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      It’s December, two years since I returned to Moonshadow Bay, and I’m about to marry Killian on the Winter Solstice. In the past two years, I’ve fought ghosts and urban legends, and each time I’ve come out triumphant. Now, with the curse on the women of my family lifted, I can look forward to a long life doing what I love most, with the people I love best. And our work at Conjure Ink has been thankfully quiet.

      But a new threat arises to threaten not only the town, but the region.

      The Covenant of Chaos has been growing in strength, and one of their most dangerous agents—Mills McFarland—moves to town. The Court Magika charges the Crystal Cauldon with protecting Moonshadow Bay from him. But we find ourselves facing yet another problem that could prove deadly when one of our members falls under Mills’s spell. Now we must not only find a way to protect the town, but rescue our friend and coven-mate from the Covenant of Chaos. All in the days leading up to my wedding!

      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
      

      	
        Book 8: Witch’s Web
      

      	
        Book 9: Cursed Web
      

      	
        Book 10: Solstice Web
      

      	
        Book 11: Dreamer’s Web (forthcoming)
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      I couldn’t believe my eyes. I turned to one side, then to the other, shaking my head. I’d never felt so beautiful in my life as I did now.

      “Do you like it?” Mandy asked. She had a cat-who-ate-the-canary look on her face.

      “Like it? I love it. If I didn’t love Killian so damned much, I’d marry the dress,” I said.

      Mandy was head of the local Renaissance Faire Society, and she was also a brilliant seamstress. I’d been at my wit’s end, trying to find the right wedding dress, when my grandmother, Rowan, suggested that I ask Mandy if she could make me something.

      With less than a month to go, Mandy had done the impossible. She had created a dress that I never dreamed I could find. And today was the last fitting. Tears in my eyes—joyful ones—I stared at my reflection.

      The dress wasn’t a ren-faire dress, but Mandy’s sewing skills had birthed the perfect dress. It wasn’t what I had thought I’d want, let alone love, but it met every box on the list.

      With a sweetheart neckline, the strapless corset bodice fitted snugly to my waist, then flared out in pleated panels. The court train was modest—trailing about eighteen inches behind me. The dress kissed the floor with an extra inch to spare in the front.

      The design was deceptively simple, but what gave it the power punch was the rich black velvet of the gown. The bodice laced up the back, and the front was dappled with white lace appliques of flowers and vines that extended in several places down the front of the skirt. The decorative design covered the left side of the dress and then circled the lower third of the skirt and train around the back in a semi-circle.

      Mandy carried over the velvet capelet to match. We wanted to have the wedding outdoors if it was clear enough. But clear or not, I didn’t want to freeze my ass off standing in the snow. The capelet extended to my elbows, and I’d be wearing black opera-length fingerless gloves beaded with tiny white seed pearls. I wasn’t going to wear a veil—I didn’t like the meaning of it, for one thing, but I’d be wearing a wreath of red roses, ferns, and baby’s breath to match my bouquet. A little retro? Yes, but I loved the pairing, and that was all that mattered.

      “You’ve outdone yourself. Everything fits like…well, like it was made for me. Both the dress and the capelet.” I held my hand against the material and the white gold of my engagement ring shimmered. The black velvet set off the glacial blue of the center diamond. “It’s perfect.”

      “I’m so glad you like it. Everything feels comfortable?”

      I nodded. “Yes. Made to order! I’m so relieved that I’m not getting married in a murder-dress.” I hadn’t realized how much the prospect had been weighing on my mind. The vintage dress I had bought in July was lovely, but the original bride had been murdered in it and her ghost had come with the dress. I had solved her murder and freed her spirit, but after I realized that the dress had been through a tragic crime, wearing it to my wedding seemed to be asking for trouble.

      “If there’s nothing else, let’s get you undressed and I’ll have my assistant pack it up for you.” She removed the capelet and then unzipped the back—I’d asked her to skip all the tiny buttons and lacing and install a hidden zipper instead. While it didn’t seem as romantic, it made the dress much easier to slip on, and I wanted to be able to wear the gown again to some formal occasions, like the balls given by the Royal Order of the Wand and Sword.

