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      Just when Killian and I are planning our vacation, Cupid strikes Moonshadow Bay. But it’s not exactly love at first sight for the victims, and we at Conjure Ink have our hands full. Someone’s attacking townsfolk, shooting them with arrows that are enchanted by a love potion. Not only are the victims hurt, but they fall into obsessive love—a love that can be dangerous.

      And in the middle of this, a restaurant that used to be a funeral home is having ghostly encounters of the harrowing kind. I just hope we can take care of all of this before Killian and I head off on vacation to celebrate Valentine’s Day.

      *This book contains the novella that was published in the Aged To Perfection anthology. The anthology is no longer available.*

      Reading Order for the Moonshadow Bay Series:
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        Book 4: Harvest Web
      

      	
        Book 5: Shadow Web
      

      	
        Book 6: Weaver’s Web
      

      	
        Book 7: Crystal Web (forthcoming)
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      When I arrived home from work, Killian was in the kitchen, making lasagna for dinner. He was wearing my apron—a retro design of bright cherries on black material—and he was dancing in place to the song “Joy to the World,” a real throwback to the 1970s. I hadn’t heard Three Dog Night since I was a teenager and my parents played their albums. That was back when music still came mostly on vinyl and my father scolded me about not putting the records away in the right sleeves, and heaven help me if I scratched his records.

      “Well, if this isn’t a pleasant sight,” I said, grinning. As I sat my purse on the table, I noticed that printouts of some transaction were scattered there. “What’s this?”

      “Remember last September, when we were talking about going to Nimah Rock for Valentine’s Day?” He finished layering the last of the noodles over the meat sauce and ricotta, then sprinkled enough mozzarella and parmesan on top to make me salivate. He popped the pan in the oven and then began cleaning up.

      I shrugged off my coat and moved to help him, handing him the dirty dishes as he rinsed them and put them in the dishwasher. “Yeah, and I still love the idea.”

      He stopped mid-wash and leaned down to kiss me. “Good. Because I made a reservation at the Heart’s End B&B for four days over Valentine’s Day weekend.

      “Really?” I clapped my hands. “You mean we’re really going to do it?”

      “Yes, love. Do you want some wine?”

      My heart warming, I nodded. Killian treated me like a queen and, after my past, I never took it for granted. “Rosé, please. And thank you—I love that you’re so romantic. I need that in my life.” I kissed him again, lingering this time, and then crossed to the table and sat down. At that moment Xi and Klaus raced through the kitchen, skidding to avoid the rolling container of dry kibble. Xi was chasing her brother. “They’ve got the zoomies.”

      “They’ve had the zoomies all afternoon,” Killian said, wiping his hands on a paper towel. I had beautiful hand towels in the kitchen but they were for display, especially since I had read an article about how many germs collected on cloth towels. “What kind of salad do you want with the lasagna?”

      “Whatever you like,” I said. “Something light, to go with the pasta.” I leaned back, basking in the warm glow of my kitchen. I must have let out a sigh, because Killian handed me the wine along with a freshly baked chocolate chip cookie.

      “Rough day?”

      I nodded. “We may have a new case, but I’m not sure if we’re the right ones to take it on. And then Asher Brant showed up at the office.” I wrinkled my nose. I really didn’t like the mayor of Moonshadow Bay. He was a sleaze, and as ineffectual as he was appealing. I’d met vapid men before, but Asher Brant was all sorts of himbo.

      “What did he want?” Killian rolled his eyes as he sat across from me. Xi came racing back through the kitchen, this time chased by Klaus. She pounced up on the table, scattering the brochures as her tufty paws skidded across the table, then with a quick purp to indicate her displeasure, she bounced to the floor again, swerving into the living room with a swish of her long, fluffy, tortoiseshell tail.

