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      Welcome to the world of Moonshadow Bay, where magic lurks in the moonlight, and danger in the shadows.

      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 YouTube channel. If you liked this book, I’d be grateful if you’d leave a review—it helps more than you can think.

      August, 2020

      Brightest Blessings,

      ~The Painted Panther~

      ~Yasmine Galenorn~

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Welcome to Midnight Web

          

        

      

    

    
      Moonshadow Bay…where magic lurks in the moonlight, and danger hides in the shadows. January Jaxson’s settling into her life in Moonshadow Bay, and her new relationship with wolf shifter Killian O’Connell. Her job with Conjure Ink is proving both fascinating as well as dangerous. But little does January realize that she's about to let the actual genie out of the proverbial bottle.

      When she bought an old bottle in a thrift shop, January didn’t expect to be purchasing a guest for her home. Now, with a djinn on her hands, she finds herself promising to track down something for her unexpected houseguest so he can finally gain his freedom.

      At the same time, she’s thrown into one of the spookiest hauntings she’s ever experienced when a local restaurant suddenly falls prey to ghosts seeking revenge. Will she be able to get rid of her houseguest and keep the ghosts from killing their latest target, or will this job prove too much for January as she faces the big 4-1?

      Reading Order for the Moonshadow Bay Series:

      
        	Book 1: Starlight Web

        	Book 2: Midnight Web

        	Book 3: Conjure Web
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      “I can’t believe I let you talk me into this.” I leaned on the back of the sofa, staring at the coffee table. Ari and I had turned it into a makeshift altar for a ritual, but now I was seriously rethinking the wisdom of what we were about to do.

      Ari snorted, shaking her red hair that was cut in a euro-bob. She was petite, so slight she looked like a gust of wind could have swept her away, but she had an imposing personality and it was hard to say no to her. So when she had suggested a pre-birthday ritual to ring in my new year, I had finally agreed. I wasn’t too sure about turning forty-one, but it had to be better than forty. Forty had been hard. Forty had been hell. Forty had been the worst year in my life. My parents had died, my marriage had broken up when I found my ex with his tongue between another woman’s legs, and I had been bilked out of half the business I built up from scratch. Forty-one promised to be a breeze compared to all that. I had a new boyfriend, I was living in my hometown again, which I loved, and I had a new job that I thoroughly enjoyed.

      “Oh come on, you keep complaining that you need to get back into practice with your magic. This is a fun way to do it!” She nodded to the tray of cupcakes on the coffee table. “Plus…cupcakes.”

      Cupcakes changed everything.

      “Well, when you put it that way…” I shook off the feeling that this might not be the best idea. The Ladies hadn’t warned me off of it and I trusted that they’d keep me out of trouble. “All right, let’s do it.”

      “Good…now you just need three things to represent the wishes you’re making,” Ari said. “I haven’t done a wishcraft ritual in a while, so this should be fun. Especially with this to wash everything down!” She held up a bottle of spiced rum, our drink of choice when we were kicking back. It was dark, sweet, and went down with a kick. “And don’t forget to dress the part,” she added as I turned to go upstairs. “Also, put Xi and Klaus in your bedroom. We don’t want them inadvertently getting hit by anything we conjure up.”

      Once again, I hesitated, trying to swat away the feeling this might not be for the best. But the fact was, even though Ari was braver than I was, she hadn’t spent eighteen years coping with an ex who constantly gaslighted her. I decided that I was tired of being a worrywart.

      “All right, let’s do it. Let’s see…what can I use?”

      Since my birthday was the next day, we wanted to hold the ritual before I technically turned forty-one. Also, I was having an actual party the next night, so tonight it was just Ari and me. I had thought about inviting my aunt Teran, but she had a date tonight.

      I headed upstairs to my bedroom, thinking about the three wishes I was going to summon into my life, and the best way to set the mood.

      Wishcraft rituals were different than actual magical circles. Wishcraft was lighter and usually didn’t work as well, but it was a good way to spend some magical energy without being too worried about screwing up. You could perform a wishcraft ritual while tipsy and it was a pretty good bet the roof wouldn’t cave in.

      My gaze fell on the nightgown I had recently bought. Killian, my neighbor and new boyfriend, had been with me when I found it, and I’d fallen in love with the midnight blue gown. A halter top, the skirt was sheer and sequins glimmered like stars across the material. Swarovski crystals sparkled around the plunging neckline. It would be perfect, I thought, quickly changing out of my skirt and blouse. I slid on the nightgown and then re-did my makeup. Immediately, I felt more glamorous.

      Looking over the items on my vanity, I caught sight of the bottle I had recently purchased at a thrift store. It was an old perfume bottle with a crystal stopper. Unfortunately, the stopper was stuck and I hadn’t been able to use it yet. The bottle reminded me of mercury glass and was the color of lavender smoke.

      I picked it up, holding it carefully. There was something about the energy that made me wistful, like a promise trapped behind a veil, and I kept feeling that if I could just get the stopper unstuck, it would let out a flood of possibilities.

      “This will work,” I said, carefully tucking it into a basket that was sitting on my nightstand. Now, I just needed two more items. For the second, I hesitated, then picked up a book that I had been reading titled Ghosts Around Puget Sound and tucked that in the basket, along with a crystal that Killian had given me.

      That left one last item, and one last wish. Frowning, I sat down on the bed for a moment, wondering if I should be wishing what I was about to wish for.

      Esmara, can you hear me? Am I doing the right thing?

      I waited for a moment. My great-aunt Esmara belonged to the Ladies of our family. A group of women who had once ruled the roost, in death the Ladies continued to hold sway over the living. My aunt Teran’s guardian was my great-aunt Prue, who had been Esmara’s sister. Both were firecrackers, even after death. Both doled out advice when they saw fit, and woe be to the sorry sap who didn’t listen. My mother had recently joined the Ladies after a car crash took both my parents’ lives, but she was getting acclimated to the spirit world and not ready yet to take her place as a guide.

      I cleared my throat, waiting, but if Esmara was listening, she didn’t feel the need to answer. I decided to take her silence as tacit approval and dug through my jewelry box until I found a matchbook labeled “Gunther’s.” Gunther’s had been a bar that my ex and I had frequented, but to me it would forever symbolize the memory of Ellison telling me he was bored with our marriage, bored with me, and he planned on marrying someone else. That was the day after I caught him with his head between the thighs of his mistress—now his fiancée.

      I flipped open the lid and, finding a pen in the drawer of the rolltop desk that had been my mother’s, I wrote Ellison’s name inside the matchbook, and tossed that into the basket along with the bottle and the book on ghosts.

      Ready for action, I headed for the stairs. Xi and Klaus were tussling in the hallway so I scooped them up and tucked them into the guest room, making certain they had water. They had already eaten dinner and there was a litter box in the guest room so they would be fine for the evening. Gently shutting the door, smiling, I clambered down the stairs.

      In less than a month, I had come to love the cats more than I had thought possible, and I was grateful that Killian was a vet. It had been a long time since I’d been able to share my home with an animal. I was constantly calling him to make certain they were okay, and he’d rest my worries with a smile and infinite patience.

      Ari was finishing the setup for the ritual. She glanced up as I came through the door, her eyes widening. “You’re gorgeous,” she said, staring at me. “Too bad I’ve got a girlfriend,” she added, but I knew she was joking.

      We had been best friends since childhood, and I had always known she was gay, but it never made a difference and we were as comfortable as two old shoes. I was mostly straight—I had never met a woman who had triggered my interest sexually, but I wasn’t averse to the idea.

      “You wish,” I said, grinning.

      “Hey, I—” She stopped, snorting. “Never mind. You’re just baiting me.”

      “It’s fun to watch you get your feathers ruffled,” I said. “I found the three items.” I set them out on the table.

      Ari stared at the collection with raised eyebrows. “I’m not going to ask you what those are for, but…that’s an odd assortment of goodies,” she said. “Are you sure about them?”

      I nodded. “About as sure as I can get.” I glanced around. “Are we ready? The cats are in the guest room, and we’ve got cupcakes and rum.” Traditionally, cakes and wine were appropriate for a ritual, but whatever worked was fine, in my opinion. There was a difference between ritual theater, which was best reserved for large groups, and working magic, which could get down and dirty and often called for substitutions.

      “Okay, let’s get this party started,” Ari said, dimming the lights.

      I lit the candles and stood back, staring at the table.

      It was beautiful in the flickering light, with a shimmering black and silver cloth over it, and the crystal ball that sat in the center. To either side of the quartz sphere stood a gold and silver candle, and a double-edged dagger rested in front of the crystal. It was Ari’s blade. I had my mother’s athame—her ritual dagger—but I really needed to buy one of my own. I had spent too much time among those who were squeamish about Otherkin, including those of us who had witchblood. I had buried my magic for too long. Now I was letting it out. Like a butterfly, I was coming out of my chrysalis, shaking the dew off my wings, ready to fly.

      As Ari picked up the dagger and began to draw the circle, a slow flicker of joy began to spread through my heart. I was home, and I was learning what it meant to be me again.
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      My name is January Jaxson, and I’ll be forty-one years old tomorrow. I’m a witch by birth, born into one of the families known for witchblood. My great-grandfather, Brian Fletcher, and his wife Colleen moved over from England. Our family powers descended through her, and together, they helped to found Moonshadow Bay, a quirky town that welcomed Otherkin of all persuasions, be they shifter, vampire, witch, or something else. And those something elses could be both interesting and dangerous.

      I had been married for eighteen years before I realized it had been one long lie from beginning to end. I walked away after torching my wedding dress and Ellison’s tux, and trashing his convertible. He was downright lucky I didn’t cast a spell to make his dick shrivel up for good. Even though I still wanted to see him go down, I had stopped at filling his convertible with water.

      Now, a little over a month since I moved home, I have an unexpected new boyfriend who likes the fact that I’m not bone-thin, I’m back in Moonshadow Bay and out of Seattle, and I have a new job that is shaping up to be a crackerjack career. So yeah, forty-one promised to be far less scary than I had first feared.
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      We were a third of the way through the rum when we decided to officially start the circle. Oh, Ari had already cast it, but then we got distracted by the cupcakes and booze. I didn’t drink a lot, but Ari and I had pulled a few all-nighters back in the day, and my birthday seemed like the perfect excuse to let loose and just relax.

      “So, how’s work going?” she asked, pouring another shot of rum for us. She held up her glass. “Here’s to you and your new life!”

      “I’ll drink to that!” I clinked her glass with mine and we downed the shots, then took another bite of one of the pineapple cupcakes with coconut icing that she had picked up on the way over. Together, the combination was absolutely scrumptious. Piña colada cupcakes for the win!

      I settled back against the sofa—we had opted to sit on the floor—and let out a long, contented sigh. “I like work, but I feel like I’m ready for another challenge. The past few weeks I’ve been researching Bigfoot sightings around the area. I have yet to meet Mr. B., but after talking to some of the people who have seen him, I think I’m a believer.”

      “Of course he exists,” Ari said. “Shifters exist, and vampires, and we’re both witches. Why wouldn’t Bigfoot exist? But I’m not sure I want to meet one. The sasquatch are dangerous and unpredictable, from what I’ve heard.”

      “You think?” I asked, taking another bite of my cupcake.

      “Oh, I know so. I had a cousin who was chased through a graveyard by one. He almost ended up falling into an open grave awaiting a burial the next day. If he had tripped into it, he’d never have made it out alive. He wouldn’t have been able to escape.” She shifted, crossing her legs into the lotus position.

      While I was limber, I had not yet mastered that asana. I had taken up yoga again, wanting to be a little more flexible now that Killian and I were doing the hot-and-heavy several times a week. He was an ardent lover, and I had no complaints. He seemed to be enjoying himself as much as I was, but I wanted to spice it up, and that meant stretching some muscles that hadn’t been used for a while.

      “How did he finally manage to get away?” I asked, thinking I should interview Ari’s cousin.

      “He ran out onto the freeway. He said he’d rather dodge cars than try to hide from Bigfoot. He was convinced he was on the dinner menu. A police car saw him. He told them what happened and they thought he was drunk and took him into the station. When they found out he wasn’t, and saw how scared he was, they sent a car out to investigate but by then, of course, the creature was gone.” Ari pressed a napkin to her lips and poured two more shots of rum. “All right, let’s get this down and then start your ritual!”

      I laughingly clinked glasses again and slammed the rum back, not even wincing at the warm spice anymore. We were both drunk, and it wasn’t the best idea to work magic from an inebriated state, but I was in that headspace where bad ideas often made perfect sense. And I wanted to make sparklies happen.

      “All right, how do we do this?” When I turned sixteen, my mother had held a wishcraft ritual for me, but that had been long ago and far away, and fairly tame compared to what I was planning for tonight.

      “Lemme think,” Ari said, wincing. “Well, you make three wishes—like the genie in the bottle type of wishes—we seal the energy after each one, and then go back to cupcakes and rum.” She grinned. “I think the ritual’s mainly an excuse to eat and drink, but it seems like the perfect way to cement your focus for the coming year.”

      “That’s true,” I said, musing on the thought that I was actually turning forty-one. “I don’t know what I was so nervous about, you know? Right now, I’m having a lot of fun, I’m actually glad to see my thirties behind me, and the coming years are going to be so much more comfortable now that I’m away from Ellison.”

      “Okay, then let’s start…what’s your first wish? Hold up the object you found to represent it, then state it aloud while focusing on the energy.” She set down her shot glass and straightened.

      I followed suit. Immediately, the old energy that used to rise between us flared up. We had not only been best friends, but there had always been a magical spark between Ari and me. The magic we had crafted together always worked, and we had always achieved so much more together than separate. Ari was my attueind and we had known it since the first day we played together as children. Our mothers had recognized it, too.

      There was a theory among the witchblood families that every witch had an attueind—a magical partner—somewhere, kind of like the soulmates theory, except the attueind usually wasn’t a lover. But the attueind was someone with whom the magic worked better, faster, and stronger. Your attueind’s energy would mesh so well with your own that you formed a whole. This wasn’t to say that witches couldn’t be powerful on their own. Some of the most powerful witches in history had been solitary, but sometimes, the whole was greater than the sum of its parts.

      I inhaled deeply, then slowly exhaled as I lowered myself into a warm, fuzzy trance. The rum was definitely affecting me, but in that slightly drunken haze, it seemed to make things clearer. I could see the energy rising around the circle, like a pale purple mist. The color of my magic ran blue, and the color of Ari’s ran red. Together, our energies blended into a violet hue.

      I lifted up the book of ghost tales. “I want to tackle a case that truly keeps me on my toes. I want a challenge—I want to be put to the test.” As I set the book back down, I focused on my desire and whispered, “So mote it be.”

      “So mote it be,” Ari said, adding her own energy to the spell.

      The room seemed to darken a little as the energy thickened. I shook my head, feeling something rumble around me, like thunder, only without the sound. I picked up the matchbook.

      “I want everything Ellison touches to burn. I want him to know what it’s like to lose what he loves. I want him to feel the pain that he caused me. I want payback! So mote it be.” I cackled as I set the matchbook back on the table .

      Ari stared at me for a moment, then snorted. “So mote it be, hell yes!” She had been badgering me to cast a spell on him since I called her the day I found out he was cheating on me. But I had held off, wanting to gain some distance first. Now I had the distance and I felt I could afford to ask for a little karmic justice.

      I picked up the bottle, frowning as I tugged on the stopper. It had been stuck when I bought it, but for some reason I really wanted to open it now. I worked the stopper, trying to rock it back and forth.

      “And third, I want to know what’s like to be a sex goddess. I want to know what it feels like to walk down the street and turn heads—”

      “You already do,” Ari said. “You’re gorgeous! You just don’t feel that way so you don’t notice it. I swear, you pull a poor-me attitude and I’ll—”

      “Stop right there,” I said. “Ari, I know you think I’m pretty, and I know Killian tells me I’m pretty. But let’s face it—I’ve never known what it’s like to be the one people turn and look at…to be the bombshell that nobody forgets. For once, I just want to know what it feels like,” I added, shrugging. “So mote it be.”

      “So mote it be,” Ari said, then she held out her hand toward the bottle—which I was still struggling to open. I whispered, “Open, damn it.”

      A spark flew from her fingers to mine and boom, the stopper came loose so quickly I almost fell back. A heady floral scent rose from the bottle, rich and not the least bit stale like you would expect from a perfume bottle that had been closed up for years.

      Feeling relieved, I set the bottle down, smiling at it. “It’s really beautiful, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah, it is. Do you know how old it is?”

      I shook my head. “I think it’s mercury glass, but I’m not sure. But it feels old. Anyway, so those are my three wishes. Excitement on the job and a test of my talents, Ellison to suffer as much as I did, and I want to be a hot, sexy, mama.” I laughed, realizing that none of my wishes had been in any way generous. “I almost feel selfish for not wishing for world peace, or something like that.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. We all want world peace but one little wishcraft ceremony won’t ever bring that about, and it’s okay to focus on yourself. Especially when it’s your birthday.” She poured us another round of shots and handed me my glass. “Here’s to you, January, and here’s to the best year you’ve ever had. Hell, I’ll be asking you to throw me a wishcraft ritual for my birthday in May.” Ari was five months younger than I was—she would turn forty-one on May 7.

      We tossed back the rum and I reached for another cupcake. As my fingers closed around the paisley cupcake liner, there was a sudden noise—like the hissing of wind—as a plume of smoke began to rise out of the bottle. I stared at it, a little too tipsy to comprehend just what was happening, but then the smoke began to form into a figure over the bottle, a figure that was very large and very muscled and…

      “Oh good gods,” I whispered, staring up at the man who was grinning at me. “I didn’t wish for a genie.”

      “You may not have wished for one, but that’s what you have,” he said, winking at me. “Your wishes are granted, January Jaxson.” And then he began to laugh.
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      “Oh crap, a djinn!” I dropped the cupcake and scrambled off the floor, onto the sofa so I wasn’t within his immediate reach. While I knew that djinns existed, they were rare—almost faerie-tale material—and I never in my life expected to run across one. I also knew that djinns often did their best to twist words and their intent around, and in general, they could be all sorts of mean and nasty.

      Ari let out a strangled cough as she crab walked away from the table to where she could roll over, coming to her feet. “Who are you?” she blurted out.

      I had to admit, the djinn was a tall man—a very tall man—with a long dark ponytail against his otherwise bald head and he was gorgeous. He was built like a bodybuilder, with warm brown skin and a well-trimmed beard and mustache to go with the hair. His gaze was piercing, his eyes a light hazel color that might be green or pale blue, depending on the lighting.

      “My name is Rameer. Don’t bother introducing yourselves, I know who you are.” He folded his arms across his chest and floated completely out of the bottle, his feet forming out of the smoke. He landed on the floor and took a step back, giving me a slow bow. “I heard your wishes and they are complete.”

      I froze. In the first place, I had never encountered a djinn before, and I wasn’t sure what to do or how dangerous he was. Second, we had been in the middle of a ritual—drunk or not—and I had no clue how our magic combined with the djinn’s magic might work—or how it might backfire. I sat there speechless, trying to piece together my thoughts, when Ari piped up.

      “So, what the hell? You were really trapped in that bottle? I thought that was all just a myth to sell urns and lamps.”

      Rameer turned to her, his smile slipping off his face. “It is no myth. Oh, there are certainly mythos built up around my people, but we can be trapped in magical receptacles—though not always a bottle—and we can be forced to serve others. Those of us who make the mistake of letting ourselves get trapped owe the owner of the vessel three wishes. After they make their wishes, they can either choose to set us free, or give us to another person. Usually, we end up being passed around like prize pigs among friends. I’m not sure what happened this last time—I belonged to a woman who hoarded her last wish, and she never did ask for it.”

      I cringed. The words “I belonged” made me queasy.

      “She probably died, because I found your bottle in a thrift store. I thought it was a pretty perfume bottle. I had no idea that you were in it,” I said, feeling oddly coherent. “I did feel pulled toward the bottle, but…”

      Rameer unfolded his arms. “May I sit down? I’ve been in that bottle for so long. It feels good to be out.”

      “Of course. Please, sit. Do you want a cupcake?” The entire evening suddenly felt surreal. I was drunk off my ass, offering a djinn a cupcake.

      Ari was gawking at him. “Did you really just fulfill January’s wishes?”

      “She’s the owner of the bottle, and she let me out. So, yes, I did. That’s my curse—to be the bearer of good fortune to others while always remaining enslaved.” He stared at the floor. “May I ask where I am? Last time, I was in a place called California, in the year 1950.”

      “Skip ahead about seventy years and two states up—you’re in Washington state. In a town called Moonshadow Bay,” I said. “Ari and I are witches and we were performing a ritual. Do you think your magic and ours might clash?”

      He seemed to startle at that. “I have no idea. I would never consciously interfere with another’s magic, but I’m under a geas to grant wishes.”

      “Why?” I asked, the rum suddenly hitting again. I glanced at the bottle and realized that Ari and I had gone through about two-thirds of it. “Ugh, my head.”

      “My entire race was cursed by a god. He doomed us to serve others while never having autonomy.” He ducked his head, shrugging as though the world weighed a million pounds, and all of it was resting on his shoulders.

      “That’s just wrong.” I frowned. “So, you had to grant my wishes. You can’t take back your energy, can you? Like, cancel them?”

      He shook his head. “I’m afraid not. What’s done is done, and if there’s some clash between our magic, there’s not much I can do about it. I’m sorry.” He genuinely looked contrite.

      I shrugged. “I guess we’ll have to wait and see what happens.” I stared at the rum, thinking that the bottle looked too empty—but not empty enough. “Want a drink? It’s my birthday tomorrow.”

      Ari laughed. “Of course. Why not? Let’s drink with the djinn. It seems like the perfect ending to this evening.” She stumbled over to the liquor cabinet and found another shot glass. As she poured the shots, I thought over what the hell to do with Rameer. I wasn’t about to just hand him off to somebody else like a gift.

      “Here’s to you, January. May your wishes come true in only the most wonderful of ways,” he said, lifting his glass.

      “I’ll drink to that,” I said. And promptly did.

      We went through three more rounds, finishing off the bottle, and Ari and I were thoroughly soused. Rameer didn’t seem affected at all. As I stared at him through blurry eyes, I decided that I had to do the only thing that felt right.

      “You have your freedom,” I said, my words slurring just enough to make me wince. I hated being sloppy drunk, but apparently tonight, it had been in the cards. “May you never be trapped again, Rameer.” I held up the perfume bottle. “But can I keep the bottle? It’s so pretty.”

      He gazed down at me and for a moment, even through the blur of the rum, I saw a depth in his eyes that moved me. He looked like he had just been handed his life.

      “Are you sure, mistress? For you are my owner until you either pass me on or free me.”

      That he would even ask, and not just run off, touched my heart. “I’m sure. Go. Be free. Live your life for you, not for others.”

      Ari let out a snore. She was asleep on the floor, head propped against the recliner.

      “Then keep the bottle, and may only the best of luck come your way.” Rameer paused. I was struggling to keep my eyes open as he leaned down and whispered something to me. I couldn’t quite make it out, but then everything became a warm blur and I felt myself being lifted up. I felt safe, though, and didn’t protest. And then the blur turned into darkness as I fell into a deep sleep.
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      “Ugh.” I pried my eyes open, wondering what the hell was going on. My head hurt, and my stomach lurched, but as the room came into focus, the cloud began to fall away, along with my headache. I slowly pushed myself up, realizing I had fallen asleep on the sofa. Ari was snoring in the recliner, and we both were covered with throws. At least we’d had the foresight to keep ourselves warm.

      “How much did we drink?” I muttered, rubbing my eyes as I looked around the room. There, in the center of the room, was the coffee table. A book, matches, and my thrift-store perfume bottle sat on it. I stared at the bottle for a moment—there was something odd about it—but then I shook off the thought and yawned. Maybe someday I’d manage to pry the stopper out, but until then, it was just a pretty knickknack.

      The rum bottle was sitting on the edge of the table, empty, along with two shot glasses. “Ugh, apparently we drank the whole bottle.”

      But as I tentatively stood up, I realized that I wasn’t feeling as terrible as I expected. In fact, my stomach began to calm down, and the headache was at low ebb—only a soft pounding in the back of my brain. Maybe I’d lucked out. I looked down, realizing I was in my good nightgown.

      That’s right—the wishcraft ritual.

      Thanking my lucky stars that nothing had gone wrong during the whole drunken debacle, I gathered the shot glasses, the empty cupcake platter, and the empty rum bottle, and carried them into the kitchen. Then I went back to check on Ari, who was still asleep. She was a lot smaller and thinner than I was and booze hit her harder.

      Tucking the throw snuggly around her, I padded over to the stairs and headed up to my bedroom. I needed to shower, and the cats needed to be let out of the guest room. They bounded out, meowing for dear life, and followed me into the bedroom. It was breakfast time, and they weren’t about to let me out of their sight until they were fed.

      I gently pulled off my nightgown, grateful I hadn’t spilled anything on it, and stepped into my shower, lathering up as the water revived me. It was seven on a Saturday morning, but apparently I’d developed an internal alarm clock thanks to my job.

      When I was clean, I styled my hair and decided to dress up. I shuffled through the clothes in my closet, coming up with a gorgeous retro rockabilly dress. I usually wore jeans and a sweater, but my tastes had been changing over the past few weeks, and I found myself taking more time with my looks. I needed to shop, I thought. Most of my clothes bored me now—especially the ones I had worn to all the artsy get-togethers in Seattle.

      Whenever I had been around Ellison, he gaslighted me into feeling like I was ugly and fat. But now, I could feel myself blossoming as my confidence returned. Being open about the fact that I was a witch helped. Ellison had gone from tolerating the fact that I was Otherkin to wanting me to hide it. He had played Darrin to my Samantha. Not only was he a bigot, but he feared women with power, and witches definitely had power. If I had known when we first met…well…there was no going back in time to change things. What was important was that I’d never allow anyone to do that to me again.

      I styled my hair and put on my makeup. My hair was down to my midback, and it was mahogany, but I felt ready for a change. Ari was a hairdresser—and a damned good one—and I decided that I’d give myself a birthday gift by having her dye my hair. What color, I didn’t know, but I was determined to have something flirty and fun.

      The dress had a green polka dot pattern with a fitted bodice and a flaring skirt, and I slid it over my head, adjusting my boobs so they were sitting right. Underwire helped, but wearing a G-cup meant that some styles fit and some didn’t. The rockabilly dresses were built for women like me—I had a high waist, big boobs, and curvy hips, and my size 14 meant that a lot of modern styles didn’t work well for me. But rockabilly and pinup fit me perfectly. As I eyed the slim selection of clothes I owned that I liked, I decided it was definitely time to shop. Operation Renovation, so to speak.

      After catching my hair back with a bright green headband, I put on a pair of knee-high leather boots with two-inch platform heels, slipped on a cropped cardigan, and stood back, staring in the mirror. Yep, I cleaned up damned spiffy.

      I was headed to the kitchen to feed Xi and Klaus when a text message came through. I pulled my phone out of my bra, where I kept it tucked away—with a circle of shungite on the back to ensure that the electromagnetic field didn’t wreak havoc in my system—and glanced at the screen.

      happy birthday to the most beautiful woman in the world. open the door.

      The text was from Killian.

      I changed direction and answered the door. There, on the doorstep, sat a huge vase of roses. I leaned over and picked it up, carrying it into the kitchen. There were two dozen flowers in the crystal vase, mixed red, pink, and white. He texted me again: for the woman who has won my heart. happy birthday. i’ll give you the rest of your gifts tonight. xoxo —k .

      Leaning over the flowers, I inhaled, the scent of roses filling my lungs, flowing deep into my senses. They were fragrant and rich, and I smiled as I tucked the card away in my purse. I pulled out my phone and texted back: thank you—they’re beautiful. can’t wait to see you tonight. have a good day at work. xoxo, ~j.

      I was opening cans of cat food when Ari poked her head around the corner.

      “Ugh, we really tied one on last night. My eyes feel scratchy. How are you doing?” She shook her head as she stared at the flowers. “From Killian?”

      “Yeah, he’s so sweet.” I set the food down for the cats and Xi suddenly projected a huge purr into my head. She was my familiar and she’d be able to connect with me more as she grew, but for now, I mostly got rushes of emotion from her.

      I leaned down and scratched their heads. “Little goobers,” I whispered, feeling grateful for everything going on in my life. “Hangover much?” I asked Ari.

      She shook her head. “Surprisingly, no. I feel oddly clear for knocking back… How much did we drink?”

      “The whole bottle. I know—I expected to feel like death warmed over, but I don’t.”

      “Well, that’s a plus.” She laughed. “Maybe it was the magic. I think we were both way too drunk to do any real damage.” She paused by the fruit bowl on the table and popped a few grapes in her mouth. “So, what are we doing today? I know tonight we’re meeting at Vino Italiano for dinner, but what do you want to do today? Meagan had to go out of town for work, so I canceled all my appointments and I’m at your beck and call.”

      “Perfect,” I said. “I want you to do my hair.”

      She laughed. “You want me to work? All right, what do you want to do with it?”

      “Hey, I’ll pay you, so no griping. I want a dark violet red.” I grinned as she blinked. I’d been several shades of brown, and had had one disastrous run-in as a blonde, but never red.

      “Are you sure? Actually, I can see it—that should be gorgeous on you. And no talk about paying me. It’s a present.”

      “Don’t even go there. I’m paying you. And yes, I want a dramatic change. This will be fun, and it fits with the transformations I’ve been making.” I glanced in the fridge. We had everything for breakfast, but I didn’t feel like cooking. “Want to go out for waffles first?”

      She nodded. “Do you mind if we stop by my house first so I can change? I still smell like rum. Then we’ll paint the town red.” Laughing, we headed into the living room, ready for the day, but in the back of my mind, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something more than a drunken wishcraft ritual had happened. I just couldn’t remember what.
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      Ari changed into a pair of skinny jeans and a cold-shoulder blouse, then we had breakfast at the Waffle Shack. After waffles and bacon and sausage, we went back to her home, to the salon that she had situated in what had once been a large family room. She had turned it into a workspace and had a separate entrance built so that clients didn’t have to walk through her personal space. She had also had the contractors build a half-bath in place of a closet on the other side of the wall, so there was a bathroom right there for customers. The overhaul had been expensive—she had had a lot of plumbing work done—but worth it, and she was one of the top hairdressers in the area.

      Ari settled me in the chair, then mixed up the bleach to lighten my hair a couple levels before adding the red. Rather than just talk, she turned on a movie we’d been wanting to see and we spent the morning watching Chris Pine save the day as Captain Kirk. By the time it was over, she was done and I stared at myself in the mirror, grinning. My hair was now a vivid violet red, and it seemed odd and yet it fit me.

      “I love it! It’s wonderful,” I said, turning my head so I could see it all the way around.

      “You look great. It’s a great look for you. You need to come back every five to six weeks so I can do the roots,” Ari said, removing her gloves and putting away her supplies.

      “That’s all right, I don’t mind. I don’t usually splurge much on myself, but I’m willing to for this.” I stepped out of the chair and spun around. “I’m ready to face my forties. And you know what? I’m looking forward to it.”

      Ari handed me my coat. “Come on, Forty-One, let’s go shopping!”

      As we headed out into the cold but clear afternoon, I glanced up at the sky. It was thirty-five degrees, and while the snow from December had melted, we were due for more in the coming week. I had the sudden hope we’d see a foot of it. I was ready to take on the world, and that included a crisp white blanket of snow.
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      After a full day of shopping, we headed for the restaurant for my birthday dinner. I had found two dresses, though I had the feeling I was going to have to order online for the styles I liked, and I had also bought two pairs of shoes and more makeup than I had bought in the past five years.

      The restaurant was full when we got there, but we had reservations and our table was waiting for us. I felt oddly conspicuous as we walked through the restaurant. I could feel people watching me, and my insecurities flared, but I tried to calm them, chalking it up to nerves.

      My aunt Teran was already there, and I leaned down to give her a kiss. She had brought her latest beau with her, Andrew, a man in his early fifties. He was about ten years younger than she was, and seemed absolutely smitten. A professor at Western Washington University, he specialized in quantum physics. Andrew was also born into a witchblood family and he merged his knowledge of physics with his magical abilities.

      As I sat down next to Teran, Killian texted that he was going to be a few minutes late, and I texted back that we’d wait for him as long as it wasn’t too long.

      Also joining us were my coworkers, Tad, Hank, Wren, and Caitlin. Tad was my boss, a geeky young intellect who was human. He had some psychic abilities, but no magical blood in his veins. Hank was one of the witchblood and he specialized in bilocation. Caitlin was a bobcat shifter, and Wren was a human who could communicate with birds. As they settled in around the table, Caitlin complimented me on my hair.

      “I’m thirsty,” Tad said, glancing around. “Where’s the waitress? I’d like a drink.”

      I raised my hand and motioned to the nearest waiter, who started to ignore me but then did a double take and swung over to our table. “We’d like to place drink orders while we wait for the last member of our party,” I said.

      He whipped out his pad and pencil. “I’m so sorry I made you wait. Will these be on separate checks?”

      Tad shook his head. “My treat tonight.”

      “No—I invited you,” I started to say but he cut me off.

      “My parents are loaded, and that means I’m loaded. Dinner’s on me.” When Tad wanted, he could be firm, and right now, he was being quite firm.

      “Well, when you put it like that,” I said, grinning, “how can I help but accept? Thank you.” I looked up at the waiter. “I’ll have a triple mocha with a shot of Baileys.”

      “Very nice,” the waiter said, and I realized he was talking to my boobs and not to me. I cleared my throat and he blushed, quickly turning to Ari.

      “Red wine,” she said.

      Caitlin ordered a lemon drop, Wren asked for hot tea, Teran asked for a tequila sunrise, Andrew ordered a scotch, neat, and Hank and Tad ordered microbrews. Western Washington was famous for its wineries and microbreweries, and there were literally dozens of choices. I asked for a basket of breadsticks to hold us till Killian arrived, and the waiter headed back toward the bar.

      “So, forty-one?” Wren asked. She had been on vacation when I first joined Conjure Ink, but within an hour of meeting her, we were gabbing like old friends. She was a soft-spoken woman who reminded me of my aunt, and she loved to garden, bake, and do all those things that would have made her the perfect housewife. Wren was slight, though, where my aunt was tall and stocky, and she had long blond hair while my aunt continually dyed hers. Teran was currently sporting an edgy mix of green, aqua, and black curls. I wasn’t sure how she managed to change her hair color so drastically without ruining it, but she kept saying if that happened, she’d just shave her head and start over.

      “When’s Killian getting here?” Teran asked.

      I glanced at my phone. He had just texted me again. “He’ll be here in five minutes.”

      “Good, because I’m hungry and I don’t want to drink on an empty stomach.” But she winked at me. Then, pausing, she cocked her head. “Something’s different about you, but I can’t put my finger on it. Besides your hair—which is gorgeous, by the way. Red suits you.”

      “Thanks. If you’re joking about me getting older—”

      “No, that’s not it. Just…there’s a different feel to your aura. I swear, when you walked in the restaurant tonight, for just a moment, you just looked all soft focus and glamour girl.”

      “She’s right,” Tad spoke up, staring at me. “There’s a subtle difference—whatever you’ve been doing, keep it up. You look great.”

      The conspicuous feeling I had felt first walking through the restaurant returned. I shrugged. “Ari and I partied a little too much last night, so maybe I’m just feeling the aftereffects of that.”

      At that moment, Killian arrived. He was tall and muscled, with shoulder-length curly brown hair that he always pulled back into a ponytail. His eyes were the color of emeralds, and he had the softest lips of any man I’d ever kissed. And best of all, he was my boyfriend.

      I looked up as he leaned down and planted his lips against mine. The warmth was palpable, and the scent of caramel and cinnamon and musk flooded my senses. Killian was a wolf shifter, and there was something rumbly about him—he wasn’t the alpha of his pack, but he was an alpha in terms of energy, and he had the makings of a good leader. He was sensitive to the needs of others, and his love for his profession—veterinarian—shone through in the way he treated both animals and people.

      He was carrying a wrapped box, and he put it on the side table that was covered with presents. It had been a long time since anybody had paid more than cursory notice to my birthday, and it made me feel odd. Ellison had always given me a gift, but it was perfunctory—an obligation that he found tiresome. And then it hit me—I was feeling conspicuous because tonight was about me, and I wasn’t used to being the center of attention.

      I scooted over toward my aunt to make room so Killian could slide into his chair.

      “Happy birthday, love,” he said, kissing me again. “Before anybody gets the bright idea, I’m the one who gets to spank her, if any spanking’s to be done.” He arched his eyebrows and I blushed.

      “Nobody’s spanking anybody,” I said, which resulted in a chorus of boos.

      Killian took my hand, holding it firmly in his. “I promise you’ll enjoy it,” he said with a grin.

      “That custom bit the dust years ago, dude,” I said. “But you can help me celebrate in other ways, if you like. When we’re alone.”

      “Glad to oblige,” he said, winking.

      The waiter arrived, handing us our drinks, and when Killian ordered black coffee, he got a frown in return. “Are you sure you don’t want a cocktail?” the waiter asked, staring at our hands.

      This was a shifter-owned restaurant, but as far as I knew it wasn’t a particularly strict one, so I held onto Killian’s hand. Some shifter-owned restaurants were fairly strict about no PDAs. But there was something about the waiter I didn’t like.

      “I think we’re about ready to order,” I said, turning to Killian. “Do you need some extra time?”

      He shook his head. “I looked at the menu online while I was warming up my car. I didn’t want to hold up things.”

      The waiter cleared his throat. “All righty, then. What will you have?” he said, pointedly turning to me.

      Irritated at the attitude that was wafting off him like bad BO, I frowned. “I’ll have the southern fried chicken, mashed potatoes, and a side of sliced tomatoes, please.”

      The waiter wrote down my order, then went around the table, finishing up with Killian. He then stalked off, looking as irritated as I now felt.

      “What’s up with him?” I asked, leaning forward. “He’d better tone it down or we’re not leaving him a good tip. Did I say anything to piss him off? I thought we were being polite.”

      “I don’t know, but he shifted gears the moment he arrived at the table with our drinks,” Teran said. “Well, never mind him. Let’s drink to your health, and then you open presents while we wait for our dinner.”

      So I lifted my glass with the others, and tried to ignore the oddities of the evening.
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      Two hours later, Killian and I were back at my house. He had stripped down to his boxers, and I was wearing a long sleep shirt that came down to my thighs. I was pleasantly full—the food had been good, even though the waiter had acted odd all evening—and I was getting sleepy.

      “By the way, I don’t think I told you how much I like your hair,” Killian said. “Red suits you well, especially that shade.”

      “Thank you. I like it a lot.” I found what I was looking for—I had been poking around in the cupboard for a box of after-dinner mints, which I finally found—and returned to the living room, curling up on the sofa beside Killian. He wrapped his arm around me and pulled me in for a long kiss. I leaned my head against his shoulder.

      “So, you and Ari really got trashed last night?”

      “Majorly. I can’t remember much of it, and neither can Ari. We did a wishcraft ceremony and…hell, I’m not even clear on what I wished for. There was a matchbook, a perfume bottle, and a book of ghost stories on the altar when I woke up.” I grinned, handing him a mint as I popped one in my mouth.

      “Matches, huh? You’re not taking up smoking, are you?” Killian kissed my forehead.

      “No, goofball.” I paused as Xi jumped up on my lap, then crawled over to Killian. While Klaus liked Killian, Xi adored him and whenever he came over, she made a beeline for his shoulder, where she liked to hang out, staring over the room like a parrot on a pirate.

      He laughed, stroking her chin. “Well, I’m gaining clients. Apparently, word of mouth is that I’m a regular Dr. Dolittle.”

      “I’m glad,” I said, twisting around so that I was lying with my head in his lap, staring up at the ceiling. “So, tonight things felt very odd. Did you notice?”

      “Odd? Hmm, the only thing I noticed was the way that waiter was looking at your boobs. I was about ready to faceplant him.”

      “Then I wasn’t imagining it?” I still had a hard time acknowledging that men could notice me, especially when I was around women like Ari and Caitlin. It did help that neither of them thrived on the attention—Ari was gay and couldn’t care less if men noticed her, and Caitlin was engaged, but had a secret crush on our boss, Tad.

      “No, you were not. He was trying to look down your dress all evening. And thanks to the dress, he managed to get an eyeful.” Killian laughed, stroking my hair. “Never mind about him, though. Did you have a good birthday?”

      I nodded. “Yes, actually. I haven’t had a birthday this good since I was…well…since before I met Ellison. Even when he truly loved me, he was never one for celebrations. We never kept track of the holidays, other than fulfilling obligatory expectations. I wanted to, but he wasn’t much for it. And it didn’t help that my holidays and his were different.”

      “Did you like your gift?” Killian asked. He had bought me a gorgeous messenger bag I’d had my eye on, but hadn’t been able to bring myself to buy. Made of rich black leather, it was an elegant shoulder bag, big enough for my laptop and everything else, and so blinged out with silver studs and chains that it met all my aesthetic needs.

      “I love it,” I said, rolling over and pushing myself to my knees. I picked up the remote and turned the TV off, then straddled his lap, my knees resting on the sofa cushions. I lowered myself to where I was sitting on him and wrapped my arms around his neck. “I’d like another present, now, if you wouldn’t mind.”

      He caught his breath, staring into my eyes. I was five-nine, just short of his height, and the feel of him hardening beneath me made my nipples stiffen. He slid his arms around my waist and pulled me closer and I met his lips with my own, my tongue playing against his. I kissed him, long and low and deep, and every fiber of my body stirred as my pulse quickened.

      Killian broke away. “Upstairs or here, on the sofa?”

      “Here. Take me here. Now. I want you inside me,” I whispered, nibbling on his ear as I rubbed my breasts against his chest. “Undress.”

      He lifted me off his lap and stood. As he dimmed the light on the end table next to us, I pulled off my night shirt and dropped it on the floor. Yes, I was ready for a birthday present that didn’t involve bows and ribbons, but only the soft slide of flesh on flesh.
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      Monday morning, I was ready for work again. Killian and I had spent all Sunday together, taking a drive out into the country. The temperature had dropped again and as the snow level lowered, the rain stopped, and cool, bleak skies covered the skies. We were supposed to see a round of snow by Tuesday morning, and forecasters warned it might last for a while.

