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      When warlocks play matchmaker, things are bound to go wrong.

      Warlock Bruce MacGregor likes his life exactly the way it is. He has his art, his books, his freedom. But lately, his family has become marriage obsessed. As one of the last single men standing, they’re all looking at him to find eternal happiness…and they’re not above casting a few spells to ensure it happens.
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      The term “warlock” is a variation on the Old English word “waerloga” primarily used by the Scots. It meant traitor, monster, deceiver, or other variations. The MacGregors do not look at themselves as being what history has labeled their kind. To them, warlock means magick, family, and immortality. This book is not meant to be a portrayal of modern day witches or those who have such beliefs. The MacGregors are a magickal class all their own.

      As with all my books, this is pure fantasy. In real life, please always practice safe sex and magic(k).
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      Hotel Motel, Green Vallis, Wisconsin

      As far as first dates went, this wasn’t the worst. Yes, the half-snake, half-woman wanted to eat him, but at least she didn’t spend three hours listing the faults of her ex-boyfriends. Bruce MacGregor watched the thick tail slither along the floor from his place underneath the motel bed.

      Bachelorhood had worked well for centuries. He saw no reason to change things now just because every other member of his extended family had started falling in love and getting married. He wasn’t looking for his fíorghrá, his true love. Bruce liked the idea of love, just like he enjoyed a good novel. But, at the end, the book always closed, and it was on to the next adventure.

      Like all MacGregor warlocks, he had his needs. Sexual energy gave power to magick, but there were other, less complicated ways to fuel their powers. Magick did not materialize out of nothingness, though it looked like that’s what happened to outsiders. No, the energy had to come from someplace. That was why they had chosen to live surrounded by the forests of Wisconsin. They could take tiny pieces of life force from the forest as a whole without damaging a single tree.

      Bruce liked to think his more animalistic, primal nature didn’t control him. He lived simply. He didn’t need to use much energy.

      If he wanted a woman to hook up with, he didn’t need his family’s help finding a date. That didn’t stop them from trying to play matchmaker. Well, some of his family played matchmaker. The others were using it as an excuse to prank him.

      The snake’s tail moved along the end of the bed toward the motel room window and then back again as Echidna paced. Magickally conjuring the woman out of Bruce’s painting was his Uncle Raibeart’s idea of a joke. Now Bruce had to lay perfectly still until the creature got tired and returned to the wall where she belonged.

      Why couldn’t he have painted a hot, non-committal fairy or something? Or a woman obsessed with watching demolition derbies and UFC? That could have been cool.

      Though, he supposed it could be argued that Echidna was the perfect woman. Her top half wasn’t bad to look at. She was badass. Self-sufficient. Handy in a magickal battle.

      Bruce heard a long hiss and frowned.

      And hungry.

      She paced into the bathroom.

      Could tails technically pace?

      When Echidna didn’t immediately return, Bruce pulled himself out from under the bed in the opposite direction. He rolled onto his hands and knees before pushing off the floor toward the motel room door.

      The second his hand touched the metal knob, he heard a loud hiss.

      When he turned, Echidna was in mid-strike. His warlock magick surged forth in defense like a blue cloud to push her back. The creature slid a few feet but quickly regained her balance.

      Echidna resumed her attack, hissing angrier than before. She thrust up on her tail, nearly reaching the ceiling. Her womanly top half was naked with arms that spread wide to brandish clawed fingers. The tail started at her waist, making supple flesh morph into scales. The greenish brown of her skin mimicked her tail. She wasn’t beautiful in a classical sense. Well, honestly, she wasn’t beautiful in any sense unless you were into monster porn.

      “Easy there, love.” Bruce smiled as he tried to soothe the woman inside the creature.

      Echidna was immune to his charms. She hissed louder, diving forward with outstretched hands. Her tail swung around, slapping him on the back of his knees. His legs buckled, and he flung onto his back. The air was knocked out of his lungs.

      His shirt and kilt stuck to the floor when he tried to roll, gluing him down.

      Echidna’s jaw unhinged as if getting ready to devour him.

      “Sorry, sweetheart, I have a rule.” Bruce used his magick to bring the mattress between them before thrusting the creature back. “No kissing on the first date!”

      A loud splat sounded before the mattress thudded against the wall.

