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      At Conjure Ink, we’re about to head out on a hunt for Bigfoot. Hank’s gathered evidence that points to a likely spot up on Mount Baker. But when our crew goes out on a week-long camping trip searching for the elusive creature, we get far more than we bargained for. And what begins as a simple expedition turns into a fight for survival in the depths of the Cascade wilderness.
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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      I stared at myself in the mirror. “It’s all right. Everything will be okay. Tonight, everything’s going to go smoothly and I won’t make a fool of myself. I refuse to embarrass Rowan or Killian.”

      Even as I said the words, I wasn’t sure how much I believed them. I wasn’t usually this nervous, but tonight I was being inducted into the Royal Order of the Wand and Sword—a prestigious witchblood organization that ran adjunctly to the Crown Magika. It wasn’t part of the paramilitary side of things, but it was ancient—started thousands of years ago by some of the first witchblood families to rise to prominence.

      I wasn’t exactly sure how I felt about joining, but Rowan—my grandmother—was a longtime member and she wanted me to belong. So I decided to humor her, and when she pointed out it was a good way to establish connections with some of the more powerful members of the witchblood community in the area, it made more sense.

      Killian was going with me. Even though he was a wolf shifter he would be allowed to attend events since we were engaged, although he wouldn’t be allowed into regular meetings. Once we were actually married, he’d be able to apply for adjunct membership to attend all the balls and parties.

      I studied the dresses I had bought for the occasion. I usually was good about making up my mind, but at the store, I couldn’t decide between two that looked like they might fit the occasion. One was a cobalt blue sleeveless gown with a square neckline and an empire waist. It was pretty, dotted with tiny crystal beads, but it didn’t feel like me now that I had it hanging in my closet. It still had its tags on, so I could return it if I decided not to wear it. I had bought it because it seemed like a dress one might wear to a fancy ball, but now, I wasn’t all that excited over it.

      The other, I liked a lot, but I wasn’t sure if it was appropriate for the occasion. It wasn’t a full-length gown, but tea length. Plum purple, it was a retro-1950s swing style in chiffon. With cap sleeves and a sweetheart neckline, it cinched in at the waist with a side-sash, and flared into a swing skirt. The style was much more “me” and I knew I’d be more comfortable in it, but I wasn’t sure it was fancy enough.

      “The hell with it,” I said, hanging the blue one in my closet where it would be safe from stray cat hair. “I’m going to be comfortable. If I don’t fit, then so be it.”

      I could dress it up by taking the sash off and adding a silver belt, topping it with a silver and black shawl. I’d wear a pair of strappy silver sandals with three-inch platform heels, and a flowing hair style.

      Relieved that I’d made up my mind, I dug out a silver clutch. Finally, with nothing left to do but bathe and dress, I went downstairs to eat lunch. Why my nerves were so on edge confounded me, but they were, and I was certain that frozen pizza and another latte would solve that.
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        * * *

      

      The pizza was personal size, thank gods, or I would have eaten every slice and bloated myself up. As I finished off the last piece, my phone rang. I glanced at the caller ID. It was Ari, my best friend.

      “Hey, woman, what’s up? I haven’t heard from you in a couple weeks.” I missed hanging out with Ari, but given her marriage and my engagement and the fact that both of us worked demanding jobs, we weren’t able to catch up as often as we wanted.

      “I know. It’s wedding season and I’m slammed. But I wanted to see if you were free on Sunday. I have something I need to talk about—nothing regarding us, so don’t worry—but I need you to be my sounding board. I can’t hear myself think.”

      She sounded preoccupied. We’d both recently had run-ins with the Mothman and I wondered if it was still affecting her memory. She’d had several memory lapses since then, and though Dr. Fairsight told her that it was nothing to worry about, I knew Ari was concerned.

      “Are you all right? I can make time this afternoon if it’s⁠—”

      “No, not an emergency, so don’t worry over me. It’s nothing about Meagan’s health, either. It’s just…something to do with my family has come up and I’m not sure exactly how to approach it. I’m not even sure what to think about it. And on a situation like this, I want an outside opinion. Meagan’s too close to the subject, given she’s my wife. Sunday would be best for me, if you have some time you can spare.”

