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      Luanne and Shawna Gawama head out of Gales Haven for a spontaneous day of adventurous fun. They expect to drink a little too much and dance the night away. Definitely to forget about all the trouble that’s befallen their hometown since their niece Marla’s return.

      Instead, they run smack dab into trouble worse than any Spanx-pilfering leprechauns or back-talking hedgehogs. The kind of trouble not even their powerful family is prepared to face.

      But these redheads know how to weather storms. And they do it together.

      When strangers test the borders of their safe village, the Gawama witches aren’t ready to take them on—but that won’t stop them from kicking ass however they can. They’re resourceful and they don’t give a hoot what anyone thinks of them—a fiery combination. They have better things to worry about, like discovering the best glazed doughnuts and surviving the bond of sisterhood.

    

  


  
    
      For Brenda,

      cheerleader extraordinaire.

      It’s a joy to share my worlds with you.
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      And also for Nadia, Sonia, Catia, and James.

      Always and forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        “Live your life on purpose. There are no dress rehearsals. Love hard, laugh harder, and don’t take shit from anybody.”

        LUANNE GAWAMA
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      “Where should we go first?” Shawna asked from the passenger seat, interrupting Luanne’s thoughts brought on by the mundane drive along the stretch of road that connected Gales Haven and Hell’s Valley.

      “You know,” Shawna went on, unperturbed that Luanne hadn’t answered. “I’m really so glad you suggested we do this. It’s been far too long since we got out and had some real fun.”

      To be fair, both Shawna and Luanne Gawama made having fun their business. Everyone in the quaint town of Gales Haven knew it. Half the Haveners admired them for it, the other half envied them, and another half didn’t care at all, too focused on their own lives. Within the borders of Gales Haven, kept secret from the rest of the world by a spell as old as the town, eccentricity was a way of life. Residents wore their quirkiness like a favorite pair of jeans.

      “It’s barely mid-morning,” Shawna continued, sliding forward to look out the windshield at the same gently rolling hills she’d been taking in every time they’d ever left Gales Haven. When you lived within its magical barrier, there was only one road in or out, and it went right smack dab through Hell’s Valley, their one and only neighbor.

      Despite two centuries of visits from the peculiar Haveners, Hellers never noticed their oddities, or how they were so out of touch with what went on in the outside world. Of course, that behavior was encouraged by the spell that surrounded Gales Haven, suggesting to every non-magical person that nothing of interest lay beyond it.

      It also helped that when Haveners left home, they soon hurried back. They couldn’t fully overcome the fear of not being able to return—for some unexpected reason—to the one place where they could openly use their magic.

      Unlike their baby sister, Neorah, reflected Luanne, who was one of the few Haveners who’d split and never returned. She’d left her family behind. Prime among them: her seven-year-old daughter.

      Luanne shook the sneaky memories of Neorah, hoping to squelch them before they could take root, as they too often did. The sister who abandoned them all was never too far from her thoughts, despite her resolve not to go there. Not once in thirty-seven years had Neorah wanted to come back? Not even for a quick visit to let them know she was still alive? Or how about to make sure her daughter was still alive?

      Luanne forced a smile on her face. Long ago she’d figured that even if you don’t feel like smiling, if you go through the motions, eventually it’ll stick. And being happy was important to her. There’d been so much sadness after Neorah left in the middle of the night like a stranger who didn’t even owe them a note. No Thanks for being my awesome family for all these years. You loved me unconditionally. Appreciate it. Peace out. Nope. Nothing but questions, and hopes that Neorah would return for a long while, until, finally, all that remained were the many unanswered questions.

      But it wasn’t even how Neorah’s departure had devastated their parents, or how their older sister Jowelle had taken on all the extra responsibility to keep the family together…

      It was that the four Gawama witches—Luanne, Shawna, Jowelle, and Neorah—weren’t just sisters. Despite their closeness in age, their bond had been stronger than that of many other close sisters out there because of the way their magic worked. The four Gawama sisters were inextricably linked. Together, they had been a powerful force of magic that could heal almost any ailment of the mind or body. Apart … well, apart they were merely pieces of an incomplete puzzle, and the missing piece wouldn’t eventually show up under the couch, covered in lint.