      “I’m not sure. I think he was there to see me, actually. He was mumbling something about the Witches Guild needing to turn in a plan to the town council for the Spring Equinox Festival on the Green, a large park near the center of town. Why the hell he didn’t talk to Marnie Brolen, I don’t know. She’s the leader of the Witches Guild. It’s not like I have much sway with them, given I’m a junior member.” I bit into the cookie, letting out a contented sigh. “When I asked him what he expected me to do about it, he said that since I was a member, I might as well do the legwork for him.”

      Killian swirled his wine in his glass, his emerald eyes glowing. He was letting his hair grow out and it was down to his shoulder blades now, curling in loose waves. Tall and sturdy, he was muscled but not ripped, and one massive cuddle-bunny. He was also a wolf shifter who could tear a man’s throat out when he was in his wolf form, and protective of me and my friends.

      “I think he just wanted to see you,” he said. “Did you remind him you’re with me?”

      “I think you’re right, and I’m suspicious about his real motives. But he knows you and I are a solid item. Asher wouldn’t bother dropping in on Conjure Ink without an ulterior motive, and I just hope it’s something other than me.”

      Truth was, though he had never given me reason to believe he was involved in any nefarious activities, Asher Brant was the sort of person I would never feel confident trusting. How he managed to snow enough people over to win the election was lost on me.

      “Well, let it go for now. So, what’s the new case?” Killian glanced at the clock and stood, stretching. “I’m going to make the salad now.”

      “Ghosts again. We got a call from the owner of the Starling Bistro today, asking if we can drop in and check the place out. Apparently they’ve had a few sightings of some sort of nasty spirit there, and other ghostly activity. We’re going over tomorrow to look around.”

      I picked up the paper with our booking number on it. “Nimah Rock. It’s been a long time since I was there.”

      “When was that?” Killian brought out my pink glass bowl. It had been a gift to my mother, though I couldn’t remember who had given it to her.

      “I was about twelve. My parents took me along and we went berry picking at one of the berry farms. I know Tad will let me off that Friday and Monday. What about you?”

      “I’ll just schedule all my patients on other days. I did miss going to work today, though.” He was dicing celery for the salad.

      “Did the plumber fix the leak?”

      Killian had gotten into the clinic the day before only to find a massive pool of water on his floor. He owned a veterinary business, where he specialized in cats. For a wolf shifter, he was oddly partial to felines but that made me happy since I adored cats.

      “Yeah, they found it. The office has old pipes, and since I bought the space, it’s up to me to fix it. I’m going to have to have the plumbing all redone, and sooner rather than later, much to my wallet’s dismay. But at least we know what the current problem is, and Dan said it can be fixed by tomorrow.” He finished slicing cherry tomatoes and tossed the salad. “What else do you want in the salad besides tomatoes and lettuce?”

      “How about cucumbers and carrots?”

      “I think we can do that.”

      I was about to set the table when he held up his hand. “You sit and relax. Let me take care of this.”

      As I took my seat again, I pulled out my phone and called Marnie Brolen. Much to my dismay, she answered on the first ring.

      “Hey, Marnie,” I said. “January here. I have a message from the mayor. He stopped into my work today to ask me what the guild is planning for the Spring Equinox Festival. I told him I’d pass it on to you, since you’re the leader of the Witches Guild.”

      Marnie cleared her throat. She wasn’t fond of me, and she had her reasons, to be honest, but neither did she like it when people weren’t direct with her. “Asher Brant? What did he ask you for? He should have come to me.”

      “I don’t know, and that’s what I told him, but the asshole just acted like⁠—”

      “Like he always does.” She sighed. “Honestly, we need a new mayor. I’m thinking of who I can encourage to run against him in the next election. All right, you’ve done your duty. I’ll see you two weeks from Saturday at the meeting. And since it will be your turn to bring snacks, can you please bring something edible? Last week the health food cookies that Fiona brought were as heavy as rocks and they tasted like straw.” Without waiting for an answer, she hung up.