      I reluctantly stepped out of the dress and began to change into my street clothes as she handed the dress off to her assistant. I zipped up my knee-length circle skirt and pulled on my V-neck sweater, then sat down to put on my knee-high leather boots. When I was dressed, I came out of the changing room that was one of the bedrooms in Mandy’s house, and crossed to her desk. The dress was hanging on a rack, covered in a waterproof zipped bag that would protect it from water damage, cat fur, and almost anything else I could imagine.

      I sat on the opposite side of her desk and pulled out my wallet. “I’m ready to settle up.” I’d paid half in advance, and was paying the balance today. As she took my card and ran it through her app on her phone, I glanced over in the corner. There, staring at Mandy with a loving expression, was an older woman. I caught the ghost’s eye and smiled. She gasped and hurried over to me. It was then that I noticed the resemblance between Mandy and the woman.

      Please, would you tell my granddaughter that I love her? And that her mother’s sorry—so sorry about what she did?

      I hesitated. I had no clue what Mandy would think if I relayed the message. If I began talking to the air, Mandy would know that either someone was around or she’d think I was nuts. But she gave me the perfect opening.

      “I’m sorry about your grandmother. I heard about the plane crash and didn’t realize she was on board until last week when a friend told me.” Mandy handed me the final invoice marked “Paid.”

      “Thank you. It was a shock. Nonnie was on her way to visit me.” I paused, then said, “Do you get to see your grandparents much?” I tucked the invoice in my purse.

      “One of my grandmas—the one who’s still alive—lives in Texas. I haven’t seen her for a while. We aren’t that close. My other grandma died last year. She raised me after my mother killed herself.” Mandy worried her lip, her voice husky. “I miss her so much. She took care of me. She was the one who taught me how to sew.”

      It was always hard to know whether to tell someone about a ghost, but I glanced over at Grandma Ghost and she gave me a gentle nod as she walked up behind Mandy and placed her hands on Mandy’s shoulders.

      “I feel her with me a lot,” Mandy said. “Like…right now I’d swear she’s nearby. I know that sounds silly. Maybe it’s just that I miss her so much.” She reached for a tissue and blew her nose.

      “Actually, it doesn’t sound silly at all. I’m witchblood and I specialize in ghosts, you might say. Your grandmother is standing right behind you and she asked me to give you a message.” I waited. If she said she didn’t want to hear it, I wouldn’t press the message.

      Mandy froze, staring at me. “You can see her? You can talk to her?”

      “I can.” Turning to the ghost, I asked, “What’s your name?”

      Lanora. Tell her that I’m always happy when I see her wearing the pearls I left her.

      “Mandy, your grandmother’s name is Lanora, right? She wants you to know that she’s always happy to see you wearing the pearls she left you.” I knew I was spot-on when Mandy’s hesitation broadened into a huge smile.

      “That’s Nan! I always feel her near me when I wear those pearls. Can you ask her some questions for me?” She sounded so hopeful, I couldn’t say no.

      “What would you like to know?”

      “Does she…has she found my mother? I never knew why she killed herself and I’ve always thought it was because of me.”

      The pain in her voice hit me right between the eyes. Along with the chronic migraines I had developed thanks to a condition called energy reflux syndrome—ERS—my empathic skills had increased and it made it problematic to be around people who were highly upset. Their pain could trigger a migraine.

      Energy reflux syndrome only afflicted certain members of the witchblood, and I was unlucky enough to be one of them. Given I had mostly been prevented from using or learning about my magic when I was younger, the energy had backed up and bingo, overloaded my magical circuits—so to speak—and they went haywire. That led to me developing ERS. There was no cure, though I could manage it. But it had changed my life in too many ways.

      I turned to the ghost. “Have you talked to her mother? Mandy really needs to know why her mother left her.”

