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      Just when Killian and I are planning our vacation, Cupid strikes Moonshadow Bay. But it’s not exactly love at first sight for the victims, and we at Conjure Ink have our hands full. Someone’s attacking townsfolk, shooting them with arrows that are enchanted by a love potion. Not only are the victims hurt, but they fall into obsessive love—a love that can be dangerous.

      And in the middle of this, a restaurant that used to be a funeral home is having ghostly encounters of the harrowing kind. I just hope we can take care of all of this before Killian and I head off on vacation to celebrate Valentine’s Day.

      *This book contains the novella that was published in the Aged To Perfection anthology. The anthology is no longer available.*

      Reading Order for the Moonshadow Bay Series:

      
        	Book 1: Starlight Web

        	Book 2: Midnight Web

        	Book 3: Conjure Web

        	Book 4: Harvest Web

        	Book 5: Shadow Web

        	Book 6: Weaver’s Web

        	Book 7: Crystal Web (forthcoming)

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      When I arrived home from work, Killian was in the kitchen, making lasagna for dinner. He was wearing my apron—a retro design of bright cherries on black material—and he was dancing in place to the song “Joy to the World,” a real throwback to the 1970s. I hadn’t heard Three Dog Night since I was a teenager and my parents played their albums. That was back when music still came mostly on vinyl and my father scolded me about not putting the records away in the right sleeves, and heaven help me if I scratched his records.

      “Well, if this isn’t a pleasant sight,” I said, grinning. As I sat my purse on the table, I noticed that printouts of some transaction were scattered there. “What’s this?”

      “Remember last September, when we were talking about going to Nimah Rock for Valentine’s Day?” He finished layering the last of the noodles over the meat sauce and ricotta, then sprinkled enough mozzarella and parmesan on top to make me salivate. He popped the pan in the oven and then began cleaning up.

      I shrugged off my coat and moved to help him, handing him the dirty dishes as he rinsed them and put them in the dishwasher. “Yeah, and I still love the idea.”

      He stopped mid-wash and leaned down to kiss me. “Good. Because I made a reservation at the Heart’s End B&B for four days over Valentine’s Day weekend.

      “Really?” I clapped my hands. “You mean we’re really going to do it?”

      “Yes, love. Do you want some wine?”

      My heart warming, I nodded. Killian treated me like a queen and, after my past, I never took it for granted. “Rosé, please. And thank you—I love that you’re so romantic. I need that in my life.” I kissed him again, lingering this time, and then crossed to the table and sat down. At that moment Xi and Klaus raced through the kitchen, skidding to avoid the rolling container of dry kibble. Xi was chasing her brother. “They’ve got the zoomies.”

      “They’ve had the zoomies all afternoon,” Killian said, wiping his hands on a paper towel. I had beautiful hand towels in the kitchen but they were for display, especially since I had read an article about how many germs collected on cloth towels. “What kind of salad do you want with the lasagna?”

      “Whatever you like,” I said. “Something light, to go with the pasta.” I leaned back, basking in the warm glow of my kitchen. I must have let out a sigh, because Killian handed me the wine along with a freshly baked chocolate chip cookie.

      “Rough day?”

      I nodded. “We may have a new case, but I’m not sure if we’re the right ones to take it on. And then Asher Brant showed up at the office.” I wrinkled my nose. I really didn’t like the mayor of Moonshadow Bay. He was a sleaze, and as ineffectual as he was appealing. I’d met vapid men before, but Asher Brant was all sorts of himbo.

      “What did he want?” Killian rolled his eyes as he sat across from me. Xi came racing back through the kitchen, this time chased by Klaus. She pounced up on the table, scattering the brochures as her tufty paws skidded across the table, then with a quick purp to indicate her displeasure, she bounced to the floor again, swerving into the living room with a swish of her long, fluffy, tortoiseshell tail.

      “I’m not sure. I think he was there to see me, actually. He was mumbling something about the Witches Guild needing to turn in a plan to the town council for the Spring Equinox Festival on the Green, a large park near the center of town. Why the hell he didn’t talk to Marnie Brolen, I don’t know. She’s the leader of the Witches Guild. It’s not like I have much sway with them, given I’m a junior member.” I bit into the cookie, letting out a contented sigh. “When I asked him what he expected me to do about it, he said that since I was a member, I might as well do the legwork for him.”

      Killian swirled his wine in his glass, his emerald eyes glowing. He was letting his hair grow out and it was down to his shoulder blades now, curling in loose waves. Tall and sturdy, he was muscled but not ripped, and one massive cuddle-bunny. He was also a wolf shifter who could tear a man’s throat out when he was in his wolf form, and protective of me and my friends.

      “I think he just wanted to see you,” he said. “Did you remind him you’re with me?”

      “I think you’re right, and I’m suspicious about his real motives. But he knows you and I are a solid item. Asher wouldn’t bother dropping in on Conjure Ink without an ulterior motive, and I just hope it’s something other than me.”

      Truth was, though he had never given me reason to believe he was involved in any nefarious activities, Asher Brant was the sort of person I would never feel confident trusting. How he managed to snow enough people over to win the election was lost on me.

      “Well, let it go for now. So, what’s the new case?” Killian glanced at the clock and stood, stretching. “I’m going to make the salad now.”

      “Ghosts again. We got a call from the owner of the Starling Bistro today, asking if we can drop in and check the place out. Apparently they’ve had a few sightings of some sort of nasty spirit there, and other ghostly activity. We’re going over tomorrow to look around.”

      I picked up the paper with our booking number on it. “Nimah Rock. It’s been a long time since I was there.”

      “When was that?” Killian brought out my pink glass bowl. It had been a gift to my mother, though I couldn’t remember who had given it to her.

      “I was about twelve. My parents took me along and we went berry picking at one of the berry farms. I know Tad will let me off that Friday and Monday. What about you?”

      “I’ll just schedule all my patients on other days. I did miss going to work today, though.” He was dicing celery for the salad.

      “Did the plumber fix the leak?”

      Killian had gotten into the clinic the day before only to find a massive pool of water on his floor. He owned a veterinary business, where he specialized in cats. For a wolf shifter, he was oddly partial to felines but that made me happy since I adored cats.

      “Yeah, they found it. The office has old pipes, and since I bought the space, it’s up to me to fix it. I’m going to have to have the plumbing all redone, and sooner rather than later, much to my wallet’s dismay. But at least we know what the current problem is, and Dan said it can be fixed by tomorrow.” He finished slicing cherry tomatoes and tossed the salad. “What else do you want in the salad besides tomatoes and lettuce?”

      “How about cucumbers and carrots?”

      “I think we can do that.”

      I was about to set the table when he held up his hand. “You sit and relax. Let me take care of this.”

      As I took my seat again, I pulled out my phone and called Marnie Brolen. Much to my dismay, she answered on the first ring.

      “Hey, Marnie,” I said. “January here. I have a message from the mayor. He stopped into my work today to ask me what the guild is planning for the Spring Equinox Festival. I told him I’d pass it on to you, since you’re the leader of the Witches Guild.”

      Marnie cleared her throat. She wasn’t fond of me, and she had her reasons, to be honest, but neither did she like it when people weren’t direct with her. “Asher Brant? What did he ask you for? He should have come to me.”

      “I don’t know, and that’s what I told him, but the asshole just acted like—”

      “Like he always does.” She sighed. “Honestly, we need a new mayor. I’m thinking of who I can encourage to run against him in the next election. All right, you’ve done your duty. I’ll see you two weeks from Saturday at the meeting. And since it will be your turn to bring snacks, can you please bring something edible? Last week the health food cookies that Fiona brought were as heavy as rocks and they tasted like straw.” Without waiting for an answer, she hung up.

      I stared at my phone. “Okay, I guess that takes care of that.” I scribbled on my calendar that I needed to make a shopping run before the Saturday after next. But secretly, I was relieved. We did go through a lot of snacks at our meetings, because working magic required a lot of energy, and so did being around other magical people. Unfortunately, Fiona’s cookies reminded me of hockey pucks.

      “Wash up. Dinner’s almost ready,” Killian said.

      I headed into the powder room to wash my hands and face. As I was staring at myself in the mirror, Esmara, my spirit guide and my great-aunt, appeared, standing by my right shoulder. She was smiling, but I read a worried look on her face.

      Esmara was slightly translucent. Ghosts tended not to manifest fully, unless they were up to no good and trying to affect the physical realm. Today she was wearing a lovely ankle-length lilac patterned dress—pale violet on white.

      “What’s up?” I said. I hadn’t seen her for a couple weeks and had wondered if she’d taken a leave of absence or something like that. But here she was.

      I’m concerned about your mother.

      That I hadn’t expected to hear.

      My mother was dead and she had joined the other Ladies. The Ladies were women in my family who had stuck around after death to watch over those of us who were still among the living. Not everybody got to meet the Ladies. Those of us who did, quickly learned to mind our p’s & q’s or get slapped upside the head. But if we were assigned one of the Ladies, we were also under their protection, as far as their reach could extend from the grave.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Though it was still painful, I was coming to accept that my parents were dead. It hadn’t even been two years yet and I still had a hard time coping with the emotional toll their loss had taken on me. They had died in the hospital after a particularly horrific car accident. I hadn’t quite made it to say good-bye to my mother, and my father had been brain-dead by the time I arrived. Even if I had arrived in time, it would have done little to smooth over the wound of losing the two most important people in my life.

      She’s vanished and we can’t seem to find her. We usually meet on a regular basis, but the last two meetings, your mother wasn’t there. We’re not sure what’s going on.

      I frowned. The one consolation to their deaths was that I didn’t have to worry about them any longer, but now that was shot to hell.

      “Maybe she just decided to go hang out somewhere else for a while?” I had no clue what the Ladies did in their downtime. It wasn’t like they were regular ghosts, raising hell at the local haunted mansion or hanging out in the graveyard.

      We were about to assign her guardian status, but she vanished before we could do so. I’ll go look for her again. Maybe she did just wander off. It’s known to happen. Esmara let out a huff and vanished.

      I stared at myself in the mirror again, my nostrils flaring. Someone else in the family was going to get my mother’s help? For a moment, I fought a wave of anger. It wasn’t fair—she was my mother. I had lost her too soon and if she was assigned to anybody, it should be me.

      Esmara appeared again. I can hear what you’re thinking loud and clear—it’s rolling off you like a duck shedding water. I’ll thank you to remember your manners and accept what you know are the rules! I know you miss her, but you know the way this works.

      “Sorry, ma’am,” I muttered, chagrined. “Yeah, I know.”

      Esmara had told me early on that no mother would ever be assigned to guard her daughter. It not only fostered an unhealthy attachment, but it could lead to other problems. I didn’t remember all of the talking points, but they did make sense.

      “I just miss my mother,” I added.

      We know you do, and one day she’ll be able to visit you to say hello. But January, you need to let go of the anger over the crash. It was horrible, yes. But it happened, and there’s nothing you can do to bring back either your mother or your father.

      I deflated, turning to stare at my great-aunt. “I know. I do. I’m sorry.”

      With that, Esmara vanished again and I returned to the table, where Killian’s lasagna was bubbling hot and oozing with cheese.
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        * * *

      

      After dinner, Killian had to go back home to work on his taxes. While he had an accountant, he still had to gather the receipts and documents. I kissed him good-bye before he left, then rested my head against his chest.

      “I love you,” he whispered.

      “I love you too,” I said, wanting the hug to go on forever. But I had things to do as well, and so I finally let go and stepped back. “Don’t forget to say good night to me.”

      “I’ll text you before bedtime,” he promised before slipping out the door.

      As I watched him go, I felt like one of the luckiest women in the world. I’d gone from an abusive relationship and being swindled by my ex, to finding a dream boyfriend in my new neighbor. I had a job I loved at a paranormal investigations agency, and friends I could count on, including my best friend from childhood.

      Killian left through the kitchen door, so I followed him onto the back porch, waving as he darted down the back steps and leapt over the gate connecting our two properties.

      After he vanished, I turned to stare at the forest that bordered the back of both of our properties. The Mystic Wood surrounded a good share of Moonshadow Bay. It was lit up like a beacon with a pale green light, flickering in the dark, windy night. The woodland was filled with mysterious creatures and odd portals into the realm of Fae and a number of dangers for the unwary, but it was as beautiful and mysterious as it was dangerous and deadly.

      The rain was coming in, but the wind had reached the town first, and the weatherwoman on the local news site promised it would be a blustery, rain-soaked night.

      I shivered, pulling my cardigan tighter around me.

      The Mystic Wood was calling. I knew that pull by now. And Rebecca the imp would be waiting for me. I had grown familiar with the feel of her summons. We had established a grudging acquaintance, which was far better than when I was a child. She had tried to lure me in so she could kill me and eat me. I was living in my childhood home, which I’d inherited after my parents died, and so my childhood often blended into my present.

      Reluctantly, I descended the porch stairs and headed across the expansive lawn and gardens that made up the half-acre lot. As I approached the copse, I sucked in a deep breath. The air was cold, but clear and bracing.

      I paused at the edge of the forest, eyeing the massive timber that spread through the Pacific Northwest. Firs and cedar were prominent, along with cottonwood and juniper, maple and even scattered oak trees. The undergrowth in the Mystic Wood was as thick as everywhere else around here—huckleberries, salmonberries, and fern nestled beneath the tree cover. Oregon grape, thimbleberries, salal berries, and elderberries entwined with sedges, long grasses, and skunk cabbage. The whole forest was alive, with streams running through the bottom of steep ravines. The riparian zone—running along the water’s edge—was thick with cattails and vine plants.

      The fauna of our forests was as thick as the plants—squirrels, deer, the occasional bear and cougar, elk and coyotes, beavers and skunks, moles and voles and raccoons. The treetops were filled with woodpeckers and hawks, owls and eagles, the raucous and scolding Steller’s jays and grosbeaks, and the sounds of birdsong filled the air—cheerful during the day and mournful, haunting songs at night.

      I had begun taking long walks through the Mystic Wood several times a week, per the instructions my patron goddess had given me. I was a priestess as well as a witch, pledged to a goddess named Druantia. She was part of the very planet itself, tied into the core of nature.

      When I was young, my aunt Teran had promised me to Druantia in order to keep me safe from a shadow man who had attempted to kill me. When I moved back to Moonshadow Bay as an adult, I found out what had happened, and I made the decision to renew the pledge, consciously deciding that I wanted to fulfill what Teran had started.

      Now I was formally training under both my aunt’s instruction and my grandmother’s instruction. Teran taught me to connect with the earth, and my grandmother Rowan taught me to handle my abilities with the dead. I should have started my training early on, but my mother had been squeamish about getting me tested for where I stood on the magical scale. That meant I was playing catch-up, but I worked hard and spent a lot of my free time practicing magic.

      I approached the edge of the wood, only to see that Rebecca was waiting. I smiled, glad to see that I had called it right.

      “Rebecca, what’s up?”

      She gazed at me, her eyes wide and cunning. She looked like a perpetual child, around six or seven, and a golden nimbus surrounded her.

      Rebecca might shimmer like sunlight, but beneath that façade lurked a ruthless, volatile imp—a form of demon. I could probably have chased her out now that I was grown, but I decided to let her stay. For one thing, if she was here, in my neck of the woods, she wouldn’t be elsewhere hunting other children, putting them in danger. And now that she couldn’t really hurt me, we had formed an odd acquaintance.

      “I thought you should know that there’s a new imp around town. I don’t know where he’s from or why he’s here, but he’s bound to cause havoc. I think he might have been summoned.”

      I nodded, taking in the information. “Thanks…do you have anything else on him?”

      “Not really, except he’s hiding in the Mystic Wood. Be cautious, and keep on your guard. If he was summoned, then he’s under someone’s control.” She looked bored, but I stopped her as she started to turn away.

      “Is he more powerful than you?” I asked.

      She glanced over her shoulder at me. “No, I don’t think so. But if he’s willing to put himself up for summoning, he’s willing to do more than I would. Imps and demons all have boundaries, but some stretch them farther than others. I think he’ll do whatever he’s asked, as long as the price is right.”

      I paused, then said, “You were willing to kill me when I was a child.”

      “I was hungry. I wasn’t doing it for a price.” She turned and vanished behind one of the huckleberry bushes interspersed throughout the forest and that was it. She was gone for the night.

      I wasn’t worried I’d offended her. Imps didn’t take offense—not in the way humans and witchblood did. As I approached the house, the clouds broke open and icy rain pounded down, soaking me to the skin. It almost felt like sleet, and I raced up the stairs, back inside to the warmth and safety that encompassed my world inside.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      I suppose this is as good of a place as any to introduce myself. My name is January Jaxson, and I’m 41, witchblood, and a writer-turned-paranormal investigator. I spent eighteen years with the wrong man. Ellison’s still being an asshole to me, but he’s under house arrest now.

      I lived in Seattle for most of my adult life until he decided he wanted a trophy wife, which of course meant younger and thinner. I didn’t fit the bill, so he found himself a twinkie and gave me the heave-ho. On the upper side of a size 14, I wasn’t as chic and polished as he wanted. And I didn’t consider him the exalted piece of talented testosterone that he considered himself. I neither simpered nor swooned and apparently, that made me a bad wife.

      But Ellison was also embarrassed that I wasn’t human. I’m witchblood and that was something he could never get over. Privately, I thought he was afraid of my powers, and if he was, so much the better.

      I have no clue why he married me, but we managed to last eighteen years together. I spent most of that time building up the magazine we started together, throwing dinner parties for his literati friends, and watching him take all the credit for the hard work that I put in. Then it all crashed down. He swindled me out of my half of the magazine, out of our house, and I walked away with the clothes on my back and a lousy settlement.

      To my joy, after I left his world fell apart. Unfortunately, he decided to make me pay for his mistakes. And that little decision put him under house arrest for a few years. He lived in Bellingham with his parents but if he crossed the ten miles to try to contact me, Ellison would find himself on a one-way trip to prison. I have to admit, I secretly hoped he would break the restraining order and end up behind bars, but I wasn’t doing anything to encourage it. I knew what Ellison was capable of, and he was neither safe nor harmless.

      After moving back to Moonshadow Bay and my parents’ house, I found a job at Conjure Ink, met Killian—my hunky new neighbor who quickly became my new boyfriend—and I had rebuilt my life. For the first time since I met Ellison, I was thriving.

      But with the new job and the emergence of my magical powers have come danger. I’m a ghost-magnet. And Moonshadow Bay has its secrets, which I’m very slowly beginning to unearth. So I’m cautious, and I’m taking things slowly. But my life began when I turned 40…and I’m determined not to waste a moment of it.
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        * * *

      

      Next morning, I woke up to the sound of my alarm. It was loud and obnoxious—on purpose—and I fumbled to turn it off. I groaned, sitting up. Everything ached and I realized that I had slept crooked and my neck was aching. I’d have to make an appointment with my chiropractor, and then do light and gentle stretching for the rest of the week.

      “I hate exercise,” I muttered as Xi landed directly on my stomach. She hustled up to my chest, squirming as she said good morning by licking my face. I kissed her nose and scratched her behind the ears and the next moment, she bounded off the bed, tail swishing all the way.

      I pushed back the covers and eased my way out of bed, then headed to the shower. The hot water helped, though I still felt like I’d kicked myself silly during my sleep. I stared at my closet for five minutes, feeling disgruntled with everything I owned. I glanced down at Xi, who was now sprawled out in front of my feet.

      “I seriously need to go shopping. I don’t see anything I want to wear.” Actually, that wasn’t true. I wanted to wear a cute retro dress I’d bought a few months ago. It was the only thing that appealed to me. But since we were headed to the Starling Bistro to check out the haunting, it was a better idea to wear pants and a top that I couldn’t snag on anything.

      I decided on a pair of black gauchos. Caitlin and Ari kept telling me to let them go, but I was desperately hoping they would come back into style because they were comfortable. I paired them with a green V-neck sweater and knee-high leather boots.

      Dressing quickly, I settled in front of my vanity table to put on my makeup. I brushed my long burgundy curly hair back into a ponytail and then began to apply my foundation. Unlike some of my friends, I loved makeup and used a lot of it, now that I was free from Ellison.

      He had wanted a couture “natural” look, which didn’t work for me. Pale colors washed me out, and a delicate hand with makeup looked worse on me than no makeup at all. I lined my eyelids with a cat’s-eye wing, then applied a magenta lip lacquer. As I sat back, I smiled.

      For the first time since I was young, I had learned to like my body. At size 14, heading toward 16, I no longer hated the fact that society saw me as chunky and I no longer avoided the mirror. I had spent the past year finding myself again, and in the process I had become comfortable in my skin, and Killian loved my curves. I worked out to feel healthy and to tone up. I ate what I liked, though I did police my sugar content. Sugar was still a problem for me and it wasn’t good for my nerves.

      I slid my phone in my front pocket after turning on my music. Beck’s “Think I’m In Love” blared through my earbuds as I clattered down the stairs. After feeding the cats, I rummaged through the refrigerator. There weren’t any leftovers, which was usually my breakfast of choice, but there was a package of pepperoni sticks so I grabbed a couple of those along with a leftover roll. I popped them into a zip-bag, then dumped them into my purse and headed for the door. Time to get the day rolling. I grabbed my keys, made certain the door was locked, and headed for my car.
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        * * *

      

      Conjure Ink was in a mini-mall near an espresso stand, sandwiched in between restaurants and other small boutiques. I stopped for coffee—it was my panacea against the morning—and then dashed back across the parking lot to the office.

      Wren was at the desk. Our receptionist, she was dealing with several upsets in her life and hadn’t been around a lot, but Tad—our boss—was more understanding than most and he let her come and go as necessary. Wren’s husband had recently been diagnosed with multiple sclerosis, and she was in the middle of trying to renovate their house so it would be accessible. Adding taking care of Walt, and keeping up with her job, and she was swamped. She looked tired and it occurred to me that she needed more than just a pat on the back.

      I turned off my music and tucked my phone in my purse. “Hey, Wren, how’s it hanging?”

      She gave me an offhand shrug. “It goes. I’m alive. I guess that’s a blessing. I’m still here and trying to deal with the crud life throws at me.”

      She was trying to be lighthearted, but I could feel the all-too-raw emotion beneath the surface. Instead of breezing by, I sat down beside her, crossing my leg over my knee so I could dig out the stones from the tread of my boots.

      “That rough, huh?”

      She paused and at first, I thought she wasn’t going to answer. Then she said, “Yeah, that rough. Walt’s in a flare. He’s still trying to get used to his new normal. We both are. It’s a strain on our relationship. He gets so angry about what’s happened to him, and I understand, but I can’t help him. I convinced him to see a therapist. We’re both going. Couples and individually. I have to have somebody to vent to.”

      She sighed and leaned back. Wren was one of those throwback retro would have been a hippie if she’d been born earlier types. She looked fragile, though she was just naturally thin, and today she was wearing a long gauzy dress, and a cardigan that hung down to her hips. The clothes swallowed her up. Her hair, naturally platinum, hung down to her hips when it was loose, but she gathered it back into a braid most days, then coiled the braid around her head.

      “You need anything? What can I do to help? This isn’t just lip service. I want you to tell me if there’s something I can do.” I hated watching her wear herself out. Wren seemed to rapidly be approaching burnout status.

      She paused, staring at her desk. While she kept her expression stoic, her eyes glistened and I knew she was at the end of her tether. It occurred to me that she and Walt needed a break from their everyday reality.

      “Thanks, but…I’m not sure what would help. I’m trying to manage the renovations as well as keeping Walt safe. At the same time, I’m scrambling to find a moment where I can just go hide in the car and scream my head off. He’s progressing so fast, though the doctor said it only seems that way because the condition presented so suddenly.” She stopped abruptly, gulping a breath as she dashed at the threatening tears.

      I knew she needed help. She was sinking fast and hard. “Wren, is there any way you can get in-home help for Walt? Just to take the pressure off while you’re learning to adapt?”

      “Insurance will pay some of the costs—Tad gives us great insurance. But the copay is still hard to cover, given everything else we’re having to do.”

      I thought about it for a moment. Wren and Walt had a lot of friends in town.

      “What if I start a Med-Help page for you?”

      Med-Help was a website that allowed people to request help for medical conditions. They verified every applicant, and took 10 percent of the funds raised in return. But the costs were worth it, because people knew the cases were real and were more likely to contribute.

      Wren blushed. “I couldn’t ask people—”

      “If you needed people to help you move, you wouldn’t feel weird asking, would you?”

      “That’s different,” she said.

      “No, it’s not. It’s important to get you some help. And this way, you can hire someone who knows what they’re doing without cutting corners. Please, just let me try?” I wanted to help, and it was the only way I could think of. Crowd funding was, unfortunately, a necessity to pay for some medical conditions, given the state of health care in the country.

      She bit her lip, then let out a sigh. “I can’t fight. My pride’s taken a beating since this all began. I don’t care anymore. Walt needs help, so yeah, go ahead and start it. I am grateful, truly—”

      “Stop.” I stood and slung my bag over my shoulder. “You don’t have to thank me. You’re a friend, and I want to do what I can.” I turned to the inner door and she buzzed me in. We’d installed a buzzer, as well as key cards, because when Val Slater—a vampire who had his sights on me—had broken in, it made us aware that we had tens of thousands of dollars of equipment, basically unsecured.

      As I entered the inner office, Tad glanced up from his desk, smiling. Hank and Caitlin were hard at work. I tucked my purse in my bottom desk drawer, then crossed to Tad’s desk.

      “Listen, I want to start a Med-Help page for Wren. She’s losing it, and I don’t want to see her go under. She’s overwhelmed from coping with all the changes needed for Walt’s condition. She needs help, but a home health care worker still costs too much even with the copay.” I took a long sip of coffee, letting out a satisfied sigh.

      Tad frowned. “I didn’t realize it was that dire.”

      “Well, it is. She’s floundering, Tad. Wren’s out there at her desk, one problem away from curling up in a fetal position. We’ve got to help her.” I glanced at the closed door. “She can’t keep doing this all herself.”

      “You’re right. I wanted to put her on medical leave—full salary—but she said she needs a break, and coming into the office helps her decompress.” He jotted down a few notes. “Let me set up her page. My family has connections and maybe we can throw her a fundraiser.”

      I bit my lip. “That’s fine, but we need to do something soon. She’s…”

      “I get it. I’ll take care of it. In fact, until we get this situated I think we can swing a few weeks of help.” He winked at me.

      Tad was younger—in his twenties—but he was brilliant. He came from a wealthy family and didn’t need to work, but he loved Conjure Ink, which he had founded. Tad also ran an umbrella organization called Urban Legends, which sheltered a number of paranormal investigations sites.

      At first I had felt odd reporting to someone who had to be more than fifteen years younger than me, but as time went on, age ceased to be a factor. He was a good boss, and I enjoyed the work, except for the times the ghosts had tried to kill me.

      “What have we got on the agenda today? Are we going out to the restaurant?” I asked.

      “You and Caitlin are. Hank’s on the trail of another Bigfoot sighting.”

      Hank was obsessed with Bigfoot and we were planning on making a camping trip this summer to one of the places around western Washington that had the most frequent reports. I wasn’t looking forward to it, but I’d managed to convince Killian to come with us, which meant we at least had a chance of getting through alive. If Bigfoot didn’t show, well, then it would be a weekend of roughing it. If he did, it would most likely end up a weekend of getting roughed up.

      “When do you want us to go over?” I finished off my coffee and stood up.

      “Rose and Jos said to come over around ten. They don’t open till lunch, so that will give you time to prowl around the restaurant.” He sifted through the stack of papers on his desk and pulled out a printout. “Here’s a rundown of their intake report. They’ve had—” Tad’s phone rang and he handed me the form. “Go ahead and read while I take this.”

      As I headed to my desk, I glanced over the form. The owners of the bistro, Jos and Rose Tomás, had bought the business eight months before. The Starling was in an old brick building that had, at one point, been a funeral home. It was set apart from the other buildings on the block, with patio seating in a covered garden area.

      I frowned as I glanced over the list of specific happenings. The sounds of footsteps in the basement when no one was there. Orbs of lights darting around the bar. A customer had complained that someone—someone she couldn’t see—had tried to feel her up in the restroom. Two of the waitresses constantly heard whispering in empty rooms, and one complained that she had smelled something like rotting flesh…

      That doesn’t bode well.

      I turned to Caitlin. “Okay, standard fare for an ex-funeral home. Though the woman who said she got assaulted in the bathroom worries me. If the ghost—ghosts?—get physical, then it could develop into a far worse problem as this continues.”

      She nodded. “Think we should do any research before going in?”

      I preferred going in relatively blind first. “I think it’s better if we go in first, so we don’t color our impressions.”

      “Your impressions. You’re the one who can speak to the dead.” Caitlin grinned at me.

      A bobcat shifter, Caitlin Tireal was also a tech savant and a martial arts expert. She had blond hair cut into a retro mullet style and was thin and strong. Recently, she had turned her back on an arranged marriage, which led to her parents disowning her, and then she had been expelled from her Pride. Like Ari’s wife Meagan, she had struck out on her own. Caitlin was picking up the pieces of her life now that she was persona non grata to her people and we’d taken to hanging out together since all of her former Pride friends had turned their backs on her.

      She was right, however.

      When I had gone to the Aseer, thirty-some years too late, she had tested me to assess my powers. She had determined that my powers were rooted within the earth and within the realm of the dead. I was a natural-born medium, a speaker to the dead. Unlike spirit shamans, however, I couldn’t forcibly send them back through the Veil, but I could talk to them and exorcise them.

      “Sometimes I wish that I wasn’t a medium, but we work with what we’re given.” I frowned, staring at the report. “There’s trouble here. This is real—no jokers or fakers here.”

      “Well, I guess we’ll find out when we’re there,” Caitlin said.

      “Okay, gather ‘round,” Tad said. “I just got a call from Millie Tuptin. She wanted to let us know about a situation.”

      Millie was the chief of police. By the tone of his voice, I knew that whatever it was, it was serious. As we gathered at the table where we held our staff meetings, I couldn’t help but think that it had been relatively quiet the past month, so of course, it was time for the dam to break.
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      “What’s up?” Hank asked.

      “I’m not sure,” Tad said. “But it sounds bizarre. So, yesterday afternoon, Reynolds Tyler, the owner of Tyler Hardware, was shot by an arrow that lodged in his shoulder.”

      “Ouch. That must have stung,” I said. “Bear Scout accident?”

      The Bear Scouts—bear shifter children—were notorious for being trained in archery.

      “No, not unless the Bear Scout in question has an allowance for copper-shafted arrows. Luckily, the wound didn’t get infected, and while it did some damage, Reynolds was able to go home from the hospital without an overnight stay. He didn’t see who shot him, and the arrow was…odd. Millie wants us to come look at it. She has to keep it for evidence, but she said it’s unlike any arrow she’s familiar with.”

      “How does that involve us? I mean, we may have some nutcase running around with delusions of being Robin Hood or something, but it’s hardly paranormal,” Caitlin said.

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought. But here’s where it gets interesting. Today, Reynolds was arrested for breaking into a woman’s house and trying to drag her out to his car. Not only did he mess up his wound—he tore some stitches—but when the cops got there, he insisted she was his fiancée.”

      “Let me guess. She’s not.” Hank sighed.

      “Right. She barely knows Reynolds, and—get this—she’s already married. But Reynolds just kept insisting that she’s his fiancée and that her husband’s actually a guy she’s cheating on him with.” Tad shook his head.

      “Is Reynolds married?”

      “Reynolds? No, apparently he was always the wallflower. From what I understand, I doubt if he’s ever had a date. Millie has him locked up at the jail right now, but she was worried enough to contact me.”

      “Well, that’s odd,” I said. “But is it paranormal? Could he have had a psychotic break?”

      “I don’t know, but Millie thinks there’s more to it than that. She’s known Reynolds for years, and she insists the guy is solid. I told her we’ll come down to the jail and bring some of our equipment. I don’t know what we should test for, but hell, stranger things have happened. Maybe he’s possessed?”

      “When do we leave? Caitlin and I have to drop by the restaurant,” I said.

      Tad glanced at his phone. “I told Millie we’d be there around one, so that should give you time.” He sighed. “I have an uncomfortable feeling that things are going to get busy in the next few months.”

      “Me too,” I muttered.

      “Until then, just keep on with what you’ve been doing.” As he headed back to his desk, I called my chiropractor and booked an appointment for eight the next morning, then went back to studying the report that the owner of the Starling had given us. There wasn’t much in it, but what there was, had energy behind it.

      Shortly before ten, Caitlin and I headed out in my car. I liked to drive, and she was more than happy to be a passenger. As we passed through the streets of Moonshadow Bay, I thought about how quickly this town had become my home again. When I was young, I liked the town, but I had wanted to move to the big city and make my name as a writer.

      I stopped off for college first, at Western Washington University, where I met Ellison. After that, we moved to Seattle, and the allure of the Emerald City quickly lost its luster thanks to the constant traffic and the gang shootings and the homeless who desperately clung to what little help they could find.

      When I left to return to Moonshadow Bay, I had been frightened, yet exhilarated. I shook the dust of the city off my soles and two hours later, I was back home, in my parents’ house. And now, fourteen months later, Moonshadow Bay had become my haven.

      Moonshadow Bay was a small town on Bellingham Bay, a quirky, magical spot that tended to go unnoticed by most people who shouldn’t be here. The town was bordered on three sides by the Mystic Wood, and perhaps that discouraged people from dropping in, but I had my own theory. Moonshadow Bay, like a few other towns around the Pacific Northwest—and others throughout the nation—was known as a “shadow town.” Shadow towns existed on the edge of the Veil that divided the mundane world from the worlds of magic and of the dead. You might say we lived in-between. While the rest of the world knew all about the witchblood, and shifters, and vampires, here we were not only welcomed, but the majority.

      In fact, my great-grandfather and great-grandmother had been among the original founders. Brian and Colleen Fletcher were one of the oldest magical couples homesteading the area. For a long time, they had been in contact with one of the Nooksack Tribe members. Johnny Salmon-Diver had warned them that the Moonshadow Bay area was off limits to the tribal members because it belonged to what they called “the others” or “the old ones.” Whoever Johnny had been referring to had embedded their energy into the land, warping it under a curse of sorts.

      Rowan Firesong, my grandmother, agreed. She had been alive during that time, and she carried secrets with her, secrets I only knew hints of.

      Moonshadow Bay was part of a local triad of shadow towns that sat on the edge of the Veil. Whisper Hollow was another, though far more dangerous than Moonshadow Bay. And the other was Terameth Lake, a town that I knew little about but that was tucked into the shadow of Mount Rainier.

      Granted, living in a shadow town brought with it all sorts of challenges, but I wouldn’t have it any other way.

      “You’re unusually quiet,” Caitlin said.

      I started out of my thoughts. “Sorry. I was thinking about Moonshadow Bay and the other shadow towns. I know you’ve been to Whisper Hollow, but have you ever been to Terameth Lake?”

      She shook her head. “No, I haven’t had the chance. Oh, there’s a parking spot!” She pointed to a spot that was directly in front of the restaurant. I whipped my car into the space, which was long enough so that I didn’t have to jostle, and then turned off the ignition.

      “You want to take lead?” Caitlin asked. While Caitlin was good at recording answers, she preferred to handle the technical side of things. She gathered the camera and recorder bags, just in case we ran across something on our preliminary visit, and slung them over her shoulder.

      “Sure, I’ll do it.” I dropped my keys into my purse as I opened the car door and stepped out into the tempest that the weather gods were visiting on us. The wind whipped past and the restaurant looked stark against the bleak sky. February was one of the dreariest months in the year and gave everything a grungy look. Holding onto my purse strap, I stared up at the two-story building.

      So this had been a funeral home at one time? It looked like it, though I wasn’t sure if that was just because I knew about it. There was a grim demeanor to the façade of the building, even though there were flower boxes out front and the trim had been painted a cheery peridot green with pink accents.

      But below the surface, I could feel something stirring. A lot of tears had been shed in this building, and not all of them from the living.

      “Sense anything yet?” Caitlin asked.

      I hesitated. There were presences here, but they were muddled, at least from outside on the street. I glanced at the shops on either side of the Starling. On the left, across the entrance to an alleyway, was an old-fashioned cigar shop, with that leather-and-whiskey feel. On the right, across from the garden patio, was a wedding planner’s office, all cheery white, with garlands of silk roses in the front window.

      “I feel something, yes, but I’m not sure what it is. Whatever it is, it makes me uneasy. I don’t know if it’s dangerous or just unhappy. This building has seen a lot of sorrow.” Ever since I’d visited with the Aseer and discovered my abilities with the dead, I’d trained with Rowan on how to contact the other side without putting myself in jeopardy. “Hold on,” I said. “I almost forgot.”

      I pulled out a bottle of Protection spray that my aunt Teran had helped me make and sprayed both Caitlin and myself with it. Immediately, my stomach stopped churning and I felt capable of entering the building without being a direct target.