      I chewed on my inner cheek. I could hear the worry in her voice, but if she said it wasn’t an emergency, I believed her. “Sunday’s fine, I think. Let me grab my date book. Can I call you back in a couple of minutes? I’m just finishing up lunch. I just ate an entire personal-size pizza and I could eat two more, I’m so nervous.”

      “That’s right! Tonight’s the Witch’s Ball.”

      “Yes, and I’ve finally decided what to wear, regardless of whether it’s considered proper attire. All right, give me a couple and I’ll ring you right back.” I punched the end talk button, carried my dishes to the sink, rinsed them and put them in the dishwasher, then headed to my office.

      As I settled at my desk and opened my planner, I noticed that tomorrow was the new moon. I was planning to perform a spell then, to uncover a secret that was driving me nuts, but I’d think about that later. I called Ari back.

      “Sunday’s clear. The only thing I need to do is pack for the camping trip. If you can come over in the afternoon, you can help me.” I dreaded packing. Though I was looking forward to the camping trip on one level, I was also nervous. I wasn’t the camping type. And I had no idea of what to pack. Although Tad, my boss, had promised to bring all the tents and gear, so at least we didn’t have to worry about any of that.

      “How about two p.m.? Would that work?”

      “That’s fine.” I penciled her in at two, smiling. “Remember when we were kids and all we had to do was run over and knock on each other’s door and say, ‘Want to go play?’ Those were easier days, for sure.”

      “I remember,” Ari said with a laugh. “Adulting is hard. But at least we live in the same town again. I missed you all those years you were married to Ellison and living in Seattle.”

      “I missed me too,” I said. “You think he’s behaving himself? The cops would tell me if they let him go free from house arrest, wouldn’t they? Considering he attacked me?”

      “I would think so. But maybe you should call the cops and ask them.”

      “I’ll think about it,” I said. “See you Sunday!”

      “Good luck at the ball, Cinderella. Just don’t leave your glass slipper on the stairs.”

      “I’ve already got a prince, I don’t need another,” I said with a laugh. “My love to Meagan.”

      “Give Killian a smooch from me.” Ari hung up.

      I sighed and glanced at the clock. Killian would be home by six-thirty. The ball started at eight. It was two-fifteen now. I had taken the day off to prepare, and now I wished I hadn’t. I glanced outside. It was a balmy sixty-four degrees and partially overcast, a typical June day for western Washington. Deciding to occupy myself by washing a couple loads of laundry and cleaning the kitchen, I gritted my teeth and dove in.
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        * * *

      

      I had just finished bathing when Killian arrived home, bringing his plastic-covered tux with him. I gave him a quick kiss before he went to jump in the shower and wash his hair.

      “Go, now. And can you groom your beard? It’s getting a bit…” I blurted out, then winced. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean⁠—”

      Killian had been growing a beard. It had reached a length that was a little beyond my comfort level, but since it was his face and his beard, I hadn’t said much about it until now. But tonight was important to me and my mouth was working faster than my brain.

      “A little too ZZ Top?” he asked with a grin. Killian was a moderately tall man—around six feet, with wheaten hair that fell to his shoulder blades in a tangle of curls. He was stocky, muscled and strong, and he had the most gorgeous green eyes that matched my own. He was far older chronologically than I was, given he was a shifter and had been born on May 8, 1900, but we were close in age in other ways.

      “Yeah, thanks. I didn’t mean to criticize⁠—”

      “No problem. I just wanted to try it out for a while. But Star, one of Mrs. Jefferson’s cats, decided that my beard was a feather toy today and almost gave me a close shave with her claws. I had already planned on going back to a close beard and mustache.” He pulled me into his arms and gave me a long kiss, his beard and mustache tickling my face. Then he let go and stripped out of his clothes. Killian was a veterinarian, and I loved that about him. It had been my experience that men who loved animals tended to be good hearted in general.

      As he headed into the shower, I sent a silent thank-you to Star and wished her many happy playtimes. It was far better for someone to make up their own mind rather than be cajoled by their mate on matters of personal grooming.

