
  
    [image: Conjure Web]
  


  
    
      CONJURE WEB

      A Moonshadow Bay Novel, Book 3

    

    
      
        YASMINE GALENORN

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Nightqueen Enterprises LLC]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      A Nightqueen Enterprises LLC Publication

      Published by Yasmine Galenorn

      PO Box 2037, Kirkland WA 98083-2037

      CONJURE WEB

      A Moonshadow Bay Novel

      Copyright © 2021 by Yasmine Galenorn

      First Electronic Printing: 2021 Nightqueen Enterprises LLC

      First Print Edition: 2021 Nightqueen Enterprises

      Cover Art & Design: Ravven

      Art Copyright: Yasmine Galenorn

      Editor: Elizabeth Flynn

      ALL RIGHTS RESERVED No part of this book may be reproduced or distributed in any format, be it print or electronic or audio, without permission. Please prevent piracy by purchasing only authorized versions of this book.

      This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, or places is entirely coincidental and not to be construed as representative or an endorsement of any living/ existing group, person, place, or business.

      A Nightqueen Enterprises LLC Publication

      Published in the United States of America

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Welcome to Conjure Web

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Haunted Eclipse (Book 1 of the Married At First Bite Series)

      

    

    
      
        Playlist

      

      
        Biography

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

          

        

      

    

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

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

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

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

      March, 2021

      Brightest Blessings,

      ~The Painted Panther~

      ~Yasmine Galenorn~

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WELCOME TO CONJURE WEB

          

        

      

    

    
      Moonshadow Bay…where magic lurks in the moonlight, and danger hides in the shadows.

      As January faces the Aseer to find out what her magical strengths are, she also delves into her family history, where she discovers dark secrets about her great-grandmother Colleen and a long-lost child. But when she and Ari take on a private case, they find themselves in over their heads. They must ask Conjure Ink for help in solving a riddle when a mother insists that her child isn’t really her child. January’s investigation leads everyone down the rabbit hole of magical intrigue and into the world of the Woodlings, where January finds her worldview of what is actually real changing, even as it puts her life in danger.

      Reading Order for the Moonshadow Bay Series:

      
        
          	
        Book 1: Starlight Web
      

      	
        Book 2: Midnight Web
      

      	
        Book 3: Conjure Web
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      “I refuse to be married in white,” Ari said. “I simply won’t wear a white dress. Neither will Meagan. We aren’t virgins, we’re both forty, and we aren’t even straight. Nobody’s giving away anything that hasn’t already been out the barn door and around the track. Since we’re getting married in summer, I want to wear purple and she’s wearing green.”

      I suppressed a laugh and just nodded. Ari and I were flipping through bridal magazines, looking at dresses. She and Meagan were getting married on July 12, and that gave us five months to get everything ready. Since Meagan’s parents refused to take part in their daughter’s big, magical gay wedding, we were coming up with cost-saving ideas that would be beautiful, as well.

      “So, do you have a theme yet?” I asked, picking up another sandwich and biting into it. We were eating lunch on my back porch. Even though it was still chilly—it was a rainy 58 degrees—we both were more than ready for some fresh air and sunshine. The fresh air, we had. The sunshine, not so much.

      “We’re thinking of a wisteria garden party theme…Meagan wants a tea instead of a dinner, and I like that idea. Oh, hey, that brings me to another question. Can we hold the wedding in your backyard?” Ari tossed the magazine to the side and picked up another one, starting to leaf through it. “None of these is right. I haven’t seen a dress I like.”

      “Of course you can. Hold the wedding here, that is. And may I suggest that you look at ball gowns? I know it’s not the typical thing, but most of them are more colorful than wedding dresses, and usually a lot prettier. I bet you could find something in that direction.” I set down The Mature Bride, which was a magazine that focused on women over thirty who were getting married. Ari and Meagan, like me, were well over that. “Honestly, thirty is not old. Hell, I’m forty-one and I don’t even feel that old—just…a little seasoned.”

      As I focused on my lunch, a gust of fresh air whistled past. The wind was coming in off the Salish Sea, and the sound of birdsong echoed from tree to tree. We were due for rain again, but the ground smelled like it was waking up, and I could feel the rhythms of the earth shift and turn as the equinox drew near. We were headed for Ostara, the spring celebration of balance and new beginnings, and everywhere, I could see the signs that the world was preparing to grow and stretch out, like a rose whose petals were unfolding.

      “That’s a good idea. I’ll run the idea by Meagan and we’ll look online. We’d rather spend the bulk of our money on a fabulous party and honeymoon than on the dresses and flowers. Though I insist on having wisteria there, and black roses—well, the ones that look black.” She took a long sip of her coffee.

      “What does Meagan want?” I finished my ham sandwich and leaned back, sipping my mocha.

      “She’s left the flowers up to me. In exchange, she gets to pick our first dance song. We’re both writing our own vows, and we both are agreeing on the menu for the tea and the cake. I wanted chocolate, she wanted tres leches, so we compromised on a chocolate-caramel cake.” She shook her head, grinning. “I never thought I’d be planning a wedding. I really didn’t believe that I’d ever meet anybody I could get along with enough to commit to.”