      I was wearing a pair of new jeans that hugged my curves, a black tank top with a matching drape-lapel cardigan, and a pair of high-heeled ankle boots. I had gathered my hair into a ponytail and I was carrying my new messenger bag.

      As I set my bag by the side of my desk, I saw that Tad was talking on the phone, and Caitlin and Hank were both monitoring the websites that belonged to Urban Legends, Inc., the umbrella group housing Conjure Ink as well as its sister sites.

      Wren was watching the front desk. Conjure Ink was in an office complex located in a strip mall, and we were right on the edge of Mystic Wood State Park—a huge copse that ran through the backside of Moonshadow Bay. My house also bordered the park, and very few people wandered through the wood without taking a friend along, or some other sort of protection.

      We had a large office that had a reception area and then the back rooms, which were kept locked due to the tens of thousands of dollars of equipment we had—computer equipment up the wazoo, and electronic monitoring gadgets for when we went out on cases.

      Conjure Ink was a paranormal investigations agency. Our main focus was to study paranormal activity around Western Washington, and we often went to check out haunted houses and other urban legends, many of which actually proved to be true. But we also took cases on, where we were hired to take care of ghosts and other such mysteries by people who couldn’t handle matters themselves. My first case, the month before, involved a haunted asylum, which also had a guest in residence—a massive land wight. That had been loads of fun…not.

      Tad was the brains behind the company, as well as the creator of Urban Legends, Inc., which consisted of about a dozen sites, all independently run, and all with similar focuses. Urban Legends kept a database for paranormal activities from ghosts to UFOs to Bigfoot to devil dogs, and all the sites reported their findings to the database so we had a comprehensive encyclopedia of activity. Sharing information made the job easier for all of us.

      I had been hired to write the articles for the website, and to be the main investigator for the company. While we all went out on cases, I was the front woman, so to speak.

      “Meeting!” Tad called out as he set his phone down on his desk. “We have a new case, and it’s urgent.”

      I poured myself a cup of coffee and headed to the table where we held all of our meetings.

      “Wren, put up the sign and come in,” Tad said, sticking his head out the door to the reception area.

      As we settled ourselves around the table, Caitlin slid a plate of cookies onto the center. “I made chocolate chip cookies last night,” she said, glancing at Tad. Everybody knew they were his favorite.

      But he just gave her an absent nod and opened his laptop. “They smell great. I just got off the phone with Louise Haymer, who owns the Spit & Whistle Pub down near the marina. She’s noticed some paranormal activity, and is convinced the restaurant is haunted. She told me that it’s been getting worse as the days go on. She just renovated part of the basement, and the hauntings started after that.”

      “What kind of hauntings?” I asked.

      “Chairs moving with nobody around. Glasses flying off the shelves every now and then. One morning the range was on when the cook came in. It could have easily caught something on fire. Customers have seen apparitions over the past month or so. One guest complained that he was touched in the bathroom, but nobody was there. Auditory components too—footsteps upstairs in the bedrooms, the elevator sounds like it’s moving on its own…”

      “Bedrooms?” Wren asked.

      “It used to be a boardinghouse and now she rents the rooms on the third and fourth floors by the night. Louise lives on the second floor—she turned the entire second story into an apartment.”

      “So, we’re talking more than just a few odd incidents,” Hank said. He frowned. “Has anybody been hurt?”

      “I was just coming to that,” Tad said. “The reason she waited to call me until now is that most of the activity has been confined to poltergeist activity and a few scary but relatively benign incidents. However, yesterday, one of the waitresses was heading down to the basement to bring up a bottle of their special wine when she was pushed from behind. Luckily, she was only a few stairs from the bottom, but she went sprawling face first onto the pavement and she heard someone laugh. There was no one behind her, and nobody else in the basement. The stairs are in good condition.”

      “So, now it’s turned into attacks. The thing about poltergeists is that they usually only hurt people through collateral damage—when something they throw ends up hitting somebody,” I said. “By the time a haunting reaches this stage, where the manifestation is actively interacting with people, that’s when things get dangerous. Well, unless it’s actively altering their mood or influencing them on a psychic level. That’s also dangerous.”

      Ghosts and entities could influence the living in several ways—physically, which meant they could actively touch people and be felt, and on a spiritual level, where they could affect the person’s psyche, but that—too—could in turn affect the health of the living. There was no way of telling how far things had gone without interviewing those involved.

      “When do we head out?” I asked.

      “I want you to go down there this afternoon. Louise said the lunch rush dies down around two, so I’d say you should wait until then. Meanwhile, Hank and Caitlin, start hunting for any references to the restaurant in Moonshadow Bay history. Also research the owner. She may have carried something in with her when she bought the place. She’s only owned the pub for two years.”

      “What kind of renovations did she do? That can really stir up things,” I said.

      Tad shrugged. “She said they did some work to bring things up to code, and she also had some sort of work done down in the basement, but I’m not sure what. You can ask her when you see her. Do you want to take someone with you?”

      I shook my head. “I should be fine. I’ll use a digital recorder—”

      “Good idea, but also take notes by hand,” Hank warned. “I can’t tell you how many times ghosts have fried recorders. I usually don’t even bother using them except when we’re trying to see what we can hear in terms of background noise.”

      “Will do,” I said, glancing at the clock. “What should I do until then? I finished organizing the list of hell hound sightings you gave me last Friday.”

      Tad glanced over at Caitlin. “Didn’t you say you needed someone to start organizing the notes you’ve been taking on Thorkin Hall?”

      Thorkin Hall was an old mansion in Bellingham that was built in 1882, when the city was first starting to grow. It was owned by a rich old man who hated the world—a real-life Mr. Potter in every sense of the word. Mr. Thorkin had tried to create a monopoly in the housing department in Bellingham, but his attempts were cut short when he, along with his nephew who was following in his footsteps, was killed in the drawing room of the mansion. Ever since then, owners of the estate had mysteriously died under unusual circumstances.

      We were gearing up for a thorough investigation—the current owner, a distant relative of Thorkin, refused to move in. She had asked us to find out what we could, and we were scheduled to start the investigation in a month. Meanwhile, we were gathering every scrap of information we could on the place.

      “That would help a lot,” Caitlin said, holding up a thick folder of papers. “I’ve got more on the computer. I’ll email you the file location.”

      “Thanks,” I said, taking the folder from her. And so, I dove into the task, trying to keep my mind on what I was doing rather than letting myself speculate on the haunted restaurant I was about to go investigate.
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      The Spit & Whistle Pub was in one of the older parts of town, down on the docks by the marina. It was in a brick walkup that had one of those old-timey cage elevators. In the 1980s, it had been retrofitted for better accessibility, though it kept the same feel.

      I read over the information Hank had given me on the restaurant.

      The Spit & Whistle Pub had actually started out as the Spit & Whistle brothel, but when Craig Danvers, the owner, had married, his new wife Harriet took a dim view of the sex-for-sale trade. She insisted he change it into a bar with rooms for rent. The profits decreased, but it still did steady business.

      Then, one night a drunken dock worker—one Jace Everett—stumbled in after work. He immediately fell hard for Harriet Danvers, who ran the front desk. She ignored his attentions until the lovesick Everett returned, determined that if he couldn’t have her, neither could her husband. He gunned them both down on the third floor, then turned the gun on himself, effectively ending the killing spree.

      The bar had changed hands a number of times over the years, but that in itself wasn’t surprising. Restaurants and bars seldom made it long term, with restaurants closing to the tune of seventy percent during their first three to five years.

      The brick building was four stories high, not counting the basement. The second story was Louise’s apartment, the top two floors consisted of rooms for rent, and the main floor was the bar and grill. The Spit & Whistle Pub was quite pretty and well-kept from the outside, and a sign reminiscent of Irish pubs hung over the door.

      I glanced at the car clock. It was almost two. Slinging my messenger bag over my shoulder, I parked in the lot across the street and crossed the road, making sure no oncoming cars were headed my way. As I firmly grasped the doorknob and opened the door, I thought I heard a sudden hush and a cool breeze blew past me, from inside the restaurant. The breeze wasn’t physical—it was definitely astral in nature.

      All right, I thought. There’s definitely something here.

      The Spit & Whistle Pub was dimly lit, with muted light coming in from the row of windows that faced the north side of the building. The windows lined the booths, which were clad in red velvet, and to the left of the booths was the bar, built of a deeply polished mahogany.

      The top of the bar was covered with smooth tile, which must have been put in during one of the restorations, and behind the bar were three long glass shelves of bottles—just about any liquor you could care to ask for. Mirrors lined the wall behind the bar, making the space seem twice as large as it was. Back of the room, a stairway led upstairs, next to an antique cage elevator. A door marked “No Unauthorized Entrance” was flat against the back wall. To the left of the entrance, batwing doors led into the back, where I could hear the rattle of dishes.

      There were several patrons still eating, but for the most part, the booths were empty and the bar sparsely attended. As I stood in the doorway, trying to gauge the energy, I became aware of a soft rustling coming from near the bar. I glanced over, but didn’t see anything.

      The bartender motioned me in. “What can I get for you?” he asked.

      “The owner, actually. I have an appointment to talk to Louise Haymer.”

      “Oh right, you’re from the ghost-busting company?” he asked, looking hopeful.

      I nodded. “Yeah, I’m from Conjure Ink. We’re a paranormal investigations agency.”

      “Have a seat in one of the booths and I’ll get Louise for you.” He headed toward the door warning people to stay out.

      I sat down in a booth center to the bar. While I waited, I closed my eyes, seeking out any disruptive energy I could find, an action I quickly regretted because something took the opportunity to slam through my stomach with the force of an elephant.

      “What the…” My eyes flew open as I grabbed the edge of the booth, wincing. Not only did my stomach hurt, but a headache knifed my temple. Both hit so quickly and so hard that at first, I thought I was going to throw up. But I managed to ride the wave as both pains lessened.

      “Oh, dear.”

      I hadn’t even noticed the woman walking up to the booth, but by the look on her face, she could tell something had happened.

      “Are you all right?” she asked, sliding into the booth and extending her hand. “I’m Louise Haymer. Thank you for coming today.”

      I shook her hand. “May I have a glass of water?”

      “Of course. Would you like coffee? A muffin?”

      “Just some sparkling water and…a muffin would probably help.” Often, simple carbs helped my stomach—or at least, that’s what I kept telling myself.

      After the bartender brought over a bottle of Terina Sparkling Water and a blueberry muffin, I gave Louise my full attention.

      “So, tell me, how long have you owned the Spit & Whistle Pub?”

      “Two years now. I sank every penny I had into it, and I can’t afford to go under. I’d be ruined. We do run a good crowd, but when we started renovations, things began to happen. Then two weeks ago, they took a dramatic turn for the worse.”

      I frowned, looking around. “Why don’t you tell me about what you’ve noticed? Start from the beginning. Was there anything out of the ordinary when you bought the bar?”

      She shrugged. “The owner was anxious to sell. He said that his family didn’t like the restaurant business and his wife was threatening to leave if he didn’t sell. I asked why, but he would only say that she didn’t want to live her life taking care of other people. It sounded forced, though, but I wanted the bar enough to brush off any doubts. And the inspector said that, although work would be necessary to bring the restaurant up to code, it was basically in good shape and a good deal for the money. So I bought it. I’ve got a background in restaurant management and I know the vagaries of the business.”

      I was taking down notes, even though I had set up the digital recorder, keeping mindful of Hank’s warning. “When did you first notice things happening?”

      “They started just a few weeks after I took possession. They were small things at first. My keys would disappear and then show up somewhere else in the bar. Down here in the bar, we’d hear footsteps from upstairs when nobody was supposed to be up there. Shadows would appear where there shouldn’t be any. But nothing felt dangerous, just a little spooky.”

      “When did that change?”

      “Near the end of last year, we had renovation work done. The city had given me a grace period in which to get the business established, but I needed to re-do some of the plumbing and some retrofitting down in the basement. We had to break into one of the basement walls for the plumbing and when we did that, we found a secret room. There was nothing in there, but the room felt…weird. After that, the manifestations picked up, and became more aggressive.”

      A secret room? That almost always led to trouble. There was always a reason the room was hidden away and most often, it wasn’t good.

      “What kind of manifestations?” I asked.

      Louise shrugged. “The shadows began to take form. At least four of us have seen a shadow man creeping around—myself, Jim—the bartender—and Rony and Sandra—two of our waitresses. Whenever he appears, the temperature drops at least fifteen to twenty degrees and I get a tight feeling in my gut. I know he’s evil. I can feel it.”

      “What else has happened?”

      “One of our other waitresses, Merry, developed a severe ulcer but the doctors couldn’t figure out why. She also has developed heart pains.”

      “Was she sick before she came to work here?”

      “No, she’s always been the picture of health. Then last week, she was headed down to the basement for a new bottle of scotch for Jim, when something shoved her. She was only a few steps from the bottom, but she still faceplanted on the concrete floor. She scraped her face and broke her wrist when she landed.”

      This was shaping up to be bad. I could feel the energy Louise was talking about while just sitting there in the booth. “About the ulcer—does Merry have any underlying issues? High stress at home, perhaps?”

      Louise shook her head. “No, she’s newly married and happy about it. Oh, another thing—the glasses have started flying off the shelves. Chairs slide across the floor when nobody’s near them. A few customers have witnessed apparitions, and one of my regulars said that something goosed him in the restroom. There was nobody else there. And one of the things that has scared me most—in the kitchen, last week, a knife flew off the counter and barely missed me. It landed in the wall next to me, and stuck there.”

      “And nobody could have thrown it?”

      “No,” she said. “It was early morning, before anyone else was here. Sal—the first-shift cook—says that burners have turned on by themselves. I noticed that as well. A week ago I came down in the middle of the night because I thought I heard something. All the lights were on in the kitchen, and every burner was on. The place was locked up tight. Since then, I’ve been coming down twice a night to check the kitchen. I’m terrified the place is going to go up in flames.”

      I stared at my notes, thinking this wasn’t going to be easy. What happened at the asylum seemed like a piece of cake compared to what Louise had going on.

      “Anything else?”

      “Yes, actually. I’ve heard someone calling my name several times, but nobody’s around. And last week, I went to my doctor and he took an x-ray. I don’t smoke, I don’t hang around smokers, I have no family history of lung cancer, but he was worried that I might have the beginnings of lung cancer. The x-ray was clear, but I seem to have developed asthma over the past month.” She stared down at her hands as she worried a napkin. “I’m afraid that somebody’s going to get hurt.”

      “Right,” I said. “Well, why don’t you show me around? We’ll do our best to take care of this, but first we have to figure out what it is we’re up against.”

      Louise led me toward the kitchen first. As we entered the room, the smells of lunch hung heavy in the air, making my mouth water. I looked around. The cook was sitting on a chair to one side, reading. A young man whom I assumed was the busboy was busy rinsing dishes and stacking them in the dishwasher.

      As I looked around, I became aware of a looming cloud that seemed to hang over the room. Something was watching us and their presence became more apparent the longer I stood there.

      I didn’t say anything, however. “Where did the knife incident take place?” I asked.

      Louise was about to answer when one of the clean plates that was sitting on the counter suddenly flew into the air, spun around, and came whizzing my way. It spun round and round, and I stood there, gaping, until the busboy shoved me out of the way. We landed hard against one of the counters as the plate sailed past to crash against the wall. Only seconds and the busboy had stood between me and getting beaned by a heavy ceramic plate.

      “Thank you,” I told him. “What’s your name?”

      “Dean,” he said. “Are you all right?”

      I nodded. “Thanks to you.” Turning back to Louise, I added, “Well, I guess that answers any lingering doubts.” I glanced down at the shards of the plate. “Where did the knife incident happen again?”

      She gestured to a counter near the refrigerator. “I was standing over there. The knife came flying off the knife rack on the wall and if I hadn’t ducked, it would have skewered me, tip first.”

      I reached out, hoping Esmara was around.

      Hey, can you see what this thing is?

      She answered, sounded worried. Not quite. He’s hiding himself well, but be cautious on this case, January. Whatever it is, it’s killed before and has no compunction about doing so again.

      “Why don’t you show me the basement and the secret room?” I turned to Louise, trying not to show that alarm bells were shrieking in every fiber of my body.

      “All right, follow me, please.” Louise led the way out of the kitchen and we headed through the bar, past the staircase going up, to the authorized-personnel door. As she opened it, the back offices came into view. There appeared to be a store room, an office, and a private bathroom in the back, as well as the door to the basement.

      She flipped on the light that flooded the stairwell and started down. “Mind yourself on the stairs. They were completely stable—we had them redone during the renovation, but the past few weeks, the boards keep coming loose and the railing shakes, as well. The contractor came to check them out, and he said that there should be no reason for them to be coming loose. He tried to fix them, but…”

      “Were they loose the night your waitress fell?”

      “That’s the damnedest thing. He had just fixed them that morning, so no, they weren’t.” She cautiously led me into the basement. “After she fell, I can’t get the girls to come down here, even though they’re supposed to in order to replenish the bar. So either Jim, Sal, or I take care of it.”

      The basement had a much stronger Don’t fuck with me vibe than the bar had.

      I could see where the renovations had begun and the original work left off. The brickwork around the renovations was new and clean, and the wall where they had discovered the secret door was newly drywalled and painted where the brick had been removed. The secret door itself was short—about five feet tall—and wider than a usual door. It was a pocket door, rolling back into the wall. As I stared at it, I began to feel slightly panicky. There was something squirmy and dark there, something with long fingers that could reach out in the night and—

      “Whoa,” I said, “What the hell?”

      “What is it?” Louise asked.

      “I’m not certain. What did you say you found in there?”

      She slid the door open. As she did, I cringed, not wanting to look inside, but when it was open and she flipped on a light switch inside, the room was bare. The light was new—I could tell by the design of the light fixture.

      “I’m not sure what I expected to see when you opened the door, but…” I paused, shaking my head. The room had felt indescribably evil, but now, facing the empty chamber, it was just an empty room. “Was there anything inside when you found the room?”

      She shook her head. “No, nothing. Just the four walls and floor. Actually, they were painted a different color. I had them painted white.”

      “What color?”

      “That’s the thing—it was a pale lavender, like you might find in a girl’s bedroom. But the feel of the room and the paint color seemed so incongruous.” She shrugged.

      I paused, then asked, “Did you realize that the original owner ran a brothel? He turned it into a boardinghouse/tavern when his new wife objected. But one of the customers fell for her, and he ended up killing both her and the owner, then himself, when she rejected him.”

      Louise stared at me, mouth open. “You’re kidding. I figured that, with the age of this building, somebody probably died here, but…”

      “Right, at least two murders and a suicide. Why don’t we go back upstairs and you can show me the upper floors.” I backed away from the secret room, not wanting to turn my back on it. The entire pub gave me goose bumps.
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      The second floor was Louise’s home, and everything there seemed straightforward, blocked off from the elevator and the stairwell by a door she could lock. She had turned the bedrooms on the second level into a kitchen–dining room, a living room, a bedroom with an en suite, and an office that doubled as a den. I wandered through the rooms, looking for anything in particular that might set me on edge, but everything looked normal.

      “How do you sleep at night?”

      “Other than being afraid the place is going to burn down around my ears, not too badly.”

      “What about your kitchen? Anything ever happen in there?” I peeked in at the kitchen–dining area, but nothing felt off about it. In fact, I wasn’t feeling anything odd at all here.

      “No, everything’s been fine. The entire second floor feels protected, except for if something happened like the restaurant burning down.” She paused, then led me into her bedroom.

      Right away, I understood why her quarters felt so safe. There, on the wall, was a beautiful plaque with a protection symbol engraved on it, and the energy emanating from the hanging was intense, filling the room with harmony.

      “There’s the answer as to why you feel safe here,” I said, pointing to the plaque. “Where did you get that?”

      “My sister made it for me. She said that it would help me sleep better.” Louise paused, then added, “Actually, she’s my half-sister. We have different mothers, but we’re close.”

      “She’s a witch, isn’t she?” I asked. Whoever had carved the plaque knew what they were doing.

      “Yes, her mother’s a witch. Our father wasn’t.” Louise paused. “Is that really a charm?”

      “It’s more like a ward—and it’s well-made. That should be strong enough to keep most of the nastiest creatures out on the astral away from you. But you’re right, it won’t protect you from something like a building-wide fire.” I stood back, shaking my head. “I’m glad you have this, or you’d be in a lot more trouble than you already are. Does your sister live in Moonshadow Bay?”

      “No,” she said. “She lives on the East Coast, near Salem, Massachusetts. She dreamed that I needed this, she said, so she made it and express-mailed it to me.”

      Her sister was astute, I thought. “Show me the third and fourth stories, please.”

      Louise led me up the stairs, and we peeked into each guest suite. At one point, the top two floors had contained rooms with communal bathrooms, but they had been renovated into four guest suites per floor. Each floor also contained a communal sitting area, with floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked the dock and the Sound below.

      As we stood at the entrance to the third floor something passed by me, brushing my arm, but I had the feeling that it didn’t know I was there. It was probably just some shade from the past that had imprinted onto the time continuum. But on the fourth floor, the moment I set foot into the seating area, a strong sense of panic washed over me, and I could hear shots firing around the room. I heard a scream, then a crash. Turning to Louise, I could tell that she heard them too.

      “Ten to one, the spirits are reliving the murder–suicide over and over again. How do people sleep up here?”

      “Not well, to be honest. I’ve had complaints from guests who stayed up here, ever since I opened the pub. They don’t sleep well, and most of the people who get a room on this floor end up checking out early. I’ve gotten so I never assign anybody up here unless the third floor is full. But I’m afraid that the activity will work its way down, given how much things have picked up the past few weeks.” She sighed. “Is there a way we can get rid of all this? Can you cleanse it or exorcise it so everything goes back to normal?”

      “The problem is,” I said, “that ‘normal’ involves the paranormal activity for the building—at least since the murder–suicide happened—and that’s been a long time.”

      We were about to head back down the stairs when a cold gust blew through me and a scream echoed against the walls. I froze as a heavy panting began to blot out the scream, and then laughter. I wasn’t sure what was going on, but I grabbed Louise’s hand and hit the stairs. I had no desire to face whatever had just shown up. At least not without backup.

      All the way down the stairs, I could feel the entity on our heels. We reached Louise’s apartment and kept going down to the restaurant. As we hit the bottom of the steps, I pulled her to the side, and the footsteps that had followed us suddenly stopped, then they headed toward the entrance to the back. I motioned for her to stay put and cautiously followed, but the steps didn’t seem to notice. They continued over to the basement door, which swung open on its own, then closed, and the footsteps faded away.

      Louise stared at me. “What the hell was that?”

      “I don’t know. Whatever it was, is dangerous. I do know that you’re asking for trouble if you continue to serve patrons until we figure out how to put a stop to this.”

      She stared at me. “You mean shut down my business?”

      “How many refunds for those upper rooms have you already had to process due to complaints?” I asked.

      “Good point,” she said. “But even shut down the bar?”

      “I hope you’ll consider it. The last thing you want is for a customer to get hurt and sue you. All right, I think I have everything I need. I’ll head back to the office and we’ll call you tomorrow. Meanwhile, the minute you lock up for the day, either leave the building or barricade yourself in your apartment. I don’t think whatever that was can get to you there, though I still am leery about the kitchen. You might want to put in some security cameras.”

      As I said good-bye, I dreaded leaving her there. It felt as though I was throwing her to the wolves, but there was nothing more I could do for the moment except to advise her to close down until our investigation was done. And I doubted that she was comfortable taking that option.

      I gave her a short wave, then headed toward my car, relieved to be out of there. But a cloud still hung over my head, and when I thought of the secret room, I couldn’t help but flash back to every horror movie I had ever seen. I prayed this would end better than most of those had.
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      All the way back to the office, I played over the events happening at the Spit & Whistle Pub. It felt like I was standing on the edge of a powder keg, and the fuse was about ready to burn. I liked Louise and didn’t want to see her hurt. She seemed levelheaded and friendly, and she cared about her customers.

      As I pulled into the parking lot, I decided to stop for a mocha. I dashed into the espresso shop and as I was standing in line, I felt someone tap my shoulder. I looked around to see a man, about my height, in a long black trench coat. He had frosted blond hair that was spiked, brown eyes, and looked just a little too pretty for my taste.

      “Yes?” I asked.

      “My name’s Rodger and you’re a stunning woman. May I have your name?” He sounded way too smooth and the look on his face was that sort of charming that you just can’t trust. He thrust his hand out. I stared at it, not offering mine in return. Didn’t he know proper etiquette—always allow the woman to offer her hand first, if she chooses to?

      “Um…thank you. I’m January.” I turned back to study the menu, but apparently he wasn’t ready for the conversation to end.

      “Please, let me buy your drink? Sit and have coffee with me?” There was a hint of desperation that I didn’t care for there.

      “No thank you, I’ve got to get back to work,” I said, stepping back and plastering on my Thanks but no thanks expression.

      “Oh come on, play hooky. I’d love to talk to you. If you don’t have time to sit down over coffee, how about dinner?” His wheedling began to annoy me. Men who overstepped their boundaries pissed me off.

      I stood my ground and gave him an aloof stare. “No thank you. I’m not interested.”

      Rodger apparently wasn’t good at taking no for an answer. Even though we were near the front of the line, he persisted. “Oh come on, what’s the harm in one friendly dinner? I guarantee you won’t regret it.” His tone was becoming less cajoling and more obnoxious.

      Chin up, shoulders straight, boobs out. Esmara’s voice echoed in my brain. Don’t let him pressure you.

      I brought my chin up and pulled my shoulders straight, finding that as I did so, I felt stronger. My boobs did their own thing—being influenced heavily by gravity—but when I wasn’t slouching, the stiff underwire I wore gave them a definite lift.

      “Perhaps you didn’t understand me the first time. I’m not interested. And the fact that you’re ignoring my boundaries isn’t about to change my mind.” I turned to the barista. “A triple caramel mocha, please.”

      “I’ll pay for—” Rodger tried to intervene and I quickly stepped to the side, blocking his attempt to talk to the cashier.

      I held out a ten-dollar bill and the cashier gave me a sympathetic look, ignoring Rodger, who was now sputtering. She motioned to the end of the counter. “Your drink will be ready at the end of the counter. Thank you, and come again.”

      I hurried over to the pick-up station, glancing back. Rodger was staring at me, but seeing that he was next in line, he either had to place his order or lose his turn. He held my gaze for a moment, giving me a long glare, then turned back to the cashier.

      My drink was up in under a minute and when I picked it up, I saw she had written on the cup: january, and make it fast so she can get away from this creep.

      Smiling, I quickly fished in my purse for another ten. “Split this with the cashier, would you?” I asked, and the barista who had handed me my drink nodded, smiling.

      I hurried out of the coffee shop, hoping that they’d take their time waiting on him, jumped in my car and drove to the end of the parking lot where our building stood. As I hustled my ass into the office, glancing back toward the coffee shop to make sure Rodger wasn’t standing outside, I shook my head. Some people were just trouble all the way around, and even if it came in a pretty package, the inside might be perfectly rotten.
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      I waved at Wren, who was entering data at her desk. “Hey, if some guy named Rodger comes in looking for me, don’t tell him I work here, okay? He’s one of those frosty blonds and he’s wearing a black trench coat.”

      She grimaced. “Man trouble?”

      “Pushy, annoying, and doesn’t want to take no for an answer,” I said, passing behind her desk and through the door to the office inside.

      Tad glanced up. “You’re back! What did you find?”

      “Let me get out of my jacket. But I’ll tell you this right now—that’s one haunted pub, and it’s not going to be easy taking care of both the hauntings and the shadow man I found in there.” I gathered my notes and coffee and sat down at the table as Caitlin, Hank, and Tad joined me. As I ran down the day’s events, I couldn’t help but feel there was still something I hadn’t tapped into—the secret room kept pulling my attention back to it.

      “So, we need to find out more about the history of the restaurant and everyone who owned it and lived there. I really want to know why that secret room is there.” I leaned back in my chair, frowning. “We can always get names from the city records—”

      “Not necessarily,” Tad said. “Remember, the fire wiped out a lot of the records before 1939.”

      “Fire?” I cocked my head. “What fire?”

      “Didn’t you know? I thought you would, given your great-grandfather was one of Moonshadow Bay’s founders. Someone set fire to City Hall, before the City Central complex was built. Before the firemen could contain it, all of the property ownership deeds were destroyed. They had to rebuild it from scratch, and there were some holes in the records. Over the years, those holes led to numerous lawsuits.”

      “When did that happen?”

      “Oh, sometime in the 1930s or 1940s—” Tad started to say.

      “1943,” Hank interrupted.

      “Right—1943. There were no photocopiers at the time—well, there were, the machine was invented in 1938, but it didn’t reach the workplace until about twenty years later. Anyway, they had to rely on duplicate records from all the homeowners. Several shysters tried to claim property that wasn’t theirs and it led to a massive backlog in the courts.” Hank shrugged. “After that, a second copy of every deed, tax record, whatever, was created and kept in a separate fireproof vault away from the building.”

      I had never even heard of the fire, but then again, I hadn’t paid all that much attention in local history classes. I was more interested in my English classes and in geology. “So, we may never find out exactly who owned the Spit & Whistle before then?”

      “I think you might want to visit Charles Crichton again,” Tad said. “If he doesn’t know something, there’s a chance he’ll know someone who does.”

      Charles Crichton was a prominent member of the Moonshadow Bay Historical Society. He had helped me out on my first case with Conjure Ink.

      “That’s a good idea. I guess I might as well put him on speed dial, huh?” I said, musing. “So, the records for after 1943 should be intact at city hall, then?”

      “They should be, but if we want the nitty-gritty—not just names—we’ll need to find people who were either around then, which would discount most humans given the time frame, or who have relatives who had a connection.” Caitlin held up her tablet. “Should we go in with our equipment yet?”

      I shook my head. “Not until we know more. We don’t want to stir up the spirits until we’ve figured out how to take care of them.”

      “If there really is a shadow man there, it’s going to be difficult to evict him. Shadow men are the worst,” Tad said. “But we’ve only found references to them in the cases we’ve studied, not actually encountered them in the ones where we’ve gone in trying to help.”

      You want to be cautious on this case, Esmara suddenly whispered to me. You run the risk of taking something home with you that you aren’t prepared to deal with.

      “Crap,” I muttered.

      Tad stared at me. “What is it?”

      I was about to tell him, but I suddenly found the words vanishing on my tongue. “Um, just thinking that we need to be cautious,” I said. Why won’t you let me tell him?

      Because we don’t want him to know about us right now. Just make certain that you talk to us and to your aunt before you try to deal with any of the shadow people—they’re far more deadly than you can imagine and most people don’t give them enough respect.

      “Do you know something more about the case?” Hank asked.

      I shook my head. “No, I just… We should be cautious. I can tell you that the energy I felt around that secret room scared the hell out of me, and I don’t scare easily.”

      “That is an odd one. Why would a bordello—brothel, if you prefer—have a secret room in the basement?” Caitlin turned to Hank. “Do you know if the original blueprints burned up in that fire?”

      “If there were any, probably not. The fire was controlled before it took out all of the city records. I can find out,” he said, heading over to his desk. Hank was a big man, burly, bald, and biker-like. He was also brilliant and though rough in demeanor, he had a good heart.

      As he made a phone call, I finished off my coffee. “By the way, guys, while we’re waiting on Hank, I’d like to ask a favor. If some guy named Rodger gets past Wren, would you kick him out? He’s about my height, frosted blond in that little-girl blond sort of way, fair featured, and he was wearing a black trench coat.”

      “Why? What did he do?” Tad asked.

      “He was bothering me over at the coffee shop and wouldn’t take no for an answer. I finally had to enlist the cashier’s help to get out of there without him following me.” I shrugged. “I’m not sure what his problem was, but I don’t want to find out. His name is Rodger. He told me that when he was trying to pick me up.”

      “Not a problem,” Caitlin said. “If he bothers you again, call me and I’ll put a stop to it. I can’t stand men who won’t respect personal boundaries.”

      “Women either,” Tad said. “Though I’m not an expert in that field,” he added wryly.

      “You’re cute,” I said. “And no, that’s not me being sleazy. You’re just…cute.”

      “I wish more women felt that way, but alas, I don’t think I’m going to have that problem.” He folded his arms across his chest. “I haven’t been out on a date in months.”

      I glanced over at Caitlin. She pointedly stared at the table. Once again, I waffled between doing what I could to match the two of them up, or leaving well enough alone. I knew she found him attractive, but she was engaged—an arranged marriage, according to bobcat shifter tradition—and she was going to have to choose between her own happiness and her family’s honor. And Tad would never make a move with her being taken.

      Hank returned to the table. “Okay, I found out a few things. First, there are blueprints of the Spit & Whistle Pub, and they survived the fire intact. Second, they’ve been transferred to one of the online archives in the city. So we can download the floorplan by paying a fee to the city. I assumed you might want to do that, so I’ve filled out the form and all I have to do is enter company payment information.”

      “Go ahead. Let’s see what we have,” Tad said. “Use the company credit card.”

      Hank went over to Tad’s desk and opened the right side drawer. He pulled out a card sheathed in what looked like an RFID protective case. He returned to his desk and, a few moments later, called us over to join him. On his screen was the original floorplan of the Spit & Whistle.

      I leaned in. “Can you bring up the basement?”

      “Sure thing,” Hank said, tapping away at the keys. A moment later the floorplan appeared. The blueprints had been translated into an easier-to-read black and white format, and I followed the stairs down, then looked along the wall to where the secret room was located. Only it wasn’t there.

      “That’s odd. It should be right there,” I said, pointing to the area of the wall in which it had been found.

      “Well, there are three possibilities. One, they forgot to add it in. Two, they chose not to add it in—why give away the existence of a secret room? That would mean it wasn’t so secret after all. The third possibility is that the room was added on later.” Hank glanced up at me as I stood over his shoulder, leaning down to peer at the screen. “What’s your instinct tell you?”

      I paused, trying to tune in. I brought up the image of the room in my mind, focusing on it. Nothing. I tried harder, trying to open up to the energy I had felt.

      Zap.

      I stumbled back, startled by the sudden shock that raced through my body. It wasn’t a pleasant one, either. “Crap!”

      “What happened?” Caitlin reached out to steady me and frowned as her hand touched my arm. “You’re…staticky.”

      “I feel staticky,” I said. “And a little bit on the fried side. I just got shocked like I touched a live wire. I was trying to open up to the energy I felt in that secret room and boom, crash. Lightning. Anyway, my hunch? Is that it was added after the original build.”

      “I think you’re right,” Hank said, pointing to the basement wall. “This looks like a firm outer wall, and unless the owner had a good reason to hide something, chances were the secret room was dug out by a later owner.”

      “Can you find the list of owners? I’d like to have something to take with me when I go talk to Charles again.” I hated to just go in empty-handed and ask him to do all the leg work for me. “By the way, is there something I can offer to pay him for his help? I am interrupting his day, after all.”

      Tad frowned. “I usually try to avoid that—it gives the chance for someone to insinuate we paid for doctored information. He doesn’t have to help, and you can take him pastries or whatever else he might like,” he added. “We don’t want to compromise any information we get, in case our reputation is ever brought into question.” He paused. “Are you all right? Whatever shocked you—do you think you were touching a wire or something?”

      I shook my head. “I’m okay, just a little rattled. And no, I wasn’t touching a wire. The psychic jolt came from whatever’s in that room. It managed to reach out all the way from the pub to give me a good shaking. I like Louise enough that I’m worried about her now.”

      “Then we’ll do what we can to evict its ass.” Tad brought me over a chair and, even though I didn’t really need it, I accepted it graciously.

      “All right, I have a list of names,” Hank said, bringing up another document. “I found a list of the owners of the Spit & Whistle. I don’t recognize any of them, but I’m going to run them through the database we’ve built up of town inhabitants and we’ll see what matches—if any—we get. This will take a little while. I have to enter them one at a time and set up the perimeters of what we’re looking for.”

      We went back to our desks. I put on my headphones and plugged in the digital recorder, ready to transcribe the meeting. As I placed my fingers on the keyboard, a woman suddenly shrieked so loud that I almost fell out of my chair. I whirled around, whipping off my headphones.

      “Are you okay—” I started to ask Caitlin, but then realized she was standing at Tad’s desk, talking to him. They both looked at me, frowning.

      “What?” she asked.

      “Did you just… You didn’t scream?”

      She shook her head. “No, I didn’t.”

      I looked back at the recorder, then rewound it. “You might want to listen to this,” I said, unplugging my headphones so that the audio could be heard by everybody. I turned it on and waited. A moment later, the shriek filled the room, and I could hear myself talking to Louise beneath the noise. Neither of us responded to the scream. Turning off the recorder, I said, “We didn’t hear that while we were talking.”

      ‘You captured an EVP,” Hank said, jumping up. He looked delighted. “An electronic voice phenomenon. Are there any more on the recording?”

      “I don’t know. I just started listening to it. But I can guarantee you—we didn’t hear the shriek in the room.” I stared at the recorder, grateful that I had taken notes by hand, like Hank had suggested. It was hard to hear what we were saying below the echoing scream.

      Hank looked like a kid in a candy shop. “I wish I could transcribe it—if you hear anything else, let me know. And if you don’t mind, I’ll give it a listen after you’re done.”

      “Knock yourself out. I wish you could transcribe it too,” I said, hesitant as I picked up my headphones again. I was ready to suggest that he take over but he already had a task at hand, and I decided that if there was something else on the tape, I wanted to know about it.

      As I did my best to transcribe our conversation—noting the times and places of the EVP using the “Sidenotes” version of the word processing program—I found myself immersed in the discussion. I had been trying to keep my senses open as well as note what Louise had said, along with my impressions, that I hadn’t fully been listening to her story. Now, it drew me in, and I wondered just how many of the other owners had dealt with the same issues. Of course, she had done more renovation on the building than most of the others, hence opening up more of the ghostly activity, but the fact remained that this case was filled with activity.

      I was about a third of the way through the tape when the next EVP session happened. We were discussing events in the kitchen when I heard a sudden clanging that sounded like a dozen pot lids rattling against the pots. I knew that hadn’t happened while I was there, but now, I could barely hear a word we were saying over the racket. Then, I heard a deep laugh and a crash, and then another scream.

      Taking a deep breath, I paused the recorder and pulled off my headphones again. “Hank, you want to hear this?”

      He hurried over, along with Tad and Caitlin. I replayed the section for them.

      “We were in the kitchen at that point, and while there was some background noise, this wasn’t part of it.” I told them what she had said about the knife flying across the room at her.

      “We’re talking dangerous territory here,” Tad said. “Do you think it might be a demon masquerading as a ghost?”

      “I don’t know, especially around the secret door. I keep flashing back to the Amityville horror, though that secret room was actually a storage space under the stairs. But this was definitely a full hidden room that had been bricked up at some point. When they redid the plumbing and broke through the brick to get to the inner walls, the contractors found it. There was nothing in it, and it had been painted a faint lilac color, but it’s still creepy as fuck, and the only thing I wanted to do was to get out of there.”

      “What did it make you think of?” Hank asked.

      I paused, closing my eyes to remember how I had felt standing near the room. A sudden wash of claustrophobia swept over me, and then desperation to get away from there.

      “I had to get out. I was afraid—it was like…if I got trapped there, something horrible would happen to me. Something was waiting for the door to close on us.” I shuddered, opening my eyes. “I can’t be sure, but it feels like somebody was trapped in there, and then something happened…something…not human happened, if that makes any sense.”

      A bell sounded from Hank’s computer and he moved to check on it. “It makes perfect sense, actually. I’m not sure what the secret room was used for, or when it was added, but I can fill in one potential piece of the puzzle. Clarence van Nostram owned the restaurant at one time.”

      “Who’s that?” I asked.

      “He’s one of the original members of the Covenant of Chaos. He wasn’t that involved with Stellarview—remember, they had their hands in that mess too—but it says here that he owned the restaurant from 1943 through 1946.”

      “That’s a short time to run a business,” Caitlin said.

      “Well, most businesses go belly up in a few years, but I don’t know,” Hank said, narrowing his eyes. “I’m honestly surprised to see that one of the chaos magicians actually bothered with trying his hand at it. Most of them are old money, and involved in lawyering, banking, and other more…fruitful professions.”

      “What was his name again? I’ll ask Charles if he recognizes the name.” I let out a sigh. “I suppose I should call him and make an appointment. Then I’ll finish transcribing the interview.” As I turned back to the computer, I had a weird feeling in the pit of my stomach that there was a whole lot more going on behind the scenes at the Spit & Whistle Pub than we suspected. And I had the feeling we’d be finding out just how much before too long.
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      Charles said he could see me the next day at four, so I thanked him and looked back at the transcript that I had typed out. I fixed a couple spelling errors, then sent it into CloudBox, the private cloud computing system we used to share data at the office. By then, it was almost seven, and I yawned, glancing over at Tad. We often stayed late at the office, but I had a dinner date with Killian and needed to take off.

      “I’m done for the day,” I said, standing and gathering my tote. “I’ll see you tomorrow. I might be late—I think I’ll drop in at the library to see if I can find any local history books that might mention the Spit & Whistle.”

      “You could do that online,” Tad said, staring at his screen.

      “True, but sometimes schmoozing with the librarians can bring more results than just searching through a card catalog.” I waved at him as I headed for the door. Hank and Caitlin had left at six, and it looked like Tad was settling in for an evening’s work. I paused. “You should go out more. I mean, if you want to find a girlfriend, you really need to put yourself out there so that people know you’re looking.”

      “I’ve tried that,” he said, still staring at the screen. “I bomb every time. Go on, go meet your beau.” He paused, glancing over at me. “January, have I told you how glad I am you came to work for us?”

      I frowned, shaking my head. “No, you didn’t, but thank you.”

      “I mean it, you’re…pretty special.” There was an odd light in his eyes that I hadn’t seen there before, and it made me slightly uneasy.

      “Um, thanks again. I’ll see you tomorrow.” I ducked out, only to find Wren still at her desk. “Hey, Wren, see you tomorrow?”

      She nodded. “I’m just waiting for my husband to pick me up,” she said. “He needed the car today and we only have one—trying to reduce the carbon footprint, you know.” She laughed, and I smiled. Her voice was like birdsong. In fact, sometimes I thought Wren was more like the birds she loved to talk to than the human she was.
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      I didn’t have time to go home and change before my date, so I drove directly to the Moonshadow Steakhouse, which was near the borders of the town. It was rustic with a log cabin style of décor on the outside. But inside, the mood shifted into casual elegance. The hostess was standing by her podium, checking people in. She took my name and looked on the acrylic seating chart.

