Killian still heard me. “What’s that? Is something wrong with you, sis?”

      Tally dropped into one of the chairs at the breakfast nook. “I wasn’t planning on telling you,” she said. “At least, not yet.”

      “Telling me what? Are you all right?” A look of concern spread across Killian’s face.

      She waved him away. “I’m fine. I don’t want you to worry about me.”

      “What should I be worried about?”

      I could feel the anxiety rolling off of him. Killian and his sister had a great relationship, although he could be heavy-handed playing the big-brother card.

      Tally stared at him, then at me. “All right. I’ll tell the two of you, but you aren’t to breathe a word to the ’rents until I’m ready.”

      Killian stared at her blankly, looking confused and worried, but I knew exactly what she was about to say. I moved over to sit beside her and took her hand.

      “I’m pregnant.” She glanced at me. I rested my hand on her shoulder to show my support.

      But Killian wasn’t quite as enthusiastic. “You’re what?” He swung around, hands on hips, staring at her. “Who the hell’s the father? Les?”

      Tally bristled. “Chill out. Of course Les is the father, and he’s asked me to marry him. I don’t want to get married again, but now it’s problematic.”

      Les Howling Moon was the assistant to the Rainier Wolf Pack’s shaman and had been dating Tally for not quite a year. Within the Pack, even though Tally was well of age, her parents could have protested the arrangement if they didn’t approve of him and the couple would have been forced to separate. Killian and Tally’s parents tended to be hands-off when it came to their children. They were far more progressive than many shifter families. But with Tally pregnant, I could easily see that changing.

      Killian shook his head. “Why weren’t you two more careful?”

      “We were, you big dumb oaf,” Tally retorted. “Sometimes, birth control fails. As I said, I’m not ready to get married, but I think…I want the baby. I want children, though with my ex it would have been dangerous, given his temper.”

      “But you don’t want to get married?” Killian asked.

      She shrugged. “Eventually, I think. I love Les, and I know he loves me, but I like life on my own. I’m just…” She burst into tears. “I don’t know what to do.”

      “Do you want some tea?” I asked. “I have herbal lemon, and also chamomile and mint and raspberry.”

      “Peppermint tea would be nice,” she said through her sniffles.

      I started for the stove but the doorbell rang.

      Killian motioned for me to answer. “I’ll get her tea.”

      “Fine, but stop yelling at her. That won’t help anything,” I said on my way into the dining room. Try as I might, I couldn’t hear a word of what they were saying as I crossed the living room to answer the door.

      Rowan was standing there. Relieved, I escorted her in. Maybe she could help out with the current crisis. My grandmother was resourceful when it came to figuring out solutions.

      “Come in, please.” As I ushered her in, I leaned close and whispered, “Tally and Killian are here. She’s pregnant and doesn’t want to get married, and he’s acting all big-brother on her.”

      “Got it,” Rowan whispered back. Raising her voice, she said, “So, here are the checks for you and Ari. You can make them out and sign them, and they’ll be good. They’re drawn on the Court Magika’s account, and this has all been arranged with the bank. Just don’t go on a shopping spree.”

      “Not likely,” I said, taking the checks and thanking her. I stopped to slide them into my wallet, then replaced my wallet into my purse before following her. Tally had moved into the dining room, and she had wiped her eyes.

      “Good afternoon,” Rowan said. “Nice to see you again.” She had met Tally a couple of times.

      Killian popped his head through the kitchen archway. “Hey, Rowan. Want some tea?”

      “That sounds good. Strong, black as night, with lemon and honey.” Rowan sat down near Tally. “So, what’s going on in your world?”

      Tally looked at her, her lower lip trembling. Rowan might be brusque, and sometimes she seemed almost uncaring, but she also was a natural-born listener and people automatically told her their secrets.

      “I’m pregnant,” Tally burst out. “I don’t want to get married yet, but my parents are going to want me to. The father wants to marry me, and Killian thinks I should. I don’t think I can fight the tide.” She wiped her eyes again.

      Rowan motioned for me to sit on Tally’s other side. “So, why don’t you want to get married? I’m not saying you should, but I’m curious…why?”

      Tally hesitated, biting her lip. Finally, she answered. “I’m scared. It was so bad the first time that I’m gun-shy. Les is a good man, and I do love him, but…what if he changes? I thought my first husband was a good man too, but he ended up beating me.”

      “For one thing, I’ll be around to—” Killian started to say, carrying in a tray with two tea mugs on it, along with two latte mugs.

      “Stop talking,” Rowan said, not even glancing at him.

      Killian set the tray down, handing me a latte. He looked properly chastised. If there was one person who could shut anybody up without incurring an argument, it was Rowan. I wanted to have the confidence and force she did. Nobody ever talked over her.

      “So, you’re afraid that he’ll change in the way your ex did?” Rowan said.

      Tally paused. “I guess… Yeah, I am.”

      “If you knew for a fact that would never happen, would that change your feelings?”

      Again, Tally hesitated, taking the time to think over Rowan’s question. “Yes, I think it would. If I knew that Les would stay the same wonderful man he is, I’d… I guess I’d say yes.”

      Rowan leaned back. “Well, then. The problem is, Tally, that nobody can ever guarantee anything. However, when you were still married, did your parents and brothers know what was happening behind the scenes?”

      “No,” Tally said. “I was too embarrassed. I thought it was all my fault.”

      “Okay, then here’s what I propose: now that they know everything that went on, don’t you think they’ll be on their guard? And don’t you think you’ll be on your guard as well? You strike me as the type of woman who learns from experience, and I can’t imagine you staying in a relationship that might put your child in danger.”

      “Of course not,” Tally said, straightening. “I wouldn’t ever let anybody hurt my kids. Or…I guess… me, either.”

      “There’s your answer. You’ll never have a guarantee that Les will stay the same sweet man he is, but you do know that you won’t allow anyone to harm your child, and you know you won’t allow anybody to gaslight or abuse you again. Your parents and brothers will be watching out for you, too. So…you have those guarantees.” Rowan rested her hand on Tally’s forearm. “You’re a strong woman, Tally O’Connell, and you’re going to make a wonderful mother. That much I can foresee.”

      Tally dried her eyes and gazed at Rowan. “Thank you,” she said. “I guess I’m scared of repeating the past. But you’re right. I’d never allow anyone to harm my children—not if I could move the heavens and earth to prevent it. And I won’t take crap from any man again.”

      Killian’s scowl had dissolved during the discussion, and he held out his hand to Rowan, stretching his arm across the table. “Thank you. I guess that’s what I wanted to say, but I couldn’t think of how to phrase it. Tally, you and Les are good together. And you know that the folks, Darryn, and I will never stand by if you show any signs of being unhappy.”

      She relaxed. “I guess I do know that, yes.”

      I spoke up. “For as long as I’m around, I’m here if you need to talk. I’ve been through a bad marriage too, though at least he didn’t hit me—not until we divorced, that is. But I promise you, if you feel there’s something wrong, come to me. I’ll do what I can to help. Except,” I added, “for changing diapers. I draw the line at that.” But I grinned when I said it.

      “Then I suppose I’m ready to tell the folks. And…I’ll accept Les’s proposal. I do love him,” she said with a wistful look on her face. “And the shaman keeps him in check—you can’t be the shaman’s apprentice without toeing the line.”

      With that drama solved, Rowan stood. “I didn’t mean to stay. January, I’ll be here tonight around eight. Call Sheryl and schedule a time to onboard. Make it Tuesday. Several of the Court Magika judges will be gone over the weekend, so the sooner, the better.”

      “Will do. I’ll see you tonight,” I said. “Oh, before you go, how’s Tarvish doing?”

      “He’s settling in fine. I thought I’d bring him for Thanksgiving,” she said. “Do you mind?”

      “Of course not,” I said, amused. My grandmother seemed to have taken a real shine to the Funtime demon.

      “I’ll let myself out.” Rowan paused and turned to Tally. “I expect an invitation to your wedding, young woman.”

      Tally laughed. As Rowan left, I decided to make a platter of sandwiches for lunch while Killian and Tally talked over when to tell their parents.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      After helping decorate the tree and the rest of the house, Killian went out to hang the lights and set up the outdoor decorations. I still needed to invest in more. I wanted my yard lit up so you could see it from space. I loved seeing people deck out houses so beautifully that people driving by slowed down to get a good look. After all, in the Pacific Northwest, the winter was gloomy and overcast—which I loved—but the sparkling lights of the holidays made everything seem to shimmer and they reflected off of the rain puddles, and the raindrops magnified the twinkle of the lights.

      I stopped for a moment and called Ari, telling her about my grandmother dropping off the checks. “I know you’re busy tomorrow, but Rowan wants us to come on board then. Can you swing it?”

      “Let me check my book.” Ari paused and I could hear the sound of paper riffling. “Yeah, after six. I’m booked solid all day tomorrow. I can meet you at seven.”

      “Sounds good. I’ll give Sheryl a call. By the way, what are you doing on Friday? You want to go down to Black Friday with Killian, Tally, and me?”

      “Oh good grief. I hate shopping, but there are a lot of other events, so sure. I can’t promise Meagan will come. Anyway, text me about tomorrow night when you confirm.”

      Black Friday didn’t spare our little town its chaos—it was simply on a smaller scale. The stores filled up Friday morning. The retailers of Moonshadow Bay had come together and formed a pact that any store other than a pharmacy or grocery store wouldn’t open on Thanksgiving. But in Moonshadow Bay, rather than allow a frenzied mob to descend on the stores, Black Friday had turned into a citywide holiday, including supervised events for the kids and childcare at the community center where parents could drop them off for a couple of hours for an affordable fee. Runners participated in a Black Friday marathon to raise money for Harrow House—a food bank that also included a women and children’s shelter. And then, of course, there was the tree lighting ceremony that evening.

      Ari’s parents were on vacation, as were Killian’s. Since Meagan’s family had basically disowned her, the two of them would be front and center at the table. I turned to Tally.

      “I have one more call to make, then would you like to go shopping with me? I want more lawn ornaments.” I smiled at Tally.

      “Sure thing. I’ll go finish up decorating the tree—there are two boxes of filler balls left.”

      I sat down at the table and pulled the Majikoil documents over to me, then called Sheryl. It took one ring for her to pick up.

      “January! I’m glad you called.”

      “Listen, Ari and I can make it for onboarding tomorrow evening, around seven. Will that work for you?”

      The swiftness of her answer surprised me. “Sure! I’ll text you my address.”

      “Fine. We’ll see you then.”

      “Don’t forget to bring the onboarding fee,” Sheryl added. “I’m so excited to have you in my downline. Of course, you’ll want to recruit members to form your own downline. Remember, you can make quite a tidy bonus for every person you bring in.”

      Damn it, if I was only recording the conversation right now, we could have her on tape with no extra effort.

      “I’m sure,” I murmured. Seconds after I ended the call, she texted me with the address. Try as I might, I couldn’t pinpoint which part of town it was in. I turned to Tally. “Do you mind waiting a few minutes? I want to check out where this address is.”

      “Take your time,” Tally said. “Do you mind if I make myself some cocoa?”

      “Whatever you like.”

      I headed into my office and sat down at my desk. I still didn’t have my computer back, so I pulled out my tablet and set it up. Quickly, I tapped the address into a browser and glanced at the search results. Most of them were maps, so I clicked on a link and opened it in a separate tab.

      The place was on the edge of Moonshadow Bay, tucked into a small suburb that had made actual inroads into the Mystic Wood. While the Mystic Wood surrounded Moonshadow Bay, very few people actually lived inside its borders. That alone made me suspicious. I went back to the other tab and started looking through the different links.

      About six links down, I caught sight of a news story containing Sheryl’s address. It was on the Moonshadow Bay Monitor website. I opened them out to take a look. It was dated September 6, and it read like something out of the Lifestyle page. The Monitor needed better journalists, I thought.

      
        
        Sometime, during the past three days, Sheryl Brown vanished. No one has seen her since Monday and authorities have no evidence where she might be.

        A clerk at Mystic’s Voice, a local witchblood shop, Ms. Brown hasn’t been seen since the afternoon of Monday, September 4. She lives 2416 Weatherby Street. When Thomas Strong, the owner of Mystic’s Voice, noticed that Brown was late for work on Tuesday morning, he called her at home. There was no answer.

        “I thought she might have a cold and might be sleeping,” Strong said. “I decided to wait until afternoon and call her again. When there was no answer the second time, I was worried, but sometimes people get caught up in an emergency and don’t have time to call. So I decided to wait until Wednesday and if she didn’t show, I would call her sister.”

        By the next morning there was still no word from Sheryl, so Strong contacted her next of kin. Her sister, Jacinda Brown, who lives in Seattle, indicated that she had not heard from Sheryl for over two weeks. She had no clue where Sheryl could be.

        When she investigated Sheryl’s house, she found Sheryl’s purse, her dog—who had not been fed in several days—and all her clothes and valuables. There was no indication of a robbery. Jacinda Brown then contacted the police, who determined there had been no activity on her credit cards or bank account either.

        If anyone has seen or had contact with Sheryl Brown, please immediately contact the Moonshadow Bay Police Department. There’s a thousand-dollar reward for information leading to Sheryl Brown’s safe return.

        

      

      I frowned, sitting back in my chair. What had happened? She was obviously back now, but what was the reason for her disappearance? Since I was on the Moonshadow Bay Monitor website, I did another search on Sheryl’s name and brought up three more mentions. The first was the story I had read, the second was much smaller, but equally as important:

      
        
        A local woman missing for over a month has suddenly reappeared. Sheryl Brown disappeared on September 4, and remembers nothing of her disappearance. She claims to have amnesia surrounding the month she was missing. Doctors confirm that she seems to have no memory of the situation.

        Ms. Brown appears to be in sound state, but has left doctors baffled with regards to where she was and why she suddenly returned. There is nothing to indicate foul play at this time, and she returned unharmed, though slightly malnourished. Ms. Brown has subsequently quit her job at Mystic’s Voice and opened her own business.

