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      Strange events—stranger than usual—begin to happen around town, odd accidents and frightening encounters. The chief of police asks Conjure Ink to investigate. As we delve deeper into what’s going on, we find evidence that Moonshadow Bay is being visited by the infamous Mothman. And worse than that, he seems to have targeted my best friend, Ari. Can we stop him before something terrible happens, and before Ari ends up dead?
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        Book 7: Crystal Web
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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      I stared at the platter of hamburger patties and hotdogs. It was overflowing, but I wasn’t convinced we had enough. “Somebody needs to make a store run for more meat,” I said, covering it with plastic wrap to keep away the insects. “And while you’re there, pick up more whipped cream for the strawberry shortcake!”

      “I’ll go,” Meagan said. She held out her hand. “Collection time.”

      Killian handed her a ten-dollar bill, Rowan brought out a ten, Teran anted up a five, and Nerium, another member of the Crystal Cauldron, handed over fifteen.

      “Get two more bottles of mead while you’re at it,” she said, winking.

      Meagan folded the money and stuck it in the pocket of her jeans. “Will do! I’ll be back in a bit. Meanwhile, save a couple of those dogs for me!”

      As she headed for the front door, Killian picked up the platter of meat. The rest of us gathered up the rest of the food and party supplies and followed him onto my back porch. It was big enough to hold everybody from the Crystal Cauldron coven along with a number of our other friends. Two grills were set up on the lawn, one of them already covered with ribs. Killian carried the platter of meat down to the table beside the grills. Andrew, my aunt Teran’s beau, took over cooking the hamburgers and hot dogs while Killian went back to minding the ribs.

      The rest of us arranged the food and supplies on the folding tables that we had set up on the enclosed porch. My aunt took the package of cookies from me and then shooed me away.

      “Go rest, January. You’ve already done enough. Let us take care of this.” She leaned in to kiss my forehead.

      “Are you sure?” I asked.

      “Yes, I’m sure. Go stroll around the yard or talk to Ari. You both complain about never getting enough time to hang out anymore.” Teran turned back to the table and motioned for Ari to join me.

      As Ari and I descended the steps to the backyard, I inhaled a deep breath of warm air. We were having our annual May heat wave that usually lasted about a week. Then it was back to rain and cool weather until summer truly hit. The real heat came in late July and August. Western Washington had its own brand of weather, and for the most part, we were a lovely, temperate spot among the encroaching climate change that was working its way through the world. Oh, we were being hit too, but not nearly as bad as some areas.

      “I’m glad to see the sun for a change,” Ari said. She’d been my best friend since childhood. We grew up together. Then, when I got married, we almost lost touch thanks to my asshole ex, but now I was divorced, back in Moonshadow Bay, and we were best buds again. “It feels like it’s been a long, harsh winter.”

      “That’s because it has,” I said. “I’m so tired of dealing with ghosts. At least I have Bigfoot to look forward to.”

      Tad Gelphart, the twenty-something owner of Conjure Ink, the paranormal investigations organization and website that I worked for, had approved our plans to go camping on the slopes of Mount Baker in July. We were on a mission to find Bigfoot. I was looking forward to it, in a perverse sort of way. Even sasquatch would be a welcome relief from the hauntings that I had dealt with over the past few months. Angry ghosts could be such a bitch.

      Ari and I wandered over to the edge of the Mystic Wood. A magical forest that surrounded most of Moonshadow Bay, which was ten miles south of Bellingham, WA, the woodland was filled with various denizens who were far from human. The forest was a glittering and deadly copse, and few people entered it willingly. But Ari and I had played in it since childhood, and the Mystic Wood was rooted as deep in my heart as much as every other part of Moonshadow Bay. This town was part of my blood. Literally, since my great-grandmother and great-grandfather had founded it in 1905.

      We sat on the bench I’d placed at the border of the forest. From here, we could see the activity on the porch, but we were far enough away to speak privately.

      I closed my eyes, feeling the sun beat down on me. After a moment, I shook my head and looked up into the sky, shading my eyes with my hand. “I think the ritual went well.”

      The Crystal Cauldron coven, run by my grandmother—Rowan Firesong—had celebrated Beltane a day late. Yesterday, the first of May, rain had pelted the ground so hard that it stung when it hit flesh. Nobody wanted to hold a ritual in the mud. Instead, we’d decided to gather today. The coven held its private celebration and ritual, then we invited our loved ones and friends to the cookout.

      “How does Meagan like her new job?” I asked.