      I toweled off and settled down at my vanity, using my detangling brush to brush out my hair. My own hair was back to being raven black—its original color. I’d asked Ari to dye it back a couple weeks ago, and she had added highlights of blue and purple to make it resemble a raven or a crow. I pulled out my blow dryer and, after drying my hair, gathered back layers on both sides into a braid that would hang atop the rest of the length. I fastened the top with the antique silver hair barrette that Killian had bought for me. It was beautiful and ornate, and looked like it belonged in some period piece like Downton Abbey. Only I didn’t have a lady’s maid to do my hair for me.

      After styling my hair, I applied my makeup. I went for blues and purples—a heavy runway eye, and a blackberry lip lacquer. The look suited me. I’d had my nails done a few days before with gel polish, and had chosen black with glitter to resemble stars against the night sky.

      As I was dressing, Killian came out of the shower. I stared at him, wondering if we had time for a quickie. He was hot. He had scars from all the animals he had tried to help, and a scar along his cheek from his brow down to near his mouth that gave him a roguish look. At one time, he’d been trying to help a lynx, and it had slashed at him before he managed to calm it down. The scars had healed well, but were still visible. He might be a wolf shifter, but he had a feline feel to him, though he was extremely pack-oriented.

      Every time I saw him naked, I wanted to jump his bones. He was as good and attentive a lover as Ellison had been bad and derisive. Killian made me feel desirable. I never felt like he was looking at another woman, comparing me to her. Oh, we both noticed attractive people, but my jealousies had faded during the past year and a half we’d been together.

      “You checking out my junk, lady?” he asked, laughing, waggling his cock at me.

      I grinned. “Don’t I always? You’ve got the best junk around. I just wish we had time before the ball, but we don’t.”

      “We could skip it and stay home,” he said, but I knew he was joking. Killian knew how important tonight was for me, and he’d even been the one to suggest he wear a tux after Rowan had warned him that it was a formal affair. But he could have begged out of it, given he was a shifter and not witchblood.

      I walked over to him and turned around. “Zip me, please?”

      He slowly zipped my dress, pausing to press his lips to the nape of my neck. I started to lean back into his arms with my back against his chest, but he stopped me.

      “I’m still damp. You don’t want your dress spotted with water. By the way, that looks good on you. I like it.” He finished toweling off, used my blow dryer to dry his hair back into a curly mane, then started to dress.

      “Thanks,” I said, sitting on the edge of the bed so I could buckle my sandals. I was a size sixteen now—I’d barely been able to keep my body at a 14 while I was with Ellison and he never let me forget that I didn’t fit his idea of the ideal wife. But my body seemed comfortable at a size 16 and I was settling in, my weight evening out at this point.

      I was also going to the gym a couple times a week to get into better shape. I didn’t care if I lost weight, I just wanted to be fit and healthy enough to run a mile without getting winded and to go hiking without my knees complaining. I was also taking a tai chi class in preparation for a beginner’s karate class. I wanted to learn some martial arts because several times now, my job had proven dangerous enough for me to learn how to defend myself on a physical level as well as a magical one.

      “So, how long does this shindig last?” Killian slid into his boxers and then his slacks. He zipped them up halfway, stopping to put on his shirt and tuck it in. The tux looked good on him, even if it did look out of place. He slid on a low-cut vest over his shirt, buttoning it up. I held out his jacket and he slid his arms into the sleeves. He straightened the peak lapels and looked as dapper as I had ever seen him. A pair of cap-toed shoes, a black bow tie, and silver cufflinks completed the look.

      “Am I ready for the ball?” he asked, spinning.

      I nodded. “You look mighty fine, Mr. O’Connell. Again, thank you for going with me. I honestly don’t know what to expect, but whatever it is, I hope we don’t end up regretting this. Rowan said we should be fine. Just steer clear of politics, especially on the local level.” I draped my shawl around my shoulders and picked up my clutch. “All right, I guess I’m ready.”

      We headed downstairs, where we fed Xi and Klaus before leaving, and then out to Killian’s Expedition. As we eased out of the driveway, I once again hoped this wasn’t a mistake.
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      The Bellagimo Dance Hall was lit up like it was New Year’s. Litha—Summer Solstice—was on the twenty-first, but the gala was tonight—the sixteenth—to make it easier on those who had to work during the week. Members came from all around the area, since the Royal Order of the Wand and Sword’s next nearest branch was way down in Seattle. Our division was smaller than Seattle’s, given the size of the metropolitan area down south, but we still had a sizable membership. Rowan had told me that it was standing at forty-five, and that was only the actual members. The number of witchblood in our area was far higher.

