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      Now that I know where Gretchen Wyre lives—the witch who hexed my great-great-grandmother and all her female descendants—it’s time to break the curse. I enlist my grandmother Rowan and my grandmother Naomi—who’s visiting from Ireland—to help. But just because we know where Gretchen is doesn’t guarantee success. And some curses take on a demonic life of their own, and those demons aren’t willing to vanish into the sunset without a fight.
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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      We were nearing Samhain—the festival of the ancestors—and the Veil was thin. I could feel it in my bones. I could sense it in the air. Autumn had come in with a vengeance and everywhere I looked, ghosts were walking. It wasn’t that there were more of them than usual, but my perception was growing and it was driving me nuts. I wanted to focus on something other than death, especially with my wedding coming up in a couple of months. At least I had Nonny’s visit to look forward to.

      “I can’t believe I’m going to see Nonny! I haven’t seen her since I was a little girl, even though we’ve talked. I hope…” I stopped, faltering.

      “You hope what?” Killian asked.

      We were sitting on the bed, talking. My grandmother Naomi was due in tomorrow, and we were slated to drive over to Bellingham International Airport to pick her up. It would be the first time I’d seen her since I was eight. We’d kept in touch, but face to face? That had been thirty-four years ago.

      “I hope she’s proud of me.” I adjusted my wrap top over my jeans. It was low cut, a gorgeous cobalt blue, and it fit my curves nicely. “My parents are dead, and Aunt Teran loves me no matter what. But Nonny’s no-nonsense. She doesn’t put up with any bullshit or slackers.”

      “From what she sounds like on the phone, I don’t think you have to worry about that,” Killian said. “Are you ready? We’re due at our appointment with Carrie in twenty minutes.”

      Carrie Oshner ran Carrie’s Bakery & Wedding Cakes, one of the best bakeries in town. She was as skilled with a piping bag as Monet had been with a paintbrush. And we had an eleven-thirty appointment with her to discuss our wedding cake. We had originally planned to go with Sirus Barker, who owned Violet’s Tea Dreams Shop—a tea shop he named after his wife—but he and Violet had decided on a trip to Europe, and they would be gone during our wedding. He had recommended Carrie to us with glowing reviews.

      So far we had booked the venue—we were getting married at Mulberry Farm’s Clydesdale Mansion. London Mulberry, a local heiress, owned a hundred acres on the outskirts of town. There were several venues for rent there, including the most prominent setting—the Clydesdale Mansion, which was on a ten-acre patch of land. With a large hall, ten bedroom suites, two large main bathrooms, a kitchen, and a spacious garden, it was the perfect place for a winter wedding. If it was raining or snowing, we’d get married in the hall. If it was clear and not too cold, we were planning an outdoor ceremony in the main gazebo. Either way, the venue was perfect.

      I was still debating on whether to wear my dress. I’d unknowingly bought a haunted wedding dress that had belonged to a bride murdered by a demon. While I loved the dress and had broken the curse holding her spirit to it, every time I looked at it, I shivered. The thought of wearing a murder-dress, as I’d taken to calling it, bothered me more and more as the autumn deepened. I didn’t have much time to find a new one, but since I wasn’t planning on a traditional wedding dress, I figured the odds were with me, especially since we were headed into the holiday season when fancy clothes abounded.

      Other than the dress and venue, we’d locked my grandmother Rowan into officiating. As the high priestess of the Crystal Cauldron coven, she couldn’t very well say no. We’d also taken care of the invitations and booked a caterer, and the wedding cake was the biggest decision we had left to make.

      I touched up my makeup and grabbed my purse, making sure my keys were inside. Killian was driving but I never left home without keys and phone.

      Xi and Klaus were sprawled out across the bed, napping. No longer kittens but still playful, they had graduated to the point where they spent a lot of their time asleep.

      My gorgeous tortie and I were growing closer. Xi was growing in her power, but I wasn’t pushing her. Familiars evolved at their own pace and there was absolutely nothing you could do to speed up their development. I loved my cats like some people loved their children, but Xi and I had a special connection and now and then, when I had bad dreams, she would show up in them to protect me. Klaus seemed absolutely content with his lot in life. While he couldn’t talk to me the way Xi could, he was happy and healthy, and that was all that mattered.