      “Oh yes, your other party has arrived. Please follow me.” She led me back through the door that cordoned off the dining room and over to a booth against the far wall, where Killian was reading something on his phone. He stood as we approached, giving me a kiss.

      I slid into the booth and ordered a double-shot mocha, then accepted the menu that the waitress handed me. She turned and left.

      “How was your day?” Killian asked, leaning back against the high back of the booth.

      “Spooky, to be honest. We’re checking out a local restaurant that’s being haunted—”

      “That wouldn’t be this one, would it?” Killian asked, glancing around with a nervous look. He didn’t like ghosts, but then, most shifters—especially wolf shifters—were uneasy around magic and the supernatural. Unlike a number of his brethren, though, Killian didn’t go out of his way to avoid it, and he didn’t mind dating someone with witchblood.

      “No, silly. It’s the Spit & Whistle Pub, down on the marina. The place has some pretty nasty entities there, though we’re still trying to sort everything out. I got caught at the office transcribing my interview with the owner. I hope you don’t mind that I didn’t change.”

      He snorted. “I don’t care if you arrive naked—well, scratch that. I don’t really want other men seeing your goodies.” He winked, but I knew he was serious. Wolf shifters were on the possessive side, and he had warned me that he did not date around when he was seeing someone, and he expected fidelity out of his partner. That was just fine with me. While I had friends who were poly and happy, it felt difficult enough to deal with one person in a romantic relationship, let alone multiples.

      “Don’t worry, I don’t intend to waltz in here in my birthday suit.” I opened the menu and studied it. “I’m hungry. I ate a salad for lunch because I wanted to try something healthy, but it did nothing to fill me up.” I stared at the appetizers. They sounded so good that I decided to make a meal out of them.

      “Pardon me for interrupting, but I saw you here and decided to stop and say hello.” The smooth voice startled me out of my reading and I glanced up, surprised to see Val Slater, one of the more prominent local vampires who reminded me all too much in looks of John Travolta out of Pulp Fiction. It didn’t help that Val had a gangsta vibe and that I owed him a favor—a fact I would rather forget.

      “Oh…hi,” I said. My appetite vanished. I cleared my throat and introduced Killian. “Val, I’d like you to meet my boyfriend, Killian O’Connell. Killian, this is Val Slater. You remember me telling you about him?”

      Killian stared at Val, cocking his head. He was smiling but I knew him well enough to know that was not a friendly smile. In fact, if he opened his mouth, he probably was gritting his teeth.

      “How do you do?” Killian asked, standing and holding out his hand.

      Val shook hands with him, nodding. I couldn’t read the expression in his eyes because he was wearing the ever-present pair of sunglasses that he seemed to wear. “Good to meet you. So, you’re the boyfriend.”

      I wasn’t sure exactly how he did it, but somehow Val made “the boyfriend” sound dismissive. He turned back to me, dropping Killian’s hand. “You look lovely tonight, January. So, have there been any more complaints about the Stellarview acreage?”

      I shook my head. “No, so far your fences seem to be keeping people out. Thank you again for helping.” I didn’t like acknowledging that Conjure Ink owed him one, but the fact was, we did, and without him, chances were there would be more victims popping up dead from that whole mess.

      “I’m happy I was able to help. Listen, I’m having a cocktail party next week. I’d like it if you would attend.” He paused just long enough to make his point before adding, “Your companion is welcome, as well.” Turning to Killian, he smiled, and I could see the edge of his fangs peeking down behind his lips. I couldn’t help but think there was an implied threat there.

      “I think I’m busy—”

      “You don’t even know which night it’s on,” Val interrupted me. “A week from Wednesday evening, eight p.m. I’ll have my secretary mail you an invitation.” Before I could say another word, he turned and headed toward the front of the restaurant.

      I rested my head against the back of the booth. “Damn it, he’s the last person I wanted to see.”

      “Yeah, he’s pretty full of himself,” Killian said, glaring at the departing vampire’s back. “You aren’t going, are you? To the party?”

      I let out a sigh. “I don’t know if I need to put in an appearance or not. Technically, he did a huge favor for the company, but he considers it more a favor for me. I have the uneasy feeling that someday, he’s going to call in his marker and demand some favor in return. I’d like to stay on his good side.”

      Killian’s eyes narrowed. “So we’re going, then? Wonderful. Just how I want to spend my time—around a bunch of fangsters.”

      I cleared my throat. I had taken the whiny attitude off my ex for too long. I wasn’t going to put up with it from my boyfriend.

      “We all have to do things we don’t like. You don’t have to come with me if you don’t want to, but I should put in an appearance. I’m sure I can get Tad or Hank to go with me.” I knew I could have goaded Killian into attending if I dangled the “If you don’t go, Val will think we aren’t really together” line, but I didn’t feel like playing games. I was tired and Val’s appearance had done nothing to shift my mood.

      Killian stared at me for a moment, then frowned as he ducked his head. I knew him well enough by now to know that was how he knew he’d been playing the ass a little too convincingly.

      “I’m sorry. Of course I’ll go with you. I know you aren’t looking forward to attending.”

      “Thank you, and you’re right—I’m not. Now, where’s the waitress? I’m hungry.” I went back to studying my menu. The next moment a carnation was tickling my nose. “Stop it,” I said, trying not to grin. Killian had slipped one of the flowers out of the vase on the table and he was trying to tease me with it. “It’s not going to work—I don’t like it when you get sullen.”

      “Please, beautiful lady, please take pity on the poor wolf shifter. He just doesn’t like other men assuming they can harass his girlfriend,” Killian said in a goofy falsetto.

      “Oh, all right.” I set down my menu and grabbed the carnation out of his hand. “I forgive you. Give me that.” I put the flower back in the vase, but I was laughing now. “Honestly, I appreciate that you want me all to yourself, but dude, all Val did was invite us to a cocktail party.”

      “No, all he did was to invite you. I was a deliberate afterthought.” But Killian shook it off, and called the waitress over.

      I ordered mozzarella sticks, chicken wings, and a bowl of soup, and Killian ordered a big fat steak, and the rest of the evening passed comfortably.

      “Do you mind if I stay over?” he whispered after we were home and snuggled in bed after a vigorous tryst—sex with shifters proved to be more athletic than sex with humans. “I want to make love to you again, and afterward, I’ll probably just be so drowsy that I’ll fall asleep. I can get up early and go home to dress for work.”

      “Of course you can stay,” I said, sliding back into his arms, the sheets soft against my skin. He was warm, and musky, and he had already sent me round the moon and back several times. But he was still aroused and hungry for more. In answer, I pressed my breasts against his chest and draped one leg over his hips beneath the covers. As he murmured softly in my ear and once again, slid deep inside of me, I felt like the luckiest woman on earth.
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      Killian surprised me by waking me up at six a.m. for yet another go-round. I was still a little sore from the night before—the predatory shifters were ardent lovers and Killian was almost overendowed—but I gave in, just happy to have a wonderful sex life again. Ellison and I had chemistry at first, but that shifted as the weight I had dropped from having mono began to reappear. By then we were married, and he seemed to lose interest once he put the ring on my finger.

      I padded into the shower, stopping Killian from joining me. “If you take a shower with me, we’ll both be late to work. I know how much you love shower sex, and while I do too, just…no. I’ve got a busy day and I’m sure you do too. You can take a shower in the guest room, if you like.”

      He laughed. “No, I have to get home anyway. I’ll feed Xi and Klaus before I go, though, and I’ll make sure to lock the door behind me.”

      I nodded, kissing him before he headed out of the room in just his jeans. He was muscled, and looked mighty fine bare-chested, but I still couldn’t fathom how he could run around outside without shoes or shirt in the winter. He told me his wolf nature helped, but I had decided he was just hot-blooded and the chill in the air would act like a cold shower.

      As he headed downstairs, I walked over to the window and looked out. The backyard was a brilliant green, and the Mystic Wood was clouded in mist that rolled out from the interior of the massive thicket that abutted Moonshadow Bay. I paused at the window, watching as a golden figure darted out of the wood, then paused in the yard. From here, I couldn’t tell what it was, but it gave me goose bumps and I quickly swung away from the window, then edged back for another peek. The figure was gone again, and I breathed a sigh of relief.

      You’re right to shield yourself. Esmara’s voice echoed in my head. That was one of the Woodlings, and they don’t care for people—be they witch, shifter, or human.

      What’s a Woodling? Have I ever met one before?

      Once, when you were very young but I doubt you remember it. Memory is such a curious concept. So many things can disrupt it, even when it contains vital information we need to recall. Guard yours, and ask yourself, do I remember everything I need to?

      And then, before I could ask what that was all about, Esmara was gone again. I could feel her pull away. Frowning—it irritated me when the Ladies spoke in riddles—I headed into the bathroom for my shower.

      An hour later, I headed to work. I had been planning on dropping in at the library first, but when I got there, I found a sign that it was closed for an staff-wide meeting until noon. Nixing that idea, and given the mess that had happened at the coffee shop the day before, I decided to stop at a drive-thru espresso stand for a triple caramel latte and a sausage muffin. By eight a.m., I was walking into the office, muffin and coffee in hand, ready for the day.

      Wren motioned to me, furtively glancing at the door behind her. “January, wait a moment before you go in,” she said in a low voice.

      I frowned, setting my purse, muffin, and coffee on her desk so I could lean down. “What’s up? You look worried.”

      “I don’t know if ‘worried’ is the word for it, but there’s a problem. Tad forgot to lock the door last night when he left and somebody broke in.”

      “Oh gods, how bad is it? What did they take?”

      “That’s not exactly the problem,” Wren said. “It’s more…what they left. I just wanted to warn you—”

      At that moment, the door to the inner office opened and Caitlin stuck her head around it. “Is she—oh, you are here. January, you’d better get in here pronto. Tad’s fit to be tied.”

      I blinked. “What did I do?”

      “It’s not what you did but…just be prepared,” Wren said, standing to follow me in. She put up her sign and that sent my worry into top gear.

      I followed Caitlin, wondering what the hell was going on. Had I done something? Had I forgotten to do something? I held my breath as I walked through the door, then gasped, sputtering as I caught sight of my desk.

      The top was covered with vase after vase of red roses. A dozen balloons—red and white—were clipped to the back of my chair. And in what looked like dark red permanent marker, the words i won’t stop trying until you go out with me were scrawled on the wall over my desk.

      “What the hell?” The numbness fled as a combo of irritation and anger took over. I stomped over to my desk, staring at the mess. Oh, the flowers were beautiful, and it wasn’t until I got there that I saw two boxes of chocolates sitting behind one of the vases, but this was ridiculous.

      “Do you have any idea of who did this?” Tad asked, looking pissed out of his mind.

      “Well, it wasn’t Killian. For one thing, he was with me all night, and for another, he’s already dating me.” I paused, remembering Val Slater from the restaurant the night before. “Oh crap, I wonder…”

      “Wonder what?” Hank was standing beside Caitlin, a worried look on his face.

      “I wonder if this is Val Slater’s doing. We ran into him at the restaurant last night and he and Killian just about had a pissing contest over me.” I told them what had happened, but then, I shook my head. “It might be him, but I don’t think a vampire would make such a splashy show. But he could easily get in—vampires can usually get into just about any place they want to.”

      “Is there anyone else you can think of?”

      Ellison ran through my mind—my ex—but then I shook it off. He was glad to be rid of me, and I had my doubts if he ever wanted to see me again. “Yesterday, that guy at the coffee shop? Rodger whatever-his-name-is? Maybe he figured out where I worked. Whatever the case, can you guys help me clear this stuff away? I don’t want it, don’t want to even look at it.”

      “Let me dust the candy boxes for prints. We have a kit in the back,” Hank said.

      While he slipped into the store room to get the kit, I turned to Tad. “I’m sorry about this.”

      “No, I’m sorry. I’m the one who put our entire office at risk by forgetting to lock up. I have no idea how that happened. I must have been…preoccupied.” He frowned, blushing. “I can’t believe I screwed up by leaving the door unlocked.”

      There was more to it than him just feeling like he had screwed up. I was becoming more attuned to my coworkers and their feelings were starting to bubble over. I had the feeling I had inherited more than just my mother’s magical abilities. I suspected that I was a latent empath as well, but I wasn’t sure who to ask about that. Maybe Rowan Firesong would know. I made a mental note to ask her, then turned my attention back to the flowers that had eaten my desk.

      Hank returned with a kit, dusting the plastic wrap that sealed the candy boxes. Meanwhile, Caitlin started removing the roses from my desk. She took a deep breath, burying her head in the buds.

      “They’re wonderful. It seems a shame to waste them, but I understand you not wanting them around.” She held the vase uncertainly, looked at me.

      I frowned. “Well, there’s a nursing home over across the street, I noticed. Why don’t we take them over there and ask the nurses to give them to the patients who get the least number of visitors? That might brighten their day.”

      “Good thinking,” she said. “I’ll get Wren to run them over.”

      I nodded, not wanting to touch them. There was something deeply disturbing about someone so desperate. If they had been from Killian, sans the message on the wall, I would have been overjoyed. A little flustered, but overjoyed. But creepy is as creepy does, and this was definitely on the creepy side.

      Wren carried away the roses, carefully putting them in boxes so she could transport them without knocking them over. Hank finished fingerprinting the boxes of candy, but what prints he could find were blurry and about as useful as a pen without ink.

      “What about the candy? What do you want to do with that?” Hank asked, staring at the boxes. I sensed a sweet tooth.

      “If you think it’s safe, go ahead and eat it. I know it’s sealed still, but honestly? I don’t think I could eat a piece of it without panicking that it might be doctored.”

      He stared at me for a moment, looking torn, then dumped the boxes in the garbage. “Good point.”

      I found some cleaning spray in the store room and a roll of paper towels, but it didn’t seem to make a dent on the words that had been written over my desk. “What takes off permanent marker from a wall?”

      “Let me search on that,” Caitlin said. After a moment, she said, “You can try several things. Spread white toothpaste over the marker and let it set for a few minutes, then wipe away. Another is baking soda, though they recommend baking soda toothpaste for best effect.”

      “Toothpaste, huh?” I opened my purse and sorted through until I found the tiny tube of toothpaste I carried with me, along with a toothbrush. But as I stared at the scrawling words, it was obvious that I didn’t have enough toothpaste to cover it. “I’ll need more.”

      “There’s a dollar store down by Tony’s Fish & Chips. They almost always have things like toothpaste. I’ll run down there and buy a couple tubes.” She retrieved her wallet from her purse and headed toward the door.

      As I settled down at my desk, I couldn’t help but fixate on the scrawling text. It seemed so surreal that it was giving me a headache. “If I catch whoever did this, they’re going… Oh, hell, I don’t know what I’ll do, but it won’t be pleasant.”

      Tad nodded, settling back at his desk. “One thing’s sure, I’ll never leave the office unlocked again. At least we learned our lesson without being robbed.” He turned away, no longer blushing, but his ears were a little red and I was getting curious.

      “How late did you stay before you left?”

      “Oh, about an hour,” he said, giving me an offhand glance. He opened his desk drawer and stared into it. “Why don’t you just tape over that if it bothers you so much, at least till Caitlin gets back?”

      He’s trying to change the subject, I thought. Then a thought crossed my mind that made me cringe. What if it had been Tad? As soon as I heard myself thinking it, I shook it away.

      Tad no more had a crush on me than I had a crush on him—and that was zilch. He was cute, but he definitely wasn’t my type. Even if he had been, knowing that Caitlin had feelings for him would have stopped me from even thinking of dating the man. Besides that, he was my boss and I had learned the hard way, don’t sleep with the higher-ups.

      “That’s all right, I’ll be fine till she gets back,” I said, returning to my desk. I stared up at the words, trying to puzzle it out. Val Slater still had my money for being the culprit, though it seemed a stupid move for a vampire to pull.

      Caitlin returned a few moments later and we both crawled up on the desk with water, scrubbers, and toothbrushes. We worked diligently and much to my surprise, the toothpaste trick actually worked.

      “I wish I had a spell for cleaning things,” I said.

      “I wish I had a maid,” Caitlin countered. “Save your spell energy for better things. Hire someone who needs a job. If you can afford it, that is.” She sighed, standing back to give the wall a discriminating look. “I can still see a faint shadow, but until we can paint over it, that should work. Are you all right?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, just a little shaken. I’d feel a whole lot better if I knew who did this. Actually, I’d feel a lot better if I knew it wasn’t Val Slater who did this. He scares me.”

      “I don’t blame you,” Caitlin said. “All right, I’ll see if there’s some paint in the store room, or if we’ll need to buy a quart of white to cover this.”

      As she headed into the store room, I stared up at the shadow on the wall. One thing was for sure: I was starting off forty-one with a bang.
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      When Wren returned, it was with some good news, at least. The nurses had divvied up the seven dozen roses into small bud vases of four each, so there were enough for twenty-one of the patients, and the flowers had brought a lot of joy to some elderly patients whose relatives never saw fit to visit them. Wren had also taken the balloons—since they were plain with no lettering on them—and the staff had put them in the cafeteria for lunch to give a party-like atmosphere.

      “Well, at least they served some good,” I muttered.

      By nine, we were ready to start for the day. I had the appointment with Charles at four, and until then, we could work on the case from here, plus we were still doing research on Thorkin Hall. Hank had finished the database search for owners of the Spit & Whistle Pub, and he Cloudboxed the info so that I could download it. I printed out the page of names, tucking them away in my notebook for Charles. I glanced over the list to see if I recognized anybody there, but none of the names looked familiar except for Louise’s.

      “So, at least one of the previous owners was a member of the Covenant of Chaos. Is he still alive?” I asked, turning around to look at Hank.

      He shook his head. “I don’t know, to be honest. I’ll do a search at vital records, but that would only tell us if he died in this area.” A moment later, he shrugged. “No hits. Let me check the phone directory—both landlines and cell phones.” Another minute and he had a phone number. “It’s a landline. Let me see if I can come up with an address.” Another few minutes and he had the address for Clarence van Nostram, who was located about four streets over from me. That made me nervous. I didn’t even know much about the CoCh—the Covenant of Chaos—but their outlook and methods didn’t set well with me.

      “I think I’ll give Rowan Firesong a call and see if she has any information on this guy.” I pulled out my phone and punched the contacts list for her.

      Rowan Firesong was one of the oldest witches in the community. She had known my great-grandfather and was there when he helped to found Moonshadow Bay, and while I wasn’t sure how trustworthy she was, so far she had proven herself helpful. Unfortunately, she was also the one who had introduced me to Val Slater. Anybody chummy with vampires made me wary.

      Rowan answered on the second ring. “Hello, January. What’s up?” She was direct and to the point, a quality I liked and tended to emulate.

      “I wanted to pick your brain about Clarence van Nostram.”

      She paused, and I could almost hear the wheels turning in her head. “What’s old Clarence gone and done now?” By the tone in her voice, I got the impression they weren’t very good friends.

      “It’s more like…what was he doing during the time he owned the Spit & Whistle Pub?”

      Rowan let out a low whistle. “Well, I haven’t heard that name in a while. The restaurant still in business?”

      “Yeah, and the owner’s experiencing a number of dangerous hauntings. We found out that Clarence was one of the prior owners, and I wanted to know if he might have done anything there to stir up some sort of energy. I think we have a shadow man running around, along with ghosts, and a secret room and who knows what else. Something’s flinging knives around the kitchen, people are being pushed down the stairs. Real carnival of horrors stuff.”

      Rowan cleared her throat. “Well, that sounds delightful. I imagine the owner is out of his wits trying to deal with it.”

      “You might say that. She’s scared, and I don’t blame her. I was frightened enough going through the place. We need to find out what we’re facing.” I paused, then added, “The secret room bothers me most. It appears to have been added after the place was built, and the energy there made me want to turn tail and run. I don’t know what happened down there—it looks like a perfectly ordinary room—but whatever it was, it was bad. I think the shadow man may have come out of there.”

      “Shadow people are dangerous. Nobody fully understands where they come from or what they want, but they seldom appear with good intent, and they can follow people from place to place. They aren’t always bound to one place. You should find out if the owner ever experienced seeing one as a child. If so, then it may have followed her. If not, then there’s a good chance that the shadow person was attracted by the activity at the restaurant.” Rowan paused, then said, “Let me make a couple calls and I’ll get back to you about Clarence.”

      She hung up without a good-bye—par for the course from her.

      I turned to the others. “Rowan’s going to find me some information on Clarence. I wonder, should I go talk to him?” I knew that the Covenant of Chaos could be dangerous, but this was about a matter so long ago that maybe he’d be willing to open up.

      “Not before Rowan calls back,” Tad said.

      I was about to start on listing questions for Charles when my phone rang. I glanced at the caller ID. Oh good grief. It was Ellison. Just what I needed. But something stopped me from sending him to voicemail.

      “What do you want?” I asked as soon as I accepted the call.

      “Why did you do it?” Ellison sounded like he was on the edge of a panic attack. “I can’t believe you hate me so much.”

      I stared at my desk, irritated and confused. “What the hell are you accusing me of now?”

      “Oh, I’m not saying you actually lit the fire—the damned fire marshal is blaming me, of all people. But I know you had to have an underlying hand in it. You made me fall asleep!” Now, his belligerence began to return. “I hope you’re satisfied! Ana’s left me. I know you had a hand in this!”

      Snapping out of my puzzlement, I cleared my throat. “Get a grip and tell me what happened or I’m going to hang up on you.”

      Ellison paused, then said, “The office…it caught on fire. The fire spread to several businesses next to it. Everything’s gone. The magazine’s literally in ashes. The fire marshal says it’s my fault—that I threw a cigar into the trash can in my office and it caught fire. But I know it was out! At least…I think it was.” He trailed off, sounding like a whipped puppy.

      I froze. The building we had bought for our magazine was gone? Up in flames?

      “What the hell were you doing smoking in your office? You know that was a blanket rule—no smoking anywhere in the building. Hell, it’s the law. No smoking in public places. And you want to blame me? If you were dumb enough to throw a lit cigar in the wastepaper basket, then it’s not my fault.” I paused for a moment, then said, “So everything’s gone?”

      “Yeah,” he said. “The computers are toast. All our work is gone. Everything had a digital backup, but after you left, I decided to save some money and just keep it in the office instead of on a cloud-based backup. I canceled CloudBox last month. So everything…it’s all gone, January. All those years of work.”

      I couldn’t believe how stupid he had been. Ellison always had been a blowhard and full of himself and he never wanted to listen to anybody else, but I never thought he’d be this much of an idiot. Now, the chickens had come home to roost. The magazine I had worked so hard to build literally went up in smoke, and even though he had cheated me out of my half of it, the pain of loss stabbed me deep.

      “You fucking idiot. You let it all slip through your fingers.” I wanted to blow up, but there was no energy left for it. I wanted to cry, but the tears wouldn’t come. “Well, welcome to my world, asshole. You cheated me out of my half of the magazine that I helped to build. Now you know what it’s like to lose something you love.”

      “But what do I do? I’m going to get sued for damages. Both the Urban Oxtail restaurant and Claudette’s Designs are demanding I pay for all the damages so their insurance companies don’t raise their rates. I’ll have to sell the house. I’ll be left with nothing by the time they get done with me. And if I don’t make good, they’ll sue me.” He sounded desperate.

      I glanced up to see the others watching me. I shrugged, picking up a pen to write “Ellison” in big block letters on a notepad, then held it up.

      “So you decided to call me in hopes that I’d bail you out somehow? I’m not the one who smokes cigars—it’s a disgusting habit—and you did it to yourself. As for the house, well, sell it. Pay them back. And as for Ana, why the hell would I care about your girlfriend? If she leaves you, she obviously has better sense than to stick around when you get yourself in trouble.”

      He paused for a moment. “Can I come stay with you for a few days to get my head together?”

      Now I was really struggling to keep my temper. I counted to ten, then decided I’d had enough of talking on the phone. “How about you deal with the mess you made by yourself? Grow up, Ellison. If you think I’d ever extend my hand to help you out after what you did to me, you’re nuts. Good-bye, and good luck.”

      And with that, I hung up. As I turned to look at Caitlin, she applauded.

      “I’m proud of you. I don’t even know what happened, but I’m proud of you. So, what did happen?”

      I sighed, glancing at the clock. It was only ten and I’d already had more than my fill of drama for the day. “Well, it’s like this…” I said, and then proceeded to explain.
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      By three-thirty, Rowan hadn’t called back, so I headed out for Garrison Library, where Charles had his office. Charles Crichton’s office was on the second floor, near the back by the travel section. Charles himself was a distinguished-looking man, around six-four, in his seventies or thereabouts, with short silver hair. He was wearing a pair of jeans and a suede jacket with leather patches on the elbows—very old-school academia.

      When I peeked into his office, he waved me in. “January, so glad to see you! Come in.”

      I set up my digital recorder and settled into one of the chairs opposite him. As I leaned back, he gave me a broad smile, showing pearly white teeth.

      “Hi, thanks for seeing me today.”

      “Anytime, for anything. I’ve always got time for you,” he said.

      There was an odd nuance to his words that made me slightly uncomfortable, which was odd, given I liked him and we seemed to get along fine.

      “Um, thanks.” I shifted in my seat. He was staring at me, pointedly, and I cleared my throat, wondering what was going on. “So, about the Spit & Whistle Pub?”

      “Yes, the Spit & Whistle. It’s been around for over one hundred years, so there are bound to be a lot of trapped memories there.” Charles shifted through the files on his desk, bringing out a thick one. “It’s changed owners a lot of times. Of course, on the surface, that’s not unusual for a restaurant—most of them go out of business in the first few years.” He paused, then said, “You look lovely today.”

      Again, the segue made me feel slightly on edge. It was harmless on the surface, but there was something beneath the words that made me wince.

      “Thanks,” I said, switching the subject back to the topic at hand. “So can you tell me when the secret room was built? Do you even know about it?”

      “Secret room? Yes, actually. That was built when the Covenant of Chaos bought the building.”

      “You mean, Clarence van Nostram bought the building, right?”

      “Technically, but it was the Covenant behind the purchase. They performed ceremonies in the basement, and they built that room for their rituals. I’m not certain what kind of rituals they performed there, but before long, they decided that it was more trouble than it was worth to have the restaurant. They wanted the building because it’s on a ley line—actually a series of them that converge right at that point. I believe there are four of them that cross directly through the position the building is set on. I think the Covenant wanted to tear it down, but the restaurant had already been declared a historical building and they couldn’t do much to it. They built the secret room without permission but when the historical society found out, they threatened to sue Clarence unless he closed it up.”

      So that was why it had been bricked up. “Do you know if anyone ever died in that room?”

      He shook his head. “Not to my knowledge. Why don’t you come over here and look at the pictures from that time period?”

      I frowned. “I can see them fine if you just hand them to me.”

      Charles frowned, looking disappointed. “As you wish.” He handed me several pictures of the Spit & Whistle Pub, along with a photocopied article about the potential lawsuit the historical society was looking at bringing against Clarence.

      I took a moment to read over it and then glanced at the pictures. One showed the secret room and had been marked “Exhibit A.” “So the lawsuit actually reached the courts?”

      “Yes, but Clarence agreed to settle by restoring the restaurant to its former state. I think they expected he would destroy the room and fill in the dirt and then rebuild the wall, but apparently he found it more expedient to just brick it over.”

      “Apparently so.” I frowned. “Can you tell me how many people actually have died there?”

      Charles nodded. “Oh, there’s quite a list, starting of course with the first owners. You know about the murders–suicide case?”

      I nodded. “Who else died there?”

      “Well, there was one woman, Nellie Lars’s grandmother. Nellie bought the restaurant after it went up for sale the first time after Craig and Harriet Danvers were killed. Ida Johansen was seventy-three. She lived there with her granddaughter Nellie and helped out by doing the cooking. One evening she was in the kitchen, frying up a pan of potatoes, when the cookstove exploded. I’m not sure how, but it was thought that there was a lot of creosote built up, and they were using green wood with a lot of pitch in it—whatever happened, the oven door blew clean off. The door hit Ida and knocked her back. She fell, hitting her head on the counter, and died.”

      “So she died right there in the kitchen?” I thought about the knife that had flown across the kitchen toward Louise. “What kind of woman was Ida?”

      “She was a spiteful old biddy, according to records. She didn’t want to be working at that time of her life—and I understand it, but her husband had died penniless and their house was foreclosed on. She had to go live with her granddaughter, who put her to work for her room and board. Nellie wasn’t the most gracious of women, either, so I’m sure her grandmother felt like crap stuck in the kitchen.”

      “So we have two murders, one suicide, and an accidental death. Anything else?”

      Charles handed me another photocopy of a news article. “Jonathan Parks was a regular customer there during the 1940s. He was a mean SOB, a drunk, a bully, and also way too pushy with the ladies. He took a shine to one of the barmaids and kept trying to get her to go out with him. She was engaged and not at all interested. She complained to her boss, a man named Shy Sterner, who was a bear shifter. Shy didn’t want to listen to women complaining and ignored her, so she talked to her fiancé, who wasn’t so lenient. They were both wolf shifters, by the way, and the only reason she didn’t go after Shy was because she wanted to keep her job.”

      “So what happened?” Images of bear against wolf flooded my brain and I tried to shut them out. They were far from pretty.

      “Tyson—the fiancé—was waiting outside one evening when Jonathan headed out of the bar, drunk out of his mind. Tyson shot him dead, right on the steps.”

      So add in a spirit of a drunk who wouldn’t take no for an answer. It had been my experience that most spirits seemed to be just about the same way in death that they had been in life.

      “Hmm…if he was killed by a barmaid’s boyfriend, I can easily see him being the one who pushed the waitress down the steps.” I was jotting down notes a mile a minute. Hank had impressed that on me time and again. “Do you have pictures of any of these people?”

      “Right here. Come take a look.” Charles crooked his finger, beckoning to me.

      I sighed, tired of arguing. For whatever reason, Charles was feeling chummy today. I crossed behind his desk to stand behind him. Leaning down, I began studying the photographs of the dead. Ida Johansen had been a stern-looking woman, but also—tired. I could see the weariness in her eyes, as if life had put her to the test and then doubled up on the exams.

      On the other hand, Jonathan Parks looked every inch the bully. I was about to ask if Charles could make photocopies of the pictures for me, when I felt a hand on my ass. I froze. What the hell? Charles had his right hand splayed across my ass, and was inching close to dangerous territory.

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” I reached around behind me and caught hold of his wrist with my left hand, squeezing hard. I wasn’t all that strong, but I had decent nails and I sank them into the skin of his wrist, not quite breaking the surface.

      “I… I…” Charles yanked his hand away, his cheeks so red he looked about ready to have a heart attack. “I’m so sorry,” he mumbled. “I don’t know why I did that. I just…you…today when you walked in…”

      “Yeah? I’m waiting.” I backed away, crossing my arms over my chest as I tapped my foot on the floor. “You’ve been weird with me ever since I walked in. What the hell gives?”

      Still blushing, Charles averted his eyes, staring at his desk. “You’re just so beautiful, all I could think about was—” He froze, falling silent. “I’d better send you the rest of my notes. I’m sorry, again. Please, forgive me.”

      Not sure of what the hell was going on, I nodded, backing away. I felt like I was facing a big cat—and you don’t turn your back on big cats when you’re trying to get away. I reached my chair, picked up my bag and shoved my recorder and the notes I had made into it, and then slid into my coat and headed out the door. Not sure what to do, I headed toward the women’s restroom, feeling slightly dirty.

      “Why do you feel that way? It wasn’t your fault,” I whispered, staring at myself in the mirror. “You didn’t know he was like that.”

      And yet, something inside whispered, But he isn’t. Not usually. At least on the surface.

      Disconcerted, I splashed water on my face and then headed out, taking a different route to the stairs. I had gathered a lot of good information, but I wondered if I would be able to talk to Charles face-to-face again. It couldn’t have been him who had left the flowers, could it? My thoughts crowded with images of ghostly faces and brilliant red roses, I hustled out the door and down the steps, heading to my car in the dim afternoon light.
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      I went directly home after texting Tad that I wasn’t feeling that well, and that I’d see them tomorrow. I also texted Ari, asking if she could come over and hang out, that I needed to talk to her about something. I also texted my aunt Teran, asking if she could join us. Something felt off, and I wasn’t sure whether some spirit had attached to me or what.

      Speaking of attachments, as I unlocked my front door and stepped inside, Xi ran up to me, leaping to affix herself to my leg with her claws.

      “Yowch! You little dork.” I set down my tote and gently disentangled her claws from my jeans. “Okay, kisses.” I smooched her fuzzy little head, then gave her a quick scritch before setting her down on the floor. She promptly tried to burrow into my bag and I fished her out and put her back on the floor, carrying my bag into the living room and zipping it shut. I shrugged off my coat and hung it in the hall closet, then sat down on the sofa and pulled off my boots. The day had been exhausting—more emotionally than physically—and the last thing I felt like doing was cooking.

      I pulled out my phone again and called Teran. “Hey, Auntie, do you have anything we could eat for dinner? I can call for takeout but I wanted to ask you first.” Teran was a wonderful cook. While I could whip up tasty food, she was a gourmet chef.

      “Hmm, how many?”

      “Three, maybe four if Killian gets home early, but Tuesday nights he works late at the clinic, so probably just you, me, and Ari.”

      Teran put me on mute for a moment, then returned to the phone. “How does corn chowder and cornmeal muffins sound?”

      “Like heaven in a bowl,” I said. “It’s not too much trouble, is it?”

      “Not at all. I already made a big pot to take to a potluck tomorrow, but I was rethinking things and had already decided to make a chef’s salad instead. Salad is easier to transport and I won’t have to heat it up when I get there.” She paused, then said, “Something’s wrong, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah, in a way, but I don’t know if I can explain. Things feel off, and Esmara hasn’t been talking a lot to me.” My auntie was also connected to the Ladies, only her guardian was her aunt Prue—another one of my great-aunts. Prue had been a sharpshooter by trade, as well as a firecracker by nature. She had been contracted by the government in World War I, before women were allowed to be in combat, and served as a sniper in the war. I had never heard those stories from my mother, but Teran had recently discovered a bunch of memorabilia including a Purple Heart award that was given to Prue for being wounded in battle.

      “Sometimes they don’t—especially if it’s something we’re supposed to learn on our own. That’s one thing to remember about our Ladies, they don’t answer prayers. They’re more likely to smack our hands with a ruler if we don’t do what we’re supposed to. And let me tell you, once you’ve been smacked, you’ll never forget it.” Teran laughed. “I’ll be over in about thirty minutes. I need to throw together the salad for tomorrow before I head over.”

      I set my phone on the coffee table and thought about getting a snack, but given Teran was bringing a hearty dinner, I decided against it. Instead, I picked up the remote and flipped on the local news. I had a smart TV and I also got MovieMania and Streamboat—two streaming media services. I was thinking of canceling my cable and landline. Sticking with cell phone and the streaming services would save me at least a hundred dollars a month, and while I wasn’t hurting for money, it seemed to be a smart idea. Especially since most of the phone calls I got on the landline were robocalls.

      As I was watching one of the ghost hunting shows, the doorbell rang. I hopped up, muted the TV, and answered the door. It was Ari.

      “Hey, how are you feeling after the other night?” I asked, giving her a hug.

      “Actually, now that you mention it, I’m feeling a little odd. I keep thinking we did something that I can’t remember.” She slid off her coat and hung it up in the closet. “The evening’s all hazy, like a really weird dream.” Shrugging, she picked up Klaus and ruffled his belly. “Hey boy, how are you? How’s my Klausy-boy?”

      He licked her face and then jumped down, chasing Xi down the hall toward the kitchen.

      “I feel the same way,” I said. “Teran’s bringing over a pot of corn chowder and some cornmeal muffins for dinner, so why don’t we set the table?”

      Ari found the soup bowls and bread plates while I loaded the table with butter, grated cheese, and honey. We added silverware, setting soup spoons and butter knives by each place setting. Outside, the wind had picked up and gusts were rattling the windows. I stepped out on the back porch to take a look at the weather.

      The wind was wailing through the Mystic Wood, shaking the trees and sending branches all over the backyard. A glance at the skies showed the clouds socking in. They were silvery, and the rain that was pouring down was interspersed with frozen rain. It wasn’t quite snow, but by morning, it would be. A howling from the thicket behind my house startled me, and I shivered. It sounded like a wolf. Some shifter was on the prowl tonight. I quickly looked over at Killian’s yard, but his house was still dark.

      Retreating back into the kitchen, I found that Ari was nowhere in sight, but I heard her talking to someone and the next moment, Teran followed her into the kitchen, carrying a cardboard box with a covered tureen in it. Ari was carrying a zipper pouch containing a bountiful number of muffins.

      “Do you want to heat the soup up in the microwave, or do you need a pot?” I asked, making room on the counter for the tureen.

      After giving me a kiss on the cheek, Teran said, “I think we should heat it up in a pan, actually. I don’t think my china’s microwave-safe.” She lifted the lid and even though the soup was cold, it smelled wonderful.

      I found a soup pot and carefully poured the chowder into it, setting it on the stove. I turned the burner to medium high as Teran shuffled through the drawer for a stirring spoon. Ari arranged the muffins on a serving plate, and then she and I pulled chairs closer to the stove as Teran stayed by the range, stirring the corn chowder.

      “So, I wanted to talk to you about something that happened this morning,” I said. “I’m a little unnerved. Actually—two things happened that have left me unnerved. Maybe I’m making more about it than is necessary, but…”

      “What happened?” Teran asked.

      “Well, when I got to work today, my desk was covered with roses. They weren’t from Killian, before you ask. I’m actually not sure who they were from.” I told them about the roses and the message scrawled across the wall behind my desk. “Then, this afternoon, I was talking to Charles Crichton at the library and…well…he grabbed my butt.”

      Ari stared at me. “He what?”

      “Grabbed my butt. I know—it was weird. When I called him on it, he was terribly embarrassed, and I truly believe that he had no intention of doing that, but…it just happened. Most guys who say that are full of crap, but Charles… It was just so out of the blue, and so out of character.”

      Teran gave the soup a final stir and poured it back into the tureen. As she carried it to the table, she said, “I believe you and yes, it is out of character. Charles Crichton has always been the nicest, most polite man. I’m on the historical society board with him, and he’s never once come across as boorish or problematic.”

      “Oh! Speaking of boors, I forgot to tell you that I got a call from Ellison today. He burned down the magazine and now he’s afraid he’s going to get sued by the businesses next door for their damage. He had the nerve to blame me and then asked if he could come stay with me.” I picked up a muffin, cut it in half, and buttered it.

      “You have had a rough day,” Ari said.

      “Oh, that’s just the extraneous stuff. I didn’t tell you about the case we’re working on. I went down to the Spit & Whistle Pub yesterday and that place scared the hell out of me. In fact, I’m still waiting on a call from Rowan Firesong. She’s doing some research on Clarence van Nostram for me.”

      “The Spit & Whistle Pub? Clarence van Nostram?” Teran jerked her head up. “What does he have to do with it?”

      I stared at her. “Have you heard of him?”

      “Heard of him? I’ve had several run-ins with him. He’s been a thorn in the side of the historical society since we made him stop his ‘renovations’ on that restaurant.”

      “Yeah, well, the secret room that the Covenant of Chaos built under the restaurant has been opened up. Apparently he just bricked it over. I have to tell you, there’s something big and bad down there. The room itself looks nice and normal, but the energy? Totally fucked.”

      I paused to taste my chowder and immediately my stomach rumbled, demanding more. “This is incredible. I’m so glad you decided to take a salad to the potluck tomorrow night.” After another bite, I said, “So, what can you tell me about Clarence? We’re trying to ascertain if any of the paranormal activity in the building came from him. For one thing, besides the array of ghosts, I think there’s a shadow man there.”

      Teran froze, then slowly shook her head. “Be very careful, January.”

      “Oh, I will be—”

      “No, I mean you need to take extra precautions. Did your mother ever tell you about what happened when you were little?”

      I stared at her blankly. “What are you talking about?”

      “I guess you don’t remember. You were barely three.” The look on her face made me uneasy. “Your mother asked me to babysit one night, so I came over to watch you while she and your father went out of town. It was their anniversary and they had a suite at the Moon Sonata Lodge—it’s right on the bay, just a few miles north of Bellingham. The room had a Jacuzzi, and it was surrounded by flower gardens. I thought they could use a break.”

      “That’s right,” I said. “Their anniversary was in July.”

      “Right. So I paid for them to have a wonderful weekend there. The first night, Friday night, nothing happened and everything was fine. You were such a handful then, but then, you’ve always been,” she added, smiling softly. “But the second night, I put you down and came downstairs to watch TV. A few minutes later, you let out a scream that froze my bones, it was so cold and terrified. I raced upstairs and as I opened the door to your room, I caught sight of a shadow man leaning over your bed, reaching for you. You were huddled up against the headboard. I had grabbed your mother’s athame on the way up—she had been intending to do a protection ceremony on the house but had gotten sidetracked before she left.”

      “A shadow man was after me?” I stared at her. My mother had never told me about this.

      “Yeah, he was after you. As I said, I had her athame and I stabbed him with it—right in the heart of his dark silhouette. I invoked Aunt Prue to help me, and the jolt I got—I don’t mind telling you that my arm went numb for a while from that.”

      Ari leaned forward, totally engrossed. “What happened to him?”

      “He turned around just enough for me to see his eyes—that was the only thing I could see. There were no other features except his eyes, and they burned like two glowing coals. He let out an odd hiss, then…the best way I can describe it is that he shattered into dust and the dust flew out the window. Through the window, even though it wasn’t open.” Aunt Teran reached for another muffin.

      “You saved me from him.” I had never known why, but I had always felt beholden to my aunt, and now the reason was clear. Some part of me remembered her saving my life.

      “Yeah, well, after he vanished and I managed to calm you down, I proceeded to beef up the wards around the house. And then…and I never told your mother this, and I know it’s going to be a bombshell…I pledged you to the care of Druantia.”

      I stared at her. “You did what? And who?”