      I stared at my phone. “Okay, I guess that takes care of that.” I scribbled on my calendar that I needed to make a shopping run before the Saturday after next. But secretly, I was relieved. We did go through a lot of snacks at our meetings, because working magic required a lot of energy, and so did being around other magical people. Unfortunately, Fiona’s cookies reminded me of hockey pucks.

      “Wash up. Dinner’s almost ready,” Killian said.

      I headed into the powder room to wash my hands and face. As I was staring at myself in the mirror, Esmara, my spirit guide and my great-aunt, appeared, standing by my right shoulder. She was smiling, but I read a worried look on her face.

      Esmara was slightly translucent. Ghosts tended not to manifest fully, unless they were up to no good and trying to affect the physical realm. Today she was wearing a lovely ankle-length lilac patterned dress—pale violet on white.

      “What’s up?” I said. I hadn’t seen her for a couple weeks and had wondered if she’d taken a leave of absence or something like that. But here she was.

      I’m concerned about your mother.

      That I hadn’t expected to hear.

      My mother was dead and she had joined the other Ladies. The Ladies were women in my family who had stuck around after death to watch over those of us who were still among the living. Not everybody got to meet the Ladies. Those of us who did, quickly learned to mind our p’s & q’s or get slapped upside the head. But if we were assigned one of the Ladies, we were also under their protection, as far as their reach could extend from the grave.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Though it was still painful, I was coming to accept that my parents were dead. It hadn’t even been two years yet and I still had a hard time coping with the emotional toll their loss had taken on me. They had died in the hospital after a particularly horrific car accident. I hadn’t quite made it to say good-bye to my mother, and my father had been brain-dead by the time I arrived. Even if I had arrived in time, it would have done little to smooth over the wound of losing the two most important people in my life.

      She’s vanished and we can’t seem to find her. We usually meet on a regular basis, but the last two meetings, your mother wasn’t there. We’re not sure what’s going on.

      I frowned. The one consolation to their deaths was that I didn’t have to worry about them any longer, but now that was shot to hell.

      “Maybe she just decided to go hang out somewhere else for a while?” I had no clue what the Ladies did in their downtime. It wasn’t like they were regular ghosts, raising hell at the local haunted mansion or hanging out in the graveyard.

      We were about to assign her guardian status, but she vanished before we could do so. I’ll go look for her again. Maybe she did just wander off. It’s known to happen. Esmara let out a huff and vanished.

      I stared at myself in the mirror again, my nostrils flaring. Someone else in the family was going to get my mother’s help? For a moment, I fought a wave of anger. It wasn’t fair—she was my mother. I had lost her too soon and if she was assigned to anybody, it should be me.

      Esmara appeared again. I can hear what you’re thinking loud and clear—it’s rolling off you like a duck shedding water. I’ll thank you to remember your manners and accept what you know are the rules! I know you miss her, but you know the way this works.

      “Sorry, ma’am,” I muttered, chagrined. “Yeah, I know.”

      Esmara had told me early on that no mother would ever be assigned to guard her daughter. It not only fostered an unhealthy attachment, but it could lead to other problems. I didn’t remember all of the talking points, but they did make sense.

      “I just miss my mother,” I added.

      We know you do, and one day she’ll be able to visit you to say hello. But January, you need to let go of the anger over the crash. It was horrible, yes. But it happened, and there’s nothing you can do to bring back either your mother or your father.

      I deflated, turning to stare at my great-aunt. “I know. I do. I’m sorry.”

      With that, Esmara vanished again and I returned to the table, where Killian’s lasagna was bubbling hot and oozing with cheese.
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        * * *

      

      After dinner, Killian had to go back home to work on his taxes. While he had an accountant, he still had to gather the receipts and documents. I kissed him good-bye before he left, then rested my head against his chest.

      “I love you,” he whispered.

      “I love you too,” I said, wanting the hug to go on forever. But I had things to do as well, and so I finally let go and stepped back. “Don’t forget to say good night to me.”