      “All right, let’s go.” I stepped ahead of Caitlin, since I was going to be the spokesperson for Conjure Ink, and opened the door.

      Not long ago, I’d helped another restaurateur clear out the ghosts in her restaurant. But the Spit & Whistle Pub was as different from the Starling as a farm was from a city condo. The Starling was an upscale bistro with linen tablecloths and crystal goblets. By the way it looked, it should have felt airy. The house wine here would be from a private vineyard, and the steaks would be wagyu or Kobe. I doubted if you’d find a cheeseburger on the menu, but if you did, instead of French fries, it would always be steak frites.

      A woman was sitting in a booth and when she saw us, she hurried over to greet us. She was older, with an upswept chignon. Her makeup was carefully applied, and she was wearing an ivory linen pantsuit. I doubted if she ever saw the inside of the kitchen dressed like that.

      “Hello, are you January?” she asked, holding out her hand.

      I nodded, giving her a firm shake. “Yes, January Jaxson from Conjure Ink. This is Caitlin Tireal.” I held out my badge for her to see. Caitlin followed suit.

      “I’m Rose Tomás. I’m co-owner of the Starling. My husband couldn’t be here today, so I volunteered to meet with you.” Her smile was genuine and warm, but she looked uneasy and I could tell she was scared.

      “What can we do for you? I understand you’ve had some issues that you can’t explain?”

      We followed her back to the booth. Rose motioned to a waitress who was filling salt shakers. “Would you like coffee or a muffin?”

      We agreed to coffee and apple cinnamon muffins, and then got down to business. I pulled out my digital recorder as Caitlin sorted through the camera bag. She chose one of the digital cameras, along with a FLIR—Forward Looking Infra-Red. FLIRs captured and recorded temperature variations.

      “Here, you use this,” she said, handing me Evie, our EMF device, which recorded electromagnetic field radiation.

      I turned both it and the digital recorder on and set them on the table next to me.

      “So, can you tell us what’s going on? We have your intake form, but if you could start from the beginning.” I held up the digital recorder. “Do you mind if I record this session? That way we won’t forget or overlook anything important. The records are private unless for some reason law enforcement forces us to disclose them.”

      Pausing, Rose cast an eye on the recorder, then she nodded. “Yes, you have my permission to record this session.”

      I started the recorder and said, “Case 215-B, Starling Bistro, February second. Speaking to Rose Tomás.” Then I turned back to Rose, holding the recorder out to her. “All right, if you could just tell us, in your own words, what’s been going on.”

      Rose took a deep breath and began. “Jos and I bought the business eight months ago, near the end of June. We spent a month renovating, then opened on July twenty-third. Business was slow to start but it’s built as time has passed. Everything was fine until we removed one of the old storage cases downstairs because it was cracked. We replaced it around mid-August. When we took out the old case, we found a ring that had somehow slid beneath it. It’s opal.”

      “Do you have the ring with you?”

      “Yes, actually. I thought you might want to look at it.” Rose pulled out a small box from the pocket of her blazer. She handed it to me.

      I opened the box, cautiously, and Caitlin began to take pictures of the ring.

      There, in the center of the box, sat a gorgeous opal ring. The opal was milky, with flashes of blue and green in it, and the setting that surrounded it was formed to look like the body of a spider, with the opal as its back. The setting was intricate, and the way it was made, it looked like the spider was rearing up with its front legs.

      “Well, that’s an unusual ring,” I said, feeling my stomach knot. “Do you have any idea of how old it is?”

      “We had it appraised. The jeweler sets it at being made around the early 1900s. It’s worth at least two thousand dollars. But we’re afraid to sell it. It feels…like it’s carrying something in it.” She handed it over to me.

      As I took hold of the ring, I touched her fingers and felt a spark. Rose had psychic abilities. From what I could tell, she was human, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t have powers.

      “You’re a sensitive, aren’t you?” I asked.

      Her eyes widened, but she nodded. “Yeah, I am. I always have been, since I was a child. And the minute we found that ring, things started to happen.”

      I lifted the ring out of the box and immediately got slammed with a fit of fury. I could hear screaming in the back of my mind, and the ring grew hot in my fingers. So hot that I almost dropped it. I hastily placed it back into the box.

      “Holy crap, that’s…” I stared at it, then passed it to Caitlin. “Take some readings on it, will you?”

      She began taking pictures of it, then held out the FLIR. “Cripes, this thing is jumping with energy.”

      I turned back to Rose. “What have you experienced?”

      “Well, we began hearing footsteps at the door leading to the basement, where we keep all our goods. It’s fully finished, there shouldn’t be anything down there, but we’ve been hearing heavy steps even when there’s just one or two staff members here.”

      “Going up or down?”

      “Down, I think, though when you’re in the basement and hear them, they stop about halfway down. I don’t think they’ve ever gone fully down into the basement, and they sound like someone’s wearing heavy boots. Just about all of our staff have heard them, and a few customers reported hearing them when they were sitting near the basement door. A few times, we’ve had orbs of light flickering around the bar—they’re translucent and they soar around like…I guess, like drones. I saw them, and one of our waitresses saw them.”

      “Have they tried to interact with you?” I asked.

      Rose thought for a moment, then shook her head. “I’m not sure if it’s interacting, but one of them followed me around the bar for about ten minutes before vanishing. It hovered in front of me. For a moment, I thought it might be trying to send me a Morse code message, but I don’t know Morse code, so I couldn’t say.”

      “What else?” I wasn’t happy to hear about the will-o’-the-wisps, or corpse candles as they were also called. Sometimes they were connected with the Faerie realm. Other times, they could be spirits trapped in energetic form.

      “We hear people whispering—women in particular—but there won’t be anybody there when we look. Nona smelled something like rotting meat in the basement but we couldn’t find anything to account for it. I thought maybe a rat got caught in the walls and died or something, so I called in a pest specialist and he couldn’t find a thing. The smell dissipated by the next morning. And finally, a customer was in the women’s restroom and she said something grabbed her butt, and then her breast. She was terrified, because there was nobody else in there. She came racing out to tell me, and then left and never came back.”

      I thought over what she had told me. All disparate events, but they could be connected. They were all common signs of a haunting. “All right. By the way, did you know this building used to house a funeral home?”

      Rose nodded. “Yes, the prior owner told us that. He kept the name ‘Starling,’ which was the original name of the funeral home. But he showed us his financials and he made money. He didn’t mention any problems with ghosts.”

      Caitlin snorted. “I wouldn’t either, if I were trying to unload a problem property. But if he made money, maybe he really didn’t have any problems.”

      Ducking her head, Rose laughed for the first time. “I guess we were too focused on money. I cleansed the space, but apparently, that hasn’t worked. I’ve tried several times with sage-water and sweeping with a broom.”

      I leaned back in the booth and bit into my apple muffin. “Yeah, that would be fine if there weren’t such strong energies present. But a simple cleansing ceremony isn’t going to cut it here. Not if you’re experiencing all of these events. May I see the basement?”

      As she led us toward the basement door, the sound of heavy steps behind the door stopped us. I motioned for her to remain silent while I edged up to the door, then yanked it open.

      The lights were on, and I caught the milky outline of a lanky, tall man. The sound of steps stopped abruptly, and the outline vanished, but not before I heard a distinct “Who are you?”

      I stared at the steps, wanting to head down to the basement, but the hairs on my neck and arms were standing up and Esmara popped in.

      Don’t go. Not yet. You need to be protected before you tackle what’s down there.

      “That bad?” I asked.

      That bad. This is only the beginning.

      “Crap,” I muttered.

      “What did you say?” Rose asked.

      I turned to her. “I was talking to my spirit guide. She told me not to go down there now, not before I’ve had the chance to perform a strong warding on myself. Okay, we’re going to go back to the office. You’ll be open for business soon and you don’t need us prowling around when customers are here. I want to research this place, so that will take a day or two. Meanwhile, if anything gets out of hand, call us. Tad will get in touch with you tomorrow or Friday with our fee schedule. We keep our prices well within reason.”

      “Thank you,” Rose said.

      Caitlin, who was standing right behind her, motioned to me and surreptitiously pointed to the camera she was holding. I nodded, then led the way out of the restaurant. Whatever Caitlin had to show me, she obviously didn’t want Rose to know.

      When we were back in the car, I turned to her. “What did you get?”

      She handed me the camera, set to the last picture she took. There stood the distinct outline of a tall man, similar to what I’d seen, but the picture had caught him much more clearly. He was dressed in a suit that looked like it was from the 1950s, and he wore a cowboy hat. There was something terribly unhealthy about his energy and it made me cringe.

      But what struck me was he looked like a zombie, decomposing and hideous. My stomach lurched and I wanted to look away, but the light in his eyes struck me the most—they glowed with a gold-green fire that felt putrid and slimy.

      “Oh fuck, he’s… Whatever he is, he’s trouble,” I whispered. I glanced at Caitlin. “Did you actually see him, or just catch him in the picture?”

      “I saw the glow of his aura, but not his body. What about you?”

      “When I saw him behind the door, I saw a little more than you, but not the decomposition. He didn’t manifest fully.” I sat back. “I wonder if he died on the premises or if he was a victim brought in to the funeral home.”

      “That is the problem—nobody had to have died here. They already had a potential crew of spooks.”

      “Right.” I glanced at my phone. “Let’s get back to the office. I want to see if there are any records left from when the Starling was a funeral home. If there are, maybe we can find out who the man was. But the corpse candles worry me. They can be dangerous.”

      “I take it we’re on the case?” Caitlin asked.

      “If the owner agrees to Tad’s estimate, yes.” With thoughts of ghosts and ghouls, and things that go bump in the night in mind, we headed back to the office.
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      We arrived back at the office just in time for lunch. Wren wasn’t at her desk, so I used my keycard to unlock the inner door. Hank had ordered in pizza.

      “Where’s Wren?” I asked. “Pizza again?” I loved pizza but we ate enough of it to open our own pizza parlor.

      “Pizza’s good for you.” Tad let out a sigh. “Wren got an emergency call. Her husband fell in the kitchen and couldn’t get up. He was trying to make himself some soup. Luckily, the stove wasn’t on yet. I sent her home, and then I called Madrona Nursing Home Healthcare Services and hired her some round-the-clock help for the next couple weeks. My grandmother used them when she was bedbound with a broken hip and they saved the day. I told Wren we’d deal with the matter of cost later and not to worry.”

      “Thank gods you’re independently wealthy,” I blurted out before realizing what I was saying. Blushing, I stammered, “I don’t think that came out the way I meant.”

      Tad laughed. “No worries. I’m glad I have money, too. It lets us operate this business without scrounging for cases we normally wouldn’t take, and it gives me the chance to help others. Oh, by the way, I created a Med-Help page for her and started spreading the word. It’s already up to five thousand dollars. We have thirty days—I put a goal of fifty thousand because this isn’t a condition that’s just going to go away. I expect we’ll exceed that amount.”

      Feeling relieved, I gave Tad a hug. “Thank you. If I have to work for anybody but myself, I’m glad it’s you.”

      It was Tad’s turn to blush, but he just waved off the compliment. “Let’s eat lunch. We have to be at the police department by one. You can fill us in on what happened at the restaurant while we eat.”

      As we gathered around the table, Hank brought out the paper plates. I grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge—I’d had enough caffeine for one morning, even though my urge was for more. We settled in to pepperoni and extra cheese, and Caitlin and I filled in the details of our visit for Tad and Hank.

      Hank shook his head. “This is serious.”

      He was half-human, half-witchblood, and specialized in astral magic, including bilocation and fending off psychic attacks. He was also big and burly, and handsome. He shaved his head, and had recently gotten tribal tattoos on his scalp that gave him a fierce, wild look.

      “Yeah, it is. I want to find out if anyone worked magic at the funeral home. The man who looked like a zombie—I’m not sure what was going on there. If we can find any records from the funeral home, that would help a lot,” I said.

      “You think you want to tackle the case?” Tad asked.

      I nodded. “I’d also like to find out more about that ring. The paranormal events didn’t start happening until they found it, and I swear there’s an attachment to it. Rose could feel it—so be aware she’s somewhat psychic.”

      “Witchblood?” Hank asked.

      “Nope,” Caitlin said. “She’s human, I believe.”

      “That’s also dangerous. Most full-blooded humans don’t have strong enough powers to ward against psychic attack.” Hank frowned.

      “Well, she tried to cleanse the place but it didn’t work. Sage-spray and using a besom to disperse the energy aren’t enough to tackle a haunting like this.”

      “You’re probably right. So, are you ready to go see Arrow Man?” Tad snorted. “I wonder if we’ve got our own Florida Man.”

      “I hope not,” I mumbled.

      We finished lunch, storing the rest of the pizza in the fridge for a snack later, and headed out to the van with our equipment. Tad made sure the doors—outer, inner, and the door to the equipment room—were locked. As Caitlin and I settled into the back of the van, which was set up to retrieve data, I leaned back in my chair, mulling over the events at the restaurant.
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        * * *

      

      The police department was inside a building called City Central, which covered an entire block. City Central also housed the courthouse, jail, fire department, town hall, the public utilities department, and the Garrison Library, as well as a couple coffee shops and restaurants.

      City Central was a welcoming place, with warm gray walls and tiles that had sound-muting properties. The ceilings were high, and while the lighting was LED, the glow wasn’t obnoxiously bright. Unfortunately, in 1943, an arsonist had burned down part of the building, destroying thousands of files from before 1939. The newer files had been backed up and stored in a fireproof vault, but the older files had been stored in boxes, archived away in a part of the building that had been seriously damaged.

      The police station and jail were on one side of the building, and so we entered from one of the back entrances leading directly to the bulletproof glass doors marking the entrance to the PD. As we filed into the station, the receptionist greeted us from behind more bulletproof glass. She took our names and gestured for us to take seats in the waiting area.

      A few minutes later, one of the clerks led us back to Millie’s office.

      “Well, if it isn’t my favorite set of ghostbusters,” she said, grinning. Her strawberry-blond hair had been cropped into a short ’do, and she had a perpetual aura of trust about her. A German shepherd shifter, she was loyal to the town and considered everyone in it to be part of her pack, as long as they followed the rules.

      “Hey, we hear you’ve got a Florida Man situation,” I said.

      Millie let out a snicker. “That’s about right, though there’s something seriously odd about this case. Reynolds and I go way back and I’ve never known him to show any signs of instability. I had a psychiatrist out to look him over today, and he spent a couple of hours with Reynolds, administering psych tests. The doc says that, even though it sounds nuts, Reynolds truly believes that Aleana—the woman he attacked—is his fiancée. Aleana’s husband is not amused, I can tell you that.” She tossed a file folder on her desk. “Can you meet with him and see if you feel anything supernatural going on?”

      “We can do that,” Tad said. “Is he here?”

      “Yeah, he’s in jail right now, until we decide what the hell to do with him. But it might be best if only two of you came with me. Hank, you and January?” Millie stood, motioning for us to follow her.

      Caitlin and Tad waited in Millie’s office while we followed her back through a series of corridors to the jail proper. We passed the holding cells first.

      “We didn’t want to keep Reynolds in holding. If he went off on one of the other inmates, it would be bad, especially since we just have Otis in there now.”

      “Otis?” Hank asked.

      “Our nickname for Jeremiah Beardsley. We call him Otis because he reminds us of the town drunk on the Andy Griffith Show. He’s in here at least once a week to ten days for getting smashed and trying to cause a ruckus down by the marina. He never hurts anybody but when he started running around nekkid, we had to do something. Jeremiah’s inner nudist likes to come out when he’s under the influence.” She chuckled. “At least if he strips in here, he’s not likely to scandalize the Town Garden Society, and they like to take walks on Friday afternoon through the center of Moonshadow Bay.”

      I tried to choke back a laugh but couldn’t. Coughing, I shook my head. “What would Moonshadow Bay be without its characters? By the way, have you seen the Gull Catcher lately? I haven’t seen him for the past few weeks, and I almost always run into him when I come downtown.”

      The Gull Catcher was a coyote shifter. He was a veteran with PTSD, and he was either an oracle or a savant, or perhaps both. The Gull Catcher had been through many wars, and was far older than I had originally thought. Ghosts of those he had killed in battle followed him. Seagulls followed him. Once I had caught a glimpse of his torment, as he tried to work through the guilt of killing the innocent. While I shied away from him, I was sympathetic. He had done what he was told to do, and was now cloaked in the punishment of his actions.

      “Yeah, he’s been holing up in his houseboat for a while. He lives in the marina, you know, in a wreck of a boat, but I’ve noticed through the past few years that he goes through cycles. There’s a time of year—right about February or March—that he seems to retreat. He’ll be back out in a couple weeks. I’m not sure what his cycle is related to, but it seems to be a permanent part of his life.” Millie let out a long sigh. “I wish we could help him, but he doesn’t want the help we’ve offered.”

      “He’s paying penance,” I said. “He’s trying to work through the guilt. It doesn’t help that he saw the Morrígan face-to-face when he was on the battlefield. See her in that guise and it’s enough to drive you mad.”

      “Well, whatever his trauma, he’s okay. I have my men check on him a couple times a week this time of year.” She paused at a metal door. “Okay, I need to have my guards search you before you go through. Can’t take any chances.”

      We allowed a guard to pat us down. He took a long look at our equipment, then handed it back.

      “We’ll take Reynolds into a private conference room, so that he’s not back with the other inmates.” She glanced at me. “Are you ready?”

      “As ready as we ever will be,” I said.

      Millie snorted. “Follow me. And don’t get too close to any of the cells. Most of our guests are in here for innocuous crimes, but there are a few we keep a close eye on.”

      We followed her beyond the heavy steel door. The jail cells were all on the left side of the wall, with sturdy iron bars, and to our immediate right was a conference room. As we entered the hallway, I grimaced, a headache piercing my skull. I winced, reaching for the wall.

      “Are you all right?”

      I nodded, squinting. “I think so. It’s just…there’s a lot of pent-up emotion and psychic residue here. You need to clean and ward your jail more often.” I shook my head, trying to strengthen my wards so that the energy would bounce off of me. But nothing seemed to happen.

      “We installed a strong anti-magical ward two months ago, so that’s what you might be feeling. It dampens magical abilities, so you won’t be able to cast any spells in here. We had…an incident…in December.” Millie paused. “Tech will work here, magic, not so much.”

      “How do you expect me to get a strong read on this guy if I can’t…wait. It blocks actual magic, but not psychic abilities, correct?” There was a fine difference between the two, but it was there. And it made the difference between sensing something, and acting on it.

      “Right. Okay, he’s in the cell up ahead. Wait in the conference room. There’s a guard in there.” Millie motioned for the guard who was following her to let us into the conference room. As we entered, he closed it behind us and I heard the subtle but obvious sound of a click as it locked.

      Nervous, I glanced at Hank. I could feel the residue of fear in the room, as well as anger and confusion. A lot of energy had settled into these walls, and it made me want to come over and perform a massive cleansing ceremony. But then again, it would just keep building up each time, with every prisoner they brought in.

      “They interrogate in this room,” I said. “I can feel it. A lot of pent-up fear and anger. It’s making me edgy.”

      Hank nodded. “I can feel it too. The magical wards are probably for the best, given the nature of what their jobs are like.”

      I thought about my ex. He had been in this room after he attacked me. Some of the anger I was feeling belonged to him, but it was all tangled together in a big ball of yarn. At that moment, the door opened and Millie and the guard came in, a man in handcuffs between them. I immediately felt the warning bells that something wasn’t right and sat stiffly, watching him out of the corner of my eye.

      Reynolds could have been any man. He was moderate height, moderate build, soil-brown hair that touched the nape of his neck—no marks of any distinction. My mind drifting, I thought he was Joe Schmo, the man in the street you never noticed who passed by every day on his way to work. But I could feel an odd energy lurking beneath the exterior. It was different from any I had encountered before, a desperate longing and fervent belief that… I paused, closing my eyes as the energy flared around him, a pale nimbus of orange and yellow.

      As I opened my eyes and met his gaze, I paused. Immediately, I knew that Reynolds wasn’t himself. At first I wondered if there was one too many people lurking behind those eyes, but then shook my head. Was he possessed? No, it wasn’t possession. Could he have developed dissociative identity disorder? Not that either. I cautiously reached out, trying to examine his energy without setting it off.

      Reynolds coughed, breaking the connection between us. I tried to establish it again, but this time barriers were up, pushing me away. Whatever was going on, he didn’t want to let me in.

      I withdrew as Millie settled herself near us. Both guards stood alert, one on each side of Reynolds’s shoulders. As I met his gaze again, a flicker of triumph flared in his eyes. He had managed to shove me away and he was happy about it.

      “Reynolds, I want you to tell January and Hank what you experienced. They’re here to help.” Millie leaned forward. “We all want to help.”

      Reynolds’s brow furrowed, and he turned a suspicious eye to Hank. “I don’t know what you think I’ve done wrong. She’s my fiancée. We’re engaged and I’m going to marry her.”

      “You know she’s married, Reynolds,” Millie said.

      “No! She comes into my store all the time to see me. Over the years, we’ve fallen in love.” He sounded so adamant, and yet so desperate.

      “How long have you known her?” Hank asked. He was monitoring Reynolds with one of our specially revamped cameras that managed to catch auras from people the camera was focused on.

      Reynolds paused, then said, “Three years. Ever since I took over the store from my father. She comes in almost every week. She’s so beautiful.” Now, his voice took on a reverie, and he closed his eyes. He was smitten, it was written all over his face.

      I slowly reached out again and found that he was lost in a fog of passion and hunger. It wasn’t hunger like I’d felt from vampires, nor was it truly love—it was the desire to possess. To eat someone up and control their every move. It was creepy as fuck, and made me wonder just what Reynolds was truly like behind that unexciting appearance.

      Hank’s eyes widened. He was staring at the viewfinder of the camera, but I couldn’t see it from where I was sitting.

      “Tell us what happened, Reynolds. Who shot you?” I didn’t want to lean over to see what Hank was staring at. That would be too obvious.

      He paused, then said, “I don’t know. Some idiot, I guess. Maybe it’s that jackass who insists he’s married to Aleana. I keep telling Chief Tuptin she should arrest him. He’s scaring my fiancée and now he’s also shot me.”

      I glanced at Millie, who gave me a short shake of the head.

      “We don’t know that he shot you, Reynolds. Nobody seems to have seen what happened. And since you can’t provide me with a clear description of the man, there’s nothing we can do.” She sounded exasperated.

      I stood and stretched. As I sat back down, I eased my chair closer to Hank, just enough so that I could get a glimpse of the auxiliary screen attached to the camera. There, surrounding Reynolds’s pale image, was a nimbus of orange energy, especially near his heart. It was explosive and chaotic. And that meant trouble.

      “You know, we should—” I was interrupted by the sound of Millie’s cell. She answered, then took a breath. “Really? Crap. All right.” As she stuffed the phone back in her pocket, she said to the guards, “Can you return Reynolds to his cell? January, Hank, please follow me.”

      She stood, her expression ashen, and abruptly exited the room. Hank and I gathered our gear and followed without a word. The moment we got on the other side of the heavy door blocking off the jail, she turned to us. “There’s been another shooting. This time, a woman was shot. She was in her yard. She’s been taken to the hospital. I’m headed there now. Want to join me?”

      “You are talking an arrow, right?”

      She nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Okay, we’ll follow you there. I’ll tell Tad.”

      As we hustled back to her office, I wondered who the hell was playing Robin Hood. And why? While it wasn’t our case, I was worried that before they caught the attacker, somebody was going to get killed.
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      We hustled out to the van, then headed to the hospital, where we would meet with Millie. I grimaced as we approached. Every time I got near the hospital, I had flashbacks of sitting in the ER waiting room, waiting an eternity for the doctor to come tell me whether my parents were still alive. In reality, it had been twenty minutes—the longest twenty minutes of my life. And at the end, I wished I was back, still waiting, not knowing that I was about to become an orphan. I closed my eyes against the memories of following the doctor back to see my mother, too broken and bloody to live, lying still beneath the sheet. Nearby, my father was brain-dead, on a ventilator.

      “January?” Caitlin’s voice was low as she touched my hand. “January, are you all right?”

      I suppressed the sob in my throat. I was still too raw. Grief took time, and unexpected loss made it even harder. “Yeah, just…”

      “I know. I’m sorry. In time, it will get…not easier but—”

      I worried my lip, then squeezed her hand. “I know. I think if it hadn’t been so visceral, if I hadn’t seen what the crash had done to them, it would have been easier.”

      If I could have remembered the way they were the last time I saw them alive and happy, it might have been less haunting. But standing in the hospital room, witnessing my mother’s dead body and my father kept alive only by the hushed noises of the ventilator, the images and sounds had imprinted on my memory.

      We rode in silence, Caitlin holding my hand, the rest of the way to the hospital.
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        * * *

      

      We waited while Millie went in first, but about ten minutes later, she summoned me back. As I entered the room, I saw a woman about my age lying in the hospital bed. Her shoulder and upper right chest area were swathed in bandages and she was propped up, her eyes glassy with medication.

      Millie motioned me over to one side. “Her name’s Sienna Walker, and she’s a wolf shifter. She was minding her own business, gardening in her yard, when somebody shot her from an angle that meant they had to be up in a tree.” Millie worried her lip. “I find it odd that someone is shooting people in the shoulder. They aren’t shooting to kill.”

      I walked over to Sienna, staring down at her. As I sat in a chair next to the bed, she moaned and the IV kicked in again. The pain meds were probably in the IV. Which meant…

      “Is Dr. Fairsight overseeing her case?”

      Millie nodded. “Yeah, Dr. Fairsight sees a lot of the Otherkin who come into the hospital, though I hear she has an adjunct physician helping her now.” She glanced back at Sienna. “I can’t get a straight story out of her right now, since she’s pretty doped up. I’ll come back tomorrow and give you a call when I learn anything.” She glanced at me. “I can’t very well put out a warning, though the news is going to get hold of this and run with it.”

      “You might caution people to just be alert? Hopefully that won’t stir up anything.” I wasn’t sure how far to offer advice. I wasn’t a member of law enforcement, but I did know enough about people and panic to realize this was a touchy situation.

      “I have to do something. The local station’s going to want a statement and I have no idea what to tell them. I’ll look into whether there’s any link between Reynolds and Sienna. I’ll be up late tonight. Meanwhile, anybody carrying a bow is going to be suspect, so we should expect some potential vigilantes scouting around.” With a sigh, she turned back to the nurse. “Can you ask the doctor to bring me the arrow?”

      “Of course.” The nurse gave her a quick nod and vanished out of the room.

      Millie sat down and motioned for me to go over to the bed. “Can you sense anything?”

      I reluctantly approached the woman. Sensing emotions off someone who was both drugged up and in a massive amount of pain was difficult. Actually, Sienna no longer appeared to be in pain, given the medication, but that just made it even worse.

      Sitting down, I slowly reached out to lay my hand lightly across hers. Her fingers were still and cool, and for a moment, I thought she might be dying, but then she breathed, her chest rising and falling without help, and I let go of the fear. I tried to slide into her aura, into her energy. The work I was doing with Teran was helping me master the skill of sussing out the energy signatures of others, and I was making good progress.

      I closed my eyes, keeping my hand on Sienna’s, and as I started to slide into her aura, it felt like I was falling into cotton. Probably the drugs.

      I waded into the pillowy energy, resisting the temptation to let it curl around me and lull me to sleep. That’s what sedatives did to mediums and psychics—if I allowed myself to get caught in the slipstream, the medicine would spin a web around me, pulling me under, and I could faint or even start acting drunk until I was shaken out of the pull.

      I managed to slip past the siren luring me to come rest in her arms and dug deeper, trying to find something about Sienna that might give us an answer as to why she had been shot. I finally found a trail of energy that wasn’t buried in cotton and followed it through the haze of Sienna’s pain meds till I found the inner part of her aura. It blazed a clear green light, feeling like the woodlands and the clear sky. I wasn’t sure what Sienna did for a living, but it was obvious that she had a strong connection to nature, especially the earth.

      I clung to her energy as I tried to pick up any impressions. I found myself walking through a ravine, hunting for mushrooms. A melancholy wave swept over me as I wandered between the tall trees, and at one point, I realized I was crying. Tears streaked down my cheeks, and an incredible sense of loneliness hit me. Isolation was a constant companion, one I had known as long as I could remember. Images of couples flickered through my mind, and my heart felt like it would break. I wanted so much to belong to someone. I had never known what love was like, and every day my loneliness grew more palpable.

      “January, are you all right? January?” Millie’s voice echoed through the layers of fog and mist and after a moment, I realized that she was talking to me, and I wasn’t the woman crying beneath the tree. I was just observing her. I broke contact and began to swim through the layers of energy until I could open my eyes.

      My cheeks were wet and the residue of loneliness ached, a gnawing hunger in my heart. I tried to shake off the residue.

      “What’s wrong? What did you see?” Millie asked.

      I took a deep breath and stood, shaking to dislodge any remaining connections. “She’s so lonely that it’s consuming her. I’ve known loneliness before, but never at such a gut-wrenching depth that feels like it’s destroying you. I’d be surprised if she has friends. You might want to check into her social situation.”

      Millie stared at me for a moment. “That fits with Reynolds Tyler. He’s unmarried, I doubt if he’s ever had a girlfriend. He runs the hardware store by himself, and the only times I’ve ever seen him when he’s out and about, he’s always alone.”

      “Then there’s a place to start.” I turned back to Sienna. “So many people in this world are lonely. At least the internet allows people with social anxiety to communicate. But I don’t think Sienna knows how to reach out.”

      “So, we have someone preying on the isolated?” Millie asked.

      “I’m not sure yet. I wouldn’t set that in stone. But it’s a place to start.”

      I followed her back to the waiting room where the others were waiting. We headed in separate directions. I promised Millie we’d call if we had any ideas and she promised to keep in touch if anything else happened.
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        * * *

      

      “So it’s really freaky. Millie’s really up against the wall on this case.” I was on the phone to Ari as I dressed to meet Killian at a new restaurant in town. The Flamingo Club was a new seafood restaurant that had recently opened up. It had a club-like attitude, so I decided to dress accordingly. I didn’t usually wear mini-skirts, but I had found a purple and black sparkly dress that came to about three inches above my knees. It was a body-con dress, conforming to my abundant curves. I had never been comfortable wearing form-fitting dresses before, but Killian’s acceptance of me and my own shifting views had changed my perspective.

      Ari’s voice echoed out of the speaker. My best friend, she had been my confidante since we were kids. We’d grown up together, and had been fast friends all of our lives, though Ellison had done his best to divide and conquer.

      Recently, Ari had gotten married and she and her wife faced a rocky future, even though they were madly in love. Meagan’s parents didn’t appreciate that she had left a husband who was a prominent businessman as well as a puma shifter, only to turn around and marry a witchblood woman. Meagan’s mother had tried to ruin Ari’s hairdressing business, but had backed off after a while. Meagan’s family belonged to the North Cascades Bear Clan.

      “I have news!” Ari sounded so excited that I stopped smoothing out my dress to sit down and pick up the phone.

      “What?”

      “Meagan got a new job! She’s accepted a position with Bellingham Technical Community College. She’s going to be the dean of women’s sports.” Ari sounded over the moon.

      Meagan was a high school gym teacher and while she enjoyed her job, she had grown tired of dealing with teenagers. As a college dean, she would be able to help direct the curriculum and she’d still be coaching, only now she’d only have to coach one sport—her strongest—cheerleading.

      “That’s wonderful! She won’t have to go to as many out-of-town games, either, will she?”

      “Given the cheerleaders cheer for all the teams, not just football, she might actually be traveling more. But she’ll have a backup coach who can take her place if need be. The new job means more money and Meagan will be happier. She’s worked hard for this.”

      I smiled. Anything that made Ari happy, made me happy. I was grateful that she was establishing her home and family. While her parents had been supportive, Ari had been bullied in school off and on because she was an out-and-proud lesbian.

      “What are you up to?”

      “Ghosts at work, and Millie’s asking for some help—the cops are investigating a really weird case. But right now, I’m getting dressed for dinner at the Flamingo Club. Killian made reservations. They’re supposed to have amazing seafood. Oh! And he booked us at the Heart’s End B&B on Nimah Rock for Valentine’s Day weekend.” I ducked my head, unable to keep the joy out of my voice. “I can’t believe he went and did that.”

      “Do you have time off?” Ari asked.

      “I can get that Friday and Monday off. It’s just that I’m not used to my partner being so supportive. I’m getting used to it, but I still find myself flashing back to all the holidays I spent with Ellison and how they were all fucked up. He went out of his way to make them uncomfortable, then blamed me for the screwups. Those were on holidays we spent by ourselves. On the holidays when he invited his snobby friends or we visited his family, he expected things to be perfect.”

      “You are so much better off without that scum. I hate what he did to you, but you’ve made so many strides since you got rid of that scumbag. So, what are you wearing tonight?” Ari was my hairdresser and she was also a secret fashionista. She hadn’t always been that way, but I had noticed since she and Meagan got together, she had taken to discussing clothes a lot more.

      “That purple and black ruched dress I bought. The body-con one. I think I’ll wear a pair of CFM pumps, and my new black jacket. What do you think?”

      “For the Flamingo Club? That works. You’ll be set to dance if you want to.” Ari paused, then added, “So, can I admit something?”

      She sounded so contrite that I was worried. “Of course, what is it?”

      “Ever since my wedding, and since you and Killian got serious, we haven’t seen much of one another. We mostly play text-tag. I miss you. I know we’re both busy, but…”

      “I miss you too,” I said. “Why don’t we make a dinner date for just the two of us? No Killian. No Meagan. They’ll understand.”

      We settled on the Wednesday after I got back from the trip and reluctantly said good-bye.

      I stared at my phone as I entered the dinner into my calendar. Ari was right. It felt like we were drifting apart. If she still lived down the street, it might have been different because we could just run over to each other’s houses without any fuss or muss. But we were growing into our new lives, and our worlds were growing larger. With a sigh, I shoved my phone into my beaded clutch and headed downstairs. Killian would be here soon, and I wanted to be ready for our date.
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        * * *

      

      The Flamingo Club was happening, all right. Killian and I had a reservation but we still had to wait for almost half an hour. We waited in the bar, but the noise was so loud we could barely talk. The club might be new, but it felt a lot like the ones I had passed on in Seattle, crowded and loud. There were cheap flamingos everywhere—plastic, gaudy, and neon pink. The bar was lit up with pink Christmas lights, and even though smoking was prohibited, there was too much cheap perfume in the air and I could smell pot reeking off some of the customers. I liked pot, actually, but stale marijuana had a nasty smell.

      I was surprised it was so crowded. Most people in Moonshadow Bay didn’t go for places like this. But the Flamingo Club was new, and February was always bleak, so it stood to reason that people wanted to get out and try new things.

      We passed the time texting to each other, since the noise was so deafening. It wasn’t just people talking—the design of the club created an echo that seemed to double down on the noise. And add music to the background—a driving techno beat—meant I was already getting a headache.

      do you want to go somewhere else? Killian texted me.

      by the time we find another restaurant, our table here will be ready. let’s wait it out and see how the food is.

      you look gorgeous—we could go home and have dinner in bed.

      lol—that sounds tempting, but the fridge is pretty empty and i need to go shopping.

      The waitress appeared then, and motioned for us to follow her with our drinks. She led us to a table in the center of the dining room. My heart sank. I wanted a booth, where we could eat in peace. While the dining room wasn’t as loud as the bar, it still wasn’t built for the best experience. The ceiling was domed in the center, perfectly shaped to catch and amplify our voices. But the center table was the only one open, and my stomach was growling.

      We settled into our chairs and the waitress handed us menus and then, before we could ask for wine, she was gone. So yeah, customer service—not so great.

      I leaned across the table and said, “Okay, we eat and get out of here, right?”

      “What?” Killian said, pointing to his ear. He leaned forward. I repeated what I said and he nodded. “Yeah, I don’t think I’m hip enough for this place.”

      “I don’t think that ‘hip’ is the word.” I glanced over the menu and, even though the offerings looked good, I decided to choose whatever would be served the fastest. Killian had the same idea and so, when the waitress returned, we ordered the shrimp bisque, cheesy bread, and fried calamari.

      As we were eating, a familiar voice crept into my ear.

      “Well hello, how are you two doing?”

      Damn it, Val Slater was there. The slick leader of the Northwest Vampire Collective was standing there, a sloe-eyed blonde on his arm. She opened her mouth to smile and I saw the fangs. She was a vamp, too. Val was a power player in town, and even though he was feared, he was also responsible for a number of charitable acts and organizations. I owed him a big debt—or rather, Conjure Ink did. I tried to keep as far away from him as possible, though now and then he would text me and I’d answer out of the desire to keep things on a congenial level. It never paid to upset a vamp.

      “Ready to get out of here as soon as we finish dinner,” I said. Val was leaning in too close, and I could see Killian’s brow lowering. “Don’t let us keep you from your dinner,” I added.