        If anybody knows where she was, the authorities are asking you to notify them so they can fill in the missing pieces.

        

      

      After that, the rest of the links seemed to point directly toward Majikoil’s website. I turned my tablet off, trying to fathom what might have happened. I brought up the satellite map and looked at her house on it. The place looked to be in good shape, though there was something odd about the energy. But I couldn’t tell what.

      At a loss, I shrugged and gathered my purse and keys.

      Killian had asked if we could pick up more of the ties that he used to affix the lights to the fence.

      “While you’re at it, could you bring me back a pizza? I have a sudden hankering for Hawaiian pizza and I don’t feel like calling in an order.”

      “Roger that,” I said. “Do you want anything else?”

      He glanced at me and winked. “Yes, but I’ll have to wait for that.”

      I laughed. “I meant in the way of food.”

      “A milkshake would be good. Chocolate?” Killian loved his chocolate milkshakes.

      I gave him a peck on the cheek and promised to bring him a double-thick one. Then, with Tally in tow, I headed toward my car and we took off for Maxwell’s Department Store, which had the biggest and nicest selection of holiday decor.
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      Along the way, I glanced at Tally. “So, is everything okay? Regarding the baby?”

      She grimaced. “I suppose. I’m still leery of getting married again. But Les is a wonderful man and he’s going to make a wonderful father. Your grandmother was right—I keep imagining what happened in my former marriage, rather than focusing on what could happen with Les. He’s put me first ever since we started dating, and even though this pregnancy was an accident, he didn’t flinch once when I told him. He just kissed me and asked me to marry him.”

      “What matters is that you’re happy about this. If you are comfortable with the idea of marrying him, and if you are happy about having a baby, it’s nobody else’s business what you do.” It seemed to me that a number of my friends had been facing familial difficulties lately. “When are you going to tell your parents?”

      “After they get back from vacation. That will give me time to talk to Les first and settle matters.” She paused. “Speaking of marriage, Killian told me that he’s proposed to you.”

      I froze. “Kind of. We talked about marriage, but I need more time. I need to be on my own for a while. I spent eighteen years in a marriage that should have ended before it started. I’m just starting to find out who I am again. You know how that goes.”

      “Yes, though I spent far less time in my shambles of a marriage than you did. Do you think—” she paused. “Do you want to marry my brother?”

      I paused, then gave her a half-shrug. “I love Killian very much. I think it’s likely we’ll reach that point, but I don’t want to jinx anything. When I stayed with him while the renovations were going on, we both discovered that we have very strong opinions about how the house should be. I don’t think your brother’s quite ready to get married yet, either, and that’s another reason why I want to wait. If we do, I want to be sure. It won’t hurt us to wait, especially since we do have an understanding that we’re headed in that direction.”

      “Well, I hope you end up as my sister-in-law. I like you, January. And I think you’re good for my brother.”

      We fell into an easy silence as I drove down Arnica Avenue. A steep street, with several S curves involved, Arnica led from the upper residential level of Moonshadow Bay to the lower shopping level.

      In winter the street could be a bear, with ice sheeting over the roadway. Even the rain could send a car hydroplaning off the side into the ravine.

      Ravines were endemic to the Pacific Northwest, deep gouges slashing through the land, filled with huckleberry bushes and brambles and waist-high ferns and stinging nettle. The trees grew thick in ravines as well, and the chasms were home to all sorts of wildlife.

      As we drove into the town proper, city workers were finishing decorating for Yule and the Black Friday celebration. They were wrapping lampposts in garlands and lights, trimming the trees on the median strips that divided the street lanes. The town square shimmered with glittering boxes that could fit a person, life-size figurines of Santa’s elves, along with a life-size sleigh. The sleigh was hidden by a large tarp. On Black Friday, Santa would show up and kids could ask him for the toys they wanted.

      I parked in one of the lots near the middle of the downtown area and Tally and I strolled through the town square. I hooked my elbow through hers, and gave her a warm smile. She was shorter than I was, and leaner by quite a bit. We crossed to the fountain and sat down on the outer edge, the massive tree behind us.

      As we did, a tall man in a long camouflage coat approached. He was wearing a ski hat, and he had long straggly gray hair. His beard covered his neck and flowed down over the top of his chest. There was a distant look in his eyes, but he focused on me as he approached.

      “Who’s that?” Tally asked.

      “He’s known as the Gull Catcher. I think he’s a veteran, and he has PTSD pretty bad. He also has an affinity for seagulls, and they tend to follow him around. I don’t know much about him other than that.”

      “Is he dangerous?” Tally pressed her lips together as he approached us.

      The Gull Catcher stared at me, his gaze linking with mine. I felt like I could get lost in the gray of his eyes—it was like seafoam on a dark overcast day.

      “Can I help you?” I asked.

      He ducked his head, and then, in a low, throaty voice, he said, “You’ve met him, haven’t you? The demon who walks with crows.”

      I blinked, unsure what he was talking about. “What demon?”

      “He rides on the wind, surrounded by a flock of crows. He foretells the coming of the Queen of Nightmares.”

      Right then I knew exactly who he was talking about. “You mean the Crow Man? I have met him, but he’s not a demon.”

      “Oh yes, he is. He rides on the wind, and he belongs to the Mother of Crows.” He looked afraid now, as though I might strike him.

      “You mean the Morrígan, don’t you?” And right then, I got a flash. Surrounding the Gull Catcher were misty shapes and I could make them out as spirits. Most of them looked like Asian women and children, though I couldn’t quite tell for sure. And at that moment I also realized that he was a seagull shifter, and with that gray beard and hair of his, he had to be far older than most humans.

      “You saw her, didn’t you? On the battlefield.” I could read the fear in his eyes, and the hunger to talk about what he had seen.

      His eyes flashed as he lowered his voice. “She was horrible. She rose up, dark and wrathful, seeking the dead among the carnage. There was blood everywhere, and the scent of fire and burnt flesh and burnt hair filled my lungs.”

      “Were you injured?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Yes. I was lying on the ground when she came to stand over me with her crows and her messenger. She leaned down and I thought she was going to eat my face. She had steel teeth, and eyes as black as pitch and yet she was the most beautiful creature I had ever seen. She looked at me and said, ‘It’s not your time.’ Then she turned and, with her messenger, walked over to my best friend. He was twisted on the ground, with his arms three feet away from his torso. She touched the center of his forehead with her finger and sucked out his soul and carried him off. She’s the scourge of the battle, the scavenger of the dead.”

      Tally took my hand, squeezing hard, and I could tell she was afraid. But I felt no fear as I looked into the Gull Catcher’s eyes. He was a broken man, and the carnage he had seen on the battlefield had burned itself into his memory. The spirits of the women and children and soldiers he had killed followed him, a chain behind him like Jacob Marley carried—only far darker, weighing him down.

      “Do you need help?” I asked. I wasn’t sure I could do anything for him, but perhaps I could talk to the spirits and convince them to back off. There were so many of them—at least twenty or thirty—and they were attached themselves to him, link by link. They rooted him into the past, into the jungles of Vietnam. That was where he had attracted them, and that was where he had almost died. Yet the Morrígan helped him for some reason.

      The Gull Catcher looked at me again, and for a moment his vision seemed to clear. “I’m beyond help,” he said. “But thank you anyway.” And then he turned and once again his eyes clouded over and he staggered off, waving his arms around his head.

      “He’s trying to clear out the constant clamor of the ghosts who follow him everywhere,” I said, feeling both pity and yet understanding why they were connected to him. They too were living the torture of their death as time played out. Only when he finally died, I had the feeling they would be free.

      “That poor man,” I said. I thought about trying to speak to the ghosts anyway, but Esmara was suddenly there, shaking her head.

      Some people can live with what they do in life, and some can’t. He will never be able to reconcile himself with the soldier who gunned down the people he was ordered to. If he were to clear his mind for good, he would probably kill himself out of guilt. As it is, he lives in a world clouded with ghosts and fear, but it also makes him feel like he’s being properly punished.

      Isn’t there anything anyone can do?

      I wish there was. But war changes people. When you start killing strangers and then realize that you’ve simply destroyed people going about their daily lives, it will forever haunt you. But you’re right—they’ll be free when he dies, and he’s not ready to die yet.

      My mood had shifted drastically, and I looked at Tally, who was waiting. I explained to her what had happened, and what Esmara had said.

      Tally shook her head. “It’s horrible what the mind can do.”

      “It’s even worse what people can do. Yes, he was probably just following orders, but you still have to choose to follow those orders. I feel sorry for him, yet a lot of people died because he obeyed an order that should never have been given or carried out.”

      “Why don’t we get something to eat? I know I’m not that hungry, but it might help lighten the mood.”

      I stood, holding out my hand to pull her up. “Of course. That left me shaken. How he knew I had seen the Crow Man, I don’t know, but I suppose having been exposed to the Morrígan at such a vulnerable time made him highly aware of the Crow Man’s energy.”

      “Who is the Crow Man?” Tally asked.

      On our way over to a small corner restaurant called the Croissant Palace, I explained about the vision I had had a few months back. “The Crow Man is a spirit who acts as the Morrígan’s ambassador. I met him during a vision quest when I was contacting my patron goddess, Druantia. One fork in the road that I was following led to the Crow Man. He told me I was meant to go down the opposite fork, which led me to Druantia, and to the servant who is her spokesperson, I guess you would call it.”

      As we headed into the Croissant Palace, the smell of baked goods calmed me down. I inhaled deeply, my stomach rumbling. Even though I wasn’t really hungry, the smell of fresh baked bread and cookies filled my lungs and all I could think about was how much I wanted to taste everything in sight. We dropped the discussion of the Gull Catcher as we found a booth in the back. I glanced out the window again. The Gull Catcher was nowhere in sight and for some reason, that made me feel better. I didn’t relish the idea of running into him again.
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      Tally and I settled into a booth in the corner, where we could see the activity outside and yet have a private space in which to talk. The Croissant Palace was more than a bakery. It had a full lunch menu as well. I motioned to a waitress and ordered a bowl of clam chowder. Tally ordered the same, and we asked for mugs of hot cocoa. The incident with the Gull Catcher Had left me too rattled for more caffeine at this point.

      “How many people around here are like…him?” Tally asked.

      “Oh, not too many. There are a lot of odd ducks in town, but he’s truly one of a kind. I’d rather run into the Gull Catcher, though, than some of the ghosts around here. There are spirits and creatures in the Mystic Wood that make him look normal.” I thought about Rebecca, the imp, and a number of the other creatures I had encountered in Moonshadow Bay.

      The chowder was excellent, and even though I wasn’t very hungry, I found myself eating every bite of my lunch. We paid and then returned to the sidewalk.

      Across the street in the town square, the high school band was practicing a marching maneuver. Friday would also offer the parade. Rather than hold a Thanksgiving parade that dragged people out of their homes, Moonshadow Bay’s parade took place early on Friday morning.

      I was looking forward to it. In Seattle, Ellison had been dismissive of any holiday traditions like parades or get-togethers. He wasn’t interested in anything unless he thought it would advance his position in his social sphere. Whenever I suggested going to a tree lighting or a parade or even out for a drive to look at the decorations, he would laugh, pointing out that he didn’t partake in “small-town traditions.” At first I had fought back, then it seemed too much trouble and I had quietly given in.

      “Where to now?” Tally asked.

      “Maxwell’s. I just wanted to drop in downtown and take a look at how things were going.” At that point I realized that I really wouldn’t mind being involved in the town activities. My irritation at the Witches Guild vanished and I felt more than a little petty, and somewhat embarrassed. I decided that I would volunteer in the future.

      Maxwell’s parking lot was more or less filled, but I kept looking.

      “I’m still trying to figure out what to give Killian. He doesn’t wear jewelry, and if I get him clothes they would probably be the wrong style. I know he needs a new drill, but…that just seems… Has he said anything to you about what he wants?” I turned to Tally.

      “Yeah, a drill isn’t very romantic.” She scratched her forehead and leaned back in the seat. “Actually, this morning he did mention something. I think you were out of the room at the time. He said that his leather jacket has a slash in it—he accidentally caught it on one of the fence wires. He needs a new one. I know what size he wears, if that’s something that you’d be interested in buying him. I know my brother, and he’s not going to go shopping on his own anytime soon. Not until his jacket ends up in tatters.”

      A leather jacket would be perfect. I thought about it for a moment. They were stylish as well as functional and it was hard to go wrong.

      “That sounds perfect,” I said. “What size does he take?”

      “He wears a 42. I know he prefers black leather to brown. He also loves zippers,” Tally said. “I think that would be the perfect gift. I’ll get him the drill.”

      “Maxwell’s should have both. It’s a fantastic department store and it has almost everything you could want.” I pulled into the nearest parking space that was open—it opened up as we were approaching it, actually. “Perfect! Carla the parking goddess strikes again.”

      “What’s it like being a witch?” Tally asked as we walked toward the store.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t know, I guess… What’s it like, having powers that can make things happen?”

      I tried to think of an answer, but finally said, “I could ask what it’s like to be able to shift into an animal, but would you be able to explain?”

      “Good point. Which reminds me, Killian and I need to go for a run soon—in our wolf forms. That’s one thing you should know about being involved with a shifter, if you don’t already. When we don’t turn into our alt-forms often enough, it can result in some pretty unpleasant behavior and eventually, spontaneous shifting.”

      That’s one thing I hadn’t known. “How often is enough?” The truth was, I hadn’t often seen Killian in his wolf form. It wasn’t because I didn’t want to, but he almost seemed shy about it. “And also, can I ask you something? Is transforming into your alt-shape a personal thing?”

      Tally hesitated for a moment. “It depends on the shifter. And also, the Pack that you belong to. In the Rainier Wolf Pack we’re encouraged to shift around others to get them used to us so that we don’t seem so alien. But there are some Packs where it’s considered a private affair and asking to see someone in their alt-form can be an insult.” She glanced at me. “You’ve seen Killian in his wolf form, I assume?”