      “I’ll text you before bedtime,” he promised before slipping out the door.

      As I watched him go, I felt like one of the luckiest women in the world. I’d gone from an abusive relationship and being swindled by my ex, to finding a dream boyfriend in my new neighbor. I had a job I loved at a paranormal investigations agency, and friends I could count on, including my best friend from childhood.

      Killian left through the kitchen door, so I followed him onto the back porch, waving as he darted down the back steps and leapt over the gate connecting our two properties.

      After he vanished, I turned to stare at the forest that bordered the back of both of our properties. The Mystic Wood surrounded a good share of Moonshadow Bay. It was lit up like a beacon with a pale green light, flickering in the dark, windy night. The woodland was filled with mysterious creatures and odd portals into the realm of Fae and a number of dangers for the unwary, but it was as beautiful and mysterious as it was dangerous and deadly.

      The rain was coming in, but the wind had reached the town first, and the weatherwoman on the local news site promised it would be a blustery, rain-soaked night.

      I shivered, pulling my cardigan tighter around me.

      The Mystic Wood was calling. I knew that pull by now. And Rebecca the imp would be waiting for me. I had grown familiar with the feel of her summons. We had established a grudging acquaintance, which was far better than when I was a child. She had tried to lure me in so she could kill me and eat me. I was living in my childhood home, which I’d inherited after my parents died, and so my childhood often blended into my present.

      Reluctantly, I descended the porch stairs and headed across the expansive lawn and gardens that made up the half-acre lot. As I approached the copse, I sucked in a deep breath. The air was cold, but clear and bracing.

      I paused at the edge of the forest, eyeing the massive timber that spread through the Pacific Northwest. Firs and cedar were prominent, along with cottonwood and juniper, maple and even scattered oak trees. The undergrowth in the Mystic Wood was as thick as everywhere else around here—huckleberries, salmonberries, and fern nestled beneath the tree cover. Oregon grape, thimbleberries, salal berries, and elderberries entwined with sedges, long grasses, and skunk cabbage. The whole forest was alive, with streams running through the bottom of steep ravines. The riparian zone—running along the water’s edge—was thick with cattails and vine plants.

      The fauna of our forests was as thick as the plants—squirrels, deer, the occasional bear and cougar, elk and coyotes, beavers and skunks, moles and voles and raccoons. The treetops were filled with woodpeckers and hawks, owls and eagles, the raucous and scolding Steller’s jays and grosbeaks, and the sounds of birdsong filled the air—cheerful during the day and mournful, haunting songs at night.

      I had begun taking long walks through the Mystic Wood several times a week, per the instructions my patron goddess had given me. I was a priestess as well as a witch, pledged to a goddess named Druantia. She was part of the very planet itself, tied into the core of nature.

      When I was young, my aunt Teran had promised me to Druantia in order to keep me safe from a shadow man who had attempted to kill me. When I moved back to Moonshadow Bay as an adult, I found out what had happened, and I made the decision to renew the pledge, consciously deciding that I wanted to fulfill what Teran had started.

      Now I was formally training under both my aunt’s instruction and my grandmother’s instruction. Teran taught me to connect with the earth, and my grandmother Rowan taught me to handle my abilities with the dead. I should have started my training early on, but my mother had been squeamish about getting me tested for where I stood on the magical scale. That meant I was playing catch-up, but I worked hard and spent a lot of my free time practicing magic.

      I approached the edge of the wood, only to see that Rebecca was waiting. I smiled, glad to see that I had called it right.

      “Rebecca, what’s up?”

      She gazed at me, her eyes wide and cunning. She looked like a perpetual child, around six or seven, and a golden nimbus surrounded her.

      Rebecca might shimmer like sunlight, but beneath that façade lurked a ruthless, volatile imp—a form of demon. I could probably have chased her out now that I was grown, but I decided to let her stay. For one thing, if she was here, in my neck of the woods, she wouldn’t be elsewhere hunting other children, putting them in danger. And now that she couldn’t really hurt me, we had formed an odd acquaintance.