      Ari’s wife had taken a new job as the dean of women’s sports at Bellingham Technical Community College. She had grown tired of dealing with high school students, so now she was in a whole new level of hell as far as I was concerned.

      “She likes it,” Ari said, hesitating.

      “Except…?” I knew that pause—something was going on.

      Ari sighed. “The job’s fine, actually. We’ve just…been bickering lately. We’re trying to make a decision and we haven’t managed to come to a mutual conclusion.”

      I knew how much the two loved each other, but they were definitely cut from two different molds. Ari was impetuous and wanted to dive into things. Meagan was more cautious, and she thought things out—sometimes overly much.

      “What’s the problem?” I asked.

      Ari let out a sigh. “Meagan wants to have a baby. As in…soon. I’m not ready.”

      I blinked. I would have thought the situation would have been the other way around, but apparently not. “Have you discussed who would carry the baby? Who’s going to be the sperm donor? Can you even afford to have one now?”

      “All good questions and no clear answer. Meagan’s biological clock is running wild. We both have time, given I’m Witchblood and she’s a shifter, but I guess turning forty-three freaked her out.”

      Meagan had been in our class at school, though she’d been a year older than most of us. She’d also been one of the mean girls—the stereotypical cheerleader, in love with Jim Franks, the football captain. They married, but it didn’t work out. A few years ago, Meagan announced she was gay, ended the marriage, and had been unceremoniously ousted from her pack.

      Bear shifters tended to be on the conservative side of things, and her mother couldn’t accept that she’d left a wealthy husband for a not-so-wealthy woman. I had my suspicions it was the social decline that bothered Mrs. Lopez more than the gay aspect. Either way, Meagan’s mother had tried to ruin Ari’s business, but hadn’t succeeded.

      “Why? I mean, shifters are fertile well into their early hundreds. Witchblood are also fertile for a long time. Look at how old Rowan was when she had my father. She was seventy-one! You two have plenty of time.” I didn’t understand the desire to have children, but I encouraged it when my friends went baby-crazy, because supporting friends was what you did.

      “I know,” Ari said. “Usually, I’m the one who leaps before I look, but this time it’s Meagan. She keeps insisting that we’re capable of taking on a baby now, with everything else. But we just got married. My business is booming. I don’t have time to watch a child. And she just started the new job. Good gods, January, there’s no way we could handle a kid.”

      “Well, at least you won’t get pregnant accidentally, given…” I stopped, wondering if I had taken the conversation a step too far, but Ari snorted.

      “Thank heavens for small favors.” She let out a long sigh. “I have to shake her out of this baby-mania phase. I do want children, but not right now, and not while we’re in the middle of so many changes.” She glanced back at Killian and Andrew. “They seem to be having fun. Your aunt’s kept this one around for a while.”

      “Yeah,” I said, nodding.

      Aunt Teran was a serial dater. She never let relationships get too settled. She dated widely—men of any age over forty was fair game if he met her standards. She was sixty-eight. Teran never allowed herself to grow too fond of any guy in particular. But Andrew had been around longer than usual and I wondered if there was something about the geeky professor that had allowed himself to worm his way into her heart. But before I could say anything, the men yelled for us to come eat, so we gathered up our things and headed for the porch.

      I paused, sensing someone watching me. Turning, I caught sight of Rebecca, the imp who lived in the Mystic Wood behind my house. Imps were minor demons, and when I was a child, Rebecca had almost killed me. Now, she couldn’t do much to me and we had become unintended allies. She had the appearance of a golden-haired five-year-old girl, but there was a lot of power lurking behind those twinkling eyes.

      I walked over toward her. She had come out close to the lawn, and she looked like she was waiting for me. “Hey Rebecca, what’s up? I gather you smelled the ribs? I think we have extra if you want some.”

      Rebecca loved Killian’s barbecued ribs, and I kept thinking if we fed her now and then, it would keep her from looking for other victims.

      “I like ribs,” she said, which was her way of asking for some. She glanced over at the party and for a moment, I thought I detected a wistful look in her eyes, but that passed as she turned back to me. “Be careful, January. Something’s in town and it’s dangerous.”

      “Like the archer we had to deal with?” I asked. My grandmother Rowan had taken care of the last nasty visitor we’d had.

      “Worse. Much worse,” Rebecca said, shaking her curls. “Nobody knows what it is—though some of the Woodlings whisper that they’ve seen it before in years gone by. I feel it in my bones—this is an ancient and deadly entity, and it brings with it ill tidings.”