      “Not as often as I’d like to. I wondered if he was uncomfortable with me being around. I felt awkward asking him, but it seems safe to ask you.”

      “That’s because we’re both women. Women can talk over sensitive issues easier—at least I think we can. You should tell him you’d like to go walking with him when he’s in his alt-shape. I think maybe he’s worried you feel awkward around him when he’s in wolf form.”

      “Why would I feel awkward? He’s a beautiful wolf. And I have to admit,” I said with a shy smile, “I love being able to pet him. Does that sound silly or like I am demeaning him?”

      There were so many areas that could be fraught with misunderstandings depending on what kind of Otherkin a person was. It felt good to be able to talk directly about the subject.

      “Not at all to either part of your question. Killian loves being in wolf form and for the woman he loves to see him as cuddly either way, well…I can’t imagine my brother being sensitive about that. To be honest, I’m fascinated by magic and witches. It seems so incredibly cool to have witchblood in your veins. It’s like you work in a different universe.”

      I held out my hand. “Hey, let’s make an agreement that when we have questions like this, we feel free to ask each other. Since I’m dating Killian and you’re his sister, we’re bound to see a lot of each other over the coming years.”

      Tally giggled, one of first giggles I had heard from her on this trip. She wrapped her arm around my waist and hugged me tight. “I love having a sister. I always thought that my sister-in-law—legal or not—would be a wolf shifter but it’s so cool that you’re a witch. Now, which way to the power tools department?”

      After Tally found the perfect new drill for Killian and had it gift wrapped, we headed to the men’s clothing department and I found a gorgeous leather jacket that I knew he would love. It had buckles and zippers and all sorts of hardware all over it, and the leather was supple and soft under my fingers. I also had it gift wrapped, and then we headed to the seasonal decorations department. I tried to resist adding more than I needed to the cart, but I ended up with icicle lights, and a lighted snowman, and an acrylic lighted bear that stood four feet high and about five feet long.

      “Are you sure those will fit in your car?” Tally asked.

      “Oh yeah, the Ocelot holds more than it looks like it will.”

      After I made my purchases, we headed back to the car. By the time we stopped for pizza on the way home, the clouds had socked in heavily and the rain sheeted down, spattering against the windshield and bouncing off the asphalt.

      Everything felt vibrant and alive, and I opened my window a crack so that the fresh air could pour through. I could feel thunder in the distance, that sense of ozone on wind, and it felt like the approaching storm was bringing something with it. Hoping we’d make it home before whatever it was appeared, I pushed on, carefully ascending Arnica Avenue.
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      After putting the gifts under the tree, I texted Killian that we were home with the pizza and that I had more decorations to go out in the yard. He texted that he’d be right over.

      Tally turned to me. “Do you mind if I go for a run in the woods in my alt-form?”

      “Not at all, but are you sure you don’t want to wait for your brother?”

      She shook her head. “No, he’ll want to eat first, and I want to give you two some time alone.”

      Something occurred to me. “Does shifting change because you’re pregnant?” I asked.

      She tilted her head, thinking. “It’s usually safe through the first five months, then the body shuts down the ability till after birth. That’s why most shifters who are pregnant are pretty darn surly during the latter half of their pregnancy. The urge builds up, but the body won’t cooperate—probably a self-protective measure to take care of the baby as well. I won’t be able to shift more than a couple more months, not until after I give birth.”

      “When do shifter children start to shift?”

      “Oh, when they’re little, but they can’t control it at first. That control has to be learned over time.” She laughed. “I remember my mother complaining how it took me until I was five years old to control my spontaneous shifting. It drove her nuts. Shifters aren’t allowed to go to school until they’ve learned to control it, so there are community daycares among the Packs. Giving mothers a break from their children is vital—a shifter child who is constantly turning into a wolf and piddling on the floor and knocking over stuff is absolutely exhausting.”

      “I think most children are exhausting,” I said, grinning. “I’m not very maternal, and I’ve never been one of those women whose biological clock went off with a shrieking alarm.”

      Tally snorted. “I hope you’ll consider babysitting, at least. I’m going to need my brothers’ support, as well as that of my parents.” She poked me in the arm. “Considering you’re likely to end up as ‘auntie’ to my children.”

      There was something about the way she said the latter. I squinted at her and then caught a hint of a thought. “You’re having twins?”

      She blinked. “What—how did…” Pausing, she threw her hands in the air. “You’re a witch. I don’t know what I expected. Yes, but I haven’t even told Killian yet. I thought you’d take the ‘children’ part generically, to mean any I have down the road. But yeah, twins and triplets are a lot more common among any sort of canid shifter.”

      “Does Les know?” I wondered how many more surprises Tally had hidden up her sleeve.

      “Yes, he knows, and of course, the doctor. And now, you. I want to wait to tell Killian until I also tell my parents. So please don’t give me away?”

      I gave her a quick hug. “I promise, I won’t say anything. Come on, let’s set the table. I don’t want Killian to feel awkward eating alone. Even though we ate a late lunch, I can manage a slice.”

      “I can manage more than that. Ever since I got pregnant I’ve been ravenous.”

      The next moment, Killian burst through the door. He sniffed the air, making a beeline for the pizza on the table. “That smells divine. I’m so hungry I could eat a horse.”

      I slipped into the kitchen and brought back three plates and some napkins, since Tally indicated she decided to eat too. We gathered around the table and Killian loaded up his plate after I had taken a slice and Tally had taken two. I loved pizza but lunch had been filling, so I nibbled on mine. Tally managed to pack hers away quickly, though.

      Killian glanced at me. “You all right? You’re not eating much.”

      “I had a snack earlier. So I found your solstice gift today.” I grinned at him. He waited for a moment, looking at me expectantly. “You don’t think I’m going to tell you what it is, do you?”

      “Apparently not,” he said with a grin, going back to his pizza.

      While he ate I told him about the decorations I had bought. “I want my house to be visible to the astronauts!”

      “Well, you’re getting there,” he said. He glanced out the window. “I think I might wait to put them out though, if you don’t mind.”

      I followed his gaze. Not only was it growing dark, it was pouring rain. The raindrops bounced off the sidewalks and streamed into the gutters along the curb, turning them into streams that swiftly rolled along the street.

      “I’m glad we live up on a hill,” I said. “Too many houses around here flood if they’re in a low-lying area. I wonder if we’ll see snow this year.”

      “I’m pretty sure we will,” Killian said.

      “It’s snowing on the passes,” Talia said, glancing at her weather app on her phone. “That means it’s snowing up in Carbonado.”

      Carbonado was the town where Killian’s parents and Tally lived. It was up near Mount Rainier, a little town high in the mountains above the Puyallup Valley. Killian and Tally’s brother Darryn lived in Puyallup proper, and he was a mechanic. Their mother was a fifth-grade teacher and their father was an accountant. I had met them briefly when they came to visit Killian in the middle of summer, but we hadn’t had much time to spend together. They were nice people, and they seemed open to Killian dating me, even though I wasn’t a shifter.

      “So, what’s going on with the Majikoil case?” Killian asked.

      “Tomorrow night Ari and I are supposed to meet with Sheryl and pay her the money for the buy-in. Rowan’s coming over early to fit us with the wires. We go in and then we have to get Sheryl to promise that we’ll make not only money, but extra life energy by recruiting. And we have to do it before she draws the life energy off of us or we’re going to be in trouble.”

      Tally swiveled her head. “What?”

      “Unlike the typical pyramid scheme, Majikoil drains life off its reps. Or rather, Sheryl does. That’s why the recruitment process is so important. You have to recruit others in order to gain back the years that you lose to your upline. Life energy doesn’t regenerate.”

      Killian very carefully set down his piece of pizza and stared at me. “You mean they drain you of life?”

      I nodded. “It’s not magical energy. That you could regain. No, Sheryl is draining her recruits of a percentage of their life. Fifteen percent, to be precise.”

      “How do you know how long you’re going to live, or rather, how does she know? How does she know how much to drain off of you?”

      “There’s a spell that can do that. It’s a very high-level spell, and no ethical witch will perform that spell willingly unless there’s a damned good reason. The spell itself can sense how long you have to live, but you’ll never know the answer. It will siphon off the appropriate amount of life that it’s programmed to. Of course, whoever is on the receiving end will be able to tell whether your life is long or short. It’s a complicated process, and I don’t fully understand it myself. Except for the most important thing: Ari and I could lose years off our lives.”

      Killian leaned his elbows on the table and rested his chin on his folded hands, staring at me. “You know that I think it’s ridiculous for the Court Magika to put you in this position. What happens if they don’t make it in time? What happens if she manages to drain several years off of your life?”

      “If I have the normal lifespan of anyone who’s witchblood, it’s more than several years. Hell, it could be up to twenty years or more. Look at the Aseer — she’s over four hundred years old. She’s the exception rather than the rule, but there are a number of witches who live into their late two to three hundreds. I could lose up to forty-five years if my destiny slates me to live that long.”

      “Damn, she’s accruing a tidy lifespan, isn’t she?” Tally asked. “And what happens when the pyramid scheme runs out of juice?”

      “Then a lot of people get screwed over,” I said. “Which is why Ari and I are doing this.”

      Killian picked over his pizza. “I know I can’t stop you, but please be careful?”

      I pressed my lips together, staring at the table. I didn’t want him to know that I was honestly scared, because he would encourage me to back out of the whole situation. And I had given my promise. Sheryl Brown was hurting a lot of people.

      Instead of answering, I simply looked out the window at the rain. “I think I’m going to make the pies and freeze them so that they’re ready to bake on Wednesday.” I stood up, carrying my plate into the kitchen. After a few minutes, Tally entered, offering to help.

      We spent the rest of the afternoon making pies and getting the dough for rolls ready. I wanted to do everything I could to take my mind off what was ahead of me. The rain let up after a while and Killian went out to put up the new decorations. By the time evening came around, I lit a fire in the fireplace and we snuggled up to watch The Great British Baking Show in some much-needed downtime.
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      Killian let Tally have his house to herself that evening and stayed with me. He didn’t mention the sting operation again, and I was grateful. One thing he had learned about me: if I didn’t want to talk about something, or if I had made up my mind, no amount of pressure would work on me. In fact, it drove me further into doing what I had decided to do.

      We were headed to bed when I caught a glimpse of Esmara standing in the kitchen. I gave Killian a kiss on the cheek and told him I would be up in a minute. After he was on the way upstairs, I slipped into the kitchen and looked around. Sure enough, Esmara was standing over by the sink, staring out into the darkness.

      What’s going on? Is there something you need to tell me?

      Esmara turned to me. I want you to be careful tomorrow. What you are planning on doing depends so much on the people who are supporting you. I like Rowan, but as much as she and I have come to an understanding, there are times she forgets that others aren’t as strong as she is. Has she ever introduced you to a member of the Court Magika? I mean, in terms of this particular situation? Are you sure that they’re behind this?

      I stared at Esmara for a moment. Surely you don’t think Rowan is lying to me? Why would she? What reason could she have?

      No, not lying, Esmara said. But Rowan has always been antsy around anything that reeks of someone taking advantage of another. Just make sure you do have backup tomorrow night, and don’t let her snow you into going in without knowing who is there to come in and help you out. Once Sheryl starts that spell, there isn’t much you can do about it. Some spells have to run their course once they’ve been initiated, and a life-drain spell—which is what she will be performing—will work remotely.

      I thanked Esmara for the warning and headed upstairs, my fingers trailing along the banister as I thought over what she had said.
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      Killian woke me up in the most delightful way. I opened my eyes to find him leaning over me, a sensuous look on his face. He reached out and stroked my cheek, trailing his fingers down my skin, then down my chest between my breasts.

      “Do you have time, my sweet?”

      “That depends on what the time is for,” I said, leisurely stretching beneath him, reaching up to wrap my arms around him. “Are you interested in a morning romp?”

      He laughed, then leaned down to kiss one of my breasts. “A morning romp sounds absolutely delicious.”

      “I should brush my teeth,” I whispered, but Killian handed me a mint strip, touching my lips with his finger so that I opened them. He slid it inside, placing it on my tongue and I closed my mouth, letting the mint dissolve. “You’ve thought of everything.”

      “Believe me, I don’t like interrupting the mood.” He held up a condom. “I come ready for action.”

      The bed was cozy, and it was warm beneath the comforter. Outside the wind was howling, blowing up a storm. A branch skittered across the window. Western Washington was known for its November windstorms, and sometimes they were ferocious enough to produce hurricane-like winds. Deciding to ignore the gale going on, I positioned myself so that Killian could easily reach my breasts. He leaned down and took one of my nipples in his mouth, coaxing with his tongue. I moaned, hunger racing through every fiber of my body. I often woke up horny as hell, and sleeping next to Killian with his musky scent added to the mood. He trailed one hand down my side, curving across my hip, as he slid his fingers between my thighs, stroking my fire into a frenzy. I moaned, hungry for him.

      Sex with Ellison had been perfunctory, and usually left me unsatisfied. He claimed it was my fault, but ever since I had been sleeping with Killian I knew different. There was absolutely nothing wrong with me or my sex drive, and Killian helped me prove that time and again.

      Killian let out a gruff laugh, sliding under the covers so that his head disappeared. I pulled the comforter up around my chest to keep warm as he pried open my thighs, landing his tongue direct center. I moaned again, thrusting my hands beneath the covers to hold his head as he went down on me, nibbling and stroking with his tongue, circling around my center.

      My thighs tensed as I tried to keep from shoving his head deeper between my legs. With one hand he reached up to palm my breast, and with the other he slid three fingers inside of me, coaxing me higher.

      I tried to get him to let up, to give me a break but he wouldn’t, he just kept eating me out, devouring me with his voracious tongue. And then it hit, like a knife through my core, and I let out a little shriek, coming so hard I could barely feel my body. I spiraled up and out and then back into myself as the orgasm rippled through me, spreading like concentric rings on a pond.