      Val gave me a long look, then smiled slyly. “Of course, ma chérie. We won’t take up any more of your time.” As they began to move away, with Val ignoring Killian, the female vampire shot me a scathing look. I just stared at her, keeping my face blank. She had nothing to worry about. Doing Val wasn’t on my bucket list.

      Killian looked like he was about ready to say something, but the waitress brought our food and he settled back. I immediately spooned up my bisque and suddenly the restaurant didn’t seem too bad. The bisque was delicious—the best I had ever eaten. The cheesy bread was crisp and cheesy, and the calamari was flavored with Old Bay and had just the right amount of breading.

      “This is so good,” I said, my mouth full.

      Killian nodded. “Too bad the restaurant sucks.”

      I motioned to the waitress. She finally returned to our table. “Do you deliver?”

      She nodded. “Yes, and we offer takeout, too. Do you want dessert?”

      The description of the cheesecake in the menu sounded good, but I’d had just about as much noise as I could handle. “Why don’t you wrap up two slices of the raspberry lemon cheesecake to go.”

      She nodded, heading back to the kitchen. As we finished our meal, I knew I’d be ordering from here, though I had no desire to step inside the restaurant again. In fact, I called the waitress back—how she heard me, I’ll never know—and ordered two more servings of bisque and bread to go. Killian paid our check and, food in hand, we headed out of the restaurant.

      But as I left, I felt eyes on me, and glanced over my shoulder to find Val staring at me. His gaze bored a hole in me and I quickly turned away again. The last thing I needed was to rekindle the war between Killian and Val, and I’d do whatever I could to prevent it.

      We headed out into the night, the rain slicing down hard. As we settled back in Killian’s car, I realized how much I enjoyed being alone with him. The noise of the restaurant diminishing, I leaned back and relaxed all the way back home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      “Can you stay over tonight?” I whispered. Our food was in the fridge, and Killian and I were curled up on the sofa, me resting in his arms as we watched The Dead Return, a paranormal investigations show. The show creeped me out because I could feel the energy coming off the places they investigated, but then again, I had investigated places just as bad and lived through it. Granted, they didn’t take on cases with vampires or shifters because it was too controversial, but the ghosts they faced were just as challenging.

      “Would you like that?” Killian asked.

      “Oh, yes.” I turned to face him fully and he planted his lips on mine, kissing me deeply as he slid his hand up the side of my dress, beneath the material. He caressed my thigh and then leaned me back, rolling on top of me.

      “Have you been good today?” he whispered.

      That had become our key way of asking whether the other was in a kinky mood. We both enjoyed some non-vanilla activities, but not all the time. And we had agreed that we both had to be in the mood to take it further than our regular, though yummy, sex life.

      I thought it over. Even though I had no intention of messing with Val, his look always turned me on, as much as I tried to ignore it. The kink that Killian and I shared helped me avoid going anywhere beyond a fleeting thought about what sex with Val would be like.

      “No, I haven’t,” I whispered.

      “Then choose your punishment, love.” Killian’s gaze met mine, holding me firmly in his grasp. He wasn’t an alpha, but he wasn’t beta either. Killian was his own man, beyond stereotypes. He could play the Dom easily enough, but he never tried it unless I asked.

      “Tie me up and fuck me, please,” I said, growing wet as I thought about being bound to the headboard.

      “Get your ass upstairs and get ready for me. I’ll feed the cats.” He pointed to the stairs, instantly sliding into the alpha persona.

      Squirming at the shift in energy, I headed up the stairs. In my bedroom, I slipped out of my dress and pulled a sheer black baby doll out of my dresser. I slid it on, then opened the chest next to the bed. There were our toys—Killian’s and mine—and then my own. I withdrew a velvet belt, draping it across the end of the bed, along with a blindfold.

      I hooked up my phone to a Bluetooth speaker, starting our sex playlist. Then I settled on the bed, waiting for Killian to come in.

      Killian opened the door a few minutes later. He closed it firmly behind him, striding over to where I was waiting on the bed. Towering over me, he ordered, “Hand me the rope.”

      I caught my breath, fetching the rope for him. “Yes, sir.”

      “Lie back with your hands over your head.” He took the velvet belt in hand, waiting.

      I stretched out on the bed, my head propped up on a stack of pillows. We had installed a swag hook up on the wall, just over the head of the bed, and Killian straddled me, looping the tie over the hook. He held out his hand for my right wrist, tying it firmly but gently with one of the ends of the rope. Then he did the same for my left wrist.

      “Scoot down.”

      As I scooted lower on the bed so that my arms were resting comfortably above my head, he adjusted the pillows behind me. Then he took the blindfold and tied it around my eyes, leaving me in the dark.

      Holding my breath, I listened. There was a click and music came on. Neither one of us cared for what most people thought of as romantic, preferring darkwave and alternative groups that had a heavy percussion and darker sound.

      As Nine Inch Nails began to play in the background, Killian bent my legs, spreading my knees. “Don’t move,” he cautioned me.

      I felt his lips on my ankle, leaving butterfly kisses as Killian worked his way up. They tickled to the point of making me shiver, and instinctively I began to pull away, but he grabbed my ankle, holding it still.

      “If you don’t stay in place, I’ll have to get the spreader bar,” he said. “And you know what that means.”

      My stomach flipped in all the right ways and I shifted again, just enough so that I felt him get off the bed. A moment later, cuffs snapped around my ankles, the bar between them keeping my legs fully spread. Then, once again, he began to trail kisses up the inside of my thigh, lingering so softly it might have been merely his breath on my skin rather than his lips.

      I gasped, aching for him now. I moaned, biting my lower lip.

      “You like that?” he demanded.

      “Yes. Please don’t stop.” I was already losing sight of the day, losing the frustrations and worries as my body took over. There was only Killian and me, and the pounding music, and the blessed darkness as he lowered himself to my breast and took my nipple in his mouth. He worried it, rolling his tongue around it, teasing me till my nipples were stiff.

      I gasped as he straddled me, his knees firm against my sides, and then he moved, pressing his cock against my lips. I opened my mouth and he slowly inched his way in as I closed my lips around his girth, forming a tight suction. He began to slowly move, sliding in and out as I stroked him with my tongue, hearing him groan in return. His cock throbbed, pulsing as I worked him, sucking and licking him till he suddenly withdrew.

      Then he was between my legs, licking me, swirling his tongue against my clit, and I began to climb, my breath coming in ragged pants. Every sensation was focused in on that one spark between my thighs, on that central core, and I began to come as he worked me harder. I couldn’t control myself any longer, but bucked as he ate me out, screaming as the fury of the orgasm tore through me. But instead of stopping, he pressed harder and the moment I caught my breath, I came again and again.

      Tears raced down my cheeks, I had come so hard. A moment later the bar was gone that had been holding apart my feet and he untied my hands. He pushed my blindfold back as he drove himself into me, penetrating me wide. I wrapped my legs around his waist and my arms around his back, and he laughed, his gaze holding mine tight as he fucked me hard and hot.

      “You’re so fucking sexy,” he said, his teeth gritting as he picked up the pace, driving deep into my core. “You’re mine, January. You’re all mine.”

      I could barely speak, able only to focus on the feel of him inside me, claiming me as his. I held tight to his back with my nails, losing myself in the rhythm as he rocked me back and forth with his body. His cock throbbed, and every pulse sent a ripple of pleasure through me. I squeezed tightly around him and he groaned again, and I kept it up. Kegel exercises were worth every second I spent on them.

      Time seemed to stop as he halted, still inside me, as deep as he could impale himself. I was pinned to the bed by his cock, by his body, and he reached up to squeeze my nipple hard. The pain turned to pleasure and I tried to shift, tried to get him to move again. I had never felt so full, so owned, so part of someone else.

      He forced me to look at him, and distinctly said, “Tell me you love me. Tell me you’re my woman.”

      Still panting, I nodded.

      “Say it.”

      “I’m yours,” I said. “I love you. I’m your woman, and you’re my man. My love.”

      The next second he shifted, withdrawing, and then—fast and furious—he drove back inside me, stroking hard until a moment later when he began to groan. He reached down to finger my clit and I was so on edge that I instantly came, a wave of pleasure ricocheting through me as Killian let out another long groan and came. Another moment and he collapsed, his head resting on my chest.

      I kissed the top of his head, gently stroking his back until he pushed away, reaching down to hold tight to the condom as he withdrew from me. We spread out in the bed, too wrung out to say much. As the sex haze began to lift, he smacked me gently on the ass and pulled me out of bed.

      “Let’s take a shower, woman,” he said. And I willingly followed him into the bathroom. Twenty minutes later we were dry, clean, and curled under the sheets, drifting off to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      After stopping at my chiropractor’s office, where he adjusted my neck, back, and hips, I headed to work feeling much better. Killian was going to be busy all day and evening, cleaning up the office after the leak, so I wouldn’t see him till tomorrow at the earliest. We were both independent people and neither one of us was clingy. It made for a good relationship.

      I arrived at work half an hour late. Tad knew I was stopping at the chiro so he wasn’t expecting me right on the dot. I entered the building, quad latte in hand. Wren was there, looking tired but calm.

      “Hey, thank you,” she said, letting out a grateful sigh. “I know you talked to Tad. I normally wouldn’t accept help but I’ve just come to the point where I know I need it and I’m giving up fighting it. The nurse is really nice and capable, and Walt likes her. For the first time in months, I feel like I can be here without worrying.”

      I gave her a quick hug. “Sometimes we all need help, Wren.”

      “I guess you’re right. I love helping others, but I suppose I’m just like a doctor. My own worst patient.” She laughed. “Go in. I brought goodies. Get yours before they’re devoured.” She waved me in, buzzing the door so I could slip through.

      Tad waved as I entered the office. “Hey, how’s the neck?”

      “Better, but I strained it a bit so I need to be careful.” I didn’t tell him that I had strained it even worse during Killian’s and my sex-play the night before.

      “Wren brought pastries.” He pointed to the table, where there were two boxes of various doughnuts and other pastries waiting. My mouth watered. I’d had half of a sandwich for breakfast—grabbing one slice of bread and slapping deli ham and a slice of cheese on it. I still needed to go shopping, and I hadn’t had a chance. I was still hungry. I surveyed at the selection of desserts and decided on a chocolate-filled maple bar.

      As I tucked my purse in my desk drawer and settled in, Hank yelled out, “Score!”

      “What is it?” Tad asked.

      Hank looked up from the array of monitors he kept a watch on. “Another Bigfoot sighting, close to where we’re planning to camp in June. Do you mind if I go check it out? It’s over near Mount Baker. I’ll be gone all day.”

      Tad glanced at me. “January, do you or Caitlin think you’ll need Hank’s help today?”

      I shook my head. “I’m planning on doing some research on the Starling, and—if she approves your estimate for the case—I’ll go visit Rose again this afternoon.”

      Caitlin cleared her throat. She had raspberry jam on the corner of her mouth from a danish. “I’m good. I’m planning on cleaning and testing all of the equipment. Hank, while you’re gone, I can update your computers and defrag them. Sort of spring-clean all the tech. So make sure you’ve saved your work to the cloud before you go.”

      “Can do,” Hank said, a twinkle in his eye. He lived for Bigfoot—finding proof that the sasquatch was out there was his obsession. Even though we knew Bigfoot existed, there still wasn’t quantifiable evidence to prove it. Hank was convinced we could be the first to document the findings.

      “Go ahead, then.” Tad waved toward the door. “Just remember to record what equipment you’re taking with you. And check in from time to time, so we know you’re all right. This time of year, the mountain can be rough. Take cold weather gear and food with you.”

      Hank hustled into the equipment room, Caitlin following. As they discussed what he should take with him, I turned on my computer and went over to the fridge to get some ice for my water bottle. I settled into my desk, then stared at my notes from the day before. First on the list, check out the zombie ghost. He had been a gruesome one, that was for sure.

      Typing in the name of the funeral home, I was surprised to see so many entries. Most defunct businesses didn’t warrant more than a few blips on the net, unless something had happened to make them newsworthy. Especially older businesses that had closed their doors more than fifty years ago.

      I paused, realizing that “fifty years ago” meant the 1970s. A decade before I’d been born, but still…it seemed surreal. I was only 42, but there were children in the world who had been born long after the towers in New York had fallen, and who had no clue what a rotary phone was, or who could imagine a life without a computer. Shades of cassette tapes, VHS movies, and car phones. It made me want to bust out my old grunge threads and go to a concert.

      In 1997, Ari and I had snuck out for the weekend when my parents were out of town and her parents thought she was staying the night with me. We hitchhiked down to the Columbia Gorge for the first Lilith Fair concert. Even though we made it back the next day before my parents got home, they found out a few weeks later and Ari and I spent a month grounded, not able to see each other. Mostly, we’d been grounded for hitchhiking.

      Shaking the past out of my head, I began to search through the links. The first were brief mentions in the Moonshadow Bay Monitor archives. The Starling Funerary closed its doors in 1969, after the owner, William Rosceria, was arrested. He had worked in the funeral home with his father, taking over in 1925 when Oscar Rosceria died. The funeral home had been in William Rosceria’s family for sixty-four years, since Moonshadow Bay was founded in 1905.

      Oscar Rosceria had moved to town in 1905 and opened up the mortuary when he was 35 and William was 20. The father–son team was alone. Oscar’s wife had died two years before. With no other siblings and no desire to attend college, William decided to accompany his father when Oscar moved north from Seattle. Oscar had spent most of his life in his own father’s funeral home and he decided it was a good business with no end to customers, so to speak.

      Oscar and William opened their doors and the Starling Funerary immediately became the go-to place for those who lost loved ones. It was a lot easier than making the trip to Bellingham, even though Bellingham was only about ten miles north. Back then, ten miles was a long journey, and a funeral home who willingly worked with members of the Otherkin was a rare find.

      I went back to the list of links after jotting down some notes. It didn’t take long to discover why the Starling Funerary rated so many entries. I clicked on a link from a site talking about genealogy. To my surprise, the site belonged to someone who explored scandals from small towns around the area. Sort of a historical tabloid.

      I used the browser’s find feature to search on the Starling name and was surprised to see an entire story—albeit a short one—devoted to the funeral home. The story was damning and made me understand why the bistro was so filled with activity.

      According to one victim who preferred to remain anonymous:

      
        
        Back in 1952, my mother died. I engaged the Starling Funerary to plan the cord cutting and cremation. What I didn’t realize is that, at that time, William Rosceria was desecrating the bodies brought to him for safe delivery into death.

        My mother was a lovely woman, and she died young—she was forty-three and looked far younger. I do remember when I was talking to William about her services, he remarked on how beautiful she was. Everything went as it should, the ceremony was perfect, and I thought everything was all right. I received what were supposed to be her ashes and set them on my mantel and went on with life.

        In 1969, when the whole scandal erupted, they discovered that my mother’s body had been one of the victims, and they found her body walled up in the basement with twenty other bodies, all women, who had been sealed away by William Rosceria over the years he ran the funerary.

        Word got out that William was into necrophilia and that he used the women brought to him in death to satisfy his cravings. My mother was one of those they found behind the wall. I hope William’s rotting in whatever hell will take him. When we received possession of my mother’s bones, we did a purification ceremony and buried them, but I’m afraid her spirit isn’t at rest. I’ve tried to contact her to move her on, but it hasn’t worked.

        

      

      That was the end of the story.

      I stared at the screen.

      Crap.

      There was a picture of William there, and it was the same ghost Caitlin had captured in the camera shot—Zombie Man. So the funeral home owner had been getting it on with the dead bodies he was entrusted to care for, and now he was still hanging around. We had heard the whispering of women as well, and my guess was that those whom he had trapped in the wall had been somehow prevented from crossing through the Veil.

      Not good. I shivered. Assaulting a dead body was far different than from jumping into bed with a vampire. Technically, the law didn’t consider fucking a vamp to be necrophilia, given that vamps were walking around, talking, and living a relatively normal semblance of a life. But a corpse? A corpse couldn’t protect itself, and even though the spirit was usually gone, the body deserved respect for being a once-living temple.

      I stared at the rest of the links, and it became apparent that a number were regarding the story about the funeral home director. I wondered if the cops had confiscated the files from Starling, and if so, maybe they’d have a list of the dead.

      Standing, I walked over to the fridge. I had brought in a cup of the extra bisque and a serving of the cheese bread from the Flamingo Club. I popped the bisque in the microwave and set it to three minutes. I’d add the bread in to heat in two minutes. While waiting, I turned to Tad.

      “So, I need to call Millie and see if they have some records on the funeral home. There were some gruesome activities going on there when the home was shut down.”

      “Like what?” he asked, looking up.

      “Like the funeral home owner using some of the women’s bodies for his own gratification, and keeping the corpses hidden in his basement.” I grimaced. “I have a bad feeling that this is going to get worse before it gets better.”

      Tad cringed. “Oh hell. What a mess. Yes, give her a call and if you need to go over there, by all means, go.”

      My food was ready and I carried it over to my desk, deciding to work through lunch. I swallowed a spoon of the soup and immediately pushed the mouse away. The bisque was too good, even as leftovers, to just eat mindlessly. I leaned back in my chair, savoring the taste as it slid down my throat.

      “That smells wonderful. What is it?” Caitlin stood, stretching.

      “Shrimp bisque and cheesy bread from the Flamingo Club. It’s great food, but lousy atmosphere. So loud Killian and I couldn’t even hear each other.” I held up the bowl I’d poured it into so I could nuke it. “Want a taste?”

      Caitlin nodded. She got a plastic spoon from the cupboard and took a taste of it. “Oh my gods, that deserves a medal.”

      “They deliver, which means I will be patronizing them again.”

      Caitlin had also brought her lunch, a sandwich and chips, and she and I moved over to the round table to eat lunch together.

      “What are you doing tonight?” I asked. Killian was going to be busy, and Ari was busy, and I didn’t feel like hanging out alone.

      “Nothing that I know of. You want to hang?”

      I shrugged. “Sure. What do you want to do? Rent a movie? Go for a walk in the Mystic Wood?”

      She snorted. “Not likely on the latter—it’s more than a little creepy in there, and also, it’s too cold. What about bowling?”

      Laughing, I bit into my cheesy bread. “I’m as good of a bowler as I am a track star. But what the hell, why not? I haven’t been bowling in years.”

      We agreed to go out for burgers and then bowling after work.

      As we finished our lunch, I glanced over at Tad. I knew that he and Caitlin were interested in each other, but neither was brave enough to make a move. I also knew—in that way you know when you see the perfect match for something or someone—that they would do well together.

      Sauntering over to Tad’s desk, I said, “Hey, Caitlin and I are going bowling tonight. You want to come with us?” I could feel the light bulb glowing over my head. Caitlin was in the bathroom and I was reasonably sure she couldn’t hear us.

      Tad looked surprised, but pleased. “I’ve never bowled before, but if that’s okay with you, sure, I’ll come.”

      “That’s not a problem. We’ll show you how to play.” Smiling to myself, I pulled out my phone and called Millie as I returned to my desk. Hopefully, my plan would work, and the pair would finally have a chance to see that they felt the same about each other.
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      I called Millie to ask her about the funeral home’s records.

      “January, I was just about to call you. Hold onto your seat, have I got some news.” Millie sounded both tired and incredulous.

      “Ugh, that doesn’t sound good. Arrow Man case?”

      “Yes, actually, though this is quite a twist. But first, before I forget, what did you need?”

      I heard her shuffling through papers. “So, we’re on a case—another haunted restaurant. I found out the bistro was a funeral home originally, and the police may have files on it because a crime was committed before it was shut down.” I paused, hoping that I’d be lucky.

      Millie groaned. “Funeral home? Oh good gods, are you talking about the old Starling Funerary?”

      Surprised, I said, “Yeah, I am. You know about the case?”

      “Know about it? It’s infamous, at least here at the department. The trial was huge, covered everywhere, I gather. As far as the case files, I imagine they’re at the county or state archives. Tell you what, let me find out and I’ll call you back.” She paused, I assumed to write down a note. Then she said, “All right, now for my news. You remember Sienna? From yesterday?”

      “Yeah…” I had the feeling something bad was coming and I wasn’t looking forward to finding out what.

      “She was released this morning to go home, around eight a.m. By ten-thirty, we received a call from Sienna’s neighbor, Dray Faradel. Sienna broke into his house, professing her love, insisting he had told her he loved her. When he ordered her out, she refused and launched herself at him. He ran into the kitchen and she followed. She was hysterical, grabbed a knife, and threatened to kill him if he didn’t marry her. He ran out the back door and called us. We picked her up. She had torn five of her stitches and we took her back into the hospital. She’s still there, because she lost a lot of blood chasing him.”

      I stared at my phone before answering. “Does he know her?”

      “Only to say hello to when they cross paths. He insists that he’s never stopped to talk to her more than a few minutes. She’s never showed even the remotest interest in him. But all she can talk about now is how he’s promised to marry her and she doesn’t know why he’s trying to push her away.” Millie sounded exasperated.

      “What the hell? One case can be dismissed as delusion, but two—so similar? Do they know each other? Sienna and Reynolds? Could there be some disorder or a virus they both contracted?” It sounded bizarre. Hell, it was bizarre.

      “Dr. Fairsight is looking into it. But something that we do know: the arrows are the same. I mean, they’re the same design, and my men can’t find out where they come from. We’ve consulted a specialist in archery who had no clue what make of arrows they are. In fact, he doesn’t recall ever seeing anything like them. I was wondering if you could ask your grandmother if they’re magical.”

      I frowned. Rowan should be able to tell if they were magical, though she might not be able to provide any other information on them. “Sure. I’ll ask her. Have you tested them for any drugs or…you know, like poison?”

      “We did. There is a substance on the tips of both, beyond blood. We can’t figure out what it is. However, because the arrows are evidence, we’ll need Rowan to come in. I can’t release them to you or to her.” Millie waited.

      “Let me call her and I’ll call you back. Hopefully, you’ll have info for me and I’ll have good news for you.” I hung up and put in a call to my grandmother. She answered right away and I explained what Millie wanted.

      “All right, but I’m busy this week. I can go down now, but after that, not till next week.”

      “I’m sure that would be fine. I’ll meet you there.” I was curious as to what Rowan might find out.

      “Thirty minutes.” She hung up. My grandmother wasn’t rude, but she was blunt. I had become accustomed to it and it didn’t bother me anymore, but sometimes others found it too direct for their tastes.

      “Tad, I’m heading to the police station.” I told him what Millie had told me. “While I’m there I can ask her about the funeral home records.”

      “Whoa. Two delusional romantics? That’s outside the realm of coincidence, I would think, given the circumstances.” He shook his head. “Is she going to chart the attacks?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “You think they’re going to continue?”

      “Maybe. I hope Millie will be ready if they do.”
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        * * *

      

      I called Millie and told her I was on my way. First, though, I pulled through a drive-thru espresso stand called Bucko Billy’s. A silly name for excellent coffee. They were quick, efficient, and made great drinks. After ordering a caramel double-shot latte, I headed for the City Central building.

      The skies were overcast, but at least it wasn’t raining. In fact, it was so cold that it looked like it might snow. February snow wasn’t uncommon in western Washington and sure enough, when I lowered the car window I could smell a hint of ozone in the air. The clouds had that silvery look that they usually did before a snowstorm. I hadn’t checked my weather app in the past few days, so I said, “Jerica, what’s the weather outlook?”

      Jerica, my AI phone app, said, “The weather forecast for today calls for snow flurries later in the day, with a temperature high of 37 degrees and a low of 31.”

      “Jerica, what’s the weather for tomorrow?”

      “The weather for tomorrow calls for snow flurries all day, with a temperature high of 34 and a low of 28.”

      Great. I didn’t mind snow. In fact, I rather enjoyed it, but I hadn’t been paying attention so I wasn’t prepared in case we got a full-fledged storm. And that was a definite possibility. I’d check the weather for the week once I arrived at the station.

      I rolled up the window again and turned up the heat, swerving to avoid a long piece of rubber that had blown out from a tire. At least the roads weren’t frozen, but by tonight there would be black ice and it probably wouldn’t go away tomorrow.

      Pulling into the parking lot, I saw Rowan’s car. I parked beside it and jumped out, hurrying into the building. As I passed through the hallway, I heard a voice that I didn’t particularly want to hear.

      “January, have you had a chance to get that information on the Spring Equinox?” Asher Brant was there, coming out of his office.

      I sighed, turning to him. “Asher, you know full well that Marnie Brolen is the person to talk to. In fact, she said she was going to call you. If she hasn’t, then I suggest you call her.” I turned away, starting along the hallway again.

      “What’s the rush?” Asher asked. “Don’t you even have a moment for me?”

      Ever since I’d cast a wish-ritual when I was in a drunken stupor on my birthday and been granted my wishes by a djinn, I had found myself pursued by a number of men who weren’t on my radar as romance material. Apparently, Asher Brant was one of them. I was still unsure of the attention, and had realized too late that having men falling at my feet—or even longing from afar—wasn’t what it was cracked up to be.

      When I talked to Rameer—the djinn—on the phone a couple weeks ago, he had assured me that the spell should have worn off. Whatever charisma I was emanating, was mine and mine alone. At least Killian and I had already been together when Rameer had granted my wishes, so I knew his feelings for me were legit.

      “No, Asher, I don’t. I’m involved with Killian and you know that. If you want to be friends, that’s different, but I’ve never once seen you express any interest in being my friend.” I crossed my arms, shaking my head. “So, tell me, what do you want from me?”

      Asher stopped in his tracks, staring at me. He seemed at a loss for words. After a moment, he shrugged. “I don’t know. I just… Something tells me we’d be good together.”

      “Trust me, that’s not going to happen. I guarantee that you couldn’t handle me. I don’t fit in your world and you don’t fit in mine. A lot of women would love to date you. I’m not one of them. So let’s leave it at being friendly acquaintances?” I tried to keep any curtness out of my voice—I could be overly blunt without meaning to. Maybe it came from my grandmother. “Now, I have to go talk to Millie and my grandmother, if you’ll excuse me.”

      The expression on Asher’s face slowly faded into one of acceptance. He let out a long sigh and said, “Sure. I’ll see you later, January. And I’ll call Marnie tonight.” With that, he turned away and I headed into the police station.
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        * * *

      

      My grandmother was already in Millie’s office when I got there. She was looking at the arrows, though she did glance up to give me a brief nod.

      “January, thank you for coming down. And thank you for contacting your grandmother.”

      I nodded. “Have you heard back from the archives?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Yes, and they don’t seem to have the information, so I had Anthony look in the basement where we keep a number of old cases that we don’t know what to do with and he found this.” She leaned down behind her desk and brought up a thick double-folder stack of papers in a plastic tub. It was labeled “Starling” on the lid, in black marker.

      I stared at the container. “That’s how the department keeps records?”

      She squinted at me, scowling. “Don’t knock it. I’m slowly sorting things out. When I took over there were so many irregularities I didn’t know where to start. I’m finally turning things around. Not only was Chet Roberts taking bribes from the Moonshadow mafia, but he also apparently didn’t believe in keeping track of cases.” She shook her head. “I shouldn’t tell you this, but it already hit the papers the month after I took office, so it doesn’t matter. I found three years of rape test kits that hadn’t been processed. First thing I did was put those through.”

      I shook my head. “How incompetent was he?”

      “You mean how well paid was he? Turned out that we had a serial rapist in town who was the son of one of the Moonshadow mafia bigwigs. Roberts was paid to put those tests on ice. When the reports came back, the DNA was a match for Jason Biars, the eldest son of the alpha who leads the Bristlethorn Wolf Pack. We were able to send him away for over twenty-five years without parole. Of course, that’s a blip to a shifter, so the Court Magika took over and—with the approval of the Shifter Cooperative—sentenced him to an extra hundred years once he’s released from prison. He’ll immediately be taken into custody from the doorstep of the prison and escorted off to his next sentence.”

      I frowned. “Did anything happen to Roberts?”

      “Not much. He’s been ousted from most of the social circles. But I’m still cleaning up the messes he made. I hate corrupt cops.” Bristling, Millie let out a sigh and sat back in her chair. “I try to run a clean force, but even I can’t always be aware of everything. So,” she said, turning to Rowan, “have you had any luck?”

      “Well, yes and no. I’m no archery specialist, so I can’t tell you who made the arrows or even if they’re all that common. But…I have managed to identify the substance on them.” Rowan’s usually no-nonsense expression was gone. She looked mildly scandalized.

      “And…?” Millie leaned forward.

      “This is a magical paste, all right. Whoever made it must be a powerful witch, and one who doesn’t have ethical standards. Even if the witch who made this didn’t shoot the arrows, they really shouldn’t be mixing up batches of this paste. It goes against all common sense.” Rowan set her bag on the floor and held up a small glass petri dish. Inside of it were scrapings of a brown, glittery salve.

      “What’s that?” Millie asked.

      I leaned forward to take a closer look. “It looks like…date paste.”

      “It is, but a magical version,” Rowan said. “It’s made out of a date paste base that’s been magically charmed with the Look & Love spell, a powerful charm that very few witches use because it has such a bad reputation. It works either topically, or internally. Apparently, somebody is fancying themself to be Cupid, because it’s smeared on the arrow tips.”

      “Crap,” I said, my eyes widening. Even I knew enough to leave spells like that alone.

      “What’s a Look & Love spell?” Millie asked.

      “It’s a spell that forces the recipient to fall in love with someone they have a secret crush on or may fancy would be a wonderful partner. This spell will trigger a crush into a full-blown obsession, often delusional. The victim believes their crush returns their feelings.”

      “Will it work on people who have severe social anxiety?” Millie asked.

      “Oh, it’s even worse then. It can force someone with crippling social anxiety into a romantic psychosis. We’re talking stalkerville.” Rowan gingerly set the arrows back on the desk. “Don’t touch these with your bare hands, and wash off your desk immediately after the arrows have been locked back into evidence. Even a little bit of that paste is enough to create havoc.”

      “I guess we’re lucky that our Cupid didn’t decide to flood the water system or smear it all over town.” Millie stared at the arrows. “Why would someone do this, though? What possible reason could they have for causing pain to people?”

      “Lovely,” I said. “It could be someone with specific grudges against Reynolds and Sienna. Do we know if they have any mutual friends?”

      “They don’t have friends at all,” Millie said. “We’ve checked into their social circles. Reynolds has a few acquaintances because he owns the hardware shop, but none of his regulars seem to know anything about his personal life. Sienna works from home. She chats online but when we questioned her net-friends, we found out that she lied to them and told them she’s popular and engaged to someone named Dray, as in her neighbor. She claims to be busy with charity work and social clubs.”

      I blinked. “That doesn’t fit what I sensed from her at all.”

      “None of it’s true. She made up a life she probably wishes was real. And when the salve entered her bloodstream from the arrow, it turned her fake life from a fantasy into reality in her brain.” Rowan’s scowl darkened. “That someone is shooting people with arrows—and those arrows are no joke, they could kill someone if they hit wrong—tells us that the perpetrator is a sick bunny.”

      “Yeah. This can’t be some teenager’s prank. If it was a joke, they’d be trying for maximum effect, which would mean tainting food or something of that sort.” Millie cautiously placed the arrows back in the bag, then set it aside. “What could Reynolds and Sienna have in common? I’ll set one of my men on the case, but…if you know anybody who was in school with them, can you ask around?” She was staring at me.

      “I’ll ask, but…how old are they?”

      Millie consulted her files. “Reynolds is 49. Sienna is 32.”

      “Neither would have been in my class. But I’ll ask around. I’ve got a coven meeting Saturday night. Perhaps someone there will know something.”

      Rowan turned to me. “You know, Naya is about Sienna’s age.” Naya was a member of the Crystal Cauldron, the coven that my grandmother ran. The Crystal Cauldron watched over the town as much as it could.

      “Why doesn’t that surprise me?”

      “Because, she’s a spoiled brat. But yes, why don’t you call her? If I call her, she’ll panic and think she’s in trouble.”

      Sighing, I pulled out my phone. I didn’t care for Naya, but she wasn’t a bad person. She was just too focused on men and social media. She answered on the first ring. “Naya, I’m so glad you’re there. This is January.”

      “January? Hi! What can I do for you?” Too young. Too shallow. Totally annoying.

      I glanced at Millie, who motioned for me to go ahead. “Do you know a woman named Sienna Walker? Is there any chance she was in school with you—either high school or college?”

      Naya thought for a moment, then said, “Oh, yeah. She was in my high school class, I think. Mousy girl, sat in the back and never said a word. She was in my community college personal finance and internet for dummies classes. I don’t know if I ever said much to her, though.”

      “Is there anything you can remember about her? Any incidents, any discussions with her? We need information.”

      Naya wasn’t all that strong in the brains brigade, but she wasn’t stupid, either.

      “Let me think for a moment,” she said, and I suddenly found myself on mute, but Naya had gone and added Muzak to her mute menu, so I was listening to a lifeless version of “Lithium.” Nirvana did it much better.

      A moment later, she returned. “Okay, I went and got my community college yearbook to try to jog my memories. I found her listing. I only remember her because she was so painfully awkward.”

      “Can you think of anything that might give us a clue to her nature?” I asked.

      At that, Naya laughed. “Yeah, if you take a wallflower and bury her behind camouflage, that’s Sienna. I remember the one time she came to one of the college dances. It wasn’t like a prom or anything, most of us came alone or in groups. Sienna came in, alone, and she sat down at a table near the edge. She sat there for almost an hour. I remember it because she looked so hungry to join in. I went over to talk to her, to try to get her to interact, but she barely could stammer out a hello.”

      “That’s painful,” I said.

      “Yeah, it was. Painful for her. Painful to watch. I finally asked her if she’d like to get some punch and a cookie, but she just shook her head. I didn’t like walking away from her, but I had the feeling I was making her more uncomfortable by hanging around. So I told her to try the cookies, they were really good, and went back to my group. A little later I heard JD Wallace—one of the assholes of the college—mocking her. He was drunk off his ass. I read him the riot act. I think she heard him, though, because when I looked back at her table, she was gone.”

      My opinion of Naya went up about tenfold from that conversation. “Thanks for trying to help her. So it sounds like she’s always been alone?”

      “Yeah. I think most people from class have probably forgotten about her, but she made an impression on me. She seemed so fragile, and yet—she was smart and talented from what I could tell. She won several art contests but was never there when they chose the winners.” With that, Naya said good-bye and I turned back to Rowan and Millie.

      “It sounds like Sienna was a recluse even when she was younger.” I saw that Millie was on the phone and shut up, waiting till she finished.

      “I just talked to her parents,” Millie said after she hung up. “Or rather, her foster parents. Sienna had a rough childhood—really rough. She was put into foster care at the tender age of seven. Her first foster parents were arrested for child abuse, and she wasn’t spared their attentions. We’re talking really bad shit. Sienna was filtered through the foster system from then on, never staying with a family more than a few months. Her caseworker is going to call me back. She remembers the girl, she said, but is on another call right now.”

      “Okay, so there’s a lot of possibilities there. What about Reynolds?”

      “I know he inherited the store from his father, but I know little about the family,” Millie said. “The two of you can take off if you need to. It may be some time before I find out more. Meanwhile, I’m going to be on the evening news and I’ll warn people to be cautious, while trying not to scare them. A bow-wielding maniac isn’t likely to stir up as much fear as if whoever it is, was carrying a gun. But you never know.”

      Rowan and I headed out to the parking lot.

      “I’d love to stick around and talk, but I have to get home. I’m making a big vat of purification water and I can’t let the herbs steep too long in it,” Rowan said.

      “No problem.” I gave her a hug and kiss, then waved as she headed to her car. “Oh, hey,” I called out before she got too far away, “are we meeting on Saturday night? For either the Witches Guild or the Crystal Cauldron?”

      “No, actually, both groups are taking the next two weeks off, remember?” Rowan called back.

      “That’s right! Thanks!”

      On the way to my vehicle, I squinted, staring into the sky. A few flakes trickled down—light and powder soft. I’d been through enough snowstorms to know that if this was what we were starting with, it would pick up the pace and be falling thickly by night. I thought about stopping for a quick bite to eat, but it was four p.m. and they were waiting for me back at the office.

      Hoping that Hank was faring okay and that he wouldn’t get stuck up in the mountains, which could mean a search and rescue effort, I climbed into my car and took off my gloves. As I turned the ignition, I thought about Sienna again, and how harsh life was for some people. I didn’t envy her, but I wished I could help somehow. If it wasn’t too late.
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      I arrived back at the office to find that Tad and Caitlin getting ready to leave.

      “We decided that the snow may be too dicey by this evening to chance bowling. So we’re going to grab a quick bite to eat and then head home. Coming? We’re just going over to Red Dogs.” Tad nodded across the parking lot of the mini-mall to the new fast-food hotdog joint that had gone in.

      “You know, you guys go ahead. I live on the upper level of Moonshadow Bay and the roads can slicken up really fast with fresh snow.” Technically that was true.

      Moonshadow Bay was on two levels—the higher-elevation level was predominantly suburbs, the lower one near the water was mostly retail, shops and restaurants, and parks. On either side of the town, a road connected the upper level with the lower, and both of them were filled with S-curves and ravines.