      “Abandoned,” Mandy said, but I chose to ignore it.

      After a moment, Nan’s voice came through loud and clear. Yes, I’ve talked to Beverly. She was a very troubled woman, and there are circumstances surrounding Mandy’s birth that Mandy doesn’t know about. I’d rather she not know about it.

      “All right, I agree. Tell me.”

      Her mother was viciously attacked one night by a group of men, and one of them ended up impregnating her. The cops never did find out the names of those who assaulted her, but there were at least five men and they took turns. When she didn’t come home on time, I was worried so I went out looking for her. I couldn’t raise her on her cell phone. She had been at a friend’s house and when she headed home, that’s when the men caught her.

      I flinched, bracing myself. The story had gone very dark, very quickly.

      I found her bike, and I called the police. They raised a search party and a pair of search-and-rescue volunteers discovered her in a nearby park, left beneath some bushes. She was severely injured. At the hospital they gave her the morning-after pill, but it didn’t work. Beverly didn’t know she was pregnant until she was too far along for an abortion. She thought she was gaining weight because she was eating a lot, and she didn’t have many other symptoms.

      I was trying to figure out a way to ask her questions without Mandy overhearing. “Weren’t there other signs?”

      You mean, what about her period? Beverly had never had a regular cycle, and she thought that the trauma had stopped it. She was eighteen. By the time she figured out something was going on and I took her in, it was too late. So she had to have the child and she refused to give her up for adoption. She thought she could manage motherhood, but it wasn’t long before Mandy proved to be too much. Every time Beverly looked at her, the child was a reminder of the assault. It was too much. She spiraled into drug and alcohol abuse. I took care of Mandy from the time she was a little girl and I always knew I’d end up raising her.

      I sighed. The tragedy of the story overwhelmed me and I rubbed my temples. “What would you like me to tell your granddaughter?” I asked, hoping for something that I could relay that wouldn’t leave Mandy shouldering a buttload of guilt.

      Nan thought for a moment, then said, Tell her that her mother loved her as best she could. That she was haunted by too many demons and it wasn’t her fault and it wasn’t Mandy’s fault. Tell her that Beverly thought she was doing the best thing for Mandy by removing herself from the picture. She was a very sick young woman and we tried everything we could to help her. There are some tragedies that you don’t come back from.

      That would be enough, I thought. It would at least give Mandy the knowledge that she hadn’t driven her mother to suicide. Although, in an inadvertent way, she had. Her very presence had. But it sounded like Beverly had been broken so deeply by those men that there was nothing that would have prevented her suicide.

      I turned to Mandy and explained the best as I could. “Your mother was very ill, mentally. She had PTSD, and she couldn’t face her future—and she didn’t want to ruin your future. So she took her own life. But your mother loved you, and she knew how much your grandmother loved you. She trusted your grandmother to watch over you. And your grandma did the best she could under the circumstances. That’s all I can tell you.” I never used to lie to clients, but now the energy was too much for me. So I fibbed. “Your grandmother’s vanished for now, but she’ll be around, watching over you.”

      After a moment, Mandy smiled. She looked as though a weight had lifted off her shoulders. “Thank you. I needed to hear all of that. As long as I didn’t cause my mother’s suicide, as long as I know that she loved me it’s okay. Sometimes people do what they have to do and nothing in the world can help. I’m glad my grandma is around, though, and maybe I can learn to sense her presence. I tend to feel her. When I smell lavender perfume, I think she’s near.”

      I could smell it too. “I think the lavender perfume is a sign she’s around. Now, I should take my wedding dress and go. Thank you so much for the wonderful job.”

      “Wear it in good health, and with joy.” She saw me to the door.

      As I stepped outside and headed to my car, Lanora appeared by my side.

      Thank you for not destroying her hopes.