      I gasped, leaning up on my elbows as I panted. Killian popped out from beneath the covers, a delighted smile on his face. “You liked that?” he asked.

      I took a deep breath. “I liked that very much,” I said.

      “Shall we try again?” His voice was sultry as he moved up between my legs, his cock rigid and pulsing against my leg.

      Reaching down to grab hold of his hips, I pulled him inside me, gasping again as he penetrated deep, driving himself toward my center. He began to thrust as I groaned. He was still rubbing against my clit, and once again I began to build toward climax. He was so thick and hard inside me that I could barely think.

      I focused on the feel of him driving himself between my legs, and let out a little groan as I wrapped my arms around his back, raking gently with my nails. His butt was firm and tight, and his chest rubbed against my breasts as he ground himself against me, driving his cock in and then withdrawing to penetrate me again.

      Killian slid his arms beneath me and rolled over, bringing me to ride astride him. I leaned forward, bracing my hands against the headboard as I began to ride him hard. He bucked beneath me, and my breasts began to bounce as he reached up, pinching my nipples as I picked up the pace. And then he grabbed my waist again, holding tight as he thrust up, arching beneath me. His thumb hit my clit and I shrieked again, tumbling back into climax, coming with him.

      A moment later, he relaxed and I fell forward onto him. He wrapped his arms around me, pulling me to him as he was still inside. I kissed him gently as he reached down to hold the condom firm while I slid off.

      We cuddled for a while after he cleaned up, enjoying the leisurely morning. I glanced at the clock. It was eight-thirty, but there was no need to get up immediately. However, Xi and Klaus had other ideas. They came bouncing into the bedroom and up on the bed, landing on my stomach. Xi began to knead immediately, while Klaus burrowed between us, trying to sniff Killian’s armpit.

      “You little goober,” Killian said, laughing. “That tickles.”

      “I suppose we better get up and shower. What are you going to do today?”

      Killian grinned. “Finish putting up the decorations that you bought. I think I also want to practice my woodworking in my garage. It’s been a while since I’ve had the spare time to devote to it. I miss it, to tell you the truth.”

      “What are you making?” I had seen several of Killian’s projects and he was good. In fact, he was very good. He could have probably become a professional woodworker but he loved his veterinary business far more. But woodworking offered him a relaxing outlet, so I was glad to see him pick it up again.

      “I thought I’d make you a hope chest. Or maybe just a chest, if you don’t need to hope for the future.”

      My arm around Xi, I half-turned, making sure not to roll over on Klaus, and kissed Killian again. “I’d love it if you made me a chest. Cedarwood?” I loved cedarwood. It was protective against moths, and it was magically protective.

      “Really? You wouldn’t think it was corny?” He looked radiant.

      I smiled. “I’ve wanted a cedar chest for years, but I never thought to buy one.” I sat up, pulling the blankets around my chest to keep myself warm. Even though the heat was a comfortable seventy degrees, the wind was blowing fierce, and it had to be close to forty degrees outside. “You might want to wait on the rest of the decorations.”

      “You might be right on that. That wind is going to knock over anything I try to put up today. And it’s probably knocked over what I put up yesterday. I’ll take care of the decorations later this afternoon if the storm has died down. As far as your chest goes—the one I’m making, not the one I’m staring at—I can definitely make the liner out of cedar. The outer shell will be oak. That way you’ll have the best of both worlds on both a magical scale and a mundane scale. The oak will keep it from getting marred up, and the cedar will protect everything inside of it.”

      I smiled and started to turn back the covers. “Do you want to shower together?” I asked.

      “Of course. Then we’ll go down and feed the cats and feed ourselves. What do you think about waffles for brunch? I can call Tally over if you like. Or we can keep it private between us.”

      “Of course, call your sister over. I like her a lot and we had a lot of fun shopping yesterday. Waffles sound great. Let’s go clean up because I’m starting to get hungry.” I smacked him very lightly on the arm, and he grabbed my hand, kissing my fingers before letting go.

      “Are you a dirty girl?” he asked, winking. “I like my women dirty.”

      “Go on with you,” I said, jumping out of bed. Killian smacked me across the butt as I leaned over to grab my robe from where it had fallen on the floor. I stood, staring at him, rubbing my backside. The smack hadn’t hurt so much as made me tingle. I was beginning to wonder about myself because the thought of letting him spank me was starting to turn me on.

      “What are you thinking?” he asked. “You have the strangest look on your face.”

      “I was thinking…” I paused, wondering what to say. I wasn’t sure how vanilla Killian was. He showed some tendency toward kink, which was fine with me because I wasn’t entirely vanilla myself. It took the right person to bring out my kinkier side. And apparently, I had found him.

      “Come on, tell me,” Killian coaxed. I got the impression he knew what I was thinking.

      I exaggerated rubbing my butt. “Oh, about the fact that you seem to enjoy spanking me,” I whispered, keeping my gaze on his, tensing as my nipples hardened again.

      Killian noticed. He reached out his hand and gently grasped my wrist, pulling me down over his knees. His erection poked against my stomach, and I realized he was hard again. “Are you sure you want this?” he whispered.

      By the rising tension in my nether parts, I realized that I did, indeed, want it. “Yes, please.”

      Very slowly, he eased me off his lap, and made me sit on the edge of the bed. “Stay right there.”

      I sat very still, butterflies filling my stomach. They also were flying around other places in my body, and it was hard not to squirm. I rubbed my legs together just enough for him to notice.

      “I told you to sit still. I’m going to have to punish you now,” he said, a slight smile crossing his face. He reached down and opened the middle drawer of my nightstand, where I kept all my goodies. Slowly he pulled out a long, thick dildo and some lube. I watched, unable to speak, realizing that one of my fantasies was actually coming to life. As he lubed up the dildo, he kept one eye on me.

      I was panting now, anticipating what he was going to do to me. But I wasn’t afraid. I knew Killian wouldn’t hurt me.

      “Do you need to be punished?”

      I nodded, flushing. “Yes, please.” I clutched the edge of the bed, my fingers twisting the sheets. He sat down and slapped his lap and then pulled me across his knees. With one hand, he parted my thighs as my breasts bounced over the side of his thigh. He gave one of them a quick squeeze and I gasped as his erection hit square in my stomach, hard as a rock.

      “Take a deep breath,” he said, then slid the dildo into me. I tensed. The lube was cold and dripped down on my clit, making me tremble. As he thrust the dildo in as far as it would go, I squeezed my legs together to hold it in place. And then, carefully—keeping his strokes on the edge of pain but not quite crossing the threshold—Killian began to spank me. I let out a long moan, so turned on I could barely stand it. And then, before I could say a word, I came hard, squirming as the orgasm rocked my body and I rocked my pelvis, the dildo wide and hard inside me.

      “Hold still. What do you want me to do?” he asked. “I want to hear you say it.”

      “Fuck me,” I said with a groan. “Please, fuck me.”

      Killian thrust the dildo in and out of my vaj as I squirmed against it. “I want you, in the shower. But first, blow me.”

      I started to reach back, to pull the dildo out of me, but he smacked my hand away. “Leave it. On your knees.”

      Horny beyond belief, I kept my legs together, holding the dildo inside, as I slid down on my knees in front of him. He leaned back, resting on his hands as his head dropped back, his hair trailing behind him.

      I took him in my mouth, sucking hard, licking him from the base of his cock to the tip. I pressed my lips over the head of his cock, then lowered my mouth to form a tight suction around him as I began to bob up and down. Reaching down with one hand, I fingered myself, even as I used my other to squeeze the base of his cock. A moment later he came, loud and bellowing, foaming into my mouth. I swallowed his salty cum, and at that moment, triggered my own spark as I rubbed my clit hard and came yet again. As Killian’s cock stopped throbbing, I let go, letting the dildo slide out.

      I looked up at him, shaking my head. “We need to start talking fantasy more often.”

      “I knew you weren’t fully vanilla, but I wasn’t sure how far outside the box you liked to play,” Killian said, leaning down to kiss my forehead. “I love you, you know? You’re beautiful. I love the way your hips curve out, and I love your breasts, and everything about you. And I have to say, I enjoyed spanking you. I’ll never hurt you, but if you want something—if you have a fantasy—let me know and I’d be happy to fulfill it.”

      I leaned up, pressing my breasts against him, kissing him deeply. He swept me into his arms and carried me into the shower where we lathered up and scrubbed each other’s backs, and washed our hair. By the time we were finished, it was nine-thirty, and I felt thoroughly loved and absolutely satisfied.
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      By the time we dressed and dried our hair, it was time for brunch.

      “I’ll meet you downstairs,” Killian said, dressing before I had even fully dried off. He kissed my cheek and left me alone to get ready.

      Still awash in the glow of morning sex, I slipped into a pair of jeans, a hunter green turtleneck, and a pair of ankle boots. As I brushed my hair back into a ponytail and put on my makeup, I realized I felt a little adrift. I was so used to going to work and seeing Tad and the rest of the gang that it felt off when I wasn’t. Time off was fun, but I was looking forward to getting back to work next week.

      I headed down the stairs, thinking about the meeting to come. We’d coordinate with Rowan before we went, so she could wire us up. Even though I trusted the Court Magika, Esmara had planted a little seed of doubt, and I kept thinking about what would happen if they didn’t make it in time. As far as I was concerned, 15 percent of my lifetime was 15 percent too much to lose.

      What the hell was Sheryl planning on doing with the extra time? Did she have some project that she needed to get done and that would take longer than a normal lifetime? Was she greedy or afraid of dying? She seemed so young that the latter seemed implausible.

      Whatever the case, it didn’t matter. She was stealing life off of her recruits as well as bilking them out of thousands of dollars and she needed to be stopped.

      I clattered down the stairs. As I reached the kitchen, Killian was standing at the refrigerator, staring at the contents. The cats were eating—he had fed them—and a mocha was waiting on the table for me.

      “What you want for breakfast? Eggs? Bacon? Waffles?”

      “How about lunch instead of brunch? Grilled cheese and tomato soup? That seems perfect on a blustery day like today.”

      I was grateful the power was holding. During the Pacific Northwest November windstorms, power outages were common as huge trees came down. We usually had at least one bad windstorm a year, and a number of smaller ones.

      The worst windstorm I remembered was when I was in my early twenties. The Hanukkah Eve storm had left two to three million people without power, and near–hurricane force winds had left Western Washington looking like a demilitarized zone.

      I was in Seattle at that point, early in my marriage with Ellison, and we had been renting a house. A tall fir had fallen, crashing across the roof. Luckily, we hadn’t been hurt, but I learned a valuable lesson. I swore up and down that when I owned a house, I’d hire a landscaper every year to check the trees and see how stable they were. It occurred to me that I hadn’t done that yet since I’d been back in Moonshadow Bay. I jotted down a note to do so immediately.

      “Grilled cheese and tomato soup coming up. Do you want anything on your sandwich besides cheese?” Killian glanced over his shoulder at me.

      I laughed. “No, please. I’m a purist. Butter on the bread and cheddar. No ham, no lobster, nothing except bread, cheese, and butter. And make me two, would you? I’m hungry this morning. We worked up quite a sweat.” I gave him a shy smile, almost embarrassed.

      Killian winked back at me. “It was my pleasure,” he said, drawing out the words.

      Smiling, I sat down to drink my mocha and opened my tablet to bring up the news.

      The world was in such disarray that I switched over to the website for the Moonshadow Bay Monitor. I didn’t feel like reading bad news. It raised my blood pressure and heightened stress. Since there wasn’t much I could do about any of it, I decided to put myself out of my misery and avoid it. When there was something I could help change, I’d dive in and do my part. But so much of the world was one giant cluster fuck, and helpless anger didn’t help anything.

      “Do shifters get morning sickness?” I asked, suddenly thinking about Tally.

      “Not exactly. Yes, the nausea and upset stomach often follow with pregnancy, but most of the shifter women I’ve known who have been pregnant don’t have a regular form of morning sickness. Hormones, though, that’s another matter. Pregnant shifters are far more hormonal than humans. It can be a test of any relationship. The phrase ‘Happy wife, happy life’ applies far more in a shifter household than in a human household.”

      I thought about Ari and Meagan. I wasn’t sure if they wanted children or not, but if they did, I wondered who would be getting pregnant. And would they choose a shifter sperm donor, or a witchblood sperm donor? As I pondered over the question, I suddenly felt slightly embarrassed. I was on my way to being a first-rate gossip, but at least it was just with myself. Ari would tell me if it came up, and until then, it really wasn’t any of my business.

      “You have the strangest look on your face,” Killian said as he handed me a soup mug and a plate with two sandwiches on it.

      “I was thinking about sperm donors,” I blurted out before I realized how it would sound.

      Killian turned back to stare at me. “Is there something I should know about?”

      I laughed. “No. I was thinking about Ari and Meagan and whether they would have children, and if so, would they choose a witchblood or a shifter donor. And then I realized it’s none of my business, and then you asked me what I was thinking about.”

      “I never know what to expect out of you, and honestly—I wouldn’t have it any other way.” Killian brought his food over to the table.

      As we ate, comfortable in the little breakfast nook, I glanced out the window. The rain was letting up and, although it was still breezy, the winds had died down.

      “I love the bleakness. I love it when all the trees are barren of leaves and at night, I love to see their stark silhouettes against the light of the moon.”

      “It is beautiful. In California it’s still infernally hot at this time of year, at least where I lived.” He paused, then added, “When I put up the new decorations and fix the ones that came loose, I’ll make sure to attach them all firmly. Since I didn’t move in until December last year, I don’t think I understood how strong the storms can get here. Have you noticed that? How some storms almost seem to have a sentience to them?”

      I nodded. “I had a friend once, from the Midwest. She told me once that tornadoes had a life of their own. She said she saw one, and the malevolence she felt coming from it was terrifying. She was witchblood, with a focus on air magic, so she understood the nature of the element. After that I began watching storms, and I started noticing that some of them do have a certain sentience to them—not all, of course. But enough so that I don’t think it’s a fluke.”