      “Druantia. She’s the Celtic goddess of the oak, and she also oversees birth, death, immortality, the stars, divination. She’s the mother of the Celtic Ogham.” Teran shrugged. “She was the first one that popped into my head. She’s not that well known, but it just felt…right…to call on her. So I asked her to protect you and watch over you, and pledged you into her care.” Teran was waiting for my reaction—I could tell by the way she was sitting.

      I tried to digest the news. First, I had been attacked by a shadow man when I was a toddler. Then, I learned my aunt had basically handed me over to a goddess I had never heard of. But the latter answered a number of questions. A lot of the witches I knew were pledged to various deities, and even the shifter clans had their gods. But I had never been pulled to seek out a goddess. And now I knew why. I was already in the service of one. I just hadn’t realized it.

      “I’m surprised she hasn’t tapped me on the shoulders through the years,” I started to say, but Esmara spoke up, whispering in my ear.

      You had to be ready before you heard about it. You weren’t before, but now you are and so now your aunt felt the urge to tell you. It’s up to you, now, how much of a relationship you forge with Druantia. Or whether you choose to formally break with her. You did not give your oath—your aunt stood in proxy. Therefore, you can either seal the deal, or walk away. It’s your choice.

      As I shook my head, I realized both Teran and Ari were staring at me.

      “Esmara?” Teran asked.

      I nodded. “Yeah, she was just explaining to me how it works.”

      “Are you angry at me?” she asked.

      Startled by her question, I rushed to reassure her. “No, not at all. You did what you needed to in order to protect me. I should be thanking you.” I paused, then asked, “So, where do you think the shadow man came from?”

      “Where do any of them come from? We don’t really know. But I suspect he came out of the Mystic Wood. The forest is beautiful, but deadly in so many ways.” Teran paused, then—almost reluctantly—said, “You do understand the danger, right?”

      “Of the Mystic Wood? I know it’s—”

      “No, not the woodland, though yes, there is danger there. I’m talking about the fact that one of the shadow men came for you when you were so young?” She looked so grave that it made me nervous.

      Ari gasped. “She’s right.”

      “She’s right about what? Remember, I’ve been away from this life for over twenty years. It will take me awhile to get up to speed.” I didn’t like the look on either of their faces.

      Teran sighed, pushing her plate back. “When a child is attacked by one of the shadow men, the entity leaves a mark. It’s forever in your aura, and it can’t be removed. It marks you as prey. It’s basically a stamp left by the first time you’re threatened, and it says that you’re worth attacking. That you have the energy they require. It’s like a target painted on your back, and all through your life you’ll have to be watchful, because the shadow people will be attracted to it.”

      I stared at her. “What do you mean? A mark? Can’t we do a cleansing ritual or a purification ritual to remove it?”

      “I’m afraid not,” Teran said. “I’ve studied the subject for years. There’s no telling where these entities originate, but once they sink their claws into someone, it leaves a residual smudge that’s like a beacon. I’m surprised you weren’t bothered during your time with Ellison.”

      I shook my head, not wanting to believe that she was right. “But I don’t want to be a tasty treat for some freaky-assed spirit. How do I deal with this?”

      Ari spoke up. “I suspect that, since Teran pledged you to Druantia, she’s still been protecting you all these years. You might want to start working with her. Maybe she can help.”

      Ari worked with her namesake goddess. She had been named Arianrhod, after the Celtic goddess of the Silver Wheel by the same name, but she went by Ari because she felt it was disrespectful to assume a goddess’s name for herself. Her name totally fit her, especially since her last name was Wheeler.

      I leaned back in my seat, reaching for a third muffin. “I think you might be right,” I mused. We finished our dinner in silence. As I polished off the last bite of the second helping of chowder, I said, “You were going to tell me more about Clarence before we got sidetracked. Also, what do you think about the roses?”

      Ari picked up her dishes and carried them to the sink. “Can I make myself a latte?”

      “Feel free. I’ll have one, too,” I said, following her.

      Teran snorted. “You two, I have no idea how you consume so much caffeine. As for your secret admirer—it seems all too convenient, what with Charles trying to cop a feel. If you had asked me yesterday, I would have pooh-poohed the idea, but now…do you think he left them?”

      I shook my head. “I doubt it. How would he have known that Tad was going to leave the office unlocked? In fact, he never makes mistakes like that.” I shook my head again, thinking. “It couldn’t be him, could it? Tad was at work alone, and…”

      “You really think Tad would do something like that? He knows you’re dating Killian.” Ari frowned, shaking her head. “I just had a weird sense of déjà vu. We were talking about something that relates to this just the other day. But I can’t quite recall.”

      I began bagging the rest of the muffins. “You know, you’re right. I feel like I’m missing something here. In fact, I’ve felt like that since…well…since Friday night.”

      “What did you do Friday night?” Teran asked.

      I shrugged. “Ari and I held a little wishcraft ritual. But mostly, we just got drunk.”

      “So, what did you wish for?” my aunt asked.

      “I don’t fully remember, to be honest,” I said. “Let me find what I had on the altar.”

      I set down the bag of muffins and dashed up the stairs. Picking up the perfume bottle, and the matches and book that were still sitting on my dresser, I headed back down to the kitchen. As I spread them out on the table, my aunt froze, staring at the bottle.

      “Where did you get that bottle?” she said, pointing, her finger trembling.

      “A thrift store, last month. I thought I could use it for perfume, but I haven’t been able to get the stopper out,” I said. She looked so nervous that I added, “Why? Is there something wrong with it?”

      Teran approached the table cautiously. She reached out and ran her fingers over the side of the bottle. “January, do you realize what this is?”

      I shrugged. “I think it’s mercury glass. Why, is it valuable or an antique?”

      Teran turned back to me. “Oh my dear, it’s far more than that. The energy is practically oozing out of it. This bottle has a djinn in it.” She groaned. “Oh my stars, I think you did manage to remove the stopper. Which means…”

      I turned to Ari. “Oh crap, do you think we…” And then it began to flood back. Hazy images, but clear enough that I remembered talking to some very tall man during the ritual and I realized that yes, indeed, I had let the genie out of the bottle.
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      I hurried over to the table, picking up the bottle. “Do you think he’s still in there? What the hell happened?”

      “There’s one way to find out,” Ari said. “He didn’t kill us, so at least we know he’s not necessarily dangerous.”

      “Oh, all djinn are dangerous,” Teran said. “Never think otherwise. And since they are bound to serve, a number of them do whatever they can to twist their master’s words. What did you wish for?”

      I stared at the three things, trying to recall. It was like having a word on the tip of your tongue, but not quite being able to say it. I turned to Ari. “Do you remember?”

      She shook her head. “Matches… I know you wouldn’t just wish for a nice fire in the fireplace.”

      I picked up the matchbook. “Crap. Double crap. This is from Gunther’s. That’s where Ellison told me he wanted a divorce—after I found him dipping his lips into Ana’s honeypot.” A trail of dots appeared in my mind and I shook my head. “Oh no. No, don’t tell me…”

      “What?” Teran asked.

      “Remember, I told you about Ellison and the fire? I couldn’t have… I wouldn’t have wished for the magazine to burn down. I loved that place.” But something kept echoing in my mind. I want everything Ellison touches to burn. “Hell, it was my fault. Kind of. I remember wishing for everything Ellison touched to turn to ashes.” Moaning, I slid into a chair. “He was right, I’m to blame.”

      “You did not cause that fire…not directly. Ellison’s carelessness did. Wishcraft seldom works. It’s just not the same as magic and witchcraft.” Teran paused, then added, “Unless the djinn was listening. What else did you wish for?”

      That was harder. I picked up the book. “I think I wished…for a case that would really challenge my abilities. And that’s exactly what I’m dealing with right now. Crap.” I let out a sigh, trying to remember what else. “The bottle had to stand for something. Otherwise, why would I have brought it downstairs to be part of the ritual? I had no clue it had a djinn in it.”

      Ari snapped her fingers. “It’s fuzzy, but I think you… I think you said you wanted to be a sex goddess, or something like that.”

      “Well, that answers the question of why Charles Crichton grabbed your butt and why somebody left you a desperate plea and seven dozen roses on your desk. You’re going to attract men in droves.” Teran was trying to cover a smirk, but I could see that behind that straight-faced demeanor, she was holding in the laughter.

      “Go ahead,” I said, feeling miserable. “Laugh at me, tell me what an idiot I am. I deserve it. What am I going to do? I can deal with the case, as hard as it’s shaping up to be, but the fire…” I hung my head. I knew in my heart that Ellison was responsible, that it could have easily happened regardless of my wish, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that I had shifted the timeline—maybe made the likelihood even more likely.

      Teran wrapped her arm around my shoulders. “It will be all right. But we need to talk to the djinn, to ask him what he did. You have to get that stopper out of the bottle again.”

      “I don’t remember how I did it in the first place,” I said, picking up the bottle. No wonder I had been attracted to it when I saw it in the thrift store. I must have been drawn to the magical energy.

      I poked around the stopper, rocking it this way and that. It seemed looser than it had a few days back. I hadn’t bothered trying to open it since the ritual. I worked at it, gently trying to pry it loose and then, just when I was ready to give up, the stopper broke free and I pulled it out of the bottle. I quickly sat the bottle down on the table and jumped back, not sure what to expect.

      A faint hiss sounded as wisps of smoke began to rise from the bottle, and then, the mist formed and there was a very tall, very gorgeous man standing there. The memories flooded back.

      “Rameer, right?” I asked, remembering bits and pieces of our conversation.

      “At your service again, Mistress January.” He gave me a low bow, then caught a glimpse of Teran and Ari. “Well-met to you.” Turning back to me he added, “I hope you realize that I cannot give you any more wishes. You’ve had your three.”

      I frowned. “Didn’t I set you free?”

      Rameer shrugged, a lopsided grin on his face. “You did, but to be honest…I have no clue of where to go or what to do. I’ve been in servitude so long that I decided to think about it for a while. I didn’t expect you to be opening up the bottle again.”

      Ari cleared her throat. “Did you really make those wishes come true? And if so, will you honestly tell us if you twisted them?”

      He tilted his head, staring at her with an odd grin. “Well, that could have been the case, but honestly, I was so grateful to get out of that bottle again, and you two were already so drunk that I decided you’d probably screw them up enough yourself. So no, I didn’t. I just gave your wishes an oomph in energy.” He paused, then asked, “Why? Did something happen?”

      There was a hint of concern in his voice that I didn’t expect. Djinn were notorious for their trickster-like natures and they usually didn’t care much for most mortal types—be they shifter, human, or witch. But Rameer didn’t appear to be gloating.

      “Yeah, you were right. We were drunk and I didn’t think through the ramifications of what I wished for. One I can deal with though it’s going to be tricky, but I’m not sure what to do about the other two.”

      “Which two would that be?” he asked.

      “The wishes about my ex, and being a sex goddess. Is there any way you can…un-oomph them?” I wasn’t sure how that would work with Ellison and the fire, but if there was any way to mitigate the damage, I was interested. But Rameer shook his head.

      “I’m sorry, once the wishes are granted, there’s no way to take them back. Besides, my magic doesn’t guarantee they’ll happen, it just sets up circumstances for them to occur.” He cocked his head. “What happened, if I may ask?”

      I stared at him, wondering if I could trust him. After all, I had no clue what he was really like, though I liked him from what I saw. I glanced over at Teran, who was watching him closely. At that moment, Esmara came through loud and clear.

      He’s all right, as far as a djinn can be. And you’re learning a valuable lesson, which is why I didn’t warn you off from the wishcraft ritual. Think through what you want, because sometimes you get more than you bargained for.

      You mean you knew this would backfire and you still let me go through with it?

      I’m here to guide you, but sometimes the best guidance is to let the student burn her fingers. You should have thought things through. Next time, chances are you will.

      I wanted to argue back, but she made a good point. If I had stopped to think about what I was wishing for, if I hadn’t gotten off-my-ass drunk during a magical ritual—which was one of the first things my mother warned me against—I wouldn’t be in this position.

      Let me ask you one thing, though. If I hadn’t cast that spell, and if Rameer hadn’t given it a boost of his energy—would the magazine still have burned down?

      There was a pause, then Esmara said, Most likely. No one can know for sure, but it wouldn’t have happened if the risk for fire hadn’t already been great. Don’t hold on to the guilt. You didn’t set the fire, you just gave the situation a little more energy. Ellison had a choice as to whether to throw that cigar into the garbage and he made a stupid decision. You didn’t toss it in for him, nor did you influence him to be careless.

      Feeling a little better, I turned back to Rameer, who was patiently waiting. “Please have a seat. As to what happened, well…that doesn’t matter, really. I just need to figure out how to deal with the fallout.”

      He sat on the sofa next to Ari, looking both a little conspicuous and a little uncomfortable, like the three hundred–pound gorilla in the room. I wasn’t sure how much I wanted to talk about my issues in front of him, so instead I scrambled for something to say. I had been drunk last time we had met, so I decided just to start in with a few questions of my own.

      “So, how long have you been in that bottle? I vaguely remember you mentioning California, but not much else.”

      “All of the djinn own their own bottles. They serve as our homes when we aren’t in the realm of fire, but the trouble starts when a mortal finds and claims the bottle.” He shrugged. “I was first imprisoned in 744 CE. I made the mistake of visiting a beautiful oasis in a desert and a very enterprising young man realized what I was. He spied on me, and when I went into my bottle to rest, he claimed it. Thus, he was able to control me, and control who my bottle was passed to. But that bottle—the perfume bottle on the table—that’s not my original bottle. Someone stole that from me in California, which is why I live in that thing now.” He waggled his finger at the perfume bottle, frowning. “When you freed me the other night, I wasn’t sure where to go or what to do, but first, I need to find my own bottle. If I can find it, then I will truly be free. Until then, I run the risk of being summoned by someone who finds the original bottle and is able to use it to summon me.”

      “I don’t understand,” Ari said. “Can’t you just ignore it, since January freed you already?”

      He shook his head. “No, because I have to reclaim my original bottle in order to be free, and also…the bottle is a doorway to my own realm—the realm of fire where I come from. Only the djinn can travel through the portal, but if I have my original bottle, I can return home to live in peace and freedom. I can’t do that with a substitute.” He looked so forlorn that all I wanted to do was find his bottle and hand it back to him.

      “Is there a way you can track it down? Do you know who stole it?” I asked.

      Rameer shrugged, then let out a sigh. “I do know who last had it, but I had no way of getting it back. The woman who trapped me in the perfume bottle stole my original. I don’t know why she chose to keep it away from me. Maybe she thought she’d figure out how to wheedle more wishes out of me. I guess she must have died before using her last wish. I don’t know how this bottle came to be in the store where you found it. Neither do I have a clue how to track her down. I can’t just pick up a phone book and start calling people.”

      I smiled. “You have no idea what’s going on in the world today. When were you in California?”

      “1950. Why?”

      “What was the name of the person who stole your original bottle?” I asked, pulling out my phone.

      “Hmm,” he said, stroking his chin. “I believe it was Brenda. Brenda…McAvoy.”

      I brought up a browser and began searching on her name. “How old was she?”

      “Around fifty. She was human, and one of the most demanding biddies I’ve ever had to grant a wish for.” He shuddered. “I can’t tell you how distasteful I found her.”

      “Do you remember what part of California?”

      Rameer thought for a moment. “I seem to remember the name San Diego.”

      “All right.” I sorted through the links and finally came to one that brought me to the Grave Look Up site. Sure enough, there was a picture under the notification. I turned the phone toward him. “Is this her?”

      He looked at it for a moment, a startled expression on his face. “Yes. How did you do that? What kind of magic is this?”

      “The magic of technology. All right, it says that Brenda died three years ago, but it gives the name and location of her daughter. We can call her and ask if she found the bottle in her mother’s effects.” I searched on her daughter’s name and brought up a phone number. Finally, something seemed to be going right. And right now, that felt golden. I punched in the daughter’s number and waited for a moment, till a woman came on the line.

      “Hello?”

      I hadn’t thought out what to say, but the words tumbled out anyway. “Hi, I’m looking for Kara McAvoy—Brenda McAvoy’s daughter? Brenda used to live in San Diego.”

      “Speaking,” came the puzzled response. “What can I do for you?”

      “I’m sorry about your mother’s passing, but I have a question for you. Brenda had something that belongs to a friend of mine, and I was wondering if you came across it when you sorted out her estate. I know this may not be the easiest thing to discuss, but—”

      “No, that’s all right. My mother and I didn’t get along all that well,” Kara said. “What are you looking for? I packed up all of her things and put them in storage and I haven’t really gone through them since then.”

      “A bottle.” I realized that I should have gotten a description from Rameer. “It’s a family heirloom of his, and he would love to get it back. Let me put you on speaker so he can describe what he’s looking for.” I muted the phone and motioned to Rameer. “Just describe the bottle and for the sake of the gods, don’t tell her you’re a djinn,” I said.

      He nodded, still looking puzzled. “All right.”

      “Here he is now.” I unmuted and held the phone out so he could be heard.

      “Hello,” he said, his gaze fastened on mine. “The bottle is black crystal, with gold etchings on the side. It’s shaped like a cognac decanter with a wide flat bottom and a narrow neck. The stopper is large and fits snuggly.”

      There was a pause and then Kara said, “I know what you’re talking about! That’s the one thing I liked out of her collection of things. In fact, it’s sitting on my desk right now. But I had no clue it belonged to someone else. I’d be happy to mail it to you. I live in Oregon, so if you’re on the West Coast, it shouldn’t take more than a few days to get there.”

      The look on Rameer’s face was worth the awkwardness of the situation.

      “Thank you,” I said. “You can send it to me. My name and mailing address is: January Jaxson, PO Box 703, Moonshadow Bay WA.”

      “I’ll put this in the mail tomorrow,” Kara said. “I hate to ask, but did my mother steal it from…whoever it is that owns it?”

      “Yes, in a way she did, I’m sorry to say,” I answered.

      “That figures. My mother was a selfish woman. Just so you don’t feel too awkward, this is not the first time someone’s called, asking if I had something that my mother managed to steal. She had a bad habit of picking up things from her friends’ homes. While she was alive, I couldn’t do anything about it, even though I knew that she stole. When she died, I just shoved everything I wasn’t sure about into storage and kept it in case people found out she was dead and wanted their trinkets back.”

      Puzzled, I asked, “May I ask why they didn’t go to the police?”

      “My mother was a social butterfly and queen of her social circle. She was a generous benefactor to a lot of causes, and her word could open the gates to employment, to social contacts, all sorts of things. People didn’t want to rock the boat. They saw her pilfering as an eccentricity. Most of the things she stole weren’t all that expensive, and she never seemed to notice when my father discreetly returned the more expensive items.”

      I shook my head, wondering again at how willing people were to overlook major flaws because of the person’s social standing. The rich, especially, could get away with all sorts of damning acts. “Thank you for being so gracious. We’ll keep an eye out for the package.”

      After I got off the phone, I turned to Rameer. “You should have your bottle back in a few days.” A thought occurred to me. “Did Brenda gain her fortune thanks to you?”

      He blushed, staring at the floor. “No, but she gained her influence because of me. It wasn’t just her money that protected her. I granted her, as one of her wishes, immunity from being challenged. It wasn’t one of my finer moments, I grant you, but she had me over a barrel—or bottle—should I say? She had by then tricked me into the perfume bottle, and then stole mine and hid it. I couldn’t hurt her as long as she still had my bottle. I think she died quickly, because knowing her, Brenda would have used her final wish to try to extend her life. You can always tell the ones who are going to ask for immortality.” He leaned back. “I can’t believe I’ll have my bottle back. I can’t thank you enough.”

      I shrugged. “Can you excuse us for a while? I have some things I need to discuss with my friend and my aunt.”

      He nodded. Standing, he turned to the perfume bottle and then, a bright flash surrounded us, blinding me for the moment, and when I looked again, a wisp of smoke hung in the room, and the stopper was on the perfume bottle again.

      “Well, I wish my problems were as easy to solve as Rameer’s proved to be. I suppose I’m just going to have to live with the knowledge about the magazine. It helps to know that there was a good chance the fire would have happened anyway.”

      “Oh?” Ari said.

      I told her what Esmara had told me. “So, even though my wish may have spurred it along, eventually, Ellison would have done something to spark it.”

      “He did, remember?”

      “Right, but I mean if it hadn’t been the cigar this time, it would have been a candle or something equally as stupid. But the sex goddess thing, I’m not sure what to do about that. Any ideas?”

      “Live with that as well,” Aunt Teran said. “Other women have to when they’re not magically enhanced. And remember, most attraction comes from attitude, not simply looks. I think you’re just carrying yourself more confidently than you were.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “What she means, dingbat, is that you’re more self-assured. It’s like the wishcraft ritual just enhanced what you naturally have—” Ari paused as my phone rang.

      I pulled it out and frowned, not recognizing the number. Caller ID didn’t pull up the name. “Hello?”

      “I hope you liked the roses.” The voice was smooth, slithering like a snake to coil around me. My stomach fluttered. I knew the voice but couldn’t quite place it.

      “Who is this?”

      “You don’t remember me? I’m crushed,” he said, the sarcasm dripping like honey…or blood. Oh crap, now I remembered the voice and why it made me feel the way it did.

      “Val Slater? You sent me those roses?” I shuddered. The last thing I needed was for a vampire to be mooning after me.

      “Yes, is there a problem? Didn’t you like them?”

      “You broke into the office and defaced our property? All to leave me a bunch of roses? You’re out of line, dude.” I motioned to Ari, frantically pointing to the phone. If I put him on speaker, he’d hear me doing so, but I wanted someone else listening to this. Ari quickly crossed to my side and I held the phone away from my ear so she could hear.

      “I thought I was being quite the romantic.”

      “Well, you weren’t. Hey, was Tad there when you arrived?” I had a sudden suspicion and really hoped I was wrong.

      “Well, yes, but he wouldn’t let me in so I had to mesmerize him. Then I decided to send him home, but not before I made him forget I had been there, given he seemed so uncomfortable in my presence.”

      I groaned. And poor Tad was thinking he had been at fault. “You asshole. You let him believe that he left the door open? And then you actually did leave the door open and risked that all our equipment could have been stolen or destroyed? Not cool! I’m not interested.”

      “You could be a little more gracious. Roses aren’t cheap,” Val said, with an undertone of warning.

      I hesitated, remembering that I was talking to a vampire. The last thing I needed was for him to take offense and try to get revenge. Vamps had a habit of going after what would hurt you the most—usually your loved ones.

      “All right, listen up. I’m going to come clean. You’ve been caught in a magical trap. I inadvertently cast a glamour spell on myself. What you’re feeling has nothing to do with reality. Just accept the attraction’s false and let it go.”

      Val sighed. “Give yourself more credit than that. But since you’re obviously in no mood to chat, I’ll say good-bye. We’ll meet again soon, and maybe I can persuade you to realize that my attraction to you isn’t just due to some spell.” And with that, he hung up.

      I fell back in my chair. “Hell, hell, hell. Can you believe that?”

      Ari shook her head, her eyes wide. “Playing footsie with a vampire’s so not a good idea, but neither is making one of them angry. I suggest you give him time to cool down and then send a polite note where you apologize about the spell and wish him the best.”

      I stared at her. “You’re telling me that I should kiss Slater’s ass?”

      “No, but better that than find him coming for your neck,” she said.

      I turned to Teran, who was shaking her head. “What do you think?”

      “I think you’re in a mire right now. Prue just told me that I have to let you sort this one out by yourself. I’m sorry, my girl, but the Ladies don’t want me to interfere.” She grimaced, shrugging. “I wish I could help.”

      For the briefest of moments, I wanted to throw a tantrum. My own aunt was deserting me.

      She’s not deserting you and you know it, Esmara said. You got yourself into this mess, it’s up to you to get yourself out.

      “All right,” I said, feeling a little huffy. “Esmara just confirmed what you said and there’s no way I can fight the Ladies, so I’ll take care of this on my own. At least I was able to solve Rameer’s problem.”

      “About that,” Teran said, “I don’t think you should try to pursue a friendship with him. A healthy acquaintance? Not a problem. But a friendship—that’s just going to get you into trouble.” She stood, smiling. “I know you think that the Ladies are being harsh, but really, this is as hard for me as it is for you because I want to step in and help you.”

      With that, she collected her tureen, leaving me the leftover chowder and muffins. I wavered, feeling both forlorn and abandoned. But Teran was right—this wasn’t her fault. Once the Ladies decided on something, woe be it to the person who tried to circumvent their plans. I walked her to the door where I gave her a long hug.

      “I know you’d help if you could. But…thanks for being here.” I gave her a hug. “I love you, you know that, right?”

      She kissed me on the cheek. “I’d be here night and day if I could, but sometimes we have to tackle issues on our own and that, my dear, is a universal truth of life.” She patted my arm, then headed toward her truck. Aunt Teran usually walked to my house, but tonight she had brought the truck because of the chowder.

      I shut the door behind her and turned back to Ari. “Well, at least I know what happened. I can’t for the life of me figure out how we both forgot about it.”

      Ari nodded toward the bottle. “Ten to one, Rameer played a hand in it.”

      “But why?” I looked at the perfume bottle. “It’s not like I’d have any more wishes.”

      “Probably to keep you from handing off the bottle to one of your friends. Even though you promised him freedom, the truth is that we were smashed off our asses and you might have forgotten that promise.”

      “Yeah, well, I guess I’m done with wishcraft rituals. And as soon as Rameer’s bottle gets here, he can go home to his realm. Meanwhile, I just have to deal with an amorous vampire who doesn’t want to take no for an answer, lingering feelings of guilt over a fire that wiped out a huge section of my past, and a case that makes me want to hide under the bed. I told Tad I can do exorcisms, and I can, but can I tackle the Spit & Whistle’s hauntings? Or are they going to prove too much for me?”

      At that moment I got a text from Rowan. i’ll have to call you tomorrow. an emergency cropped up and i’m busy tonight. but i have some information for you.

      I texted back, no problem, and set my phone on the coffee table.

      Not at all sure what I was going to do about any of the messes I found myself in, I opted to break out the corn muffins again and settled down on the sofa. Ari flipped on the TV, and we lost ourselves in the polite, low-key drama of The Great British Baking Show.
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      Killian rang the bell just as Ari was getting ready to go home.

      “I’ll call you tomorrow night,” she said on her way out. “I wanted to ask your advice on something but I didn’t want to derail everything going on tonight.”

      “Do you want to stay? We can talk—” I felt bad, taking up the entire evening with my problems.

      “No, this will keep.” She gave me a hug and leaned up on tiptoe to kiss my cheek. “See you later.” To Killian, she blew a kiss. “Later, dude. January’s had a rough day, so take care of our girl.”

      “Will do,” he said, winking at her as she left the house. He was carrying a bag. “I found something for the cats I think they’ll like,” he said, setting it down on the coffee table and pulling out a remote control car. He set it on the ground and, using the remote, made it start racing around the room. Xi, who was watching him from the corner, perked up and went bouncing around after it, and—hearing her playing—Klaus sauntered into the room and immediately joined in on the fun.

      “So, what happened today?” Killian headed to the kitchen after the kittens were worn out and they had curled up for a well-deserved nap. “Do you mind if I fix myself a sandwich? I just got home. I ran our pro-bono spay and neuter clinic all this evening and I just finished up.”

      I wrapped my arms around his waist and rested my head against his back. “I love that you give back. Thank you.”

      “My parents taught me early on. You always give back to the Pack. Moonshadow Bay may not be my actual Pack, but it’s my adopted home, and so I intend to give back to it in the best way I can,” he said, glancing over his shoulder with a smile. He turned and caught me up in his arms, kissing me soundly. “I missed you while I was at work. I missed your voice, your scent, the feel of you in my arms.”

      I nodded, greedily accepting his kisses. “I missed you, too. You’re a good man, Killian O’Connell.”

      “I do my best, January Jaxson,” he whispered, pressing his forehead to mine. “All right, now about this sandwich—”

      “Oh I can do better than that. My aunt and Ari came to dinner, and Teran brought corn chowder and corn muffins. Let me heat some up for you.”

      “Point the way and I’ll fix my own. You don’t have to wait on me,” he said.

      Once again, feeling like a very lucky woman, I sat down at the table. “The chowder’s in a plastic container—the one with the blue top—and the corn muffins are in the zipper bag.”

      Killian ladled out a large serving, then popped it in the microwave, along with two muffins. A minute later, he removed the muffins and set the soup to heating for the remaining time. After spreading butter on the muffins, his chowder was ready and he used a potholder to carry it to the table, along with a bread plate containing the muffins.

      “This smells so good after a long day,” he said, sitting down opposite me. “So, how was your day?”

      “Problematic. But let’s talk about you, first.” I wanted to hear something other than my own voice for a change.

      “Well, I did six free spays tonight and neutered two toms for free. Oh, my sister called. She’s out of the hospital and has moved back in with my parents until she’s up and around.”

      His sister had been in a bad accident a few weeks before. Even though shifters healed faster than humans, she had been pretty beat up and had sustained multiple broken bones and a punctured lung, but she had managed to survive.

      “I hope she’s up and around before long.”

      “When Tally is on her feet, she’s going to come for a visit. She wants to go shopping with you.” He said it so offhand that the words didn’t sink in for a moment.

      Then, I started. “With me?”

      “Yeah, I talk about you a lot and she wants to meet you. So do my parents.”

      My heart skipped a beat. Meeting the parents was panic-inducing. Ellison’s parents had been unhappy with me, and I always had the feeling he had married me partly to get back at them. My former in-laws and I had had a tenuous relationship, and it had only declined as time went on.

      “Oh, all right. They do know that I’m a witch and not a shifter, don’t they?” With Ellison’s family, either one would have been unacceptable; they were human and overly proud of it. But I also knew that, among some shifter clans, marrying outside the Pack or Pride was tantamount to turning your back on your heritage.

      “My parents aren’t old school,” he said, holding my gaze. “They’re not prejudiced. Actually, you’d be surprised. Our Pack is one of the more progressive ones around. We still live according to Pack honor, but that doesn’t exclude marrying outside the Pack, nor does it exclude magic. It also means that the men of my Pack are all taught to fend for ourselves—women aren’t expected to wait on men hand and foot. Or paw and paw, so to speak.”

      I relaxed. “All right, as long as they know in advance. I don’t need any more surprises like the one I got when Ellison introduced me to his parents and rubbed their noses in the fact that I was a witch.”

      “So, what was your day like?” Killian asked, digging into his meal. He ate with a gusto it was good to see. He was a physical man. He liked his food, he loved being outside, and even though he was smart as a whip, he liked to move. He went to the gym several times a week, religiously. And best, he loved sex. He was very touchy-feely.

      “Well…” I hesitated. If I told him about Val and the flower debacle, he might go off half-cocked, especially after the other night in the restaurant. The last thing I wanted was for my boyfriend to end up on the wrong end of a vampire. Wolf shifters were strong, but vampires were stronger. But the thought of hiding something from him bothered me. I waged war, trying to decide what to say. Finally I opted to tell him about Rameer. Rameer hadn’t made a move on me.

      “I found out what happened the night before my birthday. When Ari and I got together?”

      “Oh, what?”

      I told him about the wishcraft ceremony and Rameer, and then about finding the owner of Rameer’s bottle. “So, while he added energy to our ceremony, he didn’t really cause the problems.”

      Killian set down his spoon. “You’re telling me that a djinn is in that bottle near the sofa? That you actually set all three of those things in motion and he supplied the gasoline?”

      “Um, yeah.” At first I thought he was angry, but then he began to laugh, snorting soup through his nose so that he had to get a tissue.

      “Oh, pardon me, love, but that’s the funniest thing I’ve heard in a while,” he said, trying to stop laughing. “You really did a number on yourself.”

      “Well, you might be a little sympathetic,” I started to say, but then ruefully added, “Yeah, I did.” I was just grateful he wasn’t upset. “Rameer will be gone as soon as we get the bottle, so I guess I did something good, too. He gets to go home to his world.”

      “Well, I don’t know much about djinns, but I was taught to distrust them. But if you say he’s all right, I’ll believe you.” He sobered, wiping his eyes again as he went back to his soup. “What about Ellison?”

      “I don’t know. I guess he’s going to have to pony up some cash. We didn’t have that much to begin with. I got a decent settlement but it wasn’t enough to retire on, I’ll tell you that. Which is one reason I found a job as soon as possible. With the way he blows through cash, I’m thinking he may actually have to sell the house. Since he managed to cheat me out of the magazine and everything was in his name, I’m not liable for any of the damages. He might end up going bankrupt. Oh, and his trophy girlfriend apparently broke off the engagement and left.”

      “You said he tried to talk you into going back to him?”

      “Not really—he doesn’t want me back. Maybe the sex goddess spell hit him long-distance, but I’m inclined to believe that the reason he’s trying to cozy up to me now is because I always solved all our problems. He just doesn’t want to wade through this mess by himself. But too bad, he can handle it on his own.” I leaned back in my chair. “The haunting we’re investigating is a doozy. Real spook-show stuff.”

      “What have you found out?”

      “The restaurant was once owned by a member of the Covenant of Chaos, so I’m waiting on more information from Rowan Firesong. But we’ll manage it.” I stood, still debating whether to mention the flowers and Val, but Killian was in such a good mood that I decided to put it off for a while longer. “Do you want to spend the night?”

      He caught me close, kissing me again. “I wish I could, but I have an early morning. Maybe tomorrow night, if we can? I just wanted to see you before bed.” He kissed me once more before heading to the door. “You won’t be offended if I eat and run, will you?”

      I laughed. “Not at all. Go home and get some rest.”

      But as I closed the door, I had a sinking feeling that when the news did come out about Val, it was going to be ugly.
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      The next morning, I woke when Xi and Klaus decided to bounce on my stomach, both mewing at the top of their lungs.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, pushing myself up against the headboard.

      I glanced at the clock. It was only six a.m.—an hour before I had to get up. Both cats curled up on my lap, purring and snuggling close. But something had worked them up, and I wasn’t sure what it was. I yawned, wondering whether I should try for another hour of sleep, or whether to just get up and start the day early. Finally, ten minutes later, I was dressed and ready to head downstairs. I had taken a shower the night before, so I felt clean enough to greet the day.

      I glanced out the kitchen window and to my surprise, the snow was standing at a good three inches on the backyard.

      “Crap, I wonder if we’re on for today,” I muttered. Even a couple inches of snow could shut down the cities around Puget Sound. The area wasn’t geared for high snowfall, with steep hills in the cities and very few snowplows on call. We didn’t get enough snow on average to prepare for it, and when we did get it, our roads were useless.

      I glanced at my texts. Nothing from Tad, yet. I didn’t want to wake him, so decided to text him at seven. Instead, I filled a thermal travel mug with mocha and then, eating one of the leftover cornmeal muffins for breakfast, I headed out back.

      I loved snow and decided to explore the backyard. I was slowly getting acquainted with my home again. At first, when I had moved back the month before, I had felt like an intruder, even though I had grown up here. But my parents’ home was now mine, and I was in charge of making decisions about it, and that felt odd.

      I made sure my boots were securely tied. They were sturdy leather boots with a non-slip tread on them. As I slowly descended the stairs to the backyard, I could feel the ice crunching under my feet. The enclosed porch had very little snow in it—the snow tended to blow past the house rather than directly at it, but the stairs were slick and covered.

      I took a deep breath and the chill air hit my lungs, piercing through to fully wake me up. I wandered across the backyard, drawn to the Mystic Wood that bordered the back of the massive lot. The tree line loomed overhead, and in the early morning, the lingering darkness still blanketed the sky. The snow had stopped, but it was still cold enough that it promised to start in again, the clouds packed so tight that not even a sliver of morning light broke through.

      I neared the woodland and stared at the tree line. The Mystic Wood had beckoned me as a child. As an adult, I could feel the energy rumbling off of it and I hesitated, staring into the thicket. A stag and two does emerged from the trees, standing there, staring back at me. They were beautiful, and I began to slowly inch forward, wondering how close I could get. But when I was about twenty paces away, I decided to stop. They were too beautiful and I didn’t want to scare them off. They continued to stare at me, not moving, not startling, and I wondered if they were shifters. But the energy that flowed off of them was that of animal, and I thought that maybe they weren’t scared because they had interacted with other people.

      Before I could make another move, they scattered. I glanced around, wondering what had spooked them, then froze. There she was—a figure I hadn’t seen since I was a child. A little girl, golden as the sun, stood there, with a wide innocent smile. But when she saw me, she bared her teeth and they turned into jagged spikes as a wave of anger rushed toward me.

      “Rebecca,” I whispered. She had tried to lead me astray once, when I was little. That was the first time I had met Esmara. “What the hell are you still doing here?”

      She lives in the thicket, with all the other spirits that crowd the Mystic Wood. Esmara’s voice echoed in my head.

      What can I do to get rid of her? She unnerves me.

      Find her tree and cut it down. That should take care of her. But I don’t recommend doing so. If you do, you risk incurring the wrath of the nature spirits that inhabit this wood.

      Is she one of them?

      No, she’s not a nature spirit. She’s an imp—a minor demon. She’s never been human, but she knows how to take the form of humans to draw them in. She feeds on flesh and energy, and it’s been a long, long time since she’s eaten. You can try to exorcise her, but given the nature of the wood, that might just lead to worse problems.

      Then I guess I’d better leave her be for now. I straightened. “I know what you are,” I said, staring at the imp. “I’ll make you a deal. You leave me and my land alone, and I won’t come after you.”

      Her eyes narrowed, and she hissed at me again, then turned and raced out of sight, vanishing into the undergrowth.

      If I take a walk in the woods, can Rebecca attack me?

      Oh, my dear, she could attack you anywhere. But I think, now that you are grown, she’ll leave you alone. I could be wrong but she’s vulnerable and weak in the way demons go, and sometimes all it takes is one good boot to kick her kind out. But for now, leave her alone.

      I decided it was a good idea to listen to Esmara, and so I turned and headed back toward the house. Walking in the Mystic Wood was a good idea better left for another day. If I brought Killian with me, he would help scare off a number of the beasties. I made my breakfast and a caramel latte, and sat quietly, staring out the kitchen window as the snow started to fall.
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      Tad said he was in the office, so I decided to try to make my way in.

      The drive to work was harrowing, with cars slipping and sliding all over. I slowed down, especially when I came to the intersections, and finally managed to make it to work without skidding off the road or running into anyone. As I entered the office, I saw that there was a note on the desk to ring the bell. I unlocked the inner door and peeked inside.

      When I got there, Tad was at his desk, and Hank had made it in, but Caitlin and Wren were nowhere in sight.

      “The others snowed in?” I asked, heading over to my desk.

      “Right. Caitlin is snowed in—she lives up on a hill and the road’s so slick they’ve closed it off. Wren lives outside the outskirts of town and the plows don’t get out that far. So it’s just us today.” He paused, then asked, “Do you want to stay at work? We can close up shop for the day and go home, so you don’t get stuck if it snows much more.”

      “No, as long as we’re here, I might as well get some research done. I’ll leave if it starts to pile up.” I slid out of my coat and hung it up, then pulled off my gloves and blew on my hands. “By the way, I found out where the flowers came from. And you’re not going to like the news.”

      “Who left them here?” Hank came over and sat on the edge of my desk as I topped off my latte with a little hot coffee and returned to my seat.

      “Val Slater. Tad, you didn’t leave the place unlocked. He mesmerized you and then made you forget he was here. He left the writing on the wall and the flowers. I haven’t told Killian yet because of that incident in the restaurant the other night, so please don’t mention it in front of him until I find a way to broach the subject.”

      Tad narrowed his eyes. “You mean that vampire came in here and…crap. I think we need to figure out a way to ward against vamps getting in the building without our permission.”

      “That would probably be a good idea,” I said. “I’m not keen about him being here, either.” I paused, thinking. “I actually don’t know what wards off vampires. Whatever it is will have to be strong to ward off a vamp as old and as powerful as Val.”

      “You’ll want a garlic charm, with liquid silver in it. Paint it around all the doors and windows, and then you need to cast a spell stating that vampires aren’t welcome through the doors. Vamps can cross any public threshold. If it’s a private house, they must be invited in, but a business? Even a home business? They can enter without an invitation. So once you set up your ghost-busting agency, you’ll need to do the same to your house and to Ari’s,” Hank said.

      I hadn’t even thought about that. “I need to dig out my mother’s spell book. I’ve spent the past few weeks just getting acclimated to the town again. I guess it’s time to start immersing myself in practice again. I admit, I’ve kind of enjoyed having an extended vacation. Even though I’m working, the past month has felt like a time for me to decompress after life with Ellison—” My phone rang and I glanced at the caller ID. “Speak of the devil. What the hell does he want now?”

      I answered the phone. “I thought I told you to stop calling me.”

      “January, please, hear me out. I’m being sued by three businesses for negligence. My lawyer says it’s better if I settle with them because they’ll win if we go to court. If I do, that means I have to sell the house and I’ll end up with nothing left.” He paused, then said, “I know I fucked up but damn, this is hard. I just need a shoulder—”

      “Ana has two of them. You chose her. Why are you bothering me?”

      He paused. “You’ve become a hard woman.”

      “You helped make me this way,” I said. Then, remembering my wish, I sighed. Maybe he did just want someone to talk to. “What are you looking for, Ellison? What do you want from me? And be straight about it or I guarantee the answer will be no.”

      Another pause, and then he said, “I thought maybe…you have the money from the settlement. Maybe you could give me half the money for it? I’ll be ruined—my social standing will tank!”

      “Stop right there,” I said, my sympathy coming to a screeching halt. “I didn’t burn down the building. I didn’t throw the cigar in the trash can. I didn’t cheat you out of the business. I think this is one you have to field on your own. And I’ve got news: your social standing was always built on quicksand. Good luck. For once in your life, accept responsibility for what you did.”

      I punched the end-talk button and stared at my phone. Yes, I had made a wish, but it all came down to free will, and we all made choices every day, whether or not we were being influenced by media, news, or magic. In the end, unless we were really, truly, being held hostage, we chose our actions.

      Looking up, I saw the Hank and Tad waiting.

      Tad winced. “Ellison?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, he wanted me to give him part of my divorce settlement. He doesn’t want to face the world poor. He knows the friendships he has built up through the years are dependent on his financial status.” I stared at my phone. Even though I did detect a little schadenfreude in my heart, mostly I was just tired of dealing with his drama.