      Bruce peeled himself off the floor, realizing he’d slipped in wet paint. The muddy green ruined the carpet in trails where Echidna had slithered across. It caked the back of his thighs and uncomfortably plastered the kilt to his skin. He cautiously walked toward the mattress against the wall and peeked around the edge before forcing it back. The painted image of the snake woman was plastered on the wall, her mouth wide and her clawed hands outstretched. A mirrored image smudged the mattress and a section of the comforter that had not fallen completely off when he threw it.

      This was not how he had painted her.

      In fact, it was better.

      Bruce frowned as he stared at the new painting. This begged the question, could the pursuit of art kill the artist?

      “Not today, sweetling,” he whispered to the creature.

      Damn. He wished he had painted this new version.

      His attention went to the unfinished background. The landscape was the same, except for a shadowy splotch. He leaned closer. The anomaly looked like it could have been a woman in the distance. He stroked his thumb along the head shape, causing a smear of shoulder-length dark hair.

      “What are ya doing, love? It’s not safe in there,” he whispered, trying to lean closer as if that would bring details into focus. He felt drawn to the smudge as if he had met the imaginary woman in a dream.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake, Cory,” Maura exclaimed behind him.

      Bruce glanced over his shoulder to the motel doorway. It was an old nickname, one he wished they’d forgotten already. So what if he had a phase in the 1980s where he dressed like the actors from a popular vampire movie? He’d been bored. Though it had gotten them to stop referring to the time he joined that farming commune.

      Bruce was a searcher. He liked immersing himself in hobbies. Right now, he was painting the motel room walls to annoy his sister.

      His sister glared around at the mess before her eyes went to him. She groaned, lifting her hand as if to block the view of his ass. “Ugh, pull your kilt down. No one paid to see a naked arse.”

      Bruce chuckled and nodded toward the parking lot beyond the door. He jerked his kilt down to hide his painted backside. “Tell that to Uncle Raibeart. It looks like he’s in the middle of his nightly performance.”

      Their naked uncle ran past, waving a kilt over his head like a flag. “To victory, laddies!”

      If an army followed him, it was invisible.

      Maura sighed and leaned against the doorframe to watch the parking lot. “I really thought marriage would tame him. At least Mrs. Uncle Raibeart keeps her clothes on in public. Maybe she’ll rub off on him.”

      Bruce came to stand beside her, watching Raibeart dart toward the motel sign on his way to a darkened field. “Actually, I think she sometimes joins him.”

      Not looking at her brother, Maura asked, “You’re going to clean this up so I can check the guests in, right?”

      “Can’t. Enchanted paint,” Bruce answered. “Have to wait it out.”

      “That’s just perfect,” Maura muttered sarcastically. Headlights turned toward them. She lifted her hand and gave a small magickal wave. The motel sign’s no vacancy light turned on. “Out of all the family businesses, I get assigned to run one with ya.”

      The car paused and then turned back around the way it came.

      “Just lucky that way, I guess.” Bruce grinned.

      “Ya have got to stop painting murals on the walls.” Maura finally looked at him. Her expression suddenly lightened, and she laughed. “Ya realize ya have enchanted paint smudged over your face.”

      “No, I…” Bruce reached to feel his cheek.

      “Ya do now.” Maura laughed harder. “By the way, ma’s expecting ya at the house. She has someone special she’d like ya to meet.”

      “I’m not going to that.” Bruce shook his head.

      “What if this is the special lady ya have been waiting your whole life for?” she teased. “Ya act like ya don’t want to be married.”

      Bruce wished his marriage-obsessed family would leave him alone. Just because moving to Green Vallis, Wisconsin, had proven lucky for his sister, brother, cousins, and two uncles, it didn’t mean he wanted to jump into the monogamy pool. Dating was fine, but a marriage took on a whole new meaning when lifespans stretched out hundreds of years.

      “Tell her ya couldn’t find me. Send baby Tina instead. That will distract Grandma Cait.”

      Maura arched a brow. “Why would I use my daughter to help ya?”

      “I’ll repair the room?” Bruce grinned.

      “To my standards,” Maura countered. “No clown themes or fat babies shooting darts or Vegas in the 60s or furry revivals.”

      His smile fell a little. “Ya have no sense of fun, but fine. And that furry room was awesome.”

      “Deal.” Maura walked down the sidewalk toward the motel office.