      Her words shot a chill through my bones. Rebecca wasn’t given to hyperbole, and she wouldn’t be out to frighten me for no reason.

      “I don’t suppose the Woodlings would talk to me about it?”

      I had met them before, but they were a capricious group. Woodland spirits, their bodies were shaped like trees. They lived both in the Mystic Wood, yet also in another dimension. There were portals they had erected through the forest, but they were ever changing and difficult to find.

      “I can ask, but I don’t know that I’ll get an answer.” Rebecca paused, then said, “The Mystic Wood doesn’t want this creature here. I can feel the resistance. Whatever it is, it doesn’t belong here, like you and I belong to the forest.”

      That was the first time Rebecca had included me in belonging to the Mystic Wood. I felt oddly honored, as though she had finally accepted my presence.

      I gave her a soft nod. “I’ll keep my eyes open and tell my team about it. We’ll be on the lookout.” Pausing, I waited a beat and then asked, “Is it dangerous?”

      “It’s more deadly than most of the ghosties that you hunt,” Rebecca said. She leaned forward. “Don’t go out alone in the dark, January. It feeds in the dark, and it mesmerizes. I can feel the pull from miles away. It ripples through the wind.”

      I had to force myself to breathe. The air around me suddenly felt claustrophobic and I shuddered, biting my lip as I tried to return my focus to the present. A moment later and the wave had passed by, but somehow, I felt seen—exposed.

      “I’ll bring you some ribs,” I said. It was my way of thanking her.

      “A dogger too?” Rebecca never said “hotdogs” or “wieners.” Instead, she called them “doggers.”

      “Several, if you like.”

      “And a piece of your soft bread?”

      “Several pieces.” I turned back toward my house.

      The bright sun of the day seemed incongruent with my mood and I couldn’t help but think about what she had told me. Something was out there waiting, but I could feel it now, hiding and lurking until it was ready to…to…

      Losing my train of thought, I returned to the grill to fix her a plate. As I carried it back to the edge of the forest, I could feel the storm riding in from a hundred miles away. And whatever was leading it into Moonshadow Bay was armed and ready for battle.
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      By evening, I had shaken most of the creeps, but I never discounted anything Rebecca told me. I told the others, of course, most of what the imp had told me, and Rowan promised to do some scrying when she got home.

      Killian stayed, helping me clean up. Everyone else had gone home except Aunt Teran. She sent Andrew home without her and told him she’d walk. Her house wasn’t far from mine, but as the dusk grew closer, I felt reluctant to let her out on her own, especially after what Rebecca had said about the dark. Teran had finally recovered from being shot by an arrow, but that didn’t mean she was fully healed and I didn’t want anything else to happen to her.

      “Let Killian drive you home. After what Rebecca said, I don’t want you out after dark.” I turned to her, expecting her to protest. Instead, she accepted the offer.

      “All right. I think I’ll accept. It’s been a long day.”

      “Good. I wanted to talk to you about what Rebecca said.” I motioned for her to sit down.

      “And you trust the imp?” Teran gave me a speculative look. My aunt didn’t look or act her age, with long hair that she regularly dyed all sorts of unicorn colors, and she was an avowed bachelorette. She didn’t like the term “spinster.”

      “I’m growing to trust her. She’s been straightforward with me since we’ve made our peace. I give her food and she gives me information and we both benefit.” I stretched out on the sofa. “I told the others there’s something going on, but I didn’t tell them everything. Not yet. So, here’s what she told me.” I repeated the warning Rebecca had given me.

      Teran’s smile dissipated. “I remember my mother talking about something coming into town when she was a girl. Apparently, it held the town hostage. Even the Crystal Cauldron couldn’t handle it.” She frowned, worrying her lip.

      “I’ll go through Colleen’s diary and see if I can find anything. I still haven’t read through all of it yet.” I paused when my phone rang. A glance at the caller ID startled me. It was Naomi—my grandmother. “Well, Grandma’s calling. Your mother.”

      Teran stiffened.

      I picked up. “Hey, Nonny, how are you?”

      Naomi, my maternal grandmother, lived in Ireland. She had emigrated there when I was around eight. She usually wrote to me instead of calling. Naomi was pushing a hundred, though that wasn’t all that old for witchblood.

      “Getting there. I’m still up and around, my dear.” She paused. She didn’t have an accent, though her “American” had softened as she picked up overtones of a brogue.

      “Teran’s here, if you’d like to say hello to her.”