      A valet waited to take the car and Killian handed over his keys, frowning. After the young man drove off, he whispered to me, “I don’t trust valet parking services.”

      “I think they’re bonded,” I whispered back. “Your car will be all right.”

      “I know, but…” He trailed off as another car drove up and Rowan got out of the driver’s side. She was alone. She handed her keys to another valet, who handed her the ticket stub.

      “No Tarvish?” I asked, glancing around.

      My paternal grandmother was getting it on with a Funtime demon named Tarvish. He was the only one of his kind, having been created as a thought form in a Dungeons and Dragons game. I had accidentally downloaded him into my computer, where he had escaped into our reality. He wasn’t a bad demon. In fact, he was funny and cute in his own Hellboy-type way. But if we tried to send him back, he would cease to exist and none of us wanted that. My grandmother took him home with her and they had developed an odd but romantic relationship.

      “I don’t think the rest of the members would be keen on me bringing a demon to the ball. Not even one created as a thought form. Also, Tarvish took one look at tuxedoes online and that sealed that. He’s out in my garden this evening, enjoying the baseball game on the laptop.” She grinned, showing no angst over having left her boyfriend behind.

      “Baseball? He’s into baseball now?” I stared at her. Tarvish loved kittens and cookies and crossword puzzles. Now, he was adding baseball to the mix?

      “Apparently so much so that he wants to form a league here in Moonshadow Bay. I told him fine, but they can’t practice in my yard. I don’t need anybody running roughshod over my flowers or herbs, or breaking any windows.”

      Rowan had been around during the founding of Moonshadow Bay and I had recently learned she may have had a crush on my maternal great-grandmother, but I wasn’t sure and I decided I wasn’t going to ask. My lineage was already odd enough. I didn’t want to confuse matters with potential facts that might make everything even weirder.

      Killian offered an arm to each of us. “Allow me to escort both of you in?”

      “My, you are a silver-tongued wolf, aren’t you?” Rowan said, grinning. “January, you found a keeper. Don’t go doing anything you’ll regret.”

      “I don’t plan on it,” I said.

      The Bellagimo Dance Hall was basically a massive space with a stage that was rented out to anybody who wanted a place to hold a reception, gala, or other such party. A number of wedding couples booked it for their reception.

      “Well, they outdid themselves this year,” Rowan said, looking around.

      The dance floor was spotless, highly polished light oak. Twenty tables were spread around the room, hugging the edges. The tables were covered by a teal blue cloth, and vases filled with silver, white, and purple roses along with sprigs of maidenhair fern adorned each table. To the far right was a long buffet with dishes and silverware on one end. The goblets were already on the table—three per person. From the looks of the couples who had already been to the buffet, the goblets were for white wine, red wine, and water, respectively.

      “When do we eat?” Killian asked, sniffing the air. “The spread smells good, I’ll give them that.”

      Now that he mentioned it, I took a deep breath, setting off my salivary glands. The air smelled of roast beef and gravy, savory lasagna, and yeasty rolls. The buffet held everything I could hope for, and the dessert table—near the main buffet—was loaded as well with cakes and cookies and what appeared to be a massive trifle.

      “Oh gods, I want to eat,” I said, staring at the food. “I had frozen pizza for lunch but that’s gone the way of the buffalo.”

      “Bison are making a comeback,” Killian said. “Good meat. Lean and hearty.”

      “Bison, schmishon. Give me some lasagna now!” I laughed, glancing around to see who else was here that I might know. But I recognized no one except the top three officers of the Witches Guild. And I wasn’t exactly on their friends list. I’d have to say hello before the night was over, but until pressed, I decided to avoid eye contact so as not to encourage them to come over.

      Rowan noticed my behavior. “Stop that. You’re being childish,” she chided. “You know perfectly well that there’s no way in hell this event could happen without the help of Marnie Brolen. I know you two don’t like each other, but tonight you will be polite.”

      I glanced at Killian, who was unsuccessfully trying to repress a smile. I elbowed him lightly in the side.