      “Are you ready for tonight?” Killian asked.

      I shrugged. “I suppose. I can’t help but wonder what’s driving her to do this. What reason can she have for being so…”

      “So horrible? Sometimes there isn’t a good reason. You have to go on what you know at the moment. And what you know is that she’s taking advantage of people. In my profession, once in a while an animal will come in and I find a rare form of cancer or an odd disease, and there’s no rhyme or reason why they contracted it. I can’t spend my time worrying about why. I have to try to treat the condition and hopefully pull them through. In some cases, you’ll never find an answer, but you take care of the symptoms and hope that it solves the problem.”

      “It must be difficult, especially when cats and dogs don’t understand. They don’t know why they feel like crap, and they don’t always understand that you’re trying to help them.” I stared at my sandwich, shaking my head. “I admire what you do.” I caught Killian’s gaze. “I think that being a veterinarian is one of the most noble jobs you can have. Your patients can’t thank you, and sometimes they’re afraid of you, but you make so much difference in their lives.”

      Killian reached across the table and took my hand. “Thank you for that. I hate it when I have to tell a person they’re going to lose their beloved family member. I hate it when I have abused animals come in—I want to hunt down who did it and rip them to shreds. But at least I can make a difference in my own way. In the scheme of things, the life of one cat or one dog may not seem like much, but it matters to that cat or that dog, and it matters to their owners.”

      We finished brunch, and Killian headed outside to work on the decorations. I finished washing the dishes and then called Rowan.

      “Hey, I was wondering when you’re coming over tonight.”

      “Actually, I thought I’d come over early. I want to run you through a few magical practices first. Do you have the time?”

      “Yeah, I do. When will you be over?”

      “Around three-thirty. Do you mind if Tarvish comes with me? He wants to talk to Killian.”

      I laughed. For some reason the thought that Tarvish had joined our home in Moonshadow Bay delighted me. “I suppose, although I don’t know what Killian’s plans for the afternoon are. He’s working on the decorations outside, so why don’t you text him and ask him.”

      Rowan agreed, then said she would be here at four p.m.

      xxxAfter I got off the phone, I diced two loaves of bread into cubes, sprayed them with cooking spray, then spread them out onto cookie sheets and slid them into a 275-degree oven. I set the timer for an hour. While the bread dried out into croutons for the stuffing, I prepared the mise en place. I washed and diced three shallots and a bunch of celery, then began to chop walnuts. Finally, I mixed in the spices for the stuffing and tucked the container into the fridge. I’d dice the apple when I actually put the stuffing together.

      Then I decided to make the gravy too, because the flavors would blend nicely until Thanksgiving. It dawned on me that I needed the turkey so I could use the neck for the gravy itself. I peeked in on the croutons but they weren’t quite ready yet, so I washed up the dishes and got everything else ready that I’d need for the gravy.

      I called the store and asked if I could pick up my turkey a day early and they said no problem. As soon as the croutons were ready, I turned off the oven, grabbed my purse and headed out toward my car. I waved at Killian, who was trying to figure out how to put together a very large snowman for the yard.

      “I’m headed to the supermarket to get the turkey,” I called out. “Is there anything you want?”

      “I could go for a couple doughnuts.” He started to reach for his wallet but I waved him off.

      “What kind? Cake doughnuts? Jelly-filled?”

      “Surprise me!”

      I hopped in the car and eased out of the driveway, heading toward Arnica Avenue. I had ordered the turkey from a local farmer who sold through the supermarket. They had the best organic turkeys fresh off the range. I decided to pick the doughnuts up from the doughnut shop on the way home.

      The supermarket was jam-packed. I grabbed a cart and threaded my way through the aisles. I was turning the corner at the end of the spice aisle when I came across Alicia King. Remembering that I had been meaning to invite her to Thanksgiving, I pulled my cart out of the center of the aisle and caught her attention.

      “Hi, Alicia! Sorry for not answering your invitation to tea on Friday, but I don’t know if I can make it. Would you like to spend Thanksgiving with us? My aunt and my boyfriend are coming over, and a number of friends. We would love to have you with us.” I flashed her a bright smile so that she would know I was being genuine and not merely polite.

      She ducked her head, looking pleased. “I’d love to come. Thank you so much. I don’t have any family still alive, and most of my friends go to their children’s houses for Thanksgiving. You don’t know much I appreciate the invitation,” Alicia said. She was witchblood, and she looked old, which meant she was probably very old. “Is there anything I can bring?”

      “Just yourself. Though if you want to bring a bottle of wine or sparkling cider to add to the festivities, that’s fine. I hope you like turkey.”

      “Of course. I have a spiral ham in the freezer, if you’d like me to bring that as well.”

      I already had ham, but I could tell she wanted to help out so I simply said, “That would be lovely, thank you. Dinner’s at four p.m., but you’re welcome to come over anytime after one.”

      The look on her face made me glad I had invited her, and as I picked up the turkey, it occurred to me that this was the first year I was really looking forward to the holiday. I loved Thanksgiving as a child, but it had been a long time since I had eaten with my family.

      With Ellison’s family, the day had been one constant barrage of insults after another. They were just trying to help me lose weight, they were just trying to help me shore up Ellison more, they were just trying to help me fit in instead of standing out because of my magical background. I was so far from the ideal of a daughter-in-law that I knew I could never manage to please them. And not once had Ellison ever backed me up.

      Trying to blow off the memories of the past, I headed toward the nearest Jelly Roger doughnut shop and ordered two dozen assorted doughnuts. Finally, I stopped at the local espresso stand and bought a caramel latte, then headed back home.
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      After bagging the croutons, I set the neck of the turkey to boiling in a base of chicken broth. While that came to a boil, I tried to squeeze the turkey into my fridge, but there wasn’t enough room. I popped outside to see Tarvish helping Killian putting up the decorations.

      “Hey, Killian, can I use your fridge to store the turkey?”

      “Sure thing. I’ll take a quick break to carry it over for you. Where is it?”

      “Kitchen counter.”

      While Killian moved the turkey, I turned back to Tarvish.

      “When did you get here?” I looked around. “Is Rowan with you?”

      Tarvish shook his head. “No, but she’ll be along shortly. I thought I’d come over early to help out.”

      I didn’t see any cab outside. “Did you walk?”

      “I did. I want to get to know my new home, and I’m used to walking for miles with…” He paused. “Well, I always thought I was used to walking for miles with my dungeon friends. I guess that’s all fiction, too, isn’t it?”

      I wanted to take his mind off of his origins, so asked, “How does life here suit you? Are you enjoying yourself?”

      “Well, it’s different than the life I’m used to, but all in all I like this town. And in an odd way, I feel like I fit in here.” He gave me a two-finger salute and went back to work.

      As I watched them work together, I realized that Killian and Tarvish were actually getting along. A thought occurred to me and I walked back over to Tarvish.

      “So, have you thought of a new name yet?” I asked.

      “Actually, I think I’ve decided to keep ‘Tarvish.’ It would feel odd to change it. I may change my mind later, if I hear one I particularly like. I do find that, in your world, not all names are unique. That was a surprise.”

      I started to say that was due to his dungeon master, but then realized he wouldn’t understand what I was talking about. I smiled and turned back to the house.
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      I had finished making the gravy by the time Rowan arrived. I figured a gallon should be plenty, but you could never have too much gravy when it came to Thanksgiving. Especially when you had invited as many people as I had, and several of them were men with big appetites. I marked down on my seating chart that Alicia would be there and made a place card setting for her.

      Rowan bustled in, her arms filled with packages. I helped her carry them over to the dining room table and watched as she quickly began to unpack a number of electronic devices.

      “Are those the wires?” I asked.

      “We found the smallest ones we could. And while I doubt that Sheryl is going to be frisking you, these easily hide inside a bra. If she searches there, well, you’re in trouble.”

      “If she tries to search me there, she’s going to get slapped in the face.” I looked over the other things. “What are all these?”

      She held up two small bottles. “These are potions that should help deflect the energy drain in case something goes wrong. I’ve been working on the spell since yesterday. I was up all night perfecting it. The Court Magika didn’t have anything like it, but now we do. It will also deflect energy drain from astral creatures. So if we ever have to fight an astral demon, we’ll be ready.”

      “Does it deflect a vampire?” I asked, thinking that it would be nice if it could deflect any sort of drain.

      “Unfortunately, no. Garlic is still your best bet for that.” She paused, then said, “Val Slater asked about you last night. I saw him when I was at Ruby’s, getting takeout. He wanted to know how you were doing.” She gave me a long look. “Have you been talking to him lately?”

      Val Slater had been off my radar for a while, thank gods. “No. I’m trying to stay away from him because it bothers Killian when I talk to him. I hate this feud they have going, and I know that for a while it had smoothed over, but lately Killian’s been bristling again. Those two just rub each other the wrong way.”

      “It’s you. Val likes you a lot. Too much, in my opinion. I think he thinks Killian’s not good enough for you.”

      “It’s not his place to think about me at all. I’m not about to start dating him.”

      “I know. Killian’s a good man, and I like him a lot. But you could do worse than Val.” Rowan paused, and looked up at me. “Just be cautious. When you talk to Val, don’t be too friendly. I think he feels he has some hope, and it’s never good to lead a vampire on. Even when you aren’t deliberately doing so.”

      I glanced at the clock. It was four-thirty, so we had about two hours before Ari was due. I turned to Rowan. “What’s going to happen to all the consultants who are part of the Majikoil system? Are they all going to be arrested?”

      She shook her head. “Systems like this, pyramid schemes, lure people in with the promise of easy money. Usually, they attract two types—those who are greedy and who know what they’re getting into, or those who are desperate. We’ll dissolve the company, and notify people as to what happened. We’ll also send out a warning about how to identify multilevel marketing scams.”

      “So some people will just be out several years of their lives.”

      “There’s not much we can do. We don’t know how much life she drew off of each person. At least we’ll catch her before the operation becomes huge.”

      “What’s going to happen to Sheryl?” It wasn’t that I particularly cared about what would happen to her, but I was curious.

      “She’ll be sentenced, although I’m not sure what the punishment will be. All the extra life she has siphoned from others will be drained from her and formed into healing potions. They’ll be delivered to various Otherkin doctors to use on patients who are in need.” Rowan glanced over at me, giving me a partial smile. “You’re doing the right thing, never doubt that.”

      I brushed a stray hair back from my face. “I don’t feel sorry for Sheryl at all. But I can’t help but wonder if she came up with the scheme herself. She doesn’t seem smart enough, Rowan. I can’t help but feel like there’s somebody else behind this.”

      “You could be right. She could have a silent partner. Unfortunately, to nip this in the bud means we go after the visible face of the company. We don’t have the luxury to infiltrate this on a deeper level. A movement like this can get out of hand faster than you might think, and it’s imperative that we put a stop to it before it reaches critical mass.”

      “The Court thinks this could spiral out of control, then?”

      “Yes. I bet you anything that very shortly, a one-time life-energy donation won’t be enough. In fact, we expect her to start requiring monthly donations. And that will trickle down through the organization. It hasn’t been around long enough to form into the monster that we can foresee, and we want to stop it before then.”

      I suddenly read between the lines of what she was saying. “Are you telling me that someone sees Majikoil becoming a bigger threat? An oracle?”

      Rowan held my gaze. “You didn’t hear that from me. I didn’t say a word.” But by the tone of her voice, I knew I was right.

      After we had set out all the equipment, Rowan and I went down to my studio in the basement. We still had ninety minutes before Ari was due, and Rowan wanted to put me through the paces of my last lesson.

      “First, I want you to deconstruct this stone.” She motioned for me to hold up my hand, and when I did she placed a petal-pink stone on it. The crystalline structure looked fragile. I recognized it as halite, commonly known as rock salt. “Now focus on this and deconstruct it.”

      I stared at it, holding my palm as steady as I could. As I began to lower myself into trance, I connected with the mineral. I could almost taste salt on my tongue. I probed the crystals, looking for the cleavage. Using the force of my energy, I visualized the fractures breaking, falling apart my hand. I drove all my force into it, like an invisible lever, prying the crystals apart.

      A moment later the rock salt began to shiver on my hand. Then, two of the crystals on the top fell off, onto my palm. I drove the energy forward, focusing on the heart of the cluster. Another moment, and the halite crumbled. I was left with a pile of rock salt in my hand.

      “Very good,” Rowan said. “Now, I want you to melt it. I know that you aren’t as connected to the water magically as you are the earth, but I want you to raise the temperature in your hand.”

      I focused on my hand, driving heat out of my body, into my palm. The center of my palm became hot, sweaty, and damp. Another moment and crystals of the rock salt began to melt.

      Rowan clapped her hands. “You’re doing exceptionally well. I know these exercises seem silly, to an extent, but you have to start somewhere. And you have so much potential. Eventually, I’m guessing you’ll be able to occasionally break rocks with your mind.”

      “Seems almost easier to take karate and start breaking them with my hand,” I joked. But I was proud of myself. We had been working on this exercise for the past three weeks, and at most I had made a few of the crystals fall off, but never had broken down the structure entirely.

      She held out a small bowl and I poured the rock salt into it and wiped off my hand. “Rowan, how powerful was my mother?”

      “More powerful than I was. So powerful that she was afraid of her own potential. She severely limited herself, and she hampered your development. I know you love her, and she loved you, but she was afraid of her magic. Althea had a lot of your great-grandmother in her. Colleen Fletcher was an incredibly powerful witch.”

      I remained silent for a moment, then finally asked the question I had wanted to for a long time. “How did the man who murdered Colleen’s daughter die?”

      “Did she write about it in her journal?” Rowan said without missing a beat.

      “To some extent. She said you helped her.” I had been leery about discussing what Great-Grandma Colleen had written in her diary. I wasn’t sure how far I could push Rowan in terms of talking about things that had happened a couple hundred years ago.