      At Carrie’s, we spent half an hour discussing the wedding cake and tasting samples. She had ten choices, with everything from chocolate hazelnut to honey vanilla to gingerbread to carrot cake. But Killian and I both knew what we wanted and we agreed on a three-tier dark chocolate cake with raspberry filling and Swiss meringue buttercream. Carrie would cover the cake in white fondant, wrap each tier around the bottom with a blue ribbon, and then cascade a curtain of blue roses down the sides. The design was beautiful, elegant, and magical.

      Carrie boxed up the rest of the samples for us. I wanted to pay for them but she shook her head. “I’d just throw them away. I always make new samples for each client. And since you’ve already given me a deposit on the cake, you might as well take these home and enjoy them.”

      It occurred to me that since we’d put down a non-refundable deposit, we might as well accept them. The cake was costing us six hundred and change.

      “They’ll be gone in a couple days. Trust me,” I said, staring at the ten mini-cakes that were half-intact. Each sampler equaled about four cupcakes. Which meant we had about thirty cupcakes worth of dessert left. Really good dessert.

      As we were leaving the shop, Killian’s phone rang. I took the bags from him while he answered.

      “Hello?” At first he looked puzzled, but then he stopped in the middle of the sidewalk and the smile slid off his face. “What? When did this happen?” His voice dipped and he caught his breath. “When?… Yes, I can make it. Where’s the funeral going to be held?”

      Funeral?

      Praying it wasn’t someone in his family, I watched the sky. The clouds were socking in, dark and heavy with rain. We were due for a windstorm, and I still had chores to finish in order to prepare for it. Western Washington had wild storms almost every November, and sometimes they came as early as October. High winds and heavy downpours led to trees crashing down, power outages, landslides, and urban flooding.

      “Listen, Ken, can you text me the details? This is a lot to take in… Thanks, I appreciate it… Yeah, it’s going to be odd without him. I agree with you on that.” Killian pocketed his phone and reached for the bags. “Come on,” he said. “I don’t want to get soaked.”

      I wanted to ask him who had died, but he seemed lost in thought. I wasn’t sure if it was grief or just shock, but whoever the news was about, it was obvious that it wasn’t some stranger or mere acquaintance. I handed him the bags and we returned to the car in silence.
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        * * *

      

      On the way home, Killian finally spoke. “That was Ken. Remember I told you I used to go camping with a group of guys in California?”

      “Yeah, I remember.”

      “Well, Darby was…you might call him a frenemy. We got along for a long time, but then things changed. He was jealous of everybody about something. He wasn’t a bad-looking fellow, but he didn’t have a personality that attracted women. He was moody and passive. And then he blamed the women for not noticing him. He wasn’t exactly an incel, but he never had a second date with anybody.”

      “And he was jealous of you because…?”

      “He had a thing for a woman who had a crush on me. She made it abundantly clear that she was interested in me. I never asked her out because of the code. You know—you don’t date someone your friend is interested in, unless there’s an unavoidable chemistry there. And even then, you talk to your buddy first.”

      I nodded. “My friends and I all had the same code, too.”

      “Right. And I wasn’t interested in her. She was nice, but she wasn’t my type. But all Darby could see was that she wanted me and not him. He pretended that everything was all right, but I knew it wasn’t. After that, Darby started taking potshots at me. It was obvious that he was still bitter. It’s really a shame because he started out a good guy, but he ended up drinking too much and then, shortly before I moved up here, Darby ended up hooked on apnaeads—a similar drug to opioids for the shifter community. He got…twitchy. I wish I would have said something. Tried to get him into a facility, or something like that.”

      “You can’t make somebody do something unless they’re ready.” I hesitated, then asked the question to which I already knew the answer. “How did he die?”

      “He overdosed four days ago. His folks live here in Moonshadow Bay, actually. So they’ve shipped his body back here to be buried. The funeral is tonight. I know it’s short notice, but do you mind if I bail on dinner tonight?”