      “Of course I’d like to talk to my daughter. But first, I need to talk to you. My mother came to me in a dream last night and told me that the time has come to speak out.” Nonny sounded so serious that I sat up, crossed my legs on the sofa, and straightened as though I were a schoolgirl getting ready for lessons.

      “What’s going on?” My stomach churned. “Can I put you on speaker?”

      At that moment, Killian entered the room. I motioned for him to come over and he sat down on the sofa next to me.

      “Before you start, I want to introduce you to my boyfriend.” To him, I said, “Nonny’s on the phone. I’ve told you about her.” Then I spoke into the phone again. “Nonny, this is Killian, my boyfriend.”

      “Hello, Ms…” Killian gave me a frantic look, but Nonny spoke up.

      “Karns. My last name is Karns. How do you do, Killian? What do you do? Are you witchblood?”

      Technically, it was rude to ask someone what they were, but my grandmother was closing in on a hundred and age had its privileges.

      “No, Ms. Karns. I’m a wolf shifter, and I’m a veterinarian. I’m pleased to meet you.” He paused, then added, “I moved into the house next to January and from that first night, she enchanted me.” Again, he paused, then stumbled to add, “Not literally—I mean⁠—”

      “You may call me Nonny.” Nonny laughed. “I’ll let you off the hook, young man.”

      Even though Killian was older than my grandmother, he didn’t contradict her. The fact was, emotionally, he was a lot younger than she was. Shifters aged even slower than those of us with witchblood.

      “Thank you, Nonny,” he said, laughing. “I’m honored to meet you. I hope you know that I love your granddaughter and I promise never to hurt her.”

      “Why haven’t you proposed?” Nonny’s voice echoed through the phone.

      I turned bright red.

      “I have, ma’am, but she’s not ready. I’ll wait until she gives me the word.” Killian stuck out his tongue at me and I stifled a laugh.

      “Well, then, you’re a patient man and that’s to your credit. Now, give me back to my granddaughter. I have some things to tell her,” Nonny said.

      After saying good-bye, Killian headed back into the kitchen and I heard the sounds of food prep. “I’m back, Nonny.”

      “Well then, he sounds like a lovely man. Why aren’t you marrying him?”

      “Because I’m not ready,” I said. “I’m still gun-shy after Ellison. But I love Killian and we’re serious. So, what was it you wanted to tell me?”

      My grandmother paused, then said, “With your mother’s death, it’s important that you know what I’m about to tell you. Did Althea ever mention a curse to you? One placed on the women of our family?”

      This didn’t sound good. I paused, trying to remember. “Actually, she didn’t. But Esmara seemed to think a chaos magician placed a curse on Great-Grandma. Something about a shorter lifespan.”

      “No, there Esmara has her facts wrong. I wonder why Colleen told her that.” Teran let out a long sigh. “I thought maybe it would have passed⁠—”

      “You’re right. Esmara has her facts wrong but yes, there is a curse and it’s still active.” Nonny interrupted her. “No, I was hoping it had faded, but I checked and the curse is still there.” She sounded tired.

      “What kind of curse? Who cast it?” If there was a family curse, I wondered why the hell my mother hadn’t ever mentioned it. Or Teran, for that matter. I glanced over at my aunt. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      She hung her head. “Because I was hoping it was gone. I didn’t want to create a self-fulfilling prophecy.”

      “Teran Karns, I’m disappointed in you,” Nonny blurted out. The tone of her voice made both of us jump and I was suddenly grateful she hadn’t been my mother. “I’m also disappointed in Althea. Gods only know, Althea didn’t do her job. Sometimes I think she was ashamed of her heritage. First, she didn’t take January to the Aseer⁠—”

      “I went, though, Nonny. I had her assess my magic!” It hurt to hear her ragging on my mother but in my heart, I knew she was right. My mother had neglected most of my training, including having me assessed and teaching me about my heritage. She had said she wanted me to decide on my own how far I wanted to take my magic, but she certainly hadn’t shown me that she was enthusiastic about me doing so.

      “And what did the Aseer say?” Nonny perked up. “I’m proud of you for taking that step.”

      “I’m rooted into earth magic and death magic. Teran is helping me with the former, and Rowan with the latter. By the way, another little piece of news. Did you know that Rowan Firesong is my other grandmother? She was⁠—”

      “Trevor’s mother. That I know. I’m surprised you found out. Did Rowan tell you?”

      “I did.” Teran spoke up. “I felt she had the right to know. But Rowan’s working with her now, as am I.”