      “Listen, at some point she’s going to go digging for information and she’ll encounter the whole truth. If it’s in the police records, she’ll be able to access it. Think carefully about what you try to keep from her. You might want to tell her before she discovers it on her own.” With a wave, I slid into my car, put the dress in the backseat, and eased out of the parking spot.
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      By the time I got home, it was nearly four. I was now working three days a week in an attempt to keep my stress levels down. I went in Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday, and took Friday through Monday off.

      Because my doctor had insisted that I flex my magical muscles every day that I wasn’t laid out with a migraine, I had taken up reading tarot and various other things on the side. The Broom & Besom—the local magical shop—had generously offered me space to read there. So on the Fridays that I felt up to it, I spent a few hours at the shop, reading for customers.

      November had been brutal—full-on migraines a good share of the month, but I had implemented my doctor’s suggestions. I tried to practice my magic daily. And on the days when I couldn’t manage it, I meditated and did yoga. The daily practice, along with doing whatever else I could to lower my stress levels, had brought December to a manageable level so far. I prayed that I would be good to go on our wedding day. Come hell or high water, I was getting married on the Solstice.

      I carried my dress into the bedroom and hung it in the closet. It still seemed strange to walk through the door to Killian’s house instead of my own, but I had to admit, the extra space in the house was great. And not having to tackle the stairs to get to the bedroom was a bonus, especially if I was battling a headache. I still had pangs over letting go of my childhood home, but it couldn’t be in better hands.

      After hanging up my dress and spending a few minutes playing with the cats, I headed to the kitchen. Killian’s house layout was different than mine. The utility room and pantry were off to the side of the kitchen, which faced the backyard like my house. The extra space meant that I had a sizable office and a ritual room on the main level, and that my ritual room wasn’t tucked into a secret space beneath the house.

      I opened the fridge and poked around, looking for something a snack. My stomach was protesting. I turned on the espresso machine and, while it heated, made myself a turkey sandwich. After pulling three shots for a latte, I carried the sandwich, a bag of potato chips, and my latte to the table and sat where I could look out at the backyard.

      Killian had removed the fence between our properties, so now we had the equivalent to three lots in an L-shape. Ari was renting my house and renovating it into her new salon, so Killian had built a fence across the back to prevent her clients from wandering around in my gardens.

      We also didn’t want them to enter the Mystic Wood by accident. While almost the entire town knew better than to go cavorting around the woodland that surrounded Moonshadow Bay, there were a misguided few who thought they could withstand the forces lurking within the magical forest. Even I was cautious entering the threshold of the woodland.

      I finished eating, then made a second sandwich and, pouring my latte into a travel mug, I headed over to my old home. Ari’s car was in the driveway, and I could hear her music blaring from inside the house.

      I hesitated at the door, then decided there was no way she’d hear me over the wail of Led Zeppelin. Opening the door, I peeked in.

      Ari was in the dining room. The sliding glass doors had been shut and the blinds closed, so she hadn’t noticed me make my way over. She was sitting on a stool, puttying holes in the wall. Several cans of paint were stacked along the wall, along with paint rollers, brushes, a massive box fan, and a screwdriver. A drop cloth covered the floor.

      I didn’t want to startle her by creeping up on her, so I pounded on the door frame. She froze, then glanced over her shoulder. Her frown broke into a smile and she set the putty knife on top of the quart of putty and pulled off her gloves. She picked up her phone and turned the music off.

      “January! Hey, what brings you over here today? You have the day off?”

      “Remember? I only work three days a week now—Tuesday through Thursday. I just got back from my last wedding dress fitting and the dress is now safely in my closet! I thought you might like a sandwich,” I added. “I ate lunch, so I made you a spare one.”

      She pressed her hand to her stomach, which suddenly rumbled. “That sounds good,” she said. “I didn’t realize I was hungry.” Standing, she arched her back and winced. “I’ve been sitting in one position too long.”

      “Time flies when you’re having fun.” I opened my purse and handed her a tube of hand sanitizer. She squirted some into her hands and rubbed it in. After that, she wiped her hands with a paper towel and accepted the sandwich. We wandered over to a long bench she had brought with her and sat down. I looked around.