      “All right, back to the matter at hand. Can you cast a spell to keep Val Slater out of here?” Tad asked.

      “Ari and I probably can. She can fill in the gaps where I might be lacking—” My phone rang again and I was about to bite Ellison’s head off until I saw the name on the screen. “It’s Rowan. She promised to get back to me about Clarence van Nostram.”

      “January? I finally have some information for you,” she said. “I’m emailing it to you as well, but I wanted to talk to you about part of it. Have you done any real research into the Covenant of Chaos?”

      “No, but I’m thinking I probably should.”

      “They worship the Elder Gods—the old, nameless, formless gods who go back beyond time. Most of them are chaotic, and I’m not even sure you can call them actual gods. They’re entities from deep in the abyss where energy exists without form and without any sense of human consciousness. They’re agents of chaos, and they balance out the ordered entities we call gods who have form and structure.”

      A chill ran down my spine. “I’m getting the distinct feeling these beings—entities—aren’t exactly safe.”

      “No, nor are they helpful. They exist solely to rail against order. They’re not evil in the sense of being like…oh…a serial killer, but they are dangerous. And one of the most famous ones goes by the name of Kahrnea. The Covenant of Chaos is always seeking a way to worship him directly, but you can’t access these gods without creating a portal. And that’s what they were seeking to do in that room—create a portal that opened into the realm of chaos so they could access the energy.” Rowan shook her head. “And there’s the question—did they manage to do that? Did they actually open a vortex?”

      “Let’s say for the sake of the argument that they did,” I said. “What might we expect to happen?”

      “Energy beings would have access to this realm—shadow people, poltergeists, and all sorts of astral creatures that run toward the chaotic. In their search for a pipeline to the energy of that realm, they would have to open up a two-way door. There’s no way to access energy from there unless you give it the same freedom to reach you. Does that make sense? There are no one-way doors when you’re seeking to bring something through to our realm.”

      I frowned, trying to envision it. “So, if they want to call on something there, the door has to swing both ways.”

      “Right. Now, whether they managed to open the portal or not during the time Clarence owned the restaurant, I’m not certain. But from what you described, I’d say the most likely answer is yes.” Rowan sighed. “Before you ask, yes, it must be closed in order to stop the activity in the restaurant.”

      “Will that prevent shadow people and their ilk from coming through to Moonshadow Bay?”

      She laughed. “Oh, January, you really don’t think that’s the only portal in town? The chaos workers have been in this community since we first started up. There are most likely portals tucked away all over the place. Why do you think we get so much activity here? It’s not just because we have a large Otherkin population.”

      “How do we close the door?” I asked.

      Rowan laughed again. “If I knew that answer, I’d be running all over town hunting down portals. I think for that, you might need to talk to Clarence van Nostram.”

      That had been on my mind, but so had my next question. “Why would he help me, though? He belongs to the Covenant and they wanted the portals open in the first place.”

      “Well, for one thing, he’s the one who owned that building, so he’ll probably be the best option to help you close it. And for another…I found out that Clarence left the Covenant three years ago. He dropped out of sight and he’s keeping a low profile. I imagine they have a policy that you never really leave…not while you’re alive. I have to go. I’m expecting a client and I need to get my spell components together.” Before I could say good-bye, she signed off.

      I stared at the phone. “Well, it looks like I have to pay a visit to Clarence after all. And let’s hope that he’s willing to help us.”
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      I played with my phone. I needed to contact Clarence, but I was afraid. I wasn’t sure why, except that the Covenant of Chaos was a dangerous organization and I wanted to stay as far away from them as I could. But they were pervasive here in Moonshadow Bay, and one of these days I’d run up against them.

      “You want me to talk to him?” Hank asked.

      I flashed him a rueful smile. “My nervousness shows that much?”

      “Kind of,” he said, then stood to stretch.

      I had to admit, the man was built. Burly, bald, and beautiful in a badass way. He was strong as an ox, and he had the power to bilocate and move around on the astral plane. His magic was grounded in the cerebral realm, and he was fairly advanced, from what I could see.

      “I don’t know if I’ve ever met one of the chaos magicians,” I said.

      “You already know one,” he said. “I never joined the Covenant, but I worked with chaos magic for years before I settled down to specialize in bilocation and astral work.”

      “You? I didn’t know that.”

      Hank leaned forward. “Rowan’s right in that the Covenant of Chaos is a dangerous group—but they aren’t out to overthrow Moonshadow Bay, and they aren’t out to destroy the world. They just work with energies that most of us with better sense feel are best left alone. Chaos is a heady power. In some ways, it’s stronger than order, just like water is stronger than earth. Water can carve channels through solid ground. Chaos can fracture order in the same way—it’s nebulous, without form.”

      I stared at him, shocked to hear that he had worked with chaos magic. “Why didn’t you join them? What made you turn away?”

      Hank glanced over at Tad, who nodded. “I ran into some trouble about ten years ago. I thought I was the cause of an abandoned building collapsing on the outside of town. I didn’t realize there were two teens hiding out in it. One of them made it out. The other…” He paused, and for the first time since I’d met him, Hank looked about ready to cry.

      “Oh my gods, what happened?” I couldn’t imagine Hank, as rough as he might seem on the outside, being so careless.

      “There was very little to link me to the incident, except that I had been practicing chaos magic in the area and I’d done my best to bring that building down. And I thought that my magic had done the trick. I was proud as a peacock, until I found out there had been two teens inside. When I realized that one of them died, it tore me to pieces.”

      I ducked my head. The pain was evident on his face, and I could feel his anger pouring out of him—he was angry at himself. “What happened?”

      “I was going to turn myself in when the news arrived that inspectors discovered that the supporting beam system of the building had rotted away. So it was nature, not my magic that had brought that building down. But for a brief time, I truly thought I had been caused the kid’s death. I swore I’d never randomly do anything like that again. I decided to focus on a different area of magic, and I turned away before I ever could even think to join the Covenant.”

      “I’m sorry you had to go through that.” I hesitated, then said, “I’m going through something like that right now, though not as bad. Nobody died in the fire Ellison set, thank gods. But…”

      “But what?” Tad asked.

      “As long as we’re sitting around swapping stories, let me tell you what happened last night.” I told them about Rameer and finding out about what I had wished for. “So, I feel partly to blame for the fire, though Esmara assures me it would have happened anyway. But I’ll never again perform another wishcraft ritual without being perfectly sober, and without thinking through what I want to wish for.”

      “You have been sitting here all morning with a djinn hanging out at your house and you didn’t think to tell us?” Tad jumped up, staring at me. “You’ve hit gold, January!”

      “I’m not giving him to you so you can get three wishes. I’m setting him free,” I said, staring at Tad, unable to believe what I was hearing.

      “No, you dork. I don’t want to use him for wishes.”

      “Then what?”

      “January, people all over the world have wondered about djinns. We know they exist but they’re so elusive and rare that nobody’s ever been able to interview one. If you interview him, that will put you on the front page of just about every Otherkin and paranormal investigations magazine out there. Do you think he’ll talk to you?” Tad looked so excited that it was hard to say no.

      I glanced over at Hank. “What do you think?”

      “I think you’d better stop playing with fire,” he said, but he grinned to tell me he was joking. “Seriously, Tad makes a point. You write an article on him, get a few photos, and get someone to authenticate that he’s a real djinn and you’re going to be famous.”

      “I don’t want to be famous,” I said, though I paused. I had always wanted to write an award-winning article or story. This wasn’t quite the same, but it would scratch the same itch. “You really think this is a good idea?”

      “I think it’s a fantastic opportunity,” Tad said. “It would also make Conjure Ink stand out among all the other paranormal investigations agencies. Will you do it?”

      “Well…if Rameer agrees, I will. But who can authenticate him as a djinn? Is there somebody in town?” I frowned, not sure exactly who had the authority to do that.

      Tad glanced at Hank. “Who would we contact?”

      “Professor Madison, who was my old history teacher in college. He’s still alive, though who knows how much longer he’s going to be around?” Hank brought up his contact list and shuffled through it. “Here’s his number. Professor Jamil Madison.”

      I put the number into my own contact list. “What should I say when I call him?”

      “That you are from Conjure Ink, that you’re writing a story on a djinn you met, and would he kindly come over to authenticate that Rameer is the real thing.” Tad danced around his desk. “Yes, yes, yes! This is going down in the record books.”

      “Providing Rameer agrees. I don’t want to force him to do anything he doesn’t want to. He’s been under that pressure for thousands of years. I’m not going to add to it.” I stood. “It’s time for lunch. After we eat, I’ll call Clarence van Nostram and get that ball rolling.”

      Feeling like the morning had been a little too eventful, even though we had done nothing but talk, I headed toward the outer waiting room to check on the weather.
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      The minute I saw the parking lot, I knew we had to move and move fast, if we wanted to make it home. “Tad, Hank! Come out here.”

      They joined me as I stared out the window. That was the problem with having Wren off work—we didn’t have someone to warn us about the rain coming down so hard it looked like we would get flooded out of the parking lot, or like today, when the snow had suddenly decided to just dump all over us. In the hours between eight and noon, we had gone from a couple inches of snow to what looked close to seven inches, and the white stuff was still coming down.

      I stared at my car. The snow was almost up to the tailpipe. “Oh crap,” I said. “We’d better close up because while I had them put on snow tires last month, I’m thinking that the slow rise up Arnica Avenue to my neighborhood is going to be rough. That’s an eighteen percent grade I have to climb, and unless I get up there, I may not make it home.”

      “You’d better leave now,” Tad said. “I have a straight shot home, but I know you and Hank both have—” He paused as his phone rang. “It’s Louise,” he said. “Hello?… Are you all right?… Yes, I understand. What can we do?… I don’t know if that’s going to be possible—is there any place you can stay until we can get down there?”

      I glanced at Hank. Of all the times to have the ghosts rise up and throw a party, now was not the best moment.

      “All right, hold on. I’ll call you right back.” Tad punched the end-talk button and turned to us. “Well, problems. That was Louise, as you may have gathered. The spirits seem to be up in arms. They’re throwing glasses around the bar, she’s been seeing shadow men in the hallways, and something was rattling her doorknob last night, trying to get into her apartment. She said she thought it was going to break down the door.”

      “Crap. I don’t know what I can do at this point,” I said. “Is there someplace she can stay until we can make it down there?”

      “She said no. Her best friend is out of town and her other friends are buried under snow and can’t get down there. Louise doesn’t drive.” Tad looked as frustrated as I felt.

      I stared out the window, wanting desperately to just forget about it and go home. But having seen the extent of the haunting, I couldn’t just leave her there alone. “Tell her I’ll pick her up as soon as I can. She can stay in my guest room.”

      “Are you sure?” Tad asked.

      I nodded. “Yeah. I’ll head out now. I should be able to swing downtown and make it home. Call her back and tell her to be at the door, waiting for me.”

      As I headed out the door, I heard Tad talking to Louise on the phone. Oh yeah, this was going to be an adventure.
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      I arrived downtown about fifteen minutes later, having been stuck in a line of cars crawling along at ten miles per hour. But I didn’t blame them—the snow was sticking on wet roads, and the temperature had dropped enough so that the snow became ice the moment it touched the asphalt. It was twenty-five degrees outside and the windchill wasn’t helping any.

      Why hadn’t I checked the weather report before leaving for work? I vowed from now on, I’d be pulling out my weather app to see what was happening.

      My parents had bought our house up on a hill so that urban flooding wouldn’t be a problem, and that was all well and good. We’d never had a problem with flooding even during the heaviest rainstorms. But building at a higher elevation, with a hill leading down into the central part of the town, meant that during the winter we risked being stuck due to snow and ice. The Mystic Wood was behind us, so there was no easy workaround.

      Moonshadow Bay was built on two levels—the lower, by the marina, which encompassed most of downtown, and a higher level away from the bay, buttressed up against the Mystic Wood. There were no gentle slopes where I lived. The hills led down steep grades into the town and toward the freeway.

      As I pulled out of the parking lot, the back end of my Subaru swung wide, skidding a little as I made a right turn onto the street. Crap, I thought, pulling the car into line. The streets were slick, slush freezing right and left as fresh snow fell on top of it.

      I flipped my lights on for extra protection, slowly edging into the right lane. It was hard to tell where the dividing lines were. The streets and the pavement were completely covered with snow, but people were making an effort to stick to their lanes. I left plenty of room between me and the car in front. We had the major slope coming up that led into the main part of downtown near the marina and I didn’t want to end up sliding into a Porsche’s rear end.

      Like a line of ants in slow motion, we moved, one car at a time, and I found myself suddenly bilocating. I was still watching the road, but I was also above the car, watching the line of cars inch down the grade in the snow.

      Shaking my head, I brought myself back, slamming into my body. Bilocation was fine and dandy, but it wasn’t a good thing to do while I was driving. I realized that I hadn’t eaten and was feeling a little lightheaded, so sliding into a trance would be much easier. Cursing, I reached into the cubby hole where I usually kept my coffee cup to see if I had stashed anything to munch on, but there was nothing there.

      “Focus, damn it,” I muttered. “You can do this.”

      For some reason, sliding out of my body seemed much easier today. That would have been fine if I was in the comfort of my home, but it didn’t bode well for the task ahead. I glanced to the side, spotting a drive-thru that was still open in the upcoming strip mall. Flipping on my turn signal, I slowly eased out of line, into the parking lot.

      I ordered large fries, a cheeseburger, and a very tall, black coffee. After I drove through the window to collect my food, I parked to the side long enough to eat a few bites of the burger and a few fries. Cautiously, I guzzled down a third of the coffee. I felt refreshed, and I navigated my way back onto the street.

      It took me half an hour, but I finally parked in front of the Spit & Whistle Pub. By now, the snow was coming down so hard that I was almost afraid to attempt the drive home. Louise came dashing out, only to promptly slip and fall on the sidewalk.

      “Hell,” I muttered, hustling out of the car and around to help her up. “Are you all right?”

      She shivered, shaking her head. “I don’t know. I got the wind knocked out of me, but at least it was just ice that was responsible this time.” She turned to me and I saw the bruises on her face.

      “Louise! What happened to you? Who hit you?” I wrapped my arm around her shoulders and guided her to the car.

      “Some…thing…in there. It pushed me down the stairs when I was coming down from my rooms to wait for you. I’m frightened, January.” She looked up at me, her eyes filled with tears. “Ever since you came over, the activity has gotten worse. I don’t know what’s going on.”

      I glanced back at the restaurant. There were lights flashing on the top floor. Louise followed my gaze, and she shuddered.

      “Whatever is in there, it doesn’t like me.” She gave me a plaintive look. “Thank you for coming for me today. I was so afraid I’d be stuck in there alone, and that I wouldn’t make it out alive if that happened.”

      I bit my lip, glancing at the car. “We’ll try to make it to my house. We may have to stop somewhere along the way, but—” I stopped as the snowfall suddenly got heavier. “Let’s go, or we may never make it back to my place.” I hustled her into the passenger seat. “Buckle up. As Bette Davis said, it’s going to be a bumpy ride.”

      As I turned the ignition, the car made a nasty sound and refused to turn over. “Cookie, come on! Work with me.” “Cookie” was what I had named my car. I tried another time, but she just fizzled. One more time and I knew it was a lost cause. “I should have bought a new car when I moved here, but I wanted to put it off until I got settled.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “My ex bought me a fifteen-year-old car that’s about given up the ghost, while he bought himself a fifty-five thousand dollar luxury machine. He said that we couldn’t afford for me to have a new car. This is a great make and model, but it was used when I got it and the previous owner didn’t treat it very nicely. The past few years, Cookie’s been in the shop a lot for one thing after another.” I stared at the dashboard. “Let’s give it a moment and I’ll try it again. Maybe the weather’s fucking with it.”

      We waited in silence for a few minutes, then I tried it again and once again. The ignition burped, but refused to start.

      “Hell.” I leaned back, staring out the window. The snow was falling so thick that I could barely see the street. “Is there a hotel near here?”

      “Yeah, there’s the Watchguard down the street.” Louise glanced back at the restaurant. “We could go back inside.”

      “Let’s call them first and see if they can take us.” I pulled up my Maps app and typed in the name of the hotel. It brought up the website and I tapped on the link to call them.

      “Watchguard Hotel, how may I help you?” The voice was warm and firm.

      “Hi, we’re stuck a few blocks away and I can’t get my car started. Do you have any rooms open?” I held my breath, praying he’d say yes.

      “I’m sorry, we’re booked solid. We don’t have a single room available. You’re welcome to come sit in the lobby, but—” he paused as a loud boom echoed, shaking the car.

      I jumped and looked around. “What the hell?”

      “Power just went out. That must have been a transformer,” the clerk said. “I have to go, but you’re welcome to come in and sit. I have a feeling it’s going to be damned cold soon enough, though,” he said, hanging up.

      I turned to Louise. “Power just went out and they have no spaces. We could try to make it there on foot, but we’d have to sit in the lobby, in the cold.” I was shivering by now. Even my coat wasn’t working against the chill.

      “I have a fireplace in my apartment,” she said, glancing up at the Spit & Whistle Pub. “I don’t want to go back in there, but we can’t stay here.”

      “Let me call my boyfriend and see if he’s anywhere near here. He has a big reliable SUV and I think he can make it through.” I called Killian. He answered on the first ring.

      “Hey love, how are you? Are you safe at home?”

      “No, actually. I’m sitting in my car—which won’t start—with Louise. We’re in front of the Spit & Whistle Pub. The hotel down the street just lost power and they’re full up. We’re going to have to go back inside the restaurant because Louise has a fireplace, but the ghosts are wreaking havoc today and it’s dangerous for us to stay there. Can you—”

      “I’ll be down there as soon as I can. You be careful, and…I know you can’t stay in the car till I get there, but please, be cautious. I want you in one piece when I get there.” There was a quiver in his voice that I recognized as fear.

      “We’ll be waiting,” I said. I turned to Louise. “It will take him some time to get here, but he’s on his way. Until then…” I gazed past her at the restaurant. “I don’t think we have much choice.”

      “All right,” she said, her voice shaking. I couldn’t tell if it was from the fear or the cold.

      “Here, hold on,” I said, holding out my hands. “Take my hands.”

      She did.

      I reached deep, tried to summon up as much as I could remember of my mother’s rituals that I had helped her perform. It had been so long that I was worried I might have forgotten everything but there was a sudden connection, and memories came flooding back. I could hear Esmara whispering in my ear.

      Do what feels right. Your instinct will guide you. I will do what I can.

      I caught my breath and held it, then slowly exhaled, lowering myself deep into trance.

      Spirals of fear raced around Louise. Behind her, I could see the aura of the restaurant lit up like some garish carnival haunted house, threads of energy roiling off of it like long tendrils waving in the snow. I brought my focus back to Louise and to me, and began to build a bubble of protection around both of us. I caught hold of the strands of energy that Esmara fed me—they were blue and purple beams of light, and I wove them together with my mind, watching as I created a cocoon around us. The light was translucent, I could see through it, but it was there, and it was strong.

      What can we do to hold this firm?

      You must focus on it, focus on holding it strong—you can keep them from pulling the threads apart, but only if you focus. You cannot attack them at the same time that you’re trying to keep this sphere of protection together. You’re not strong enough yet for that.

      Can we move with it?

      Yes, of course. Go in now, your body temperatures are getting too low.

      I motioned for Louise to get out of the car. “Leave your bags in here. Nobody’s going to be out here stealing anything.” I left my purse, bringing only my phone.

      We stepped out of the car and headed over to the building. With a deep breath, I motioned for Louise to unlock the door, and we headed into the psychotropic restaurant, back to the ghosts who were eagerly waiting for us.
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      There was a hush as we entered the Spit & Whistle Pub, and then a bottle of whiskey flew off the shelf behind the bar and sailed toward us. I started to duck, but it got within two feet of us and suddenly fell to the ground, shattering glass and alcohol everywhere.

      I straightened my shoulders, all my focus going into protecting us. The power was off, but at least it was still a little warmer inside than it was outside. It occurred to me that lighting a fire, even in a fireplace, wasn’t the best of ideas. There was no way of knowing what the entities in here could do with that.

      “We’ll wait here. It’s going to be cold, but we can see when Killian gets here from that window. I don’t think we should be playing with matches right now,” I said, keeping my voice low. I wasn’t sure that would do any good, given the ghosts could hear us no matter how softly we spoke, but it just felt like the thing to do.

      “I think you’re right,” Louise said, leading me over to the booth nearest the window. I glanced at the bar opposite us. We were in the direct line of fire if whatever was tossing bottles around decided to play ball with another bottle, but there wasn’t much we could do about that. There was no other place to sit if we wanted to keep an eye out for Killian.

      “You can’t live here any longer,” I said. “Not until we clear out whatever is haunting this place.”

      “Do you really think you’ll be able to cleanse this place?”

      I hesitated, then told her about Clarence van Nostram and the Covenant of Chaos. “That room down there might have a portal in it, leading to the realm of chaos. That would explain the shadow man and the poltergeists. The other spirits—well, more than three people have died here. I found out that besides the double murder–suicide, a woman named Ida Johansen was killed in the kitchen when she put a green piece of wood in the cookstove that was heavy with pitch. The wood exploded, the cookstove door was blown off and it hit her. Ida fell, cracked her skull, and died. There was also a shifter named Jonathan Parks who was gunned down as he left the bar one night. He was a mean son of a bitch who liked to mess with the barmaids. The owner at the time didn’t pay any attention to their complaints, so one of the barmaids told her fiancé. He waited until Jonathan left the building, then he ambushed him directly out in front of the pub.”

      Louise stared at me, then groaned. “So this place is a smorgasbord of ghosts and other creatures.”

      “Yeah, it is. Oh, I have a question,” I said, pausing as a series of loud thumps sounded on the stairs. We both tensed, waiting, but nothing happened and so I continued. “When you were little, did you ever see any of the shadow people? It’s important for us to know.”

      Louise thought about it for a moment, then shook her head. “No. I don’t recall ever seeing one. I believed in ghosts, because my grandmother used to hang around our house—she died when I was three. I saw her several times. She was friendly, though, and I always felt safe when she was around. I think she watched over our house to protect us.” She paused, then added, “I think that’s why I was so surprised when the ghosts here started acting out. I’ve only ever dealt with friendly spirits.”

      “That would be a bit of a shock,” I said. I started to ask her if I could get a glass of water when there was a rattling from behind the counter.

      “Get down!” Louise yelled, diving beneath the table.

      I followed suit, just in time. A large bottle of booze—I wasn’t sure what kind, but it was big—flew off the counter and straight across the room to smash against the window at our table. Had it strayed a few inches either direction, one of us would have gotten our heads slammed by it. The window cracked but didn’t break, but shards of glass from the bottle scattered all over the table, and the alcohol—it smelled like some form of whiskey—showered us, dripping off the edges of the table.

      I hastily crawled away from the booth, out into the aisle. Louise followed suit, but we stayed down, creeping toward the door. Another bottle flew off, this time landing short of the table, right where I had been kneeling. It barely missed Louise.

      “The hell with this,” I shouted, scrambling to my feet. “Knock it off!” I yelled, my anger flaring up. “Just knock it the fuck off.”

      In answer to my challenge, a bottle of vodka sailed my way. I ducked and it hit the wall. At that point, I decided we would brave the cold and grabbed Louise’s hand, dragging her outside. As I slammed the door behind us, there was the sound of yet more glass hitting hard against the wood.

      I stood, panting, my heart racing. “I’m so glad we didn’t take our purses in there because I sure wouldn’t want to have to go back for them.”

      “You and me both,” Louise said.

      My heart sank, though, as I realized my phone was still sitting under the booth. “Oh crap. I have to get my phone. You stay here and watch for Killian.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I nodded. “I need it. If for some reason I don’t come out, tell Killian what happened and ask him to get Rowan Firesong and my aunt Teran down here.” I took a deep breath and then, bracing myself for more attacks, I pushed the door open and, crouching low, hurried inside. It was dark, but I knew where I had left the phone.

      The air felt incredibly tense, as if something large was looming in the background, waiting. I felt eyes on me—I was being watched. Cautiously, I made my way back to the booth and there, on the floor next to it, I saw my phone. I pocketed it, then backed away toward the door. As I neared the exit, there was a flash of light and I heard carnival music flare up, and a loud male laugh that ricocheted from wall to wall. He sounded crazy and all I could think about was the Joker character in the movie The Dark Knight. I raced through the door and Louise pulled it shut behind me, but even from outside, we could hear the laughter echoing through the restaurant.

      I motioned to Louise. “Let’s get off this porch.”

      As we headed down the steps, I froze as the soft squeak of hinges sounded. I glanced over my shoulder to see the door opening behind us. That was enough for me. I grabbed Louise’s hand and dragged her down the steps and across the sidewalk to my car. We turned around to see a long, filmy tentacle of pale green light reaching out, like the arm of an octopus.

      “What the hell?” A voice from behind us startled me and I jumped, turning around to see Killian parked in the middle of the street, standing by the passenger door, staring up at the building.

      “Get us out of here, please,” I said, unlocking my car door with trembling hands. I could barely press the button on the key fob. “Louise, grab your bag.” I found my purse and tote bag, then locked the car again as we scrambled into Killian’s SUV. As we drove off into the mire of blowing snow, I leaned back against the passenger seat with a sigh. It was nearing three p.m., but I was so exhausted that it might as well have been midnight.
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      “I think I’m going to sell the restaurant, move to a nice quiet little house, and never stick my head out the door again,” Louise said after the Spit & Whistle Pub was far enough behind us so we couldn’t see it.

      Her teeth were chattering and so were mine. Killian turned up the heat full blast and I held my hands over the front vent, shivering.

      “I don’t blame you. I’m not sure how we’ll do it, but Conjure Ink will do our best to clear the place out.” I was scrambling in my mind, trying to figure out just what the hell we were going to do.

      There were cases we just explored, but left alone as we wrote up stories about them. But when a client paid us to investigate, we actually had to do something. And that was what Louise Haymer had done. She had paid us to cleanse her restaurant. But for this, we would need a medium who could not only perform an exorcism to talk to the ghosts and send them packing, but also someone who could close the portal in the basement.

      Killian cleared his throat. “Make sure your seat belts are fastened. The roads are incredibly slick.” He was doing his best to focus on his driving, but we kept skidding from one side to another.

      The good news was that there weren’t many drivers on the road. Most everybody had managed to either go home, or hunker down where they were. The fury of the storm had increased and I caught my breath as I pressed my nose to the window. I could barely see anything, it was coming down so hard.

      “Are we going to be able to make it up Arnica Avenue?” I asked.

      “I don’t know, but we’ll try. I do have all-wheel drive, so we may be able to make it.” He squinted, peering through the windshield. “The turn is coming up in another block. Please let me concentrate.”

      “I’m not doing anything,” I said. I hadn’t said a word. I was just thinking about how much I’d like to curl up in his arms right now. After all Louise and I had been through I just wanted to feel safe and protected, and I was coming to realize that Killian made me feel safe.

      “I know, but I can…sense your thoughts,” he said, keeping his voice low. “I can smell the pheromones, love. So please, think of something else while I try to navigate up the hill.”

      I stared at him. This was the first time he had ever said he could smell my desire, and even though it was mostly just cuddling I had been thinking of, I wondered how many times he could smell when I was horny. Cripes. Now I was embarrassed.

      “Not a problem,” I said, resolutely staring out at the snow. I moved my thoughts over to the Spit & Whistle briefly but that sparked a buttload of anxiety, so I brought up my phone and texted Ari, asking if she was okay. Luckily, she worked out of her house, so she should be safe, but I wanted to make sure.

      i’m safe at home. are you okay? i had a feeling something was wrong and was going to call you, she texted back.

      bad morning. with killian now, though, so am safe. we’re about to try getting up arnica avenue. wish us luck.

      let me know if you need anything and when you make it home.

      i’ll call you when we’re there. I slid my phone back into my pocket as we came to the bottom of the hill.

      Killian stopped a little ways away from the turn that would take us up the hill. Actually, it was more of a jog. We were in the left turn lane, but we’d have to cross the oncoming lane, then almost immediately, swing right to go up the hill. Halfway up, we’d have to pause at a light and make a sharp left turn to navigate up the rest of the winding road. That would be a sticky spot unless we hit the light when it was green. Staying in place at the light, then attempting to get enough momentum to make the turn and propel us up the rest of the ascent was the most troubling patch.

      “Okay, hold on, this may be bumpy and we’ll be sliding some. Luckily, there aren’t any other cars on the road, but keep your eyes open in case I miss something.” Killian took a deep breath, then slowly put pressure on the gas.

      We swung into the turn lane at precisely the right time, and then onto the first part of Arnica Avenue. I watched the turn signal ahead, which could barely be seen through the blowing storm. Green…stay green…please stay green, I thought. If it stayed green, we wouldn’t have to stop and could gain more momentum for the harder part of the hill.

      And…green it was!

      We pushed through just as the light started to turn yellow, and Killian gently swung to the left. The SUV went sliding toward the sidewalk, but he drove into the skid and managed to even it out while slowly increasing speed. I held my breath as we inched the rest of the way up Arnica to the top. From here, it was even ground to Fern Street and home.

      Ten minutes later of slow, creeping travel, and we were in my driveway. Killian parked the SUV. “I’ll leave it here, if you don’t mind. You won’t be getting your car until tomorrow—if then. Unless we have a sudden thaw, we may be stuck for a couple days.”

      “Come in with us,” I said. “It looks like we have electricity,” I added, glancing at the street lights, which were on. “I’ll make us all dinner and we can watch the news and find out when this storm’s going to end.”

      “Sounds good to me,” he said.

      We piled out of his car and my shoulder blade popped as I rolled my shoulders to loosen them. Apparently, I’d been so tense that I’d given myself a crick in my neck. Either that or diving for cover in the bar had done it.

      “I ache,” I said, cautiously plowing through the shin-high snow. There had to be almost ten inches by now. While that was a good thing in some situations, snow was not one of them, especially when you were snowed in.

      “Me too,” Louise said.

      “We’re taking hot baths the minute we get inside,” I told her. “Killian, can you lay a fire, while Louise and I get the chill out of our bones? It was cold down at that restaurant.”

      “And dangerous. I still smell like whiskey,” Louise said, sniffing the arm of her jacket. “It got on my coat.”

      “You were drinking? That’s not a good idea,” Killian said. “Booze only—”

      “We weren’t drinking. The ghosts were throwing bottles of booze at us and almost clobbered us several times,” I said, shuddering. “I just hope that one of them doesn’t get the idea to spark off a fire—there was enough alcohol on the floor to fuel a nasty one.”

      “Oh, wonderful,” Louise said. “I hadn’t even thought of that. Well, there’s nothing I can do. At least I don’t have any pets to worry about.”

      “I would have had you bring them with you if you did,” I said. “There’s no way we’d leave an innocent animal behind there. Now come on, let’s go upstairs. You can use the guest room and I’ll find you…” I paused, assessing her build. She was thinner than I was, but about the same height. “I have a caftan you can wear—it’s one size fits all, which is a lie of course, but it shouldn’t be terribly big on you.”

      “As long as it’s dry and doesn’t smell like booze, I’m good,” she said.

      I led her to the guest room, then found the caftan, along with a towel and washcloth. “Here. When you’re done, just go on downstairs. The washer and dryer are in the hallway, so go ahead and wash your clothes, if you like. There’s a mini-basket in the washing machine that’s the perfect size for washing a pair of jeans and shirt and underwear. The instructions on the machine are pretty self-explanatory, and the laundry detergent is in the cupboard directly above the dryer.”

      She thanked me and withdrew to change clothes. The guest room had a smaller en suite bathroom, with a tub–shower combination. My en suite had a soaking tub, a walk-in shower, and a full-length double-sink vanity. My parents had renovated several rooms in the house about five years ago, and their master bath was one of those rooms. For their closet, my folks had sacrificed about three feet of the bedroom all along the back wall to create a wall-length closet with folding doors. The bedroom was still big enough for a king-size bed, and although it had been awkward at first, taking my parents’ room and turning my old bedroom into the guest room, that discomfort had eventually disappeared.

      I stripped and stood under the shower, streaming hot water all over my body to take away the chill. I bundled my hair up into a bun and put on a shower cap, though, because I didn’t trust that our power would hold and I didn’t want to face a power outage with cold, wet, hair.

      Finally, feeling warmer and more relaxed, I toweled off and dressed in a bohemian skirt and a V-neck sweater. I brushed my hair and held it back with a headband. Then I touched up my makeup, put on a pair of comfortable ballerina flats, and headed downstairs.

      Xi and Klaus were sitting in front of the fireplace, staring with wide eyes at the dancing flames. Killian was in the kitchen, by the sound of his whistling, and I caught a sudden whiff of what smelled like Thanksgiving. I peeked in to find him stirring a pot.

      “What are you cooking? It smells delicious.”

      “Turkey soup. I found some leftover diced turkey in the freezer. I hope you don’t mind.” He looked up from the stove, smiling.

      “Of course not. You’re making soup from scratch? Yum.” I moved to the other counter, where the cutting board and paring knife were sitting. I scooped the potato and carrot peelings into the garbage, then tossed away the bag that the frozen broccoli had been in, and rinsed the knife and board. “Why don’t we reheat up the rest of the corn muffins?”

      There were still eight muffins in the refrigerator. “I’ll heat these up in the microwave right before the soup is done.” I leaned against Killian and he wrapped his free arm around my waist and planted a kiss on my forehead.

      I leaned in, resting my lips on his, and he kissed me deeply, setting the spoon down so he could fully embrace me. I caught my breath, wanting him right there, right then.

      “Can you really smell me when I’m…” I suddenly felt shy. It seemed such an odd thing to have to ask.

      “Yes, I can,” Killian said. “Wolf shifters can always smell their mates and how they’re feeling, if the emotion is strong enough. I could smell your fear when I first arrived down at the Spit & Whistle Pub. I could smell your worry on the drive home, and now, I can smell that…you want me. I want you too, but we can’t just run off and leave your guest to fend for herself.” He gathered my face in his hands, then kissed my forehead again, and the tip of my nose, and then my mouth.

      “I know. I just needed to ask. It’s an odd shift for me, knowing that, but I’ll get used to it.”

      “Wolf shifters take their mates seriously, and their duties. I will protect you as much as I can, and I’m grateful for your desire. That’s the greatest compliment a woman can give her mate, to hunger for him, to want him in her bed and her life.” At that moment, he paused. “Louise is coming down the stairs. I can hear her.” He let go of me and went back to stirring the soup. “Five more minutes. Go ahead and heat up the muffins and set the table,” he added.

      I nodded, popping the muffins onto a paper towel–lined plate and tucking them in the microwave. While it was running, I carried my large soup bowls—a pattern called Winterberry Woods—over to the table and then added silverware and bread plates.

      “I know you had chowder last night,” Killian said. “I hope you don’t mind soup again.”

      “The corn chowder was good, but I have to be honest, during the winter I can eat soup every day. Turkey, chicken, tomato, chowders, bisques…you name it, I’ll eat it.” I remembered that I had promised to call Ari when I got home. While Killian poured the soup into a tureen, I pulled out my phone and rang her number.

      “Hey, we made it home safe. But crap, I tell you, girl, that restaurant is haunted in the worst of ways. How are you?” I suddenly remembered that she had wanted to talk to me about something. “Didn’t you say you had something to tell me?”

      She laughed. “Oh that, it’s nothing serious. Nothing bad—actually, it’s something good, and you’re the one who inspired it. Meagan and I are engaged!”

      “Wow, talk about a change!” I paused. I liked Meagan and I had known they were more than casual, even if they hadn’t, but this was a big leap. “What made you decide to do that? I thought you were just casual,” I said, grinning. I had known they were more than just casually dating.

      “You’re the one who made me look at my feelings on a deeper level, and I realized that you’re right. It’s not a casual affair and it never was. We just called it that because we’ve both been hurt in the past.” Ari let out a happy sigh. “I can’t believe I’m engaged.”

      “I’m happy for you,” I said, though I wasn’t sure if I meant it 100 percent. But I also realized I had just gotten out of a bad marriage and my reactions might be skewed because of that. I decided to just go with it. “That’s wonderful, Ari. Give Meagan my love and when the roads are clear, we’re going to celebrate. I have to go—Killian just put lunch on the table and I have a guest here, but I’ll talk to you in a bit.”

      As I sat down to eat, thoughts of ghosts and shadow men and engagements raced through my head, like some maniacal sugar-plum dream. Only instead of Santa, I was pretty sure Krampus was behind this day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Killian stayed the night, and after we had made love, I slipped out from beneath the covers once he was softly snoring. I slid my robe on and padded downstairs and into the library. Crossing to the chest where my mother’s ritual gear was, I knelt in front of it.

      As I opened the lid, the smell of cedar rose from it, soothing my senses. The chest had belonged to my mother, and before her, to my grandmother. I suspected it went back to my great-grandmother Colleen, who had come over from Ireland. It was Colleen’s side of the family through which our magical gifts passed. I knew I had cousins scattered around, descendants of other members of her family, but I didn’t have any names or addresses. All of a sudden, I was hungry to know about them, to follow our family history back as far as I could. I made a note to ask Teran the next time I talked to her. She kept track of all the information like that.

      I pulled out my mother’s athame, the ritual dagger she had used to cast circles. The hilt was holly wood, with a silver pommel and cross guard. The double-edged blade was long and curved, almost like a kris knife. I held it up, wondering if I should use it or find one of my own. Either way, I needed to start studying the magic that I had put to the side when I married Ellison. It had been too long, and there was a lot to catch up on, but better late than never, I thought.

      Stand up, Esmara whispered. Stand in the middle of the room and raise the dagger out in front of you, pointing with the flat of the blade turned toward the ceiling.

      Startled, I quickly obeyed. When the Ladies spoke, you answered. Unless you wanted them to teach you a lesson the hard way.

      Now, I want you to focus on a beam of energy running down through your crown chakra. Pull the energy down and through you, and channel it into the blade.

      I closed my eyes, visualizing the energy of… What kind of energy? Where do I draw it from?

      From the sky above, from the ground below, from the waves of the bay, from the flames in the fireplace. It depends on what you want to do with it. For now, focus on channeling it from the night around you.

      Okay, then. I focused on the energy in the house, the hush of the night, the shadows of the evening, and I gathered the energy and brought it in through my crown chakra. Instantly, I felt stronger. I straightened and coaxed the energy down into my arm to run along through it, feeling it spark and pop as I channeled it into the blade. Now what?

      Next, focus the energy out of the tip of the blade as you slowly turn. You remember how to do this. Your mother taught you, but you’re rusty and you need some guidance.

      I focused the energy out of the tip of the blade, as directed, and at first felt some resistance, but then the block jogged loose and it began to flow through my arm, into my hand, and then out the point of the blade. As soon as the jolt hit me, I remembered my mother, teaching me to cast a circle when I was a little girl. I began to turn, drawing a line of energy around me until it met itself and interlocked, forming a ring of power that surrounded me.

      Build the sphere… Esmara’s words echoed in my head.

      I placed the dagger on the coffee table and held out my hands, keeping connected to the pulse of the circle. I began to run the energy in a curved pattern, up over my head, then down below my feet, sweeping it into a bubble surrounding me. Then, when I was encased within the protective shield, I held out both arms, my left hand palm up, my right palm down, and infused the sphere with more of the energy, inching it outward. The kii—the magical energy—ran strong, flowing through my veins, flowing out my hands, enlarging the sphere of protection. It grew larger and larger and I opened my eyes, seeing the faint golden light expand around me like a balloon, until it encompassed the house. But unlike a balloon, the sphere was strong and resilient, and couldn’t be easily popped or deflated. Then I found the cord of the sphere, a lot like an umbilical cord that was firmly anchored through the floor, and I grounded it even more, sinking it through the floor and past the foundation, down into the ground so that it took hold and rooted. Finally, I held out my hands, both palms up, and whispered:

      
        
        
        Magic from the silver moon,

        Protection from the golden sun,

        Ground this circle, protect this home,

        As I will, so be it done.

      

        

      

      Another second and I felt the circle of protection lock into place, and I relaxed. I had just formally warded my home. While it wouldn’t protect against Val Slater getting through—that would take a charm of a different sort—it should keep negative spirits and beasties from dropping in without warning.

      Satisfied, I sat down on the loveseat in the library and took a deep breath. The energy felt cleansed and clear, and I felt a peace of mind that I hadn’t felt in a long, long time. I’d never felt this way in Seattle.

      I glanced at the clock. It was eleven-thirty. Not quite the witching hour, not yet. I padded out to the living room and over to press my nose against the front window. The snow was still coming down. If it kept up, we’d have at least sixteen inches by morning.

      As I turned back to the living room, I saw Xi watching me with wide eyes. She bounced over, then launched herself up, into my arms.

      “You know when you’re a big girl, that sort of thing is going to knock me off balance,” I murmured, stroking her fur.

      “Purp,” she trilled, then snuggled against me. I caught a wisp of a thought—though cats thought in imagery and feelings more than words. Xi felt safe, which meant the circle of protection had taken. Carrying her up the stairs, I stroked her fur gently as we both yawned. The last thing I remembered after crawling into bed was Xi’s rumbling purr as she curled on my pillow. Klaus was curled up next to Killian, and just before I fell asleep, I thought that—ghosts or not—I was a pretty lucky woman.
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      Next morning we all got up late. I didn’t bother to set the alarm. There was no way in hell I’d be going in to work today, and I texted Tad to tell him I couldn’t make it.

      nobody else can either so enjoy the day. did you get hold of louise? what happened?

      i have to tell you, that building is so haunted that i just kind of recommend burning it to the ground right now, though i doubt that would help. there were incidents when i went to get louise—several, and they weren’t fun. i’ll call you in a bit and tell you about everything.

      just stay safe today. and january, think of a spell to keep slater out of the office.

      i’m on it, I texted back, wondering just how I was going to do that.
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      Killian volunteered to make breakfast and Louise volunteered to do the dishes, so I enjoyed my meal, feeling like a pampered woman. The storm had stalled out over us, and it was still dumping snow. As Killian got ready to set the platter of waffles and bacon on the table, I slipped out the back door, shivering in the chill of the morning.

      The backyard was a blanket of white, and the trees of the Mystic Wood were weighed down, the branches of the firs heavy with the fresh layer of snow. Everything looked crystal clear and beautiful. I closed my eyes and I could feel the edges of the protection spell I had cast the night before. The energy stretched out almost to the back of the yard from here, and while I could still sense creatures watching from the woods, their energy was muted. I closed my eyes.