      “Stop that.” To Rowan, I said, “All right. I’ll behave.” I broke loose from Killian’s arm and walked forward as gracefully as I could, extending my arm. “Marnie, how lovely to see you.”

      She gave me the once-over and nodded. “January, I heard that you’re being inducted to the Order tonight. Congratulations. Granted, this should have happened when you were eighteen—but then, your mother would have to have joined and she refused her position here. But that’s in the past. I’m glad to see you’re taking your proper place with us now.”

      I forced myself to continue smiling. Marnie Brolen had a stick up her butt, but I would be polite. She was a powerful witch with a lot of connections, and she ran the Witches Guild, of which I was a junior member. I had loved my mother, and was sure she had reasons for the things she did, but right now I found myself wishing she had played with others better.

      “Yes, well, I’m not sure why my mother chose the path she did, but as you know, there’s no real way I can find out now that she’s dead.” Actually, there was, but I wasn’t going to start discussing the Ladies with Marnie. The women in my family had an edge when it came to spirit guides, although sometimes it could be a pain in the ass.

      When they died, most of the women who descended from Colleen Fletcher—my great-grandmother—became spirit guides who watched over the younger women in our lineage. I had been an only child, but I sometimes wondered about my cousins and whether I had any female relatives who also had a familial spirit guide. My own was my great-aunt Esmara, who had shown herself to me when I returned home to Moonshadow Bay. She had informed me that my mother couldn’t speak to me until she settled into her death state, but that she—Esmara—would guide me through the rest of my life.

      My aunt Teran’s Lady was her aunt Prue. Teran was seventy-one, and she lived a few blocks away from me. I adored her and we hung out together, though we had vastly different personalities.

      Marnie remained stoic, though I detected a faint gleam of guilt in her eyes. “Your mother was a good woman. I don’t mean to besmirch her name in any way, January. But I am glad you decided to join us. We can use strong women in the organization, and I think you’ll find it helpful as you go along. I hope you enjoy the festivities.” She turned back to her husband, murmured something, and they moved along.

      I turned back to Rowan. “Happy? I said hello.”

      But I couldn’t be too upset. The very fact that Marnie and I had made it through an interaction without arguing was a victory for both of us.

      Rowan just shook her head. “Oh, girl, never change. You’re one of a kind.”

      “I second that,” Killian said. “So, what’s the order of business?”

      “We should eat first,” Rowan said, pointing at the buffet. “Then they’ll induct the new members, and then dancing and a midnight ritual. It’s mostly symbolic given the actual ritual will be in the park on the actual Solstice, but we always try to honor the holidays at the Witch’s Ball.”

      “I’ll be gone on the Solstice,” I said. “We’ll be up on Mount Baker, in the Lilac Grove campground hunting for Bigfoot.”

      “I pray you don’t find him,” Rowan muttered. “I still think you should talk Tad out of the trip. It’s not safe and regardless of what creatures you have already encountered. From what I know of sasquatch, you do not want to run into him.”

      “Hey, we took on Mothman.” I grinned at her.

      “But did you win?” Rowan asked, pointedly.

      “Well, no…not really.” I shrugged. “But we aren’t out to capture Bigfoot. Unless we’re talking about on film. Mothman was looking to harm the community from what we could tell. And we learned a valuable lesson. Some foes you cannot defeat and you just have to hope they go away. Luckily, he did. Bigfoot’s not hurting us. We’re gathering information as opposed to taking him on.”

      “Well, make sure you don’t make an enemy out of him. As far as Mothman goes, I hope he never returns to Moonshadow Bay. However, given both you and Ari—as well as a couple other people—were marked, well…we can’t be sure of the future regarding him.” Rowan frowned, worrying her lip.

      When my grandmother was worried, it scared me. She was able to take on most anything. One of the most powerful witches I’d met, Rowan Firesong lived up to her name and reputation. I was glad she was on my side.

      “Okay, let’s put work and monsters aside and enjoy the evening.”

      I looked around the tables until I found the place cards for Killian and me. Rowan was seated at another table. I draped my shawl over the back of the chair and Killian escorted me to the buffet, where we filled our plates. My stomach rumbled, but I restrained myself from piling my plate high like I normally would. While I’d never attended one of these galas before, I could tell we were on formal etiquette alert, and I didn’t want to embarrass my grandmother.