      “You’re making good progress,” I said. “I like the color of the living room.”

      It was a pale blue with a few hints of muddled yellow, reminiscent of a spring morning when the sun begins to peek above the horizon.

      “I wish I could go faster but installing the new plumbing, along with the shampoo bowls, is going to cost a pretty penny. At least I’ll be able to afford it, though. Meagan told me to use the money we were going to use for a down payment on a new house to do all the renovations.” She shrugged. “At least the contractor you used—Lark ’n Sons Contracting? Jim Lark is giving me a deal since you referred me.”

      “That helps. He’s not cheap, but his work holds up.” I scooted onto the floor, leaning against the bench. “I’m tired,” I added. “I think another headache’s coming on. At least, it felt like it during my dress fitting this morning.”

      “What happened?” Ari asked.

      “Mandy’s grandmother showed up. She’s a ghost. She wanted me to relay some messages to Mandy. Namely, I had to find a way to explain why her mother killed herself without making her feel guilty. The woman abandoned her when Mandy was young, and all this time Mandy’s been under the impression that her mother committed suicide because of her. Which in a way she did, but there were some tragic circumstances there. Anyway, I managed to avoid any blame, but someday Mandy’s going to figure out what happened to her mother.”

      “That sounds heavy,” Ari said.

      I paused. “I know playing the medium and taking on this sort of work is supposed to help me, but it’s draining. I realized today that I have to learn how to protect my own energy even as I am relaying information to others. I was certain that I could ward against psychic leeches and black holes pretty well, but I think I’ve been deluding myself.”

      “Do you think it’s that?” Ari bit into her sandwich. She was barely a size 2—if that—but her metabolism was crazy fast.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m thinking that it seems to be the emotional pain that gets to you more than talking to the ghosts. I know you haven’t had ERS long, or rather it didn’t present until recently, but I’ve watched you over the past month or so, and from what I can tell, your headaches get worse when you’re emotionally invested in the case. When the person involved is distanced—or frightened rather than steeped in grief—you don’t seem to have as many headaches. I could be blowing smoke up my ass, but…just saying.” She finished off the sandwich. “Thanks. I needed that.”

      I thought about what she said. “You might be right. I’ll start making sure I record my emotions along with the mood of the haunting in my health journal.” I looked around. The energy of the house was beginning to shift as the renovations continued. I thought I’d be upset, but I actually felt relieved.

      “What are you thinking about?” Ari asked.

      “I’m thinking…I’m glad you’re doing this. I’m glad you’ve taken over the house. I need to let go of the connection to the past. The Ladies aren’t tied to a place. The only thing tied to these walls are my memories, and I’ll always have those, regardless of whether the house still stands.” I was about ready to leave and let Ari get back to work when Meagan came flying through the door.

      Ari’s wife had been a cheerleader in high school—she’d been one of the “mean girls” who had managed to transform into a wonderful adult. Some years ago, Meagan left her husband, came out as lesbian, and she and Ari had started to date. This caused a rift with her and her Clan—the North Cascades Bear Clan. She had walked away from them to be with Ari.

      Now, they were happily married and, while Meagan might not be one of my very best friends, we got along and I valued how happy she made my best friend. But today, Meagan had a somber look on her face and tears in her eyes.

      Ari took one look at her and jumped up. “What’s wrong?”

      I picked myself off the floor and sat on the bench, frowning. I didn’t want to interrupt but I could sense the flurry of emotions kaleidoscoping through Meagan, and they weren’t happy ones. I waited, unsure of whether or not to stay.

      Meagan sat beside me on the bench and the tears began to stream. “You remember Laverne? My best friend from France?”

      Ari nodded. “What’s wrong?” Ari was witchblood, like me, and by the look in her eyes, she knew the answer was bad.

      “She’s dead. She and her husband were killed during a home invasion. They were murdered.” Meagan stuttered over the last word and then broke down, burying her head in her hands. I was right next to her, so I wrapped my arm around her shoulders. The pain coming from her was raw and cut like a knife.