      At first, when I realized that Ari and Meagan were serious, I had a spate of jealousy, worrying that I might lose my best friend. But Meagan—whom I had loathed in high school—had turned out to be a decent adult once she came out of the closet. I no longer worried about that. It occurred to me that Ari might have felt the same way when I had gotten married to Ellison, and I felt embarrassed that I had pulled away from her for so many years, thanks to Ellison’s dislike of all things magical. With me and my best friend both being witches, he really got his nose out of joint when she came to visit. Meagan actually welcomed me in like a sister.

      “Well, you picked a winner,” I said. “And you know I’d say something if I didn’t believe that.”

      “I know—you sure did when you first found out who she was. No more ‘Mean Meagan,’ right?” Ari laughed.

      “Right,” I said, rolling my eyes. “I’m sorry I was so whiny about her.”

      “Well, she was a piece of work back in high school. So, are you ready to tackle your attic?”

      I nodded, staring into my coffee mug morosely. “Yeah. But the caffeine’s done.”

      “Get your butt out of the chair, January. We can have more when we’re done,” she said with a laugh. “Dangle that carrot in front of you.”

      I grumbled but picked up my dishes. Ari gathered her things and we headed back inside as the clouds broke and a huge deluge came gushing down from the sky. Grateful that the porch was enclosed, I took one last deep breath of the air that hung heavy with the scents of cedar and fir, of geosim and pungent earth, and we headed inside to clean out the attic.
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        * * *

      

      When I moved back to Moonshadow Bay after inheriting my parents’ house, I had changed out some of the furniture for my own, and I had finally faced reality and gone through the closets and cleared out my mother’s and father’s clothing. It had been hard—I still missed them dreadfully—but it was time, and I needed the space. But I’d left the attic alone. Now, it was time to tackle whatever was up there. Ari had agreed to help me.

      The attic was accessible through a trap door in the hallway ceiling outside the master bedroom. I carried a stepstool up to the second floor so that I could catch hold of the ring attached to the trap door. As the door opened, a retractable set of stairs eased down. They appeared flimsy, but my father—who had been something of a handyman—had reinforced them so they were strong and sturdy. He had also affixed a locking mechanism to the bottom stair so the steps couldn’t jog loose and fold up when someone was on them.

      I moved the stepstool and flipped on the light to the attic. The switch was located on the wall beneath the attic, and that made it possible to see as we headed up the steps. My father had been a practical man and had made life as easy as he could for my mother and himself.

      I glanced at Ari. “Ready?”

      She nodded. She was carrying a broom and a wet-mop. I was armed with a duster and a box of heavy-duty garbage bags. “And able.”

      “Then onward, Wheeler!” I pointed to the stairs. “You first.”

      “You just want me to make sure there aren’t any spiders hanging out at the top.”

      “You know me well,” I said, laughing. I wasn’t arachnophobic, but I wasn’t that fond of the little buggers. I loved snakes, but spiders were not my favorite creatures.

      The attic was well-kept. My mother had deep cleaned the house from top to bottom twice a year, so even though there was dust and a few cobwebs, and an occasional spider web, it wasn’t the attic from a horror movie. In fact, it was rather cozy. My father had tiled the floor, saying that, should the roof ever leak, no hardwoods or carpet would get ruined or spawn mold. The large room was finished, and my mother had painted the walls a creamy white to bring in more light through the windows on either end. The attic was almost the size of the second story.

      One side was used for storage, and my mother had turned the other side into a crafting sanctuary. While she had kept her magical supplies in the library for easy access, she stored all her fabric and yarn and scrapbooking supplies in the attic. There was also a long folding table and several chairs, along with a very bright LED lamp. There was also a TV up here. I had only been back in Moonshadow Bay three months, and as I said, I had left the attic alone during that time.

      “Wow, your parents really made use of this space,” Ari said.

      “Yeah, they did. While I was growing up, the attic was pretty much beams and wood and insulation. But about ten years ago, my father got the renovation bug and my mother told me they were going to ‘optimize’ their use of the house. They must have redone the attic at that point, because I know that with the last set of renovations, they focused on the downstairs and their master bath.”

      I looked around, suddenly feeling melancholy. There were signs of my mother everywhere—in the silk flowers that graced the sideboard, in the delicate lace curtains on the windows, in the protection charms that hung on the walls. I wondered if my father had ever felt the urge to join her up here. He thought he was from a weak magical line, but since he actually had a strong witchblood heritage, I wondered if he had ever felt compelled to work with magic. Given he had no clue that Rowan Firesong—the strongest and oldest witch in town—was his mother, I doubted that he had ever been to the Aseer.

      “What are you thinking about?” Ari asked.

      “The fact that Rowan Firesong is my grandmother,” I said. “I wonder whether my father ever questioned his lineage. He had to feel the energy my mother worked with—it was in his blood. So why didn’t he ever question his roots?”

      “Maybe he did, but he never told you,” Ari said, looking around. “Where do you want to start?”

      “I guess the craft cabinets. I’m about as handy with a needle and thread as I am with a chain saw. Which is to say, Stand back, the woman is dangerous.” I sighed, opening the first cabinet. There were stacks of neatly folded fabric remnants and yardage. While some of it was pretty, I knew I’d never use most of it. There was also a pile of empty charm bags. Those I would keep. I decided that I could probably sew a straight line, so I would keep the stack of precut squares that sat next to the bags. Everything else, except for the thread and basic sewing tools, went into one of the garbage bags.