      Nonny paused, then said, “I’m glad you did. I urged Althea to tell Trevor, but she refused. I’m not sure what was wrong with that girl, but she fought me all the way. Maybe she blamed me for not⁠—”

      “Don’t go there, Mother,” Teran said, a warning note in her voice. “You don’t want to go there.”

      I caught her gaze but she looked away. “What? I feel like I got left out in the rain. I love my family—all of you. I want to know what’s going on.”

      Teran closed her eyes, then said, “All right. Tell her. Tell her everything.”

      “Your mother blamed me for keeping her from the man she thought she loved. She wasn’t interested in Trevor at first. She wanted to be with someone else and I kept her from doing so. So did your grandmother Rowan. Together, we put a halt to her plans to run off with Val Slater.”

      I gasped and looked at Teran, who was staring at the floor. “Val Slater? My mother and⁠—”

      “Yes, they got together secretly and by the time we realized what was happening, they were ready to run off together.” Nonny sounded like she was about to cry. “I hated breaking her heart, but Val had charmed her into believing she was in love. Rowan threatened to stake him, and he backed off.”

      I could barely believe what I was hearing. “My mother and Val Slater?” First, the idea of my mother running off with a vampire was ridiculous. Second, was that why she was so hesitant on letting me fully learn my heritage? Was she afraid I’d find out she was fucking around with that slimeball?” The full extent of the situation washed over me. “Ew… Val’s hit on me time and again! How gross!”

      I knew that I sounded like a teenager but the fact that Val had been fucking my mother and then tried to get into my pants made me queasy. But now that I knew, I was glad. “Thank you—I’ll never even…” I lowered my voice. Killian was in the kitchen but I didn’t want him to overhear me. “I’ll never even think about Val in that way again.”

      “Yes, well, your mother finally accepted that Val had been leading her on.” Nonny sounded like she was scowling. I could only imagine how she had reacted to my mother. “After a few months, we engineered a meeting between Althea and Trevor. Like Rowan and I thought, they hit it off.”

      I caught my breath again. “Did my mother love my father?” I didn’t think I could handle it if I thought their love had been a lie.

      Teran didn’t even pause. “Yes, dear. She did. She confided in me. While she was broken-hearted at first, before long she fell in love with your father. Several times over the years, she told me how grateful she was that Mother stopped her from running off with Val.”

      I held her gaze for a moment until I knew in my heart she was telling me the truth. “Thank you, Teran. I needed to know that.” I paused, then said, “What about the curse?”

      “It ties in with Val,” Nonny said. “In fact, there’s an ulterior motive to why he was so focused on your mother. And why he’s focused on you.”

      Again, my stomach clenched. “Why? Did someone curse him to a limp dick unless he slept his way through the women in our family?”

      “Actually, Val was trying to protect your mother, albeit in a misguided way. And you, too.” Nonny let out another sigh. “Back in Ireland, Val’s grandfather had a curse cast on the women of the O’Leary family. Well, the ó Broin family—your great-great-grandmother’s surname. Ellen ó Broin was a powerful witch in her county. There weren’t many stronger than she was. Her father, Ian ó Broin, loved his family. The witchblood was strong in them, and they used it without fear.”

      A chill ran up my back. I’d never heard about Ellen before. “I feel like I’m missing out on so much of my history.”

      “There’s a lot for you to learn over the next few years,” Teran said. “I can teach you some of what your mother should have.”

      “Back to the curse,” Nonny’s voice echoed out of the phone. “Evan Slater, Val’s grandfather, was convinced that the ó Broins were using their magic to blight his crops. So, he hired a witch with a reputation for turning on her own kind. He asked her to hex Ellen and all of her female descendants. The curse basically condemns every female born to Ellen’s lineage to die young. Most never reached even half their potential age.”

      “So Val knew about the curse.” I wondered why he hadn’t mentioned it to me, but then it occurred to me that maybe he had been planning to. Or thought I already knew.

      “Humans think we live a great long life, but all my sisters died well before they even reached ninety,” Naomi said. “I’m the only one who has managed to reach one hundred. Knock wood, I won’t stop here. Given witchblood can live to over two to three hundred, I have no clue if I’ll ever reach my potential.”

      My head reeled with all that I had learned. “You think that Val was trying to protect my mother, in a clumsy way?”

      “I think he thought his presence could somehow keep the curse from rebounding on her. Unfortunately, it didn’t.” Teran teared up. “And child, you and I—and your grandmother—face this curse. As do some of your cousins.”