      Esmara whispered, They can’t see as clearly now. You’ve blurred their ability to spy on you. Good girl.

      Rebecca… She’s been there since I was a little girl.

      Yes, she has, and longer. She was here before the city began, only back then she didn’t take the form of a child. She’s an embodiment of the hunger that pervades the forest. This land isn’t tainted, but it’s wild and feral still, and it likes to feed.

      Another shiver ran down my spine, this one from nerves rather than weather, and I turned to hurry back inside.

      “Anything interesting going on out there?” Killian asked.

      “Nothing out of the ordinary,” I said. I glanced at Louise. “If you decide to talk a walk while you’re here, don’t go into the thicket.”

      She shook her head. “No, not much could get me to enter the Mystic Wood voluntarily. I’m optimistic, not head blind.”

      We dug into our food, which was delicious. Afterward, Killian went over to check on his house while Louise rinsed the dishes and stacked them in the dishwasher and I wandered into my office. I sat down, staring out the side window, and decided to call Teran.

      “Hey, you stuck at home, too?” I asked.

      “Well, I’m not out running a marathon. What’s up, sweetie?”

      I thought for a moment about how I wanted to phrase my question, then finally said, “Mom and I didn’t talk about magic much during the time I was married, and then of course, she died before I left Ellison. Tell me, what was her specialty? Was she an aquanista?”

      “No, actually. She wasn’t an aeromage either, but she did work heavily with the element of air. Your mother was exceptionally good at clearing spaces and cleansing. She specialized in banishing/binding magic. Why?”

      “I got up in the middle of the night and cast the first actual circle I’ve cast in a long time last night. I was surprised by how strong it was, but I was wondering if I might follow in her footsteps. I left too soon when I was young, before we could fully ascertain what kind of magic I’d be drawn to, and I feel somewhat at a disadvantage. I feel like I’m starting too late.” I paused.

      “You’re feeling inadequate?” she asked.

      “Not exactly, but…” I paused. “My mother didn’t believe in telling me what to focus on. She thought I’d develop it as I grew older. But then I met Ellison and, well…you know. I just feel like I have so much to catch up on. I don’t want to waste my time.” I settled on the sofa. “I don’t want to go about this haphazardly.”

      “Trust me, you won’t. You’ll find your way. My guess is that you’re a strong medium. It would be easy for some creature to jump you. So you should probably focus on personal protection magic. Your mother had a beautiful silver pentacle with obsidian in it—if you can find that, then that’s a good start. I don’t know when the pendant was made—it’s old, though. I can’t even remember where she got it.” Teran paused and I heard her speaking to someone in the background. It sounded like a man.

      “You have a date there?” I asked, laughing.

      “I do. He got stuck here. Same as Killian’s at your place.”

      “Oh, Killian’s here for more than just fun. He rescued me and Louise last night.” I told her what had happened.

      Teran paused then said, “Don’t bring anything into your house that you take out of the restaurant. The creatures down at the Spit & Whistle are restless and they are looking for fresh meat. I’m not talking about Louise, by the way.”

      I thanked her and hung up.

      Wandering into the library again, I opened up my mother’s chest and sorted through the other things in it. There was a diary—her book of shadows, the magical journal every witch kept—and then I found a small box at the bottom of the chest. It was wood and looked hand carved. I opened it up and there, on a velvet cushion, was a large silver pentacle with a central stone that looked like obsidian—a shiny faceted cabochon. I lifted it out and the metal sparked against my hand, but it was more like a Hello, who are you than a Put me down spark. It was hanging on a long black ribbon and I draped it over my head, feeling the weight of it settle against my chest.

      “Well, hello then.” I reached up to hold the pentacle in my hand. It felt warm, almost as though it had a heartbeat of its own. Xi came bouncing into the library and bounded up on my lap. As I reached to pet her, she caught sight of my pentacle and reached over, biting down on it. She sat there for a moment, the rim of the pentacle in her mouth, and I could feel her energy through the pentacle. After a moment, she let go, stood up on my chest, balancing with one front paw on my chin, and licked my nose, before she turned and scurried off, clearing my lap in a single leap. She really is my familiar.

      Of course she is. Esmara laughed. What did you expect? Klaus is a cat. But Xi…she’s more.

      With that, I headed back to the living room.
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      Louise had settled herself in the guest room. She promised she was fine, but I suspected she just didn’t want to interrupt me. I made sure she had everything she needed and headed back downstairs to find Killian putting on his boots.

      “Hey, I’m going to see if I can make it downtown in the SUV. Do you want to go? We can check on your car.”

      I thought about it for a moment. “Maybe if the roads are plowed, I can get my car home. If it starts.”

      “I doubt that will be the case, but we might as well take a look.”

      I let Louise know where we were going, and then shrugged into a heavy jacket and boots. I wasn’t going to be caught unawares by the cold this time. I found a pair of gloves and a handful of handwarmers, then made sure I had several granola bars and candy bars in my purse.

      “Ready to go,” I said, slinging my purse over my shoulder. “We’ll be back later. I have your number, in case we get stuck somewhere and I need you to feed the cats.”

      “Be safe on the roads,” Louise said, who had come downstairs as we got ready to leave. “They look dangerous.”

      “You can say that again,” I said, waving.
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      We were easing our way down Arnica Avenue, trying to avoid skidding on the layer of ice beneath the snow, when Killian finally spoke.

      “This was a stupid idea of mine, but we can’t very well turn around here.”

      “We might as well go into town,” I said. “We’ve come this far.”

      He nodded. “What are you going to do about the Spit & Whistle?”

      “I’m not sure,” I said. “We have to find an exorcist. I’m not at all sure what to do if we find out the room actually contains a portal.” But something in the back of my mind whispered, You know it does. And you know what to do about it.

      No, I don’t.

      Yes, you do. Think hard.

      I frowned. It wasn’t Esmara talking to me, so I assumed I was arguing with myself. I thought about the portal. Opening a portal wasn’t easy, but closing one? Sometimes harder. But this was a portal that opened into chaos. And to counter chaos, it took order.

      All right, I thought. Order…what brought order? Not fire—fire was chaotic, and so was water. Both churned and roiled in their own fashion. Air could be unstable too. But earth…that was considered a solid. Earth was a foundational energy, and so maybe conjure up the powers of earth to fight chaos?

      I shook my head, impatient. That wasn’t the answer at all. No, there had to be a way to close it up. Maybe I could find a book on chaos magic at the library. Or I could just call Clarence van Nostram and get it over with. Frustrated, it occurred to me that it really didn’t matter if I called him, since it was public knowledge what had happened. He shouldn’t be too surprised to get a call about it.

      “If you go around opening portals to strange realms, don’t be surprised if somebody ends up knocking on the door,” I muttered.

      “What’s that?” Killian looked at me, perplexed.

      I shook my head. “Nothing in particular. Just thinking about that portal. I wish I could just take some day organizer and throw it into the room and have that negate the energy. Order negates chaos.”

      “No, it doesn’t negate it.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, turning to look at him, puzzled.

      “It doesn’t negate it, it balances it out. You have too much chaos and you introduce order and it balances the scales.” Killian suddenly yelled and I grabbed for the handhold over my door to steady myself as we went into a massive skid. The tail end of the SUV swung wide, turning us in a 180 as we bounced up against the curb. Thank the gods, there was a sidewalk and a chain-link fence between the car and a dropoff into a ravine.

      Killian clutched the steering wheel as we started to slide backward, down the hill, and then he managed to very cautiously turn us around so we were facing downhill again. He started off at a crawl, and we managed to make it all the way down to the bottom. As we paused at a red light, he glanced at me.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, sounding more frightened than I had ever heard him.

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” I said. “A little scared, but no harm done. But damn, that hill will be hell to go up again.”

      “I think it will be a little easier than going down—I have snow tires on and I put on chains this morning.” He let out a slow breath. “Well, this is one thing I never had to deal with in SoCal. But we had fire, and I’m more afraid of fire than I am of snow.”

      I nodded. “Snow we can work around. Fire is another matter.”

      We eased our way into town. There were a few people out and about, but the traffic was almost nonexistent. As we came to the Spit & Whistle, I saw my car sitting there, covered with snow. We parked in front of it, as best as we could, given the snowdrifts that had blanketed the streets, and I shook my head.

      “There’s no way I can drive home. I don’t think my car can make it up the hill. And even if I do get it started again, I don’t trust that it will last till then. I need to have it towed to a garage.”

      “Oh, I know that. We’re not here for you to get your car—” He paused as a tow truck pulled in ahead of us. “Oh good, he’s here. I called a client of mine who owns a garage and made arrangements for him to meet us here. By the time the streets are clear, your car will be ready to drive again. But if you want my opinion, you need to buy a new car.”

      I stared at him. “You are so thoughtful, you know that? I was worried about leaving it parked on the street, although in a snowstorm it’s not likely somebody would try to strip it for parts.”

      “Toby—the garage owner—agreed to fix your car for credit at my clinic, so it won’t cost you anything. Unless it ends up being over a thousand dollars.”

      I turned to Killian, trying to process what he was saying. “But you can’t give up that much revenue—”

      “I told you, when a member of my clan chooses his woman, until—unless they break up, he looks out for her. Not because she’s not capable of doing so herself, but because it’s the right thing to do.” He shrugged, flashing me a smile. “Come on, let’s get Toby your keys so he can take Cookie in for an overhaul.”

      Speechless, I nodded and stepped out of the car, giving the Spit & Whistle Pub a nervous look. But Toby—a big old bear of a man, who I suspected was actually a bear shifter—sauntered up. He was wearing a parka and a pair of earmuffs.

      “Howdy, ma’am,” he said, nodding.

      I held out my hand and he shook it. “Thank you for braving the snow,” I said.

      “Not a problem. Is this the car?” He looked over my Subaru.

      I nodded. “She’s got more problems than I like to think, but her previous owner worked her like a horse, so there’s no surprise there. No car lives forever. Killian’s right, I should just buy a new one. Let me know if the repairs are going to be more than a thousand or so, and I’ll decide what to do at that point.” I gave him my number and he gave me his card.

      “Whatever you say, Ms. Jaxson,” he said, but his eyes lingered on me and I turned away.

      Killian gave him a suspicious look, but said nothing.

      Toby hooked up my car and winched it onto the flatbed of the truck, then headed back the way he had come. I felt oddly bereft, watching my car vanish down the street.

      “He’ll take care of her,” Killian said, wrapping his arm around my waist.

      I nodded, turning back to his SUV, but then stopped. There were lights on upstairs, over the Spit & Whistle. “Damn it. I’m so tired of this. You know, I have half a mind to go in there and see if I can just clear them out.”

      “I don’t think that’s such a good idea,” Killian said.

      “No, but I wouldn’t mind taking another peek at that basement room. I can probably figure out if there’s actually a portal there or not.” I debated the wisdom—or rather, folly—of sneaking in there by myself. But really, what could the ghosts do to me?

      Knock you down the stairs, stab you with a flying knife, any number of things, Esmara said.

      I stiffened. Well yes, but—

      But nothing. Don’t be the heroine in the novels who’s too stupid to live, my great-aunt admonished. Come back here with the proper tools and the proper help.

      Oh, all right. I sighed.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” Killian said as he gave me a sharp look. “You are not going into that building by yourself, and I’m not going in there with you. I will physically pick you up and strap you into your seat belt if you even attempt it.”

      I snorted. “Good luck with that.” But his concern touched me, and I leaned over to give him a peck on the cheek. “Thank you for caring,” I said, heading back to his vehicle.

      As we began the drive home, though, I could feel the denizens of the dark waiting for me—as though they had felt my presence and steeled themselves for battle. Their confusion as we drove away was the best laugh I’d had in days, but I tried not to laugh too hard. It was never wise to challenge fate to a Hold my beer contest.
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      The drive home was easier, as Killian had predicted, and we arrived by two. As I stepped out of Killian’s car, I caught sight of Louise talking to someone through the bay window. Wondering just who she had let in my house, I made a beeline for the steps, with Killian following close behind.

      As I opened the door and hurried in, I saw Aunt Teran sitting in the rocking chair, talking to Rowan Firesong, who was on the sofa, and Louise, who was curled up next to the fireplace.

      Taken aback, trying to quickly shift gears, I burst out with a loud “Hello,” which sounded more like a threat than a greeting. Shaking my head, I lowered my voice as I stopped in my tracks. “I mean, hi. I didn’t expect you.”

      “It wasn’t easy getting here,” Teran said. “But I was taking a nap and I had a dream about you so I called Rowan, and we both came over to check on you.”

      “Check on me? Why?” I stripped off my jacket and sat down, pulling off my boots and tossing them to the side. Killian did the same, then took our coats and boots and put them away in the foyer closet near the door.

      Louise stood, yawning. “I’ll let you talk. January, do you mind if I take a nap?”

      “Not at all. By the way, the ghosts were wreaking havoc down at your place today. The whole top floor was lit up and I could feel them waiting to see if I was going to go inside. They were confused when I didn’t.”

      “Wonderful. That makes me feel ever so special,” she said, sighing long and hard. “I wonder if I should just pick up and move. But selling that place would be hard—not just because it was my dream. But really, what if the ghosts decided to come out and scare away any new owners?”

      “My guess is they’ll behave themselves if you do that, if only in hopes of getting fresh meat in there, so to speak. But don’t worry about that now. Go take your nap and relax. They can’t hurt you while you’re here.” I waved her toward the stairs, and she gave me a friendly nod and headed up to the guest room.

      After she was out of sight, Teran glanced at Rowan, who nodded.

      “Actually, I had a dream that doesn’t involve this case. I dreamt you were being stalked by death,” Teran said, her expression fearful. “I couldn’t quite catch a picture, but death was a man, and he was following you, obsessed with you.”

      I had a bad feeling just where this was going. “So death was incarnate?”

      “Yes,” Teran said.

      Turning to Killian, I asked, “Can you make me a mocha? Please?”

      He narrowed his eyes, but nodded and left the room. As soon as I thought he was out of earshot, I leaned forward and whispered, “In a way you’re right. Rowan, I need you to help me with Val Slater.”

      “Val Slater, the vampire?” Rowan asked.

      “Yeah. Okay, here’s the thing. He’s obsessed with me. I cast a wishcraft ritual for my birthday, and one of my drunken wishes was to become some kind of sex goddess–type woman, and then I get to work and find Val has left seven dozen roses for me along with a note scrawled on the wall that he’s not going to give up on trying to get me to date him.” I frowned, leaning back. “First, do rituals like that even work on vampires?”

      Rowan groaned, rubbing her head. “Not typically, but if the vampire is already predisposed to be attracted to you, then I can see the magic filtering out to catch them. Why on earth would you wish for something like that?” She looked genuinely confused.

      “I’ve never been the type of woman who attracts others that way…I guess in my drunken haze, I wanted to know what it felt like. And from the little I’ve seen, I can tell you mostly it’s just annoying.” I crossed my legs, leaning back on the sofa. “So, how do I dissuade him, because if Killian finds out about this, on top of what happened the other night, he’ll go after Val with a stake.”

      “What do you mean ‘the other night’?” Rowan asked.

      “Oh, Val came onto me at a restaurant. He was very rude to Killian, very pushy and arrogant, and almost ended up sparking off a fight,” I said. “The guy’s just trouble waiting to happen—Val, that is.”

      “He’s also extremely powerful,” Rowan said. “And Val has a tremendous influence in Moonshadow Bay. There’s no good way to make someone like that back off. And if Killian were to go up against him, even if he won—which is highly unlikely—Slater’s cronies would avenge him.”

      “Crap,” I said, running my head. “What do you recommend I do? I’m not interested in him and I want him to stop.”

      “Maybe you need to have a firm talk with him. Have you told him to back off?” Rowan asked.

      “Kind of. I guess I was afraid he might…well…” I floundered, not wanting to stereotype but damn it, the truth was, I was afraid of Val. “He’s a vampire, for cripes sake. If he gets mad enough, he may just bite me.”

      Rowan started to laugh, but seeing that I was serious, she shook her head and sobered. “Don’t worry about that. Val has plenty of concubines if he gets thirsty. He’s got more than enough women who want him to feed off of them that he’s not going to push you into an unwilling relationship. He’s amoral, but I can vouch for the fact that he won’t try to glamour you into his bed. He may pursue you, but he knows the laws about that.”

      “And you trust him to obey them?” I asked. It was true that Moonshadow Bay had a strict code of conduct for any vampires living within the city limits, and one was against non-consensual influence—a vampire legally couldn’t drink off anybody or fuck them by force, using their strength or their glamour. But there was a fine line, at times, between old-fashioned pressure and magical charm.

      “I trust that he enjoys his position of power within the chamber of commerce, and he’s not likely to endanger that just for a dip in your…paintbox,” Rowan said, her eyes dancing. “Call him—talk to him firmly and set your boundaries and my guess is that he’ll fall in line.”

      I wasn’t as sure as Rowan was, but it was worth a try, and if she was right, it would take care of one problem. Suddenly aware that Killian wasn’t making any noise, I frowned. I padded into the kitchen, looking for him, but all I found was my mocha on the counter, and an empty kitchen.

      where did you go? I texted.

      i’ll be back, i have to take care of something. why didn’t you tell me about the roses?

      Oh crap. He must have overheard us talking. i was going to, but there’s been so much going on. don’t you dare go over to val’s. he’ll annihilate you.

      that’s the chance i have to take. i told you, i don’t share, and i don’t appreciate other men horning in where they are neither wanted nor needed. he’s not out to be your friend, he just wants you in his bed.

      i will talk to him. killian, stop this. you don’t even know where to find him! and the storm’s so bad that you’ll run off the road and hurt yourself. please be sensible and come home.

      There was no answer. I waited for a moment, then, both frustrated and feeling helpless, I grabbed my mocha, took too quick of a sip of the hot liquid and burned my upper lip, and headed back to the living room.

      “Complication. Killian heard me telling Rowan about Val and the roses and he’s off to save me from the big, bad vampire.” I sighed, dropping back into my seat. “What the hell do I do now?”

      Rowan glanced at Teran and they both rolled their eyes. “You call Killian and talk him down off the ledge.”

      “I tried. For all the good it will do. Seriously, men have the biggest egos.”

      “It’s always been about penis size,” Teran said. “Always has been, always will be.”

      I punched in Killian’s number and it rang five times, then went to voice mail. “Call me, you big lug.” I stared at the screen, then called him again. Once more, it went to voice mail, this time after only one ring. “Well, now I get to worry that he’s not only headed over to a vampire’s house to beat him up, but that he’s out there in a storm that’s rapidly getting worse.” I crossed to the window, staring outside. The entire world was white, and it was still snowing so hard that it made it hard to see. It was pure beauty, crystal clear and deadly.

      “So, what should I do?” I asked, still staring out the window.

      “Call Val and ask him to back off,” Teran said. “You know as well as I do, a man’s ego is a delicate thing. Too delicate, but sometimes we tiptoe around it because the collateral damage is too much work to wade through. Just call Val, explain to him, and ask him to send Killian packing without crushing his ego or his windpipe.”

      That seemed almost worse than letting my boyfriend get beat up by a vampire, but Val might not play fair and maybe, just maybe, he’d be receptive to my request.

      I shook my head, pulling out my phone. “You don’t know what it’s taking for me to make this call. I adore Killian, but sometimes he doesn’t make it easy.”

      “Welcome to the challenges of a healthy relationship. While you were with Ellison, you had to give in completely. But being in a stable relationship with someone who isn’t a narcissist doesn’t mean everything is smooth sailing. It just means the bumpy parts are distributed equally rather than all of them running over your back.” Teran shrugged. “It’s your call, but if he barges in there and attacks Val, he may not come out alive.”

      That shifted me into high gear. I flipped through my contacts list till I came to Val’s name.

      He answered on the third ring. “Hello? January, to what do I owe the pleasure?”

      “Nothing. No pleasure.” I paused, backing off the accusatory tone. “Hey, Val, I want to ask something of you.”

      “But you told me to never bother you again,” he said, and I knew he was trying to play cat and mouse, so I ignored the bait.

      “I’m calling to warn you. My boyfriend’s headed your way. He found out you were the one who left me the roses.”

      “Oh, the plot thickens,” Val said. “Do tell!”

      “The only thing I have to tell you is this: Killian’s angry. He’s so angry he won’t stop unless you diffuse this mess and apologize. Please, if you really do like me at all, don’t hurt him. Tell him you’re sorry, and send him back home in one piece. And please, stop bothering me.”

      “One piece? You really think that I’d kill him?” Val asked. “I’m deeply wounded.”

      “Um hmm. You’re about as wounded as my little finger—and trust me, there’s not a scratch on either pinkie. Will you do this for me?” I waited, trying to be patient.

      After a moment, Val let out a sigh, so melodramatic that it could have won a Razzie award. I said nothing, waiting.

      Finally, Val said, “You really care for him, don’t you?”

      It was my turn to pause. How much did I want to open up to Val? Anything he had on me, he could later use for ammunition, and arming him even further was a bad idea. But I had to go out on a limb. There was nothing else I could do.

      “Yeah, I do. Please, tell him—”

      “That I promise not to bother you again and that I apologize? Oh, January, the favors are really stacking up.” He waited for another moment, then finally said, “All right. I’ll preserve your boyfriend, and your relationship. But girl, you owe me.”

      I didn’t bother trying to dispute that. I just thanked him and hung up, relieved. When I told Rowan and Teran what had happened, Teran looked surprised but Rowan just nodded.

      “I told you that underneath that sleazy exterior, Val’s got…well, maybe not a good heart, but he’s not always willing to play the villain. So, now that you’ve put out that fire, I will tell you that it’s unlikely Val was any more than lightly influenced. It would take more than a simple wishcraft ritual to have him beating down your doorstep. No, Val’s responsible for what he chooses to do,” Rowan said, then paused.

      After a moment, she added, “I’ll also tell you something else that may help. You can tell Killian this. Val Slater’s responsible for the low-income daycare in the community center. He also established a scholarship for young writers who are looking to get into college but can’t afford the tuition. He established the no-kill Forever Home pet rescue shelter. And a dozen other organizations like that. He doesn’t take the credit because he doesn’t want his reputation to be…well, not tarnished but…”

      “Haloed? Would that be the opposite of tarnished?” my aunt asked.

      “Sounds good to me,” I said. “I had no clue that Val was so philanthropical.”

      “You’d be surprised by the number of vampires who contribute to organizations that make life easier for the living.” Rowan shrugged. “As far as the rest of the men attracted to you, well, as you know, wishcraft rituals aren’t easily undone. You’ll have to cope with the aftermath.”

      I nodded, thinking about what she had said. No doubt that Val Slater was a sleaze, but apparently, he was also someone who at least nominally cared about his community. Even if he only contributed to puff up his reputation, sometimes the ends did justify the means.

      “Val said that I owe him. That makes me nervous,” I said. “But given all he has already done, what with Stellarview, I suppose I do owe him a favor.”

      “Don’t let him push you into anything that makes you uncomfortable,” Rowan said. “He may not be the big bad wolf, but he will press for every advantage. He just likes to win.”

      With that in mind, I let out a sigh and leaned back in my seat. “Now to just figure out what the hell to do about the Spit & Whistle.” I glanced up at the ceiling and lowered my voice. “I’m going to have to talk to Clarence van Nostram, I think.”

      “That’s going to be difficult,” Rowan said. “While I was able to get hold of him by phone, he’s not going to want to make many appearances in public.”

      Teran glanced at her. “Did he really leave the Covenant of Chaos?”

      “Yeah, he did. And I think he’s living in fear, now. Once you leave organizations like that…”

      “You put your life on the line,” Teran finished. “I know. Clarence was an arrogant asshole when the historical society forced him to repair the building, and from what you say, January, he only did so superficially. We could go in and require the current owner to return it to the original state, but take him to court for the costs.”

      “I don’t think Louise would have a problem with restoring it to the original state, but right now, it’s too dangerous. I need a good medium, and probably an exorcist.”

      “You’re the medium,” Rowan said.

      Teran gave her a quick look, and I thought she was going to say something, but then she closed her lips and remained silent.

      “Me? I’ve never talked to the dead. Well, except for Esmara.” Somehow, in my head, even though the Ladies were all dead, that didn’t count as talking to spirits.

      “You’re a natural-born medium. Your aunt knows it, I can see it. You just haven’t ever really paid attention. Or maybe…” Rowan paused. “Maybe you’ve shied away from it out of fear. Tell me, have you ever been to a funeral?” She quickly amended that. “Besides your parents’ ceremonies?”

      “Only a couple, in Seattle. Ellison knew a lot of older business-types. Two of them died and we were required to attend. Or rather, Ellison pushed it. He said it wouldn’t look right if I didn’t go with him, even though I didn’t even know either man.”

      “Did you notice anything unusual when you went?”

      I frowned, then nodded. “Actually, yes. When I think back on it, both times there were men there who seemed agitated. Well, a man. One at each—oh,” I said, suddenly understanding. “So that’s why nobody else paid any attention to their attention-seeking antics.”

      One of the men had stood behind the minister and waved at the audience. I hadn’t said anything because the minister hadn’t seemed bothered by it and I thought perhaps it was part of the funerary rites. The second funeral, another man had frantically been talking to the widow, but she had stalwartly ignored him till finally, looking dejected, he had stalked out of the room, shoulders slumping and staring at the floor.

      “The men I saw were dead?” I asked, explaining what had happened.

      “Right,” Teran said. “I wish your magic hadn’t manifested in this manner, but I think Rowan’s correct. I don’t think you would have found the job with Conjure Ink if you hadn’t been meant to, and I think that means you really need to develop your abilities in mediumship.”

      I stared at both of them, thinking about the ramifications. Being a medium wasn’t an easy job. It basically meant reaching out to spirits and helping them when I could, and it also meant that the more I worked on developing my abilities, the more I’d probably encounter the dead—and that was hardly my idea of fun. I preferred to spend my time among the living. But I also knew Rowan was right. When she said it, an alarm went off.

      “Crap,” I said. “I really don’t want my life to take this direction, but there’s not much I can do about it. All right, suppose I am meant to be a medium? What do I do next?”

      “You work with your crystal ball, your tarot cards, your runes, you go hang out in graveyards—not alone, take Ari with you—and start opening yourself up to seeing the spirit world around you. We’re constantly surrounded by spirits, but even those who are psychic only see a fraction of the spirit world. It’s a rich and varied tapestry among the threads that make up this universe, and you’d better learn how to navigate it before your powers open on their own and knock you for a loop.” Rowan turned to Teran. “January needs a guide. You work more with herbal magic, don’t you?”

      Teran nodded. “I’m a kitchen witch. You remember that Althea was the one who inherited the type of magic we’re talking about. But she’s gone, and Esmara can only go so far in helping. What kind of magic does Ari use?” she asked, turning to me.

      I blinked, trying to think back. Ari had always had a knack for manifesting things. “I think…earth-oriented magic? She can manifest—she’s always able to conjure up stuff. I mean, if she needs money, she’ll cast a spell and within hours, something shifts and the cash flows in.”

      Witches—and witchblood families—had specializations. Not all magic was snap-your-fingers quick or noticeable. That said, some witches could instantly produce results. All they’d have to do would be to whisper an incantation and boom, flames would shoot up, or the earth would shift, or a vortex would appear. Those witches were few and far between, but they did exist and they tended to keep to themselves.

      “You’ve never been tested? Your parents should have had you tested,” Rowan said.

      I shook my head. “I left home when I was barely eighteen, and that’s when most testing starts. I left for college early. I figured I’d take the tests when I returned home, but…”

      “But it never happened,” Teran said. “I warned your mother to get it done, but she wanted to let you decide when and where to be assessed.”

      “Is it too late?” I asked. “I know most witches are eighteen when they go to the Aseer, but is there anything that says it’s too late for me to find out?”

      Rowan shook her head. “No, and I think that would be a good idea. I tell you what, I’m friends with the Aseer here in Moonshadow Bay, so I’ll give her a call. And I’ll give Clarence a call and then let you know what they both say. Meanwhile, keep the owner of the Spit & Whistle from making any rash decisions.” She stood. “I’ll be in touch with you later today.”

      As she headed for the door, I followed behind her. “Are you sure you’re good to go? This weather’s terrible.”

      “You need a ride home?” Teran asked.

      Rowan shook her head. “No, I’ll walk. This weather’s no more bothersome to me as sunshine.” True to her word, she slid on a warm jacket, but no gloves or hat, and headed out into the still-raging storm.

      As I shut the door and turned back to Teran, she said, “How much do you know about Rowan?”

      I shrugged. “Mostly what I’ve seen of her and what little you and Tad told me.”

      “What’s your basic feeling about her?”

      I thought for a moment. “I feel like I need to be wary because of her involvement in the vampire community, but…honestly? I like her. I like how direct she is. I feel like I’ve known her longer than I have. Why?”

      Teran sobered. “Now that you’re becoming more involved with her, I need to tell you something. Eventually, you would find out and Rowan and I talked it over. She agreed with me.”

      This was sounding ominous.

      “You know that she knew Great-grandpa Brian? That she helped him and Colleen to found Moonshadow Bay?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, I do.”

      “So she’s old. She’s older than most of us who live here, with the exception of a few shifters and vampires. Witchblood is strong. But even among those of us born to the magic, there are varying strains of it. Some—like your mother’s and my line—are fairly strong and unless there’s an accident, we live a long, healthy life to around 150, 160. But some strains of witchblood are far more long-lived and resilient. They go back a long ways. Rowan is from one of those ancient families, and she can trace her lineage back to the Merlin.”

      The Merlin was the father of druids. He had vanished and there were tales among the magical families that one day, he might appear again, but nobody knew if they were just folktales or not. But lineage back to the Merlin was impressive.

      “All right,” I said, still not following why I was getting a lesson in Rowan’s family history. “She’s strong and probably going to live to be three hundred or older.”

      “Right,” Teran said, frowning. She paused, then said, “Do you ever wonder why you never met your father’s parents? Your paternal grandparents?”

      I shrugged. “Dad told me that they moved to Scotland, just like Grandma Karns—her name was Naomi—moved back to Ireland. He said they couldn’t afford to travel. Every now and then I received a present from them. I just assumed they were either dead or too old to make it over to Mom and Dad’s funeral rites, though I have wondered why I haven’t heard from them. You’d think they might want to keep the lines of communication open with their only granddaughter.”

      Teran took a deep breath. “Here’s the thing, January. Your father’s parents were actually his foster parents. He was fostered out at birth, and they brought him up. They moved after he was out on his own. As much as they cared about him, they aren’t his blood heritage.”

      I shook my head. “You’re trying to tell me something and I don’t get it. Please, just come out and say what you want to say.”

      “Your father was born here in Moonshadow Bay. His mother had enemies at the time, and she was worried that he would become a target. She also knew that she didn’t have the time to devote to him. So she gave him to the Jaxsons to be fostered. He never knew they weren’t his real parents but your mother did, and she told me, in case anything should ever happen to them. And the only reason Althea knew was that her mother told her.”

      “Come out and say it, please. If you know who my grandmother is, then shouldn’t I get to know? After all, if I ever need a kidney,” I said, joking, though for some reason I was very nervous.

      “Put two and two together, January. Your grandmother is Rowan Firesong. Your father was her son, and she gave him up because she feared his life might be in danger.” Teran sat back, staring at me as my world exploded once again.
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      The shock waves kept coming. I sat there, trying to take in the information. Finally, I asked, “And my father never knew?”

      Teran shook her head. “He never knew. When Rowan realized that your mother and I knew, she asked us to keep it quiet. Rowan Firesong has accumulated plenty of enemies over the years and she didn’t want the fallout to rain down on your father. Today, I told her I wanted to tell you and she reluctantly agreed.” She hesitated, then asked, “Are you all right?”

      I wasn’t sure how to answer. Finally, trying to sort through the jumble of feelings I had, I asked, “What does this mean for me?”

      “You have a strong line of magic from your mother, from our side of the family, but you have an even stronger line of witchblood from your father’s side. I’m surprised it hasn’t burst through before now, but then again, given you’ll inherit some of Rowan’s longevity, you’ve got a ways to go.”

      I shook my head, taking everything in. It changed very little in some ways, and yet—it felt like my whole world had just shifted. At that moment, I heard Louise’s door open and footsteps in the hall.

      I glanced up, expecting to see her on the stairs, but instead, I found myself staring at a dark, shadowy figure. He was darker than ink, darker than night, like a black hole absorbing all light around him. A cloud of fear swept toward us, rolling like waves off the ocean. In that instant, I knew that should he touch either one of us, he would drain us dry.

      “Shadow man!” I jumped up.

      Teran was already on her feet. She held her hands out, palms facing forward, and began to whisper an incantation.

      I froze as images flooded back. I was barely three, and there was a very bad man reaching for me. He was the color of raven wings. As I stood there, the fear I had felt as a child swept through me. Then, just as quickly, I knew what I had to do.

      “Druantia, protect us!” The words echoed off my tongue, feeling both alien and yet so correct. The shadow man paused, pulling back. In that moment, I caught sight of Rameer’s bottle, which was still on the coffee table. I yanked the stopper off.

      “Rameer, help!”

      He came flowing out of the bottle, looking a little confused. Then he caught sight of the shadow man and, fire blazing in his eyes, he shot forward, not even fully in form yet, and his mist collided with the shadow man’s smoke. There was a shower of sparks as the two energies clashed, and then the sound of sparking electricity reverberated through the room. Ball lightning appeared, then exploded before vanishing. The next moment, the lights flickered, went out, and then snapped back on.

      Rameer was standing there, staring at the steps. The shadow man was gone.

      Dazed, still not sure what had just happened, I shouted, “Louise!” and dashed past Rameer, taking the steps two at a time with Teran right after me.

      I burst into the guest room to find Louise in bed, unresponsive. She was so pale that it looked like all the blood had drained out of her, and she was barely breathing.

      “What do we do?” I asked Teran as she joined me. “I think he drained her.”

      “He did. We can’t get a doctor over here fast enough—but I’ll call Dr. Fairsight and ask her to come if she can. Meanwhile, fetch me some hot water, a washcloth, and see if your mother left any Revival water in her herb closet. If not, we’ll have to improvise with mint—preferably peppermint—and lemon.” Teran pulled out her phone.

      I turned to find Rameer staring at Louise’s limp form.

      “Can I help?” he asked, looking somber.

      “Get hot water and a washcloth for Teran, please. Bathroom’s right through there. You can find bowls in the kitchen.” I dashed down the steps and into the library, praying that the shadow man was truly gone. There was an apothecary chest with a cabinet below it. I opened the cabinet drawers and sorted through the bottles. Finally, in the corner, I spied a cobalt blue spray bottle labeled “Revival Water” and grabbed it. I also pocketed a bottle of my mother’s Cleanse-All, and headed back to the guest room.

      Teran was pressing a hot compress to Louise’s head while Rameer stood back, watching.

      “I found the Revival water. I also brought Cleanse-All. I figured it wouldn’t hurt to spray down the room and ourselves.”

      “We’ll need to ward the house, heavily, after we’re done here. Dr. Fairsight is coming over as soon as she can. She actually doesn’t live all that far from you, so it shouldn’t be too long. Here, while I warm Louise with the compress, you spray all around the bed, and then her forehead and crown chakra with the water.”

      I began to spray the spell-water around Louise and the smell immediately perked me up and seemed to clear away the cobwebs and remaining fear. No wonder my mother made this stuff, I thought, looking at the bottle. I saturated Louise’s hair, hoping she wasn’t allergic to anything in the spray, and then sprayed some on Teran and more on me. Rameer gave me a questioning look and I motioned for him to hold out his wrist. I sprayed some of the water on his arm and he raised it to his nose, then broke out in a smile.

      “That’s a powerful mix. Your mother must have been quite the witch,” he said.

      I nodded, a pang running through me. “She was. I miss her.”

      As Teran pressed the hot compress to Louise’s hands, Louise’s eyes began to flutter. I sprayed her with the Cleanse-All as well, and she blinked away the droplets, but then opened her eyes fully.

      “Where— What happened?”

      “A shadow man followed you here,” I said.

      Teran glanced at me, but said nothing.

      “Don’t try to move,” I added. “Just rest. You’ve been unconscious.” I patted her hand, then stood and began to spray the corners of the room and closet with the Cleanse-All. I also opened the curtains to let as much of the remaining afternoon light in as I could.

      Rameer motioned to me and I followed him outside the room.

      “Thank you,” I said, the moment we were in the hall. “I don’t know what we would have done without you. I’m simply not prepared yet to tackle a shadow man.”

      He stared at me, a grave expression on his face. “Where I come from, we call them rijilings. They are from beyond the grave, from the abyss. They roam the earth in search of life force.”

      “We call them shadow people, but essentially, yes, that’s what we think they’re after, as well. One came for me when I was a child,” I added.

      “I thought you were marked,” Rameer said, “but it’s never polite to discuss without an invitation.”

      I jerked my head up. “You can see my mark, too?”

      “Yes, I can. You bear two marks—most, even those of witchblood, will not be able to see them. But beings such as myself can see the marks clearly. You bear two. One, you are marked as prey. And two, you bear the mark of protection—a goddess protects you. But the other mark will always attract hunters. And there are many hunters throughout the realms of existence.”

      I swallowed, a lump forming in my stomach. Teran had told me I was marked by the shadow man. The mark of the goddess must be from Druantia, given Teran had promised me to her when I was young.

      At that moment, a noise from downstairs alerted me. I froze, but then relaxed as Killian’s voice drifted up the stairs.

      “January? Where are you?”

      “Up here,” I called out.

      “Do you want me to leave? I don’t want to make your beau jealous,” Rameer said.

      I shook my head. “You saved our lives. Of course I’m not going to ask you to go back into your bottle. By the way, your actual bottle may be delayed—we’re having a massive snowstorm right now and I’m not sure if the mail will be delivered on time.”

      “I’m not worried about that,” Rameer said.

      I looked up into the massive djinn’s face and his eyes were filled with concern. Right then, I knew that—djinn or not—I could trust him. “Thank you again,” I said, as Killian appeared at the top of the stairs.

      He glanced at Rameer, then at me, frowning. “What’s going on? And this is…”

      “This is Rameer, the djinn I told you about.”

      Killian broke into a wide smile. “So, you’re the one who sealed the drunken ritual?” He held out his hand.

      Rameer took his hand, shaking it. “It’s my duty to grant wishes, you know.”

      “Rameer saved my life tonight—and Teran’s, and Louise’s life as well.”

      Killian’s smile faded away. “What are you talking about?”

      I told him what had happened. The news about Rowan being my grandmother seemed better left for a private discussion.

      The doorbell rang at that moment, and Killian insisted on getting it. He returned, followed by Dr. Fairsight.

      “Hello,” I said, moving forward to shake her hand. “Thank you for braving the storm.”

      “I think it’s beginning to let up,” she said. “It’s dicey out there, but I don’t live far, and from what your aunt said on the phone, this is an emergency.”

      I led her to Louise’s room. “The shadow man had almost drained her dry,” I said, escorting her in.

      Teran was holding Louise’s hand, talking to her softly. She stood as the doctor entered the room. “I’m so glad you could make it. We did what we could. She’s human, which makes it even more imperative that we know what effect the shadow man had on her.”

      “If you’d give me a moment with the patient,” Dr. Fairsight said, crossing over to the bed. “Hello, I’m Dr. Fairsight, and I’m going to examine you, with your permission, and see if the shadow man disrupted anything.”

      Louise looked at me and I nodded. “It’s fine. She’s a good doctor,” I said.

      “All right,” Louise said, her voice faint.

      “We’ll be downstairs,” I started to say, but Rameer broke in.

      “I’ll wait outside the door in case the rijiling decides to return. Just call if you need me,” he told the doctor.

      Touched by his concern, I led the others back to the living room, where I flipped on all the lights. Even though the shadow man had come during the day, I wanted to do my best to illuminate the entire house, so there would be no corner where he or his friends could hide.

      “All right, that was unpleasant,” I said. “Teran, did you know I have two marks on me?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Rameer told me. He said he saw them from the first time we met. One’s from the shadow man I saw as a child—apparently, I bear the mark of prey on me, and I don’t have to tell you how that made me feel. The second is the mark of a goddess—which I’m going to assume is Druantia, because he said it appeared to be about the same age as the other mark.”

      Teran blinked as she dropped into the recliner and folded her feet beneath her. “I didn’t realize that. Well, that clears up whether Druantia heard my prayer.”

      “I think I’d better start talking to her,” I said.

      My mother had worked with the goddess Cerridwen, but I had never known in just what capacity. And I wasn’t sure about Teran, either. Being pledged to a specific god or goddess was a deeply personal experience, and the topic was only brought up when the conversation turned in that direction, and only if the witch was comfortable discussing it. Or in a coven where everyone shared the same pledge.

      “I think that’s a good idea,” Teran said.

      “Do you think the shadow man followed you home from the bar?” Killian asked.

      “I don’t know. If he had been here when I moved in, by now I would have known. But given I’ve got a mark on me that makes me the blue-light special for the astral crowd, who knows? Maybe he was randomly passing by.”

      “I don’t think so,” Teran said. “If it had been a random attack, he would have gone directly for you, not Louise. No, I’ll bet you anything he did follow you home.”

      “The fact that he appeared during the day means he’s incredibly strong,” I said, after thinking about it. “Strong enough to follow me from the bar. Louise was taking a nap, and that’s the easiest time for them to attack. They can enter the dreaming state.”

      “Maybe Dr. Fairsight will be able to tell us more when she finishes her exam,” Killian said. “Meanwhile, what do you need to do in order to make your home off-limits to the shadow people? I assume there are more than one?”

      “Oh, yeah. Too many of them, in fact. Rameer calls them ‘rijilings.’ He said it means shadow men in his language—the language of the djinn.” I shuddered. “Without his help, we would have been toast.”

      “I could have fought it off,” Teran said. “I’ve dealt with them before—starting when you were young, January. But it’s not easy and either one or both of us would have taken damage.” She paused, then added, “I think that—”

      At that moment, Dr. Fairsight came down the stairs. “Rameer is watching over Louise. He volunteered,” she added. “Is that all right?”

      I nodded. “He’s safe. So, how is she?”