      “I thought you should know that there’s a new imp around town. I don’t know where he’s from or why he’s here, but he’s bound to cause havoc. I think he might have been summoned.”

      I nodded, taking in the information. “Thanks…do you have anything else on him?”

      “Not really, except he’s hiding in the Mystic Wood. Be cautious, and keep on your guard. If he was summoned, then he’s under someone’s control.” She looked bored, but I stopped her as she started to turn away.

      “Is he more powerful than you?” I asked.

      She glanced over her shoulder at me. “No, I don’t think so. But if he’s willing to put himself up for summoning, he’s willing to do more than I would. Imps and demons all have boundaries, but some stretch them farther than others. I think he’ll do whatever he’s asked, as long as the price is right.”

      I paused, then said, “You were willing to kill me when I was a child.”

      “I was hungry. I wasn’t doing it for a price.” She turned and vanished behind one of the huckleberry bushes interspersed throughout the forest and that was it. She was gone for the night.

      I wasn’t worried I’d offended her. Imps didn’t take offense—not in the way humans and witchblood did. As I approached the house, the clouds broke open and icy rain pounded down, soaking me to the skin. It almost felt like sleet, and I raced up the stairs, back inside to the warmth and safety that encompassed my world inside.
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      I suppose this is as good of a place as any to introduce myself. My name is January Jaxson, and I’m 41, witchblood, and a writer-turned-paranormal investigator. I spent eighteen years with the wrong man. Ellison’s still being an asshole to me, but he’s under house arrest now.

      I lived in Seattle for most of my adult life until he decided he wanted a trophy wife, which of course meant younger and thinner. I didn’t fit the bill, so he found himself a twinkie and gave me the heave-ho. On the upper side of a size 14, I wasn’t as chic and polished as he wanted. And I didn’t consider him the exalted piece of talented testosterone that he considered himself. I neither simpered nor swooned and apparently, that made me a bad wife.

      But Ellison was also embarrassed that I wasn’t human. I’m witchblood and that was something he could never get over. Privately, I thought he was afraid of my powers, and if he was, so much the better.

      I have no clue why he married me, but we managed to last eighteen years together. I spent most of that time building up the magazine we started together, throwing dinner parties for his literati friends, and watching him take all the credit for the hard work that I put in. Then it all crashed down. He swindled me out of my half of the magazine, out of our house, and I walked away with the clothes on my back and a lousy settlement.

      To my joy, after I left his world fell apart. Unfortunately, he decided to make me pay for his mistakes. And that little decision put him under house arrest for a few years. He lived in Bellingham with his parents but if he crossed the ten miles to try to contact me, Ellison would find himself on a one-way trip to prison. I have to admit, I secretly hoped he would break the restraining order and end up behind bars, but I wasn’t doing anything to encourage it. I knew what Ellison was capable of, and he was neither safe nor harmless.

      After moving back to Moonshadow Bay and my parents’ house, I found a job at Conjure Ink, met Killian—my hunky new neighbor who quickly became my new boyfriend—and I had rebuilt my life. For the first time since I met Ellison, I was thriving.

      But with the new job and the emergence of my magical powers have come danger. I’m a ghost-magnet. And Moonshadow Bay has its secrets, which I’m very slowly beginning to unearth. So I’m cautious, and I’m taking things slowly. But my life began when I turned 40…and I’m determined not to waste a moment of it.
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        * * *

      

      Next morning, I woke up to the sound of my alarm. It was loud and obnoxious—on purpose—and I fumbled to turn it off. I groaned, sitting up. Everything ached and I realized that I had slept crooked and my neck was aching. I’d have to make an appointment with my chiropractor, and then do light and gentle stretching for the rest of the week.