      Rowan motioned for me to sit beside her. “I knew this was coming at some point because your great-grandmother couldn’t keep a secret. The man who murdered Lara was a serial killer. I knew that the moment we encountered him. And we couldn’t find the proof that he had killed Lara, but we knew that he would kill again, if given the chance. I bewitched the sheriff into forgetting that he had ever seen Lara’s body, or the man who killed her. In fact, I bewitched the deputies too. Val helped me.”

      “Val Slater?”

      “Yes, Val was around back then.”

      “Colleen mentioned that you and she did something so that the sheriff believed Lara wandered off into the forest. Why did the two of you keep her murder silent?”

      Rowan leaned back in her chair, tapping her fingers on the table. “If it had come out that there was a serial killer in town, Moonshadow Bay would quickly have ceased to exist. The fear would have driven people off.”

      “But you and my grandmother knew who did it.”

      “Yes, and it took us several months to find him. Val and I glamoured the sheriff and his deputies, and Colleen threw a glamour on her husband. We did it to save the town.”

      “How did you track him down? The killer?”

      “Colleen and I spent several months doing intense trance work. We found out that one of the local farmers had been responsible. We also discovered more blood on his hands. Lara was the fourth girl he killed.”

      “So, you and my great-grandmother…”

      “We lured him into the Mystic Wood. He went willingly. Once we were deep inside the forest, I gave him a potion that stopped his heart. We had dragged out an old trunk earlier, and we put his body in there. I had asked Val to go there earlier, and he dug a grave for us. Very deep into the earth. Vampires are super-strong. Then he left, never asking any questions.”

      “And you and Colleen buried the man in the trunk, deep in that grave. Who filled it in?”

      Rowan shrugged. “Filling in a grave is much easier than digging one. Colleen and I did it together, aided by one of the Woodlings. We made a blood oath over it, that we would never breathe a word to anyone, not until the other had died. Colleen’s long gone, so I don’t think it matters anymore.”

      I thought over what she said. Part of me wanted to go out in the woods and find that trunk, to unearth it from the murky grave it was in, to open it and see for myself. But I knew I wouldn’t. It was a family secret, my great-grandmother’s secret and my grandmother’s secret. And I would keep it with me, deep in my heart, till the day I died.

      “I’d like to ask you one more thing, and then I won’t ever mention this again. Well, two things, I guess. One: who was the man who killed Lara? And two: did you ever sleep with my great-grandfather, Brian?”

      Once again, Rowan held my gaze steady with hers. “His name was Nate, Nathaniel O’Leary. As to the second half of your question, I reserve the right not to answer. But perhaps you should ask yourself whether you are asking the correct question. Brian was a friend of mine. But Colleen…she was the one that I was willing to kill for.”

      Startled by her answer, I fell silent for a moment as I took in the meaning of her words. Finally, I asked, “Did you want me to do any other exercises while we wait?”

      Rowan shook her head. “No, I think we’ve done quite enough this evening. Let’s go upstairs and relax while we wait for Ari.”
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      Ari showed up about an hour later. It was six-forty p.m.

      “I’m sorry I’m late, but my last client didn’t show up on time. As it is, I cut her appointment short so I could make it.”

      “Not a problem,” Rowan said. “Here, let me show you what these wireless microphones do.”

      She did, and then we fastened them into our bras.

      Rowan held up a device that looked like a tape recorder. “It’s digital, so it will record everything that you say and hear within a ten-foot radius. Don’t walk too far away from Sheryl or you’ll lose what she says. We need to record as much as we can about the energy exchange being a way to gain extra life, and anything you can get her to say about recruiting bringing in good money. You might consider expressing some last-minute hesitation so that she can try to convince you that it’s worth it.”

      “Got it. Is there anything we shouldn’t do? Anything that would tip her off?” I asked.

      “Don’t just offer her your energy. She has to insist on payment. The checks are good, actually, so if she runs them through a phone app, they’ll clear. We set up a dummy account.”

      “Sounds good,” I said. “I’m nervous. What if she’s got a gun? What if she’s not as unassuming as she seems?”

      Ari laughed. “I don’t see her as unassuming at all.”

      Just then, Killian trooped in with Tarvish behind him. “We’re starved,” Killian said.

      I motioned to the kitchen. “Doughnuts are on the table, and milk is in the fridge. I don’t have time to cook, so what you see is what you get.”

      “What about you? Is there anything in particular you want?” Killian asked.

      “By the time we finish this, I’ll probably be starved, but right now I’m too nervous to think about food.”

      “Killian tells me you are off on a quest,” Tarvish said “if you run into any orcs, let me know. They’re my specialty.”

      I gave him a serious smile. “Thank you, but I doubt we’ll run into any orcs. Just eat what you’d like or order in. Chinese sounds good, though so does Mexican. If you have any leftovers, I’ll eat whatever.”

      And with that, Rowan went back to showing us how to use the equipment as we prepared to infiltrate Majikoil.
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      After Rowan wired Ari and me up, the microphones hidden in our bras, we headed out onto the porch. There was a black van in the driveway, unmarked, and I couldn’t see who was driving it. The van had tinted windows.

      “Don’t ask to be introduced to the officers, it’s better that you don’t see their faces. They stay in the shadows, at least for now.”

      While Esmara’s warning lingered in my head, I could tell there were at least two men in the van. I decided I would have to trust Rowan to be good on her word. Ari and I climbed into my Ocelot and I put it in gear and slowly eased out of the driveway, past the van. I glanced in the rearview mirror. They were following, but at a distance. Of course they wouldn’t want to appear too obvious, so I expected they would park several houses away when we got there.

      As we headed for 2416 Weatherby Street, I told Ari about the articles I had read.

      “So, Sheryl vanished for over a month and as far as the news articles I found went, no one ever figured out why. I wonder if anybody has asked her about it.”

      “I don’t know, but I don’t think we should.”

      Weatherby Street extended into the Mystic Wood, and Sheryl’s house was at the end of the lane. Weatherby was a private road, and as I drove past the barrier announcing that we were in the forest proper, a gloom descended over the neighborhood. Granted, it was dark and cold and starting to rain again, but the murkiness felt different than the everyday gloom caused by overcast skies. This was like a shadow, hiding behind the streetlights.

      “I wouldn’t want to live here if the power went out,” I said.

      Ari must been thinking the same thing as I was because she shook her head as she stared out the window. “You couldn’t pay me to live here. I like the Mystic Wood, but there’s something different about this area.”

      “I’m not going to disagree.”

      “We’re being watched,” Ari said.

      I could feel them, in the forest, congregating to the sidelines. I wasn’t sure what they were, whether they were ghosts or shades or some dark creatures hiding in the woodland. Not wanting to find out, I kept my eyes on the road while Ari looked for Sheryl’s address.

      Sheryl’s house was at the end of the cul-de-sac. I pulled up to the sidewalk. We sat there for a moment, looking around, protected by the car. I glanced into the rearview mirror, looking for any sign of the van, before I saw them turn onto the street. They parked a ways down from us.

      “There they are.” I opened the door and motioned to Ari. “We better get inside.” I paused. “I’m nervous.”

      Ari glanced at me from across the seat. “You and me both. But we just have to make it through this evening and we can forget about it.”

      I gave her a nod, and we headed toward the door.

      Sheryl’s house was actually cute. On the smallish side, but it looked nicely upgraded. The lawn was perfectly manicured, the trees pruned to perfection, and I wondered if she had somebody out in the yard with a level, making sure all the grass blades were the same height. The house itself showed no wear and tear. But then again, given what she must be making off of Majikoil, she could afford to have her house painted a dozen times over.

      Ari walked up the steps. She pressed the bell as I joined her. The door opened immediately and there was Sheryl, wearing a lace and burnt velvet kimono over a maxi skirt and a camisole. She opened the door and ushered us in.

      I found myself in a beige wonderland. The walls were painted muddy taupe, the lampshades were cream, the furniture was pale tan. Everything looked new to the point of being right out of the delivery box.

      As I looked closely, the books on the shelves caught my attention. They were evenly spaced, in alphabetical order, and none of them looked like they’d been touched. Everything was precise and perfect, like in a magazine. The carpeting was stain-free, and there was no real smell in the air—not dust, not food, no perfumes of any kind—not even the scent of any of Majikoil’s oils. Nothing to indicate that Sheryl actually lived here.

      “Very nice,” I said. “Is this your home, or is it Majikoil’s storefront?”

      “Oh,” Sheryl said. “I run my business out of my home. I thought about renting a space but I’m not ready to do that yet. Oh, once I have more representatives, that will change. Why don’t you drop your coats on the sofa, and come with me.”

      We did as she asked, following her into a large room that looked like it might be a master bedroom. Now, it was filled with shelves on which magical oils rested, and there was a table that looked a lot like a vanity table that a manicurist might use. To one side was a chair that seemed to be hooked up to some sort of device.

      I pointed to the chair. “Not going to electrocute us, are you?” I smiled to show that I was joking.

      Sheryl laughed, her eyes flashing in an unsettling way. “Now, I wouldn’t do that to new recruits, would I? Make yourselves comfortable on the loveseat. I’m going to prepare your paperwork.” She walked over to a desk in a corner of the room, sat down, and pulled out two file folders.

      “Do you have an online database for your reps?” Ari asked. Her mind was running along the same paths as mine. “So many places use electronic forms now.”

      Sheryl shook her head, her eyes narrowing. “I don’t trust people not to hack my system. Majikoil is on its way to exploding in popularity, and at some point, we’re going to attract knockoffs and clones. I want as little out there as possible for them to get their hands on. Now, if you could fill out the following forms for me, we can get started.” She held out two clipboards. “Fill out the top sheet, initial the second and third, and then sign the fourth.”

      I took the clipboards from her, handing one to Ari.

      “Give us a moment to get these filled out,” I said. I was very aware of the wire in my bra, and I was wearing an almost invisible earpiece. Since Ari’s hair was short, they chosen to fit me with the headgear. It was hiding beneath my hair, which I had pulled out of the ponytail and arranged to fall over my shoulders.

      “Why don’t I get us some refreshments while you fill out the forms?” Sheryl stood, heading to the door. As she left the room, Ari started to stand but I tapped her on the leg and gave her a warning look. Sheryl probably had the place wired and rigged with cameras. The last thing we wanted to do was start snooping and have her catch us. Ari paused, glancing back at me, and then she stretched and yawned, slowly sitting down again.

      “Boy, am I tired,” she said.

      “I know.” I faked a yawn too. “It’s been that kind of a week. I can hardly wait until Thanksgiving. I’m so ready to sit down and relax and enjoy the big game.” I was bluffing, given I couldn’t stand sports. At least, most sports. But Sheryl wouldn’t know that.

      The forms asked for names and addresses, along with our Social Security numbers, and a few disturbing oddities. For instance, it asked for our blood types. That made me nervous. It also asked for an employment history, and I wondered what that had to do with anything. Probably so she could check up on us, but I scribbled down some nonsense about working freelance for the past twenty years, and supporting myself with magazine articles. With a little luck, she wouldn’t ever have a chance to catch me in a lie.

      After we had filled out all the details, including bank account numbers—which were fake, provided by the Court Magika along with the checks—I carried the clipboards back over to the desk and set them down. I returned to the loveseat and leaned against the arm, looking around the room. I didn’t want to say anything because I knew we were being spied on. I yawned again—this time for real.

      A few moments later, Sheryl returned. She was carrying a tray with cookies and mugs of hot cocoa. Ari and I had taken the potions to protect us from the energy drain, but as I stared at the food, the cocoa caught my attention.

      There was something about it—I could feel it even from where I was sitting. She had put something in it. A sedative, maybe? Or perhaps a conduit to help the energy flow more smoothly into her, or maybe… Could she be on to us?

      “Do you have a restroom I could use?” I asked. “I’ve drunk a lot of coffee today.”

      Sheryl gazed at me for a moment. “To your right, second door down.”

      I hustled out of the room, hoping Ari could feel the same peculiar vibe off of the cocoa. As I stepped into the bathroom, I closed the door and pulled out my phone. I quickly texted Rowan. i think something’s wrong with the cocoa. i’m not sure whether we should drink it or not. can it negate the potion?

      i don’t know if it can, came the immediate reply. it depends on what she put in it. is there a graceful way you can bow out of drinking any?

      i don’t know. i’m not sure if ari knows about it. what if she’s on to us and it’s some sort of poison?

      My imagination was running away with me. Surely Sheryl wouldn’t try to poison us? She wouldn’t be able to drain our life energy if we were dead. And if she suspected we were from the Court Magika, wouldn’t she just tear up the forms and tell us that she had changed her mind?

      My grandmother texted me again. use your best judgment. try to get the information we need. but if something happens, yell and we’ll come in, aborting the mission.

      I flushed the toilet and ran water in the sink, in case Sheryl was listening. I hurried back down the hall. She glanced up as I entered, and I quickly looked at Ari. It didn’t look like she picked up the cocoa yet, and I had an epiphany. As I walked back to my place, I deliberately tripped and knocked over the cookies and both mugs of cocoa all over the floor.

      “Oh no, your carpet!” I looked around frantically. “Paper towels?”

      Sheryl looked annoyed but she jumped up and ran out the door again. As I bent to pick up cookies, Ari did the same and I whispered in her ear, “The cocoa was doctored.”

      As I tossed cookies back onto the plate, Sheryl returned with a roll of paper towels. I took them from her and quickly began mopping up the cocoa. The stain was obvious on the carpet, and I affected a flustered, apologetic tone.

      “I’m so sorry. I don’t know what got into me. I’ll pay for the cleaning.” I glanced over at Ari and she gave me a slight nod.

      “Well, shall we get started here, then?” Sheryl said. Unruffled, she carried the tray over to a sideboard and set it atop the console. Then she turned back to us, giving me a long look. I decided it was time to drop the bait and opened my purse, pulling out my checkbook.

      “I have to admit, I’m so excited! You really think we can make a lot of money? And…I noticed the part about the energy exchange. That means we’ll have more oomph in our day,” I said as enthusiastically as I could muster.