      I got the impression that he really didn’t want to attend, but I also knew that he needed to say good-bye. Given his comment about wishing he could have helped Darby, I suspected Killian might be feeling some sort of survivor’s guilt. Or maybe he was just in shock. Either way, the funeral would probably be difficult, but my guess was that it would help in the long run.

      “Better than that, I’m coming with you. I’m your fiancée, and we help each other like this.” Although I kept my thoughts to myself, it occurred to me that I might be able to sense whether Darby’s spirit was hanging around the funeral home. If so, there would be a chance I could talk to him and find some closure for both him and Killian.

      Killian glanced at me as he pulled into the driveway. “Are you sure? You never met him.”

      “I didn’t have to meet him. He was part of your life, and it sounds like he was a complicated part of your life. And our lives are joined together now so what affects you, affects me. Just ask his parents if you can bring your fiancée, so that they don’t feel awkward with me showing up unannounced.” I slid out of the SUV and darted up the stairs to unlock the door as the rain began to pour down. Killian followed me carrying the sample cakes.
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        * * *

      

      “Darby’s folks don’t mind if you come to the funeral with me,” Killian said, peeking inside the kitchen where I was making dinner. “They sound grateful that anybody wants to come at all, which is sad.”

      “Yeah, that is sad,” I said, staring into the fridge. “Do you want to eat before or after? We have an hour before we should leave.”

      “Let’s have a snack before, and then we’ll pick up a pizza on the way home. Or chicken. Whatever you want.” Killian paused, then added, “Are you sure about this, January? I don’t want you to feel obligated. Darby and I haven’t really been friends for years. I’m going because I want to pay my respects to his family, not because I considered him a good buddy.” He wrapped his arms around my waist and leaned over my shoulder.

      I was chopping tomatoes, onion, and basil for the slow cooker. After mincing chives and tossing in some pepper, thyme, and oregano, I added sausage that I had precooked, drained, and crumbled, and turned the slow cooker to low. I was making sauce for tomorrow night’s spaghetti dinner. Nonny would be here by then, and she always talked about spaghetti being her favorite during our email chats.

      “Yes, I’m sure. As long as you don’t mind me going. Now, make yourself useful and put the vegetable peelings in the compost bucket, if you would.” I washed my hands, then began washing the counter with a soapy sponge.

      “When does Nonny get here?” Killian asked. “And is Teran coming over tomorrow? Given that Nonny’s her mother.”

      “Yeah, Teran’s coming over in the morning, although I know they have a strained relationship. I’m not sure what happened, but every time Teran talks about her, I sense the tension. Nonny should be here by four pm, so we need to be at the airport by then.” I finished stirring the sauce and settled the lid on it. “There. The sauce will be done by the time we get home, I think. It should be safe. The slow cooker is new. Tomorrow morning, we need to finish making up the guestroom.”

      “I’ll help. I promise.” Killian had volunteered to clean the guestroom and put new sheets on the bed. While he did that, I would clean the bathroom and tidy up the house.

      To be honest, I was nervous about Nonny’s visit. It had been so long since I had last seen her, and while we had talked throughout the years, there was a big difference in seeing someone in person. And Nonny was stern, sometimes scary stern.

      I was putting the last of the dishes in the dishwasher when a flash of lightning lit up the sky. The lights flickered and I shivered as the rumble of thunder echoed through the night.

      “I hope the storm doesn’t get too bad. At least not till we get home.” I wiped my hands on a tea towel, untied my apron, and glanced at the clock. “We should change clothes.”
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        * * *

      

      As we dressed, I asked Killian about his sister.

      “Have you heard from Tally lately?”

      Killian’s sister had finally had her twins in July, and we had been spending a lot of time over at her house. We babysat to give Tally and Les time off. Little Victoria and Leanna were adorable. They hadn’t shifted yet—that wouldn’t come until they began to walk—but their eyes shimmered like Killian’s when he was about to shift, and they had the aura of wolf shifters.