      “Are you sure?” Tad asked, looking a little uncomfortable.

      I nodded, trying to keep casual so they wouldn’t change their plans. “I’m tired. I think hitting the hay early would be good for me.” I yawned, then made sure I had everything.

      As Tad locked up behind us, I told them what we had found out from Millie. They headed across the lot to Red Dogs. I paused, watching until they made it into the restaurant. Satisfied and feeling like I had just made a match, I tucked myself into my car and turned the ignition key. I was ready to go home.
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        * * *

      

      By nightfall, I was home and curled up with the files on Starling Funerary. Using the remote, I turned on the fireplace, then went in the kitchen to heat up the rest of the leftover bisque and bread, and calamari. It was so good, I didn’t mind it twice in one day. Since Killian wasn’t going to make it over, I settled myself and my food on the sofa, in front of the TV.

      A text message startled me. i miss you.

      i miss you too. what are you doing? where are you at?

      i’m still at work. we’re still cleaning up from the plumbing fiasco. i’m probably going to be here until midnight. is it snowing out?

      yeah, it’s snowing and it’s beginning to come down thicker. it was powder to start but i can see pretty good-sized flakes out there. i’m home, so i’m fine. but if you are driving late tonight, please be careful and let me know when you make it home. the roads are going to be covered with black ice.

      I didn’t have to remind Killian how I felt about car crashes. Ever since my parents had died, I’d been ultra-paranoid on the road. The phone rang before I could text anything more.

      “I thought I might as well call,” he said. “I’ll be careful, love. I promise you that.”

      “Thanks,” I said, realizing that I’d been holding my breath. “Well, I got some of the records on Starling Funerary—oh, that’s right, I didn’t tell you.” I filled him in on what we’d found out about the funeral home. “So some freaky shit went down in the building—” The phone jangled and I saw that Tad was calling. “Hold on, I have another call. I’ll call you back in a minute.” I switched over to Tad. “Hey, what’s up?”

      “Caitlin and I were eating dinner when I got a call from Rose—you know, the Starling Bistro?”

      “Oh, right! What did she say?”

      “She’s agreed to the quote I gave her and wants to know if we can get right on it tomorrow. So first thing in the morning, I’d like you down there.”

      “Sure—as soon as I can get into work. You know how the roads are. Hey, did Hank ever call you?” I glanced out the window. The snow was starting to really come down now.

      “Yes, actually, about half an hour ago. He’s in Glacier. He’s staying the night at one of the small lodges there. He managed to make it off the mountain but it’s pouring down snow up there and it’s too dangerous for him to drive. But he’s okay and he has food and a place to sleep.” The relief in Tad’s voice was obvious.

      “Good. I don’t want to hear that he’s lost in the storm.” I breathed a deep sigh of relief. Trying to sound casual, I asked, “So, how did dinner go?”

      “It was good.” He paused, then said, “I know what you’re trying to do, January, and I appreciate it, but please stop. If it’s right, it will happen naturally. Caitlin and I had a good time. If anything’s supposed to happen, I’m willing to wait and let nature take its course.”

      I wanted to shake him, to tell him that faint heart never won fair lady and all that crap, but instead, I just let out a small sigh. “All right, I’ll stop playing matchmaker, if you’ll promise to pay attention to any signs that might come up. I just have a good feeling about the two of you.”

      After he hung up, I went back to my files, and called Killian again. “Well, we have the Starling case. I’ll be up late reading through these files. Tomorrow I go down for a walk-through of the restaurant.”

      “I thought you already did a walk-through?”

      “Not an in-depth one.” I paused. I could hear barking through the phone. “Who’s that? Your barky friend?”

      “I don’t know. I found her outside. She’s a persistent little bitch. Adorable, too.” His voice grew warm. Although Killian was a wolf shifter and preferred cats, he also liked dogs and had lost his own dog in a fire down in California.

      “Well, give her a pat on the head from me. What kind of dog is she?”

      “She’s a labradoodle, I think. Black, with beautiful eyes. I don’t see any collar and she’s not chipped, so I’m not sure if she’s a stray, but she doesn’t look emaciated and her coat’s well-groomed. She might have gotten loose from one of the cars out in the parking lot, so I’ve sent Essie out to put fliers on all of their windows.”

      Essie was one of the vet techs. She was competent and loved her job, and I loved that she made Killian’s life a little easier. “Good. Essie’s a huge help. Okay, I’m going to get back to work here. I miss you.”

      “I love you…and I lust you,” Killian said, before signing off.

      I stared at the phone, wondering what I had done to deserve such a great boyfriend.
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        * * *

      

      My stomach was rumbling so I padded into the kitchen and opened a can of chicken noodle soup, pouring it into a glass bowl and heating it up in the microwave. Soup twice in a day seemed like a good idea with the snow really starting to come down.

      I also made a couple pieces of toast and carried my food back to the living room, setting it on a TV tray. I turned on the lamp next to the sofa, turned off the rest of the lights, opened the curtains so I could watch the snow fall. As I settled in to read over the information on the funeral home, I turned on the TV to a cooking show to keep something lighter-hearted on in the background. The chicken soup steamed and the aroma made me salivate.

      The information on the funeral home was interesting, to say the least. There apparently had been no complaints while the father owned it, but when the son—William—had taken over, things changed. Oscar Rosceria had been a respected member of the Chamber of Commerce.

      William was not invited to step into his father’s place when Oscar passed away. Early on, there had been reports alleging sexual harassment to actual arrests for various minor crimes. William was known to be more than competent at his job, so people still came to him when their loved ones died, but people shied away from him otherwise.

      People didn’t like William. Rumors started that he was a creeper and as he aged it seemed to get worse. He never married, never had a girlfriend, and he gave people the willies. There were pictures of William through the years in the file and he reminded me of Lurch of The Addams Family.

      “Hmm, he’s no oil painting,” I said to Xi as she jumped up on the back of the sofa. It was hard for me to believe that she and Klaus had been tiny babies at one time, since they had grown up to be such big, chonky cats. They weren’t overweight but hunger never played into their complaints. Well, except when they wanted breakfast and I wasn’t up on time. Xi mewed, then settled down near me, purring. Klaus was curled up on the rocking chair.

      I stopped to eat for a few minutes, staring at the TV.

      That looks delicious. You know, I never learned to make a souffle. Esmara startled me, popping in to stand near the TV. Melinda’s Kitchen and her wonderful souffle immediately began to static up.

      “Can you move? You’re fritzing up the television.” I grinned at Esmara, then suddenly remembered what she had told me. “Have you found my mother yet?”

      Actually yes, that’s what I was coming to tell you. I can hardly wait till you get to talk to her. It won’t be much longer. There’s just still too much of a tie between the two of you. But she discovered how to travel on the astral, so she was out visiting places she’s always wanted to see and she forgot to tell any of the Ladies where she was going.

      I laughed. “That sounds like Mom. I’m glad she’s okay.” I stared morosely at my soup. “Esmara, can I ask you something?”

      Of course, my dear. Esmara walked over to sit in the recliner near the sofa. What do you want to know?

      “Why are people so fucked up? I just start to think better of the human race and they prove me wrong again.” I told her about the case. “Did you ever visit Starling Funerary?”

      Esmara blanched. I had no idea that a ghost could pale even further. Oh my stars. Yes, I do remember Starling Funerary, and Oscar. Oscar asked me out more than once and frankly, I never wanted anything to do with him because of his son. Oscar was nice enough, though he wasn’t very couth. But his son freaked me out. What was his name?

      “William. So Will was a creeper even when he was young?”

      William always reminded me of a ghoul. And the Ladies—the Ladies who watched over my sisters and me—they warned me to stay away from the family. They said I’d end up in deeper trouble than I ever wanted to be.

      I paused, then asked, “Did you ever fall in love with anyone?”

      Esmara paused. It seemed odd to see her, translucent, managing to sit properly in a chair when I could see the back and seat right through her. After a moment, she sighed. I don’t know if you’ll understand when I tell you.

      “Try me. I’ll listen.” I put down my spoon and straightened up.

      My mother—Colleen—warned me never to marry. She said there was a curse on some of her children. On all of us, I think. She said little about it, but the truth is, we all died too young. The only one who escaped it was your grandmother Naomi. She’s lived an amazing long life and is what—nearing a hundred years old?

      I stared at her. “A curse? Did it extend to other generations?”

      No. I’m not sure of the details, but it was placed on my mother before she married my father. She was engaged to a chaos magician and when she turned away from him, he threatened her line. It’s hard to tell what went down, as you would say, but as far as we—her children—knew, every child she had was targeted.

      I thought of her journal. “I need to read more of her diary and her book of shadows. Maybe that would explain to me what went on. So you didn’t marry because of the curse?”

      I never allowed myself fall in love. I wasn’t sure how long I had to live and I didn’t want to strand any little children without me. I also didn’t know if the curse would extend through me. Esmara stared at the floor. Sometimes I wish I hadn’t let it scare me so much, but then—I had a lovely life and one day I’ll move on to a new one. But for now, I’m content with my fate. I love watching over you.

      “Thank you,” I said, a warm fuzzy feeling running through me. “At first I was a little weirded out, but I’ve come to love having you around.”

      Well then, I’ll just tell you to be cautious when dealing with this case. William was a slippery one and he’s still around. I’m pretty sure he’s one of the ghosts haunting the funeral home—

      “It’s a restaurant now,” I said.

      Even worse. Then he’s not just affecting the spirits of the dead. He was power hungry, my dear, and perverted. Please, be cautious.

      “I promise, we will. Thank you, Esmara.”

      She blew me a kiss, then faded from view. I finished my soup, but even though I tried to immerse myself in a movie, I couldn’t stop thinking about what might be happening down at the Starling Bistro.
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        * * *

      

      My phone woke me up. I never kept the Do Not Disturb function on, given I had too many friends who could too easily end up in trouble. Groggy, I pushed myself up and realized I had fallen asleep on the sofa. The TV was still on—some infomercial about an air fryer—and the fireplace was still going, thanks to the wonder of natural gas. Klaus was curled up on my feet, and Xi on the sofa, right above my head. They both murped as I scooted to a seated position and grabbed my phone off the coffee table. I answered before I even looked at the caller ID.

      “Hey,” I mumbled, then quickly glanced at the name. My aunt? “Teran, what’s up?”

      “I’m sorry to wake you, but…” She sounded like she’d been crying.

      That woke me right up. “What’s wrong? What do you need?”

      “I’m stuck.”

      I wasn’t sure what to do with that. It could mean so many things. “Stuck, how?”

      She sighed, then said, “I’m on the edge of the Mystic Wood, and my truck is stuck in the snow. There aren’t any houses nearby and it’s past one in the morning. I would have called Andrew, but he’s out of town and all he would do is worry.”

      Andrew was my aunt’s boyfriend, though she didn’t like that word. He was a professor of quantum physics, also witchblood like Teran and me, and he merged his magic with his knowledge of physics. She was barely into her seventies, active as all get out, and she dyed her hair outrageous colors more often than I dyed mine. She had never married and her relationships never lasted all that long, given she had little desire to conform her life around someone else.

      “I’ll be there. You have the Find-a-Friend app enabled on your phone?” I was already on my feet. I’d have to change clothes first, but that wouldn’t take long.

      “Yes, I do. And I have my phone plugged in. It’s half charged so I should be okay. But damn, it’s spooky out here, darlin’.” Teran wasn’t easily spooked. If she was nervous then there was something to worry about.

      “Do you sense anything?” I paused, wondering if I needed to take my magical gear.

      “Actually, yes. I feel there’s something outside trying to get into the truck. But I just warded the other day, so whatever it is, I don’t think it can get in.” She sounded growly now. My aunt didn’t like things messing with her.

      “I’ll bring my gear. Call me if things get worse before I get there.” I opened my app and stared at it. There was Teran, on the top level of the town, thank gods. I wouldn’t have to navigate either of the two roads descending into the lower level. It was 30 degrees out and still snowing. I slid my jeans on over my sleep shirt, then tugged my jacket over the top. As I put on my boots, Klaus waved a lazy paw at me, but Xi started mewing and circling my feet.

      “What’s up, punkin?” I lifted her up, staring at her adorable calico face.

      She hit me with a blast of fear—a picture of me with dark trees all around me. Xi was growing into my familiar. She was an adult now, but she was young enough to still be learning. She mewed again, rubbing against me.

      “Oh baby, I have to go. But I promise, I’ll be careful.” I headed into the library and punched the button on the wall. It opened a secret door in the middle of the floor, leading to a staircase that ended in what was now my ritual room. Discovering it had been an absolute surprise to me and had led to an answer as to why, after I started renovations, a couple nasty ghosts had popped up. After taking care of the ghosts, I turned the basement into a comfortable, cozy ritual room.

      I hurried down the stairs and found my to-go bag. It contained protection water, sage sticks, a repelling powder that usually worked to repel ghosts, a spare set of magical tools, and other goodies that I wouldn’t go into a magical brawl without.

      I grabbed the bag and headed back upstairs. Stopping in the kitchen, I poured myself a travel-mug of cold coffee, then added ice, milk, and a splash of caramel syrup. It wasn’t quite the same as a latte, but it would do. As I closed and locked the front door behind me, I gulped half the coffee down and gingerly navigated the stairs—covered in ice—to my SUV.
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      The night was colder than I had expected. As I warmed up my car, I checked the temperature gauge. It was 26 degrees out. The sky was overcast and a drifting of snow still filtered down. I tried the windshield wipers but they wouldn’t move, so I grudgingly found the scraper in the glove box and—steeling myself against the cold—plunged back out the door. Shivering, I began to scrape the windshield, trying to get the snow and ice off.

      “January? What are you doing?”

      I jumped. I had been so intent on clearing the windshield that I hadn’t noticed Killian in the shadows. I stumbled, catching myself before I fell on the ice and he jumped forward to grab my elbow before I sprained anything.

      “What the hell? You scared the hell out of me, dude!” I smacked him lightly on the arm, but I was secretly relieved to see him.

      “I’m sorry! I can’t help it—I walk softly. Most wolf shifters do,” he said, taking the ice scraper from me. “Where are you going at this time in the morning?”

      I shivered, the cold entering my bones. “Teran’s stuck in her truck near the Mystic Wood. She’s afraid—she can sense something in the wood near her.”

      Killian motioned for me to get in the car. “Go, get in and get warm while I do this.” He began to vigorously scrape away at the ice, sending little flurries up into the air. He was wearing a parka, and a ski hat jammed down over his ears.

      I gratefully slid back into the driver’s seat, grateful for his presence. I wasn’t skittish, but I knew very well there were things bigger and badder than I was, and I didn’t try to pretend to be strong enough to outwit them all.

      A moment later, Killian settled himself into the passenger seat. “Okay, let’s get moving.”

      I flashed him a grateful smile. “You’re coming with me?”

      “Of course. But, why didn’t you call me? I’d have been over here in a second—well, as soon as I got my clothes on.” He sounded almost hurt.

      I shook my head, concentrating on the road. “I didn’t want to bother you. I know you had a long day.” The truth was, it hadn’t even occurred to me. I was used to handling problems on my own and I didn’t like putting people out.

      “Well, next time, you call me the minute you find out you need help.” He glanced at the street sign as we passed through the silent, midnight streets. “Where’s Teran at?”

      “She’s over on Grady Street, near the landfill. There’s a side road there and she was out there, gathering ice spurs. Andrew’s out of town, so she couldn’t call him.”

      Killian frowned. “What’s an ice spur?”

      “It’s when ice forms over berry thorns—specifically blackberry thorns. If you gather some of the iced-over canes and collect the water that melts off of them, you can use it in binding spells, as well as protection spells. It’s powerful elemental magic, combining both earth and water energies. Since you can only get it from blackberry canes, you have to move fast when a snowstorm strikes, and gather as many as you can.” I shrugged. “Teran was seizing the opportunity.”

      “That makes sense. What about roses? Can you use rose thorns?”

      I shook my head. “Not for the same purpose. Water from rose thorns would work in spells against a lover or someone cheating with your spouse. Teran steers clear of magic like that, usually.” Grinning, I added, “She’s so commitment-phobic that she wouldn’t see the need for it.”

      The light from the street lamps cast an eerie glow over the snow-covered streets and as we passed one, I could see the snow pouring down beneath the glow of the lamp. The flurry had picked up again.

      “I think we’re in for at least six inches by morning,” I said, fixing my gaze back on the road.

      “I’ll give you six and another couple,” Killian said, suppressing a laugh.

      I squirmed, laughing. “I’ll take it, but dude, let me focus here. The streets are icy and I don’t want to end up sliding down into a ravine.”

      I finally saw the street sign I had been looking for. Grady and 22nd Avenue. I turned left, grimacing as the side road suddenly got much harder to navigate. We were slip-sliding all over the road, but I finally managed to gain control of the car and we inched along, past the landfill, past a couple houses spread out along the road beyond the dump. Then, as we neared a T-intersection that paralleled the Mystic Wood, I thought I could see the faint shine of lights ahead, past the T. There was a turnout there, and I was positive it was Aunt Teran’s truck.

      “Do you see that—up ahead?” I would have pointed, but the roads were so slippery that I didn’t trust taking a hand off the wheel.

      “Yes, is that her?”

      “Would you call her? My phone’s in my coat pocket.”

      He fumbled for my phone as I steered.

      Killian sorted through the “Recent Calls” and pressed the screen. He put the phone on speaker and held it out so I could talk once she answered.

      But Teran didn’t answer, and I stopped by the side of the road, leaving my hazard lights on. I could see the tail end of her truck, halfway down a short embankment. She must have slid down there. No wonder she got stuck.

      But the fact that Teran hadn’t answered worried me and I stared at the truck for a moment. Killian handed me the phone and I pocketed it again.

      “There are only a few reasons she wouldn’t answer. One, she’s out of the truck, away from her phone. I doubt she’d do that, given how nervous she was. Two, she fell asleep in the truck—I suppose that’s a possibility. And three, something’s stopped her from answering.”

      “I hate to say this, but we’d better go on the assumption that we’re facing possibility number three. Better to be overprepared than underprepared.” Killian glanced around to the backseat. “I see you brought your magical kit. Do you have anything in the car that might work as a weapon?”

      I nodded. I kept several potential weapons with me. Beneath the driver’s seat, I carried a hatchet, and in the backseat were a hammer and a wooden club. Killian opted for carrying the club but he drew the line at me carrying the hatchet.

      “You ever use a hatchet before?”

      I shook my head. “Only for kindling—a couple times.”

      “Yeah. Leave it here. Come on.” He led the way, carrying a flashlight I kept in the glove compartment. If there was anybody else around, they had to know we were here, given the noise we were making. Add to that the fact that my headlights had lit up the scene before I shut off the car. I zipped my keys safely inside the inner pocket of my coat so I wouldn’t lose them.

      Hurrying as fast as I could, I scrambled my way to the side of Teran’s truck. My boots could navigate the snow, but the grass beneath it was slippery and the slope was just enough of a grade that slipping and falling were very real possibilities. In fact, I was just thinking of how I’d worn the wrong boots—narrow heels didn’t work too well in snow—when my feet slid out from under me and I landed on my ass.

      “Are you okay?” Killian hurried over, helping me up.

      My backside was a little achy, but nothing was broken.

      “Yeah, I am but…” I stopped, suddenly aware of the threatening energy that surrounded me. It was like a cloud, filling the area, surrounding my aunt’s truck. My heart began to race as I looked around, trying to pinpoint the source of it. Whatever it was, I followed the trail back to the Mystic Wood. I stopped on the edge of it, Killian right behind me.

      “Check the truck—we need to find Teran!” I turned and tried to run back toward her truck. Killian was faster than me and he managed to get there before I did.

      As he yanked open the driver’s side, he yelled, “Hurry. She’s here!”

      Had she fainted? Was she—oh gods, was she alive?

      I floundered across the snowy surface. “Teran? Teran!”

      Killian waved for me to be quiet. “Call an ambulance. Now.” He backed away from the door, letting me see. Aunt Teran was slumped against the seat, blood splattered everywhere under the ceiling light of the vehicle. An arrow was protruding from her shoulder, pinning her to the seat.

      “Oh my gods!” I grabbed out my phone and called 911. I gave them our location and told the dispatcher that my aunt had been shot with an arrow, then hung up and called Millie directly.

      “Millie, Teran was shot—with an arrow. We’re on the edge of the Mystic Wood.”

      She asked for our location and said she was on her way. I shoved my phone back in my pocket and turned to Killian. “Is she still breathing?” I was terrified to ask, but I had to.

      Given he was a vet, Killian had done his best to make her comfortable and make sure she wasn’t in immediate danger. But what if she was bleeding internally? What if… I couldn’t even fathom the thought that she might die.

      “She’s alive, and her pulse is in a reasonable range. She’s lost quite a bit of blood, but the arrow missed any major arteries as far as I can tell. And it’s in her shoulder, not near her heart.” He wrapped his arms around me, kissing me on the top of the head. “She’ll be all right. Take a deep breath.” He paused, then added, “I can hear the sirens in the distance. They should be here soon.”

      And with that, I tried to stop crying, and—ignoring the cold—took my aunt’s hand and held tight while we waited.
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        * * *

      

      I rode in the ambulance, giving my car key to Killian so he could talk to Millie and drive in afterward. At the hospital, the ER staff asked me to wait. I didn’t want to, but acquiesced. As I entered the waiting area, I was surprised to find Ari waiting. She looked tired, but the minute she saw me, she ran over and hugged me.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      “Killian called me and told me. He said he was also calling Rowan—in fact, there she is.” Ari pointed down the hall toward the entrance to the ER. Rowan and Tarvish, her demon lover, were hurrying toward us.

      I was about to say something when Dr. Fairsight appeared. “Follow me, please,” she said.

      “Is Teran—”

      “She’s alive, don’t worry. But I need to talk to you.” She waved for me to follow her back.

      “Can you wait?” I turned to Ari, grabbing her hands.

      “Of course. Go. I’ll wait here and talk to Rowan.” She shooed me off and I waved at Rowan as I followed the doctor back through the labyrinth of hallways.

      We entered the ER, where I saw Teran lying in bed. A doctor was working on her. She was still unconscious, but all the machines monitoring her condition seemed to be reading normal signs and no buzzers or alarms were going off. I began to breathe a little easier.

      “How is she? Why is she unconscious?” I wanted to sit by her side and take her hand and shake her awake, but they were examining her shoulder and the arrow.

      “I’m not sure, but we’ll find out. It could be shock. She’s lost a great deal of blood. We’ll know more when we take a CT scan of the area. We need to see how much damage has been done and whether she has any internal bleeding going on. That will also determine whether we’ll need to do surgery.” The doctor glanced over at Teran.

      I bit my lip. “Is there any of the same substance on the arrow that you found on the others?”

      Dr. Fairsight shook her head. “I haven’t seen any yet, but it looks like the same type of arrow. That I can tell you.” She paused, then asked, “Did you find the archer?”

      I shook my head. “My aunt had already been shot when we found her. She got stuck in the snow near the Mystic Wood.” I glanced back at her. My aunt looked uncharacteristically fragile, her mermaid hair pulled to the side so it didn’t fall across her wound. The arrow looked nasty against her prone form. Teran was pretty in an unobvious way, and she was usually strong as a horse, but right now, all I could think about was whether she would live.

      “Why don’t you go back to the waiting room and I’ll come get you when we’re finished?” Dr. Fairsight phrased it as a question but it was an order. I was smart enough to recognize that.
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        * * *

      

      By the time I returned to the waiting room, Killian and Millie were there with Ari. I slumped on the couch and Ari reached out and gently began to rub my back. I felt shellshocked and dazed.

      “For someone who hates the hospital, I seem to end up here a lot,” I mumbled. “Where’s Rowan?”

      “She and Tarvish talked to the nurse at the reception desk and then vanished. She didn’t tell us where she was going,” Ari said.

      “How’s your aunt?” Millie asked.

      “They haven’t taken the arrow out yet—they have to do a CT scan first to see if there’s any internal bleeding or if it hit anything critical. I think she’ll be okay, though Dr. Fairsight didn’t want to give me any guarantee. Teran’s still unconscious.” I glanced over at Millie. “Oh, the doc thinks it’s the same type of arrow used on the others, but she also says she didn’t see any of the Look & Love paste—at least not so far. I can’t imagine why Cupid would target my aunt. She’s not lonely, she has a boyfriend and has no desire to get married.”

      “Cupid? Did I miss something?” Millie looked confused.

      “While I was in with my aunt, that’s the first thing I thought of. I mean, using arrows and a love spell paste? Why not just call the attacker Cupid?” I shrugged.

      “I suppose it gives us a handle. I’ll stay here till the doctor finishes, then confiscate the arrow. I’ve got my men combing that area of the Mystic Wood.” Millie hesitated, then asked, “Why was your aunt there?”

      I explained about the thorns and canes. “She didn’t want to chance the ice melting before she gathered the canes. I guess it seemed like a harmless thing to do. But the truck got stuck and—” I paused. “Hey, do you think that she ran across Cupid and he shot her to shut her up?”

      “But wouldn’t he have shot her in the heart?” Ari asked.

      “Maybe. But maybe he just wanted to get away before she started asking questions? I don’t know,” I said. “Who knows what our crazy matchmaker is up to.”

      “What did you say?” Millie asked.

      “Huh?” I was so tired that for a moment she had me confused.

      “That last part—something about a matchmaker?”

      I repeated myself. “Why? Did I say something important?”

      “Maybe,” Millie said, jumping up. “I’ll be back. Stay here. Tell the doctor if she comes out before I’m back that I’ll be here as soon as I can. I need to look something up.”

      We watched her hurry away.

      “I wonder what she’s on to,” I said.

      Killian handed me a sandwich and a cup of chicken soup. “Here. Eat something. You’ve been outside, in the cold, stressed out. I got you some food.”

      He sat on my other side as I mechanically began to eat. I was exhausted, but I couldn’t go to sleep—not until I knew for sure that Aunt Teran would be all right. Ari tried to stifle a yawn.

      “Go home, sweetie,” I said. “I appreciate you being here but there’s no reason for both of us to be exhausted. Did you drive?” She looked so tired I didn’t trust her on the roads.

      Ari yawned again, her eyes fluttering. “I guess I am tired. And yes, I drove but…”

      “You’re not driving home by yourself.” I glanced over at Killian. He looked as awake and frazzled as I did. “Can you get her a taxi? Meagan can bring her back for her car tomorrow.”

      Killian nodded, pulling out his cell phone.

      At that moment, Rowan and Tarvish appeared at the entrance to the waiting room. As Killian walked Ari out to wait for the cab with her, my grandmother settled down by my side. She looked about the same age as my aunt, though she was quite a bit older—over a hundred years older. We witchblood aged slowly. My aunt didn’t look 70, she looked more about 50 to 60, and from now on, she would age far more slowly.

      Rowan leaned over to kiss my cheek. “My dear, I’m so sorry. How are you doing?”

      Tarvish, a Funtime demon and my grandmother’s beau, gingerly sat beside her. He loved kittens and crossword puzzles and he was the most polished demon in town. Not that I’d met many demons.

      “I’m all right, but exhausted. Teran—”

      “I’ve talked to the doctor. Teran will be all right, I’ve done a reading on it and she’ll heal up. But whoever attacked her better make tracks before I find them, because I guarantee you, my arrows won’t miss.” Rowan’s scowl told me she wasn’t kidding.

      “The cops are searching the woods right now. Teran was looking for ice thorns.”

      “Good time to seek them out,” Rowan said. “I might take a walk by the patch and gather some for her.”

      I stared at Rowan for a moment. “You’re going to hunt him down, aren’t you? You might want to talk to Millie first.”

      “Why? I know what those arrows are like, and I know that this has to stop. Nobody attacks a member of my family and gets away with it. And I consider Teran a family member even though we aren’t technically blood. But she’s your aunt and that’s what matters to me.” Rowan squeezed my hand. She wasn’t very demonstrative but she came through when the chips were down.

      I curled up on the couch, lying down with my head in Rowan’s lap and, when Killian returned, he drew my feet onto his lap. I didn’t think I could sleep—I was so wired with worry—but a few minutes later I began to doze, and in five minutes, I totally conked out.
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      Killian shook me awake. I squinted, then—seeing the doctor talking to Rowan—sat up. Rowan noticed and held up her hand. They turned and headed over toward us. I rubbed my eyes and yawned, looking at Killian.

      “What time is it?” I asked.

      “Four-fifteen.” Killian stood. “I’m going to get you some coffee and a cookie.”

      I nodded, too groggy to reply.

      As he headed off toward the vending machines, Rowan sat beside me as the doctor stood there in front of us. I winced. My back felt like crap, given I’d slept on the hard banquette that served as a couch.

      “We removed the arrow successfully. Teran didn’t need surgery. We gave her antibiotics via an IV and we’ll put her on a course of them at home. We also gave her a tetanus shot. I ordered a pain reliever for her that won’t disrupt her magic—you witchbloods often have issues with human medications. I’d like her to stay with someone for a week.”

      “Can she get up out of bed?” I asked.

      “Oh sure. However, for six weeks—no lifting, no shoving things, no pulling them. She should sleep sitting up. Given her cup size, she’ll need a bra to prevent strain on the chest muscle, but you’ll have to modify the strap on that side. So, your aunt basically gets to take a vacation for a while.” She smiled. “Out of all the potential outcomes, she lucked out in a lot of ways. We’ll want to keep her here until noon.”

      “I’ll pick her up. She can stay with me,” Rowan said.

      “I can take her—I have a guest room,” I countered. I felt guilty—if I’d gotten there earlier, this might not have happened.

      “No, January. You work. I’m at home a good share of the day. I’ll take her and Tarvish can help look after her.” Rowan gave me the look that said she had decided matters and there would be no argument.

      “That’s fine,” I finally said.

      Tarvish had originally appeared in my home, but when he and my grandmother met, it was…well, I wouldn’t call it love at first sight, but something clicked between them. Just what that click was, I had no clue, but they made a connection and seemed happy. Tarvish had learned to fit into our society, and he was actually a congenial, funny dude to be around. He looked like Hellboy, but he made up for it in personality.

      “I’m just so relieved that Teran’s going to be okay.” I stood and stretched. It felt like a weight had just slipped off my shoulders.

      “I’ll pick her up,” Rowan said. “Killian, you get January home so she can rest.”

      I protested but Rowan insisted, shooing Killian and me toward the door. I relented after she promised to let my aunt know that I’d been here. I didn’t want Teran to think that I hadn’t shown up. On the way home, we were slip-sliding around the streets, but we finally made it into the driveway. By the time we were inside, it was nearly ten after five.

      “Oh man, how am I going to make it to work in less than three hours?”

      “You’re not. You’re going to sleep through the morning. Text Tad now and tell him what happened.” Killian gently propelled me toward the stairs. “Up to bed. I’ll feed the cats early so they won’t wake you.”

      “What about you? You can’t go in, either,” I protested.

      “I have to. I have ailing clients coming in and they need to see me. But I’m better with less sleep than you are. I’ll take a nap during lunch and go to bed early tonight.” He kissed me. “I’m glad your aunt’s going to be okay, but whoever’s out there target shooting needs to be taken down.”

      “I agree.” I sat on the bed. My body instantly responded. All I wanted to do was lie down and let sleep claim me. The brief slumber I’d had the night before and the nap at the hospital had done little to ease my exhaustion.

      Killian kissed me again, then headed downstairs. I pulled out my phone and texted Tad, telling him I’d be in around noon, and told him why. Then, after setting my alarm, I pulled off my jacket and boots before I tumbled back and drew the comforter over me. The last thing I remembered was Xi curling up on the pillow beside my head and purring.
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        * * *

      

      The alarm jangled in my ear like a very loud gnat. At first I just kept trying to ignore the horrible noise, but I finally figured out what it was. Groggy, I fumbled for my phone to turn off the alarm. It was muffled, and it took me a couple moments to realize that I had somehow placed my phone beside me and covered it up with the quilt.

      I sat up, feeling headachy and discombobulated. I felt like going back to sleep, but I knew that if I did, I’d just be even more off-kilter. I didn’t nap well.

      A glance at my texts showed that I had several messages. Tad had responded saying not to worry. Teran had texted from the hospital an hour earlier saying she was waiting for Rowan, and she loved me. She said she’d call me later on. Ari had sent her love. There was also a voice message from Millie, asking me to call her as soon as I could.

      Feeling grungy, I decided to take the time for a shower, and I scrubbed myself awake with my lemon cream bodywash. After I dressed and fixed my makeup, I grabbed my purse and headed downstairs. The cats were asleep, so I scratched them behind the ears and then headed out to my car.

      As I stepped on the porch, the chill took my breath away. The winter wonderland spread over the world, sparkling like crisp diamonds. My yard was buried with about ten inches of snow, and the sky twinkled with a silver brilliance, with gusts of white wisping past. The beauty made me stop and just stare for a moment. It soothed my mind to just meditate on the clear, clean stretch of snow. Everything seemed new again when the snow came, and it buried the sounds of the day into a soft muffle.

      After a minute, I cautiously navigated the icy porch. I saw that Killian must have scattered rock salt across the wood, because there were patches where the ice had melted.

      I waded through the snow to my car. My bag o’ magical tricks was still in the backseat, so I hopped in and eased out of the driveway. The street I lived on wasn’t a major road so it hadn’t been plowed, but I aimed for one of the main thoroughfares, hoping that the plows had been through already.

      Keeping the car at a sedate twenty miles per hour, I focused on the road. Here and there, cars had spun out, and one looked pretty jacked up from running into a retaining wall. Arnica Avenue was one of the two main roads leading to the lower level of Moonshadow Bay, and I took the S-curves at ten miles per hour. Even so, I almost slid through the stoplight at the bottom.

      Another fifteen minutes saw me to work. I stopped at the espresso shop for a massive jolt of caffeine and then, carrying a sausage sandwich and a doughnut along with my quad latte, I entered the office. Tad waved a file folder at me.

      “The activity at the Starling has picked up. Can you go check on it this afternoon?” He handed me the folder, then paused. “How’s your aunt?”

      “She’s alive and will heal up. She’s staying with my grandmother for now.” I stared at the folder. “I’ll check on Rose, but first I need to stop off at the police station. She was shot with the same type of arrow as Sienna and Reynolds. When I left the hospital this morning, we still weren’t clear on a few things.”

      “Sounds good,” Tad said. “Don’t worry about the office. If you need time to go see your aunt or help take care of her, do. But try to at least stop by the bistro. Rose sounded frightened on the phone this morning and she has given us a retainer.”

      I nodded. “Will do.” Then, I noticed Hank wasn’t at his station. “Where’s Hank?”

      “He’s stuck in Glacier. The snow throttled the road there, and there’s no way he can make it back. I’m just grateful he managed to get off the mountain safely,” Tad said.

      Caitlin nodded. “Yeah. He told us that he had a strong hunch he shouldn’t camp up there—which he was planning on. So he drove back to Glacier to stay there. And sure enough, an hour later it started snowing so heavily there were whiteout conditions.”

      I stayed at my desk long enough to finish the sandwich and doughnut. Then, gulping down the last of my latte, I grabbed my purse and headed toward out. “I’ll be back if I can. It depends on how much time it takes me at the Starling and what the weather’s like.”

      “Do you want to take equipment with you?”

      I bit my lip, debating. Finally, I nodded. “Yeah, let me take the FLIR and an EVP to see if I can catch any voice prints. I’d take a camera too, but that’s generally better with a two-person team.”

      Tad frowned. “You want me to come with you?”

      I nodded. “Either you or Caitlin.”

      “I can’t,” Caitlin said. “If there’s even the slightest chance that I’ll be caught out late tonight, I can’t go. I promised to babysit my neighbor’s kids. They get home from AfterCare by five-thirty. She works the night shift and she’ll be gone by then. The twins are eight, so not the best age to leave alone.”

      I blinked. “You babysit?”

      “You’re looking at me as though I grew another head. I like kids, so yeah, when she asked me if I could watch them tonight since her regular sitter is out of town, I said sure.” Caitlin snorted. “Why, haven’t you ever babysat anybody?”

      Shaking my head, I laughed. “Not since I was fourteen. And even then, I knew it wasn’t for me. But good on you—she’s lucky you’re there.” I turned to Tad. “So, you and me, huh?”

      He nodded, pushing out of his chair. He gathered the equipment we’d need and then we headed out to the van. “It’s just easier if we go together, and the van has snow tires on it. Come on, I’ll drive.”

      Whenever Tad came along on a run using the van, he never let anyone else drive. I slung my purse over my shoulder and, with a wave at Caitlin, followed him out the door.

      Tad was a careful driver—he was generally a careful person. His passion was the paranormal, and his parents had grown up in a small town called Whisper Hollow where the paranormal ruled. Like Moonshadow Bay, it was a shadow town, but it was dangerous in a way that Moonshadow Bay wasn’t.