      “What about the yarn? This is good quality and might come in handy for knot magic,” Ari said, holding up one of the skeins.

      I shrugged. “Yes, but I don’t need two shelves of it. Keep one of each of the basic colors—and two of black, red, and white. The rest can go. I’ll keep all the embroidery thread, that can be used in so many charms. But the patterns can go. I’ll never sew a dress, my mother was skinnier than I was, and I don’t entertain any desire to turn into Suzy Seamstress any time soon.”

      We moved on to the next cabinet. I kept the modeling clay, but opted to get rid of the papier-mâché strips. I kept all of the blank wooden plaques and paints—they looked like fun and I liked to paint at times—and the sketchbooks. I also kept the rotary tool, and a wood burner and the glue guns.

      “I guess I’m keeping more than I thought,” I said. “I can see a use for a number of these things.”

      “I can too, and you can always get rid of them later, if you find you don’t use them.” Ari carried the bag of material and other goodies I was donating over to the stairway and dropped it down to the floor below. “All right, the storage side. That will take more time, given there are a number of trunks and boxes there.”

      I grimaced. “Right. We may have to ask Killian to come carry things down if they’re too heavy. Okay, let’s dive in.”

      The storage area contained at least ten trunks and several pieces of furniture. I eyed the two standing lamps that were in front of the boxes. Neither was my style, and I picked up one.

      “These go. Both of them.”

      We carried them over to an empty area in the large room and set them to one side. There were also several chairs and a small table. The table was one of those with a built-in chessboard and drawers that held the pieces. And the drawers had beautiful silver pieces inside. I smiled.

      “This was my father’s. He and I used to play every weekend. I want to find a place for it downstairs.”

      “I remember that—you used to rope me into playing with you. I never told you how much I hated the game because I knew you loved it,” Ari said.

      I stared at her. “Why didn’t you say anything? I loved playing but I never wanted to rope you into doing something you didn’t like!”

      “You just seemed so geeked out about it. But I’ll play backgammon with you any day!”

      “You’ve met your match. I used to play backgammon with my dorm neighbor every evening while we got stoned,” I said, snickering. “I’m a whiz.”

      “You’re a whiz at just about everything,” Ari said. “I always envied your brain.”

      “And I envied your ability to climb a rope. Good grief, remember old lady Krump? She hated me because I just couldn’t do what the other girls could. I could barely get up on the balance beam, let alone do a flip on it.” I rubbed the top of the chessboard. It was inlaid marble into the oak. “But chess… My father taught me to play when I was five. Every Sunday morning, Mom would make waffles and bacon and sausages…and we would sit and play while we ate. She would paint while we did that. It’s one memory I’ll never let go of.” I drifted off, thinking about my parents. “I’m one of the lucky ones, you know. I had a good childhood. I’ll treasure that always.”

      Ari gave me a quick hug and let out a sigh. “I’m sorry, I know you miss them.”

      “I do,” I said. “I hope they know how much I wish they were still here.”

      They had died in a car crash not yet a year ago, and I still couldn’t get used to the idea that they were both gone. It had been so sudden. The frantic call from my aunt Teran at nine p.m. that my parents were in the hospital, to me speeding up the freeway, praying to every god who would listen that I’d get to the hospital in time and in one piece, to arriving at eleven p.m., only to find my mother crashing just as I got there.

      The doctors worked on her frantically as I sat in the hall, numb, unable to speak. She had died before I could say good-bye. My father had already been pronounced brain-dead and I had to make the decision to let him go. That had been one of the hardest things I had ever had to do.

      And all through it, my then-husband kept texting me, asking where to find his good shirt, and why hadn’t I asked the maid to clean under the bed—there were dust bunnies there, and had I had the chance to look over the divorce papers and…ya know…sign them yet? That was when I first started getting my voice back—when I texted back that I was done being his servant, he could sweep the fucking floor himself, and I’d sign them when I signed them.

      Your mother knows how you feel and remember, she is here with us. She watches over you as best as she can. She knows you loved her and your father, Esmara said.

      Esmara was one of the Ladies, my ancestors on my mother’s side—all strong witch women who came back to guard and guide those of us who were alive. Esmara had been my great-aunt, and she was my personal guardian. My aunt Teran was watched over by Prue, one of Esmara’s sisters. I suddenly wondered if my mother had talked to the Ladies while she was alive. It only made sense.

      Esmara, who among you watched over my mother?

      I did. And so I watch over you, as well.

      Tell my mother I miss her. Do you know if my father is still around?

      No, love. He’s moved on through the Veil.

      My mood shifted and I felt unaccountably sad. If he really was gone, I’d never talk to him again. Once someone moved through the Veil, they were usually gone for good. Feeling a little morose, I turned back to the trunks and Ari.

      “All right, let’s get started on these.” I randomly picked one and we set to sorting through the items. Most of the contents consisted of old china and knickknacks that were family mementos. But I also knew that I’d never use most of it, and I hated just packing things away.