      Killian was good with the babies and, as long as he pulled diaper duty, I was fine with watching them. But babysitting had definitely reinforced my realization that I wasn’t cut out for motherhood, and even Killian mentioned how exhausting taking care of them was.

      He had the patience of a saint, but then again, he worked with animals on a regular basis and that helped. By the end of our babysitting jaunts we were always relieved to head home. But we wanted to help out. We loved Tally, and Les was a nice guy, and while one baby was hard, two babies were double the trouble. So we gave them time away when we could.

      “Actually, yes. Apparently my mother decided to show up on her doorstep the other day and she’s staying for a month to help out. Since my father is on a road trip with his buddies, Mom took a leave of absence from work for a few weeks and is immersing herself in being a grandmama. Tally hasn’t called the past week since she knows that your grandmother’s coming to town and we’re busy getting ready for her.”

      I loved Killian’s mother almost as much as I loved his sister. Serena had welcomed me in, despite the fact that I wasn’t a shifter. In fact, a lot of wolf shifters had problems with those of us who were witchblood, but Serena and William O’Connell had taken me in as one of theirs the moment they heard we were engaged.

      “We’ll invite them both over to meet Nonny. I love your mother. In fact, she spoils the mean mother-in-law cliché.” I turned. “How do I look? Properly attired for a funeral?”

      I chose a black wrap dress with the silver belt for the funeral. As a nod to the weather, I was wearing knee-high boots, but I made sure they were a sedate black leather with minimal hardware.

      Killian was buttoning the jacket for his black suit. “You look beautifully understated.” He glanced at the clock. “I guess we should go.”

      As we headed down the stairs, I hoped the funeral wouldn’t take too long. I had a list a mile long of things I still had to do before Nonny arrived.
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      As we approached the funeral home, I found my mood spiraling. I couldn’t pinpoint why I was depressed. There was really no reason—even though we were going to a funeral, I hadn’t known the deceased. And while Killian was sad, he wasn’t distraught. Actually, when I thought about it, I wasn’t sure if what I was feeling was even depression.

      I felt vaguely uneasy, as though I were waiting for a massive storm to break. Every nerve in my body felt aware and hypervigilant, so much so that it felt like a headache was on the horizon.

      We parked in the side lot, and then, as I took Killian’s arm, we made our way into the funeral home. After signing the guest book, we followed one of the attendants into a small room. There were five rows of five chairs each, though only about half of them were filled. The casket sat at the front of the room, with a spray of white lilies and ferns covering the bottom half. The top was open, and I silently groaned. The last thing I wanted to do was look at a corpse. For me, the spirit world was already too near. I preferred not to see the body as well.

      Killian led me to the third row and we took the outer two chairs. A middle-aged couple sat in the front left row, along with two men and a woman who looked about Killian’s age. I assumed that was the family. The front right row held two elderly couples, and my guess was that they were the grandparents. The second row on the right side was filled with men around Killian’s age, and there were three more men on the left side. As we took our seats, several of them turned around and gave Killian a wave.

      I leaned toward him and whispered, “Are those your buddies from your camping days?”

      “Yes, several of them. I don’t know who the three on the left are. I assume they’re Darby’s friends from somewhere else.”

      I didn’t see any women there except for family members and for me. “Aren’t any of your friends married?” I asked, keeping my voice low.

      Killian shook his head, giving me a quick look. “Most of them aren’t the type to settle down. That’s one reason why I stopped hanging out with them. I wanted stability and a relationship. They wanted to just keep hanging out at the bars on Friday nights, hitting on women.”

      I straightened, watching as the officiant took his place at the podium in front. He tapped the microphone awkwardly, then motioned to the attendant at the back. The attendant closed the door as the organist began to play a dirge, which sent my precarious mood plummeting even further. I had meant it when I told Killian I wanted to support him, but there was part of me that wished I had begged off.

      As the officiant began to speak, introducing himself as Darby’s best friend, it was obvious that he was trying to find good things to say about the man. At least, good things that the family wouldn’t object to.

      My attention wandering, I glanced around the room. Darby’s family was in obvious mourning, but all of his friends just looked uncomfortable. I had the feeling they were the type of friends who would be there when you had booze, but if you were poor and needed a place to crash, they’d suddenly have things to do. How Killian had gotten mixed up with the group eluded me. Surely, he had never been like them?