      Bruce would have fixed the room anyway. Of course, it wouldn’t have been to her standards. Maura liked the motel to look like roadside Americana. If there was one thing Bruce knew, it was that immortality was a very long time. Keeping everything the same as expected only drew out the monotony.

      Bruce closed the door and looked at the mess. He liked his life the way it was. He had his art, his books, his family, his magick, and his freedom.

      “And I have ya, don’t I, Echidna?” He chuckled as he went back to study the new version of his painting. Tiny streaks in the paint looked like a dozen small snakes slithering into the distance. His eyes moved back to the smudge. The hair he’d smeared had dried, and the face was more of an abstract idea. He leaned closer, staring until his eyes blurred, and he could imagine a face and a story. “I’d give anything to be in there with ya right now. What spell has ya trapped in there, sweet lassie?”
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      “You look sick.”

      Elodie frowned at the video call on her phone. “Gee. Thanks, Mom.”

      Janelle Fairweather didn’t understand a lot of things in life. Raised in a jewel-encrusted aquarium that she never considered leaving, the woman surrounded herself with people and opinions that mirrored her own. A bad day was losing a bid on some beautiful object she didn’t need, and a catastrophe was a missing diamond earring that would require her to fire the entire housekeeping staff—such an inconvenience.

      Elodie hated living in the aquarium. She’d begun cracking the glass at age five when Janelle fired the nanny her daughter liked more than her.

      “I can tell you haven’t been sleeping. You should call Darby,” her mother said.

      “Darby is a hairdresser,” Elodie frowned, “in New York.”

      “Yes, and?” Janelle arched a brow. “They have injectables and hair extensions. You can get all that fixed.”

      “I’m not in New York. I’m in Wisconsin.”

      “They don’t at least have decent beds in Wisconsin?” Janelle appeared distracted by something beyond her phone. The image dipped to a ridiculous painting of a man wearing a banana peel in an unfortunate location. Wait, sorry, not ridiculous. According to Janelle, that was “fine art.”

      “Ever since that snake bit me, I think I feel something moving by my feet when I lay down.” Elodie glanced over the rest stop. Early morning sunlight caressed the building and created a dusty haze over the tall grasses along the side as a mower buzzed noisily in the distance. She’d opted to sleep in her car rather than outside in a sleeping bag.

      “I don’t see why you didn’t just get a proper hotel,” her mother scolded. “It’s not like we can’t afford it.”

      Because the book I’m writing is about a woman living rough.

      …maybe.

      It might be about a grown-ass woman escaping her overbearing parents.

      Fuck, I don’t know.

      “I tried. The no vacancy sign flashed on as I was pulling into the parking lot.”

      “That’s not funny. Real hotels don’t have vacancy signs.”

      Elodie took a bite of her breakfast. “It was a motel.”

      Her mother’s expression was almost worth this phone call. “What is that thing you’re eating?”

      “Beef jerky,” Elodie answered as she took another bite.

      “I raised you better than—I can’t deal with your tantrum now.”

      The phone was handed off to her assistant, Roberto. “Hey, princess, your mother has a meeting. You’ll be back for the fundraiser, yes?”

      “No.”

      She barely got the word out before Roberto answered, “Ok, sweetie, kisses! I’ll text you the info.”

      The pretentious jerk hung up on her. His overly friendly fakeness made her want to push him off the penthouse balcony.

      Her phone dinged, and she glanced down to see Roberto had texted her, “Arena.”

      “Which arena?” she muttered, not that it mattered.

      Elodie tore off another bite of her beef jerky. The man’s real name wasn’t even Roberto. It was Jim. Her mother was such a cliché.

      She tossed her cell phone on the passenger seat and muttered, “Thanks for checking on me, Mom. Yes, the boulder falling off that dump trunk and hitting my car was scary, but I’m all right. And, yes, my leg still hurts, but it’s getting better. It is strange that a snake was in the sleeping bag that I keep in my car. Oh, no, don’t come to the hospital to check on me. Stop. You’re smothering me with your concern. I—”

      Something light tickled the top of her head, and she swatted her hand while looking for a bug. Not seeing anything, she rubbed her hair. Tiny grains of sand rained onto her shirt. She glanced up, wondering where they came from.

      A light tink-tink sounded on the windshield. The trees in the distance started to move as the wind picked up. A woman jogged into the restrooms.

      Tink-tink-tink.