      “All of this can go,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m not keeping stuff I will never use, and that I don’t have an attachment to just because they’re family history.” I paused, picking up a gorgeous perfume bottle. “This, however, I’ll keep. I have a feeling I’m going to be starting a perfume bottle collection!”

      “You think there’s a djinn inside?” Ari asked, grinning.

      “I hope not. One was enough.” I popped the top and sniffed. “Ooo, whoever wore this, liked spicy perfume.” I set it aside. “I wonder how Rameer is doing. I hope he comes back to visit like he said he would.” I had freed a djinn trapped in a perfume bottle that I had bought at a thrift store, and after we located his original bottle, he had gone home to his own realm.

      “I hope he’s okay. I liked him.” Ari held up a pair of tarnished silver candlesticks. “What about these?”

      “Give away,” I said, shaking my head. “I mostly use battery-operated candles due to Xi and Klaus. And when I use actual candles with candle holders, I prefer crystal.” My kittens were barely four months old and far too curious. Candles that produced actual flame I reserved for ritual use, and I scrupulously made sure they were extinguished when I was done.

      We had worked our way through eight of the ten trunks when I paused, frowning. I looked around. Something felt off, though I couldn’t quite put my finger on what it was. I listened, hard, but heard nothing. A glance around the room gave me no clue, but it felt like a shadow had fallen across the afternoon.

      “What time is it?”

      Ari glanced at her phone. “It’s almost four. We’ve been at it nearly four hours.”

      “Let’s take a break. I’m tired,” I said, setting down the crystal bowl I had just found. It was beautiful. “This is pretty,” I said, holding it up. A delicate rose pattern wound around the side. “But I have one that’s almost identical.”

      Ari’s eyes widened. “That’s gorgeous. Meagan would love it.”

      I handed it to her. “Then give it to her with my regards.”

      “Are you sure?” She took the crystal bowl, examining it. “This looks old.”

      “I’m sure. It’s lovely, but I doubt if I’d use it.”

      We headed down the steps, Ari carrying the bowl. At the bottom, there were three big bags of things to give away, not counting everything I was planning to ask Killian to carry down from the attic. I did one last sweep, making sure the kittens hadn’t gotten themselves up there when we weren’t looking, and closed up the trap door for the time being.

      “We’ll finish later, just leave the stepstool here,” I said, wiping my brow. Even as clean as the attic had been, I felt grungy and dusty.

      We stopped in my bathroom to wash our hands and faces, and then headed downstairs for more coffee and a snack. As I pulled shots for the lattes, my mood began to lighten, and I found myself breathing easier. Whatever cloud had sent me into a spiral had vanished, and once again, I relaxed and was able to enjoy the rest of the afternoon, talking to Ari about her wedding plans.
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        * * *

      

      That evening, Killian and I returned to the attic. He had been working at the clinic all day—he was a veterinarian—and after Ari left, I had made dinner. While he was also my next-door neighbor, we spent at least three to four nights together each week.

      “Love, how are you?” he asked, entering the kitchen. We had passed the key-milestone, and had exchanged keys to each other’s homes.

      “Tired. We made a lot of headway, but I need your help carrying things down from the attic that were too heavy or bulky for Ari and me.” I glanced at the oven and set the timer for forty-five minutes. “Lasagna will be ready within the hour, and I made a salad.”

      “Today’s the new moon, don’t you have a ritual to perform?”

      I shook my head. “I’ll meditate later, but I want to get the attic taken care of tonight, if possible.”

      Killian kissed me on the nose, then motioned for me to follow him. “Let’s get busy then.”

      Killian O’Connell was a bit taller than I was—I was five-nine—and he had curly, shoulder-length light brown hair and emerald green eyes. A small scar on his cheek gave him a slightly roguish look. He told me he had gotten it from treating a wounded lynx for a wildlife conservatory during his early days as a vet. He was muscled but not bulky, and I felt safe around him.

      “You really did go through things,” he said, staring at the pile of items I was getting rid of that had been either too large or too delicate to put in the garbage bags.

      “Yeah. While you start carrying them down, I think I’ll tackle the last two trunks tonight.” I glanced around and opened the nearest. To my surprise—and relief—it was empty.

      That left a small trunk in the corner, one that had been hidden behind the rest of them. Something about it called to me, and I felt that same wave of uncertainty I had felt earlier. Frowning, I picked up the surprisingly heavy chest and hoisted it over to the crafting table. The chest was about the size of a small footlocker—about two feet long, and fifteen inches both deep and high. It was shaped like an old-fashioned treasure chest, and there was a padlock on it.

      “I wonder where the key is for this,” I said. I glanced at Killian. “Can you pick the lock?”

      “What makes you think I can pick locks at all?” he asked, laughing. “I’m a veterinarian, not a thief.”

      “You never know what talents someone has unless you ask,” I said, grinning. “If you can’t pick it, can you bust it?”

      He examined the padlock. “Do you have any bolt cutters?”

      I thought through what I had seen in the garage. “If I do, they were my father’s, and they would be in his work area. Let me go look.”