      “Drained, exhausted. It will take her at least a week to get back on her feet, so I’m thinking she should be watched round the clock. Anytime one of the shadow people attack, they leave a residue—a mark. And now—”

      “She’s marked, just like I am,” I said.

      Dr. Fairsight nodded. “Yes, and she’s freshly marked. So she’s got that…new juice-box smell to these creatures.” She sighed. “Being she’s human, he attacked her life force, rather than any magical reserves first. He could have easily killed her. What’s her story?”

      I told the doctor about the Spit & Whistle Pub, and everything that was going on down there. “So, I brought her back to my house because she had nowhere else to go. Is it safe for her to return there?”

      Dr. Fairsight’s eyes widened and she sat down on the sofa, next to Killian. “No, not at all. Not until the place is cleared out and cleansed and warded. Louise was almost drained dry tonight, and it wouldn’t take much to give her a heart attack. You see, that’s what happens to some people who have unexplained heart attacks—they’ve been drained by a shadow man or some creature that can siphon off life force. For humans, the strain taxes their hearts and they die of what appears to be a heart attack.”

      “What about me?” I asked. “I’m on assignment to help her with the hauntings. I have a mark on me.”

      “You have two marks, though,” Teran said. “While creatures will attack you, there’s always the chance the other mark will trigger a protective charge.”

      I explained to the doctor about my marks. “What do you think?”

      “Your aunt is correct. Think of it this way—you can be hurt. You can be drained and killed, but that protective mark acts like a trap. It can—not always will—but can be triggered by a psychic attack. If you ever find yourself being attacked but then the creature backs off, that’s probably the reason. They’ll get a shock or a jolt, or something like that. Now, it’s not going to protect you from being beat up or hurt if you get hit by a car—you are just as vulnerable as anybody else with regards to being attacked on a physical level. But in spirit? You do have some measure of protection.”

      I turned to Teran. “I wonder if I start working with Druantia, will that increase the protection level?”

      “My feeling is that it will,” Teran said. She turned to the doctor. “Thank you,” she said. “Can I get you some coffee or something?”

      The doctor shook her head. “I wouldn’t mind some tea if you have it. And I think it would be wise if I stay with the patient for a while. She’s not fully out of danger yet, though I’m confident she’ll live.”

      “I’ll bring tea and cookies up to you,” Teran said, and the doctor headed back upstairs.

      As my aunt went into the kitchen, I turned to Killian. “It’s been one hell of a day.” I glanced at the clock. It was five p.m. and dark outside. Even though we were in the waxing half of the year, the world still plunged into twilight early. As I stared outside at the glittering blanket of white that covered the world, I remembered why Killian had gone out.

      “Hey, I want to talk to you about Val—” I started to say, but he held up his hand.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be such an ass. But after the other night, I just really wanted to clock him.”

      “I love that you care about me and want to protect me, but you were being stupid.”

      “I know,” he whispered, kissing me.

      “So, tell me what happened.” I sat down beside him and curled up against his shoulder.

      “To my surprise, Val apologized and promised he won’t harass you again.” He paused. “You know, he’s really not so bad, for a vampire.”

      “Yeah, Mr. Not-So-Bad is apparently a philanthropist, as well. That surprised me,” I said.

      “I still wish you would have told me about the roses. We’re a couple. Couples need to communicate,” Killian said, pulling me onto his lap. I leaned against the arm of the sofa as he wrapped his arms around my waist. I draped my arms around his neck and began kissing him. He let out a low growl, one that I by now recognized as arousal, and I could feel him hardening beneath my ass.

      “I know what you want,” I murmured, “but after what just happened, I’d like to wait for a little bit.”

      “I can wait,” Killian said, “as long as you promise to give me all of your attention soon.” His voice was low, and I melted into the safety that always surrounded me when he was holding me close.

      “Why don’t you two lovebirds make dinner?” Teran asked, carrying a tray with a teapot and three cups on it as she headed toward the stairs. “I made enough tea for Rameer and Louise, too, should they want any.”

      I kissed Killian again on the lips, then on the nose. Hopping off his lap, I held out my hand and pulled him up. “Come on, let’s see what’s in the fridge.”

      Luckily, I had bought several frozen entrees, given sometimes I didn’t feel like cooking, and I pulled out two packs of frozen lasagna. “Why don’t you make a salad while I get this in the oven. Then we can toast some French bread to go with it. We have ice cream for dessert.”

      As we worked together in a comfortable silence, Xi came dashing in and climbed up Killian’s leg. He laughed, setting down the head of lettuce to sweep her up in his arms.

      “You are soon going to be too big to do that, little one,” he murmured. He gave her a kiss on the head, and then set her on the floor next to the food dish.

      I popped the casseroles in the oven, then sliced the bread and spread it with butter and a very light sprinkling of garlic powder. I arranged the slices on a cookie sheet and set the pan to the side until the lasagna was almost ready. After I finished, I poured a glass of wine for myself, and one for Killian.

      “So, I have other news,” I said, thinking about Rowan. “I found out something about—” The doorbell rang. “Will you answer that?” I asked, feeling just a tad bit gun-shy after everything that had happened that afternoon.

      Killian obliged, and returned with Ari in tow.

      “I had the feeling something was wrong,” she said. “So I decided to take a brisk evening walk to find out.”

      “You must not have been that worried if you didn’t text,” I said, wrinkling my nose at her. “And yes, you’re right. It has been one hell of a day. You staying for dinner?”

      She nodded. “Sure. So, what happened?”

      I told her about what had happened at the Spit & Whistle, and then with the shadow man. “I’m thinking we need to bring in an exorcist, but that’s not going to take care of the vortex or the shadow men.”

      “I’m pretty sure that between the two of us, we can deal with the shadow men there—you’ve got a lot of untapped skills,” she said. “And if we could ask your aunt to help us, too?”

      “We might be able to do something at that. Esmara started me on a refresher course last night. She walked me through casting a circle again and I felt it take.” I paused. “Wait, how did the shadow man get through the circle?”

      Because you didn’t fully ward the entire house. You need to do more than cast a circle, Esmara said.

      “Oh, that make sense,” I said.

      “What?” Killian asked.

      “Esmara just told me that I didn’t fully ward the house.” I turned to Ari. “Can you help me? I have some idea of what my mother used to do, but it’s been quite a long time.”

      “I can. In fact, tonight after dinner, we’ll go through and really ward this place. You need strong wards, given you’re right up against the Mystic Wood. Maybe Teran will join us.” Ari began setting the table. “How many for dinner?”

      “Rameer, Teran, Louise, and the three of us. The doctor. Seven altogether, though you might want to put three of those on trays. Louise is too weak to get out of bed, and both the doctor and Rameer will want to stay upstairs near her.” I began to fix myself another mocha. “Caffeine?”

      “I wouldn’t be me without it,” Ari said, grinning. “Make it a triple if we’re going to be working magic tonight after dinner.”

      As I fixed mochas for the three of us, Teran reappeared. “What smells so good? Oh, hey, Ari.” She gave Ari a hug and helped her to finish setting the table. “And what kind of magic are we talking about?”

      “We’re going to ward the house. Want to join us?” I asked.

      Teran agreed, so while dinner cooked, and Killian finished making the salad, the three of us withdrew to the library to begin planning out the ritual.
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      Killian was in the living room, ready should we need him. I asked Rameer to stay with Louise, as long as she was protected for the next forty-eight hours. Teran and Ari and I had divided the ritual into sections. First, we would cleanse the house, clearing out residue energy. Then we would ward each room in turn, drawing a binding rune on every door, window, and vent. Finally, we would walk the perimeter of the house, or tromp our way around it, rather—given the more than twelve inches of snow that was glistening on the ground—to seal the warding. Warding the yard would take another day’s work since it was so large, and because the property was buttressed against the Mystic Wood, which had its own special energy.

      As we readied ourselves, each washing with the special ritual bar of soap my mother kept for just such occasions and then using sage and cedar sticks to cleanse our auras, I felt a wriggle of excitement in my stomach.

      I washed my hands with the rose-scented soap, feeling a calmness sweep over me that I hadn’t felt in a long time. Memories came back…preparing for ritual with my mother, learning what herbs would heal, what herbs would hex, what herbs would seal, what herbs would protect.

      Snatches of her teachings began to filter back, and I found myself remembering summer nights—warm but not overly hot—spent under the full moon in the backyard as we toasted the gods with sparkling water and Mexican wedding cake cookies, and then she would point out different places in the Mystic Wood while I focused, trying to hone my inner sight.

      How could I have swept that entire side of me under the rug for my ex?

      The realization that I had blocked out an entire part of my life to try to make someone else happy made me want to cry. I had pretended it didn’t matter. I had buried an integral part of myself, and now it felt like it was reemerging, springing up through the soil like fine tendrils seeking the sunlight. Only for me, those tendrils were reaching for moonbeams.

      I let out a long sigh and dried my hands on the hand towel. I swept my hair back into a ponytail and stared at myself in the mirror.

      “January Jaxson, never let go of this part of yourself again,” I whispered to my reflection. “This is who you are. This is as much a part of your life as breathing.”

      Feeling centered and grounded, I emerged from the bathroom to find Teran and Ari waiting there. Ari stared at me for a moment.

      “You look different,” she said.

      “I feel different.” I paused, then said, “I feel like I just reclaimed a part of myself that’s been missing for a very long time.”

      “Shall we begin?” Teran said. She was wearing the same thing as Ari and me—jeans and a heavy sweater. Going outside would be cold work, and our magic adapted with the elements.

      We had decided that my room would be the best place to start. Teran asked me to cast the circle, since this was my house. She and Ari would call in the elements, and together, the three of us would summon Druantia for her blessing and strength.

      I cast the circle, remembering the instructions Esmara had given me. After I cast the circle, Ari invoked the Earth and Fire, and Teran invoked Water and Air. Then we cleansed the room, spraying it with Protection water and clearing it with sacred smoke. After that, we invoked Druantia.

      
        
        
        Gracious queen of woodland and earth,

        To our spell, please give birth.

        Protect this house and all within,

        As our magic, we do spin.

      

        

      

      As our words died away, the room felt lighter and stronger, and I could feel the soft seal as the spell took hold. We went through each room, working around Louise, who watched us silently as we worked. Even she seemed more comfortable after we finished with the guest room.

      “Don’t forget the attic,” Teran said, so we crept up the retractable ladder into the spacious room above. The room had been outfitted into a crafting room for my mother, with storage on the other side. I could feel energy moving and shifting, and little creatures slinking out through the walls, leaving the space as our magic seeped into every corner, driving away the cobwebs.

      Once we were done with the upstairs, we moved down to the first story and once again, we moved through each room, our spell feeling stronger the longer we wove it. Killian watched us in silence, a reverent look on his face. Once we finished inside, we moved to the outside, first putting on our coats and boots.

      The sky was clear for the first time in a while, and the stars glittered down, brilliant and icy from the height of the heavens. I looked up, seeing the Milky Way spread out, a filmy veil of stars. All the magic we had been doing suddenly swept through my system, leaving me feeling buoyed up and floating. I caught my breath and closed my eyes as everything around me began to spin.

      “January! Come down here, now.” Teran’s voice echoed through the air and I opened my eyes, startled to find I was no longer standing in the snow. Instead, I was about three feet off the ground, hovering in mid-air. Of course, the moment I realized what was going on, I immediately dropped down into the snow.

      “What the… Was I levitating?” I stared at them from where I was sprawled on the icy snowbank. I burst out into delighted laughter.

      “Yeah, you were,” Ari said, her eyes wide. “I knew that was possible, but I don’t know if I have ever met someone who could do it.”

      “You have,” Teran said, staring at me. “Rowan can levitate. She can do a number of other things, too.”

      I sobered. “Okay, then.”

      “Where did you learn that?” Ari persisted.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I can’t ever remember doing it before, but…” I wanted to tell her about Rowan, but with my aunt there, I wasn’t sure if I should.

      “Let’s finish the warding and then we can talk,” Teran said.

      I scrambled up with their help; it was as much of a chore to get out of a snowbank as it was a bean bag chair. Still dizzy with an odd sort of glee—it wasn’t every day that I found myself floating in the air—we finished the ritual, walking the perimeter of the house, blessing and sealing the layers of protection, until we were done, back at the front door.

      I glanced out at the street. “Well, that takes care of that. I suppose we should leave the yard for a day when it’s clear?”

      “That would be easiest, and I think this will make your house safe from intruders for the time being,” Teran said. “All right, let’s head inside. We’re nearing eleven and while it’s stopped snowing, the temperature is dropping. It’s colder than a witch’s tit. And my nipples prove it.”

      Laughing, we headed inside where Killian had made a batch of hot mulled apple cider. We shed our coats and boots, and gathered in the living room to relax.
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      “So,” I asked Teran over my second mug of cider, “do you think you can help us exorcise Louise’s restaurant?”

      “It’s not going to be easy—”

      My phone rang and I answered it. Rowan was on the other line and I felt suddenly shy, wondering whether to say anything about what Teran had told me.

      “I talked to Clarence again,” she said. “He verified there is a portal in there, and he told me how to shut it down. He just asked that we leave him out of any reports. He’s afraid that if the Covenant of Chaos knows that he helped us, they’ll quit ignoring him and come after him.”

      “Would they really do that?” I asked. “It seems—”

      “Yes, they would. They’re not just a group of frat boys running around, January. They’re a well-oiled organization that’s geared toward the destruction of order. They have killed before, and they will probably kill again, especially if they believe a member betrayed them. If you’ll recall, members are in for life. Clarence can run as far as he likes, but if they choose to come after him, they’ll know where to find him.” She paused, then said, “She told you, didn’t she?”

      I blinked, startled by the swift change of subject. I hesitated, then said, “Yes, she did. I didn’t know whether to bring it up.”

      “Don’t tell anyone. Oh, I know you’ll tell your boyfriend and Ari, but warn them to keep things quiet. For your sake, you need to pretend we’re just friends. At least for now. I’ll explain later, but do you understand?”

      I didn’t, but I said yes. “But can you tell me…how does that affect me? I mean, I thought my father’s blood was from the Jaxsons.”

      “We’ll talk soon. There’s a great deal I need to tell you about your background.” She paused. “In my family lineage, the women bear the power. The men are strong and have psychic flashes, but the magic itself? Only comes through the women. Men carry the gene, like your father, but women are dominant.”

      “I thought you came down from the Merlin.”

      “Yes…and there’s a story there, as well. But one for another time.” She paused, then added, “I’d better help you with the portal. I don’t think you’re strong enough to handle the magic yourself, not yet. But you will be soon, now that you’ve returned to Moonshadow Bay. The magic inherent within the community encourages powers to blossom and grow.”

      “When should we tackle the job? The Spit & Whistle? I need to call my boss and tell him what we’re going to do.” I also needed to tell Louise what we were going to do.

      “The dark of the moon is coming up, so we’ll go then. Let me check my calendar.”

      I heard her set down the phone. I glanced over at Ari and Teran. “Rowan’s coming with us to take care of the restaurant. She found out how to close the portal.”

      Ari cocked her head, looking at me with an odd expression. “What are you not telling us?”

      Teran started to shake her head but I said, “I’ll tell you in a few minutes. It’s…about Rowan and she’s given me permission to tell you.”

      “I’m back. We’ll want to go down there tomorrow night. We don’t want to wait until the moon begins to wax. Always banish on a waning moon. I’ll come over around four tomorrow and we’ll prepare.” And with that, she ended the conversation. Grandmother or not, Rowan was still abrupt.

      I set down my phone and turned to Teran. “She said I could tell Ari and Killian.”

      “Of course,” Teran said, laughing.

      “She also told me that otherwise, I need to keep it secret.”

      “Tell us what?” Ari said, leaning forward. “What’s going on?”

      I turned to my best friend. “Ari, you know everything about me, but here’s something that even I didn’t know. Here’s the thing…it turns out that my father’s parents? The Jaxsons? They were his foster parents. He never knew that his real mother was Rowan Firesong. So…she’s my—”

      “Rowan is your grandmother?” Ari stared at me. If her eyes had been lasers, she would have burned a hole directly through me.

      “Yeah, she is. Teran told me.”

      “I had to tell you,” Teran said. “As you and Rowan became closer friends, you would have sensed it. I know you. And she agreed with me that it’s better you know right now, so that you don’t make any stupid magical mistakes. Rowan’s the most powerful witch in town. Together with the Ladies from your mother’s side, that’s going to make you one heck of a sorceress. When you and Ari cast that wishcraft ritual, I realized I needed to tell you. Antics like that can backfire hellishly on a witch who doesn’t realize her own strength.” My aunt stood and went to the cupboard. “Do you have any chips?”

      I absently rose and found them for her, carrying the bag over to the counter where I poured them in a bowl and set them on the table.

      Ari couldn’t stop staring at me. “I still can’t believe Rowan’s your grandmother. She must have been…how old when she had your father?”

      I shrugged. “Given she knew my great-grandfather and was here when the town was founded, she had to be up there. But the Craft preserves, after all.”

      It was well-known that women with witchblood tended to look younger than they actually were. And they often acted younger, too.

      At that moment, Rameer entered the kitchen, ducking as he came through the doorway. “Louise asked me if I could bring her some tea and crackers.”

      “Of course,” I said, but Teran jumped up.

      “Let me get it for her.”

      “While I have you here,” I said to Rameer, “I wanted to ask you if, before you leave, would you mind giving me an interview? I know this sounds kind of cheesy, but if you would meet with a Professor Jamil Madison, he can authenticate that you’re a djinn.” I hurried to add, “It’s not that I don’t believe you, but if you decide to let me interview you for an article, I need to verify that you are truly one of the djinn.”

      He snorted, but then shrugged. “Since you are giving me my freedom, I will oblige.”

      “Are you hungry?” Teran asked him.

      He shook his head. “I choose not to at this moment.” He accepted the tea tray and headed back out of the kitchen.

      I watched him go. “I’m glad we met Rameer. I like him.”

      “So do I,” Killian said. “Especially since he seems to be on our side. Djinns can be very tricky, but he feels upright and conscientious.”

      “That would probably change if I had decided to pass his bottle onto someone else. You keep people in servitude and they tend to be snarly, with good reason.” I glanced at the clock. “It’s nearing one. I’m tired, and I think we all need sleep. Ari, Teran, the guest room is full but if you like, you can sleep on the sofa.”

      “I’m going back to my house tonight,” Killian said. “I have an early day. Please call me when you get up and also, if I have to work late, let me know when you leave to clear out the Spit & Whistle. I can’t help but worry about you. All of you,” he added, glancing at Ari and Teran.

      I gave him a long kiss, resting in his warm embrace. “I’ll miss you,” I whispered.

      “I’m right next door if you need me,” he murmured, burying his nose in my neck. “I’ll talk to you later, love.” As Killian headed toward the door, I watched him go, thinking about how lucky I was, and how much the wolf shifter had already come to mean to me.
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      Since Killian was spending the night at his house, I offered Teran the sofa and Ari and I shared my bed. It had been a long time since we had a sleepover…at least one where we weren’t hammered and making stupid magical mistakes.

      I sat on the bed, crossing my legs, while she began a brief yoga routine. “Here, let me join you. I’ve been lax on my exercise the past few weeks since I moved here.”

      “It’s good for you,” she said, motioning for me to join her.

      As we slowly went through our respective routines, she asked me, “So, Rowan’s your grandmother. How do you feel about that?”

      “A little shell-shocked, to be honest,” I said, assuming the triangle pose. Trikonasana was good for everything from the heart to the stomach. I evened out my breath and leaned into the stretch. “I’m not sure how to feel about it. I feel lied to, but then, my father never knew. But my mother did and that makes it a little problematic. Didn’t my father deserve to know, even though Rowan said it was for safety reasons?”

      “I can’t answer you on that one,” Ari said. She was in plank pose, or phalakasana. I envied her form—she was rock solid and didn’t shake at all. “Obviously she had her reasons, but if there’s danger, she should tell you exactly what she’s afraid of.”

      “I guess she thinks nobody else knows. But Teran did. And I expect whoever my paternal grandfather is, he probably knows.”

      “Not necessarily. She might not ever have told the father.”

      “Then that begs the question, why?” I frowned, bending over with my head to my knees. Then I sat cross-legged on the floor and brought my legs into a half-lotus. Ari joined me, though she was easily able to assume the full lotus, and we quieted down.

      I tried to silence all the wriggling thoughts in my head, clearing them out when they threatened to intrude. Finally, my mind was quiet and I floated in the feeling, letting myself sink deeper and deeper into trance. As everything around me became very quiet and calm, I took one last deep breath and let it out, enjoying the floating sensation.

      “January…hey…” Ari’s voice was very soft, but it broke through the wall of fog I had built around me. “January, open your eyes very carefully.”

      I slowly opened my eyes and stared down at the floor, which was resting about three feet below my ass. I was floating in midair.

      “Cripes…I can’t believe I’m doing this again.”

      “Can you get down?”

      I frowned, shaking my head. But the action did nothing—I remained hovering above the floor. I cleared my throat and stretched out my arms. That did it. The moment I began to move, I landed, my ass hitting the floor with a thump that was muffled by the thick rug.

      “What the hell? That’s the second time I’ve done this. I have no clue why it’s happening. It’s never happened before.” Feeling vaguely disconcerted, I picked myself up off the floor and stretched my arms wide, yawning. “It has to come from Rowan’s side. My mother never did anything like this, at least that I know of.”

      She didn’t, and yes, the power is from Rowan’s side of your heritage. Esmara’s voice startled me.

      Why didn’t you tell me about her?

      It was her information to tell. I’ve been after her to let you know. Don’t be surprised, Esmara added. I still talk to my old friends even if they are still alive. It’s like making a long-distance call.

      Tell me, how did you die? I found myself thinking before I could stop myself. I hastily added, If that’s not too personal or rude.

      It’s not rude, no, though some spirits would contradict me on that. I died in a boating accident. I was out in a boat in the bay when a squall came up and capsized me. I was too far from shore and got confused, and drowned. They found my body the next morning on the beach. I was eighty-five.

      So, you’re my great-aunt?

      Yes. Your mother and sister had no other siblings, but I had seven sisters. They’re almost all with us—the Ladies—now. And Teran and Althea have cousins spread out through the country, and more than a few back in Ireland and the United Kingdom. Your family is large and diverse, though you may not realize it at this point. Eventually, you will meet more of them. Now, go to bed. You’ll need your strength come sundown.

      At first I was confused, but then I realized she meant for the ritual.

      Good night, and thanks for talking to me. Give my mother my love, I added wistfully. I miss her.

      She misses you, too. One day, she’ll be able to say hello herself, once she’s acclimated to the spirit world.

      And with that, Esmara vanished.

      “What were you doing?” Ari asked. “You just froze, like you were in a trance.”

      “I was, kind of. I was talking to my great-aunt Esmara. One of the Ladies.”

      Ari laughed. “Well, let’s get to bed. I’m tired, and tomorrow night isn’t going to be easy. I’ll cancel my appointments tomorrow because I think I’ll need my rest.”

      “I’ll call Tad first thing. Night, Ari,” I said, climbing into bed.

      She slipped in the other side and it felt like we were little girls again. I held out my hand and she took it. “Best friends forever?”

      “Best friends forever,” I murmured, very grateful that Ari was in my life.
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      The next morning I called Tad first thing. Ari was in the shower and I was still in bed. I propped myself up against the headboard, glancing out the window to see the skies overcast and silver, but it didn’t look like any new snow had fallen during the night, for which I was very grateful. I liked snow—a little to cover the ground and be all pretty—but this was ridiculous.

      “Hey Tad, I’m not coming in this morning. My car’s in the shop and the roads are dicey, but I wanted to fill you in on what’s been going on with Louise and the Spit & Whistle.” I told him about everything that had happened, and that Rowan, Teran, Ari, and I were headed there in the evening to clear out the joint. “We know what’s going on better than any exorcist would. And there’s no way Louise can safely return home until the restaurant is cleansed and the portal closed.”

      “You know how to close a portal created by the Covenant of Chaos?” he asked, sounding suspicious.

      “No, but Rowan does. Also, about Rameer—he’s agreed to the interview, so I’ll call Professor Madison later today and set up an appointment for him to authenticate Rameer as a djinn.” I paused, then added, “It seems so odd for me to require that, given that I saw Rameer emerge from a bottle in a plume of smoke.”

      “It may seem odd, but you’d be surprised by some of the things that have happened. And there are other spirits who can travel like that. We need authentication because…say one type of spirit has it out for another and pretended to be them, in order to give a false impression.”

      I thought about it for a moment. On the surface, it seemed like a ridiculous idea, but then again, suppose a bear shifter had it out for a wolf shifter and simply claimed to be one, and then acted like an ass. It would shed a bad light on wolf shifters in general.

      “I guess that makes sense. All right, are you good with us trying to clear the restaurant?”

      “I’m good with it. Wren’s still stuck at home. Caitlin lost power yesterday and they’re snowed in. Hank said he could make it to the office, but even though the power is back on, there isn’t much he can do for now other than monitor the other sites. But…I need you to sign a waiver that you’re making the decision to attempt this and you in no way will hold Conjure Ink liable if you get hurt.” He sounded almost embarrassed.

      “That’s fine,” I said. I understood totally. He hadn’t asked me to do this, and he didn’t want to be stuck with a big lawsuit if something should happen to Ari, Teran, Rowan, or me. “Email me the waiver form and we’ll print out copies, sign them, and scan them back to you.”

      “Thanks for understanding, January. And thank you for attempting this. Finding the right people to clean up messes like this isn’t as easy as you might think.”

      “Oh, I believe you,” I said, and disconnected. I tossed my phone on the nightstand and curled up beneath the covers again, trying to decide whether to get up early or just lounge around for an hour or two. But my phone rang and I reached for it, deciding that nope, my day had definitely started without me.

      “Hello?” I answered before glancing at the caller ID.

      “January?”

      Crap. Ellison’s voice echoed through the line. I groaned.

      “What do you want?”

      “I just wanted you to know that if you need to reach me, I’ll be at my parents’ house in Bellingham. Because you refused to help me, my lawyer has advised me to sell the house. Since I have nowhere else to go, I guess we’ll be closer than we expected to be.”

      I stared at my phone. “You have to be kidding me, right?” The thought of Ellison being less than ten miles away made my skin crawl.

      “No, I’m not kidding. I wish I was. The insurance company dropped me when they heard it was a cigar to blame. They’re paying the settlements, but they’ve kicked me to the curb. I’ve lost my house insurance and I won’t be able to keep the house, anyway, because it looks like I’ll be facing civil lawsuits as well.” Ellison sounded fit to be tied.

      I steeled myself and cleared my throat. “Well, then, I suppose you’d better hope you have a good lawyer.”

      “Is that all you’re going to say, after all we went through?”

      I sighed. I had no intention of becoming his go-to shoulder to cry on, but that didn’t mean I was as cruel as he was. “Look, I’m sorry you’re in this mess. Really—it sounds horrible. I’m really sad that you lost the magazine. I worked damned hard to build it up and you took it away from me in one sweep, but I didn’t want to see it go down. But dude, there’s nothing I can do for you. And there’s nothing I want to do for you.”

      He paused, then said, “Can I at least come visit you?”

      Wincing, I bit my lip, then finally said, “No, I’m busy. I can’t do anything to help. Good-bye, Ellison. And good luck.”

      As I ended the call, I thought that maybe I should change my number.

      It wouldn’t do any good, Esmara said. He knows where you live. Remember?

      Oh, right. I sighed again as I dragged myself out of bed to dress and put on my makeup.

      Ten minutes later, Ari emerged from the shower. When we were young, I’d been jealous of her figure until I had mono and dropped a ton of weight and gotten sicker than I’d ever been. After that, I tried to welcome my body feeling healthy, regardless of what weight I was at. It had been hard, given Ellison’s pressure for me to diet, but mostly, I felt comfortable in my skin, and I liked my curves and padding.

      She took one look at me and frowned. “What’s going on?”

      “Ellison. He’s moving in with his parents up in Bellingham, which means he’ll be ten miles away. I told him that I didn’t want him to visit—he asked—and hung up.”

      Ari shook her head. “He really fucked up, didn’t he?”

      “Oh yeah. It’s been years in coming, though. He always has been careless with those cigars and tried to put on a façade that covered up a fragile, insecure ego.” I slid out from beneath the covers and shivered as I hurried over to my dresser to find a pair of panties and a bra. “Gah, it’s cold.”

      “You can say that again.” Ari slid into her jeans and sweater from the night before. “Meagan knows I’m over here today, in case you’re wondering. So…will you be my maid of honor?”

      “Of course, goose. Just don’t make me wear an ugly dress.” I hopped around, trying to slide my foot into my jeans. If we were going ghost-busting in the evening, I wasn’t about to wear a dress. A skirt would work, but it was just too cold. I sat down on the bed, turning to her. “I really am happy for you. I knew she was more than a casual fling.”

      “So did I, but I was afraid. Meagan’s family will be furious—they’re hoping this is a phase, I guess. But she told me that back in high school, she had a real thing for one of her fellow cheerleaders. She could never express it. She told me that she picked on me because she was so jealous that I felt free to be exactly who I was. She didn’t have the courage to admit she was gay, and her family pressured her into getting married.”

      Ari stretched out on her back on the bed, letting out a groan. She folded her hands behind her head and sighed. “I love her, January. After all these years, I’m actually in love. I’ve been close before, but you know how gun-shy I can be. But Meagan makes me feel special, and whenever I’m near her, I want to do things for her and make her smile. She’s got the most incredible body—her boobs are so…delicious. And her laugh is the most special sound in the world.”

      I stared at her. “And when she cries, it stabs you in the heart?”

      “Um hmm,” Ari said, rolling to a sitting position. She brought her knees up and rested her forehead on them. From her muffled position, she said, “I sound corny, don’t I? Rainbows, hearts, and violins. I’m buying her engagement ring as soon as the snow clears enough to get to a jewelry store.”

      “Hey, don’t discount the rainbows and hearts. I’ll even go for violins if they’re done well, like the violinist in Tempest or Steel Eye Span.” I paused, then slid behind her to rub her shoulders. “Love is hard, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah,” Ari said. “When we don’t have it, we want it—almost desperately. Then when we get it, it’s either never the way we hoped, or it sparks off insecurity. But now…I just know that I don’t want to be without her.”

      I hugged her, wrapping my arms around her shoulders, but inside a sudden fear crept up that I’d lose my best friend to her fiancée. But then I shook off the fear. Ari hadn’t lost me when I married Ellison. And Ari wouldn’t ditch me because she was getting married.

      I rolled off the bed and yanked on a pair of slippers. “Come on, it’s time for coffee.”

      “I’ll be there,” she said. “Just give me another moment and I’ll meet you downstairs. I need to find my socks.”

      “If they’re dirty, use a pair of mine. You know where they are,” I said, waving to the dresser.
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      Downstairs, Louise was up, but she looked wan, and there was a hesitation about her movements. She was wearing a robe of mine that was too big on her, but it was better than too tight. Teran was making breakfast and she carried over a cup of tea and a plate of bacon and eggs, setting them in front of Louise. The kitchen smelled wonderful, and I fixed myself a latte while Teran dished up breakfast for the rest of us.

      “Where’s Rameer?” I asked.

      “He’s upstairs watching TV in the guest room,” Louise said. “He’s really quite nice.”

      “Yeah, he’s all right,” I said. “I’m grateful I ran into him. I’ve never met a djinn before.” I settled in at the table as Ari entered the room. She was wearing a pair of my socks, so I guessed hers were still MIA.

      “Aren’t genies supposed to grant wishes?” Louise asked.

      I froze, slowly raising my head from where I’d been contemplating my bacon and eggs. “Yeah, in a complicated way. Why?”

      “Oh, I just wish he could clear out my restaurant for me with a blink of an eye.” She sighed and poked at her egg with her toast. Then she shrugged and took a forkful of the food, though her movements were slow and I got the feeling even the act of eating exhausted her.

      “Well, we’re going to attempt to do just that tonight,” I said, reaching across the table to pat her hand. “Then, if all goes right, you can move back in and run the restaurant without a problem.”

      “Thanks.” Louise ate a few more bites, then pushed her plate away. “It’s good, but I’m so tired I can barely eat.”

      “Why don’t I help you back to bed. You can rest and eat more later. I’ll make you some broth for lunch.” Teran helped her up and, wrapping her arm around Louise’s shoulders, led her out of the room, one slow step at a time.

      “Cripes, that’s bad,” Ari whispered.

      “Yeah,” I said, keeping my own voice low. “I really hope she perks up soon. That shadow man really drained her.”

      Ari slathered her toast with butter and once again, I shook my head. She had the metabolism of a hummingbird. She could eat just about anything she wanted and never gain an ounce. It just went to show how no two people were the same.

      “What are you doing today?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “Not working, that’s for certain. Do you mind if I hang out here?”

      “Not at all.” I paused as Xi climbed up my leg, and Klaus made a running leap and bounded up on the table. “Hey, manners! Food on the table means no cats allowed.”

      Ari snickered. “You really think they understand that?”

      “Xi does. She’s my familiar.” I held up the little tortie and stared at her, shaking my head. “Get down while I eat.”

      Love. Pet me. Food? Xi stared back into my eyes, her own wide and innocent.

      I laughed. “Oh, you know how to work it, girl.” I cuddled her, kissed her head, then made sure they had food. Teran had given them breakfast, and there were still plenty of nibbles there, so Xi had been begging for bacon, which she did not need.

      I patted her butt, sending her toward the food dish. Klaus bounced back off the table, chasing after his sister as I reached for him. As he passed by, whacking at her butt, she took off and they went zooming around the house.

      “You really are blossoming,” Ari said, looking at me. “In just…what…six weeks? You’ve come out of the shell you were hiding in. You seem so much happier, and so much more confident.”

      “That’s what freedom from an asshole will do,” I said, finishing my food. As I carried my plate over to the sink, my phone rang. I didn’t recognize the number, but when I answered, it was Toby, the mechanic who had my Subaru. “Oh, hey, how’s Cookie?”

      “Cookie?”

      “Oh, sorry,” I said with a laugh. “My car. How’s my car?”

      “I hate to tell you this, but the parts to fix her alone are going to run you fifteen hundred dollars, and that doesn’t include the labor. You need a new transmission. I can’t repair the old one—it’s already had so many patches that it looks like Frankenstein’s monster. Rough estimate with labor, it’s going to cost you twenty-five hundred to three thousand, depending on how much the other repairs cost. Faulty brake pads, you have some wiring that’s shot…I’m going to say plan for at least thirty-five hundred.”

      “Thirty-five hundred dollars?” I almost shouted, I was so startled. I paused, then winced. “I’m sorry, I just didn’t expect…”

      “Look, these are great cars, but even the best car is going to fall apart when it’s mistreated and I can tell this one was used for street racing, it was in a couple collisions…it’s just been beat ragged and if I were you, I’d put her to bed and buy a new one.” He sounded genuinely apologetic. “I don’t make any money off telling you to do that, but I’m an honest guy, and if I don’t think it’s worth the cost, then…I’ll tell you.”

      I murmured a thank-you. “I really appreciate your honesty. I’ll let you know.” I hung up and looked at Ari. “I have to buy a new car.”

      “I heard. Over three thousand dollars for repairs?”

      “New transmission, new brake pads, and wiring. Altogether, it spells money pit. I guess I’ll break down and go car shopping. It’s too rough out today, but I’m going to have to before next week. Now I have to decide what I want.” I sat back down at the table, frowning. I knew very little about buying cars.

      “Take Killian,” Ari said.

      “Why?”

      “Because guys at the dealerships are usually assholes and they’ll take advantage of you if they can possibly do so. Take Killian—they won’t mess around with him, and he won’t let them.” She shrugged. “I know it sounds anti-feminist, but I’m being realistic. Most car dealers out there are blowhards.”

      “That just makes me want to take them on myself,” I said. “I might take him with me, but I’m doing the dealing.” I paused, then grinned at her. “Hey, I talked to all the reps that we cut contracts with at the magazine. I’m the one who struck the deals.” I sobered, thinking about how the magazine I had lovingly curated and tended no longer existed. “I’m not sure if I’m angry at Ellison for being so stupid, or for expecting me to help him pick up the pieces.”

      “Probably both,” Ari said. “Seriously, don’t let him glom. If you need me over here to kick his butt to the curb, just ask. I’m set and primed to let him have it after what he did to you.”

      I grinned. It was nice to have my best bud by my side.

      Teran returned to the kitchen. “Louise is sleeping. It’s going to take her some time to gather her strength and I think it would probably be best to take her home with me. I have a one-story house and it won’t tire her out as much to walk around.” She sat down. “She’s really upset about putting us out so much, but I told her to stop worrying.”

      “I hope we can clear out the ghosts so she can return to her restaurant. It’s a nice little place, and frankly, I don’t know what other options she has. Selling a place that’s as haunted as the Spit & Whistle is, well, not easy.” I rested my elbows on the table. “All right, let’s talk over what we’re going to do.”

      “The ghosts aren’t that difficult. I think we can convince the original owners to leave, and the others, we can use spirit traps on.” Teran shrugged. “I haven’t done an exorcism in a while, but I remember the procedure.”

      “I have,” Ari said. “Four months ago, Meagan’s best friend ended up on the wrong end of a ghost that wouldn’t leave, so she asked me to help her. I realized that the spirit was deeply entrenched into the land, so I created a spirit trap and boom…worked like a charm.”

      “What’s a spirit trap?” I felt so far behind them, but I also knew that if I didn’t ask questions, I wouldn’t get the answers I needed.

      “It’s like flypaper for ghosts, only a lot more expensive. Ghosts love energy, so we charge lodestones with a massive shot of juice—magic—and then when the ghost tries to siphon it off, the lodestone pulls them into it and traps them there.”

      “Really?” I’d never heard of using lodestones for trapping ghosts.

      Lodestones were naturally magnetized stones that were primarily composed of magnetite, with various inclusions. However, only a small percentage of magnetite rock forms were magnetic, and there were theories that being near the sites of lightning strikes may have triggered the magnetic properties. Most lodestones were found near the surface of the earth, supporting the hypothesis. Lodestones, on a magical level, were used in alchemical or transformational magic, and tended to be protective in nature.

      “So, we charge the lodestones and then set them in the restaurant and…what?”

      “We have to set a binding spell on it,” Teran said. “That way, when the spirit begins to vacuum energy from it, the spell will trigger and entangle the ghost, drawing it into the lodestone. Then we safely transfer that spirit out of the building.”

      “What do we do with it afterward?”

      “We can either choose to leave it in the lodestone, which can be cruel but with malevolent beings, might be desirable. Or if we want to free the spirit, we take it to a medium who specifically works with helping to guide spirits over through the Veil. They can free the spirit and send it on its way.”

      I found a notebook on the kitchen counter and wrote down what she said. “I should memorize this. I also need to start a book of shadows, like my mother had.”

      “That would be a good idea,” Teran said.

      “So, where do we find lodestones that are the size we need?” Ari asked.

      “The Broom & Besom should have them. I’ll call the owners and see if they’ll open up for us today.” Teran stood, stretching. “In fact, I’ll go do that now.”

      As she pulled out her phone, Ari and I headed into the living room. “So, what kind of a car should I get?” I glanced out the window. I had hated my car when I first got it—it had been used, and with Ellison buying the brand-new convertible, I had felt shunted to the side. But Cookie and I had been through hell together. Now, I felt a little guilty about consigning her to the great junkyard in the sky.

      “What do you need from it?” Ari said, curling up on the sofa. The morning was overcast, but only a few flakes were forecast today, and the temperatures were supposed to warm up into the mid-thirties. It would thaw and melt just long enough to freeze come nightfall.

      “Good in snow and ice, handy on hills. If I take a trip out to Mount Baker, and I’m sure I will, I need the ability to sleep inside the car if push comes to shove.”

      “Something useful, then?” Ari flashed me a smile. “I know you, January. You’re not going to buy a car based solely on its looks. You like function as much as you like form.”

      “True that,” I acknowledged. “I love pretty, but it has to work.” I settled on the sofa next to her. “I’m debating about whether to keep my mother’s athame or buy a new one. Ritual daggers are so attuned to their owners that I’m not sure if too much of my mother’s energy would clash with my own magic.” Even though I was her daughter, our tools weren’t automatically interchangeable.

      “I think you’ll find your own dagger when it’s time. I did mine, though it didn’t show up till I was twenty-four. And I just replaced it last year with a new one, because the energy I work with shifted. So until you find one, just use your mother’s.” Ari stared out the window. “I called Meagan a few minutes ago. She’s stuck at her parents’ house.”

      “Do they really disapprove of her being gay?” I glanced out the window, over to Killian’s yard. His SUV was gone, which meant he was off to work. I had found a cheery text on my phone earlier, along with a warning that he’d be late again because they were doing a second evening of low-cost neuters and spays.

      “Oh, disapprove is a mild word for the way they feel. Her mother was absolutely furious when Meagan left her ex, and even more upset when Meagan came out as gay. She wanted grandchildren, she wanted a nice wealthy son-in-law, and she wanted the social standing that Meagan’s marriage had promised. She hates me, I’ll tell you that much. She blames me for ‘turning’ Meagan gay, even though we were barely speaking at the time of the divorce.” Ari shifted, giving me a little shrug. “Not much I can do to fight that sort of anger. I hope at some point that she’ll give me a chance, but we aren’t holding our breaths. Life with my soon-to-be in-laws doesn’t promise to be peachy.”

      I had faced difficulties with my ex in-laws, but at least I hadn’t had to fight homophobia. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I’ve watched you deal with this all through your life and it just never ceases to amaze me as to how closed-minded some people can be.”

      “I’m lucky my folks were so accepting. They knew early,” Ari said. “They didn’t try to change me, and they didn’t blow it off as a phase. I miss them,” she added. “I wish they hadn’t decided to go on their world cruise. I don’t trust cruises. At least we can video-chat regularly and they’ll be back in three months.”

      “How’s your sister?” I asked. Ari had a little sister who had grown up to be a marine biologist. Nena was living in California now, hanging out with the sea lions and the jellyfish.

      “Good. She just met a guy, but I don’t think he’s going to be a keeper. When we talked about him, she was already sounding bored. Not much holds her interest unless it lives in the ocean,” she added, laughing. “I’ll be surprised if she ever settles down.”

      “Maybe she’ll find a merman!” I said, laughing. I wasn’t sure if there really were merfolk, but given there were selkies and shifters and witches and vampires, I didn’t see why not.