      I stuck to roast beef, some lasagna, a roll, and some sauteed mushrooms. The salads I ignored. I wasn’t a salad-type gal. I liked my food substantial. Meat and potatoes, and plenty of pizza. As I carried my plate to the table, I saw that we had two other members sitting with us—a woman who looked around twenty-five, and a man who looked somewhere in his thirties.

      “Hi, I’m January,” I said, sitting down. “January Jaxson. My fiancé Killian will be joining us in a moment.”

      The young woman gave me a bright smile. “Leslie Stovewater, pleased to meet you.” She nodded. “This is my husband, Bill. Are you a new member?”

      I nodded. “I’m being inducted tonight.”

      “Same here. Both Bill and I are becoming members. We’re from Portland, but I never managed to join the local guild there. So I decided when we moved up to Moonshadow Bay that we should join. My mother is irritated enough that it’s taken me this long.” She laughed. “Parents, right?”

      I smiled. I had lost my parents two years ago—the anniversary was coming up, and it was hard to face, but it wasn’t as difficult as it had been the year before. They had died in a car crash. Six months later, after my divorce to my scumbag ex was final, I decided to move back to Moonshadow Bay and live in my childhood home. It was the best decision I ever made. I had met Killian—who had moved in next door right around the same time—and we had instantly hit it off.

      Killian joined us and I introduced him. He shook Bill’s hand and settled down next to me. “The food smells wonderful. I hope it tastes as good,” he said. “So, Bill, Leslie, what do you do?”

      “I’m a dentist,” Bill said.

      Immediately, as they smiled, I could tell. They had the whitest, straightest teeth I’d ever seen. It had been awhile since I’d been to the dentist and I wasn’t looking forward to it, but I decided to ask Bill for his card.

      “I work with patients who are afraid or who’ve had dental trauma, mostly,” he said as he handed me a business card. “So, if you know of anybody, send them my way. I’ve got great references.”

      “Of course, and that helps. I’m not petrified of the dentist, but it’s not something I’m comfortable with, either.” I tucked his card into my purse and dove into the lasagna.

      “I’m a lawyer,” Leslie said. “I handle civil issues, mostly, although I won’t take a frivolous case. I detest stupid lawsuits.” She wrinkled her nose. Leslie had dark brown hair, cut into a euro-bob, and she looked athletic, although not swimsuit-calendar thin. She had a sturdy build and a melodious voice and I got a strong, earthy vibe off her.

      She buttered a roll and bit into it. “What about you two? You said you’re engaged? Congratulations!”

      “Thanks,” I said. “I’m a writer. I work for the Conjure Ink website as a paranormal investigator. Killian’s a vet, and one of the best, so if you have any pets, feel free to call on his services.”

      Killian laughed. “She thinks I’m the best, but I’m actually just…well, I’m good at what I do, but I love animals and that’s why I went into the business.”

      “We have a Great Dane,” Leslie said. “Oscar’s his name. Give us one of your cards. Also, do you know of any good dog walkers in Moonshadow Bay? We could use someone who could swing by and walk Oscar once a day.”

      “I do. Call me on Monday and I can email you some names. Wait, I won’t be in the office Monday. But I can email you the names, if you like.” Killian took down both their emails and we all fell to our dinners.

      I was about to ask why they had moved to Moonshadow Bay when a woman wearing a pale gray chiffon ballgown walked over to the microphone on the stage. The band stopped playing, and she tapped the microphone.

      “Welcome to the Midsummer Witch’s Ball. We’re so glad all of you could make it tonight, and we hope that the past quarter has been kind to you. As you know, I’m Celinda Wilcox and I’m the events coordinator for the Moonshadow Bay division of the Royal Order of the Wand and Sword, and I’m delighted to see so many of our members. Tonight, I’m happy to announce that we have three new members to induct into our organization. So, if Leslie and William Stovewater and January Jaxson will come up on stage, we’ll get started.”

      Feeling self-conscious, I headed to the stage. Bill and Leslie climbed the steps on the side and joined Celinda, standing to her left. As I approached her, she motioned for me to stand to her right. Rowan had prepped me for what was going to happen, so at least I wasn’t going in unprepared.