      Leaving him with the chest, I dashed down the stairs, then into the kitchen, to the door leading into the garage. Once in the garage, I poked around the tool bench. My father had been extremely organized and I found the bolt cutters right away. They were hanging on the peg board in back of the bench. I grabbed them, along with a crowbar—it seemed like a good idea—and headed back up to the attic.

      Killian took the cutters and snapped the padlock as though it were butter. Shifters were incredibly strong, and with the right tool, they could break through a number of things humans couldn’t. Or even those of us with witchblood. He set the cutters aside and motioned to me.

      “Your chest. You do the honors.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Silly man,” I said, but I slowly lifted the lid. Most of the chests hadn’t been locked, and that this one had been alerted my attention. I felt pulled toward the chest, as though there was something magical inside, or something important that I needed to see.

      The first thing I noticed was that there were initials carved on the inside of the lid: C.O.

      “ ‘C.O.’? Who’s that?” I tried to remember my family history, but nothing stood out. Of course, this might have belonged to someone who wasn’t part of the family, but it would be odd that the trunk would be among my parents’ belongings.

      Inside the trunk, the contents were wrapped in green velvet. The material lined the chest and had been folded over whatever was inside. I cautiously opened the top flaps, only to find myself staring at a dagger in a sheath, a leatherbound book, and a ring. The silver ring had a bear’s head on it, and it was exquisitely detailed. The eyes of the bear were inset emeralds, and as I reached for it, a humming made me stop.

      “What is it?” Killian asked, craning his neck to see.

      “I don’t know—there’s strong magic in this chest,” I said. I picked up the ring out and automatically slid it on my right index finger. It fit perfectly, and I instantly felt a glow of protection and fierceness surround me. Next, I lifted the dagger and slid it out of the leather sheath. The hilt of the dagger was made of bog oak. The hilt fit my hand perfectly, and I raised the blade, which was at least thirteen inches long and made of polished bronze. The dagger sang to me, and I felt something shift as I held it.

      “Who owned this?” I whispered.

      “Maybe it’s in the book?” Killian asked.

      The black hand-tooled leather felt smooth under my fingers as I lifted the book out of the chest. I opened the book to the first page and there, in a curving script, I read “Colleen O’Leary Fletcher.” I flipped through the pages briefly but I already knew what this was.

      “This belonged to my great-grandmother Colleen—who helped found Moonshadow Bay,” I said. “This is her dagger, her ring, and her book of shadows.” And right then, I knew that I had found a treasure beyond riches.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      Killian carried everything downstairs. While he arranged the things I was donating in the garage, I sat at the kitchen table with my great-grandma Colleen’s diary, dagger, and ring. Finding them had taken me aback. I wasn’t quite sure what to think. Why had my mother kept them locked away instead of using them or displaying them? And it seemed odd that these things had been packed away up in the attic, since Colleen had been one of the founders of Moonshadow Bay, and the items might be better off displayed at the local museum.

      But the moment I thought about it, I blew off the idea. That seemed terribly disrespectful, given they were ritual gear.

      “Are you going to read it?” Killian asked, returning from the garage. The timer interrupted him and I set the dagger and the book where they wouldn’t chance getting splattered. I retrieved the lasagna from the oven, popping the cheesy French bread under the broiler for a few minutes before taking it out. Killian set the table and opened a bottle of red wine I had on the counter, filling two goblets.

      “I want to…but I feel oddly shy.” I shook my head. “I can’t tell you why, but it feels like the moment I open that book, I’m going to be dragged into something I won’t be able to stop.” I dished out a hearty serving of lasagna. “So, how did the clinic go today?”

      Killian was a veterinarian who loved his work. The fact that he cared about animals so much endeared him to me even more. And even though he was a wolf shifter, he had a predilection for cats. He adored my pair, and they took advantage of that every time he was over.

      “It was hard,” he said, shrugging. “We had to put down a dog today. The poor thing leapt the fence and ran out in the road just as a truck came long. The driver tried to stop, but couldn’t, and the dog…well…sometimes there’s no fixing the damage.”

      I winced. “That’s so hard. I’m sorry.”

      “Yeah, so was I. The owner tried—the fence was sturdy, but the dog was a good jumper and I guess he saw something he wanted to chase. These are the days that make it difficult. But I help when I can, that evens things out.” He leaned back, taking a long sip of his wine. “So, remember a couple months ago when I told you my sister wanted to come visit once she was up and around?”

      I froze, my fork in midair. “Yeah…?” Killian had also told me she wanted to meet me and spend some time getting to know me.

      “She’ll be here on Monday. I thought we could take her to dinner Monday night.”

      Even though I wanted to meet her, part of me was afraid to. Shifter Packs and Prides tended to frown on intra-marriage—marriage between different species, so to speak—and some of them were even against intra-dating. But I couldn’t tell Killian that. I didn’t want him to think I was expecting a proposal, or that I didn’t want to meet his family because I was a snob.

      “Sure. What kind of food does she like?”

      “Tally’s got fairly simple tastes. She’ll be happiest with a burger and fries.” He grinned. “Made in the USA, so to speak.”

      “Then we can go to Lucky’s. They make the best burgers in town.” I forced a smile.

      “You’re upset,” Killian said. “I can smell the shift.”

      Damn it. Shifters, especially wolf shifters, could smell the differences in body chemistry when their mates were upset, amorous, or afraid. Over the past couple months I had started to feel as though I was a living mood ring.