      Elodie opened her car door and started to push outside when grains of sand bombarded her arm and cheek. She yelped in surprise and let the wind slam the door shut.

      Tink-tink-tink-tink-tink-t-tink-t-tink-t-tink-t-tink…

      The gusts intensified, forcing the branches to contort and sway. Sand pelted the car and began gathering against the windows. Dust rolled over the landscape like fog, darkening the view until it became impossible to see past the hood of her car.

      “What the…?” Elodie twisted in her seat. The sand surrounded her. It piled against the windows as if to bury her alive.

      She grabbed her phone and tried to check online to see what was happening. It didn’t pick up a signal. She tried to make a call. It didn’t ring.

      What did she do?

      Make a run for the building?

      Stay put and wait it out?

      Try to drive closer to the restroom so she had a better chance of making it inside?

      The sound of sand grains stopped as there became too many of them, piling thick against the windows. She turned on her wipers. They moved the sand around but didn’t clear the windshield.

      Elodie tugged at her neckline, pulling at her t-shirt. Her heart quickened, and her stomach clenched. She took a deep breath as panic set in. The interior of the car darkened. She held up her phone, shining the light.

      “Think, Elodie.” She glanced around before crawling over to the passenger seat. She pulled the t-shirt up over her mouth and nose. Rolling down the window a half inch with the intent of reaching outside to test how bad it was, she was instantly sorry as sand blasted into the interior. She quickly reversed the action.

      She couldn’t get out.

      Or call for help.

      She was trapped.

      Her breath sounded abnormally loud. She drew her knees into her chest. The phone light shut off, casting her into darkness.

      Surely someone would come for her. They had to know cars were trapped here. She focused on her breathing.

      “This isn’t happening,” she whispered.

      The sound of falling sand had her pulling up the flashlight app on her phone. She pointed it at the air conditioning vents. Sand poured out of them onto the floor.

      Elodie shifted in the seat and pushed her feet against the vents to stop them. She shined the light around the interior. Sand began coming out of the vents on top of the dashboard. Dust from the sand began to fill the air, and she coughed as she covered her nose and mouth with her arm.

      Elodie dropped her feet and placed the phone so the light shone upward. She reached behind her seat to grab a jacket. She stuffed it against the top vent.

      Nothing seemed to work.

      She crawled into the back seat and pulled her shirt over her mouth and nose to filter the air. Panic made it challenging to concentrate. The light darkened, and she scrambled to get her phone before it was buried. The sand had piled on the floor and now covered the front seat.

      How was this happening? It’s like a dump truck released itself on top of her. No dust storm could do this. Not even the Dust Bowl from the 1930s.

      Sand came from under the seat. She had no choice. She needed to run.

      Elodie grabbed the handle and prepared to make her escape. She pushed at the door, unable to open it as the sand weighted it down.

      Sand poured over the front seats, filling up the back. Elodie slammed her shoulder against the door as hard as she could. The light flickered as her phone was devoured by the rising threat.

      “Please, please, please,” she begged, kicking her legs as she tried to find footing on the shifting surface. The light disappeared. She felt the pressure building against her legs.

      Suddenly she fell backward. The shirt jerked off her face, and she gasped in shock, expecting to choke.

      “Oh, hey, gotcha.” Hands caught her under the arms.

      Those hands pulled Elodie back, so her legs fell out of the car onto the pavement. The back of her heels bounced a little as she tried to wriggle to safety.

      “Easy, lassie,” a woman soothed in a Scottish accent. “We’ll get ya an ambulance.”

      Elodie grasped the hand on her shoulder and held on tight. A staggered series of, “oh-oh,” came out on shaky pants.

      She stared at the car, expecting sand to fall from the opened door. The interior was empty.

      “Where…? Where…?” She managed to struggle to her feet. Her phone rested on the seat as if nothing had happened. “Sand?”

      Elodie looked around. The restrooms were gone. Instead, she stood in the parking lot of a motel. She turned to the sign.

      “Hotel Motel?” she read.

      “Name came with the place when we bought it,” the woman explained. “The previous owner wanted to cover all his bases.”

      Her rescuer’s short red hair framed her face. The bright green of her shirt seemed stylish, too much so for someone who ran a motel. One of the more useless benefits of being an accessory to Janelle was the ability to size people up by the quality of their clothing.