      Celinda took out a beautiful stylized silver dagger and held it up. “We are working in a Circle that was cast and cleansed before the doors opened. January Jaxson, please approach.” She held the dagger out, point first.

      I stepped forward and she raised the dagger to point between my breasts, heart level. I took a deep breath and the material of my dress brushed the tip of the dagger.

      “January K. Jaxson, listen well and heed my words. The Royal Order of the Wand and Sword bids you enter the heart of its membership. We welcome you into our order. But be you advised, ‘tis better to fall on the tip of my dagger than to enter unwillingly, or to break your vows that you are about to make. Do you understand?”

      “I do.” I shivered as a prickle of energy swept over my body from the dagger. Celinda was a powerful witch. Either that or she was drawing on the others who were here.

      “I ask you: Do you willingly swear to keep secret all that you learn at these meetings, under the eyes of the gods, unless lives under law depend on it?”

      I thought about the wording for a moment. “I do so swear.”

      “I ask you: Do you willingly swear to lend aid to your fellow members, should you have the power and means to do so?”

      “I do so swear.” I took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

      “Do you willingly swear to uphold the laws of the Court Magika and to offer fealty to the Crown Magika and our most gracious Queen Heliesa and her court?”

      Again, I gave her a slight nod. “I do so swear.”

      “Then, given you have answered and bound yourself to the three vows of fealty, and given that you are both the granddaughter of Rowan Firesong and the great-granddaughter of Colleen Fletcher, I induct you, January Jaxson, into the Royal Order of the Wand and Sword. This is a lifetime position unless you break your vows of fealty, or otherwise dishonor the Order. From this day forward, you are one of us.”

      She tapped me on the shoulders with the dagger—first the left, then the right, and the top of my head. As she touched the tip of the dagger to my crown chakra, a jolt ran through me, weaving me tight into the Order, binding me by magic and vow to the organization.

      I brought my hands together in front of my heart and bowed as Celinda leaned forward to kiss my forehead.

      “Welcome, and Blessed Be,” Celinda said, and everyone in the room echoed her.

      “Blessed Be,” I said, resuming my place.

      She turned to Bill and Leslie, repeating the same ritual with both of them. When it came time to welcome them in, I joined in the chant. All in all, the inductions took barely fifteen minutes, and we were then allowed to return to our table.

      “Well then, it’s time to party,” Celinda said. “Please, eat, drink, and dance. For those who wish to stay after for the Litha ritual, we’ll be holding it at the top of midnight. Now, welcome our new members and enjoy yourselves. And remember, our regular meetings will resume in September, on the third Saturday of the month at three p.m. in the Royal Grange Hall.”

      As the room swept up in conversation again, I turned to Killian.

      “That wasn’t so bad,” I said.

      “No, it was far less formal than I thought it would be.” He glanced around. “Where’s Rowan?”

      “She’s at the main table. She’s one of the founding members of this division,” I said. I glanced over at Bill and Leslie’s side of the table. They were on the floor dancing. I was about to suggest to Killian that we do the same when two people I didn’t know approached the table. It was an older woman with gray hair, and she was accompanied by a man around her age. They paused by the table.

      “We wanted to welcome you to the membership, dear,” the woman said. “But where are my manners? I’m Irene Bessel and this is my husband Gareth.” Her gaze rested on Killian and she frowned.

      “Thank you,” I said, standing. Killian stood, too. “This is my fiancé, Killian O’Connell.”

      The warm smile froze in place. The shift in energy was so drastic it could have hit me over the head and knocked me out.

      “Mr. O’Connell, how nice to meet you. We don’t often see wolf shifters at our meetings.”

      First faux pas. Unless asked, it was usually considered rude to point out someone’s heritage, especially with the disdain apparent in her voice. Second faux pas: as Killian stretched out his hand to Gareth, Gareth pretended not to see it.

      “Well, we won’t keep you from your dinner,” the man said, giving me a faint nod. “Welcome to the Order, and we look forward to seeing you at our meetings.”

      I blinked as they moved on. I was seldom struck speechless, but right now the only thing I could do was sputter. Killian sat down, pulling me along with him. I slammed into my chair, turning to him, flustered.