      “No, not upset…” I paused.

      “Then what? You can tell me,” he said, frowning.

      “I just… I know how some shifter families don’t take to intra-species dating. I’m witchblood, you’re a shifter.”

      “My parents and my sister aren’t going to dislike you just because you’re a witch and not a shifter. Trust me, please. I wouldn’t ambush you like that—not if I thought Tally was going to be rude or anything of the sort.” He sounded grumpy and looked grumpier. “Give me more credit than that. I’m not going to set you up for a fall.”

      I blushed. “I’m sorry, I never thought that. But you told me to tell you why I’m worried. Don’t bite my head off when I do.”

      “I just… I thought you’d trust me more than that.” Now he sounded hurt and that irritated me.

      I let out a long sigh. “Don’t twist my words. My worries have nothing to do with you. I’m concerned about how your relatives will feel about me. I have no fears that you’re planning to ambush me or set me up for a fall. The fact is that I’ve got a history of bad interactions with in-laws, remember? Ellison’s family hated the fact that I was witch-blood, so I’m already skittish about this whole meet-the-family thing. I’d feel the same way if you were human or a puma shifter or whatever else is hanging out there in the woods.”

      Killian shrugged, but I could tell he was still grumbly, and I felt my appetite vanish. We seldom argued, but now and then we had run across a definite difference of opinion. I had no desire for a volatile relationship, and he was usually pretty easygoing, but we were both stubborn and neither one of us was dewy fresh and new to the world of relationships.

      “Fine,” he said, toying with his lasagna. “You don’t have to meet her.”

      “Hold on there. I never said I didn’t want to meet your sister and you know it.” I leaned back, crossing my arms. “All I said was that I was nervous. Don’t you dare put words in my mouth.”

      “All right, all right. But you act⁠—”

      I leaned forward, almost accidentally sticking my boob in my lasagna. “Stop right there. I am acting like what I am: A woman nervous about meeting her boyfriend’s family because she’s worried they won’t like her. Did it ever occur to you that the reason I’m nervous is because our relationship matters to me? Because you matter to me? Because I don’t want to disappoint them when I meet them?” I glared at him.

      Killian froze, then slowly deflated from the puffy stance he had adopted. “I didn’t think of it like that.”

      “Well, I’d appreciate it if you would start looking at it from my perspective.” I sighed and picked up my fork. “I just don’t want to feel like a failure or like I’ve let you down.”

      “Love, I’m sorry,” he said, wincing as he reached across the table for my hand. “I would never look at you like a failure. Even if my family didn’t like you, I wouldn’t blame you—unless you came out and called them names, or acted like an ass, and I know you too well to think you’d do that.”

      “Oh, for…eat your dinner,” I said, gently disengaging my hand. “I’m too tired to argue over a misunderstanding.” A thought occurred to me and I checked my phone. “Well, sure enough, we entered Mercury retrograde a couple days ago. Misunderstandings, miscommunications, don’t sign contracts unless you read them carefully, watch appliances because they go on the fritz…all sorts of good stuff like that.”

      Killian nodded, shoveling a forkful of lasagna in his mouth. He was a Taurus, born on May 8, and stubborn as the bull that was his sign, but he also had a good head on his shoulders and he was reasonable when someone pointed out his flawed thinking.

      “Ah, that explains it,” he said. “My sister always has problems with misunderstandings and electronics during Mercury retrograde.” He paused for a moment, then added, “I really am sorry, January. I didn’t intentionally misunderstand what you said.”

      “I suppose I could have been a little clearer, too. I really am looking forward to meeting Tally. I just hope she likes me.” I perked up again, feeling like we had just solved another minor roadblock on the path to what I hoped would be true love.

      “She will,” Killian said, perking up. “My sister and I have always tended to like each other’s friends. Okay, so what are we doing tonight?”

      “I’m taking a long bubble bath and then…” I paused. I loved having sex with Killian, but tonight I felt too tired, yet wired at the same time. I kept glancing over at Great-Grandma’s book of shadows. “I kind of just want to read her diary, if you don’t mind. It’s been a long day.”

      Killian sighed, but it sounded like a sigh of relief. “Not a problem. I’m actually beat, too. Do you mind if I spend the night at my house? I want to do some laundry and I’ve got a bunch of email to answer and⁠—”

      I laughed, serving myself another helping of lasagna. “It’s okay. We don’t have to spend every moment together—really. I love our time together. I really like being with you. But we’re not glued at the hip, and we don’t have to do everything together. Life would be boring if all we wanted to do were the same things. I’m not a clingy woman.”

      He smiled then, broad and wide, and it made me rethink whether I was too tired for sex, but once again, I felt weary so I shook my head, beaming at him, and we finished our dinner in comfortable silence.
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        * * *

      

      After Killian helped me rinse the dishes and stack them in the dishwasher, he again made certain the attic was closed up before he headed home. I watched him go, grateful that he had moved in next door. I not only enjoyed dating him, but I liked having him for a friend.

      I shrugged into a jacket and headed out to my backyard. As usual, the Mystic Wood was lit up like a tree on fire—or a hundred trees on fire. The golden-green aura of the magical woodland was brilliant tonight. Not everyone could see it, but most of us who were witchblood could.