      That was another thing. My mother had been content keeping us in a bubble where family consisted of my father, grandma Nonny, and Aunt Teran. I had a sudden desire to reach out and start contacting some of the other members of my family I’d never met.

      “Is there a way to break it?” I asked. “I suppose that if there was, it would already be gone.”

      “Not necessarily. We think there’s a way to break it, but we don’t know how. For one thing, the witch who cast it still lives. She could lift it. And there are other ways to break a hex. Rowan’s been working on a counterspell for years but hasn’t found the key yet.” Teran stretched, grimacing. Her shoulder was almost healed up, but still stiff. “I think this is about enough for one evening, don’t you, Mother? I’m pretty sure January’s overloaded and full of questions.”

      “If I don’t have any now, I’m sure I will by tomorrow,” I said.

      Nonny chuckled. “January, love, I know tonight’s been hard, but you need to know. You must be careful, because there’s a shadow hanging over you. Talk to Rowan. Maybe you can work with her to break the curse. And I’ll keep hunting for the witch who cast it. That’s why I moved to Ireland, you know. Rumor has it she lives here. I won’t rest till I find her, my child. And trust me, if I find her, she will remove the curse.”

      As we said good-bye, I was struck with a sudden fear that I might not ever see my granny again. I also found myself dwelling on Teran and praying for her safety, too. So many women had descended from Ellen ó Broin, including Colleen and all her daughters. So many victims and potential victims of the hex.

      I set my phone on the table and turned to Teran. “Now, more than ever, I want Killian to drive you home.”

      “You aren’t going to become overprotective, are you? You know I won’t put up with that.” Teran scolded me, but she was smiling. “We’ll talk about this later. Maybe we can think of something to do.”

      As Killian obligingly escorted her to his car to drive her home, I watched out the window. The world suddenly seemed so much bigger and larger, and out there, not only was a creature that Rebecca feared, but a curse hanging over my head.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      Next morning, I was up and ready for work before Killian even woke up. I wanted to look up my great-great-grandmother and see if I could find out anything about her. Plus, I wanted some time to think before I told Killian about the curse.

      As he woke, I was putting on my makeup and getting ready to write him a note.

      “Hey, why don’t you come back to bed and join me for some exercise?” He sat up, propping himself against the headboard as he yawned.

      Normally, I would have welcomed the diversion. Making love with Killian was everything I had hoped it would be, and more. He was as good in bed as my ex had been bad. We had an active sex life, and yet we both made allowances when the other was too tired.

      “I’d love to, but I have some things I need to check out. I was going to head into work early today, but you can sleep late if you want.” I was on the fence about when to tell him about the curse. Part of me was afraid it would spook him away, although logically I knew that he loved me and he would want to help me find an answer to this.

      “You look worried,” he said. He patted the bed beside him. “Come sit and get a cuddle for a moment.”

      I moved over to the bed and scooted in next to him, leaning back yet keeping my shoes off the comforter. I had bought it when we were in Nimah Rock for Valentine’s Day, for what turned out to be a very un-relaxing vacation.

      “Kind of,” I said. “Did you hear much of what we were talking about last night, when you were in the kitchen cleaning up?”

      Killian shook his head. “No, I didn’t. I don’t make it a tendency to eavesdrop, even on my girlfriend.” He grinned, planting a kiss on the tip of my nose.

      “How did I get so lucky with you? All right, I have something to tell you and I don’t know how you’re going to take it. I didn’t even know about it until last night.”

      Sobering, Killian straightened up against the headboard and turned to me. I could tell he had an erection, judging by the tent in the blankets, but he was ignoring it in favor of the conversation. “Tell me. Are you all right?”

      “Yes, for the most part. You remember talking to Nonny?”

      He nodded. “She’s a firecracker. How old is she?”

      “Not quite a hundred, but for witchblood that isn’t that old. Anyway, she told me some things about my family that I didn’t know.”

      “You sound serious,” Killian said. He took my hand and focused on my eyes. “What did she tell you?”

      “Apparently, there’s a curse on the women of my family. It was placed back in Ireland, by a witch hired by Val Slater’s grandfather. Apparently Evan Slater thought that Ellen ó Broin, my great-great-grandmother, had blighted his fields. He believed she had cast a hex on him, so he hired a powerful witch to counter-cast a hex on Ellen.”