      Sheryl’s eyes lit up when she saw the checks. “Yes, you will.”

      “But we have to recruit more reps in order to get back our energy, right?” Ari said, hesitating with her pen over her check. “And we get financial bonuses for that, as well?”

      Sheryl paused, then said, “Right. But you’re going to find that recruiting others will boost your income so much that you won’t miss the little bit of energy I’m going to draw off of you today. You’ll be rolling in money and health within a couple of weeks. The oils sell themselves, and your friends will be begging you to onboard them. I guarantee it!”

      “Well, my wife wasn’t sure about this,” Ari said, still poised with her pen over the check.

      “Once you start bringing home massive amounts of money, she’ll change her mind.” The irritation in Sheryl’s eyes had faded. In fact, she was looking relieved, like she had been afraid we’d back out.

      I wondered if that was enough for the Court Magika to make their move, but before I could say anything else, a movement directly behind Sheryl caught my attention. I blinked and glanced again, out of the side of my eye.

      Why I hadn’t noticed it before, I didn’t know. A shadow that shouldn’t have been there was right behind Sheryl. But now, it was as plain as day. A cold shiver ran up my back. There was something malignant about it.

      Goose bumps rose along my arm. And then, the shadow turned toward me and I knew that it knew I was watching it.

      Nauseated, I wanted to run. I tried to move but couldn’t shake off the fear.

      Sheryl stepped forward, looming over me. “Why don’t we get this started with the energy exchange? You first, January,” she said, only her voice was an octave deeper.

      I wanted to scoot away from her, but I couldn’t. This close to her, the full force of whatever it was that was shadowing her swept over me.

      What the hell? Where had this come from? Why hadn’t we sensed it before?

      Ari, who was at the other end of the sofa, jumped up. “January, get out of there!” Her eyes were wide as she circled away from Sheryl, trying to get behind her and closer to the door.

      I willed myself to move, trying to force my frozen muscles to unlock so I could defend myself. A cold feeling of dread paralyzed my muscles and all I could think was, I’m not going to make it out of here alive.

      Ari held out her hands and closed her eyes. The next moment, a gust of wind blasted through the room, jolting Sheryl to the right. As soon as her focus was off of me, I could move. I leapt up, sidestepping to the left.

      Ari turned to me. “It’s a shadow person, it’s attached to her!”

      At that moment, Sheryl turned back toward Ari and lunged. In that fraction of a second, I could clearly see the shadow person latched onto Sheryl. A cord bound them, burrowing directly into Sheryl’s crown.

      The shadow person was dark as night, black as jet. While I had occasionally dealt with shadow people, I wasn’t prepared for one this strong. I knew how to exorcise a regular spirit from a person, but breaking the link between a shadow person and their host wasn’t the same thing—and it was far harder.

      In my ear, from the hidden earpiece, I could hear Rowan shouting, asking what was wrong. I had forgotten all about the wire during Sheryl’s attack. Now, I scrambled to alert them.

      “We need help! A shadow person’s attached to Sheryl!”

      The line went dead. We would have to fend for ourselves until they got here. The van was parked two houses away, which meant we had to manage for at least several minutes.

      I held up my hands, trying to deflect the shadow person’s attention away from Ari. “Hey, over here. Attack somebody your own size.”

      Sheryl turned, a calculating look on her face. “It will be much easier if you submit.”

      I started to back away. “Why are you doing this? Why are you possessing Sheryl?”

      I didn’t expect an answer, but if we could keep the creature busy until Rowan got here, we might make it through this.

      “Hold still,” Sheryl said, panting hard.

      The shadow person was taxing her body. Possession was a very delicate balance. Sheryl’s body wasn’t meant to withstand the onslaught of the extreme energy a shadow person contained. I could feel a crack in the bond forming. Behind it I could see a very frightened young woman. That was enough to tell me there was still a chance to save Sheryl from the shadow person.

      “If you can still hear me, the walk-in hasn’t fully possessed her. She’s still in there,” I said, hoping that Rowan heard me. Usually, when a shadow person had been attached to a human or one of the witchblood for a long period of time, they eventually eliminated every drop of the original personality and the host had to be put down.

      “Why this sort of scam? Why don’t you just feed on people like most of your kind?” I was still trying to stall her, to give the others time to get here.

      “Shut up,” Sheryl said.

      No wonder Sheryl hadn’t paid attention to the Court Magika’s rules about draining life energy. The shadow person probably didn’t know about them. Or didn’t care. But I still wondered why it had gone to all this trouble—why it hadn’t settled into her body and fed off of people right and left.

      I managed to dive over the sofa, putting it between me and Sheryl. Ari had found a large heavy vase and was holding it in front of her like a shield.

      “When Sheryl disappeared, that’s when you found her, wasn’t it?” The month that Sheryl had been gone—that she had been missing. That must have been when the shadow person first connected to her. It wasn’t until after she had reappeared that she had quit her job and started the Magikoil business.

      There was pounding on the front door, and I could hear Rowan’s voice outside. Damn, the door must be locked. I turned to Ari, who was closest to the archway of the living room. “Unlock the door!”

      Ari lobbed the vase at Sheryl. For her size, Ari was fit and strong. The vase went hurtling head over heels toward Sheryl, but she managed to dart out of the way as it crashed against the wall. Sheryl turned toward Ari, her eyes narrowing.

      “You shouldn’t have done that,” she said.

      Ari dashed toward the front door and Sheryl hesitated, then turned back toward me as I edged my way around the room. She looked vaguely confused, as though she wasn’t sure what to do next.

      Rowan burst in just then, along with a couple of men. Sheryl collapsed as the shadow person raced toward me. I screamed as it slammed into me, knocking me to the ground.

      If the shadow person was strong enough, they could take on physical form, and this one definitely had the power. It closed its inky fingers around my throat, and leaned down, the smooth black void of its face staring at me. A cord tentacled out, latching onto my crown chakra, and it began draining my energy.

      I tried to scream but I couldn’t. The next moment, Rowan was there, along with a man I didn’t recognize. They joined hands, and reached toward the shadow figure as I began to lose consciousness.

      A thousand live wires ricocheted through me, driving me awake again. The shadow figure lit up, sparks flying off of it as it convulsed. But it was still holding me, in an embrace surrounded by lightning. Once again, I was unable to move as the shock waves rippled through me, and then for a second, my heart convulsed and I thought I was going to die. But the shadow figure stumbled backward, letting go of my throat as it gripped the sides of its head. The lightning drained out of me as the shadow person stumbled away.

      I sat up, dizzy. Every fiber of my being ached as though I had stuck my finger in a light socket. I groaned, then leaned forward to rest my head on my knees. If a tsunami had been bearing down on us, I couldn’t have moved to run, I was so exhausted and in pain.

      The shadow figure thrashed, but Rowan and her companion kept driving the lightning out through their fingertips. With a final sizzle, the creature vanished and the room was silent.
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      Rowan and Ari scrambled to kneel by my side.

      “Are you all right?” Ari asked, stroking my frizzed out hair back from my face. It crackled under her fingers, and I reached up, realizing I was surrounded by a two-foot long afro. It was going to take some doing to get my hair back to normal.

      My throat was dry, sore from screaming. I hadn’t even realized that I had been screaming. My pulse raced and I felt like I’d been the recipient of a full-body cleansing, the lightning had coursed so thoroughly through every cell of my system. I leaned on one hand, not even trying to stand up. Across the room, I noticed Sheryl, lying on the floor.

      “How is she?” I managed a faint wave in her direction.

      Two of the men who had come in with Rowan were examining her. One glanced over at us and shook his head, looking grim. “I don’t think she’s going to make it.” And then he placed her hand gently back on the floor and hung his head. “She’s gone. She was too attached to the shadow figure to make it on her own.”

      “Is there any way to draw her spirit back into her body?” I asked. As I stared at Sheryl’s prone figure, I noticed the spirit standing beside it. It looked exactly like her. I motioned for Rowan to help me up. Between her and Ari, they got me on my feet and I approached Sheryl’s spirit.

      “Are you all right?” I asked, looking for the shadow figure. But it was nowhere to be seen. And then I saw the silver cord that attaches souls to their bodies. It was still intact—fraying quickly, but still connecting Sheryl to her body.

      “Who are you talking to?” Ari asked.

      “Sheryl. Her spirit’s right here. Is there any way we can help her back into her body? She’s not fully cut off from it yet.” I knelt by Sheryl’s side, starting compressions on her chest. “Ari, give her mouth-to-mouth.”

      Ari didn’t question me, just began to work. Rowan and the others began to pour healing energy toward Sheryl’s body. I glanced up at the spirit, who was kneeling near me, watching me work on her corpse.

      “Do you want to come back?” I asked her. I should have asked her that in the first place.

      She paused, then looked at me. I remember everything I did while that creature had control of me. I don’t know if I can live with some of those things.

      “We can help you,” I said aloud, hoping the others would get the drift. “What you did was out of your control, and we can help you live with the memories.”

      Rowan glanced at me. “She’s having doubts?”

      “She remembers everything that happened, and she doesn’t know if she can live with the guilt. Do you think we can help her?”

      “I’m positive that we can help her cope with the aftermath,” Rowan said. “Tell her to give it a try. I don’t like losing people to the shadow world. Also, can she hear me?”

      I looked up at Sheryl. My grandmother wants to know if you can hear her speaking.

      Yes, I can hear all of you still. Though it’s becoming fainter as the cord frays.

      “She can hear us. But speak quickly.”

      Rowan glanced up in the direction that I had been looking. “Sheryl, if you let yourself fade away, if you let go of life, you’re going to end up sucked into the shadow world. While we sent that thing away, you are still connected in spirit. We need to do an exorcism on you to fully detach you from the walk-in. So if you die, we can’t do that and you’ll eventually end up turning into a shadow person.”

      I was watching Sheryl as Rowan spoke. She gasped, and turned frantically to me.

      Please, save me. I don’t want to become what that thing was. I don’t want anything to do with them.

      Then focus on staying connected to your body. We’re trying to resuscitate you.

      I turned back to Rowan. “Let’s get her back into her body.” I started compressions again, and Ari started mouth-to-mouth again. Rowan and her Court Magika friends focused on pumping as much healing energy into Sheryl as they could.

      Another minute past, and another, and then—when I was starting to lose hope—Sheryl jerked beneath my hands and coughed. As she opened her eyes, her spirit vanished, sucked back into her body. We had saved her from a fate that was literally worse than death.

      Rowan called for a specialized ambulance—one from a local clinic that focused on witchblood. As she explained the circumstances to the paramedics, Ari and I dropped onto the sofa, exhausted.

      I turned to my best buddy. “What the hell?”

      “I didn’t expect this when I got up this morning. I’m not sure what I expected to play out, but I had no clue we were going to be fighting a shadow man.” Ari glanced around the room. “So how long was she been attached to that thing?”

      “Well, the article I read about her said she first vanished on September 4. So…two and a half months? And somehow, in that time, she’s built Majikoil to the size it is now. What’s going to happen to the company?”

      Rowan sat down beside us. “I’m headed to the hospital in a few minutes to help them sort out what is going on with her, but I would say that if she wants to turn it into a legitimate business, we’ll help her do that. I had no idea she was possessed.”

      “Why do you think that the shadow person didn’t start siphoning energy off of people right and left? Why did he go this roundabout way?”

      “Because he was smart. If he had started leeching energy randomly, like some rogue vampire might choose victims off the street, Sheryl would have been noticed right away and the situation would have been taken care of then and there.”

      Ari stood up and started looking through Sheryl’s desk. “From what I see here—according to the dates—Sheryl has been planning on opening a magical oil business for some time now. The shadow person figured how to parlay that into the biggest feast ever.”

      “True,” Rowan said. “It gained a lot by not pushing her fully against her nature. If she wanted to do something like this anyway, it made it easier for the thing to take over her entire life.”

      I thought for a moment. “Well, that would explain matters. That’s one thing I know about shadow people—if they try to force a person to do something they normally wouldn’t, it takes far more energy than if you play into the person’s strengths and goals. Path of least resistance sort of thing. She would have protested if the shadow creature had started killing her recruits, so creating a cult was much easier.”

      It made perfect sense. “And this way, she would be making enough money to support herself in style so she could keep on going, and the shadow person was guaranteed a comfortable host for a long, long time. Damned creature could see a return down the road, as long as it didn’t try to gratify its needs all at once. What will happen to the recruits who have already been preyed upon?”

      “The Court Magika will help her make restitution, at least on the onboarding fees, since this wasn’t her fault,” one of the men said. He held out his hand to me. He was handsome, tall and dark with rich brown skin and box braids that came down to his waist. “How’d you do, by the way. We haven’t had a chance to be introduced. I’m Justice Tarrington.”

      “January Jaxson, I’m Rowan’s granddaughter. And this is my best friend, Ari Wheeler.”

      “Pleased to meet you,” Justice said with a smooth smile. “This is Parker Conway. We’re both part of the paramilitary branch of the Court Magika.”

      Suitably impressed, Ari and I grabbed our coats and filed out of the house, and headed back home while Rowan, Justice, and Parker headed for the hospital with Sheryl.
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      Thanksgiving dawned with icy cold temperatures and the fall of snowflakes. I padded over to the window to stare out at the ever-whitening world, wrapped in my bathrobe. I was still tired, but it was six-thirty, time to get up and start the day.

      All over the country, women—and more than a few men—were getting up to prepare dinner for their families. Outside, the flakes continued to fall, big and fat, splattering with soft wet hisses against the window. There was a skiff of snow on the ground, and while the weather predicted that it would only stay for a couple days, I was grateful to see it.

      “Awake so soon?” Killian asked. He slid out of bed, pulling on his own robe as he joined me at the window, encircling my waist with his arms. He leaned down, kissing my neck.