      I slowly crossed the lawn to where I was standing about twenty yards from the tree line. I scanned the border where my property met the forest, looking for anything that might be lurking in the shadows. There was some sort of imp in there—her name was Rebecca, or rather, that’s the name she had given me when I was a child and she tried to lure me away from my mother. I had seen her once since I had been back in Moonshadow Bay, but I had promised that if she left me alone, I’d leave her alone. I didn’t like that she was in the wood, but I had the feeling I could do more damage to her at this point than she could to me.

      I stared up at the tops of the trees. They were budding out, the green tips swelling. Soon they’d burgeon out into leaves, and the conifers would be interspersed with the spring green of birch and alder and cottonwood leaves. My yard was fenced, half an acre that was surrounded by trees on both sides and the Mystic Wood at the back. The trees that bordered the fencing on either side of the house and yard included two massive cedar trees and a number of fir, one sequoia that jutted its way far into the sky, and a weeping sequoia that reminded me of some lurching long-haired creature from out of an enchanted fairytale. I also had a number of rowan and lilac trees, a holly tree, and several maple trees. They, too, were budding, and I looked forward to the heady scent of lilacs in two or three months.

      All in all, the yard was beautiful and the house well-kept, and the only thing that kept me from truly loving it was that I now owned it, which meant my parents were dead. But I wasn’t about to sell it to some stranger who might cut down my mother’s row of hydrangeas that lined the right side of the house, or who might sell to a developer who would parcel it out into tiny lots with mega-mansions on it. We were lucky in Moonshadow Bay, because there were some strict ordinances in place to ensure that developers wouldn’t tear the town to pieces in search of the holy grail filled with dollars. So throughout the years, the town’s quirky charm remained intact.

      As I stood by the edge of the wood, I felt a gentle pulse from the pentacle I wore around my neck. It had a faceted obsidian cabochon in the center, and it had belonged to my mother. I wore it because it felt right, and because Esmara had told me to. I reached up and closed my hand around it, shutting my eyes, feeling the chill breeze sweep over me. I could smell the bay on the wind—the scent of seaweed and salt, of brine and decay. Even here, the incoming tides brought the smell of the Salish Sea inland, and seagulls flew overhead, a constant in the town, singing their melancholy songs.

      I crouched, pressing my hands to the ground, feeling the slow beat of the earth through my fingers. I had recently found out that my aunt had pledged me to Druantia, an earth goddess, when I was little. She had done so in order to protect me from the shadow man who tried to steal away my life while I was in her care. In a recent meditation, Druantia had offered me the chance to break that pledge if I wanted, but I let it stand. I wasn’t sure what being pledged to her meant, but the connection felt right. She was part of the earth’s heartbeat, and through her, I felt linked to the natural world around me.

      I listened to the astral breeze as the wind ruffled my hair. I had swept it back into a long ponytail, but several strands had escaped and were tickling my face and my neck.

      And then, I heard it—what I had been waiting for. The soft chatter of the crocus, the low tones of trees talking together as they woke from their slumber, and the murmur of those who watched during the winter—tall sentinels who watched over the woodland. The swish of a huckleberry bush caught my attention, and I knew that a fox had run through the boughs. And there, barely within the tree line, the soft slithering of a garden snake—early in the year, but slowly waking to summer. There was a world of activity going on around me, a world that most people never paid attention to or even noticed.

      I narrowed my focus, tuning into the massive entity that made up the heart of the Mystic Wood. It was crafty and devious, beautiful and bewitching, enchanting and dangerous, and yet…there was nothing evil about the woodland. But still, the wood was a deadly place for the unwary.

      We’re waiting…

      I froze, watching, but still nothing moved, and finally I backed away until I was halfway up the lawn. Then I turned and jogged toward the house. Whoever had been talking to me hadn’t been Esmara, that much I knew. And it hadn’t been Druantia. No, whoever had whispered those words lived deep inside the forest and right now, I didn’t want to meet them.

      Back inside, I locked the door and leaned back against it, my stomach in knots. I reached for the light switch and turned the kitchen lights fully up. The energy had spooked me more than I had expected it to. As I calmed down, I started to move away from the door when a loud thump against it sent me spinning around. As I watched, the handle of the door turned, but the door was locked. It jiggled once more as I stared at it, then I heard something sliding across the porch. I was considering turning on the porch light and looking outside, but the thought of what might happen stopped me.

      I waited for a moment, then—as the sounds vanished—I cautiously edged up to the door window and peeked out. In the darkness, there was nothing that I could see. I bit my lip and flipped on the porch light, but all I could see was a trail of mud on the porch floor. It wasn’t even muddy footprints, just a slick of mud from the screen door to the back door. I waited for a couple minutes and then shut off the porch light again, double-checking the lock.

      What was that? I asked, hoping Esmara could hear me.

      I’m not certain, but you’ve attracted the attention of the forest. I don’t sense danger…per se…or rather—evil. Everything in the Mystic Wood can be dangerous.

      Am I safe?

      Are we ever safe? But yes, child, you’re as safe as you can be, for living on the edge of a magical wood.