      As we rolled along the snowy street, I saw a plow on the other side. “Thank gods they’ve gotten the plows out. They need to get Arnica Avenue cleared before night.”

      “They will.” He paused, then said, “Can I ask you a question?” He sounded hesitant, and I instantly expected something personal.

      “Sure, what is it?”

      “I know your business with Ari kind of went belly up before it began, and I’m sorry. What do you think about offering readings through Conjure Ink? I’d be happy to front you doing that—maybe a 10/90 percent cut? We’ve been getting a number of calls asking about readers and I’d rather sub out to a person I know and trust than a stranger.”

      I blinked. That wasn’t what I’d expected. “I thought the Broom & Besom offers readings?”

      The Broom & Besom was a magical shop in town run by a lesbian couple in their sixties. They were aquanistas, focused on the element of water. Aquanistas could be harsh in many ways, but you always knew where you stood with them, and the path of the aquanista was a rigorous and powerful one.

      “They do, but Lisette called me last night. They’ll be closing shop for a couple of months because they’re going on a world cruise. They asked me who I thought would be good to take over for their regular clients looking for readings and I recommended you.” Tad slowly stepped on the brakes and we went into a slow skid, managing to stop at the light. The Starling was one block ahead.

      “Thank you,” I said. “I’d be happy to take over while they’re gone. Ari and I really hoped to make things take off but neither one of us expected life to become so busy. But I don’t want to spend all my spare time reading cards.”

      “I was thinking you could schedule one afternoon a week—say, Thursday or Friday afternoon? We can figure out a way for you to read out of the office, or you can read at home if you want.”

      Tad eased the van into a parking spot in front of the restaurant. Downtown Moonshadow Bay was empty at this point—the snow was keeping everybody at home. The restaurant looked closed, but Tad assured me Rose would be waiting for us.

      “All right, I can always use the extra cash. We’ll talk about it later. Let’s get inside first and focus on the bistro.” As we gathered our gear out of the van, I told Tad everything I’d found out about Starling Funerary and William’s necrophiliac tendencies.

      “That’s disgusting,” he said, wrinkling his nose. “What makes a person do that?”

      “Mental illness? Pure depravity? I don’t know if they ever figured out what made William the way he was. He’s dead now, of course. He was 84 the year they closed the funeral home, and that was 1969.”

      “Ah, but was he human? If he was a shifter or witchblood, he might still be alive.” Tad frowned.

      “Nope, Esmara told me that he’s still hanging around as a ghost, and I saw his spirit. So he’s definitely dead.” I minced my way across the icy sidewalk. The walkway into the bistro had been salted but it was still slippery. We managed to make it to the door, which was unlocked.

      As we entered the restaurant, Rose darted out from the kitchen. “We’re clos—oh, hello.” She sounded so relieved that I suspected the activity had increased.

      “Do you have time for us to look around?” Tad asked.

      Rose nodded. “We aren’t officially open, though if anybody comes by looking for coffee and dessert, I can serve them that.”

      I glanced around. “Where’s the activity strongest?”

      “The basement, and also we have a private room in the back that people can book for parties. There’s been a lot of activity back there. I’m worried somebody’s going to get hurt.” She sat down at one of the tables. “We’re considering selling, to be honest. We’d take a loss, but it might be best.”

      “I’d hate to see you have to sell this soon. Especially after you put money into the business.” Tad glanced at me. “Do you want to tell her what we found out?”

      I sighed. It was never easy giving people bad news. “I’d rather walk the place first.”

      “All right, why don’t we get started?” Tad carried the camera while I carried the FLIR and hung the EVP off my belt. We decided to begin with the women’s bathroom. As we opened the door, I heard a slight hush, as if someone had been talking and suddenly fell silent.

      The bathroom had two stalls and a two-sink vanity. It was small, but not cramped. I headed over to the vanity, standing with my back against the wall. The sinks and mirror were to my right. As I stood there, I felt a sharp shove against my side, as though somebody was trying to body slam me out of the way.

      “What the hell? What’s going on?” I jumped, rubbing the curve of my waist. The shove hadn’t been a gentle one. Pissed off, I glanced over at Tad. “You see anything? I just got punched in the ribs.”

      Tad stiffened. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m not sure,” I said, lifting my sweater. Sure enough, there was a mark—I’d be getting a bruise there. “It’s a wonder it didn’t bust a rib.”

      “Not good,” Tad said. “What do you think did it?”

      “I’m not sure—a ghost, probably. Maybe William. I sense something in here that’s aggressive toward women. Whoever he is, he’s a pervert. That makes me think it might be William’s ghost.” I closed my eyes and reached out, trying to pick up anything else. “Hello, are you there? William, is that you?”

      An icy chill ran down my back and someone grabbed my butt and squeezed. Hard. I could smell smoke, and then the scent of formaldehyde and then—everything was normal.

      “Mother fu…” I turned around. “He got me again. Squeezed my butt. Did either of you smell anything?”

      “You mean the cigarette smoke? And something else—something pungent?” Rose asked.

      “Yes. It has to be William.” I froze, as I suddenly found myself facing the zombie ghost again. He leered at me and laughed.

      I want to fuck them—all of them. All the women. But I like ‘em best when they’re cold and stiff. I’ll do what I can to find myself playmates.

      He was arrogant, and convinced he could do just that. Right then, I felt a shard of fear as I realized that William wanted to kill someone, to turn a woman into a ghost so he could control her. And the scary thing was, I thought he could do it if he tried hard enough.

      “Out of here. Let’s get out of the bathroom.” I was shaking as Rose and Tad led me back into the main dining room.

      “What’s wrong?” Tad rested a hand on my arm. “Are you all right?”

      I nodded, so tense it was hard to breathe. “Let’s go to the basement.”

      As we headed down into the basement I began to tense up. I had brought my magical kit with me, and I held onto it like a lifeline. There was something evil down here, something slithery and frightening, and I was pretty sure it was more than just William. He was bad, but there was something here that was worse.

      The basement was well lit and there weren’t any cobwebs or dust—it was just like another room with no windows, but my fear level was rising every second, and my stomach had tied itself into knots. The walls felt like they were closing in on me.

      “This is bad, really bad,” I whispered, looking around. In the corner, I saw a dark amorphous mass. It had long legs and reminded me of a massive spider. As I stared at it, I heard women talking in whispers. I could hear three distinct voices.

      Unchain us. Give him to us. We’ll watch over him just like he watched over us. Help free us so we can leave. We’ll drag him down with us into sweet oblivion. Let us rest. Please, let us go to our rest. Three shadows gathered around us, swirling like vortexes—like twisters, but they were human-size. I watched them play back and forth, weaving in and out in a macabre dance.

      That was when I realized that William wasn’t down here with us. In my gut, I knew that he never entered the basement farther down than mid-staircase.

      And the women down here couldn’t make it past the bottom of the stairs. I glanced at the shadow spider again and something clicked.

      “Do you have the ring?” I asked.

      “The…? Oh, the opal ring?” Rose forced herself to move toward the steps again. “It’s upstairs.”

      “Bring it to me, please.”

      As Rose headed up the stairs, Tad turned to me. “Are you sure you know what you’re doing?”

      “No, but I’ll bet you that the ring’s going to produce a reaction.” The ring was a key—that much I already knew.

      “I can’t wait,” Tad said, and I knew that he was lying through his teeth.
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      I moved closer to Tad.

      “I’m not sure what’s going on, but there’s something in this basement. It looks like a giant spider, and it’s over in that corner. There are three women here, but they’re trapped in the basement with whatever that thing is. William is the one running around upstairs, causing havoc with the customers. He’ll come down partway on the stairs but he stops, and the reason he stops is because these women want to get their hands on him. My guess is that they’re the spirits of three women whose corpses he defiled.”

      Tad grimaced. “Fucking perv. What do you think the spider creature is?” He shivered, looking around. “I wish I could see it.”

      I was staring at the thing even as he spoke. “I don’t think you want that. It’s creeping along that wall, watching us.”

      I felt dizzy. The energy from the creature was growing and it was trying to pull me in—to drive me into panic. It also had feelers, and was waving at me. I backed up a step. Crap, was it an energy leech? The moment I thought about it, I could feel it trying to overwhelm me. I raised my wards the way Rowan had taught me and focused all my strength into giving it a nasty slap.

      The shadow spider recoiled, then rose up, hissing.

      “What the hell?” Tad looked around frantically. “I just heard something! What’s going on?”

      “I just whacked it on the nose,” I said, fixing my gaze on the creature.

      “Aren’t you afraid?” He looked ready to drop the camera and race up the stairs.

      “I’m petrified, but Rowan’s been teaching me to work through fear. It’s not easy, but she told me I’d need it someday, and it looks like today’s that day.” I backed away toward a table that held six bottles of wine. As I set my magic kit on the table, one of the bottles suddenly shot through the air at me, hitting me in the shoulder so hard that it knocked me to the floor.

      “Damn it!” I sat there, stunned for a second.

      “Look out!” Tad launched himself forward, dropping the camera as he leapt toward me. At the same time, a second bottle came sailing my way. Tad landed on top of me, rolling me sideways at the same time that the bottle hit the floor, inches away from my head. If Tad hadn’t knocked me sideways, I’d have a split skull.

      I staggered to my feet as Tad righted himself. A third bottle came whistling my way. Apparently, I was the main target. “I need to get something out of my bag. Can you cover me?” There were a lot more bottles of wine in the cellar than the three remaining on the table.

      Crash. The third bottle smashed into my leg and I yelped.

      Tad grabbed a packing crate lid and jumped in front of me, holding it up like a shield. As the fourth bottle came sailing toward me, he managed to deflect it. I took the opportunity to open my magical bag and rifle through it. I found the Quiet-Now powder and decided it was worth a shot. I opened the jar and ducked around the shield, tossing the whole bottle in the direction of the shadow creature. For a moment it wavered. The lull lasted for just enough time to grab out my dagger and my extra-strength Purification spray. As I held up my blade, the creature lurched forward again.

      “Oh crap, I can see it!” Tad let out a strangled cry. “What the fuck is that?”

      I ignored him, thrusting out my dagger, pointing at the shadow. “In the name of Druantia, Goddess of the Earth, begone foul beast back to the depths whence you came!”

      As it lunged toward me, I began to spray the shadow with the mixture of sage, asafetida, lemon, and salt. I had soaked smoky quartz, tiger’s eye, a skunk skull, and a cave bear tooth in the water while I was charging it, and it was meant to take on tough astral brutes.

      The shadow cringed. I pushed forward, spraying it again and again until it turned and vanished through the wall. The spirits of the women swirled and moaned, then followed it.

      “Crap. I didn’t mean for it to just leave. Now I have to find it again.”

      Tad slowly lowered the shield. “Are you okay?”

      I glanced down, realizing that I would be forming several nasty bruises in the next few hours. But if we left now, it would give the creature time to grow. Maybe I could at least get William out of here before it rallied again. I pulled out the chalk and marched to the center of the room.

      At that moment, Rose returned. She was carrying the ring. “Here—what happened?” She glanced at the shattered wine bottles.

      I took the ring. The energy poured through my hand, and it felt the same as the shadow spider. My hunch was right.

      “Are you sure you don’t know where this ring came from?”

      “I’m—” Rose started to say something but the next moment, one of the women’s spirits reappeared. She dive-bombed me, knocking me to the side. The ring went skittering across the floor and the spirit pounced on it, sweeping it up in the vortex. But she couldn’t hold it, and the ring fell through the nebulous mist, bouncing on the floor.

      I raced over to scoop it up, even as the spirit rushed through me, leaving me chilled and nauseated. “Stop it!” I backed away, holding up my Protection spray. The spirit halted. “I know what you want and if you don’t stop, we’ll make it so William never lets you out of here.”

      That caught their attention. All three were back now and they gathered in the corner, still hazy vortexes of mist, waiting. I turned back to Tad and Rose, holding up the ring.

      “This is connected to the shadow spider creature. I think it must have belonged to one of the women who came in as a corpse. She was still connected to her body and when William defiled her, her spirit summoned the shadow spider.” I looked at the ring carefully. The opal was sparkling, brilliant and malign. “Opals have a life of their own. This one…” I paused, looking for a chair. “Find me a place to sit.”

      I could feel the shadow spider nearby, watching, but I suspected the spirit who owned the ring was holding it back.

      “January, you should look at this,” Tad murmured. He had picked up the camera and now he carried it over. It wasn’t broken, thank gods, but it had taken a beating. Nevertheless, it was still working and he had rewound the digital footage.

      I was on screen, looking around the basement. But behind me, quite visible on the footage, were three women. They were translucent, standing around me, and while two were faded, one of them looked as large as life and vibrant. She was wearing a long red dress and I could see the ring on her finger. She was staring at me as Tad had directed the camera on the three of them, and her eyes glittered with anger.

      “Yeah, one of our ghosts here was the owner of the ring.” I looked over at the vortexes, identifying which one. Walking up to her, I said, “I know the ring is yours. What do you want? Why did you summon—” Then, I stopped because she turned away and headed over to one of the walls. She stopped in front of a built-in shelf unit.

      I turned to Rose. “Was this here when you bought the place, or did you install it? The built-in?”

      “It was here. It’s from the original funeral home.” Rose frowned. “Why?”

      “And you said you found the ring when one of the cabinets broke and you had to replace it?”

      “Right over there,” she said, pointing next to the built-in. “It was actually a storage case. That happened about a month ago. The ring was stuck behind it.”

      I scanned the built-in. The spirit joined me, making me nervous as she looked over my shoulder. Then, as I watched, a ghostly arm reached out and tapped a spot on the wall, then pointed to herself.

      “What?” I glanced over at Tad and Rose. They were watching with less fear and more curiosity at this point. “Can you see her?”

      “Kind of,” Rose said.

      “Not really, but the air seems to be wavering next to you—like ripples,” Tad said, filming all the while. “But on the camera? I can actually see her outline.”

      I placed my hand against the wall and got a sharp shock—as though something had sparked against my skin. Examining the shelves, I realized they were removable, though they were jammed in tightly. I removed the boxes from the shelf and began to tug on it.

      “Do you need help?” Rose asked.

      “I think you’d better stay back,” I said. At first I thought the shelf was fixed in place, but then it began to budge as I put some muscle into it. Another moment and I gave one final tug and it came loose. I wasn’t ready for the sudden movement and fell back on my ass. “Cripes, I’m getting beat up today.”

      The spirit standing next to me was growing either agitated or excited. I gingerly got to my feet and dusted the ass of my jeans off. Then I kicked the shelf aside and leaned in, looking at the wall. I noticed that the drywall behind the shelf was slightly lighter in color than a nearby patch of wall. I leaned in and knocked against the wall on the darker patch. It sounded solid. I moved to the lighter one and knocked and the echo was hollow. The moment my knuckles struck the wall, I felt a ripple of energy emanate from behind the drywall. A sudden movement made me jump and I looked over to the end of the basement. The shadow spider was back.

      “Control your pet or I stop,” I said, staring at the ghost beside me. My voice echoed deeper than usual, startling me. The spirit fluttered, then calmed down as did the shadow.

      “That’s better.” I breathed deeply. Rowan had told me that thanks to my training, I’d be gaining better control over the dead. I had spent a number of evenings in the cemetery, talking to the spirits who were still hanging out there and practicing what Rowan called the “control” voice.

      Turning to Rose, I said, “I think there’s a hollow space behind this wall. Would you mind if we break through? I think that there’s something back there contributing to this haunting.”

      “By all means. I want this over.” Rose looked around, then pointed to the wall where the shadow spider was hanging out. “We have a toolbox over there.”

      I glanced at Tad. “Can you get it?”

      Tad shivered. “All right, but if that thing comes after me—”

      “It won’t,” I said, once again modulating my voice so that it fell into a deeper range. “Will it?” I added, turning to the ghost next to me. She pulled back and I nodded to Tad.

      He straightened, stiffly walking to the end of the basement. The shadow spider pulled back, though I heard a low hiss.

      “Mind yourself,” I said.

      Tad poked around for a moment, then returned, carrying a large toolbox. As he reached my side, he relaxed and I saw the sweat beading on his forehead. He opened the toolbox and found a sledgehammer. “Let me do that for you.”

      I backed away. “My pleasure.” I motioned to the woman’s spirit. “Back off.” I could get used to this—ordering ghosts around and having them obey gave me a twisted pleasure, having been attacked by so many of them through the years.

      Tad stepped up on a nearby box, using it to boost him high enough to get a good aim. I pointed where to hit and he aimed the hammer. Three swings and he broke through. I pulled out my phone and turned the flashlight app on and stood ready to look in. A moment later Tad had widened the hole to show a hidden space in the wall. It was about as big as a filing box—one that held ten reams of paper.

      “Can you adjust the light?” Tad asked.

      I did and peered in behind him.

      Rose moved toward me, looking anxious. “What’s in there?”

      “I’m not…” Tad stopped, paling. “January, look.”

      I leaned in. The glimmer of bones shimmered, along with some other items. I cautiously reached in, then paused. The pulse of magic filled the hole. “This is a spell—there’s something in there that’s casting a spell.”

      At that moment, an ungodly screech came from upstairs and the door to the basement began to slam back and forth. I glanced up to see William’s spirit standing there, his eyes rage-red. He spiraled down the stairs, aiming directly for me. I tried to sidestep but there was no place to run, given the shelving.

      At that moment, the spirit near me let out a howl and the shadow spider scuttled forward, but I knew that it wasn’t fixated on me. It was after William. I decided to let it go.

      The shadow spider intercepted William’s spirit and—with a gruesome sound—it engulfed him. William screamed again and the next moment, he exploded into a red mist and vanished. The shadow spider backed away, looking at me with narrowed eyes—all of them.

      I stared at it, beginning to understand what the hell had happened. I turned back to the hole in the wall. The magic surrounding the bones was gone because William was gone. The bundle was safe to touch.

      I slowly withdrew the packet. There was a skeletal hand clutching a linen packet of what I assumed had been herbs. But even as we watched, the twine holding the packet to the hand disintegrated and the packet fell away from the bones. Before I could say anything, the opal ring flew out of my pocket and neatly slid onto the middle finger of the hand. The light in the opal died, and the shadow spider vanished.

      As I looked around, the magic in the basement began to lighten. The spirits of the three women came toward me, softly this time, and one by one, they began to glow, then disappeared as the light surrounding them grew stronger. The last—the one who controlled the shadow spider—hesitated.

      “I’ll bury your hand with the ring in a safe spot,” I said.

      With a soft sigh of relief, the spirit vanished. The opal in the ring cracked as she passed beyond the Veil. The energy in the basement settled into a soft pulse that was residue only.

      I dropped to the floor. “I think they’re all gone.”

      “What the hell happened?” Tad asked, looking confused.

      “Give me a minute,” I said. “I think I know what happened, though we’ll never be fully sure. Just give me a moment to breathe.”

      So, we all sat in the basement, resting, listening to the silence.
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      Rose was shaking.

      Tad moved to hold out his hand. “It’s cold down here. Do you want to go upstairs?”

      She took his hand, giving him a faint smile. They headed upstairs. I gathered my magical items and was about ready to head on up when Tad returned for the camera and other equipment. He looked around the basement.

      “Are you sure they’re gone?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, I can feel it—and I guarantee you, William’s spirit’s been dispersed to the winds. I doubt he’ll ever be whole again. Come on upstairs and I’ll explain.” I winced as I headed up the stairs. My hips felt out of joint, given how many times I’d been slammed on my ass, and I ached in so many places. The overflow of magic and ghostly activity had been so strong that I felt like I was verging on a migraine.

      When we were upstairs, Rose put on the kettle and brought out an apple pie. “We might as well have a bite to eat,” she said.

      We carried the pie to a table while she brought over a teapot, saucers, forks, and three mugs. As we settled over tea and pie, I glanced outside. The snow had stopped but everything twinkled with ice.

      “So,” I said, after taking a long drink of the cinnamon spice tea. “Here’s what I think happened. We’ll never know for sure, but this is what I conjecture. William, the owner of the Starling Funerary, was a necrophiliac, if you didn’t know.”

      Rose paled. “I didn’t. How disgusting.”

      “Yeah, he was a real peach. When they shut the funeral home down, they found the corpses of a number of women that he was keeping in the basement to use for his own…gratification.”

      We all grimaced. I played with my pie for a moment before continuing.

      “He died in jail, but I think his spirit returned to the building. Before they found out about him, he must have cut the hands off one of the bodies and either created a spell that trapped three of the spirits or bought a spell from a rogue witch. I think he got his rocks off from forcing the spirits to watch their bodies be defiled in death. That sounds about right.”

      “And that…whatever that creature was?” Tad asked.

      “The main spirit down there had the opal ring. It’s a magical ring—or was. I think it’s energetically dead now. The setting was in the shape of a spider, and it summoned a spirit in that shape. William must have dropped the ring behind the cabinet, but when you found it, it stirred up the shadow spirit again. Once again, the women had the chance to take revenge. They turned the tables on William’s spirit. He could no longer go into the basement below mid-staircase, because that shadow spirit was connected to the ring and she set it to attack him.”

      I held out the ring and turned it over. “Evette,” I whispered, reading the engraving on the back. “That must have been her name.”

      “So Evette was punishing him.”

      “Right. She might have been held prisoner, but the creature from the ring wasn’t bound by the spell like she was, so Evette set it after William and he could no longer go down the stairs.”

      I sighed and leaned back, starting to eat my pie.

      Tad frowned. “When Evette realized you were trying to right matters, she stopped attacking you and showed you where to find her hand so you could break the spell and free her and the other two women?”

      I nodded. “William wove a nasty web around them, but in the end, the spider won.”

      “Thank you,” Rose said. “What now?”

      I shrugged, feeling sad. I often felt sad after a case because usually, some tragedy had occurred to bring about the haunting in the first place. While I was happy I could help, it didn’t negate the fact that years of suffering usually preceded my intervention.

      “When we finish our pie and tea, I’ll go through and do a preliminary cleansing. I’ll come back in a day or so and do a top-to-bottom psychic purge to clear out any residue.” I gave her a smile. “Thank you for doing what you could to help while we were down there.”

      Rose nodded. “Thank heavens we’ll be able to continue on with the restaurant. I do love this bistro and I think it could be a really nice addition to the town. But we’re changing the name.” She paused, thinking. “I think we’ll call it ‘Evette’s Bistro.’ ”

      “That’s a lovely gesture,” Tad said.

      I was about to speak when my phone rang. I pulled it out. Millie was calling. “Hello?… Yeah, actually I’m already downtown… Yes, I think we can. Hold on.” I muted the phone and turned to Tad. “Can we head over to the police station before we head back to the office? Something’s gone down with Cupid.”

      “Really? Of course. But don’t you have to cleanse the basement first?”

      I bit my lip, then spoke to Millie again. “Give us twenty minutes and we’ll be there.” As I ended the conversation, I dragged myself to my feet. “Okay, let’s go down and see what we can do.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When we arrived at the police department, the receptionist ushered us back into Millie’s office. She was sitting there with Rowan. They both looked like they’d been through the wringer.

      “Who’s with Teran?” I asked.

      “Tarvish. He’s a good nursemaid,” Rowan said. “He’ll keep her entertained and fed. She’s in no pain—the pain killers are working really well on her. They both love the Home Garden channel and the Cooking Network, so they’ve got plenty to entertain them. And Tarvish is good about heating up soup and making toast, so he’ll make sure she’s fed.” She had a strange look on her face that made me wonder what was up.

      Tad and I dropped into chairs, exhausted.

      “What’s going on with you?” Millie asked.

      “We just cleared the spirits out of the Starling Bistro. It was nasty. William Rosceria was still there, along with three spirits of the women he…”

      Millie wrinkled her nose. “Yeah, I know what you’re talking about. So did you clear them out?”

      “Yes, and Rowan—you told me that I should find my control voice soon? I think I did. I was able to corral a couple of the spirits into cooperating. Long story short: William’s getting his comeuppance and I doubt if he’ll ever be a problem again. I’ll tell you more later. I’m sore and got my ass whipped, literally.” I leaned my head back and let out a long sigh.

      “You sound exhausted.” She reached over to pat my hand.

      “I am. So, what’s up?”

      “We have Cupid. Or rather…we had him.” Millie gave Rowan a long look.

      I caught the nuance. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that Rowan went with us, and we tracked him to a lair. But Rowan split off from us and went in first and by the time we got there, there was no sign of him. We think he was an imp of some sort—”

      “He was, I told you that,” Rowan grumbled. “I told you to hurry the hell up, but you took too long. He was getting ready to phase out. I had no choice.”

      “You could have figured out a different way—” Heated, Millie turned on her. “You don’t have the authority to take over one of our cases—”

      “I have all the authority, especially when some unholy creature targets my family!” Rowan’s eyes flashed. “There’s a reason I’m the High Priestess of the Crystal Cauldron!” She leaned forward and slapped the edge of Millie’s desk. “You don’t have a clue of how magic works and that’s fine—you’re a shifter. Shifters don’t work with magic. But I do. And I know that if he managed to get away, someone would have died sooner or later. As it is, you lucked out. He’s dead and I took your problem off your hands.”

      I turned, staring at my grandmother. “You killed Cupid?”

      “Don’t call him that. Cupid’s a god. This was a demented imp and I fully believe he was invoked by the Covenant of Chaos. They’re still active. We’ve been warning the police about them for years. Well, now they seem to be back.” Rowan stood. “I’m done. I refuse to be interrogated. I solved one of your pressing problems and you’re biting my head off. Call me when you’re ready to admit that what I did was necessary.” She headed for the door, stopping to say, “January, as soon as you can, come over to visit your aunt.” Then, without another word, she vanished through the door.

      I turned to Millie. “You really pissed her off. You don’t want to piss my grandmother off.”

      She gave me a long look. “Is that a threat?”

      I snorted. “Me? Threaten you? Of course not. I’m just saying that Rowan helps keep this town together. If she’s right—and she usually is—and the Covenant of Chaos is moving again, then you’re going to have a lot more trouble than a trampled ego. You’re upset because she got there first and didn’t wait for you to give her the go-ahead. Remember, that imp could have killed my aunt. It already pushed Sienna and Reynolds over the edge. Who knows if they’ll recover from their delusions?”

      “We might have been able to force the imp to cure them—”

      I was tired and had enough of dealing with arguments and spirits and egos. I stood, shaking my head. “Yeah, right. I know imps. I have one in the Mystic Woods outside of my house. I can negotiate with her to some extent but you don’t control an imp. They’re not like ghosts, they’re not like humans. You can’t force them to do what you want unless you threaten their lives and they aren’t easily killed. So the fact that my grandmother took her chance to put a stop to it—and the fact that she was able to—means you should thank your lucky stars she was there. You wouldn’t have been able to do a damned thing to it.”

      As I headed to the door, I said, “Come on, Tad. I need to get home and rest. I’m exhausted.”

      “January—” Millie called after me, “don’t go away mad!”

      I turned, facing her. “Millie, it’s been a long day. I need to leave before I say something I’ll regret. I feel like I’m at the end of my tether right now.”

      She paused. “I’ll call Rowan and smooth things over. You’re right. She’s one of the backbones of this town. But I need people to respect me and my post. My men and I put our lives on the line for Moonshadow Bay.”

      “I know that, Millie. I do respect you. And so does Rowan. But we understand the magical side of Moonshadow Bay, and Rowan’s right. If the Covenant of Chaos is starting to cause trouble again, you’re going to need every magical practitioner you can get on your side. The last thing you want is a war breaking out.”

      We locked gazes, and after a moment, she took a deep breath and nodded. “Heard and understood. We’ll talk. Go home, drive safely, and rest.”

      And with that, Tad and I left. Outside, the snow was falling again.
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        * * *

      

      By Saturday, the snow was melting and though it was still cold, at least we were back to rain. I sat, staring out the window. Killian was rubbing my back. I’d visited the chiropractor twice since we’d cleared out Starling. Ari and I had gone in and thoroughly warded and cleansed the bistro.

      Xi and Klaus were bouncing around as we watched an old episode of the TV show Medium. Allison Dubois was watching ghosts reenact a gruesome murder in her living room.

      “I swear, I never understand why her character won’t ward herself and her house. You’d think it would be easy—”

      Killian laughed. “It’s fiction, love. Your life isn’t. So, are you ready for our trip next week?”

      “More than ready. Teran’s feeling much better, so she and Tarvish are going to stay here and watch over the cats. Tarvish can feed them and clean the litter box for her, and help watch over her to make sure she’s okay.” I stretched, wincing. “I can’t wait to get away for a few days and just relax.”

      “Oh, it’s going to be so nice. Just you and me and a little B&B. No ghosts, no monsters, no work…” Killian yawned and wrapped his arms around me. “I love you, you know.”

      “I love you, too.” I twirled my fingers through his hair. “Thank you. I’m so grateful for you coming into my life.”

      “Are you free tomorrow night? My parents are coming to visit and so is Tally. My brother can’t make it, unfortunately. I know you’ve met them briefly—my folks, that is. And you know Tally. I’d like you to spend some time with them. Also, Tally would love for you to be there. She’s got some big announcement she wants to make and she asked if you could attend.” He leaned forward and kissed my forehead.

      “Sure, I like your sister a lot. And your parents are nice.” I yawned. “Hey, whatever happened to that little dog that was hanging around your office?”

      He rolled his eyes. “Um…I’m still feeding her. I was thinking…”

      “You want to adopt her?”

      He laughed. “I love cats more than dogs. You know that. But I’m going to find her a good home. Okay, it’s late. Let’s go to bed. Tomorrow’s another day.”
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        * * *

      

      Sunday night, I dressed in a blue V-neck sweater, a black circle skirt, and paired them with a wide silver belt. I brushed my hair back into a high ponytail and carefully applied my makeup, then packed my keys into a small silver clutch and headed next door to Killian’s house. His parents were there—their car was in the driveway. I assumed Tally had come with them.

      They all lived in Carbonado, a small town near Mount Rainier, where Tally worked at a market. Serena and William—their parents—were a fifth-grade teacher and an accountant, respectively. Tally and Killian had a brother—Darryn, a mechanic—but I had never met him.

      I opened the front door—Killian and I had dispensed with knocking—and entered the living room. His house was masculine, to the point of where if we ever combined households, we’d have a lot of compromising to do.

      Laughter echoed from the kitchen and I peeked through the archway.

      “Hello! I’m here,” I said, waving.

      Killian hurried over to give me a kiss, and Tally followed with a hug. Her baby bump was noticeable. I patted her belly and smiled at her. She had been so frantic about being pregnant, but everything turned out fine. Although I had the feeling Serena and William had definitely put on the pressure for her to marry Les, the father.

      “Mom, Dad, you remember January?” Killian pulled me to his side and wrapped his arm around me. He kissed me again. “You look good,” he said.

      I nestled my head against his shoulder. He smelled like cinnamon toast. “Thanks. Hi, Mr. and Mrs. O’Connell.”

      Serena started to stretch out her hand, then tsked herself. “Wait. Come here and give me a hug. And it’s just Serena.” She wrapped her arms around me and squeezed. I could feel the power in her muscles. Shifters were strong, and she was muscled.

      We settled into dinner and I quickly lost the nervous feeling I had experienced on the way over. Serena and William treated me like family, even though I was witchblood. Shifter families were notorious for their dislike of interspecies relationships, but Serena and William were far more progressive than a number of their peers.

      We had just reached dessert when Tally stood. “I have news, and I’m grateful you’re all here tonight. Darryn already knows. He couldn’t get away so I told him this afternoon.”

      “Well, what is it?” Serena was glowing.

      I had the feeling that we all knew what the news was but none of us were about to ruin Tally’s moment.

      “Les and I are getting married!” She waited while we all cheered and toasted her with sparkling cider. Then, before we could besiege her with the usual slew of questions, she cleared her throat. “And I have more news. We’re moving to Moonshadow Bay.”

      I let out a long breath. I had sensed that there was more to her announcement and I was so relieved she wasn’t moving a long ways away—that would dampen the evening. I liked Tally and looked forward to her moving here.

      She turned to me. “January, we’re going to be looking at houses soon. Do you think you can check them out on a psychic level?”

      I nodded. “Of course. I’d be happy to. I’m so glad you’re moving here.”

      “But what about Les’s job?” William asked. “He’s the assistant to the Pack’s shaman. How can he move?”

      “Les is stepping down from his position. He’s talked it over with the shaman and they both feel it’s best. He got a new job here in Moonshadow Bay—he’s going to be opening a counseling center for the Pack. There are enough members living here that the need is real. Shaman Abaline thought it would be ideal. He’s the one who suggested it and he’s investing in the business.”

      Tally leaned back in her chair, rubbing her belly. “Besides, we need a stable household, given…well…January knows this but we’ve held off telling anybody else. I’m having twins.”

      All hell did break loose then—in a good way. I watched Serena and William try to take in all the news. Emotions were running high—joy, concern, and oddly enough, regret. But it wasn’t my place to read their feelings, and so I excused myself and began clearing the table. As I was standing in the kitchen, staring out at the Mystic Wood at the back of the lot, Killian came in and wrapped his arms around me.

      “So, I’m going to be an uncle to twin girls.”

      “Girls? So identical twin girls.”

      He nodded. “Yeah. I’m so glad you and Tally get along. And I’m grateful you could come over tonight. My folks like you a lot.”

      Basking in his love, content in the acceptance his family offered, I leaned back in his arms. “I like all of them, too.” With a sigh, I said, “Less than a week and we’re off on vacation. I can hardly wait. It’s been a long past six weeks.”

      “Just a few days,” he said. “Just hang on a few more days. Meanwhile, do you want to spend the night?”

      I shook my head. “You and your family get some quality time in. I’m going to go home, take a long bath, and fall asleep before midnight.”

      As he kissed me again, I once more counted my blessings.
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      A week later…Valentine’s Day Weekend

      I stood at the railing of the ferry, inhaling the scents of seaweed and brine, of fog rising from the water. All those wonderful smells mingled into one dizzying scent that reminded me I lived in the most wonderful place in the world. Moonshadow Bay overlooked Bellingham Bay, which led into Rosario Strait and the Salish Sea, and—eventually—through the Strait of Juan de Fuca and out to the Pacific Ocean.

      I pulled my jacket tighter around me. The air was brisk and the February fog was so thick that it felt like the map of the coastal waters should read, “Here Be Dragons.” As I closed my eyes, basking in the feel of the mist as it washed over me, Killian joined me at the railing.

      “Happy?” he asked.

      I nodded. “I needed this. Last year was such a hectic year and this month has been hell. Thank you for planning it. This was a great idea.”

      We had been together for fourteen months now, and our relationship was running smoothly. Oh, we had a few rough patches here and there, and the odd spat or two, but for the most part we fit together like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle.

      “So, you and Ellison didn’t take trips together?”

      I shook my head. “Ellison had no use for vacations unless there was going to be someone there he wanted to impress.” My ex was a piece of work.” I looked up as a seagull circled overhead, its mournful cry echoing through the fog. “Actually, the only other Valentine’s Day I’ve ever really celebrated—other than in grade school—was last year. And that’s because of you.”

      “I’m glad I can wipe away some of the bad memories you have from your first marriage,” Killian said.

      “Trust me, I’m glad you can, too. I hope by the time I’m your age, most of my memories are on the good side.” While I was witchblood and could look forward to a long life, I was fairly young as far as our people went. I had just turned 42, though I felt every one of those years. Killian, on the other hand, was 120 years old, so he’d been around a lot longer than I had. He was a wolf shifter and, like the witchblood lines, shifters also had an extended lifespan.

      I leaned against his arm as we watched the water. It flowed by, rippling along as the ferry passed through the current, leaving a frothy wake.

      Killian pulled me to him. “Ferries are romantic,” he whispered.

      “You think every place we’re at is romantic,” I whispered back.

      “That’s because you’re with me,” he said.

      “Keep it up and I’ll gag from all the saccharin,” I said, laughing. He was more sentimental than I was, but truth was, I loved it.

      “Hush. You love it and you know it,” Killian said, but he was joking. He never tried to control me, never tried to put words in my mouth.

      We churned across the water in comfortable silence for another few minutes until the announcer came booming over the intercom, asking us to return to our cars. As we settled into Killian’s SUV, I leaned back and relaxed.

      Heart’s End, here we come.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Nimah Rock was a small island about five miles away from Moonshadow Bay. The only way to get there was via the ferry. The farmers on the island would commute over to the mainland every week during the summer to sell at the various farmers markets around the area. But they also had a thriving business of customers from both Bellingham and Moonshadow Bay who traveled to Nimah Rock during the peak summer months, to buy produce in bulk for canning and preserving.

      The focus on preserving food and stocking up for the winter had taken me by surprise. I had lived in Seattle for too many years where bread and jelly came from the store. But last year, I had caught the bug. During the autumn, I had helped Teran make apple jelly, applesauce, and blackberry preserves. It had been like learning another language, but by the time we finished, I was conversant with pressure cookers and canners and water baths and pectin and Mason jars and all the things that went into the process.