      “I hate exercise,” I muttered as Xi landed directly on my stomach. She hustled up to my chest, squirming as she said good morning by licking my face. I kissed her nose and scratched her behind the ears and the next moment, she bounded off the bed, tail swishing all the way.

      I pushed back the covers and eased my way out of bed, then headed to the shower. The hot water helped, though I still felt like I’d kicked myself silly during my sleep. I stared at my closet for five minutes, feeling disgruntled with everything I owned. I glanced down at Xi, who was now sprawled out in front of my feet.

      “I seriously need to go shopping. I don’t see anything I want to wear.” Actually, that wasn’t true. I wanted to wear a cute retro dress I’d bought a few months ago. It was the only thing that appealed to me. But since we were headed to the Starling Bistro to check out the haunting, it was a better idea to wear pants and a top that I couldn’t snag on anything.

      I decided on a pair of black gauchos. Caitlin and Ari kept telling me to let them go, but I was desperately hoping they would come back into style because they were comfortable. I paired them with a green V-neck sweater and knee-high leather boots.

      Dressing quickly, I settled in front of my vanity table to put on my makeup. I brushed my long burgundy curly hair back into a ponytail and then began to apply my foundation. Unlike some of my friends, I loved makeup and used a lot of it, now that I was free from Ellison.

      He had wanted a couture “natural” look, which didn’t work for me. Pale colors washed me out, and a delicate hand with makeup looked worse on me than no makeup at all. I lined my eyelids with a cat’s-eye wing, then applied a magenta lip lacquer. As I sat back, I smiled.

      For the first time since I was young, I had learned to like my body. At size 14, heading toward 16, I no longer hated the fact that society saw me as chunky and I no longer avoided the mirror. I had spent the past year finding myself again, and in the process I had become comfortable in my skin, and Killian loved my curves. I worked out to feel healthy and to tone up. I ate what I liked, though I did police my sugar content. Sugar was still a problem for me and it wasn’t good for my nerves.

      I slid my phone in my front pocket after turning on my music. Beck’s “Think I’m In Love” blared through my earbuds as I clattered down the stairs. After feeding the cats, I rummaged through the refrigerator. There weren’t any leftovers, which was usually my breakfast of choice, but there was a package of pepperoni sticks so I grabbed a couple of those along with a leftover roll. I popped them into a zip-bag, then dumped them into my purse and headed for the door. Time to get the day rolling. I grabbed my keys, made certain the door was locked, and headed for my car.
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        * * *

      

      Conjure Ink was in a mini-mall near an espresso stand, sandwiched in between restaurants and other small boutiques. I stopped for coffee—it was my panacea against the morning—and then dashed back across the parking lot to the office.

      Wren was at the desk. Our receptionist, she was dealing with several upsets in her life and hadn’t been around a lot, but Tad—our boss—was more understanding than most and he let her come and go as necessary. Wren’s husband had recently been diagnosed with multiple sclerosis, and she was in the middle of trying to renovate their house so it would be accessible. Adding taking care of Walt, and keeping up with her job, and she was swamped. She looked tired and it occurred to me that she needed more than just a pat on the back.

      I turned off my music and tucked my phone in my purse. “Hey, Wren, how’s it hanging?”

      She gave me an offhand shrug. “It goes. I’m alive. I guess that’s a blessing. I’m still here and trying to deal with the crud life throws at me.”

      She was trying to be lighthearted, but I could feel the all-too-raw emotion beneath the surface. Instead of breezing by, I sat down beside her, crossing my leg over my knee so I could dig out the stones from the tread of my boots.

      “That rough, huh?”

      She paused and at first, I thought she wasn’t going to answer. Then she said, “Yeah, that rough. Walt’s in a flare. He’s still trying to get used to his new normal. We both are. It’s a strain on our relationship. He gets so angry about what’s happened to him, and I understand, but I can’t help him. I convinced him to see a therapist. We’re both going. Couples and individually. I have to have somebody to vent to.”