      Ari winced, looking like she might vomit. After a moment, she moved to the other side of Meagan and took one of her hands. I took the other and we sat there in silence for a moment while Meagan collected herself enough to speak.

      “What about their kids?” Ari asked, her voice shaking.

      “They were asleep. The killers left them alone, thank the gods.”

      “Do they have any idea of who did this? Where did it happen?” I’d never heard Meagan mention Laverne before.

      “Laverne and Jackson lived in Seattle. They didn’t live in the best part of the city, but it was all they could afford. The cops are on the job. Meanwhile, I never told you before because I never thought it would come up,” Meagan said, turning to Ari. “The cops are bringing Emily and LaKirk up here. Four years ago when Emily was born, Laverne and Jackson appointed me the legal guardian of their children, should anything happen.” She sounded almost afraid.

      Ari stared at her for a moment. “You mean that we’re going to be…the children are our wards?”

      Meagan paused, then said, “Yeah. I promised to adopt them and raise them. When you and I met, I never thought to say anything because…logistically it seemed such a long shot. And then we got married and busy with life and…” She hesitated. “What do you think?”

      “How old are they?” I interjected.

      “Emily is four, LaKirk is two. They have no clue why their mommy and daddy aren’t with them.” Meagan shrugged. “How could somebody mow down two innocent people for a thousand bucks? That’s all they got, along with a few pieces of Laverne’s jewelry.”

      “Do they have other relatives?” Ari asked. “Are we going to have to fight this in court?”

      Meagan shook her head. “That’s why Laverne and Jackson asked me to step in as their guardian in case of emergency. They came over from France ten years ago. All their relatives are there, and none of them have shown any interest in Laverne and Jackson over the years because they chose to walk away from her father’s business. He wanted Jackson to go into wine making with him, but Jackson refused. When Laverne insisted on marrying him anyway, her father unceremoniously cast them out on their asses. They decided to emigrate.”

      “So the children truly have no one,” Ari said. “Except for us. Of course we’ll take them. Thank gods I’m getting the new salon set up.”

      Meagan paused, then added, “I think we’d better put our own baby making on pause for the time being, don’t you? While we adapt to being parents to these two?”

      I stood, feeling altogether in the way. This should be something discussed between the two of them, without me there to anything awkward.

      Meagan saw me inching toward the door and pounced on me. “No, don’t go. You’re Ari’s best friend, and you and I are friends. I’d like your insight.”

      I froze. “How? Emotionally? My opinion about what you should do with the children? Or about whether you should try for baby-makes-three?”

      Ari snorted. “I know you. You’ll give us your opinion whether we want it or not, and that’s fine. I appreciate that.” She turned back to Meagan. “That’s a good question, though. Should we put our own lives on hold while we⁠—”

      “It’s not just our own lives. They’re bringing the children up next week. From that moment on, we’re legally tied to these kids, and we’ll have an obligation to them. We’re going to have to figure out how to tell them their parents aren’t coming back. We’re going to have to explain what the word ‘murder’ means to them.” Meagan sounded as freaked out as she looked.

      “Why did you agree to this in the first place?” I asked.

      She swung on me, looking ready to argue, but then she deflated like a limp balloon. “I never thought this would happen. I never expected the children to lose their parents. So I thought, I’ve got this. I’ll buy them gifts every Yule and on their birthdays, I’ll visit during the summer and take them on a trip. I’ll be the best auntie they’ve ever had.”

      “And now, that’s all changed,” I said.

      “Right. And now, I have to do this every day. I know I was the one pushing for a baby, but that would have given us time to adapt to the thought and prepare.” She let out a long sigh. “I’m sorry. I’m numb over their deaths. With what this means for the children—and for our lives—I’m so overwhelmed that I’m floundering.”

      “You know that Killian and I will do what we can to help,” I said. “You’ll manage this. I know both of you, and you’ll be able to figure out all of the ups and downs.” It seemed the best thing to say under the circumstances. “I think I’ll go for now. I need to rest for a bit.”