      I scanned the area for any sign of Darby. There were spirits walking the halls of the funeral home. Not only was the Veil thin due to the approaching holy day, but most funeral homes and mortuaries had spirits attached to them. They were usually the newly dead who hadn’t gotten their bearings yet.

      It was then that I noticed a little girl in the corner. She was watching the proceedings, but she had that stretched, transparent look of spirits who had been dead for some time. She caught my eye, but instead of looking startled that I could see her, she merely waved and smiled. I was curious why she was here, but given we were in the middle of the service, I wasn’t going to disrupt matters by approaching her to strike up a conversation.

      I was drifting further into my thoughts when Killian nudged me. Startled, I looked up to see that people were starting to form a line to view the body. Relieved that the evening was almost over, I followed him into the queue. As I linked my arm with his, one of the men in front of us turned around, giving me the once-over. He held my gaze for an uncomfortably long moment before turning back to Killian.

      “It’s been a while. It’s good to see you again.” He sounded vaguely bored.

      “Yes, it has been a while. Let me introduce my fiancée. January, this is Ken. Ken Jacoby, may I present January Jaxson? Soon to be my wife.” Killian emphasized the word, giving Ken a look that seemed to hold a veiled warning.

      Ken held out his hand and I reluctantly took it. His fingers were cool, as chilly as his gaze.

      “It’s nice to meet you, although the circumstances aren’t ideal. So, you’ve captured Killian’s heart, have you? I didn’t think anybody would ever manage that. You must have some special power. We’re going out for a drink afterward. Would you like to join us? It’ll be like old times, only without Darby there to make a drunken mess of it.”

      The callousness with which he spoke startled me.

      Killian shook his head. “January and I would love to join you, but we have plans for the evening. Thank you for the invitation.” There was a certain brusqueness in his voice that only came out when he was being protective of me. Though I wasn’t sure what nuances were taking place beneath the surface, I gratefully placed my other hand on his arm.

      Ken didn’t want to take no for an answer. “Oh, come, now. We haven’t seen each other in years. Don’t you want to get together with the old gang? Raise a glass to Darby’s memory?” He motioned to me. “And you can introduce January to the others.”

      Even though I had developed an immediate, visceral dislike of Ken, I didn’t want Killian to miss out on seeing his friends. “If you want to go, you can.” I paused. I didn’t want to make Killian sound like he was lying, so I added, “I have to…finish the cooking for tomorrow, but I can do it alone if you really want to go.”

      “If it’s easer, we can come over to your house,” Ken interjected.

      Killian shot him a dark look, but merely said, “That’s up to January. We’re preparing for company.” He turned to me. “Are you sure it won’t be a bother?”

      I could tell that he didn’t want to invite Ken—or any of the others—over, but it felt like the right thing to do. However, I could put some limitations on the visit.

      “We have about an hour once we get home. But if you’re good with that time frame, then yes, you’re welcome to come to my house.”

      Killian sounded anything but happy when he said, “If you think we can spare an hour, then I’ll text you the directions. But January really is on a tight schedule so we’ll have to close things down by eight.” He glanced at me. “In fact, is Darby here?”

      Ken looked confused. “What? Darby’s dead, man.”

      “My fiancée is a talented member of the witchblood, and she can sense spirits.” Killian smiled slyly as Ken pulled back.

      I cleared my throat. Of course. If they were all wolf shifters, chances were that at least a few of them would be shy around magic. I made a show of looking around, though I already knew the answer. “If he is, he’s keeping quiet. However, there is a little girl over in the corner watching the funeral. She waved at me earlier. I have no idea who she is. She’s around six or seven, wearing a pink dress, and she seems quite comfortable.”

      Ken swallowed. “That’s his sister. She’s probably waiting for him. Darby lost his little sister when she was seven. Vishy drowned in a lake and though Darby tried to save her, he couldn’t. I don’t think he ever forgave himself for that.” For a moment, he seemed vulnerable, and I liked him a little better. “Are you sure about tonight? If you’re really too busy, I understand. It’s just been a long time and we miss this dude here.”