      She sighed and leaned back. Wren was one of those throwback retro would have been a hippie if she’d been born earlier types. She looked fragile, though she was just naturally thin, and today she was wearing a long gauzy dress, and a cardigan that hung down to her hips. The clothes swallowed her up. Her hair, naturally platinum, hung down to her hips when it was loose, but she gathered it back into a braid most days, then coiled the braid around her head.

      “You need anything? What can I do to help? This isn’t just lip service. I want you to tell me if there’s something I can do.” I hated watching her wear herself out. Wren seemed to rapidly be approaching burnout status.

      She paused, staring at her desk. While she kept her expression stoic, her eyes glistened and I knew she was at the end of her tether. It occurred to me that she and Walt needed a break from their everyday reality.

      “Thanks, but…I’m not sure what would help. I’m trying to manage the renovations as well as keeping Walt safe. At the same time, I’m scrambling to find a moment where I can just go hide in the car and scream my head off. He’s progressing so fast, though the doctor said it only seems that way because the condition presented so suddenly.” She stopped abruptly, gulping a breath as she dashed at the threatening tears.

      I knew she needed help. She was sinking fast and hard. “Wren, is there any way you can get in-home help for Walt? Just to take the pressure off while you’re learning to adapt?”

      “Insurance will pay some of the costs—Tad gives us great insurance. But the copay is still hard to cover, given everything else we’re having to do.”

      I thought about it for a moment. Wren and Walt had a lot of friends in town.

      “What if I start a Med-Help page for you?”

      Med-Help was a website that allowed people to request help for medical conditions. They verified every applicant, and took 10 percent of the funds raised in return. But the costs were worth it, because people knew the cases were real and were more likely to contribute.

      Wren blushed. “I couldn’t ask people⁠—”

      “If you needed people to help you move, you wouldn’t feel weird asking, would you?”

      “That’s different,” she said.

      “No, it’s not. It’s important to get you some help. And this way, you can hire someone who knows what they’re doing without cutting corners. Please, just let me try?” I wanted to help, and it was the only way I could think of. Crowd funding was, unfortunately, a necessity to pay for some medical conditions, given the state of health care in the country.

      She bit her lip, then let out a sigh. “I can’t fight. My pride’s taken a beating since this all began. I don’t care anymore. Walt needs help, so yeah, go ahead and start it. I am grateful, truly⁠—”

      “Stop.” I stood and slung my bag over my shoulder. “You don’t have to thank me. You’re a friend, and I want to do what I can.” I turned to the inner door and she buzzed me in. We’d installed a buzzer, as well as key cards, because when Val Slater—a vampire who had his sights on me—had broken in, it made us aware that we had tens of thousands of dollars of equipment, basically unsecured.

      As I entered the inner office, Tad glanced up from his desk, smiling. Hank and Caitlin were hard at work. I tucked my purse in my bottom desk drawer, then crossed to Tad’s desk.

      “Listen, I want to start a Med-Help page for Wren. She’s losing it, and I don’t want to see her go under. She’s overwhelmed from coping with all the changes needed for Walt’s condition. She needs help, but a home health care worker still costs too much even with the copay.” I took a long sip of coffee, letting out a satisfied sigh.

      Tad frowned. “I didn’t realize it was that dire.”

      “Well, it is. She’s floundering, Tad. Wren’s out there at her desk, one problem away from curling up in a fetal position. We’ve got to help her.” I glanced at the closed door. “She can’t keep doing this all herself.”

      “You’re right. I wanted to put her on medical leave—full salary—but she said she needs a break, and coming into the office helps her decompress.” He jotted down a few notes. “Let me set up her page. My family has connections and maybe we can throw her a fundraiser.”

      I bit my lip. “That’s fine, but we need to do something soon. She’s…”

      “I get it. I’ll take care of it. In fact, until we get this situated I think we can swing a few weeks of help.” He winked at me.