      Killian was staring at me, a blank look on his face. “All right. Was Evan a vampire, too?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t think he was. Anyway, the hex cursed all of Ellen’s female descendants to die young. Since then, none of my female ancestors have lived to their full potential. That means there’s a good chance I’ll die young. My mother certainly didn’t live anywhere near as long as she could have. Nonny’s one of my oldest female relatives, and she’s not anywhere near her full lifespan.”

      Clutching my hand, Killian leaned close. “I’m not going to let anything happen to you,” he said. “Would Val know how to break the curse?”

      I shrugged. “I really don’t know,” I said. “But I’m going to talk to Rowan. Apparently she’s been looking for a counterspell to the hex for years. Maybe I can help her find one.”

      “What’s the name of the witch who cursed Ellen’s descendants?”

      I thought for a moment, then shook my head. “I don’t know. Maybe Val would know. I don’t know how long he’s been a vampire, but if his grandfather was the one who paid for the curse, there’s a chance he might have been there at that time.”

      I knew how serious Killian was taking the curse when he didn’t argue with me about contacting Val. He pulled me in for a long kiss. After a moment, he let me go.

      “Be careful,” he asked. “I don’t want anything happening to you. Did Nonny indicate whether the curse works through natural causes, or accidents?”

      I slowly stood, holding his hand and kissing it before letting go. “She didn’t say. Honestly, I’m stunned. It never occurred to me to ask why the women in my family die early. But now that I think about it, when I look at the family tree in my mother’s Book of Shadows, I do seem to remember a lot of surprisingly short lifespans. Short even by human standards,” I added, feeling cold. “I better get to work.”

      Killian waved me out while petting Xi and Klaus, who were bounding around on the bed. But I could tell he was worried about me, and the fact was—so was I.
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      The morning was pleasant as I headed out for work. We were due for yet another hot day, with temperatures predicted to get into the high eighties for the next week. Then, we’d slowly drop back down to normal. I was hoping for a breeze, but the air felt close, so I turned on the air conditioning in my car as I eased out of the driveway and headed to the office.

      When I got to the office, quad-shot latte in hand, Hank was swearing up a blue streak. Caitlin looked harried, and Tad was at his desk, with his forehead propped in his hands. Wren was out, which meant her husband Walter had probably had some sort of issue during the night.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, looking around at everybody. “You look like you just found out there’s no Santa Claus.”

      “Oh, if there is a Santa Claus I expect a buttload of presents to make up for what we found this morning,” Tad said.

      “What happened?” I paused, glancing at the wall next to my desk. “Do I hear running water?” It sounded like a miniature waterfall behind the wall. That didn’t bode well at all.

      “Yes, you do. I’m not sure what happened but water began to seep into both our storeroom and the shop next door last night. It’s still running. We’ve lost a couple cameras that were sitting on the floor in the storage room. We’ve got an emergency call into a plumber, but he can’t make it here until later this morning. He told us to turn off the water to the building but we can’t find the shutoff valve, DelVecchio next door can’t find it either, and the building owner seems to be out of town. We’ve left three messages on his phone already. Luckily, Caitlin and Hank came in early to take stock of the equipment and they found it, thank gods, before the situation got worse.”

      Hank let out a sigh, not even a trace of a smile on his face. He shook his head. “We managed to get everything off the floor but some of the equipment’s ruined. It’s taking everything I’ve got to not track down the building owner and break his nose.”

      While I understood their anger, I also knew that accidents happen sometimes. “If it’s between the walls, then it’s not something we could readily predict.”

      “I know, I know. And that makes it worse. It’s hard when there’s nobody to blame. I’m afraid the cameras that got wet are toast. We’re out about ten grand.” Hank glared at the wall.

      “What’s in the shop next door? I know a new tenant moved in a couple weeks ago, but I haven’t had the time to take a look.”

      “Hairdressing salon. They’ve already lost a bunch of their equipment,” Tad said. “I’ve been talking about finding another office space for a while, and this was the last straw. I found a house not long ago that I think would make a good office space. It’s for sale, and not far from here—about three blocks. I might drive down there today and take a look.”

      Amid the growing mess, I settled in at my desk. I thought about what Rebecca had told me and decided I had better inform Tad and the others, since it wasn’t aimed at me specifically. Chances are we’d be dealing with whatever it was, sooner or later.

      “Can I call a meeting? I have something to discuss.”

      “Of course,” Tad said.

      We all gathered around the table where we held our daily meetings. Hank was obviously focused on the mess in the storage room, but since there wasn’t anything we could do until the plumber got here, and the intact equipment was all moved to the top shelves, he reluctantly joined us.