      Teran popped her head around the corner. “Lisette from the Broom & Besom will open up shop for us in an hour, so let’s head out. It might take that long to navigate the streets. My old truck isn’t going to cut it on the icy slopes, so Ari, how about your car?”

      Ari had an SUV that had seen better days, but it would probably last forever. “I should be able to manage the hill. I have snow tires on and they’re new, and by now, they should have plowed Arnica Avenue.” She jumped up. “Let’s go.”

      Feeling relieved to get out, I said, “Let me tell Rameer we’re leaving and ask him to watch over Louise while we’re gone.” I hurried upstairs to find the pair of them playing a card game. Louise was sitting up in bed, and Rameer was sitting in a chair by her side. They were using one of the bed trays as a playing table and she was teaching him cribbage.

      “We’re going out to buy some supplies for tonight. Rameer, will you keep watch? We heavily warded the house last night, so everything should be fine, but just in case…”

      “I’ll keep an eye on things,” he said, wincing as Klaus leapt onto his lap. “And this pair, as well.”

      Feeling reassured, I headed back down to the living room, and we readied ourselves for the trip to the magic shop.
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      The Broom & Besom was a bright little shop, tucked between Mab’s Bakery—a specialty bakery dealing with solely allergen-free goodies—and Tucker’s Fitness, a gym that bordered on the eccentric. Tucker believed that workouts should be fun. So in addition to the basic gym equipment he held various dance classes, had a miniature rock wall that was two stories high, and during the spring, summer, and fall, led wilderness excursion classes, and a harder variant—his exclusive wilderness survival course. Ever since I had heard about them, I was considering whether or not to try one.

      The owners of the magic shop were a couple named Lisette and Sira. Both women, in their sixties, were aquanistas—they worked with water magic and were extremely powerful witches. They were enthusiastic about the shop, and loved taking part in community ventures. I had met them around town a few times when I came to visit, but they had bought the magic shop four months ago and now, when I walked in, I was surprised to see how vibrant they had made it. Old Geo, a crusty old magician, had owned the shop before, and he wasn’t one given to helpful advice or even pleasant good-mornings.

      “Teran, welcome.” Lisette’s accent was strong. She was from France and wore designer caftans and matching turbans that kept her platinum hair in check. It wasn’t straw-blond, though—her hair was long and shining and looked like white gold in the sun. “And this…this is your niece? I see the resemblance!” She slipped out from behind the counter and before I could say a word, kissed me on both cheeks.

      “Thank you,” I stammered out, surprised by the sudden display of affection.

      “So, you are asking for lodestone, yes?” Before I could blink, she was off again, swooping around the shop with a basket on her arm. “Lodestone, and I think…you have spirits to trap…you should take black salt to scatter around the traps. Now, how many of these do you need and how big?”

      “Big—these are really entrenched in their territory,” Teran said. “We probably need a half dozen.”

      “Ghosts are like cats,” Lisette mused, poring over a shelf full of bottles. “They like their routine and do not wish to be bothered.”

      Meanwhile, Sira slipped from behind the counter and pressed her hand in mine. “How do you do? Teran told us all about you.”

      “Did she?” I asked, staring at my aunt with an amused grin.

      Teran shrugged. “Can I help it if I’m proud of you? And this is her best friend—”

      “Yes, we know Ari,” Sira said. “Have the nightmares stopped?”

      Ari nodded. “Just like you said they would. The lemon and lavender candle worked great. I’m sleeping without incident now.”

      “You were having nightmares?” I asked, glancing at her.

      “A while back, yes. Just stress related, I think. But their LL Candle fixed me right up. The scent was so relaxing that the dreams vanished.”

      Lisette returned to the counter. “So, here we go. All the things you said you needed, and a couple extras I think you may wish you had.”

      Teran sorted through the items, nodding. “I also need one other thing. Or rather, Rowan will need it.” She paused, then looked up at Lisette. “I need a Hand of Glory.”

      Both Lisette and Sira froze.

      I glanced at my aunt. “Are you sure we need that?”

      “To tackle that portal? Yes.” Teran was serious.

      I pressed my lips together, deciding that this wasn’t something I should question.

      Originally, the Hand of Glory had been a candle created from the tallow of a dead thief’s hand. It was expensive, dangerous, and difficult to come by. But now, versions were made that used the graveyard dirt from the grave of a thief. It was less gruesome and much easier to come by, and it didn’t involve having to hunt down a corpse.

      “The original or the alternative?” Lisette asked.

      “For this…the original would be best, but the alternative will work.” Teran glanced around to make certain no one else was in the shop. “We’re closing a portal opened by the Covenant of Chaos. To close it, we need the power of someone who slips between the cracks, who can’t be seen. The Hand of Glory is perfect for that. We also need confidentiality. There’s no sense in word getting around about this.”

      That seemed to seal the deal. Lisette turned to her wife. “Draw the curtains and lock the door.”

      As Sira did as asked, Lisette motioned for us to follow her into a backroom. There, against one wall, sat a small folding table and three chairs. A loveseat rested against another wall. Counters lined another wall, with a sink. On the counters were a microwave, several coffee cups, and an electric hot water kettle. A mini fridge was tucked away in a corner. There were two other doors, one with a large “B” on it, which I assumed was for bathroom, and another door that was open, revealing a small stock room.

      “Have a seat,” she said, motioning to the table and loveseat. I sat down with Teran at the table while Ari sat on the loveseat. Lisette ducked into the stock room and shut the door behind her. A moment later, she returned with what looked like a shoebox. She set the box on the table and even before she opened it, I felt a lurch in my stomach. Whatever was in there was powerful and old, and a shadow hung over it that made me queasy.

      I grimaced as she untied the ribbon that held the box closed and lifted the lid. She lifted out what looked like a wax hand with wicks on all the fingertips. It was impaled on a stand, pointing up.

      “So, you want this to seal a portal?” Lisette asked.

      Teran nodded, her gaze fixed on the hand. “Is that—”

      “Tallow, containing fat made from the hand of a man who was convicted of stealing thousands of dollars from older women. He was a scam artist and lived out his life in prison once they caught him.” Lisette gave us a sly smile. “My wife and I kept an eye on him, as well as several others, and when he died, we fortuitously came into possession of his hands. Generally, we prefer to use the alternatives so that we aren’t discovered by the police. But it never hurts to keep the genuine artifact on hand, so to speak.”

      “So you and Sira prepared these?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Yes, we made them. If you want it, I can modify it to the closed hand position.”

      “How much?” Teran asked.

      “You realize these aren’t inexpensive,” Lisette said. “The work and danger involved is great. We sell them for five hundred—one hundred for each finger.”

      Teran sighed and looked at me. “I know it’s a lot of money but…”

      “You’re sure we need it?” I asked.

      She nodded. “The Hand of Glory will help to close and seal that portal. That’s the only thing I know for sure will work. Rowan told me we needed to get one because she had one but used it up.”

      “Used up? Then it’s not a one-shot deal?”

      “Not at all. We can reuse it until it’s gone, so it will be a good investment.” Teran turned to Lisette. “Yes, we’ll take it. Please wrap it up.”

      Lisette replaced the lid and tied the ribbon tightly around it. “Very good. Now, will there be anything else that we might have forgotten?”

      Teran shrugged and turned to Ari. “Can you think of anything?”

      “No, this should do just fine.”

      As we followed her back to the cash register, Sira began to ring everything up. Teran handed her a credit card and then signed the slip. When we were ready, we headed out of the shop.

      “Is there anything else we need?” I asked.

      “I think that’s everything. Now we just wait.”

      “I’d like to go home and meditate for a while,” I said, wanting to ground myself before we headed over to the restaurant. I glanced up at the sky, which was trying to spit more snow, but the flakes were small and powdery. “Hopefully, we’re not gearing up for another blow.”

      “The meteorologist said we’re due for a rise in temperature tomorrow. Tonight will still be cold, and we may get another skiff of snow before this is over, but by tomorrow afternoon, we should be thawing out.” Ari leaned back, catching a snowflake on her tongue.

      We managed to make it up Arnica Avenue and Ari dropped us off. “I’ll be back around five-thirty. I need to go home and make sure everything’s still where it should be. See you then,” she said, waving. As her car slowly crept down the street, Teran also bade me good-bye until later and, taking the Hand of Glory with her, headed for home.

      I unlocked the door and eased my way in. Rameer peeked over the top of the banister and raised one hand in greeting, then vanished back toward Louise’s room. I slid out of my coat and headed into the library. It was time for me to send out my own prayer to Druantia, and discover just who my aunt had pledged me to.
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      As I closed the door to the library, I was feeling uneasy. I had never really done anything in the way of communicating with the gods. Never prayed, never meditated on them specifically. I had no clue what to expect. But my aunt had told me just to say what was in my heart and then listen. And if I didn’t hear an answer, to listen again.

      I settled down on the floor, wondering what to say. I was sitting on my mother’s yoga mat, staring at her crystal ball. Hesitantly, I put my hands out and cupped it, then lifted it onto my lap where I could hold it easier.

      A slant of silvery light shimmered through the window, casting a faint sheen over everything. Outside, the world was still and quiet. All was muffled, swathed in the chilling folds of nature’s icy blanket. I took a deep breath and held it, then slowly let it filter through between my lips. A calmness washed over me, rolling like the ocean waves. My breathing evened and slowed as I lowered myself into a trance, my fingertips resting lightly on the surface of the crystal.

      I’m not sure how to begin, I thought.

      Begin at the beginning. Esmara’s voice was light, dancing around the edges of my hearing. Say what is in your heart.

      All right, I’ll try. Should I speak aloud?

      You might as well. It will help you differentiate from talking to me.

      I took another breath. “All right, here goes.”

      How to begin? How did you talk to a goddess? I figured it should be respectful, but did they want thee and thou? Or would a simple You there work?

      There’s one way to find out, Esmara said in a snarky tone.

      All right, all right. I’ll do it.

      “Great Goddess Druantia, please hear me.” Okay, that sounds stiff. “You are the goddess of the earth…” Good one, she already knows that, dodo. “Okay, here’s the deal. I’m talking to you because my aunt pledged me in your service when I was little and a shadow man was after me. I figure that, since you saved me then and you seemed to help out the other night, I should get to know you a little more and see…” What do I want from her? I thought for a moment.

      “All right, I would like to know if you still want me to do…whatever it is your pledges do. Please let me know. And if you’re still interested in me, then I’ll do what I can to be worthy.” Okay, that sounds a little corny. “You know what I mean. I hope. Thank you…” Then, because I wasn’t sure how to end the conversation, I added, “January Jaxson, signing off. Over and out.”

      I opened my eyes and sat back, propping against the sofa. The light splashing across the snow-covered trees hit me just right so that it was like I was watching a scintillating ice sculpture, hanging in front of me. The snow sparkled, twinkling like diamonds. As I began to mouth Diamonds are a girl’s best friend, the sculpture suddenly moved.

      I stopped.

      The tree had shifted. Or maybe the snow had just fallen off? No, there was definitely a figure outside the window by the tree. I slowly stood, setting the crystal ball on the sofa, and walked over to the window, staring into the side yard. There, dancing on the snow, was a figure cloaked in white and green. At first I thought I was imagining things because the figure in the cloak seemed to have tree boughs for limbs, and her hair, formed of ivy and vines, trailed down her back. I leaned closer, staring as she swung around to face me.

      The tree maiden stretched her arms wide in a joyful stance, and then she whirled again, her cloak of snow and ivy spinning out around from her. As she spun, her countenance changed. First she was the tree woman, then I caught a glimpse of a human face, and back to the tree and back to the maiden. When she finally stopped, I found myself staring at the most beautiful woman I had ever seen. A triumphant look on her face, her hair fell to the ground, burgundy strands that shimmered like soft metal.

      A sudden fear took hold of me. Or perhaps it was awe. Realizing I was in the presence of an ancient spirit who was so magical that I couldn’t begin to know her power, I started to lower my head. Her beauty was almost painful to look at.

      Fear not, nor lower your eyes, the spirit’s voice echoed in my ears, but the voice was so different from Esmara’s. Cool and distant, vibrant and powerful, so old the voice was beyond reckoning, the words slowly slid into my thoughts one by one.

      Druantia…

      Yes. You called and so I have answered. You stand at a crossroads today. You can continue with me, or you may leave with no dishonor.

      I was suddenly standing before her and the house was gone. We were in the middle of a large field and overhead, the sky churned with snowflakes, pouring down so thick that I could barely see anything else.

      Druantia?

      She nodded, still silent. Then, slowly, she said, So you choose to come home to me, child? I will have you. Mind your manners. Mind the garden. Mind the heart. But over everything, mind your spirit and walk your path. Let the rest go by.

      And with a wave of the hand, I opened my eyes and I was back in my library.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “I tell you, I have no idea where we were. But she came at my call, and I suppose I got what I wanted—a confirmation that she’s actually going to help me. That I’m pledged to her now as an adult. At least, I think she’ll help. I’m not certain yet.” We were all bundled in Rowan’s car. She was driving and while I admired her courage, I quickly discovered I preferred drivers who met the road with less of a challenging attitude.

      “She accepted you,” Rowan said. Then, after a pause, she said, “Shall we discuss the elephant in the room? The fact that you are my granddaughter?”

      I wanted to talk to her about it, but I glanced out the window into the darkening sky. “Actually, why don’t we leave that until after we mop up the ghosts? I’m already anxious enough as it is.”

      “That will work,” Rowan said.

      She swung wide off of Arnica Avenue onto the road leading into town, and I expected the vehicle to skid, but miraculously, it stayed on the road. In fact, even though she was driving like it was any normal day without any adverse conditions, the car stayed perfectly aligned on the road. No skidding, no sliding.

      Ari and I were sitting in the back seat. Aunt Teran was riding shotgun, and she glanced back at my quizzical face. “Rowan protects her vehicles so well that they practically drive themselves.”

      “All you have to do is get to know them,” Rowan said. “So, does everyone know their part?”

      “I start on the main floor and set one of the traps in the kitchen. Aunt Teran takes the second floor, Ari the third, and you head for the basement. We attack on all fronts at once.” I glanced down at the four bags of ritual gear sitting between Ari and me.

      “Right. Don’t waver, don’t tarry, don’t let fear paralyze you. We need to make this a coordinated attack or we’ll be up the proverbial creek.” She fell silent, and we all settled back, each wrapped in our own thoughts.

      We reached the Spit & Whistle at seven-thirty and as I stared up at the top of the building, I once again saw lights flashing in the windows, and I could hear the faint sound of piano music and heels on wooden plank flooring.

      Rowan stared at the restaurant for a moment, then shook her head. “They’re active, all right. I’m glad you didn’t try this alone.”

      We got out of the car and armed ourselves. I draped my bag over my shoulder. The lodestone in there was heavy, and we had charged all of them in circle before heading out, so the bag hummed with energy. I had also brought my mother’s athame with me, along with a switchblade.

      Switchblades were illegal in the state, but I had found it in the library in my father’s desk, and for some reason, it felt right to bring it. The blade was resting in the pocket of my jacket where I could get at it easily. Other than that, my bag contained Protection spray, Cleanse-All, an herbal powder my mother had made, and a dozen little crystals I had found in one of the apothecary chest’s drawers. They had been labeled “Aqua Aura ghost repellents,” and it occurred to me they might come in handy.

      I wasn’t sure what else besides Ari and Teran had in their bags other than the lodestones, but Rowan had a big-assed ritual sword with her that had a black hilt, inset with a fiery ruby. The blade was beautiful—solid bronze—and the energy surrounding it was so strong that I wasn’t sure who intimidated me most—the ghosts or my grandmother.

      My grandmother. Again, the thought ricocheted through my brain. Rowan Firesong was my grandma. I somehow couldn’t imagine calling her that—or even worse, “Granny.” Nope. File that under lists of things never to do.

      “All right, are we ready?” I asked.

      “Set and able,” Ari said.

      I turned to Rowan. “As soon as we finish with our levels, we meet you in the basement, right?”

      She nodded. “We have to clear out the other ghosts if possible before I can attempt to close that portal. Watch out for the shadow man, though. He’s likely to notice what we’re doing and try to prevent us from succeeding.”

      As we entered the building, there was a peculiar hush in the air, the kind where you walk into a room and you know people were talking about you but they suddenly shut up when you appear. The tension hung heavy, poised to strike.

      I moved off to one side and pointed out where the staircase was. Teran, Ari, and Rowan vanished, Rowan descending into the basement, the other two climbing toward the upper levels. Meanwhile, I looked around, trying to ascertain where to set the trap. The kitchen would probably be best since that was where Ida Johansen had died.

      I skirted the bar, entering the kitchen where I flipped on the lights. When they flooded the room, I was grateful that the power had been restored. I looked around, but the room seemed empty. However, there was a big difference between “seemed” and “was.”

      Time to work. I set the lodestone on the counter and then brought out the container of Cleanse-All and the bottle of Protection water, setting them next to me as I waited. The stones should attract the ghosts sooner than later, or so we hoped. I just hoped we had configured them right. When dealing with multiple spirits, it was hard to say how many ghosts’ energy the spirit traps could contain.

      The air began to thicken like when fog rolled in, and in fact, I felt water vapor saturating each breath, as though I were standing at the ocean’s edge on a misty, chilly morning. Glancing around nervously, I wondered how long this was going to take.

      Then, slowly, a series of knocks began to sound across the far wall. I stiffened, my hand sliding into my pocket as I fingered the switchblade. I wasn’t sure what good it would do against ghosts, but logic wasn’t always my strong suit.

      Another series of raps echoed on the wall behind me and I whirled in time to see the walls seem to bend where each knock occurred, as though some giant were actually trying to break through. A cackle echoed behind me and once more, I spun around just in time to see a shadow glide past, quickly sliding out of sight behind one of the stacks holding the pots and pans.

      Pressing my lips together, I waited.

      A swishing noise caught my attention and luckily I turned just in time to see a cleaver spinning head over hilt toward me. I shrieked and dropped to the floor as it sailed overhead, landing in the wall behind me.

      Crap. So the ghost was playing hardball. I crawled behind one of the stainless steel counters and slowly rose, peeking over the top. Pots and pans were spinning in the air, and in one corner of the room, a large metal spoon was beating itself against the bottom of a roasting pan that was hovering in midair. Three pans collided, crashing loudly as they fell to the floor.

      Why isn’t the ghost taking the bait?

      And then it occurred to me that maybe live bait was stronger than magical bait. I stood, dashing across the room back to where the lodestone was, and I swept it up in my arms, holding it tight.

      “You want me, come get me,” I shouted.

      The room echoed with laughter, vibrating against each wall, and to my dismay, smoke began to mushroom out of one corner, emerging from the wall as it headed toward me. I forced myself to stand steady, bracing myself as the smoke spiraled down, sparks crackling across its surface.

      As it came within reach, I slowly held out the lodestone, forcing all my will into it. My hands shook as the smoke slowed, hovering directly in front of me, and I tried to clear my mind of why I was here so that it wouldn’t pick up on it.

      Sshh… A voice echoed in my head and I wasn’t sure if it was Esmara or Druantia, but either way, it calmed me down. Let us shore you up.

      I straightened, eyeing the smoke warily, and then once again, I thrust the loadstone out toward the smoke. “You know you want it. You’re hungry, and it has so much juicy energy,” I whispered. “Just take it. I dare you to take it from me.”

      The smoke hesitated for a moment, roiling in place, and then coiled into a sinuous serpent, striking faster than I thought possible. It touched the lodestone and I immediately let go, the stone falling to the floor as the smoke surrounded it.

      I could see the battle between the stone and the black smoke as a face appeared out of the plume. It was an elderly woman, and she looked ready to eat me up. She began to laugh, but as she tried to come at me, she stopped short. She turned to look at the stone on the floor and her eyes flared red as she let out a howling scream. The next moment, the lodestone went to work, and the smoke began to soak into the stone. With one more shriek, the woman vanished into the stone as well and the room fell silent.

      I stared at the lodestone for a moment, but nothing else happened. I carefully picked up the stone and set it on the counter, then glanced around. All the pots and pans that had been hanging midair were on the floor, simply cookware once again.

      Turning, I raced through the bar, which was eerily quiet, to the stairs, where I clambered down to meet Rowan.

      She was standing by the entrance to the secret room, staring through the open door. As I approached, she held one finger to her lips and motioned me over.

      I peeked inside to see what had been an innocuous room was now filled with dark lights. Looking like shining obsidian butterflies, the lights danced in the illumination of the basement light, and there was something about that that scared me more than my encounter with Ida. For one thing, these lights weren’t spirits. They reminded me of the shadow man’s energy. For another, they wavered as they shifted positions.

      I glanced at Rowan, wanting to ask what they were, but she shook her head again. As we waited, the butterflies of shiny black shards continued to flicker, their light shifting as they moved. They were beautiful in a way, eerie lightning bugs from some other realm, and with every inch of my body, I wanted to reach out and catch one on my finger.

      Don’t touch them. Esmara’s voice came through loud and clear. Whatever you do, don’t touch them, as much as you might want to.

      What will happen?

      They’ll latch into you. Think of them this way: They’re the bait and you’re the fish.

      Then who’s the fisherman? And then I knew. The shadow man. He was using them to lure us in even as we were using the lodestones to lure in the ghosts.

      I glanced over at Rowan, and she met my gaze. I could tell she knew exactly what they were. I wondered why they were staying in the secret room, but I didn’t feel safe enough to ask out loud. There was a spell Rowan was weaving, I could feel her spinning it out, and if I spoke, I’d break it.

      Oh, that’s what she’s doing, I thought. Rowan was keeping them in the room until we were all down here, ready to tackle the portal.

      At that moment, Ari appeared on the stairs. I immediately raised my fingers to my lips, shaking my head in warning. She slowed down, softly coming up to stand beside me. I put my fingers over my mouth and jerked my head toward Rowan, then toward the room.

      Ari glanced inside and started to gasp but caught herself before she made a noise. She backed up a couple steps, keeping a wary eye on the fluttering creatures of light. Another five minutes and Teran joined us. I was relieved to see her because I had begun to get worried that she might be having trouble, but she looked fine. She silently joined us, then looked at Rowan and gave her a nod.

      Rowan held out her hands to Teran and Ari and they formed a triangle. As I watched, I could see the energy from Rowan shifting over to them. She was transferring the spell holding the lightning bugs back over to them so she could start the next part.

      As Teran and Ari, still holding hands, turned their attention to the room, focusing on the barrier, Rowan opened her bag and took out the Hand of Glory. She motioned for me to follow her. We walked over to the edge of the door, which was wide open, and knelt beside it. She placed the Hand of Glory on the floor and then frowned, looking around. I held out my hands, giving her a questioning look. She drew an imaginary pentagram on the floor and then looked at her sword, frowning.

      Bingo! Guessing what she wanted, I pulled the switchblade out of my pocket and flicked it open, holding it out. Smiling, she motioned for me to draw the pentagram, so I did, right in front of the door. She then retrieved a little bag of black salt from her messenger bag and carefully laid a trail of the salt around the pentagram, then motioned for me to stand.

      She handed me a lighter, then held up her sword with her left hand, surprising me with her strength. With her right hand, she reached for me and we clasped fingers. I could feel the power flowing through her, a stream of electricity that kept giving me little sparks. And then I felt something deeper, something below it. There it was—the blood connection. I could feel her blood and my own responded. She really was my grandmother.

      She jerked her head toward the Hand of Glory and I held up the lighter. She nodded.

      I leaned down, flicking the lighter, and then I began to light each finger, watching as the ivory-colored tallow caught flame. The hand began to burn, and the fingers slowly bent toward the door, giving me the creeps.

      Rowan raised the sword to the ceiling and in a loud voice, shattering the spell Ari and Teran were weaving, she began to chant:

      
        
        
        Shadows of the dark abyss,

        Withdraw now your icy kiss,

        Chaos flowing, now be still,

        Vortex spinning, hear my will.

        Portals open now close your door,

        Recall your creatures to your shores.

        Seal the door, forever sleep,

        Nevermore may you creep.

      

        

      

      As she pointed her sword toward the room there was a loud wail, and all of the shardlike butterflies dove for us, but stopped as they fractured like mirrors, shattering into a thousand pieces of black ice as they dissolved and were swept away by an etheric wind. The Hand of Glory blazed, the fingers now moving on their own.

      Rowan moved forward, still holding my hand, as we entered the secret room.

      Everything was whirling and it felt like we had just entered the center of a tornado. The black shardlike bugs swirled around us, shimmering even in their death, and a black hole was plastered against one of the walls, the center the darkest void I had ever seen. It beckoned, and I wanted to let go of Rowan’s hand and run toward it, but I knew better.

      At that moment, a figure emerged from the center of the hole, trying to pull itself out of the vortex. It was a shadow man, and this one was incredibly powerful, but the magic spun by the Hand of Glory was keeping it back.

      Rowan turned her head to me. “Grab hold of my shoulders and pour all of your energy into me.”

      I didn’t question, just did as she instructed. I held tight to her shoulders, focusing all my strength and magic into her. I could feel Rowan drawing on me, merging my power with her own as she held out the sword toward the vortex and began chanting.

      
        
        
        Back to the void from where you came,

        Back to the abyss, thou who hast no name,

        Back to the center, back to the core,

        Back through this unholy door.

        Back to the primal pool,

        This, I now command you.

        Seal the door, seal the gate,

        Seal the portal, seal your fate!

      

        

      

      Even as she spoke, the creature trying to emerge was sucked back in, and another shadow man came shrieking past us through the basement. He slammed through the portal, and then, with one last sucking gulp, the vortex closed and the room cleared. The light brightened, and Rowan and I collapsed on the ground.

      “It’s over,” Rowan said. “We closed the portal.”

      At that moment, the flames on the Hand of Glory extinguished themselves, and we were left alone in the restaurant. With every fiber of my being, I could feel that for the first time since the first murder–suicide had happened, the building was really, truly empty.
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      After that, we gathered up the lodestones, which were full of spirits, and Rowan said she would take them home and free them to the Veil.

      “It’s not what I usually do, but I know how. I think in time that you, January, will be able to take care of freeing them into the afterlife. Till now, they’ve been trapped in the spirit realm, which is attached to our world. They need to pass through the Veil.” Rowan uncharacteristically wrapped her arm around my waist and gave me a short squeeze. “You did well.”

      I suddenly felt shy, as though I had been on trial or had been taking a test.

      You probably were, Esmara whispered. Rowan is not an easy taskmistress. You have your work cut out for you, learning from her, but it’s something you need to do.

      I wasn’t sure how much I wanted to hear that, but I left it alone for the moment.

      Ari and Teran both looked as tired as I felt, but I also felt wired in an exhausted sort of way. “Anybody want to find a diner?”

      “No,” Rowan said. “It’s too slick out. I’ll drop you three off at January’s house and then I need to take these traps home.”

      “Killjoy,” I said, laughing.

      “Better than killing you in a car wreck. Quit pouting.”

      “Yes ma’am,” I said, snickering.

      Rowan let us out and then took off for her house with all of the traps after reassuring us that she’d be fine.

      “She’s not the one we should worry about,” Teran said. “The ghosts are the ones who should worry. Rowan’s probably the most powerful witch I’ve met.”

      “And she’s my grandma,” I said, musing as I watched her car vanish down the street. “You guys want to come in?”

      Ari did, but Teran was tired and wanted to go home. We hugged her good-bye and then entered the house. Louise was looking better—she was sitting on the sofa, watching TV. She yawned when she saw us and looked up expectantly.

      “Your restaurant should be clear of ghosts now,” I said. “Rowan thinks we got them all, and that portal in the basement is shut. You should be able to open the Spit & Whistle Pub again without a problem.” I sat beside her and gave her a hug.

      “Oh, thank you! I’ll write Conjure Ink a check tomorrow morning. Oh, Killian asked me to tell you that he had to go out on an emergency call and that he’ll just go straight home afterward. He’ll call you tomorrow.”

      “Thank you,” I said, nodding. “For now, go back to bed and rest.”

      Rameer, who had been sitting with her, volunteered to keep watch in the hall next to her room, just in case. He watched her head up the stairs—very slowly, but she was making it on her own—and afterward, when she was no longer in sight, he turned to me. “I like Louise. She’s a truly good-hearted person.”

      “She is,” I said. I waited until he vanished up the stairs before turning to Ari. “I’m exhausted but I can’t sleep.”

      “Me either.”

      We raided the kitchen, making sandwiches, and I poured us both tall glasses of milk. As we curled up on the sofa and stared at one another, I realized that the last thing I wanted to talk about was the evening.

      “So…I’ll call the Aseer tomorrow and schedule a test. I’d like to know what my strong points are. Then, I guess I’ll go buy a new car.” I took a bite of my turkey and provolone on sourdough. “What about you?”

      “I have appointments all day long.” She paused, then said, “I really enjoyed tonight, as scary as it was. I think I’m going to like our business.”

      Ari and I were starting up a side business called The Magic Web, and we would do all the things that were too small for Conjure Ink, including card readings.

      “I suppose we should start advertising?” Ari said. “I assume we don’t want a retail storefront, given we both have day jobs?”

      “Right.” I stood, feeling restless. “Come on, let’s go out back.”

      We suited up again for the cold and headed out to my backyard. Next door, Killian’s lights were off and I silently sent him a kiss, hoping he was sleeping well.

      The snow spread out over the field of grass that made up the massive lot my house sat on. Over half an acre, my yard was spacious and I had no feelings of being cramped in, like I had in Seattle. As Ari and I stood there, at the bottom of the porch steps, the clouds parted, letting the stars shine through. The moon was dark, invisible to the eye, but she was there, peeking out from her dark mood.

      The Mystic Wood was glowing, the aura of magic shining bright through the night. It was ablaze in a wash of green and gold, and for the first time since I had moved home, I felt pulled to walk beneath the branches of the wood and see just how much had changed since my teenage years. It was a wood where demons dwelled, but also unicorns and doors into Faerie and changelings and shifters who prowled the night in their wolf and bear and big cat forms.

      “It’s beautiful,” Ari whispered. “Remember when we were younger, when we’d hide out in there, hoping to meet a prince—or for me, a princess?”

      I nodded. “I remember.” Impulsively, I hugged her and we slowly strolled toward the edge of the woodland. “I’m so glad to be home. I just wish my parents were here with me.”

      “I know,” she said. “But now you have a grandmother you never knew existed. And your aunt loves you. And you have Killian.”

      Killian…my wolf prince in leather armor. I didn’t want to jinx the relationship by telling anybody that I was starting to fall for him hard. I found myself playing around the edges of the L-word, but it was way too soon for that. But when he talked about me being his mate, something tingled inside that whispered “Fate.”

      “Druantia spoke to me,” I told Ari. “She answered me when I called on her. She’s connected with this woodland. She has roots in the trees and ravines of the world.”

      “One door closes, another opens,” Ari said as we paused by the edge of the wood. “Shall we go wandering?”

      I looked up at the massive trees. They were brooding, deep in their thoughts, but it wasn’t quite time to speak to them. It wasn’t time yet to take that step. I shook my head.

      “Not tonight. But soon. Soon, we’ll go walking under these trees like we did years ago.”

      At that moment, there was a howl from next door. I turned back to the house just in time to see Killian leaping over the fence in his wolf form. He raced toward us and I started to laugh.

      “He must have sensed us out here,” I said, grabbing Ari’s hand. “Let’s get back to the house, woman. We’ve had a long night, and the snow is deep and the moon, still hiding her face.”

      Killian fell in by my side and I reached down to pet him, hugging him around the neck. He was gorgeous, he was, my beautiful wolf, and as we headed back to the house, I realized that my life was so blessed now. For too long I’d hid myself in the shadows of the world, hiding my talents, hiding who I was, but now I was facing the second half of my life feeling happier than I ever had felt before. And here, in Moonshadow Bay, was the perfect place to stretch my wings and learn to fly.
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      If you enjoyed Midnight Web, be sure to read Starlight Web, the first book in the Moonshadow Bay Series. You can preorder the next book in the series: Conjure Web. There will be more to come of January’s adventures after that.

      If you love urban fantasy and mythology, then you might want to read the Wild Hunt Series. Check out The Silver Stag, Oak & Thorns, Iron Bones, A Shadow of Crows, The Hallowed Hunt, The Silver Mist, Witching Hour, Witching Bones, A Sacred Magic, The Eternal Return, Sun Broken, Witching Moon, Autumn’s Bane, Witching Time, and Hunter’s Moon.

      Return with me to Whisper Hollow, where spirits walk among the living, and the lake never gives up her dead. I’ve re-released Autumn Thorns and Shadow Silence, as well as a new—the third—Whisper Hollow Book, The Phantom Queen! Come join the darkly seductive world of Kerris Fellwater, a spirit shaman in the small lakeside community of Whisper Hollow.

      If you like paranormal women’s fiction, try my Chintz ‘n China Paranormal Mystery Series: Ghost of a Chance, Legend of the Jade Dragon, Murder Under a Mystic Moon, A Harvest of Bones, One Hex of a Wedding, and a holiday novella: Holiday Spirits. You can preorder the next book: Well of Secrets.

      If you prefer a lighter-hearted paranormal romance, 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 mystical island. Bewitching Bedlam, Maudlin’s Mayhem, Siren’s Song, Witches Wild, Casting Curses, Demon’s Delight, Bedlam Calling, Blood Music, Blood Vengeance, Tiger Tails, and Bubba’s origin story—The Wish Factor—are available.

      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. Books one through five are available now in the Fury Unbound Series: Fury Rising, Fury’s Magic, Fury Awakened, Fury Calling, and Fury’s Mantle.

      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. Night Myst, Night Veil, Night Seeker, Night Vision, Night’s End, and Night Shivers are all available now.

      For all of my work, both published and upcoming releases, see the Biography 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. And if you want to support me in other ways, I have a Patreon Page and I also have a YouTube Channel.

      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. 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 MIDNIGHT WEB was no exception. Here’s the playlist I used for this book.

      
        	Adele: Rumour Has It

        	Android Lust: Here And Now; Saint Over

        	The Animals: The House Of The Rising Sun; Don’t Let Me Be Misunderstood; Bury My Body

        	Arch Leaves: Nowhere To Go

        	Asteroids Galaxy Tour: The Sun Ain’t Shining No More; Sunshine Coolin’; Major; Heart Attack

        	Band of Skulls: I Know What I Am

        	Beastie Boys: She’s Crafty

        	Beck: Qué Onda Guero; Farewell Ride; Emergency Exit; Think I’m In Love; Cellphone’s Dead; Nausea; Broken Train; Where It’s At

        	The Black Angels: Don’t Play With Guns; Love Me Forever; You’re Mine

        	Black Pumas: Sweet Conversations

        	Blind Melon: No Rain

        	Bret Michaels: Love Sucks

        	Broken Bells: The Ghost Inside

        	Cake: The Distance; Never There

        	Camouflage Nights: (It Could Be) Love

        	The Cars: Candy-O; Good Times Roll; Moving In Stereo; All Mixed Up

        	Chris Isaak: Wicked Games

        	The Clash: Should I Stay Or Should I Go?

        	Crazy Town: Butterfly

        	David Bowie: Fame; Golden Years; China Girl; Let’s Dance

        	Dead or Alive: You Spin Me ’Round

        	Donovan: Season Of The Witch

        	Eastern Sun: Beautiful Being (Original Edit)

        	Eels: Souljacker Part 1

        	Fats Domino: I Want To Walk You Home

        	Fleetwood Mac: The Chain; Gold Dust Woman

        	Gary Numan: Cars; Are Friends Electric?; Down In The Park; War Songs; I, Assassin; Bridge? What Bridge?; My Shadow In Vain

        	Gerry Rafferty: Baker Street

        	Godsmack: Voodoo

        	Gordon Lightfoot: Sundown

        	Gorillaz: Last Living Souls; Dare; Demon Days; Hongkongaton; Rockit; Clint Eastwood

        	The Gospel Whiskey Runners: Muddy Waters

        	Gotye: Somebody That I Used To Know

        	Grand Funk Railroad: We’re An American Band

        	The Guess Who: No Sugar Tonight/New Mother Nature

        	Heart: Magic Man; White Lightning & Wine

        	The Hollies: Long Cool Woman (In A Black Dress)

        	Imagine Dragons: Natural

        	In Strict Confidence: Snow White; Tiefer

        	Jay Price: Dark-Hearted Man; The Devil’s Bride; Coming For You Baby

        	Jeannie C. Riley: Harper Valley P.T.A.

        	John Fogerty: The Old Man Down The Road

        	Johnny Otis: Willy & The Hand Jive

        	The Kills: Nail In My Coffin; You Don’t Own The Road; Sour Cherry

        	Kirsty MacColl: In These Shoes?

        	Lady Gaga: Born This Way; Paparazzi; Poker Face; Paper Gangsta; I Like It Rough

        	Ladytron: Paco!; I’m Not Scared

        	Low: Witches; Plastic Cup; Half Light

        	Mai Lan: Pumper

        	Mark Lanegan: Phantasmagoria Blues; Wedding Dress

        	Matt Corby: Breathe

        	Men Without Hats: Safety Dance

        	Nancy Sinatra: These Boots Are Made For Walking

        	Nick Cave & the Bad Seeds: Red Right Hand

        	Nirvana: Lithium; Heart Shaped Box; Come As You Are; Something In The Way; Plateau; Lake Of Fire

        	Orgy: Blue Monday

        	Outasight: The Boogie; Fire It Up; The Bounce

        	Pearl Jam: Even Flow; Black; Jeremy

        	Radiohead: Creep

        	Red Venom: Let’s Get It On

        	Ricky Martin: She Bangs

        	Ringo Starr: It Don’t Come Easy

        	Robin Schulz: Sugar

        	The Rolling Stones: Gimmer Shelter; Little Red Rooster; The Spider And The Fly; 19th Nervous Breakdown; Paint It Black; Mother’s Little Helper; Lady Jane; Miss You

        	Saliva: Ladies And Gentlemen

        	Screaming Trees: Where the Twain Shall Meet; All I Know

        	Seether: Remedy

        	Shriekback: The Shining Path; Underwaterboys; Intoxication; Over the Wire; New Man; Go Bang; Big Fun; Dust And A Shadow; Agony Box; Putting All the Lights Out; The Fire Has Brought Us; And The Rain; Wiggle And Drone; Church Of The Louder Light; Now These Days Are Gone; The King In The Tree

        	Simple Minds: Don’t You

        	Spiderbait: Shazam

        	Stealers Wheel: Stuck In The Middle With You

        	Steppenwolf: Born To Be Wild; Your Wall’s Too High; Magic Carpet Ride

        	Strawberry Alarm Clock: Incense And Peppermints

        	Susan Enan: Bring On The Wonder

        	Suzanne Vega: Blood Makes Noise; 99.9F°; Bad Wisdom; Solitude Standing; Straight Lines

        	Sweet Talk Radio: We All Fall Down

        	Syntax: Pride

        	Talking Heads: Life During Wartime; Take Me To The River; Burning Down The House; Moon Rocks; Psycho Killer

        	Tamaryn: While You’re Sleeping, I’m Dreaming; Violet’s In A Pool

        	The Temptations: Papa Was A Rolling Stone

        	Thomas Dolby: She Blinded Me With Science

        	Thompson Twins: The Gap

        	Toadies: The Gap

        	Toadies: Possum Kingdom

        	Tom Petty: Mary Jane’s Last Dance

        	Trills: Speak Loud

        	U2: Vertigo; Elevation

        	The Verve: Bitter Sweet Symphony

        	Vive la Void: Devil

        	Voxhaul Broadcast: You Are The Wilderness

        	Warrant: Cherry Pie

        	Wild Cherry: Play That Funky Music

        	Zero 7: In The Waiting Line

        	The Zombies: Time Of The Season
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      New York Times, Publishers Weekly, and USA Today bestselling author Yasmine Galenorn writes urban fantasy and paranormal romance, and is the author of over seventy books, including the Wild Hunt Series, the Fury Unbound Series, the Bewitching Bedlam Series, the Indigo Court Series, and the Otherworld Series, among others. She’s also written nonfiction metaphysical books. She is the 2011 Career Achievement Award Winner in Urban Fantasy, given by RT Magazine. Yasmine has been in the Craft since 1980, is a shamanic witch and High Priestess. She describes her life as a blend of teacups and tattoos. She lives in Kirkland, WA, with her husband Samwise and their cats. Yasmine can be reached via her Website at Galenorn.com.

      

      Indie Releases Currently Available:

      

      Moonshadow Bay Series:

      Starlight Web

      Midnight Web

      Conjure Web

      Harvest Web

      

      The Wild Hunt Series:

      The Silver Stag

      Oak & Thorns

      Iron Bones

      A Shadow of Crows

      The Hallowed Hunt

      The Silver Mist

      Witching Hour

      Witching Bones

      A Sacred Magic

      The Eternal Return

      Sun Broken

      Witching Moon

      Autumn’s Bane

      Witching Time

      Hunter’s Moon

      Witching Fire

      

      Chintz ‘n China Series:

      Ghost of a Chance

      Legend of the Jade Dragon

      Murder Under a Mystic Moon

      A Harvest of Bones

      One Hex of a Wedding

      Holiday Spirits

      Well of Secrets

      Chintz ‘n China Books, 1 – 3: Ghost of a Chance, Legend of the Jade Dragon, Murder Under A Mystic Moon

      Chintz ‘n China Books, 4-6: A Harvest of Bones, One Hex of a Wedding, Holiday Spirits

      

      Whisper Hollow Series:

      Autumn Thorns

      Shadow Silence

      The Phantom Queen

      

      Bewitching Bedlam Series:

      Bewitching Bedlam

      Maudlin’s Mayhem

      Siren’s Song

      Witches Wild

      Casting Curses

      Demon’s Delight

      Bedlam Calling: A Bewitching Bedlam Anthology

      The Wish Factor (a prequel short story)

      Blood Music (a prequel novella)

      Blood Vengeance (a Bewitching Bedlam novella)

      Tiger Tails (a Bewitching Bedlam novella)

      

      Fury Unbound Series:

      Fury Rising

      Fury’s Magic

      Fury Awakened

      Fury Calling

      Fury’s Mantle

      

      Indigo Court Series:

      Night Myst

      Night Veil

      Night Seeker

      Night Vision

      Night’s End

      Night Shivers

      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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