      The truth was, a headache was setting in. I was pretty sure I could keep it from becoming a migraine, but given the emotions flying from both Meagan and Ari, I needed to retreat to a neutral corner and rest.

      I hugged both of them, then set off for home, grateful that Killian and I weren’t facing that problem. It wasn’t one I wanted to have.
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      I had no sooner gotten home when my phone rang. It was Rowan, my grandmother. “Hey, how are you?” I dropped onto the sofa, next to Xi, who gave me a sleepy yawn, then curled up and went back to sleep. The tortie, who was my familiar, was altogether too cute and fluffy, and I adored her and her tuxie brother Klaus.

      “I wondered if you might like to come over tomorrow night? Tarvish wouldn’t mind playing a couple rounds of pool with Killian, and I’d like to talk to you about something.”

      That could mean anything. But it had been a few weeks since we had gotten together, and it occurred to me that, if I was up for it, she could give me another magic lesson. “I’ll ask Killian, but I know that I’m free. Say, how would you feel about teaching me to ward off other people’s emotions?” I told her what had happened today with Mandy.

      “Of course, that’s not difficult at all. But first, I do need to discuss something with you. It’s coven business, but I don’t feel comfortable bringing it up with anybody else yet.”

      Rowan led the Crystal Cauldron coven that helped protect the town. We were connected with the Order of the Moon, the paramilitary division of the Court Magika. Every shadow town like Moonshadow Bay had a magical order like ours. We all received communications and direction from the Order, and were expected to obey.

      I sobered. If it was official coven business, then it could mean anything. “Of course. I’ll ask Killian if he wants to come, but let’s see… I get home from work around six. How about six-thirty?”

      “That works. Plan on having dinner here. I’ll make ravioli. I know you love it.”

      “Chef Boyardee?” I swear, my tastebuds were five years old, but I didn’t care.

      There was a brief silence and then, a laugh. “How about a little more upscale version? But I promise, you’ll love it,” Rowan said.

      “See you then.” I hung up and texted Killian.

      rowan and tarvish have invited us over tomorrow night for dinner. i need to go to talk to her about coven business and for a magic lesson. do you think you can make it? tarvish is determined to win a game of pool against you.

      Rowan was living with a Funtime demon I had accidentally downloaded from a website. He was the creation of a witchblood dungeon master, who hadn’t realized that her D&D campaign had taken on a life of its own. Tarvish was a special snowflake, all right, but he was good-hearted, loved kittens and crossword puzzles, and was doing his best to fit into suburbia. As long as he stayed in Moonshadow Bay, he had a good chance of assimilating. I didn’t hold much hope for him if he decided to move to a regular city, though, because he looked a lot like Hellboy with actual horns attached.

      Killian pinged me back. sure. tomorrow’s a slow day, so i’ll take off early. when do we need to be there?

      i told rowan i’d be there at six-thirty. when do you get off tonight? i’m thinking of taking a nap. i have a headache.

      i won’t be home till nine tonight. we’re hosting the free spay–neuter clinic this evening from five till eight.

      Killian had managed to get all the vets in town to agree to spend one evening a month—three hours—performing free spays and neuters for low-income residents. The program seemed to be a major success. Every slot had been booked in November and December, and they were filling out appointments into January already.

      i’m going to nap then. i’ll make dinner when i get up. love you.

      love you, too.

      I headed into the bedroom where, as soon as my head hit the pillow, I fell into a dreamless sleep.
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        * * *

      

      I suppose now’s a good time to introduce myself. I’m January Jaxson and I’m a witch. Born of witchblood, I grew up in Moonshadow Bay, but my mother had discouraged me from practicing magic. I hadn’t realized why at the time, but she was trying to save me from a family curse. But the precaution backfired and, as of a couple months ago, I had developed a chronic illness due to the magic backing up in my system for so long.