      Killian relented. “All right. Here’s January’s address. But only till eight—we have a lot of chores to finish up tonight. We’ll see you there after the funeral’s over. But nobody’s getting drunk, understand?”

      Ken nodded. “Yeah, I hear you.” He glanced at the text Killian had sent him. “We’ll see you there. I guess I have to get this over with. I’ve never been good around death.” He turned face front and headed toward the casket.

      Killian leaned in near my ear. “I’m sorry about this in advance.”

      “He doesn’t seem such a bad sort,” I whispered back.

      And truth was, he didn’t. Now that I’d had a chance to examine Ken’s energy, I was beginning to see beneath the cool exterior. I sensed a vulnerable man there, someone who covered up his feelings to protect his heart, and it made me wonder what had hurt him to erect those barriers.

      When it was our turn to approach the casket, I began to get cold chills down my back. Something felt off, and I wasn’t sure what it was. All day, I’d felt like there was something askew in my world, but I hadn’t been able to pinpoint what. At first I’d chalked it up to Killian’s call about Darby, and now I thought I’d probably been right.

      I glanced around again, looking to see if Darby had made an appearance yet, but his spirit was nowhere to be seen. However, something seemed to be hanging around on the astral other than the little girl. In fact, whatever it was, I thought it might be watching me.

      The casket was a hideous monstrosity, looking strong enough to withstand a nuclear bomb. Those of us who were witchblood tended to prefer cremation and green burial. We didn’t believe in taking up space on the planet with gaudy shows of immortality, especially since we were most likely just coming around again on the Wheel when it was time. Oh, the pyramids and mausoleums like the Taj Mahal were beautiful, but caskets buried in the ground, meant to withstand decay, seemed to thumb their noses at Mother Earth, and they resisted the cycle of birth and death.

      Inside the casket lay Darby, still and silent. His eyes were closed, and a coin rested on his forehead. I assumed it was a family tradition. He was a slight man, and even in death there was an unpleasant sneer on his face. I couldn’t explain it, but I felt like somehow I knew him.

      I’d never met the man, but I knew men like him and, even without Killian’s input, one look at this corpse would have told me what kind of man Darby had been in life. He was wiry and thin, and looked older than Killian, but I suspected that was probably from drug or alcohol abuse. He had beautiful long red hair, and I wondered what color his eyes been.

      Blue.

      I jumped as the word slammed into my head. Looking around, I once again scanned the room for Darby’s spirit, but he was nowhere in sight. The little girl was still in the corner, but when I glanced at her, she just stared at her parents. It was obvious she missed them, and I wished I could go up and tell them she was here, but this wasn’t the time or place. They had just lost their second child, and they had to be devastated.

      The reception droned on, but we only stayed for a few minutes. Killian spoke to Darby’s parents, but I hung back. They didn’t need to meet me in their grief. Then, after a brief word with Ken, Killian took my elbow and steered me out into the storm that had broken while we were in the funeral home. A huge flash of lightning split the sky as we left the building, followed by a rumble that shook the ground.

      “The storm’s right over us. Let’s get home,” I said, trying to fend off the rain that slashed sideways. In western Washington, sideways rain was a very real thing, egged on by the winds that came slicing through the area. Even as I spoke, a gust sprang up, blasting through as it chilled me to the bone.

      “Hurry,” Killian shouted, and we made a run for the car. He bundled me into the passenger side, then hurried to slide into the driver’s seat. “If this is any indication of what the rest of autumn and winter is going to be like, we’d better get ready for power outages.”

      As we sat in the car, waiting for the heater to warm up, I nodded. “I want to look into hardwiring a generator into the house.” Pausing, I added, “Whichever house we decide on, that is.” We were still debating whether to live in my house—which was too small—or Killian’s house, which wasn’t my house.