      “I’m so sorry—I can’t believe they acted like that.” I glanced over to where they were now dancing, trying to decide whether to head over and give them a dressing down. “I…”

      “You stay right where you are. I can read your face and the last thing you need to do is to create a scene. You just got inducted into this organization. Do you want to get thrown out on the same night?”

      “I don’t care,” I said, anger replacing my shock. “They were rude as fuck to you⁠—”

      “They’re old money, old magic. You know the rift between shifters and witches has been around for ages—especially wolf shifters. Most wolf shifters hate magic, although I am firmly in the camp that believes that’s because shifters tend to fear its power.” He jabbed at a shrimp on his plate. “Honestly, I expected this to happen tonight.”

      “And you still agreed to come with me? I’m amazed.” I stared at him.

      “They’re one couple. I’m sure a few others share their prejudice, but that doesn’t mean that everyone in this joint’s going to hate me for what I am. You can’t please everybody, January. You know that, and you also know that it’s useless to try.”

      I let out a shaky breath. “Well…yeah, but…”

      “But nothing. Come on, finish your dinner. The food’s excellent. And then we can dance.” He leaned forward, tackling his roast beef. After a moment, I joined him and we tucked away our dinners like starving survivors just off the ocean.
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        * * *

      

      Rowan caught up to us after the second dance. The first one went well, and I tried to relax and have fun, but after the second, as we were walking past a table toward ours, I heard someone making a crack about “filthy wolves” and it took everything I had to ignore them and pass by.

      Killian placed his hand on my back, which calmed me down a little bit, and whispered, “Let it go.”

      Gritting my teeth, I nodded. “All right, but we’re leaving.”

      “You shouldn’t leave this early, given you’re a new member,” he said.

      “Maybe not, but I can tell you this: I’m rethinking my membership right now.”

      “What did I hear?” Rowan strode over to our table. “I’m sorry I wasn’t able to get away until now. I was talking business with a couple of the other members.” She sat down, leaning back in her chair. She looked wonderful tonight—wearing an orange suit—a long skirt that flowed to her ankles, and a matching blazer. She stood out, but in a good way.

      “I was just telling Killian that I’m already rethinking my membership. He’s been insulted twice now because he’s a wolf shifter, and I’m a little jaded on the whole group already.” I leaned forward. “How could you let me bring him if they’re just going to insult my fiancé? And how could you think I’d want to belong to an organization with these sorts of standards?”

      “Have you given thought to the idea that the best way to change a structure is from the inside? And the Royal Order of the Wand and Sword can open a lot of doors for you, January. Killian’s a big boy and he can stand up for himself.” She flashed a smile at Killian.

      “He’s my fiancé and he’s been insulted by bigots.” I was starting to raise my voice.

      “Watch your volume,” Rowan said. “You don’t want to make enemies of these people. They can do great works for the town and the world, but some of them are—much like some of the old-school vamps—a product of their upbringing and times. I’m not making excuses for their rudeness. I’m just warning you that you aren’t dealing with your average run-of-the-mill witchblood here. The men and women who belong to ROWS wield very real power, and very real strength.”

      I stared at her. I knew my grandmother was pragmatic, but this surprised me. “You’re sticking up for their bigotry?”

      “No, I’m sticking up for what this organization does. The good far outweighs the few bad apples within, and eventually they get weeded out. You’re young and rash still. You have to learn that idealism doesn’t always feed the poor and it doesn’t always help the underdog. If you ask a hundred starry-eyed activists to feed a thousand starving people, they may mean well but unless they can raise the money soon enough, some of the hungry may die. Ask one rich snob whom you know donates because it looks good on their ‘record’ and promise to mention the money came from them—well, it isn’t romantic, but it puts the food on the table.”

      I started to protest but Killian shook his head. “She’s right. The people here have money, and while some of them may be assholes, they’ll help out because it makes them look good. In some cases—such as starving people or, say, hurricane or flood victims? The ends justify the means. Rowan knows this organization can open doors you may need in the future. And not all of the folks here have been acting crappy to me.”

      As if to prove his point, another couple came over and Rowan introduced them to us. Drake and Mandy Evansteen seemed perfectly poised and extremely friendly.

      Reluctantly, I tried to relax and enjoy the rest of the evening.
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