      “You’re thinking of Neorah, aren’t you?” Shawna asked, causing Luanne to startle as if she’d forgotten she was sitting next to the sister she shared nearly everything with.

      Smiling, Luanne shrugged and glanced at Shawna, before training her eyes on the road up ahead, cut through softly sloping hills, covered in trees on all sides.

      Shawna laughed. “Wow, that’s like the worst smile I’ve ever seen from you.”

      Luanne snickered. “I’ve gotta practice the entire range of facial expressions, dontcha know? I don’t ever want to be accused of bringing the same-ol’-same-ol’ to the table.”

      They both chuckled.

      “There’s no danger of that with either of us,” Shawna said.

      The two sisters had been co-conspirators since they first discovered that misbehaving was so much more fun than doing what they were told. Since that life-changing realization when they were grimy-faced children running around the family house, they did whatever made them happiest. So long as they did no harm, which they always made sure not to, they didn’t figure there was any problem with leading the life they felt they were destined for. Hell, it seemed that should be their duty.

      If the Gawama family were to bury their dead instead of casting their ashes to the winds, Luanne figured her tombstone should say something like: “Luanne Gawama. Grabbed life by the horns and rode it bareback, whooping as she went.” It didn’t matter that the metaphor wouldn’t make much sense to anyone as a final one-sentence summation carved in stark, cold granite, but Luanne didn’t consider herself the kind of woman who burdened herself with such concerns as making sense to others.

      When the laughter faded, Shawna said: “It doesn’t have to be a bad thing … thinking of her.”

      “Oh, I know,” Luanne said, when what she might have said was that her head knew one thing, her heart another.

      “It’s not like she abandoned us in particular or anything,” Shawna added.

      Another thing Luanne’s head understood quite well. She kept her gaze pinned on the road ahead. “Yeah, I get it. You know I do. It just pisses me the hell off that I find myself thinking of her so often. It’s like I can’t help myself sometimes. Any ol’ little thing sets me off. What made me think of her now?” Luanne flicked a hand in the air, gesturing wildly around them. “The fact that we’re driving to Hell’s Valley like we did with her every now and again? That’s sillier than a chicken running around with its head cut off. I don’t want to be burdened with thoughts of someone who doesn’t give a rat’s furry ass about us, ya know?”

      Of course, Luanne and Shawna had had talks like this many times before, more so when they were younger and time hadn’t yet done its part to soften the edges of memory.

      “Lu,” Shawna nudged. She knew Luanne probably better than Luanne knew herself. Certainly better than her frequent lovers did. None of them had ever been the one.

      Luanne looked at Shawna, allowing her shoulders to release the tension she hadn’t even realized she was carrying. She hated it when she let shit get to her!

      “I didn’t want to think about her today. Just one day without feeling like something’s missing from my life! The sun’s shining. It’s a happy day. All I want to think about is our little adventure.” The hills were covered in the timid green of early spring. “It seems like lately whenever we leave town, my stupid head goes right to her, wondering how she left. Did she just sneak out on foot? I mean, she must’ve. Did she even hesitate? Did she look back? Has she missed us at all? What’s her life like now?”

      Shawna put her hand over Luanne’s on the steering wheel.

      “I know, sweetie, I know.”

      Those simple words soothed Luanne’s heart. She’d been working to sand down its rough spots for so many years. She was always surprised to find the work wasn’t complete.

      “It’s not just the losing of a sister,” Shawna added. “That’s the thing.” Closing her eyes, tapping her fingers over her chest and then the center of her forehead, she breathed out loudly. Her eyes popped back open.

      “I still feel the connection to her. Linked into my life source, my magic, my purpose. Without her, I’m incomplete. As much as it sucks to say it, it’s true. I’m not my full witch with her missing.”