      Even though I had begun practicing again when I moved back to Moonshadow Bay a few years ago, it was too late. My magical wiring, so to speak, had short-circuited and I had developed energy reflux syndrome. Now, I was navigating the murky waters of trying to keep myself as healthy as I could while coping with a chronic condition.

      Before I moved home to Moonshadow Bay, I had spent eighteen long years married to a total ass. That is, until he found himself a trophy girlfriend and swindled me out of the business he and I had built. But he went too far, and when he ended up attacking me, he also landed himself a home arrest warrant. Woo-hoo for the karma police!

      Unfortunately, in the past few years, I not only lost my business and my sense of self, but my parents had died in a car crash. When I returned to Moonshadow Bay from Seattle, I took over their house. I also found myself a job at Conjure Ink, a paranormal investigations agency, and I fell in love with my new neighbor, Killian O’Connell. Now, two years later, I lived in his house, and we were getting married in ten days on the Winter Solstice.

      So that’s my story up till now, sans all the freakshow adventures I’d had, and twisted family history I discovered along the way. Chronic illness or not, I’m truly happy, and while I don’t believe in happily ever after, I certainly do believe in trying to find some form of joy every day.
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        * * *

      

      Killian woke me with a kiss when he got home. I yawned, squinting in the dim light. We had installed a bedside lamp that ran on three cycles—dim, moderate, and bright. That way, if I was skirting a migraine, I could manage the dim light while trying to get to bed. It was one of the many modifications I’d made to my life.

      “Hey, what time is it?” I asked, yawning.

      “It’s eight-fifteen. I thought you might sleep right through, so I stopped to pick up dinner. Hope you don’t mind fried chicken and all the sides.” He kissed me again, then moved away to give me room to get up.

      I hated taking naps—I always felt so disconcerted afterward, but it beat having a headache swoop down on me. Luckily, even in my foggy post-sleep haze, I could tell that the one that had been threatening me had backed off. So the nap had been a good thing.

      I rolled up, swung my feet over the bed, and stretched. “Chicken sounds fantastic.”

      Killian held out his hand as he stood and I took it. He pulled me to my feet. “Go wash up and I’ll set the table.”

      “You are truly a dream, you know that?” I said, padding toward the bathroom. “Make me a latte, would you? The caffeine helps me with my headaches.”

      “You love that you can drink all the caffeine you want without any of us being able to call you on it, don’t you?” Killian laughed as he headed out of the bedroom.

      He was gorgeous. Around six feet, he was three inches taller than me, and his hair coiled down his shoulders like golden wheat. He had a scruff of a beard, and gorgeous green eyes that matched my own. A scar ran down one of his cheeks, thanks to a wounded lynx he treated a long time ago. With broad shoulders and a sturdy build, Killian was a wolf shifter, and he was 122 years old. We did have an age difference, given I was forty-two going on forty-three next month, but it didn’t matter to either of us and he seemed to be right around my age in his maturity and growth.

      Just thinking about his naked body made me horny, and I wondered if I could manage a romp in the sheets after dinner. The headaches had put a dent in our sex life, but we did our best to work around them, and we made up for the fallow times.

      I washed my hands and slapped some cold water on my face, then straightened my clothes and headed for the kitchen. As I passed back through the bedroom, I decided that this room would be my next renovation project. Killian had okayed me changing out most of the rooms in the house to suit my taste, and the bedroom was the first. The style felt ponderous, weighed down by the neutral tones he had left untouched when he moved in. I loathed beige, and I wasn’t that fond of taupe or any shade like that, either.

      The smell of the chicken filled my senses as I entered the kitchen and my mouth began to salivate. Killian had brought mac ’n cheese, mashed potatoes and gravy, biscuits and coleslaw for the sides, and he handed me the mac ’n cheese without a word. While I liked potatoes and gravy, mac ’n cheese was a favorite. I scooped it onto my plate.

      “How did the clinic go today?”

      Killian shook his head. “It was an easy day in the regular clinic, actually, except for Harcourt Moonbeam.”
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