      Tad was younger—in his twenties—but he was brilliant. He came from a wealthy family and didn’t need to work, but he loved Conjure Ink, which he had founded. Tad also ran an umbrella organization called Urban Legends, which sheltered a number of paranormal investigations sites.

      At first I had felt odd reporting to someone who had to be more than fifteen years younger than me, but as time went on, age ceased to be a factor. He was a good boss, and I enjoyed the work, except for the times the ghosts had tried to kill me.

      “What have we got on the agenda today? Are we going out to the restaurant?” I asked.

      “You and Caitlin are. Hank’s on the trail of another Bigfoot sighting.”

      Hank was obsessed with Bigfoot and we were planning on making a camping trip this summer to one of the places around western Washington that had the most frequent reports. I wasn’t looking forward to it, but I’d managed to convince Killian to come with us, which meant we at least had a chance of getting through alive. If Bigfoot didn’t show, well, then it would be a weekend of roughing it. If he did, it would most likely end up a weekend of getting roughed up.

      “When do you want us to go over?” I finished off my coffee and stood up.

      “Rose and Jos said to come over around ten. They don’t open till lunch, so that will give you time to prowl around the restaurant.” He sifted through the stack of papers on his desk and pulled out a printout. “Here’s a rundown of their intake report. They’ve had—” Tad’s phone rang and he handed me the form. “Go ahead and read while I take this.”

      As I headed to my desk, I glanced over the form. The owners of the bistro, Jos and Rose Tomás, had bought the business eight months before. The Starling was in an old brick building that had, at one point, been a funeral home. It was set apart from the other buildings on the block, with patio seating in a covered garden area.

      I frowned as I glanced over the list of specific happenings. The sounds of footsteps in the basement when no one was there. Orbs of lights darting around the bar. A customer had complained that someone—someone she couldn’t see—had tried to feel her up in the restroom. Two of the waitresses constantly heard whispering in empty rooms, and one complained that she had smelled something like rotting flesh…

      That doesn’t bode well.

      I turned to Caitlin. “Okay, standard fare for an ex-funeral home. Though the woman who said she got assaulted in the bathroom worries me. If the ghost—ghosts?—get physical, then it could develop into a far worse problem as this continues.”

      She nodded. “Think we should do any research before going in?”

      I preferred going in relatively blind first. “I think it’s better if we go in first, so we don’t color our impressions.”

      “Your impressions. You’re the one who can speak to the dead.” Caitlin grinned at me.

      A bobcat shifter, Caitlin Tireal was also a tech savant and a martial arts expert. She had blond hair cut into a retro mullet style and was thin and strong. Recently, she had turned her back on an arranged marriage, which led to her parents disowning her, and then she had been expelled from her Pride. Like Ari’s wife Meagan, she had struck out on her own. Caitlin was picking up the pieces of her life now that she was persona non grata to her people and we’d taken to hanging out together since all of her former Pride friends had turned their backs on her.

      She was right, however.

      When I had gone to the Aseer, thirty-some years too late, she had tested me to assess my powers. She had determined that my powers were rooted within the earth and within the realm of the dead. I was a natural-born medium, a speaker to the dead. Unlike spirit shamans, however, I couldn’t forcibly send them back through the Veil, but I could talk to them and exorcise them.

      “Sometimes I wish that I wasn’t a medium, but we work with what we’re given.” I frowned, staring at the report. “There’s trouble here. This is real—no jokers or fakers here.”

      “Well, I guess we’ll find out when we’re there,” Caitlin said.

      “Okay, gather ‘round,” Tad said. “I just got a call from Millie Tuptin. She wanted to let us know about a situation.”

      Millie was the chief of police. By the tone of his voice, I knew that whatever it was, it was serious. As we gathered at the table where we held our staff meetings, I couldn’t help but think that it had been relatively quiet the past month, so of course, it was time for the dam to break.
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