      With that thought, I considered reading some of my great-grandmother’s journal before bed, but I was suddenly so tired that even the thought of it seemed overwhelming. I checked the doors downstairs, made sure the range and oven were off, and slowly trudged up the stairs to take a shower with Xi and Klaus right outside. After a long soak under the steaming water, I curled up in bed, turned on the TV, and with both kittens snuggled against me, I fell asleep to reruns of Frasier.
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        * * *

      

      Sunday dawned clear and cool. For Western Washington, “clear” meant partially cloudy but with sun peeking through. We had very few cloud-free days per year—about sixty of them, from what I had read. For the most part, a “clear day” meant that we saw several sunbreaks throughout the day.

      I had slept restlessly, with vague dreams of creatures hiding in the dark, waiting for me as I wandered through a dark woodland. Relieved to be awake, I dressed in capri pants and a pinup top with ruched sides and a sweetheart neckline. At a size 14 going on 16, I had an hourglass figure and plenty of padding. I liked my curves, though, and finally I was free from toxic people in my life trying to shame me for my size.

      I was also five-nine, tall for most women, but I didn’t give a damn—I wore high heels whenever I wanted to. My hair was long and—currently red—it cascaded down my back in waves. Ari had dyed it burgundy with a gloss of violet for my birthday, and I loved it so much I decided to keep the color for a while. The color set off my eyes, which were hazel.

      I slipped on a pair of ballerina flats and headed downstairs, only to find that somehow Xi and Klaus had managed to open the cupboard where I kept the dry cat food, and they had chewed through the bag. Kibble was scattered all over the kitchen, the bag was slumped over like a soldier who had fought valiantly to the end, and both kittens stared at me with wide, innocent eyes.

      “Oh, don’t give me that look,” I said. “I know you did it.”

      Xi squeaked and grabbed another kibble, chewing on it. Klaus sat down, staring at the food like he wanted to dive in again but wasn’t sure whether I was going to scold him. I tried not to laugh as I found the dustpan and whiskbroom and swept up the mess. Then I filled their dishes and opened a can of gooshy food for them, and before they could dive in, I scooped them up for a cuddle and a kiss on the head. Klaus, eyeing the food, wriggled out of my arms and lightly jumped down to the floor.

      But Xi looked into my eyes and I fell into her gaze, my heart melting. She was growing into my familiar, and while I loved animals, I hadn’t realized just how strong of a bond could form, or how quickly it could form. While Klaus wore his emotions on his paw, Xi I could feel in the core of my being.

      “Yeah, you’re a little spitfire, you are,” I whispered as she gently batted my nose. “Go eat, you little goober.”

      I fixed myself a mocha and, glancing in the fridge, decided to have a sandwich for breakfast. I slapped together French bread, turkey breast, lettuce, tomato, and butter, and carried it over to the table where I sat down and took a bite of the sandwich. Then, like someone who had put off paying the bills too long, I gingerly reached for Colleen’s book of shadows. Taking a deep breath, I dove in, turning back the hands of time as I began to explore the past.

      
        
        Colleen’s Book of Shadows

        Entry: May 7, 1915

        The ley lines are strong in this land, they cross over the town in a number of positions and they make everyone’s magic so much more powerful. The forest itself is alive, and filled with dreadful and wondrous creatures. We never expected, when we founded Moonshadow Bay, for the town to come alive so quickly.

        The natives won’t come here—they warned us off. They’re friendly to us, unlike a number of the settlers around here, because we respect them and their customs. Johnny Salmon-Diver made a special trip here to talk to Brian and me, since we were the ones who first established Moonshadow Bay.

        While he acknowledged our magic might be able to keep some of the chaos out, he warned that this particular area of the bay is considered off limits to the Nooksack tribe because it belongs to the “others.” We asked if there was a way we could cleanse the land and he said no—the “old ones” have lived here so long that they’ve left an indelible marker on the area. When we asked him to clarify who he was talking about, he refused to speak more of them, saying only that it attracted their attention when their names were used or people discussed them.

        Johnny said that he wouldn’t be able to come again because his tribe didn’t want him to bring home any attachments—spirits are known to do that, of course. And apparently, around here, not only do spirits of the dead frequent the area, but other entities. When I asked him to what he was referring, Johnny would only say that here, the “others” were dangerous and bewitching, and to avoid the woods at night, and never let children near the Mystic Wood unattended.

      

      

      I sat back, staring at the passage. So, even before the town had been founded, the Native Americans had known about the woodland. I pushed back the book, thinking. Maybe it wasn’t chance that had drawn my great-grandparents to Moonshadow Bay. Maybe it was fate.

      I believed in fate, to a degree. I didn’t believe everything was preordained—predestination didn’t allow for free will and above all, I believed that we could change the outcome of almost any situation. Oh, everyone died, and if we didn’t pay our taxes we’d eventually end up in jail, but other than that—there was usually a choice.

      While I did believe certain things were slated to happen and that we were sometimes born to a path in life, that didn’t mean that every step, every movement, every choice was already set before us. I didn’t believe in perfection, and life wouldn’t be a challenge if we had no choices. If people didn’t believe they had some sort of control over the outcome of their lives, it would strip away the desire to strive and succeed.
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