      “What are you thinking about?” Killian asked as he started the engine and the deckhand waved us off the boat.

      “Canning food, actually. I was thinking about how Nimah Rock is a farming community, and wondering how many farmers I bought from last year at the market. I’m going to expand my garden this year. Teran says it will do me good to dig deep into the dirt.”

      The year before, Killian had rototilled a small portion of my yard for me to plant a kitchen garden and some herbs. I’d had good luck, and now I was scrolling through the online seed and bulb catalogs, drooling like a sex addict drools over porn. I had drawn up plan after plan for planting all sorts of flower beds and gardens throughout the half-acre that was my backyard.

      “It really does your magic good to work with plants,” Killian said. “You’ve blossomed so much since I first met you.”

      “Thanks, neighbor,” I said, winking at him.

      As we drove through the two-block radius that made up the heart of the Nimah Rock community, I craned my neck, taking in the sights.

      There were a few stores—a small grocery mart, a gas station, the ever-present All-Mart department store, but even that was small in comparison to most of the chain’s stores. I spied a diner and what looked like a fancier restaurant, and then a few fast-food joints. There were also several boutiques that looked promising. While I wasn’t one of those people who used “antiquing” as a verb, I did enjoy hunting through thrift stores and vintage shops.

      I spied a Starbucks as we eased out of town. “Stop, please. I’m cold and I want a mocha.”

      We bought drinks and brownies, then headed out on Calamity Road, which led to the Heart’s End B&B.

      Nimah Rock was about four miles wide and eight miles long, with most of the land given over to farming. There were plenty of typical western Washington ravines running through the center of the island, which was very hilly. Long, thickly wooded swaths separated the farms. The ferry traveled to Nimah Rock from Moonshadow Bay, then to Cypress Island, Lummi Island, Portage Island, and back to Moonshadow Bay. It made four runs a day—one at ten a.m., one p.m., five p.m., and the last at eight p.m.

      As we drove through the farmland, the rain began to sleet down. The temperature shifted, falling even more. I wondered if another snowstorm was on the horizon. February was bearing down on us this year. I pulled out my phone and checked my weather app.

      “Whoa, another potential snowstorm coming in,” I said. “Temperatures are supposed to drop down to the high twenties tonight. I hope the cats will be okay.”

      Killian smiled. “They’re with Teran and Tarvish. You know they’ll take care of them.”

      My aunt loved my cats but even so, I still worried about them regardless of how much she had promised to watch over them. No matter who watched them, I was nervous when I was away from them. But at that moment, a text rang in from her and I opened it to find a video of Xi and Klaus on the kitchen table, watching Tarvish make cookies. They weren’t near the dough but they were utterly fascinated with the rolling pin from what I could tell.

      good day to make cookies. we’re due for snow here so we’re getting ready. all stocked up on cocoa, cookies, and cat food. and there’s plenty of wood for the fireplace. don’t worry and have fun.

      Satisfied, I texted her back and tucked my phone in my pocket. “Well, they’re fine and Tarvish is making cookies. Looks like gingersnaps, which I love.”

      “I love them too,” Killian said. “Tarvish has turned out to be quite the baker.” He paused at a red light, then turned left onto Oakbridge Street. We had passed out of the downtown district and were heading into an area that seemed to combine rural and suburban neighborhoods. A lot of gentlemen farmers lived here, it looked like. While I didn’t see any vast fields indicating wheat or corn, we did pass several berry farms, and then a couple of artesian goods places that had small shops in front of their houses.

      “This is really a specialized little island, isn’t it?” I said.

      “Yeah. I imagine some of them make a good living but really, how do the chainsaw-art guys make it in today’s economy?” He shook his head. “How many chainsaw carvings can one person own?”

      “I don’t know,” I said, my attention glued to the road. Then, just ahead, I saw the sign. “There, that’s the B&B.”

      The sign was in the shape of a heart, of course, and painted in white, pink, and green, with a strong floral motif. I had the sudden vision of the Heart’s End being retro 1980s shabby chic and started to groan, but then stopped myself. Décor didn’t matter. All that mattered was that we had a few days to ourselves, in comfort and peace.

      We parked in the driveway. There was only one other car there and by the license plate—HRTEND—we figured it probably belonged to the owner. As we jumped out, the rain and chill hit us full force and I dashed up the side ramp to the stairs, only wanting protection from the elements. As I opened the door, a chime rang out and I slid inside. A voice echoed from around the wall of the foyer.

      “Come in, please!”

      I peeked around the wall. “I’m wet and don’t want to drip all over your rug,” I said.

      The woman behind the counter shrugged. “No worries, these floors are meant to take a beating, so come in. I’ve a fire lit and coffee and cocoa on the stove.” She was wearing a pair of taupe linen trousers and an ivory blouse, and she looked a bit older than me.

      I shook off as much of the rain as I could and entered the parlor. Killian was right behind me, bags in hand. He pulled off his ski cap and bobbed his head to her.

      “We’re January Jaxson and Killian O’Connell, and we have reservations,” I said, introducing us. “I’d offer to shake hands but my hands are cold and clammy from being outside.”

      “Not to worry. I’m Edwina Jones.” She smiled and motioned for us to take a seat by the fireplace. The room was huge, very spacious, and filled with comfortable furniture that looked almost—but not quite—out of date. The fact that there was a check-in counter in the massive living room didn’t seem odd at all. “Would you like something hot to drink? Tea? Cocoa?”

      I nodded. “Cocoa would be wonderful, if you don’t mind.”

      “Mind? This is my job, honey. And I love seeing happy couples. That’s why I named it Heart’s End, because I want to make it easier to get away for a quiet, romantic weekend without breaking an arm and a leg to pay for it.”

      “Well, your rates are reasonable,” I said with a smile. “And it’s so pretty around here.”

      “You’ll find we’re right near a state park. There are some lovely trails there.” She paused, looking like she was about to say something, but then shook her head. “The gates close at dusk. It’s probably best that you don’t go out there alone, though.”

      “Don’t worry, we don’t plan on disappearing,” I said with a laugh.

      The smile vanished off Edwina’s face and for a moment, she looked like a deer in the headlights. In fact, she looked so startled that I thought I’d said something wrong. A wave of sadness filled the room, but before I could say anything, she cleared her throat and stood.

      “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll fix your cocoa and then we can get you checked in.” She vanished through one of the other doors.

      I felt like I’d made some faux pas, but I had no clue what. I slipped out of my coat and settled down on the sofa near the massive fireplace. Killian joined me, draping his jacket and mine over his arm.

      The bed and breakfast was cozy and felt comfortable without being too picture-perfect. A number of B&Bs seemed to be situated in massive old Victorian ramblers, but the Heart’s End was in a spacious two-story house that looked plantation in style, with pillars on the front porch. The porch looked like it wrapped around the entire house. Wide bay windows overlooked the front lawn.

      It was obvious Edwina had renovated—no house as old as this would have had such an open concept. Instead of the choppy rooms that usually came with an older house, this one was airy and accessible. From the ramps out front by the porch to the extra-wide doorways, it was wheelchair-friendly. I remembered from the website that while the place didn’t have an elevator, there was an accessible bedroom suite downstairs.

      The décor was definitely shabby chic. I had been a child when shabby chic was first the rage, but the wallpaper didn’t look faded, and the potpourri dishes and woven macramé plant hangers were new. Either Edwina kept a very clean house, or she had decided to go retro in design. Either way, it worked.

      As I sat there, staring into the fire, I heard a voice behind me.

      Hello, someone said. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t get Edwina worked up. It’s not good for her and she may not look it, but she’s not entirely a well woman.

      I whirled around to see a man standing there, a grin on his face. I could see through him, and he was dressed in a tweed jacket and a pair of corduroy pants. He looked to be in his thirties, and was sitting on the piano bench. The upright piano looked well used and I briefly wondered if the ghost could play. Whatever the case, I hoped to hell he wasn’t going to be a problem.

      Don’t be ridiculous, he said. In the first place, I haven’t played the piano since my death. I just don’t have the motor skills to manipulate physical objects. More’s the pity, because I’d dearly love to be able to watch TV when I want to. In the second place, I’ve been here a long time and I’m quite comfortable. I like Edwina.

      I blinked, staring at the spirit. Who are you? And what did I do to upset her?

      Killian frowned. “You’re acting odd. What’s up?”

      I tore my attention away from the ghost. “I’m talking to a spirit.”

      “Um…problem?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t think so.”

      “Okay, just don’t rile it up, please,” he said, going back to his phone.

      I snorted. “I’ll do my best.” I turned back to the spirit. What’s your name? I’m January. And what did you mean, don’t rile up Edwina? I thought I said something that didn’t go over well, but I have no idea what I said to distress her.

      I was becoming a lot more proficient in my conversations with the dead, thanks to my grandmother. She was teaching me how to decipher who was safe to talk to and who wasn’t. This ghost had a friendly vibe to him that seemed genuine.

      I’m Bridges. I owned the house before Edwina and her sister bought it. I died here—right where you’re sitting, in fact.

      I jumped, scooting to the next seat before I could think about it.

      Oh, give it a rest. Death isn’t catching—at least not from me. He looked around the room. At least they keep it up, even if I don’t care for their taste in décor, he said. Just be careful cracking any jokes about missing people. It’s been hard on her, this past couple of months.

      At that moment, Edwina reappeared, cocoa in hand, and Bridges vanished. Killian jumped to his feet and took the tray from her, carrying it to the table.

      “Thank you, that’s so kind of you.” Edwina sounded tired. “Here, if you wouldn’t mind pouring, I’ll go get the goodies.”

      As she bustled out again, I turned to Killian, who began pouring the cocoa from the Spode teapot into red stoneware mugs with white hearts on them.

      “So, the spirit says his name is Bridges and that he lived here before Edwina and her sister bought the house. He seems pleasant enough, but he chewed me out for upsetting her. Something about missing persons…”

      “As long as he doesn’t show up in our bedroom, ready for a peep show, I’m cool with him being here,” Killian said. “Where should I hang the coats?”

      “Probably in our room once we’re checked in.”

      Edwina returned again with a plate of sandwiches and cookies. “I imagine you’d like to unpack, so let me get you checked in and then you can take the cocoa to your room if you like. Or you can sit here and relax.”

      “I think we’d like to settle in,” I said. I stood. “Where’s the register?”

      “Over here at the counter.” She led me back to the counter where I registered for both of us, showed her my ID, and then she gave me two key cards, one marked Room 201 and the other marked Front Door.

      “They’ll work for your room. The front door stays unlocked from seven a.m. until eight p.m. Use the front door keys if you plan to stay out late.” She motioned for us to follow her. “I’ll put your cocoa and sandwiches in the dumbwaiter.”

      “You still have one of those?” I asked. “I thought they’d become a thing of the past.”

      “Oh, my dear, not only are we still using it, but we hired a contractor to make it much more efficient. It all works at the touch of a button. I’ll show you later, if you like. Now up the stairs and I’ll meet you there.” She shooed us toward the staircase in the foyer.

      We headed upstairs, bags in hand. When we arrived at the top of the steps, I saw a panel at the end of the hall. It was waist high and about three feet wide, and the lights on the wall sensor lit up as the panel slid open, revealing the tray with our cocoa, sandwiches, and cookies on it.

      “Clever,” I said, as Killian opened the room door. We had the first room at the top of the stairs. Since he had carried up the luggage, I carried in the tray.

      Edwina was nearly at the top of the stairs. “Oh, I can do that—”

      “It’s no problem at all,” I said, setting the tray down on the table.

      The room was large, with a queen-size bed, a dresser, and a TV. A small round table with two chairs sat by the wide window, overlooking the backyard, which stretched out farther than I could see. A door to the right led into the bathroom with a large tub, a separate shower, toilet, and double vanity. All in all, it was nicer by far than most hotel rooms.

      Edwina started to excuse herself, then stopped. She turned around and looked at me. “I don’t want to trouble you, but…be careful if you go out alone, especially if you go out at night.”

      I frowned. “Why do you say that?”

      She hesitated, once again, then her shoulders slumped. “I don’t like to scare off my guests, but my sister vanished last month, one month ago to the day. There’s been no sign of her since that night, and the sheriff hasn’t been able to find out anything. She went out for a run in the park just after dusk and…vanished.”

      Unsure of what to say, I stood there, holding my cocoa. At that moment, Bridges appeared in the corner of the room, nodding in an “I told you so” sort of way.
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      “I’m so sorry,” Killian said, smoothly sliding into the conversation. He pulled out one of the chairs from the table. “Won’t you sit down?”

      Edwina gave a small shrug. “I am not here to ruin your vacation, but thank you—”

      “Oh, please,” I said, suddenly understanding my earlier gaffe. There was no way I could have known about her sister, but I still felt bad. “Besides, it’s good to know about these things so we can be cautious.”

      Edwina sat, giving us a rueful smile. “I’ve tried to be upbeat. I really do want my guests to have a wonderful experience here, but it’s been hard. I just wish I knew what happened to her.” She sighed, leaning her elbow on the table and resting her chin on her hand. “We bought Heart’s End together. Our mother left us an inheritance and neither one of us plans on moving off of Nimah Rock, ever. Neither one of us ever wanted to get married, and we get along well, so we decided to sink the money into a business that can support us into our old age.”

      Her eyes teared up. “Hannah is five years younger than I am—she’s 55. Every night she goes for a run in the park, even in winter. Last month…it was the night of the thirteenth. I remember it because that night the local book club met and I belong to it, and we were having the meeting here. Hannah isn’t a big reader, so she decided to go for her run.” She shook her head. “I don’t understand people who don’t read, but Hannah inherited our father’s athleticism. I inherited our mother’s love of books.”

      I was trying to follow her story, not wanting to push her to hurry up. I could tell that she was still trying to process what had happened. “What time did she go running?”

      “Oh, around seven. It was already dark, and there was a light snowfall. I believe Moonshadow Bay got a skiff but here on the island, we saw several inches. Hannah told me she was going to run her usual route, which is on the main trail in the park. I had an odd feeling that something wasn’t right. I tried to get her to stay, but she shook her head and told me she was feeling restless. That’s the last time I ever saw her,” she said, glancing up at us.

      “And the cops couldn’t find her?” Killian asked.

      Edwina shook her head. “When she goes running, she’s usually home within forty minutes. She’ll run for twenty, turn around and then run back. Like clockwork, you can depend on her. But I didn’t notice she wasn’t home because we were caught up in our meeting. We broke up the meeting at nine and I went to ask Hannah to join us for coffee, but she wasn’t in her room. I checked outside. The snow had piled up and covered everyone’s footprints, and there weren’t any fresh so I knew she hadn’t come home.”

      “Is that when you called the cops?” I asked.

      “No, I called a few of her friends first, just in case she met one of them and went for a bite to eat. But nobody had seen her. I called the cops at nine-thirty. We know the sheriff. In fact, we watched him grow up in town. I used to teach high school English and he was one of my students. He knows I don’t exaggerate or call for no reason. He and his men came out and they searched her regular running trail. There was no sign she’d been anywhere near the park. If she left footprints, they were covered up by the snow. I called her phone but it went straight to voice mail. We tried the GPS tracker—she and I have the Find-A-Friend app, but it showed the phone as being turned off.” Edwina started suddenly. “I’m sorry, I’m pouring out my troubles to you. I didn’t mean to—”

      “It’s all right,” I said. I glanced over at Bridges. Do you know where her sister is? Is she dead?

      I don’t know, he answered. I haven’t seen any other spirits around the house except for a couple of shades. And they’re just residual energy. I’m hanging out because I’m not sure what I’m supposed to be doing next, and I just love the house.

      Have you ever gone looking for Hannah in the park?

      He shook his head. No. I tried a couple of times because I really like these women. They have lousy taste in décor, but they’re respectful and smart. But I think I’ve been out of a body for too long because I couldn’t get my bearings with regards to the physical world, at least outside of the house. So I have no clue if she’s hanging out as a spirit somewhere else.

      My curiosity piqued, I turned back to Edwina, who was staring mournfully at the table. “What did the police say?”

      “They have no idea. Her bank accounts haven’t been touched. Granted, she left her ATM card at home, and she also left her credit cards here along with her purse, but if somebody had been out to rob her, the sheriff thinks that maybe somehow something would have moved in her account. Her phone’s remained silent and off. It’s like…it’s like she never existed. That she walked into a disintegration ray and vanished. Or like she stepped into a different world.”

      I could tell the conversation was becoming difficult for Edwina, so I sat down beside her and took her hand. “I’m sorry, we didn’t mean to stir up hurtful feelings. We’ll keep our eyes open while we’re here.”

      “I don’t expect you to find anything, not if the sheriff can’t. But if somebody did grab her, I don’t want anything happening to either of you. So please, be careful. Don’t go into the park in the evening, and keep your phones on at all times. If a serial killer caught her and he’s still on the island, he might be looking for another victim. Just be cautious.” She stood, lightly smoothing the folds in her trousers. “And now, I’ve dimmed the mood too much. Please, just enjoy your stay. Don’t mind me. I’ve been through tragedy worse than this. And maybe…maybe my sister will return. I’ll keep hope as long as I can.”

      With that, she gave us a gracious nod and left the room.
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      After that, it was impossible not to talk about the missing Hannah Jones. As soon as Edwina left the room, I turned to Bridges.

      Do you know anything about this? I asked the ghost. Because if you do, it’s cruel to leave Edwina wondering.

      I don’t, truly! Bridges held up his hands. Why would you think I do? I’m a ghost, not a murderer. I never even got in a fistfight when I was alive, let alone hurt anybody. But you’re right. Edwina’s hurting. She and her sister were close. Even when they argued, it felt more like a debate than a fight. Only once do I remember Edwina flying off the handle at her sister, but they got over that argument in a couple of days.

      What was it about? It occurred to me that there was one possibility nobody wanted to think about: what if Edwina had done something to her sister and then called in the missing person’s report? It happened, and it happened all too frequently with family members.

      Let me think. Bridges sat down in the chair Edwina had vacated. Killian headed for the chair and Bridges shouted as Killian sat down on his lap.

      “Honey, you just sat on Bridges.”

      Oafish shifter, Bridges grumbled, jumping up.

      Be fair. He can’t see you.

      I can take care of that. Bridges shimmered into view that even Killian could see.

      Killian let out a shout. “What the hell?”

      “I told you, you sat on Bridges.”

      “Well, he can bloody well keep off the furniture,” Killian sputtered. But then, staring at the ghost, he snickered. “Well, don’t blame me—you’re the one who was invisible. You should know better than to sit on the furniture.”

      Bridges coolly appraised him, then rolled his eyes. Tell your man he has an absolutely scintillating razor wit.

      Don’t be sarcastic, I said, feeling part of the weirdest three-way conversation ever.

      Then don’t give me reason, Bridges said.

      “I’ll give you reason a-plenty!” I was exasperated.

      “What?” Killian asked.

      Sighing, I said, “That was meant for Bridges. Will the two of you slow down—I can’t separate the conversations if you’re both talking to me at once.” I stomped over and sat on the bed. “There, you can both take the chairs at the table.” I turned back to Bridges, who was laughing by now. He floated down onto the second chair. “Bridges, I’m going to talk aloud now so that Killian can hear what I’m saying. So, what was the argument between them about?”

      Bridges gave a little shrug. I’m not sure—I came in during the middle of it. But I think they were arguing about how to pay for a new roof. This place needs a new roof and it needs it bad. If they don’t get it fixed soon, the room you’re sleeping in is going to turn into a swimming pool. The leaks are patched, but it’s a jury-rig job and it’s not going to hold much longer.

      I glanced up at the ceiling. “Um, how safe is it right now?”

      “Safe?” Killian straightened. “What are we talking about?”

      The roof still has a few good months on it, but no more than six. If we have one of the wild November windstorms in February, you might want to stay at a hotel. But the snow we’re due for won’t send it down on top of you just yet.

      “The roof needs fixed. Apparently Edwina and Hannah were arguing about it.” I glanced at Bridges. “Tell me about the argument.”

      He stretched his arms over his head. Funny thing, I used to love doing this when I was alive. I miss that feeling you get when you stretch and stretch and suddenly, a muscle gives and relaxes.

      “The argument, please?” I didn’t want to be rude—after all, Bridges was helping us—but this wasn’t exactly the way I’d envisioned spending my first day on vacation.

      Oh, yes. Edwina wanted to use their savings to fix the roof and Hannah wanted to charge it—to pay for it on installment. It’s amazing how wrought up they got about it, and then it turned into an argument about who had more money sunk into the B&B—that would be Edwina, and who had put more work into it—that would be Edwina again, and who was spending too much on frivolous things—and that honor went to Hannah.

      “What did they finally end up doing?”

      They finally agreed to pay for half the roof in cash and half on installment, but neither one was happy. I think Hannah didn’t want to own a B&B as much as Edwina did. Or maybe she did, but she didn’t want to put the work into it. And now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got things to do and people to haunt. I do wish I could drink some of that cocoa. With that, Bridges vanished.
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        * * *

      

      After I finished telling Killian everything that Bridges had told me, it occurred to me that I hadn’t asked the ghost whether Edwina or Hannah knew about him, but I figured I could do that later.

      “Why don’t we just put the whole conversation on the shelf and go down to the shore. There’s a beach in the Nimah Rock State Park that’s right at the water’s edge and we can drive down there. Don’t worry, I have no plans to risk getting kidnapped by whomever abducted Hannah Jones. And I have to wonder, could she have just disappeared? If your ghost—”

      “He’s not my ghost,” I said.

      “Yes, but you’re the one who can talk to him. Anyway, if what Bridges says is true, and Hannah wasn’t quite as enthusiastic about the bed and breakfast as Edwina is? Maybe she saw this as her way to get out of the deal. Maybe she just left?”

      I frowned, shaking my head. “No, not without her purse, her money, clothes… Unless she had a sugar daddy—or given her age, a rich old coot—on the side. If Hannah didn’t want to spend money on necessities, and she wasn’t fond of doing the work it takes to run a B&B, then I doubt if she’d take off without having an auxiliary plan. Anyway, let’s shelve the conversation and take a walk on the beach.”

      We changed clothes and, locking our bedroom door—though I was pretty sure Edwina could easily get in with a passkey, if she really wanted to—we pulled out of the driveway and headed toward the beach.
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      The drive to the beach was scenic. While every park around western Washington had its similarities and its differences, they were all beautiful.

      The ravines were all steep and lush in this area of the state, and the plants were all the same with the massive ferns and the huckleberry bushes and the vining maple and stinging nettle and skunk cabbage, but each isolated patch of wild growth had its own feel.

      Some were dark and dense, with creatures hiding in the dark to snatch you away when you weren’t looking. Still others felt golden—blessed and shaded with protection. Still other wild places offered the promise of adventure, and still others—peace and solitude in which to stroll while contemplating life. But they were all haunting with their massive webs of foliage and fauna that gave the Pacific Northwest its particular nature.

      The Nimah Bay State Park was no exception. The road into the park sloped downward, a grade that was steep but not alarming. The front entrance was a double gate, made out of downed logs stripped bare of bark and dried to harden. Strapped together and hinged to a fence, the massive logs were a reminder of just how old and how forested the area was.

      The gates were open and a sign attached to them stated that the park would close at dusk.

      “I never get that—dusk changes year round. How do they determine when dusk is?” Killian asked.

      “I’m not sure,” I said. “I guess it varies. Actually, I found out when I was doing some research for Conjure Ink that there are three official stages of dusk, and they’re all determined by some sort of geometrical position of the sun. There’s civil dusk, nautical dusk, and astronomical dusk. And that all goes to say that…I have no idea what the park rangers use to determine dusk.”

      Killian laughed. “What on earth were you studying?”

      I grimaced. I didn’t want to tell him, but I didn’t like lying, either. “It was something for Val Slater.”

      “Oh.” Killian cleared his throat and focused on the road.

      So, Val Slater was still a sore spot between us.

      “What did he want the information for?” There was tension in Killian’s voice, but he was doing his best to control it—I could tell by the tone of his voice.

      “He happens to be funding a course for newly turned vampires to help them learn how to both A—keep from killing themselves accidentally, and B—stick to the rules about victims and bloodwhores and so forth.” I paused, then glanced at him again. “I can tell what you’re thinking. Quit being so uncharitable. Val Slater may be a sleaze at times, but he’s also done a lot for Moonshadow Bay and I wish you weren’t so irritable about him. I think you two would get along if you’d take me out of the equation. Val only flirts with me to get a rise out of you. He’s not really interested in me.”

      “He could have fooled me,” Killian said, relaxing. “I’m not possessive, but for some reason, he ruffles my fur.”

      “I like ruffling your fur,” I said, reaching over to trail my fingers up his leg.

      He snorted, but gave me a glance that told me just how much he enjoyed my teasing. “Woman, stop that or you’ll distract me and we’ll crash.”

      The road led down the slowly descending grade, switching back several times. The S-curves were a knuckle-biter because we could see all the way down the side of the island to the shore. But if you took them nice and easy, they weren’t all that difficult. We could see traffic coming up from the shore, too, which helped. Too often, you’d round a curve and find a big eighteen-wheeler in the other lane, and those truckers barreled along. I always worried the driver would slip into my lane and it would be buh-bye January.

      “This is so pretty,” I said. “I wonder where Hannah vanished to? Regardless of what Bridges said about an argument, my gut tells me she didn’t disappear on her own.”

      Killian eased the car around another curve and the road flattened out, leading to a parking lot that ran parallel to the shore. The beach had several covered shelters, as well as a pavilion with restrooms and an indoor gathering space. Long driftwood logs spread out across the sand, taking the place of benches. The Pacific Ocean would throw them up on shore during brutal winter storms. The silver-topped waves weren’t great for wading or swimming, even in summer, though scuba divers and surfers braved the rolling surface.

      The temperature was hovering around forty degrees. The clouds had backed off a little, so we bundled up for a stroll along the water. Killian took my hand in his—we were both wearing gloves—and we walked down to the edge of the water. Overhead, seagulls shrieked, circling as they tried to cadge handouts from us. Out in the waves, I could see a pod of harbor seals that frequented the waterways of Puget Sound.

      “Think those are selkies, or actual seals?” Killian asked, shading his eyes with his other hand.

      I squinted. “Seals, I think.” I glanced around. The park seemed deserted, though it would probably fill up during the late spring and summer. “Anybody could hide out here. The island may have its own populace, but it feels empty to me. Everything seems spaced out.”

      “That’s because the community’s an insular group. They may come into Moonshadow Bay for the markets, but I can tell you this: I looked Nimah Rock up on the internet, and there’s a large wolf shifter community here. And wolf shifters usually keep to themselves. Other than that, there are a number of humans. Not much variety of Otherkin.”

      I nodded. One thing I’d learned over the months is that Killian was far more social than a lot of wolf shifters, at least when it came to making friends outside his community.

      We took a seat on one of the logs, watching the waves crash against the shore. We’d been sitting there for about twenty minutes, snuggling, when I began to feel like someone was watching me. I straightened up, looking around.

      “What’s the matter?” Killian asked.

      “I feel like somebody’s out there, spying on us.”

      “Hannah’s ghost, maybe?”

      I closed my eyes and reached out. Not even Esmara was around. In fact, I couldn’t sense any spirit activity nearby.

      “No,” I said, shaking my head. “Not ghosts. The more I focus on the feeling, though, the more nervous I get.” I stiffened, jamming my hands in my pockets. “It’s like something is creeping slowly through the area. I didn’t notice it at first, but now, all I can think about is that there’s somebody out there, and they don’t feel welcoming. It’s probably my imagination gone wild.”

      Killian stood, turning to survey the area. To our left was a patch of woods, where the park took up again. To our right, the beach ended at a cliff going straight up. There was a trailhead to the left, leading into the woods, but no amount of money could persuade me to go hiking up there.

      “You’re right. My hackles are up. I sense something too.”

      We scanned the area, but could see nothing and I couldn’t pinpoint where the source of my uneasiness was coming from.

      “I think we should go now,” I said. “I have no clue what’s going on, but I don’t want to find out the hard way. Maybe I’m just spooked, given Edwina’s story.”

      Killian pulled out his keys. “At least we can see the car from here. I’m not sure what’s going on here, either, but there’s something here that doesn’t belong. Maybe you should bring your work crew out here some day and go through it?”

      “I guess,” I said. “Let’s go find a restaurant and have lunch, and then we can wander through the town. I’d like to check out some of the boutiques.”

      As we hurried back to the car, I found myself disappointed. We’d only been here a few hours and already the trip felt like it had turned sour. Determined to shed the mood, I slid into the passenger’s seat, but I noticed that—even though the car had been visible to us the entire time—I still peeked in the backseat to make certain we were alone.
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        * * *

      

      Downtown Nimah Rock had a certain charm to it, even though it felt dated in a way that Moonshadow Bay did not. But we found an Italian restaurant that looked good. Mama Pesto’s Taste of Italy was a little too spot-on stereotypical with the drip candles in old wine bottles at each table, and a color scheme straight off the Italian flag, which gave the entire establishment a Christmasy feel. But the food smelled incredible and we were seated immediately.

      We ordered zuppa toscana and a large pizza, with sausage, pepperoni, extra cheese, mushrooms, and pineapple on it. The waiter gave us a baleful stare when we added the pineapple, but we ignored him. He didn’t have to eat it.

      The restaurant wasn’t crowded, but it was still early enough so that most people hadn’t finished work, and lunch was long over.

      “You think we made the right choice for a vacation?” Killian asked, looking anxious. The trip had been his idea.

      I thought about it. I wasn’t sure, but I didn’t want him to think I wasn’t enjoying myself. “It’s beautiful here, and the room is gorgeous. We can take a drive around the island tomorrow, take in all the sights.” I didn’t want to stick around the park or the bed and breakfast the entire trip, so it seemed like the perfect solution.

      “As long as you’re happy,” Killian said. He reached out and took my hand. “January, I know we’ve talked about this before but…”

      I could sense what he was getting ready to ask. As much as I loved Killian, I just wasn’t ready to commit again. Not to a lifetime, especially given both our lifespans were a lot longer expectancy than humans. I was just getting to know myself again after my divorce. I had never lived on my own before, except for the past year, and I was learning how to rely on myself.

      Luckily, the waitress interrupted, bringing our soup.

      “Oh, thank you!” I said, clapping at the sight of the food. “I’m so hungry.”

      As soon as she set our soup bowls down, I dove into mine, feigning far more interest in the food than I really had. Oh, it smelled good, but my mind was stuck back at the state park, and wherever Hannah had vanished to.

      Killian watched me for a moment. “All right, I’ll wait. It’s only been a year and a half, and I know what you went through all those years with Ellison. But one day, I will ask you for real, and I will want an answer.” He reached across the table to cup my chin. “There’s no one I want in my life as much as I want you, January Jaxson.”

      I sighed. I couldn’t promise forever right now, but I could tell him how I felt.

      “Killian, I love you. I didn’t think I’d find anyone so fast after leaving Ellison. You’re sweet and wonderful, but I’m still a bit gun-shy. I spent almost twenty years in one long bad dream. I can’t give you a ‘yes’…yet…but I do want you to know how much I appreciate that you understand what I’m going through and that you’re willing to wait until I’m comfortable saying yes. I just want to know what it’s like to live my life for me, for a while.”

      “I want that for you, too. Consider the question shelved, though anytime you’re ready to take it off that shelf, just let me know.”

      We went back to our soup in a comfortable silence. The pizza arrived, and we finished it off, and then headed into the town.

      Most of the boutiques were filled with odd knickknacks that had seen better days, but there was one shop—a vintage clothing shop—where I found a hobo purse I liked, and a massive tea hat in velvet, feathers, and netting.

      “I have no idea where I’ll wear this, but seriously, I can’t resist it.”

      “Just don’t let the cats get to it,” he said, laughing.

      I made my purchases and we headed back to the bed and breakfast. “What do you want to do this evening?”

      “What do you think?” Killian said, giving me a sultry look.

      “I think that can be arranged,” I said, taking his hand as I led him up to the room. Neither Edwina nor Bridges were anywhere to be seen and so we locked our door and Killian took me into his arms, kissing me deeply. All my worries about Hannah and the future and marriage fell to the wayside as he drew me into bed and we spent the next hour in a world where there was just the two of us.
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      I woke out of a dream around two in the morning, clammy with fear. As I slowly sat up, I realized that I had been having a nightmare in which something repeatedly tried to open the window to get in. Feeling anxious, I slipped out of bed, leaving Killian sleeping, and quietly stood by the window, gently parting the curtains to stare out into the night. The moon was heading toward full, and the clouds had parted, allowing the moonlight to splash across the yard.

      As I leaned on the sill, watching over the frost-glazed yard, a shadow darted by below, pausing when it reached the center of the yard. I squinted, trying to see just what it was. The shadow looked to be a person, though I couldn’t tell whether they were male or female, and I couldn’t see their face. At that moment, they paused, turning to look up at our window.

      I quickly dropped the curtains and darted away, trying to sneak a peek from the side. The shadow stood there for another minute, then as quick as lightning, vanished back into the shadows, away from my line of sight.

      Crap. What was that?

      I realized I was shivering and retrieved my robe from the bottom of the bed, belting it firmly around my waist. I debated on whether to wake up Killian, but decided to let him sleep. It wasn’t like there was anything we could do. I certainly had no desire to go wandering around outside, and I didn’t want Killian to do so, either. I tried to contact Bridges but he seemed to be nowhere around.

      Finally, I decided to grab something to eat. Edwina had specified a cupboard in the kitchen we were welcome to raid, and she had stocked it with a number of snacks, including a bag of potato chips. I slid my feet into a pair of slippers and headed quietly for the stairs.
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        * * *

      

      As I started to open the cupboard, a floorboard squeaked and I stopped before slowly turning.

      Edwina was standing at the door to the kitchen. “I see you found your way down for a snack,” she said. “Mind if I join you?”

      “Oh, thank gods. It’s you,” I said, relieved, my hand fluttering to my heart.

      She flipped on the overhead light. “Is something wrong? You look pale as a ghost.” She retrieved two plates from the cupboard. “I have some leftover KFC. Would you like some?”

      Chicken sounded wonderful, even better than potato chips. “I’d love some, thanks.”

      She removed a plastic container from the refrigerator and placed a drumstick and thigh on each plate. “Why don’t you find us something to drink? I have sodas, juice, or we can make tea or coffee if you like.”

      “Soda’s fine for me,” I said. “Can I get you one?” I opened the fridge and chose a root beer.

      “I’ll have the same as you,” she said.

      As I carried the frosty cans to the kitchen table, she nuked the chicken in the microwave until it was warm, then joined me. She handed me a napkin, knife and fork, and then we got down to the business of hearty snacking.

      “Who did you think I might be?” she asked after we had inhaled the drumsticks.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You seemed so startled that I thought you might have…” She paused, then added, “I might as well tell you. I have a ghost. He’s harmless, but he likes to play tricks on my guests at times.”

      “You’re talking about Bridges, right?”

      “You’ve met him?” She seemed surprised. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. You did say you work for a paranormal investigations team, correct?”

      I nodded. “Conjure Ink, over in Moonshadow Bay. And yes, I’ve met him. We had a talk this afternoon before Killian and I headed out to the park.”

      At my mention of the park, Edwina looked alarmed. “You didn’t go there after dark, did you?”

      “No, we went down there around noonish and walked on the shore. It’s an isolated place. At one point, I could have sworn that someone was watching us. Killian and I left before too long.” I paused, not wanting to bring up her sister, but finally I said, “Wasn’t your sister afraid to go running alone? Most women I know who run, run in groups or pairs, and they carry some form of protection with them.”

      “That’s one of the problems,” Edwina said. “Hannah carried protection. I didn’t tell the cops that part, to be honest, because her gun isn’t registered. We may know the sheriff but he wouldn’t look too kindly on the fact that she has one.”

      “Why?”

      “Well, Hannah’s technically not supposed to own a gun, given her past. But guns are easy enough to get, and she owned one that didn’t have a serial number on it.”

      Edwina was right, I thought. The cops didn’t look too lightly on unauthorized gun ownership, and Hannah was breaking the law. I frowned. “What about her past?”

      “She was convicted of a felony twenty years ago. She was growing marijuana for a friend of hers who had cancer and couldn’t get a medical marijuana card. It’s legal now, of course, but then it wasn’t and they caught her. She had to quit her job at that point—she was a medical receptionist—and so she went to work as a cashier for All-Mart. Even though the court let her off easy, she’s still a registered felon. She’s got her rights back to vote, but she’s not supposed to own a gun.”

      “Why did she buy one?”

      Edwina stared at the table. “When she was forty, she went on a date and he tried to rape her. She managed to get away but only because she kicked him in the balls with a stiletto heel. She stopped dating and bought a gun. We both also took a self-defense course, and I carry pepper spray. But Hannah insisted she wanted a gun.”

      “Then whoever caught her has her gun, most likely,” I said.