      As Killian pulled out of the parking lot, he breathed a sigh of relief. “I owe you one. That has to be one of the worst evenings we’ve spent. It was excruciating. I’m sorry it’s not over yet, but I won’t let them stay long. Ken was always the leader of the group, and Darby was the outlier. He never really fit in, but we let him hang around because he didn’t have any other friends. But watch out for Ken—he’s a womanizer. I don’t trust him around gorgeous women, taken or not.”

      “Hon,” I said, “I’m not putting myself down—really—but I doubt that I’m his type. He seems to be the kind of man looking for a woman who’s more like a Victoria’s Secret model.”

      “You’d be surprised,” Killian muttered. “Ken dated women of all sizes and colors when we hung out together.” He paused, then asked, “So you didn’t see Darby?”

      “No, but I’m pretty sure I felt him around. I wish I could have told his parents about the little girl, but it didn’t seem the right time.”

      “I think you were right in keeping that quiet. For one thing, they’re skittish of magic and even more skittish around ghosts. I don’t think your news would have had the desired effect. I mainly feel sorry that you couldn’t help her move on.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t think she’s trapped. I think she chose to be there. Maybe she subconsciously comforted them or something.”

      “Well, either way, thank you for going with me. I appreciate it. I’m just sorry it was so grim.” He swung onto the street leading to our homes.

      “I don’t know about that.” I laughed. “I’ve had a lot of harrowing evenings on the job. This wasn’t the worst of them, by far.”

      “Not the same thing. Come on, I’ll pull together refreshments. You don’t have to lift a finger.” He waited for me, then we made a dash for the porch.

      As we entered the house and turned on the lights, the cats yawned from where they were curled on the sofa. I took one look at them and decided to tuck them away in our bedroom.

      “I think I’m going to take them upstairs. I don’t want anybody accidentally letting them out,” I said. Truth was, I didn’t trust Ken and his buddies to be careful with the door.

      Killian twisted his lip. “Yeah, probably for the best. I’ll get started in the kitchen.”

      Luring Xi and Klaus up to the spare bedroom with kitty treats, I shed my coat, changed into a comfortable but cute jersey dress, and touched up my makeup. As I was headed down to the kitchen, the doorbell rang and I hurried to answer it.

      I opened the door to find the four men standing there, with Ken in front. I let them in, ushering them into the living room. “Won’t you come in? Killian will be with you shortly.”

      Ken set a bottle on the coffee table. It was some sort of whisky—an expensive brand by the looks of it. He waved the other three toward the sofa and they gingerly sat down.

      “Thank you for inviting us,” Ken said. He introduced the others. “This is Jaimie, Hershel—we call him Hersh—and Richie.” He glanced at the men. “This is January. Killian’s woman—fiancée.”

      I didn’t bristle. I knew that among wolf shifters, calling your mate your “woman” was par for the course. Killian seldom slipped but every now and then he introduced me as such.

      “Welcome to my home. I’m so sorry about your friend.” I wanted to slip into the kitchen to help Killian but I had better manners than that. “Please, sit down.”

      I was about to offer to get them some glasses for their booze when Killian entered the living room, carrying a large tray on which sat a platter of sandwiches and a bowl of chips. He set the tray on the coffee table and noticed the whisky.

      “I’ll get glasses. January, you want one?”

      I shook my head. “Not with Nonny getting in tomorrow. And I don’t get along well with whisky anyway. I’ll take a glass of wine, though, if you would.”

      “Your wish is my command, my love,” he said, vanishing back into the kitchen.

      “How long have you and Killian been together?” Hersh asked. He was a harsh-looking man, but his voice was surprisingly gentle.

      “Two years. I moved back to Moonshadow Bay about six months after my parents died in a car crash. This was their house. I was just getting out of a really bad marriage, so I decided I might as well stay. My best friend lives here, too, and that factored into matters. Killian was moving in right about the same time as I was. He lives next door.” I couldn’t help but smile as I thought about our meeting.

      For a moment they said nothing. Then Ken said, “I’m sorry about your parents.”

      “It’s all right,” I said, thinking back to the day I’d gotten the call from the police. I tried to brush it out of my mind, though, and cleared my throat. “Are all of you from California?”