      “Today’s Thanksgiving,” I said. “It’s our first Thanksgiving together,” I added, placing my hands over his as he held me against him. I leaned my head back and he kissed me. Sure, we had morning breath, but we had it together and it didn’t deter us from showing our love. “Are you going to get up and help me?”

      “It’s six-thirty in the morning. I tell you what. I’ll get up and do whatever you need me to do if you give me another half hour in the bed.”

      I caught my breath, pressing back against his warm chest. I could feel him harden as he pressed against my thigh.

      “Morning sex is always so comfortable,” I said, turning around and letting my robe slide off onto the floor. I was naked beneath it, and I reached up and pushed his robe off his shoulders.

      He wrapped his arms around me, squeezing my butt as he walked me back toward the bed. I leaned back against the pillows, still sleepy and tired, but sometimes that made for the best sex—that drowsy, half-awake tumble into bed sex.

      The passion was quiet, but the warm embrace more than made up for it, and as Killian slid beneath the covers and hooked his arms underneath my thighs, I reached up and clutched the pillow beneath my head, biting my lip as he went down on me. The morning was starting off with a bang, in the very best of ways.
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      By one, everyone had gathered. Even Alicia, from down the street. The house was full and bustling, with people mingling. The air was rich with the smell of roasting turkey and stuffing. My mouth watered. Usually, when I cooked up a storm I wasn’t hungry by the time dinner came, but I had a feeling that I’d have plenty of room today.

      Teran had brought cheesecake and a nut platter for us to snack on until dinner was ready. Tally had brought sparkling cider, and Alicia, wine and ham.

      In the corner, the tree glowed, filled with ornaments from both my parents’ lives and from my own. Tally had curled up in the rocking chair, and now was dozing lightly as people mingled around her. Killian told me that pregnancy made shifters extremely sleepy. I thought that was true for humans and witchblood as well, but he assured me that shifters had it worse.

      I tapped him on the shoulder. “Maybe you should take her up to the guest room. We’ve got plenty of time before dinner.”

      Killian nodded, heading toward his sister.

      I turned to find Rowan and Tarvish standing near me. “Tarvish, how are you doing?”

      “Actually quite well, thank you. I just wanted to apologize for startling you when I first appeared in your house, but I’m grateful. This past week has been an experience, one I don’t think I’d want to give up. It’s nice not having to run around cold dungeons and be covered with blood and gore all the time.” Tarvish beamed at me, and then handed me a bouquet of flowers. “Rowan says we need to bring hostess gifts when we go to a party.”

      As I stared at my grandmother, who was beaming up at the Funtime demon, I had a sudden glimpse that I quickly wiped away. I really didn’t want that image in my mind.

      “Thank you, Tarvish. Rowan, have you talked to Sheryl?”

      “Yes, I have,” my grandmother said. “Justice is taking her under his wing and he’s helping her figure out some way to make restitution of both the energy drain and the buy-in fees. They’re working on revamping the company into an actual business instead of a pyramid scheme. The Court Magika thinks there’s a portal in that section of the Mystic Wood that shadow people can come through, so we’re going to need to find it and shut it down. It’s not going to be easy.”

      “I’m surprised Sheryl managed to stumble into it. When I think of how close she came to being swallowed up…”

      “I’m not. She’s earth-focused in her magic, and I think the town drew her here for a reason. I think—once she heals up—she’s going to end up working with the Court Magika on occasion. Meanwhile, since she remembers what part of the forest she was in when she disappeared, they’re cordoning off that area for now. It’s difficult, given the Mystic Wood has a life of its own, but we’re doing the best we can.”

      “You know, those oils are actually pretty good,” I said. “I didn’t feel any magic off of them when I was first examining them, but turns out they pack a belated punch. But are they safe, given a shadow person made them?”

      Rowan shook her head. “Toss them. We don’t know if there are any dangers associated with them, but it doesn’t hurt to make sure. We’re putting out a recall notice to anyone who bought them and refunding their money for return of the oils.”

      As Tarvish and Rowan moved off to talk to others, I joined my aunt Teran out on the back porch. She was bundled up in a warm cardigan and I draped a shawl over my shoulders. The snow was still falling, and it was absolutely lovely, drifting down to cover the backyard.

      Teran glanced over at me. “I know it won’t stay, but I kind of wish it could. There’s something gentle about the snow, about the starkness of winter. It’s soft on the eyes and ears. Snow muffles the wounds of the world.”

      I nodded. “I know what you mean. I wish it could stay, too.”

      “If you come over next Saturday, I’ll teach you how to make apple butter. And we can work on some herbal magic—medicinal stuff. I think it would be a good idea if you learn some healing magic, and since you are earth magic–based, herbs would be the best way to go about it.”

      I nodded. “I’d like that.” I stared out across the backyard, shaking my head. “Life has changed so much since my parents died last year. That started everything. If they hadn’t died, I don’t know if I would have come back when I left Ellison. I might have stayed in Seattle. I don’t know,” I said, shaking my head.

      “And you probably never will. Life doesn’t work like that. So, do you enjoy your job?” My aunt looked at me, and I could tell she was truly waiting for an answer.

      “Yes, I do. I’m looking forward to getting back to work next week. This so-called vacation has been harder than most weeks I put in at Conjure Ink.”

      At that moment, Killian popped his head out the door. “Here, I got the ribs from my house.” He handed me two slabs of barbecued ribs, his specialty, on a tray. I thanked him and took the tray, cautiously descending the steps. The stairs were covered with snow, and they were slick. I was wearing a pair of ballet flats, and my feet instantly froze as I sank into the scant half-inch of snow that blanketed the yard. But I pushed onward, hurrying to the edge of the wood.

      The Mystic Wood rose high around me, looming dark and ominous under the snow, and yet it was beautiful and bewitching. I paused at the trailhead, then whistled twice.

      “Rebecca? Are you around?”

      A few moments later, the imp darted out from the forest, her golden hair shimmering under the falling snow. “Yes?”

      “I brought you a gift.” I sat down the tray, and then backed away. She eyed the ribs suspiciously, then glanced up at me.

      “Why?”

      “Because in our society, today’s called Thanksgiving. It’s a yearly tradition to break bread with friends and share food. It’s a day of giving back to others.” I paused, unsure as to my motives. But then, I found myself saying, “You’re the closest thing I have to a neighbor other than Killian. And you watch over this part of the forest. I thought I would just share some of my bounty with you.”

      She stared at me for what felt like an eternity, then slowly bent and picked up the tray. She glanced up at me and for the first time, her gaze was devoid of the sly glint she always had. “Thank you. I don’t have a gift for you.”

      “Just keep watch and let me know if anything goes awry. Enjoy your dinner,” I said.

      As I hurried back to the house, which was filled with love and care and friends and family, I realized just how lucky I was.

      If I vanished, there would be search parties out there hunting for me. If a shadow person latched onto me, my grandmother and friends would immediately notice and do what they could to save me. Maybe I wasn’t as rich as some people were, but I had a home and friends and family that I loved. I had a boyfriend who adored me, and he was becoming more important to me every single day. I loved my job and I was good at it. And while I had my share of troubles, I could navigate most of them, and those I couldn’t, I could ask for help and usually find it.

      Killian escorted Teran and me back into the house, where Tarvish was playing with the kittens, and the game was blaring on the television. I took a deep breath, looking around. It was Thanksgiving, the tree was lit and beautiful, and the holidays were coming up.

      I had everything I could ask for.
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      If you liked this book and haven’t read the first few books of  my Moonshadow Bay Series, check out Starlight Web, Midnight Web, Conjure Web, and Harvest Web. January Jaxson returns to the quirky town of Moonshadow Bay after her husband dumps her and steals their business, and within days she’s working for Conjure Ink, a paranormal investigations agency, and exploring the potential of her hot new neighbor. There will be more adventures to come, but while you’re waiting, you might want to try out my urban fantasy series. If you like kick-ass heroines, with a strong hint of romance, read my Wild Hunt Series. Start with The Silver Stag, Oak & Thorns, and Iron Bones. Book 18, the last story in the series, is available for preorder now: Antlered Crown.

      If you love dragons, keep an eye out for my upcoming Hedge Dragon Series, set in a connected world to the Wild Hunt. The Poisoned Forest is now available for preorder, as is The Tangled Sky. You can also preorder the first book in another new Wild Hunt Series spinoff: Tattered Thorns!

      If you like paranormal mysteries/paranormal women’s fiction, try my Chintz ‘n China paranormal mysteries. The series is complete. Begin with Ghost of a Chance.

      Return with me to Whisper Hollow Series, where spirits walk among the living, and the lake never gives up her dead. Autumn Thorns, Shadow Silence, and The Phantom Queen are now available. Join the darkly seductive world of Kerris Fellwater, spirit shaman for the small lakeside community of Whisper Hollow.

      If you prefer a lighter-hearted paranormal romance with some steamy vampire-witch action, meet the wild and magical residents of Bedlam in my Bewitching Bedlam Series. Fun-loving witch Maddy Gallowglass, her smoking-hot vampire lover Aegis, and their crazed cjinn Bubba (part djinn, all cat) rock it out in Bedlam, a magical town on a magical island. Start with book one of the series: Bewitching Bedlam. There are six books and several novellas in the series.

      I invite you to visit Fury’s world. Bound to Hecate, Fury is a minor goddess, taking care of the Abominations who come off the World Tree. Start with Fury Rising. The Fury Unbound Series is complete.

      For a dark, gritty, steamy series, try my world of The Indigo Court, where the long winter has come, and the Vampiric Fae are on the rise. Begin with Night Myst. This series is complete.

      For all of my work, both published and upcoming releases, see the Bibliography at the end of this book, or check out my website at Galenorn.com and be sure and sign up for my newsletter to receive news about all my new releases.

      QUALITY CONTROL: This work has been professionally edited and proofread. If you encounter any typos or formatting issues ONLY, please contact me through my website so they may be corrected. We’ll add these to our to-fix list and when it’s time to put out a new edition, we will make changes. Otherwise, know that this book is in my style and voice and editorial suggestions will not be entertained. Thank you.
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      I often write to music, and SHADOW WEB was no exception. Here’s the playlist I used for this book.

      
        	A.J. Roach: Devil May Dance

        	Air: Napalm Love

        	Android Lust: Here & Now

        	Arch Leaves: Nowhere To Go

        	The Black Angels: Currency; You On The Run; Vikings; Holland; Don’t Play With Guns; Always Maybe

        	Black Mountain: Queens Will Play

        	Black Pumas: Sweet Conversations

        	Black Rebel Motorcycle Club: Fault Line; Shuffle Your Feet

        	Bobbie Gentry: Ode To Billie Joe

        	Boney M.: Rasputin

        	Broken Bells: The Ghost Inside

        	Chris Isaak: Wicket Game

        	Commodores: Brick House

        	Crazy Town: Butterfly

        	Creedence Clearwater Revival: Born On The Bayou; Green River; Run Through The Jungle

        	David Bowie: Golden Years; Heroes; Without You; China Girl

        	Money For Nothing: Dire Straits

        	Don Henley: Dirty Laundry; Sunset Grill

        	Eastern Sun: Beautiful Being

        	Eels: Souljacker Part 1

        	Elton John: Saturday Night’s Alright For Fighting; Rocket Man

        	FC Kahuna: Hayling

        	Faithless: Addictive

        	Fats Domino: I Want To Walk You Home

        	Fleetwood Mac: The Chain; Gold Dust Woman

        	George Benson: On Broadway

        	Gordon Lightfoot: Sundown

        	Heart: Magic Man; White Lightning & Wine

        	Imagine Dragons: Natural

        	Jay Price: The Devil’s Bride; Dark-Hearted Man; Coming For You Baby; Boneshaker

        	Jeannie C. Riley: Harper Valley PTA

        	Jessica Bates: The Hanging Tree

        	Jethro Tull: Jack Frost And The Hooded Crow; I’m Your Gun; Motoreyes; Overhang; Witch’s Promise; Raising Steam; Journeyman; Weathercock; Rare And Precious Chain; Back To the Family; Taxi Grab

        	John Fogerty: The Old Man Down The Road

        	Johnny Otis: Willy & The Hand Jive

        	The Kills: Nail In My Coffin; Sour Cherry

        	Leonard Cohen: You Want It Darker; The Future

        	Lorde: Yellow Flicker Beat; Royals

        	Low: Witches; Plastic Cup; Half-Light

        	Matt Corby: Breathe

        	Outasight: Fire It Up; The Boogie; The Bounce

        	PJ Harvey: The Words That Maketh Murder; The Colour Of The Earth; The Glorious Land; Good Fortune

        	Pati Yang: All That Is Thirst

        	Red Venom: Let’s Get it On

        	REM: Drive

        	Robin Schulz: Sugar

        	Shriekback: Underwater Boys; And The Rain; The King In The Tree

        	Tamaryn: While You’re Sleeping, I’m Dreaming; Violet’s In A Pool

        	Tom Petty: Mary Jane’s Last Dance

        	Trills: Speak Loud

        	The Verve: Bitter Sweet Symphony
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      Indigo Court Books, 1-3: Night Myst, Night Veil, Night Seeker (Boxed Set)

      Indigo Court Books, 4-6: Night Vision, Night’s End, Night Shivers (Boxed Set)

      

      Otherworld Series:

      Moon Shimmers

      Harvest Song

      Blood Bonds

      Otherworld Tales: Volume 1

      Otherworld Tales: Volume 2

      For the rest of the Otherworld Series, see website at Galenorn.com.

      

      Bath and Body Series (originally under the name India Ink):

      Scent to Her Grave

      A Blush With Death

      Glossed and Found

      

      Misc. Short Stories/Anthologies:

      Once Upon a Kiss (short story: Princess Charming)

      Once Upon a Curse (short story: Bones)

      Once Upon a Ghost (short story: Rapunzel Dreaming)

      

      Magickal Nonfiction:

      Embracing the Moon

      Tarot Journeys
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include source files, build scripts and documentation.
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PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
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Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
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permission.
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remain under this license does not apply to any document created
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TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
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MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
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INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
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