      “You all know that I had a cookout this weekend with my coven. And you know about Rebecca, the imp who lives in the forest behind my house?”

      They nodded. They had all had some dealings with her at one time or another since I returned to Moonshadow Bay and started work with Conjure Ink.

      “She warned me about something coming to town.”

      Tad groaned. “Not again. Another Cupid-imp?”

      “No, in fact she says this creature is much worse. Even the Mystic Wood doesn’t want it crossing the borders. She doesn’t know exactly what it is, but she warned me to be careful about walking alone at night.” I paused, then added, “I have another situation as well. I was hoping maybe you could help me with research, though it’s not an immediate priority. I found out that there’s a curse on my family line, and I could use help deciphering how to defeat it. I’ll be talking to Rowan—she knows about it—but anything I can find out would help.”

      Hank cleared his throat. “Well, when you say you have something to tell us, you don’t kid around. What should we address first?”

      “I’d say the creature Rebecca warned me about. That seems to be the most immediate issue. I suppose we should ask Millie if there been any reports of anything weird or wrong lately.”

      Caitlin snickered. “You do realize we live in Moonshadow Bay?”

      That made me laugh. “I didn’t realize that sounded so stupid until it came out of my mouth,” I said. “But Millie’s on the list for sure.”

      Millie Tuptin was the chief of police for Moonshadow Bay. She was a German shepherd shifter, and she was on the straight and narrow. That didn’t mean she wouldn’t work off of the books when she needed to, but she was one of the good cops and she kept her department up to standards.

      “That’s a good idea. Usually the cops are the first ones to notice when things start to go south.” Caitlin jotted down a note to call Millie. “Did Rebecca give you any idea of what this thing is?”

      “She said that it’s been here in the town before. Now, I thought about my great-grandmother, so I’m going to search through her Book of Shadows. I’ll look for any mention of a strange energy that came into town about that time. That’s really broad, I know, but it’s a place to start. Rebecca said this thing is dangerous and that it can mesmerize. She said the Mystic Wood doesn’t want it to enter the borders of the forest. And if the forest is trying to repel it, we probably don’t want it around either.”

      Hank frowned. “If it’s been here before, we should have some record. But with a warning this vague, I’m not sure what to look for.”

      “Well, we’ll call Millie. At least she’s forewarned and can keep her eyes open. And if Rebecca warned you against walking alone after dark, then we can figure this thing is probably nocturnal.” Tad worried his lip. “All right, now tell us about this curse.”

      After a long draw on my coffee, I told them what Nonny had told me. After I finished they were all silent. “So, any thoughts?”

      Tad flicked his stylus on the table. “Interesting that Val Slater should be involved, even in an indirect way. Have you thought about asking him who the witch is? If she’s alive, as you seem to think, maybe you can get in touch with her. Hell, maybe Val can ask her to remove the curse since it was his grandfather who paid for it. Whatever the case, we need to take care of this. We can’t have you keeling over on us or getting in an accident—” He stopped, looking stricken. “I’m so sorry,” he said. “Your mother…”

      If I was honest, he had struck a nerve, but I knew that he hadn’t meant it that way. “That’s okay,” I said. “I appreciate any help that you can give me.”

      “What about Killian?” Caitlin asked. “I know how he feels about Val.”

      “I talked to him. He’s on board.”

      Killian and Val had a horrible relationship. Val liked to push buttons whenever he could and that set off Killian, whose wolf shifter nature was possessive. Killian wasn’t an asshole, but he couldn’t help his nature and he was pack-oriented. And I was part of his pack.

      “Why don’t you call Val right now?” Tad said. “Meanwhile, I’ll give Millie a call and warn her about the potential for… Well… You know.”

      Feeling rather conspicuous, I walked back to my desk and pulled out my phone. All of a sudden Hank cursed and jumped up. I looked up and saw that the water was starting to trickle out from beneath the storage door into our main office.

      It was only an inch or so, but it was still a mess. Frowning, I got up and walked out into the front reception area. Val’s secretary answered on the first ring.

      “How can I help you, January?” Daniel Ashante sounded officially buttoned up and ready to go. He was a shifter, and he handled most of Val’s business during the day.

      “Hi, Daniel. I have something I need to discuss with Val, and it’s rather pressing. Can you have him give me a call when he gets up for the night? It has to do with a shared history.”

      Daniel paused and I knew he was writing down the note. He never relegated anything to memory without a backup. “Of course. I’ll tell him you called when he first gets up. I’m certain he’ll get back to you this evening.”
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