      Shawna frowned, an unused expression on her, while she rubbed her chest, as if to ease a phantom pain.

      Luanne huffed sharply. “Damn. Way of me to bring down the vibe.”

      Shawna squeezed Luanne’s hand before returning hers to her lap. “It’s certainly not your fault, Lu.”

      Luanne shook her head as if the physical movement would echo inside, knocking loose this connection to Neorah once and for all.

      She forced the smile she knew she would feel soon enough.

      Neither she nor Shawna could remain down for long. It went against their life philosophy. “All right,” Luanne said, her tone imbued with overkill levels of pep. “Let’s get on-task. The point of this whole outing is to have some major fun, however we find it, however we want it, enough fun to last us a whole month at least.”

      Mischief glittered in her eyes out of habit.

      “We definitely deserve some fun.” Shawna was already spinning the radio dial of the seasoned hatchback the two sisters shared. Together, they’d painted it all over with bright, colorful flowers that were spelled to sway in constant motion, as if in a breeze. The flowers were now dormant; it was how they’d remain until they returned to the magic of Gales Haven.

      As Shawna flipped through radio stations whose signals couldn’t reach inside what amounted to the Faraday cage that covered their hometown, she started bobbing her head to the beat. To all the beats, one after another.

      “Oh wow. I really missed hearing new music.” In Gales Haven, no non-magic people got in … and neither did Wi-Fi radio waves.

      Shawna turned in her seat to beam at her sister. “Let’s go dancing.”

      “Hell yeah, let’s dance.” Luanne already sensed her energy ramping up at the idea. “But where should we go? It’s not even lunchtime yet.”

      “Too bad I’m stuffed on Jo’s biscuits or I’d suggest we have a nice brunch somewhere while we figure out what we want to do.”

      Hell’s Valley was a town as small as Gales Haven, with a comparable population of less than four thousand. But Hell’s Valley had amenities that Gales Haven lacked, including a four-theater cinema, a skating slash bowling rink with disco lights, and a bare-bones carnival that tried to pass for an amusement park—and failed.

      They continued to roll along Hell’s Valley’s main road, which bisected their version of uptown—only Hellers called it downtown—ordinary in all the ways Gales Haven didn’t aspire to be. They passed strip malls, schools, and a library. Then a couple of coffee shops and a bookstore had Luanne taking a last-minute turn.

      “What do you think?” she asked Shawna while she rounded a curve into the parking area. “Get a coffee and lounge while we figure it out?”

      “I could go for a hot chocolate. Won’t be Wanda’s, but it’ll do, especially with an extra shot of whipped cream.”

      Which Shawna would get, on the house, if the coffee shop attendant happened to be of the male persuasion. Sometimes it happened with females too. It wasn’t so much a prediction as simply history repeating itself.

      It wouldn’t matter that, on paper, Shawna and Luanne were in their early sixties. Not even if the attendant were decades younger would it change the way men were drawn to them everywhere they went. Perhaps it was chemistry, self-confidence, or hormones. Or maybe it was the way both women exuded charisma with ease⁠—

      Luanne almost crashed into a parked car. Several cars, actually, as her head swiveled, following the path of a woman emerging from a locale. She couldn’t help but stare as the woman held open the door for someone to follow her, her head tucked close to her body, looking down.

      Luanne jerked the wheel to slice across the parking lot, narrowly escaped clipping the tailgate of a pickup truck, and slid into the first open spot she noticed. She shoved the gearstick into neutral and yanked up the emergency brake, moving through the motions automatically while she stared up ahead, unblinking, concerned that if she blinked the image that had captured her full attention would disappear.

      “Is that…?” Shawna trailed off. “Can’t be…”

      But Luanne didn’t know who else the woman with the signature Gawama red hair, wild curls, and big knockers might be. She looked exactly like what Luanne imagined Neorah would look like now.

      “It’s…” Luanne tried.

      Finally, Shawna managed to announce: “It’s Neorah.”
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