      Edwina nodded. “I know I should tell the sheriff that, but as I said, even though he’s easygoing, he’d be pissed out of his mind, and I don’t blame him. I’ve never liked having that gun around the house.” She paused, staring at her chicken. “I kept asking her to find a running partner, but she’s stubborn and…well…she does what she wants. Some people shy away after they’ve been attacked. Hannah went full on the offensive.”

      I nodded. “I understand. And you being her big sister doesn’t help matters. I don’t have any siblings, but I think I’d resent it if I had an older sister who tried to tell me what to do. I do have an aunt like that. She’s in her early seventies, going on timeless.” I laughed. “My aunt’s more likely than me to get into trouble, though—at least the kind like your sister and the gun. And my grandmother’s even more worse.”

      Steering the conversation away from Hannah, I thought about mentioning the shadow I’d seen in the backyard, but decided that I didn’t want to worry Edwina any more than she already was, so I kept my mouth shut.

      We picked at our chicken for a few minutes. Finally, I asked, “I suppose the police already asked, but does your sister have any enemies? Anybody who doesn’t like her and might want to hurt her?”

      Edwina shook her head. “Hannah makes friends everywhere she goes. Everybody loves her. I’m the one they don’t always care for, because I can be abrasive. But Hannah… Hannah makes people feel good about themselves.”

      “What about stalkers? If she was so well liked, could somebody have developed an obsession with her?”

      Edwina made a dismissive sound. “Stalkers? Hannah was 55, not a famous actress.”

      “Stalkers can target anybody, as long as they have reason for their obsession. Age, gender, looks, none of that matters, really.” I decided to bring the conversation back to Bridges. “So you know you have a ghost? Do you ever talk to him?”

      “Oh yes, I caught a glimpse of him when we first checked out the house to decide if we wanted to buy it. My sister’s never seen him, but I know he’s around. I’ve tried talking to him, coaxing him to come out, but so far, no dice. But he never bothers anything, so I haven’t called in anyone to kick him out. I rather like the feeling of having someone around on that plane—he feels protective, in a way.” By the way she said it, I realized she was lonely. Even with her sister, Edwina was a lonely woman.

      I’ve never said anything to her because she can’t hear me. She may sense my presence but she hasn’t got the ability to speak to spirits. I wish she could. I think we’d have some good conversations. Bridges appeared behind her.

      Edwina stiffened, a look of wariness on her face. “He’s here now, isn’t he?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, he’s standing right behind your shoulder. He says he wishes he could talk to you, but he doesn’t think you’d be able to hear him. I just happen to have the ability to speak with the dead, so it’s not a problem for me. But he wishes he could talk to you—I think he likes you.”

      “Well, if he can hear me, I hope he knows that—as long as he minds his manners—he’s more than welcome to stay.” She glanced over her shoulder, squinting. “I do wish I could see him. I’d like to know what he looks like.”

      I glanced at Bridges. You made yourself visible to Killian. What about Edwina? Can you do the same with her?

      Bridges frowned. It takes a lot of energy, but I’ll try. Tell her to watch the wall by the refrigerator. He moved over toward the fridge, standing beside it.

      “Watch that wall, right by the fridge,” I said, pointing.

      Edwina turned her attention to the wall. Bridges grew more and more visible, and I could tell how much effort he was pouring into the effort. I was just about to tell him to stop when Edwina gasped.

      “I see him! He’s faint, like an outline, but I can see him. Hi! I’m Edwina!” She waved at the ghost. “Thank you for trying. I wish we could chat.”

      Bridges was glowing neon, at least to me. He glanced at me. I don’t know if I can handle trying to talk to her. The energy output would be tremendous, and I have the feeling she’d start chatting about anything and everything. But tell her I’m glad she was able to see me and that I promise not to scare her guests.

      I relayed the message, except for the fact that he thought she’d talk too much. Edwina clapped her hands, seeming excited for the first time since we’d met her. Then she stopped.

      “Wait—you said his name is Bridges? Does he know what happened to Hannah?”

      I turned to Bridges. On your honor, do you know anything about Hannah’s disappearance?

      Nope. As I told you, the pair had a tremendous fight, but that’s all I know. I haven’t seen her as a spirit, if that’s what she’s asking.

      I relayed the second part of his message. I didn’t want her to think Bridges was telling her secrets to a guest. If she knew that he’d seen them fight—and if she did have anything to do with Hannah’s disappearance—that would make her clam up good and tight.

      She seemed disappointed, but accepted the answer with good grace. “Then maybe there’s some hope. Maybe she developed amnesia. It happens…”

      “I know it does. Until we know more, try to keep your hopes alive. Sometimes, hope is all we have.” I waved to Bridges as he disappeared. “He’s gone now.”

      Edwina glanced at the clock. “Oh my goodness, it’s already four. You should go back to bed and I will too. We have to get some sleep, after all.”

      As I bade her good night and headed back to my room, my mind was still churning with questions. Even though it was really none of my business, all I could think about was What happened to Hannah Jones? And if she was still alive, where was she? Had she run off, or had she truly been kidnapped?

      Dragging my weary ass upstairs, I disrobed and slid back into bed. This time, sleep came fast and heavy, and I didn’t wake until morning.
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      I woke up to the sight of the gas fireplace crackling, as Killian set a tray on the table. Yawning, I scooted so I was sitting up. Through the curtains, I could see snow lightly falling.

      “Snow!”

      “Yes, snow.” He grinned. “I know how much you love it.” He motioned to the tray. “I brought up breakfast.”

      “Thank you,” I said, slipping out of bed. Even with the fireplace going, it was chilly so I slid into my nightgown and a robe, cinching the belt at the waist. Sliding my slippers on, I ambled to the bathroom. “I’ll be right out.”

      After I peed, washed my hands, and rinsed with mouthwash, I opened the door and saw that Killian was sitting at the table, waiting for me. The breakfast looked wonderful, with croissants, eggs and bacon, fruit salad, and mimosas. As I settled at the table, Killian reached under the table and when he came up, he presented me with a dozen red roses in a vase.

      “I know it’s not quite Valentine’s Day but I don’t care,” he said.

      I set the vase in front of me and smelled them. “These are so fragrant. Do they—yes, they have thorns. The best-smelling roses always have thorns,” I added, setting the vase to my right. “Breakfast looks wonderful. But wait a moment!”

      I jumped up and hurried over to my suitcase, where I opened a hidden compartment. I pulled out a small box and a card, then handed them to Killian. “Happy Early Valentine’s Day to you, too.” It was then that I noticed he’d placed a small velvet box on my plate.

      “Don’t worry,” he said. “It’s not that kind of ring, not yet. This is just because I knew you wanted one.”

      I picked up the ring box. When I opened it, I wasn’t looking at a diamond. Instead, the ring was a black opal.

      “Oh, it’s beautiful!” I took it out of the box and held it up to the light. Set in platinum, the colors in the opal shifted, blue and green, with a gold flash. It was a striking stone, and big enough to really see. Black opals weren’t cheap, and finding a decent-size stone wasn’t easy. The stone felt magical and full of sparkle, unlike the opal that had summoned the spider shadow.

      “Do you like it? I remember you saying you wanted a black opal someday.” Killian’s eyes lit up, a satisfied smile spreading over his face.

      I beamed at him, slipping the ring on my finger. It fit perfectly. “I love it—it’s stunning. Thank you. Now, open yours.”

      “You didn’t open the card yet,” he said.

      I picked up the envelope and opened it to draw out the card. There was a picture of two kittens on front that looked a lot like Xi and Klaus. In fact, they looked exactly like them.

      “You had this card made, didn’t you? Those are my babies!”

      He grinned. “Yep. I took a great picture of them two weeks ago and thought they’d be perfect for a card.”

      As I opened it, my heart skipped a beat. There was no sappy or maudlin verse, just a simple: I love you, and I treasure you. You have my heart in your hands. Love, Killian.

      “Thank you,” I said, setting the card down. “You mean more to me than just about anybody in my life, Killian. I hope you know that I’m not putting off your proposal because I don’t want to be with you. I just want some time on my own first.”

      “I know,” he said. “I understand.”

      “Open your present?” I asked, hoping he would love what I bought him as much as I loved my gift. I was nervous about it, though. It wasn’t expensive, or fancy, but it was from my heart.

      He tore off the wrapping. There was a box inside, a bit bigger than the one he’d given me. As he opened the box, he raised one eyebrow and slowly lifted out the key that was inside. It was on a black silk ribbon. “A key?” he asked. “I already have a key to your house.”

      “Yes, but this…this is the key to my heart,” I said, waiting. I was still too close to the memories of my ex, who had never liked a single gift I had bought him. So I waited, holding my breath, but the look on his face said it all.

      His smile spread from ear to ear. He held out the pendant. “Will you put it on for me?”

      I took the pendant and gently draped it over his head. I had gauged the length of the ribbon perfectly. It rested right against his heart. Lifting up the key, I kissed it and then let it fall against his chest again.

      “I’ll never take it off—unless there’s a damned good reason,” Killian said, his eyes glistening. “Thank you, love.” He pulled me down on his knee and wrapped his arm around my waist. We kissed for a little while, saying nothing, until he gave me a gentle swat on the ass. “We’d better eat before it gets cold.”

      “I’m afraid it probably already is, but that’s all right,” I said. I returned to my chair and we toasted the morning, then dug into breakfast.

      “What do you want to do today?” he asked. “I noticed you were up during the night.”

      I told him about the conversation I’d had with Edwina. “I’d like to just walk around the place—she’s on three acres and there are several trails here. When I first talked to her on the phone, she said that at the end of one of the trails is an orchard. Since it’s not far, and since the weather is looking like more snow later on today, let’s do that.”

      “That sounds good to me.” He leaned back in his chair. “So, what did you talk about with Edwina last night?”

      I told him everything. “I can’t help it—I feel pulled into this. I know it’s none of my business, and she hasn’t asked for help, but I feel for her. And my instinct is that Hannah isn’t dead. Bridges hasn’t noticed her spirit around, either.”

      “Do all spirits return to their home once they’re dead?” Killian broke off a piece on a second croissant and spread homemade apple jelly on it.

      I shrugged. “To be honest, I don’t know if I know the answer to that. I don’t think that we have to. If Hannah was murdered, then her spirit would likely stay where she died, but I still don’t think she’s dead.”

      “What reason would she have for staying away?”

      “That, I don’t know either. According to Edwina, Hannah’s well liked—quite popular. People love her. Socialites like that tend to prefer company, and my guess is she wouldn’t voluntarily confine herself if she didn’t have a good reason.”

      We finished breakfast and then showered together. Afterward, we dressed in warm clothing and Killian sent the tray down to the kitchen in the dumbwaiter. I stared at it, wishing I had something like that in my house. It would make life so much easier, especially sending clothes down to the washer, then back up again.

      After filling our water bottles, we bundled up and set out to go wandering around Edwina’s property. The front yard was small, with a fire pit and stone benches around it, but once we went around to the back of the house, the lot stretched out into three acres. Edwina and Hannah had let a lot of it go wild. There was a chicken coop, with at least a dozen chickens running around in the enclosed cage, and a small space for a kitchen garden. Across the narrow backyard, the treeline was marked with three trails that led into the forest.

      The first had a sign posted that read “Apple Orchard Walk” and it led into what appeared to be the orchard rather than the regular forest. The second was “Fern Valley” and the third trailhead was listed as “Cedar Grove.”

      “Let’s go look at the orchard,” I said. “When I booked our reservations, Edwina told me that a stream runs through the very back part of her land and it crosses the orchard.”

      We headed out on the trail, hand in hand.
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        * * *

      

      The trail leading to the orchard was spacious enough for a truck, and I suspected that’s how they carted their harvest back to the house, though Edwina had also mentioned that they had a barn down by the orchard with an apple press in it. The trees were bare-limbed and no sign of buds or leaves yet, but it wouldn’t be too long. They were spaced equidistant throughout the acre, about ten feet apart.

      “Edwina told me they have six hundred trees. They’re all dwarfs, to make harvesting them easier,” I said, glancing over at the trees. They were between ten to fifteen feet tall, and around their base, there was mulch packed up, protecting them as they wintered over. The snow was two inches deep, and the orchard had that lovely picture-postcard look where the filter looked blue and frosty. Toward the left, we saw a barn, freshly painted red and looking neat and tidy, as far as barns go.

      As we strolled along, Killian took my hand. “I think I might put in a few of these trees.”

      “I was thinking the same thing. I love the idea of having fresh apples, and making applesauce for the winter. Aunt Teran can join us, if she wants. She knows how to can fruit. She’d be glad to help out.”

      “We could give her a share of the apples. She eats that sort of thing up,” Killian said, laughing. “How many apples do you think one of these trees gives out?”

      I pulled out my phone and looked up dwarf apple trees on the net. “It says here between six to twelve bushels per tree. That’s a good amount.”

      As we approached the end of the property, the real forest took over, though it looked like it might have once belonged to the house. The trees were thick, with the undergrowth gone wild, and we could see signs of old fruit trees intermingling with the cedar and fir. A narrow trail led into the thicket.

      “Let’s see where that leads,” I said, pointing to the overgrown path.

      “It doesn’t look like it’s part of the property.”

      “Well, if we’re trespassing and somebody gets irritated, we’ll apologize and leave.” I tugged on his hand.

      The moment we were off trail, onto the neglected trail, the wood took a distinctly different feel. Instead of feeling light and open, airy and welcoming, the forest felt cloistered, as though it hadn’t seen any humans for a while, and it didn’t really want to.

      We stepped over the roots and plants thrusting through the path, and I huddled closer to Killian. This thicket had the feel of the Mystic Wood, but not as enchanting. There was danger here, and secretiveness. How it kept from intruding into the energy of Heart’s End, I had no idea, but something seemed to erect a barrier between the orchard and the woodland.

      “This reminds me of Mirkwood from Lord of the Rings,” Killian said.

      “You’ve got that right. Murky and dark and…” I paused. “What’s that over there?” I pointed toward something that looked like a structure jutting out of the ground.

      We stopped a couple yards away from it. The structure was a pair of slanted doors, higher in back than in front, where it was mere inches above the ground. The doors had handles and an old latch that was closed but not padlocked.

      “Reminds me of a tornado shelter,” Killian said, then snapped his fingers. “I’ll bet you anything this is an old root cellar.”

      “That could be.” I started for the doors, but Killian caught my arm.

      “You can’t go in there without permission. There may be a house ahead—this is probably private property, and we know it doesn’t belong to Edwina.”

      I stopped. The cellar looked abandoned, and it seemed implausible that someone was actually making use of it. “All right, but there’s something there that’s pulling me in. I’ll ignore the compulsion for now, but…” I glanced back at it, longingly, as we continued along the path.

      We wound through the thick foliage as the path grew more overgrown. My uneasiness continued to grow as we pushed farther into the mire of tangled bushes and shrubs. I was about to suggest turning back when we broke out of the woods, into what looked like a backyard. By now the snow was falling so fast that it was hard to see.

      The house in front of us was three stories high and falling apart. It looked so old and dilapidated that at first, I thought no one in their right mind could live here, but then I noticed that there was a basket of kindling on the back steps and it looked fresh. A path had been shoveled around the side, though the snow was quickly covering it up again.

      The house was weathered and gray, with peeling paint, and the shutters were askew, falling off, hanging only by rusty, crumbling hinges. The windows were dirty, and from the way the yard looked, nobody had taken care of it in years. I drew closer to Killian, feeling unnerved. Just looking at the place gave me the creeps.

      “I don’t like it,” I whispered.

      “I don’t either. My hackles are up and I’m feeling alarm bells go off.” Killian slid his arm around my waist, pulling me near as he looked around cautiously.

      “There’s somebody living in there. But can the house even be livable? It looks dangerous, like the roof might cave in any day.” I glanced up, gesturing to the patches of shingles that were sloughing off.

      “Come on, let’s go back to Edwina’s,” Killian said, shaking his head. “I have the feeling we shouldn’t be here. It’s not safe.”

      Thoughts of demented serial killers ran through my mind as we backtracked. We came to the root cellar again and I got the same feeling I did with the house.

      “You think that whoever owns the house might own this cellar?” Again, thoughts leapt into my mind—stories of women being held captive in basements for months, images of the character Buffalo Bill from Silence of the Lambs, all the gruesome images we always associate with nightmares.

      “I’m not sure, but after seeing the house, I’m serious—we do not want to explore down there.” Killian grabbed hold of my hand. “I don’t want you taking any chances. Promise me you won’t come out here alone.”

      “I promise,” I said, but all the while, my attention was focused on the cellar doors.
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        * * *

      

      “Who owns the old house through the woods?” I asked Edwina. She had invited us to sit down for hot cocoa and cookies with her. After the frozen walk through the woods, it sounded too good to resist.

      “Oh, you mean beyond the orchard? I wouldn’t hang around there, if I were you. The house belongs to Leonardo Crawley. I have no idea how old he is, or what he does, but ever since he moved in about five years ago, people have been shying away. He chases off any attempt to be friendly. He’s ignored all requests neighbors have made to fix up the decaying manor, and he’s rebuked every approach any neighbor has ever attempted in terms of welcoming him.”

      “Not the friendly sort, then?” Killian asked.

      “Nor polite. I’ve never even met him,” Edwina said. “But Hannah did. In December, she took him a batch of homemade cookies. She wanted to try one last time to encourage him to join in the local festivities—remember, I told you Hannah’s a people person.”

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “Well, since she wasn’t sure if he worked, she went over after dinner. He let her in as far as his front parlor—which, from what she told me, is the first room to the right upon entering. But she said she felt watched the entire time she was there, like there were eyes in the walls. He kept asking her questions that were really off track, and she got out of there as soon as possible. He still has one of our best platters, but she told me she had no intention of retrieving it and we could just buy another.”

      I stared at her. “Did you tell the cops about this? The man sounds suspicious.”

      “No, because we’ve seen neither hide nor hair of him since then. I went over there twice to try to get the platter back, but he wasn’t home either time. Or he just wasn’t answering. Either way, I’m sure he has about as much interest in two middle-aged women as he does in joining the grange’s square dance.” She waved off the idea.

      I glanced at Killian. My alarms were ringing loud and fast, but I tried to focus my energy on the cookies and cocoa.

      Outside, the snow was pouring down, large feathery flakes piling up quickly. Since we’d returned from our walk, our footprints were already snowed in and the wind was picking up. I walked over to the window and stared out.

      “I thought about going shopping again,” I said, abruptly changing the topic. “What shops should we stop in at?”

      Edwina poured herself another cup of cocoa. “Well, there’s a local artists’ gallery down on Shelby Street. It’s filled with all sorts of handmade items and art. Some of it’s just dreck, but you can occasionally find something worth the gander.” She paused, then said, “Do you really think I should have told the police about Hannah’s visit to Leo?”

      “I think it would have been a good idea. Did she see anybody else that she normally wouldn’t have seen during the past few months before her disappearance?”

      Edwina set down her cup and joined me at the window. “To be honest, I don’t know. Hannah and I didn’t talk about everything. For a while, I thought she might have taken the chance and might be seeing someone, but I didn’t press because if the affair had been aboveboard, she would have told me about it. Hannah always had a bad habit of going after the wrong man, back when she was regularly dating. She didn’t want to get married, so to her, married men were foolproof. Twisted logic, I know, but it’s who she was.”

      The more Edwina talked, the more I was beginning to see bits of her life that bobbed around below the surface. And it wasn’t quite as stately as I had expected.

      “How long is the snow supposed to keep falling?” Killian asked. He pulled out his phone and checked his local weather app. “It says here, through tomorrow morning. If we want to go downtown, we should do it now, before dusk. The roads are going to be slippery.”

      “Do be careful,” Edwina said. “They don’t plow on a regular basis around here. You don’t want to go sliding off the roads.”

      “We’ll be back before dark,” I said as we slipped back into our coats and boots and, with a wave good-bye, headed for the car.
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      The first store we ducked into was yet another thrift shop. It only took a quick look around to realize that everything was pretty much the stuff that collects in people’s attics for years until they had some impetus to clear them out.

      “Let’s go,” I said, after a few minutes. We ducked out into the flurry of snow that was blanketing the town, stopping at the next shop, which was the art gallery.

      The art gallery was far more interesting. It wasn’t actually a gallery so much as a collection of different vendors, each selling some sort of homemade craft. While I passed by the kitschy booths selling crocheted butterflies and poorly sculpted dragons, the next booth had some lovely quilts for sale. The stitching was exquisite and the patterns intricate. I paused, staring at one named “Wisteria.” The background was a creamy ivory, with large swaths of deep purple flowers and shiny green leaves on it. The quilt was fairly heavy, so it would be good in cold weather, and the more I examined it, the better I liked it.

      “How much?” I asked, afraid to hear the answer. A well-made quilt could go for over a thousand dollars or more.

      The woman behind the counter smiled. “With the Valentine’s Day sale we’re having, it’s $675.”

      Six hundred dollars—almost seven hundred—was a lot of money, but the quilt made me smile, and I could see using it for years. I tested the weight in my hands again, then nodded.

      “I do love it, and it’s well made. All right. Do you take credit cards?”

      The woman nodded, motioning for a young man I assumed was her son to pull down the quilt and fold it. He wrapped it in tissue paper and slid it into a plastic bag with handles for easy carrying. She swiped my credit card, then handed it back and I signed the electronic screen.

      “I like that a lot,” Killian said as we moved on further into the complex. “What else are you looking for?”

      “I’m not sure,” I said. “I’m just browsing.”

      Killian found a valet case for his nightstand, homemade out of black walnut, and I found a hand mirror with a backing made out of mother-of-pearl. I also found a string of jade beads, twenty-six inches long. It was simple but pretty. The color was a rich deep olive green. By the time we finished going through the gallery, it was mid-afternoon and I was starving.

      “Let’s stop in at a diner—there’s one over there,” I said, pointing to a restaurant called The Derby. Like most diners, it was a little retro, and the food was simple but smelled good. I ordered fried chicken and a mocha, and Killian asked for the fish and chips. The waitress took our order and the food came quickly, piping hot. We ate, staring out the window at the snow.

      I pulled out my phone. “I’m going to text Teran and ask how things are there. If it’s like this on Nimah Rock, I wonder what the weather’s doing in Moonshadow Bay.”

      “You just want to find out how the cats are,” Killian teased me. “Go ahead. I want to know, too.”

      hey, we’re eating lunch. it’s snowing up a storm here, coming down fast. how are things over in moonshadow bay?

      Aunt Teran texted back ten minutes later. snowing here too. the cats are curled up by the fireplace with me and we’re watching an old movie called lord love a duck. everybody’s fine and dandy. enjoy the rest of your stay.

      She sent me a picture of the cats. They were on an ottoman directly in front of the fireplace, both snoozing away. I felt a pang in my heart—I missed them—but Teran was one of the two people I could absolutely trust with my furbabies. The other was Ari.

      After we ate—Killian picked up the check and left a large tip—we slipped and slid our way back to the car. We managed to pull out from the curb, which was no easy feat given that the roads were covered with compacted snow and there didn’t seem to be a snowplow in sight.

      “I wonder just how long it takes them to break out the plow,” I said.

      “Small communities like this often don’t own a full-size snow plow,” Killian said. “They probably hire guys to come in and use plows on their big-assed pickups to clear the roads. That would be my guess.”

      “Well, it’s nerve-racking, that’s for sure.” I made sure my seatbelt was fastened as Killian did his best to steer us without skidding over the ice.

      We headed back to Edwina’s—that seemed to be the safest idea—and everything was going along fine, with a few dicey places, until we had to make a sharp turn right onto the street that the Heart’s End B&B was on.

      Killian tried to control the speed at which we turned, but when a doe leaped out of the bushes and landed in front of us, he spun the wheel, trying to avoid hitting her. I grabbed hold of the “Oh hell” handle above the window to keep myself from propelling forward as we went spinning across the road. Cringing, I braced myself, closing my eyes.

      The next moment, we came to a sliding stop, bumping our way into a front yard, bouncing off the large oak that was next to the mailbox. Killian switched off the ignition and let out a shaky breath.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, turning to me.

      I nodded. “The air bag didn’t go off,” was all I could think to say.

      “We didn’t hit the tree very hard, and it was the hind end of the SUV that hit it.” Killian slowly unbuckled his seat belt. “I’m sorry, love. I tried to avoid—”

      “I know—you didn’t want to hit the deer. It would have been far worse for both her and us if you had. I’m all right, just a little shaken up.” I glanced out the windshield. We were sitting in someone’s lawn. It was then that I realized that we were on the lawn belonging to Leonardo Crawley, and the massive old Victorian glared down at us in all its foreboding visage.

      “I guess we should let him know we hit his tree,” I said, not wanting to walk up and knock on that door.

      “I’ll do it,” Killian said. He pulled out a pad of paper and wrote something down. “In case he’s not home,” he added, holding up the pad. “I’m leaving him my number and where he can reach me.” He gingerly walked over to the house and, as I watched, he knocked. There was no answer, so he slapped the note on the door, attaching it to the doorknocker, and then returned to the car.

      I jumped out. “Do we need to push it back on the road?”

      “I’m almost afraid to try, but yeah, I think that would work the best.”

      Together, we maneuvered the car back onto the road and it started right up. We reached the Heart’s End a few moments later and—safely parking the car—decided we were done adventuring for the evening.
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        * * *

      

      Edwina was no place to be seen, so Killian and I took the opportunity to make love again. Afterward, I leaned back in his arms.

      “It’s nice being able to have multiple orgasms,” I said, kissing his chest. “Too often, with Ellison, I didn’t even get a chance to have one. He was definitely a ‘get it over fast’ guy.”

      “Well,” Killian said, tracing a finger between my breasts down to my stomach and then farther. “He had no clue what he was missing. I love that you come so hard that it almost knocks you out. Makes me feel like I’m doing something right.”

      His eyes were twinkling as I slid atop him. “I love your ass, and I love your boobs, and I love everything about you,” he said.

      I held onto his hands for balance, bracing myself against his strength, and we met the rising tide of passion again.
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        * * *

      

      That evening, we still hadn’t heard from Leonardo. I told Edwina about the accident and she shrugged it off.

      “I doubt he’ll call you. Honestly, so much the better. Now, I know you had a late lunch but, if you don’t mind my saying so, it’s too dangerous to go out again tonight. The roads are freezing over, the snow’s still falling, and it’s dark. Feel free to raid the refrigerator. I think I have some leftover lasagna in the freezer. I made it last week and had half a pan left over after I took some to Ina Werthers. She’s a shut-in down the street. She’s getting old and none of her children ever come to visit, so all of us around the neighborhood make sure she’s got everything she needs. I was going to take a walk down there in a few minutes with a Thermos of soup and some biscuits.”

      “Lasagna sounds lovely,” I said. “What about you, Killian?”

      “Works for me,” he said, going back to reading the news online.

      I followed Edwina into the kitchen and she found the lasagna for me. It was in plastic freezer containers, so Edwina pointed out her Pyrex baking dishes and I set the leftover lasagna into a pan and slid it into the oven, covering it with aluminum foil first. While the microwave worked for heating up some things, I didn’t think it would do for noodles in a liquid sauce.

      I turned on the timer for thirty minutes, and then made up a quick green salad. Edwina excused herself—promising to be back later—and ducked out, decked out in full winter gear and with a walking stick, along with her well-laden backpack.

      We ate by seven-thirty, and Killian washed up the dishes so Edwina wouldn’t have to. After that, we watched TV in our room until ten. I thought I heard Edwina come in, but was too lazy to go check, so we snuggled up and, watching the snow fall in the silver-darkness that’s not really dark during a snowstorm, we fell asleep.
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        * * *

      

      I woke up around two a.m., aware of some sound that I couldn’t quite pinpoint. Sitting up, I yawned and thought about waking Killian, but instead, I slid into my jeans and sweater and headed downstairs. The sound seemed to be coming from near the front door. It was like a low tapping, or a heartbeat, something of that nature.

      I jumped as Bridges appeared on the steps. He started to say something to me, so I stopped. But then, just before he could speak, he vanished again, a startled look on his face.

      Now, more curious than ever, I headed toward the front door. I unlocked it, even though my brain was saying “No, you shouldn’t do this,” but it was hard to resist the pull.

      As I peeked out onto the porch, I saw a woman standing near the stairs, leaning back against one of the columns. She was shorter than I was, with golden hair that gleamed in the reflected light of the snow. Her eyes were glowing—dark, ringed with a faint red nimbus, and she seemed to be one of the most beautiful women I had ever met, even though she wasn’t really all that pretty. I started to say hello, but found that every question I’d had drifted away, and I just stood there, staring at her.

      She glided forward, and I knew I should be afraid, but I couldn’t turn, I couldn’t run, I couldn’t even make a sound.

      “I need your help,” she said, her voice low and seductive. “You’re a witch, correct?”

      I nodded, realizing that I had to answer her—and I couldn’t lie, even if I wanted to.

      “Then you can help me. I need you to come with me.” As she leaned back and smiled, two long, white fangs descended and I realized that I knew exactly who she was.

      I had seen her picture inside, on the mantle. She was Hannah, Edwina’s sister, and she was a vampire.
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      January, stop! Don’t listen to her.

      Bridges’s words cut through my daze and I suddenly realized I was far too close to a strange vampire. I turned and leaped back inside. Quick as lightning, she leaped forward, starting to grab me, but the moment her hands reached the doorsill, she stopped and I realized she couldn’t enter the house. I slammed the door shut, locking it behind me.

      Thank you, thank you so much.

      My pleasure. Don’t go out there again tonight. Now that I’ve seen what she is, I have to check out a few things. Bridges vanished just as Killian appeared on the stairs.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Don’t go out there,” I said, running to him. “There’s a vampire outside. It’s Hannah.”

      Killian kissed the top of my head, then pushed me back gently, holding me by the shoulders. “Are you sure it’s Hannah?”

      I nodded. “I recognized her from one of the pictures that Edwina showed me. Bridges saved me from her.”

      “And you’re sure she’s a vampire, not a spirit?”

      I nodded again. “I saw her fangs. And she was using her glamour on me, and I was about to go traipsing off into the snow with her. She said she wanted my help because I’m a witch, but I’m pretty sure she wanted to get her fangs on me.”

      “How long do you think she’s been a vamp?”

      “I don’t know, but given the time frame, she’s newly turned. From what I know of vampire society, they don’t fully gain control of their urges for a while, especially if their sire’s not too eager to help.” I shivered, thinking how close I’d come to either being dead or turned. Witch-vampires were rare, but they were powerful and deadly, and I didn’t want that kind of notoriety.

      Killian glanced out the window, then shook his head. “I don’t see anybody out there now.”

      “She’s probably gone. I wonder, she lived here, why can’t she just enter the house?”

      “I think that once someone is turned, they have to be invited back in, and obviously she hasn’t managed to get Edwina to do that. I wonder if Edwina knows about this,” Killian said. “And who’s Hannah’s sire?”

      I had a feeling I knew who it was. “Let’s go upstairs to talk. I feel too exposed here in the foyer.” Pausing, I called out in a soft voice, “Bridges? Are you there? If you are, meet us up in our room. I want to ask you some questions.”

      We padded back up the stairs. I was still shaking from the close call. Once we were in our room, Killian shut the door. We waited for Bridges but he was nowhere to be seen. Killian double-checked the windows to make certain they were locked before coming back to bed.

      He was gorgeous, my wolf shifter was, with a wide chest, arms that could lift me up, and thighs that were muscled and strong. He also had a great-looking ass, and I didn’t have a single complaint about the front side of the equation, either. We both slept naked and it felt so good to curl up against his bare chest.

      “So, what are you going to do? Do you plan on telling Edwina?” he asked.

      I thought for a moment. “Not yet. But…I think I know who Hannah’s sire is, and I have the feeling that I know where to find her lair. I’m curious as to why she said she wanted my help.”

      “To lure you out where she could attack you?” Killian asked.

      I shook my head. “No, actually. Now that I’ve calmed down, I think she really does want my help and I’d like to know why. Will you go with me so I can ask her?”

      Killian stared at me as though I were nuts. “You want me to go hunt down a vampire with you in the middle of the night?”

      I shook my head. “No, tomorrow during the day.”

      He groaned. “You’re going to do this whether or not I come with you, right?”

      “Right,” I said, kissing his chest again. “So you might as well come with me, don’t you think?”

      “Why couldn’t we have just found a hotel in Moonshadow Bay?” Killian griped, then let out a sigh. “Of course I’m coming with you. But please, think through what you do first? I’m along for the ride, but I’d rather it not be my last ride.”

      “When have I ever gone rushing into a situation I couldn’t handle? Besides, this is my job. I’m a paranormal investigator. Vampires are part of the paranormal. Just consider this a pro bono job. I want to help out Edwina, and I’m doing it for free.”

      Before I slid down beneath the covers, I sent a quick text—away from Killian’s eyeshot—to Val Slater. hey val, do you know of a vampire named leonardo crawley? it’s important, please answer asap.

      There was no immediate answer, but I didn’t expect one. I set my phone on the nightstand, plugging it in to charge, turned over, and pulled the covers up around me. I was so tired I could barely think, but at least I knew Hannah couldn’t get inside without being invited.

      Killian yawned and turned off the light, after a quick look to make certain our curtains were closed so no one could peek in. Within minutes, I fell asleep, my dreams absolutely devoid of any action or alarms. Thank gods, the rest of the night was uneventful.
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      We slept in, making up for the lost sleep the night before. I stretched, then padded over to look out the window. It was still snowing. Whether the storm had let up during the night, I didn’t know, but it looked like it had been snowing the entire time. The flakes were drifting down lazily, and the entire world was bathed in white. As I watched, a crow flew to a branch on the cedar tree near our window. It landed, shaking the branch so that a skiff of snow showered down.

      “So, are you sure you still want to go through with this?” Killian asked, sounding as though he was hoping I’d say No, just forget it.

      I leveled my gaze at him. “Yes. I don’t always believe that everything happens for a reason, but this time it feels like fate is taking advantage of my presence to help Edwina. So get dressed, wolf-man. Meanwhile, not a word to Edwina about last night.”

      Once we were dressed, we descended the stairs to the dining room, where Edwina had our breakfast waiting. Served buffet style, it included sausage, bacon, hard-cooked eggs, toast, hash browns, fruit salad, and doughnuts. She had also made a pot of coffee, and one of tea, and she also had juice boxes—orange and apple. We loaded our plates and took our seats. I wondered where Edwina was. The food was hot, but there was no sign of her. But a moment later, she bustled in from the kitchen, drying her hands on a tea towel.

      “Good morning, I hope you slept well.” She seemed a little foggy, and she poured herself a cup of coffee before sitting down. “I swear, it feels like I got no sleep whatsoever last night.”

      “Are you okay?” I asked, concerned.

      “Yes, I’m fine, but I had the weirdest dream about my sister. I dreamed she was outside my bedroom window, asking me to let her in. That’s the first time I’ve dreamed of her since she disappeared,” she said, a look of contrition on her face.

      “You shouldn’t feel guilty over that,” Killian said.

      “I know, but…I do. Anyway, I dreamed she was outside my window, calling to me. I woke up at one point, standing by the window, ready to open it. But I realized it was ridiculous to let the cold in. So I came down to get some warm milk. I’ve never sleepwalked in my life and I don’t want to begin now.”

      I glanced at Killian. That hadn’t been a dream. Hannah had been trying to gain entrance to the house, in whatever way she could.

      “We’re going out for another walk this morning, so we’ll be back in a couple hours,” I said.

      She frowned. “It’s been snowing all night. Are you sure? The temperature is hovering right around 30 degrees.”

      “Oh, we’ll be fine,” I said, lightly dabbing my lips with the napkin. “Meanwhile, you should go back to bed and get some more sleep. I bet it would do you a world of good, and it’s not like Killian and I need tending to.”

      “I was going to change your sheets today—anybody staying for a week gets a sheet change,” she said, but I shook my head.

      “Save it for later—or maybe for tomorrow. I don’t change the sheets at home more than once a week. I’d rather see you get some rest.” I pushed my chair in and picked up my plate, along with Killian’s. “Since you’re so tired, let us take the plates and food into the kitchen for you. Please, it’s no trouble at all.”

      “If you’re sure,” she said, a hesitant tone in her voice.

      “I’m positive. Go rest. We should be back by early afternoon, but if we decide to go out again, we’ll leave a note so you don’t worry. Run along to bed.” I shooed her off and she gratefully accepted the order.

      Killian and I cleared the table and sideboard, rinsed off the dishes and stacked them in the dishwasher, and put away the leftover food before we donned our winter gear.

      Making sure my voice was low, I said, “Do you have any tools in the car?”

      He thought for a moment. “Crowbar, a few other things. Why?”

      “Bring the crowbar, a screwdriver, flashlight, and hammer if you have them. Let’s go.” Locking the door on the way out after making sure we had our key cards, we headed first to the car. After Killian brought out his tools and sorted through to find the ones we were looking for, we trudged through the snow toward the apple orchard.

      “We’re going to that root cellar, aren’t we?” Killian said.