      “How did…?” Elodie went to her car. A layer of dust covered the vehicle but no grains of sand. What was happening? “I tried to stop here, but there wasn’t a vacancy.”

      Elodie frowned in confusion. That had been three nights ago.

      “No, we have room,” the woman said. “Did ya want to check in?”

      A dent and long scrape from the rogue boulder marred the side panel. Elodie opened the front door and looked inside. Her purse sat on the passenger seat, covered in dust.

      “Yes,” Elodie finally managed. She couldn’t make herself get back in the car, so she pulled the keys from the ignition and grabbed her purse before slamming the door. “I’d like to check in.”

      “Do ya need an ambulance?”

      “I was…sleeping,” she lied. “Night terrors.”

      She used to have them as a child. It could be true.

      Or she could be delusional.

      “Well, let’s get ya checked in then.” The woman glanced over Elodie before motioning for her to follow. “Hot shower, brand new bed, make ya feel right as rain. I’m Maura MacGregor. If ya need anything, just let me know.”

      “Elodie Fairweather,” she answered, looking down to see she, too, was covered in dirt. “Thank you, Maura.”
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      The motel room smelled of a remodel—the fresh paint and perfect carpet fibers, having never seen a guest. Elodie sat cross-legged on the bed and stared at the reflection looking back at her. She’d brushed her wet hair away from her face. The shower had been welcome, but now she kept picturing the dark muddy trails that had come off her body as she washed.

      Where did the sand come from?

      Where did it go?

      She’d been covered in dirt, so something had to have happened. Her clothes were still lying in a filthy pile near the bathroom floor.

      Had she lost time? Some trauma? Buried alive? Had she clawed her way out of a grave? Was some supernatural karmic force trying to kill her?

      The sand had felt so real.

      She didn’t remember driving to the motel.

      Elodie tugged the leg of her plaid pajama pants up to check the bandage. The snake bite was beginning to heal. Did the doctors miss some of the poison, and this was all a hallucination?

      A tear slipped over her cheek. “What is happening to me?”

      No one answered.

      She picked up her phone and tried calling her mother.

      Roberto answered, “Now’s not a good time, princess. Your mom is getting her beauty rest for tonight. I’ll tell her you called.”

      As her mother’s voice began talking to someone in the background, he hung up on her.

      “I’m scared,” she whispered into the phone before slowly dropping her hand beside the bed.

      Elodie felt the loneliness flooding in. It started as an ache in her chest and built until tightness radiated over her heart. She desperately wanted someone to be with her.

      “Call me,” Elodie pleaded via voice text to her mother’s phone. She sent it and waited for an answer. She didn’t get one.

      Elodie stared at her phone, her mind going through the list of people she knew. Gina, her roommate from boarding school? She hadn’t talked to her in a year. Carrie? Kiki? Ambyr with a Y? They had access to a private jet but were probably on some yacht in the Mediterranean with pool boys they picked up off the coast of Who-the-fuck-knows Island. There was no way they would leave the party to fly to Wisconsin.

      Jonathan, her father’s old partner? He’d told her to call him if she ever needed anything. Sure, she’d been seven, and it was right after her parent’s divorce.

      Degenerate Uncle Keith? Would he be sober enough to leave Atlantic City?

      Elodie had no one. She had a bank account full of money, but she learned the hard way that the kind of friends you could buy were not the kind she wanted to be around.

      Her phone dinged several times in quick succession, and she instantly checked her messages, eager for any connection. They were all from Roberto’s number.

      “She can’t come to the phone right now.”

      “Evanesce.”

      “Sorry. Busy. Ignore that.”

      “Even so, I’ll tell her.”

      “Please do,” Elodie texted back. She stared at the phone, hoping there would be more, even though Roberto wasn’t her biggest fan. Minutes passed, and nothing happened.

      Finally, she turned on the television and pushed the volume down so that the voices were just a soft murmur of background noise. The light flashed over the bed. Next, she left the bathroom light on but shut the door so it wasn’t too bright. After checking the door locks and tugging on the curtains, she crawled under the covers. The sound of someone walking past the window caused her to stare in that direction as she lay on the pillow.

      “Ma, ya did not tell her to meet me here,” a man protested in a Scottish accent. “Well, maybe I already have a date. Did ya think of that?”

      Elodie lifted her head to continue eavesdropping.
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