      “You know me so well,” I said. “My instincts are screaming that Hannah’s sleeping there during the day.”

      “What about the vampire who turned her? You said you were pretty sure you knew who it was last night.” Killian glanced at me.

      I brushed snowflakes off my cheek. “I am. One guess. Who lives in a creepy mansion—though that’s a stereotype—never greets guests unless it’s after dark, and who spent time with Hannah shortly before she disappeared?”

      Killian groaned. “Leonardo Crawley.”

      “Right. Ten to one he’s her sire. Oh! I forgot!”

      “What?” Killian sprang to attention, glancing every which way.

      “No, silly—nothing dangerous. Just don’t get mad when I tell you. Last night I texted Val Slater asking him if he’d heard of a vampire named Leonardo Crawley. I forgot to check if he answered.”

      Killian let out a sigh. “I’m not mad. That seems like a smart thing to do. Well, what does he say, if anything?”

      I pulled out my phone and opened my texts. Teran had sent a cute picture of Xi and Klaus, Ari had sent a Happy Valentine’s gif, and…yes, Val had answered my text. I opened up the message.

      january, i’m happy to be of help. in answer to your question, yes, several of us know of leonardo crawley. he’s dangerous, don’t get involved with him. in fact, the best thing that could happen for the vampire collective right now is for leo to be staked out of existence. he’s a constant pain in our sides. why do you ask? have you run across him? if you do, be very careful. leo’s crafty and considered rogue.

      I stared at the text. “Crap. Look at this,” I said, showing it to Killian.

      Killian paled. “You cannot get involved in this. The last thing you need is a rogue vampire on your back.”

      “Hannah was trying to get Edwina to invite her in, which would give her free run over the place. She’s been sired by a crazy vampire. Edwina can’t very well confront this alone. At least I’m used to the paranormal and I’m a witch. And you’re a shifter. We’re a lot stronger and can defend ourselves more so than Edwina can ever hope to.”

      “What are you planning on doing?” Killian asked.

      “I’m not sure. If we find Hannah, we can…” I paused.

      Just what was I going to do? Part of me had envisioned helping Hannah reintegrate herself so she could return to her sister, but even though Hannah had asked me for help the night before, I had no clue if she had been lying and just trying to get me out where she could drink me dry. Add into that, her sire was apparently a loony-tune, even to other vampires, so had he transferred some of his crazy to Hannah? There was a lot I still didn’t know about vampires.

      “We find out if I’m right about Hannah. And we sneak into Leonardo’s house. Since he’s a vampire, he won’t be up and about at this time of day. He’ll never know if we’ve been there. If we find him…” I paused. “We could stake him, I guess. Val would owe me one.”

      “You want to play vampire slayer now?” Killian groaned. “Oh good gods, we’re going to get in so much trouble. You just call your grandmother and ask her advice. Rowan’s not going to lead us down the wrong path. I hope.”

      “It’s too cold to be standing out here in the snow making phone calls,” I grumbled. Killian was supposed to be helping me, not throwing up roadblocks. But then, with a sudden swish, I felt Esmara settle behind my shoulder.

      Just what do you think you’re doing? Esmara didn’t sound pleased. In fact, she sounded anything but pleased.

      I imagine you’ve been watching for a while and know what’s going on?

      Not exactly, but when Teran told Prue that your grandmother Rowan called this morning, after you sent that vampire a text, Prue let me know and so here I am.

      Wow, the grapevine’s working in good order. I rolled my eyes. Esmara talked to me telepathically, although I could see her when she decided to be seen.

      The grapevine better be in good order. What exactly are you doing?

      “Esmara’s here. I need to stop and talk to her,” I told Killian.

      We found a nurse log that had fallen just off the path to sit on while I ran down the situation. Esmara was now standing in front of me, in a 1930s tea dress and hat. The dress fell to her shins, belted at the waist with flowing sleeves and a high collar. Esmara was wearing gloves and carried a handbag. She was also wearing a pair of granny glasses—the kind John Lennon wore—and a jacket was lightly thrown around her shoulders. All in all, she looked ready for high tea.

      By the time I finished, she had taken off her glasses and was staring at me, just shaking her head. Girl, I swear, you’re going to be the death of yourself one of these days.

      Do you mean I should stop? I feel pulled to help Edwina.

      Esmara let out a sigh and held my gaze. I think you’re right. I think you’re here to help her, though I don’t like it—not one bit. But this seems to be something you are destined to do. I’ll follow to see if I can help. Get moving, though—in no way will I allow you to go into a vampire’s lair after dark.

      “Esmara just said go ahead, but get done before sunset.” I glanced over at Killian.

      He sighed, and set off for the orchard. “Let’s get this over with. I’m really not looking forward to playing catch-the-vamp, though.”

      As we made our way through the snow, it occurred to me that maybe I should have asked Val Slater what would happen if I staked Leonardo, but it was too late now. I pulled my hood up and hoped that I’d know what to do when I got there.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We arrived at the root cellar and the energy felt even more alarming than the day before. Killian and I examined the cellar doors. There had to be a stairwell beneath them, given the degree they were angled. The visible part of the root cellar reminded me of a wedge.

      Killian gingerly took hold of one of the rusted handles and stepped back. The door opened like someone yawning after a long sleep. It exposed a stairwell descending into the earth. The walls were shored up, as far as I could see, by beams jammed into the dirt, and they had been compacted until they felt as hard as stone.

      I flipped on the flashlight and shone it around. Killian didn’t mess around—the light was a high-powered LED with a wide beam. Killian held the crowbar in one hand, and in his other, he held a matching flashlight as we descended the stairs.

      We were in a room about ten by ten feet. There didn’t seem to be any other exits, and there were a few old apple crates scattered around. A coffin rested in the middle of the room, sitting on two sawhorses.

      “Well,” I said, staring at the coffin. “I guess we’d better see who’s inside.” I really, really didn’t want to open that lid, but we’d come this far, we couldn’t just turn and walk away now.

      Killian sighed. “I suppose that means opening the lid.” He glanced around. “Can the light reach this far—the daylight? Or is it just sunshine that kills vampires?”

      “No, it’s daylight because, even behind the clouds and the storms, it’s still sunlight, regardless of how weak and pale it seems. But the coffin looks to be out of the shadow of light.” I walked over to the casket, running my hand along the top. It wasn’t fancy, but it was polished and splinter free, from what I could tell.

      “Okay, well, this is nice enough, though not top end.”

      “I guess you get what you pay for?” Killian examined the box. He slid the crowbar beneath the lid and began to lever it open. The coffin lid was hinged to the rest of the box, and we ran into luck—there were no nails holding the lid shut.

      So she could get out, I thought.

      As he eased open the lid, I looked in. There, in a shroud of red and gold, was Hannah Jones. She looked the same as I had seen her the night before, alabaster and pale, with two tiny fangs protruding over her bottom lip.

      “I thought they were supposed to be retractable,” I said. “In fact, I’m sure they are.”

      “What’s supposed to be retractable?” Killian asked.

      “The fangs. I thought the fangs are retractable. I expected to have to open her mouth to check for them, but there you go—this is Hannah, Killian. Edwina’s sister.”

      Without thinking, I reached out and gave her a poke in the shoulder, jostling her. Suddenly aware of what I had just done, I jumped back, but Hannah remained still as death. I waited for a few seconds, then moved back to her side and placed my hand on her chest. It neither rose nor fell, the breath of life as still as dust in her lungs.

      “It’s so odd,” I said. “She appears dead—for all intents and purposes she’s no longer among the living. And yet I talked to her last night. I guess I seldom think about it, I’m so used to talking to ghosts and spirits, but vampires, they occupy such an odd niche in life—neither dead nor alive.”

      “The undead,” Killian said.

      “According to the spirit shamans, the UnLiving...I think. I’m not sure what to think. Anyway, I was right. This is exactly what I expected to find.” I brushed her hair back from her face, suddenly realizing how vulnerable she was right now. I could end things with a single stake, and she wouldn’t be able to fight back.

      “What are you going to do?” Killian asked, seemingly aware of what I was thinking.

      “I don’t know. Why don’t you go get Edwina. Tell her it’s important. She has to know.”

      “Is it safe to leave you here?” he asked.

      I glanced at my phone. It was barely eleven-thirty. “Yeah, we’ve got a long ways till sunset.”

      While Killian hurried back to the house, I settled myself on the cellar steps, watching Hannah from a distance.

      I should just stake her.

      It would probably be kindest, in the long run, for both Edwina and her sister. But now that I had the power of life and death in my hand, and there would be no resistance, I couldn’t do it. If I knew Hannah was killing people, I could. But at this point, I had no idea whether she had attacked anybody. I had no idea what her plans were, or her goals.

      At noon, Killian returned with Edwina. I heard them talking on the trail and quickly dashed up the stairs, blocking the entrance.

      Edwina looked at me, then at the cellar. “Killian said you have something to tell me?”

      “I found Hannah,” I said, keeping my voice soft so as not to arise hope.

      “Is she…” Edwina fell silent. “I think I knew she was dead. I just didn’t want to face it.”

      “It’s more complicated than that,” I said. “I want to prepare you before we go down there.”

      “Should I call the police?” she asked.

      “I think you have to decide that after you see…her. Come on, it’s not gory.” I took her hand and led her down the stairs. “Do you know what the UnLiving are?”

      “No…” Edwina said. “It sounds ghastly, though.”

      “It can be, though I don’t think it has to be.” I led her over to the casket. She looked in and gasped. “Hannah—she’s gone.” Tears started to trickle down her cheeks. “Whoever killed her put her in a casket? And recently, which meant she’s been held captive—”

      “She’s a vampire,” I said.

      Edwina froze, then slowly rose to meet my gaze. She looked at her sister again, then back at me. “How do you know for sure?”

      I pointed to the fangs. “See those? Fangs. And…last night she came to the house. I woke up and ended up talking to her on the porch. She tried to get me to let her inside.”

      Edwina stiffened. “My dream?”

      “I think it was real. Hannah was trying to get you to let her in, appealing to your subconscious. I don’t know if she wants to talk to you, or to turn you—or…to kill you. Remember, when someone is turned into a vampire, they aren’t really the same person as before. Oh, to a point they are, but they’re twisted by their very nature. Do you see why you had to know? I can’t do anything without your approval.”

      “What can I do? What choices do we have?” Edwina was looking at me with pleading eyes, but her voice was steady and she hadn’t shed a single tear. This was a woman who could make hard choices.

      “You can leave her alone. I suggest that, if you decide to meet with her, you protect your home with silver dust along the borders of any entrances, that you wear a sachet with garlic and silver in it, and that you have someone who understands vampires with you.”

      “Can you—” she started to say.

      I shook my head. “No, I’m talking about someone who really does understand vampires. Like another vampire. I have a connection with Val Slater, the leader of the Northwest Vampire Collective. He told me her sire—at least who I think is her sire—is a thorn in their side. Hannah’s connected to him by a blood link now, so that may affect her.”

      “What are the other options?” Edwina asked.

      I hesitated. Here came the hard part. “You can leave her be, not talk to her, write her out of your existence. But that doesn’t guarantee she’s going to give up. My guess is there’s a frightened woman inside the vamp, who feels forsaken and thrown into a world she never intended to join.”

      “And what else?”

      “We can stake her and put her out of…any misery she may be in or commit on others. The only ways to destroy a vampire are to stake them, and even then you want to cut off their head if possible, or you cast them into the sunlight or into a fire.” I watched her face.

      Edwina took a deep breath. “One thing I didn’t tell you is that our cousin disappeared a few years ago. He was walking home from our house. He vanished. They found him two weeks later, a few miles away, drained of blood. Exsanguinated. We all knew he’d run across a vampire, but nobody had the guts to say it, let alone the sheriff.”

      “That brings us to the question of her sire. I think it’s your neighbor over here—Leonardo Crawley. My friend I spoke of, he verified that Leo’s a vampire and not only that, he’s persona non grata in the vampire community. You said she went to visit Leonardo. My guess is that he found something about her appealing, and so chose to turn your sister.”

      I glanced over at Hannah. She was as still as a still life, not moving a fraction of an inch. I wondered if she could hear us. Hear us talking about her, planning her fate, unable to do anything to stop us.

      Edwina let out a long breath. “I don’t know. I have to think. But if she’s asleep here, then is he asleep in his house?”

      “That’s my thinking. And he is a pain in the ass. He’s a threat. I wasn’t exactly instructed to stake him, but I was led to believe that it would be a good thing if Leonardo just managed to cease to exist one day.” I leaned on the edge of the coffin, taking care not to tip it off of the sawhorses holding it up.

      “Can we take care of him? I don’t want him having any control over my sister again. If he’s her sire, can’t he make her do things?”

      I nodded. “That’s the general power dynamic between sire and sireling.”

      “Then I want to stake him before he makes Hannah do anything she wouldn’t normally do.”

      I wanted to explain to Edwina that all vampires were capable of evil deeds, but the longer they aged, the more they could make their own decisions. But it was too much to go over in the time frame we had.

      “Are you sure? It’s potentially dangerous, especially if he has any other guardians.”

      “I’m sure,” Edwina said. “What do I need to do?”

      “Follow us, and don’t do anything unless we tell you to. It’s not going to be pretty, and it’s not going to be easy to stomach. But if you want to take care of him, we can do so. Make your mind up now, though, because there’s no half-assing the job. If we go in, we go in for a kill.”

      Edwina thought it over, then she straightened. “It’s decided then. I’ll do whatever you say.”

      “All right,” I said. “Let’s get moving.”

      We left Hannah where she was and headed toward the crumbling house. I had to hand it to Edwina. She was stalwart and steady, but still, anything could happen. I just hoped to hell that the whole plan didn’t blow up in our faces.
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      We paused at the back door of Leonardo’s house. The steps sagged, close to breaking under the weight we put on them, but to my surprise, they held. Killian tried the door, which was stuck, but it gave way when he pushed against it with his shoulder.

      “Leo must be confident that nobody knows he’s a vampire,” I said.

      “Around here, the farmers seem to feel like vampires are big-city problems. It’s almost as though they want to pick and choose what they believe in,” Edwina said. “There’s a myopic mindset. Shifters exist, because they generally help out a community. Vampires don’t exist, because they’re threats and they don’t reach out to help with local events. Or they exist, but not here. Sort of like the old ‘not in my neighborhood’ attitude.”

      I nodded. We didn’t have that problem in Moonshadow Bay, but Moonshadow Bay was one of the shadow towns.

      The kitchen hadn’t been used in years. The counters were bare, and when I peeked in the cupboards and fridge, they were empty, too. The fridge wasn’t even plugged in. Edwina’s platter was there, with the decayed cookies on it. Spiders had made their home in the corners, not surprising given the nicks and cracks in the windows that allowed insects to come in at will.

      “Stay here,” Killian said. He vanished through the door that looked like it probably led to the living room.

      I glanced around the large kitchen. It had probably once been lovely, and I could imagine a large family gathering around the table that looked as though it could seat ten, easily. But time and the weather and lack of upkeep had taken their toll. The furniture was weakening and here and there I saw carpenter ants crawling around. They had probably eaten out the foundation of the house by now.

      Edwina pointed to a trail of them. “This house is going to fall into rack and ruin.”

      “I think it already has.” I paused, then said, “Have you decided what to do about your sister?”

      She pressed her lips together. “I’m thinking. I’m wondering if there’s any way to bring her back to my side. I know she can’t be…what would you call it—unturned?—but can she integrate back into society? Do I even trust her to attempt it? Is she really even my sister anymore?”

      I frowned, shaking my head. “She’s your sister, but she’s more than that, Edwina. She carries her sire’s blood in her. And Leo has a crazy streak, from what I gather. Crazy and vampire aren’t words that go well together in the same sentence.”

      “Then you think I should…let her go?” Edwina’s voice was straining, on the edge of breaking, like her heart. I could see it in her eyes.

      “I don’t know. Tell you what. Why don’t we lock her in the cellar for the night and I’ll call my friend tonight and see if he has any suggestions. I know he’s attempting to put together a program to teach new vampires how to exist in society. Maybe he can take her in?” I wanted to give her some hope, some glimmer that we might be able to save her sister.

      “Thank you,” Edwina said. “I don’t know if I could stake her. And if anybody does, it should be me.”

      At that moment, I noticed a door to the right. “I wonder what’s down there,” I said.

      “Shouldn’t we wait for Killian?”

      “He’ll be back in a moment. He’s just looking around the upper floors.” I walked over the door. There was no doorknob, and the door was loose. I could put my hand against it and swing it open. And that’s just what I did.

      The door swung open, exposing steps leading down. I thought about going down by myself but decided it was wiser to wait for Killian. And speak of the wolf, he popped back into the kitchen just in time to see me staring down the stairwell.

      “Don’t you dare go down there without me,” he said.

      “I wasn’t planning on it. Don’t get your dander up,” I said, but laughed as I said it. “Find anything?”

      He shook his head. “Unless there’s a secret room on this floor, or one upstairs, I found nothing. Ten to one, though, he’d hide a coffin where the daylight wasn’t going to reach it.”

      “That’s what I was thinking. You know, we should take something sharp, pointy, and wooden with us. Also, a knife. A big knife.”

      Edwina walked over the drawers and began rifling through them. She turned around, holding up an old rusty cleaver. “Will this work?”

      “That it should, unless it’s so dull it won’t cut butter.” I took the cleaver and brought it down on the wooden countertop. It bit deep and held firm. “Okay, it’s got some bite left in it.”

      Killian turned one of the chairs over and broke off one of the legs. He held his hand out for the cleaver and, with a few deft strokes, sharpened one end to a rudimentary stake. “We have achieved weaponry!”

      “And a knife!” I held up the cleaver. “I wish I’d thought to bring garlic but…so much for foresight.” I headed toward the door. “Edwina, stay back. If anything happens like…oh, a skeleton or ghost comes flying at us, get the hell back upstairs and run for home. Don’t stop to check on us. We’re—well, I’m—used to this sort of thing.” I didn’t tell her that I’d never staked a vampire before. She didn’t need that worry atop everything else.

      Killian followed close behind, handing Edwina the flashlight, so she could aim the beam down the steps and let us keep one hand free each. He carried the stake and I carried the cleaver. I had a weird flash of being in some cartoon, tiptoeing up on the vampire. Hopefully, we’d fare better. I really didn’t fancy being Wile E. Coyote right now.
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        * * *

      

      The bottom of the steps opened into a large basement, filled with the scent of mildew and mold and…decay. Cringing, I tried to keep from touching anything because beneath the mildew, I could smell the metallic tang of blood. That must mean there was fresh blood down here, and if there was fresh blood, there was likely to be a body.

      “Edwina, I think you had better move back,” I said, my voice soft. “Give Killian the flashlight and go upstairs.”

      Behind me, Killian stiffened, but he said nothing until she had done as I asked. When she was out of sight I turned to Killian. “Blood. The scent of blood is heavy in the air.”

      “I can smell it,” he said. “I see a light switch. Are you ready?”

      I nodded, steeling myself. I’d seem some disturbing things over the past few months, but so far, I’d managed to escape unscathed, at least on a mental level. However, gore hadn’t been a part of most of the hauntings. I could deal with ghosts manifesting as terrifying apparitions, and with monsters who looked like they should be out of a D&D game, but I hadn’t had to face anything terribly gory yet.

      Killian flipped the switch and we both pivoted.

      In the center of the basement was another coffin, similar to the one Hannah had been resting in. It was closed, which didn’t surprise me. Vampires, no matter how old or how powerful, simply could not survive the sun. But behind the coffin there was a pile of bodies, in various forms of decay, sprawled like they had been tossed like toys. Blood and bodily fluids covered the floor around them.

      Everything I’d eaten that day threatened to come lurching up, and I quickly turned and retched, bidding farewell to breakfast, to lunch, to any snacks. Shaking, I panted, hands on my thighs as I tried to steady myself.

      Killian patted my back and handed me a bottle of water from his pack. I rinsed my mouth and spat it out, then drank the rest of the water before standing up.

      “Holy crap.” I glanced back at the mangled corpses. “How did that many people disappear without the cops getting suspicious? This isn’t Cabot Cove, Maine.”

      “No, but they may not all be islanders. Some of them could have come in off the ferry to visit the farmers market,” Killian said. “We need to call the sheriff.”

      “But what if the sheriff doesn’t believe in vampires?” I asked. “What if they try to arrest Leonardo?”

      “If they carry him outside, he’ll go up in a blaze and maybe then they’ll understand.”

      I froze as a spirit rose from the remains of Leo’s dinners. It shot forward, rushing toward me. I sidestepped as it barreled past the place I had just been standing.

      “What’s wrong?” Killian asked.

      “Ghost…or…” I paused, turning back to stare at the misty apparition.

      It didn’t look human. In fact it reminded me of the Thing out of John Carpenter’s movie.

      Then I knew what had happened. Sometimes, when a large number of people died in the same area, the spirits who remained behind merged into one being. They became almost impossible to separate. They lost their original selves, becoming a fused lifeform, subsisting on the fear of others.

      I held out my hands. My grandmother had been teaching me better ways of communicating with the unwilling dead. I focused all my energy into my hands, infusing as much of a sense of peace as I could raise, and then forced that energy out, toward the conglomeration of spirits. The wave hit them, washing over them with a pale blue light. Blue for calmness, blue for tranquility. The spirit seemed to hesitate, as if uncertain what to do next.

      Killian crossed to the coffin and pried the lid up. There was Leonardo—or at least, I thought it was him. Killian searched the body’s pockets and found a wallet.

      “It’s him, all right. He even has a driver’s license.”

      “Then I guess we should stake him before we call the cops or—” I stopped.

      The spirit creature was moving slowly but steadily toward the coffin.

      My inner alarms went off with a resounding Get the hell out of here! and, for once, I listened. “Killian, to the stairs. Now!”

      I darted for the stairs and Killian followed. We were almost to the bottom step when the spirit knocked over the coffin, slamming into it with a wave of force that broke through the spell I’d cast. The coffin went sliding to the floor, tumbling Leo’s body on the ground. Still, the vampire didn’t wake, but lay there still as death.

      The spirit howled, loud enough that both of us heard it. Killian groaned, clasping his hands to his ears. I grabbed his arm and guided him to the stairs as the lights began to strobe in the room. The light switch was flipping on and off so rapidly it was making me dizzy. Then the spirit creature took aim at the fuse box and I gasped as it vanished into the circuitry.

      “We have to leave, now. Can you make it up the stairs?” I asked, pushing Killian in front of me.

      He nodded, holding onto the rail, still grimacing from the sound. Wolves had superior hearing, but that could be a detriment at times. He forced himself up the stairs and I followed, a faint whiff of smoke starting to fill the air.

      “The place is going to go up like tinder,” I said, as we stumbled into the kitchen. Edwina took one look at us—she was standing by the door—and opened it.

      “Out, now! Get outside!” I hustled the still-startled Killian to the door and then, after pushing him out onto the back steps, I grabbed Edwina’s hand and dragged her out with me. Smoke was starting to pour out from the basement as we landed in the backyard.

      I turned around. I could still hear the spirit—or spirits—howling down in the basement, letting loose their rage.

      “Is he down there?” Edwina asked. “Is that him screaming?”

      I shook my head. “No, that’s not him, but he is there. There’s no chance to spare him, not even if we wanted to. The place is dry as tinder. Fire will destroy him, though, so…” I paused, then added. “At least we didn’t have to.”

      “What happened? Shouldn’t we call the fire department?” Edwina said.

      I nodded. “Yeah, but…give it a moment.” I didn’t want to come out and say that we needed to make sure Leonardo was dead, but I had the feeling both Killian and Edwina knew why I was hesitating. “We found a bunch of his victims near the coffin. They’re the ones who lit the fire.”

      “Can ghosts do that?” Edwina asked.

      I nodded again. “Yeah, they can. All right, call the fire department,” I said, as flames began to lick the kitchen windows. “He’s gone. There’s no way he could survive the fire. Just say we were out for a walk and happened to see that the neighbor’s house is on fire. The fire marshal will find the remains of the bodies, except for Leo’s, and they’ll probably figure he was some serial killer. They’ll never know he was a vampire.”

      Edwina squinted at me. “Are you sure the spirits started that fire?”

      I turned to her. “Edwina, we were about to stake him. I wouldn’t burn down a house just to get out of doing something like that.”

      She paused, then gave me a satisfied nod. “I’ll call the fire department. Then can we talk about my sister and what to do about her?”

      “Yeah, we can do that,” I said. “We have time.”

      A loud crash sounded as several of the windows blew out, and the bottom floor was thoroughly engulfed. Edwina called the fire department and told them her neighbor’s house was on fire, and then we cautiously crossed around the side of the house, keeping our distance, and waited in the front yard for the firemen to get there.

      At one point, as the trucks pulled up, I glanced over into the trees and saw the spirit creature hovering there. Then, as it watched the flames, it faded, its revenge satisfied.
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        * * *

      

      We locked Hannah into the root cellar so she couldn’t get out. We left her there for the night and I called Val Slater. This time, I told him everything that had happened and asked for his help with Hannah.

      “Her sister doesn’t want her staked unless there’s no other option, but there’s no way she’s going to be able to help Hannah adjust. Weren’t you talking about starting some program to help newly turned vampires adjust?”

      Val laughed. “Oh, it’s been an ongoing project. I’ll send a couple of my best therapists—vampire, of course—over to take her into our custody and help her learn how to adapt and thrive in society. New vampires, especially ones without their sires, don’t fare too well on their own. And with Leo as a sire, Hannah’s going to face an even more difficult task. Leo was a sociopath when he was alive. It just grew worse when he was turned, and some of that disorder can transfer from sire to sireling. We’ll have to monitor her carefully. Keep her locked up, and I’ll send them right away.”

      “But the ferries don’t run late—”

      “I have my own boat,” he said. “Expect them in a couple hours. Don’t invite them into the house, but take them out to where you found her.” He hung up after giving me their names so I could identify that it was them.

      I turned to Edwina. “Your sister will have to live at Val’s compound while she learns to adapt. Maybe when it’s safe, you can visit her. I’ll give you Val’s number—he said to—and he’ll make certain you get updates on her progress.”

      Edwina stared at the text I’d sent her with Val’s phone number. “Thank you. At least I know what happened. It still boggles my mind. Leo killed my sister and turned her into a vampire. I know about Otherkin and the UnderLife, but…it never fails to surprise me when I actually see it for myself.” She turned to Killian. “You’re a shifter, aren’t you?”

      He nodded. “A wolf shifter.”

      She nodded and sighed, then looked around. “Well, I guess the inn is mine now.” She paused, then added, “I’m sorry, I’m not quite sure what to say. I thought Hannah was dead, but I didn’t want to admit it. To find out that she’s…well…undead…unliving? It’s been a shock.”

      We tried to comfort her as best as we could. The old adage of life being stranger than fiction proved true more times than most people wanted to admit. And sometimes, truth was so much more complicated than the movies made it out to be.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When Val’s therapists arrived, we showed them to the root cellar, asking Edwina to stay behind. We didn’t want her to have any bad memories of seeing her sister dragged away, because Val had told me it wasn’t going to be an easy process and to protect Edwina from seeing it.

      As we opened the door, Hannah came rushing out, shrieking. But they managed to wrangle her into submission. She had felt her sire’s passing, one of them told us, and was reacting to that.

      They left quietly and quickly, taking Hannah with them. After they were gone, Killian and I strolled back through the apple orchard. The moon was high overhead, shining down on us.

      As we neared the B&B, I said, “Let’s go home early. I know we were going to stay here a week, but I…this place…”

      “Residue creepiness. I feel the same way,” he said. “All right, we’ll leave in the morning. Do you think Edwina will be all right?”

      I nodded. “She’s a tough bird, and I think just the fact that she knows what happened to her sister is going to help. It’s not-knowing that’s the problem—there’s never any closure when you’re not sure what happened to somebody.”

      She’ll have me to help her. Bridges appeared in front of us. Killian jumped and I realized he could see the spirit, too.

      You’re going to stick around?

      I like the house, and I like Edwina. I’ll show myself to her as best as I can. If you could let her know I’ll be watching over her, I’d appreciate it.

      I’m sure she’ll appreciate that, I said.

      Well, it was good to meet you. Hopefully, we’ll meet again. Bridges nodded, then disappeared.

      I told Killian what he had said.

      “I’m glad for that. He seems a good sort…for a ghost.” Killian bundled me into his arms and gave me a long kiss. “I didn’t think Valentine’s Day was going to lead into confronting a vampire.” He stopped, sniffing the air. “I can still smell the remains of the fire.”

      The fire marshal had found the bodies. Leo had vanished into dust, so the cops thought he had fled the island. They were putting out APBs on him as well as wanted posters.

      Unless one of us told them what we knew, Leonardo Crawley’s disappearance would remain a mystery. I’d ask Val to figure out a way to let them know anonymously. But for now, the news would say that the remains of ten bodies had been discovered in the basement of the old house, and that Leonardo Crawley was a suspected serial murderer.

      Even though it hadn’t really been what I would call a vacation, I loved the fact that I had been able to help bring Edwina some peace of mind.

      The moon shone down on the snow, even as more clouds moved in, promising another round of winter weather. The stars were sparkling, twinkling in the frigid night air. Killian slid his arm around my waist and we stood, watching the sky, feeling the power of the night cleanse through the chaos of the past few days.

      The black opal on my finger pulsed, and I glanced down at the ring. There was magic in that stone, that much I knew. The magic of love and passion and togetherness woven into it. Whatever happened, for now, Killian and I had each other, and we had Moonshadow Bay, and that…that was enough.
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        * * *

      

      The Shadow Town World (Paranormal Women’s Fiction):

      Moonshadow Bay Series: January Jaxson returns to the quirky town of Moonshadow Bay after her husband dumps her and steals their business, and within days she’s working for Conjure Ink, a paranormal investigations agency, and exploring the potential of her hot new neighbor. Seven books are currently available. Keep a watch out for Witch’s Web!  Begin with Starlight Web.

      Whisper Hollow Series: The town where spirits walk among the living, and the lake never gives up her dead. Begin with Autumn Thorns, and join the darkly seductive world of Kerris Fellwater, spirit shaman for the small lakeside community of Whisper Hollow. (Whisper Hollow, unfortunately, cannot be in KU at this time)

      Magic Happens Series: Coming Autumn 2022: Shadow Magic and Charmed to Death. Follow the adventures of Marquette Sanders, who goes undercover thanks to the Witches’ Protection Agency. Hiding out in the town of Terameth Lake, WA, Marquette attempts to adapt to small-town life in order to escape the Covenant of Chaos.

      The Wild Hunt World (Urban Fantasy):

      Night Queen Series: Meet Lyrical, one of the Leannan Sidhe. A displaced princess, Lyrical is working for the newly revamped Wild Hunt Agency in Tattered Thorns. Keep your eyes peeled for the next Night Queen book, which will be Shattered Spells.

      Hedge Dragon Series: Storm, one of the Hedge Dragons, leaves her home in the Forgotten Kingdom to search for her sister, who’s been abducted and sold into slavery. First book: The Poisoned Forest.

      Wild Hunt Series: And if you want to read the Wild Hunt Series, where the world of the Wild Hunt began, start with The Silver Stag. Ember Kearney, caught between the worlds of the Light and Dark Fae, is swept into the glittering world of the Wild Hunt Agency when the god Herne recruits her.

      Outliers:

      If you prefer a lighter-hearted paranormal romance with some steamy vampire-witch action, meet the wild and magical residents of Bedlam in my Bewitching Bedlam Series. First book: Bewitching Bedlam. Warning: This is NOT a cozy series!!! This series is complete.

      I invite you to visit my Fury Unbound Series—a dystopian urban fantasy romance. Bound to Hecate, Fury is a minor goddess, taking care of the Abominations who come off the World Tree. Begin with Fury Rising. This series is complete.

      For a dark, gritty, steamy series, try my world of the Indigo Court, where the long winter has come, and the Vampiric Fae are on the rise. Begin with Night Myst. This series is complete.

      If you like paranormal mysteries, try my Chintz ‘n China Paranormal Mystery Series. Begin with Ghost of a Chance. I consider these Cozies with Teeth. This series is complete.

      For all of my work, both published and upcoming releases, see the Bibliography at the end of this book, or check out my website at Galenorn.com and be sure and sign up for my newsletter to receive news about all my new releases. Also, you’re welcome to join my YouTube Channel community.

      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 listen to music when I write, and Weaver’s Web is no exception. Here’s the playlist for the book:

      
        	Adele: Rumour Has It

        	After the Fire: Der Kommissar

        	Air: Moon Fever

        	Airstream: Electra

        	Alanis Morissette: You Oughta Know; Uninvited

        	Android Lust: Here & Now; Saint Over

        	Animotion: Obsession

        	Arch Leaves: Nowhere To Go

        	The Asteroids Galaxy Tour: The Sun Ain’t Shining No More; Sunshine Coolin’; Major; Heart Attack

        	AWOLNATION: Sail

        	Band of Skulls: I Know What I Am

        	Beck: Qué Onda Guero; Farewell Ride; Emergency Exit; Think I’m in Love; Cellphone’s Dead; Broken Train; Where It’s At

        	Billy Idol: White Wedding

        	Black Pumas: Sweet Conversations

        	Bobbie Gentry: Ode To Billie Joe

        	Broken Bells: The Ghost Inside

        	Camouflage Nights: (It Could Be) Love

        	Crazy Town: Butterfly

        	The Cult: Fire Woman; Rain; Wild Flower; Go West

        	David Bowie: Golden Years; Rebel Rebel; Fame; Without You; China Girl

        	DJ Shah: Mellomaniac

        	Eastern Sun: Beautiful Being

        	Eels: Souljacker Part 1

        	Eurythmics: Sweet Dreams

        	Fats Domino: I Want to Walk You Home

        	FC Kahuna: Hayling

        	Fleetwood Mac: The Chain; Gold Dust Woman

        	Foster the People: Pumped Up Kicks

        	Gary Numan: War Songs; I, Assassin; My Shadow In Vain

        	Gordon Lightfoot: Sundown

        	Gorillaz: Dare; Demon Days; Hongkongaton; Rockit

        	The Gospel Whiskey Runners: Muddy Waters

        	Gotye: Somebody That I Used to Know

        	Harvey Danger: Sad Sweetheart of the Rodeo

        	Heart: Magic Man; White Lightning & Wine

        	The Hollies: Long Cool Woman

        	Imagine Dragons: Natural

        	Jay Price: The Devil’s Bride; Dark-Hearted Man; Coming For You Baby

        	Jeannie C. Riley: Harper Valley PTA

        	John Fogerty: The Old Man Down The Road

        	Johnny Otis: Willy & The Hand Jive

        	Justin Timberlake: SexyBack

        	Kevin Morby: Beautiful Strangers

        	Kirsty MacColl: In These Shoes?

        	Ladytron: Paco!; I’m Not Scared

        	Led Zeppelin: When the Levee Breaks; Kashmir

        	Low: Witches; Plastic Cup; Half-Light; Witches

        	Marconi Union: First Light; Alone Together; Flying; Always Numb; Time Lapse; On Reflection; Broken Colours; Weightless

        	Matt Corby: Breathe

        	Men Without Hats: The Safety Dance

        	Nancy Sinatra: These Boots Are Made For Walking

        	Nik Ammar & Marla Altschuler: Hollywood

        	Nirvana: Lithium; Heart Shaped Box; Come As You Are

        	Ohio Players: Fire

        	Oingo Boingo: Dead Man’s Party; Elevator Man

        	Outasight: Fire It Up; The Boogie; The Bounce

        	Puddle of Mudd: Psycho

        	Red Venom: Let’s Get it On

        	The Rolling Stones: Gimme Shelter; 19th Nervous Breakdown; Mother’s Little Helper; Lady Jane; 2000 Light Years from Home; Jumpin’ Jack Flash; Sympathy for the Devil; Miss You; Shattered

        	Rue du Soleil: We Can Fly; Le Francaise; Wake Up brother; Blues Du Soleil

        	Robin Schulz: Sugar

        	Sam the Sham & The Pharoahs: Lil’ Red Riding Hood

        	Sarah Hester Ross: Savage Daughter

        	Screaming Trees: Where the Twain Shall Meet; All I Know

        	Shriekback: Underwater Boys; And The Rain; The King In The Tree; The Shining Path; Intoxication; Over the Wire; New Man; Go Bang; Big Fun; Dust and a Shadow; Agony Box; Now These Days Are Gone

        	Simple Minds: Don’t You (Forget About Me)

        	St. Vincent: Pay Your Way In Pain; Down And Out Downtown; Los Ageless

        	Talking Heads: Life During Wartime; Take Me To The River; Burning Down the House; Swamp; 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

        	Tom Petty: Mary Jane’s Last Dance

        	Trills: Speak Loud

        	The Verve: Bitter Sweet Symphony

        	Zero 7: In the Waiting Line
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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 eighty 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. You can find all her links at her LinkTree.
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