      As one they nodded. Then Ken said, “I was born up here, like Darby. That’s how we met. We decided to take a chance on California together and once we were down there, we met Hersh, Killian, and Richie. We were all hanging out at the same sports bar after work and just bonded.” He paused, then said, “Killian looks good. You’re good for him.”

      Surprised, I smiled. “Thank you. We’re good for each other.”

      “I think somehow you’re the one who’s the better influence. So, what do you do?” Ken motioned for Hersh, who was about to say something, to stay quiet.

      Feeling a little awkward, I said, “I work for Conjure Ink, a paranormal investigations organization. We check out urban legends, go ghost hunting—that’s primarily my forte—and take on all sorts of monster reports. We actually had a Mothman visitation this year, and went after Bigfoot. Neither one ended well.”

      Killian appeared, another tray in hand with glasses and my wine. He set it down next to the sandwiches. “What did I miss?”

      “Your fiancée is bad-ass, man. I’d be scared out of my skin to do what she does.” Ken sounded sincere, again surprising me. He poured whisky in the glasses, then held his drink in the air. “Here’s to January. Killian doesn’t deserve you!” He laughed as he said it, but his words set me on edge.

      But before I could say anything, Killian chimed in. “I know that. I really don’t. But as long as she’s willing to put up with me, I’m happy.”

      I leaned toward him, shaking my head. “You’re not the only lucky one. I wouldn’t marry someone I didn’t respect and you know it. I’ll never compromise myself again.”

      “I’ll never treat you the way Ellison did,” Killian said.

      Again, feeling like I was quickly becoming the focus, I lifted my goblet of wine. “I’d like to propose a toast to your friend Darby. May he find his rest, and I hope his sister was able to help him.” I told the others about Darby’s little sister.

      “Darby’s folks have been hit pretty bad. All three of their kids are dead now,” Richie said.

      “Three?” Killian asked. “I never knew about a third sibling. Darby talked about his little sister, but…”

      “Oh yeah,” Hersh said. “Darby had an older brother. Rusty. Darby had substance issues, but Rusty—he really slid down the spiral. He got himself hooked on steroids. He was a gym bunny. He wanted to compete and he would do anything to win. He went all ’roid rage one day while driving. Tried to sideswipe a car that cut him off and went into a tailspin. His truck spun off one of the overpasses and crashed on the freeway below.”

      “Holy crap. I’m guessing he didn’t make it out?” The fact that one family had three such tragic losses threw me. Once was bad, twice might be coincidence, but three children—all tragically struck down? That pushed beyond the “Oh gee, how horrible” stage into the question of “What’s behind all this?”

      “He was trapped inside. The driver’s door jammed when he went off the overpass. When they retrieved his remains, they ascertained that his back was broken during the fall. The truck went up in flames with Rusty unable to get out. Even if he had been able to open the door, his injuries would have prevented him from escaping.”

      “And no one was around to help?”

      “No, this was back in the 1970s before cell phones. And the drivers nearby were afraid to approach the truck because gas was pouring out of it. Rusty was trying to make it in bodybuilding. Back then, steroid use was common, and he wanted to be among the best. He idolized Franco Columbo and Arnold Schwarzenegger and Lou Ferrigno. Of course, Rusty couldn’t compete in the regular contests due to the fact that he was a wolf shifter—but he aspired to the Otherkin versions.” Ken shrugged.

      “What did Darby think of this?”

      “He idolized his brother. He wasn’t interested in bodybuilding, but he grew up thinking Rusty could do no wrong. Their parents were blind to all of the problems their children had. After Rusty died, they shut down.” Ken shrugged. “Darby did everything he could to make them happy, but when his little sister Vishy drowned and he wasn’t able to save her, they blamed him. It wasn’t his fault—the water was so cold that Darby almost drowned trying to reach her. He had to turn around and come back.”

      “Where were their parents?” Killian asked. “I never knew about this.”

      “They had let Darby and his sister go to the lake by themselves while they were visiting Rusty’s grave in a nearby cemetery.” Ken shook his head. “Darby’s parents blamed him. He had moved out of the house by then, but he still dropped by to hang out with his sister. He adored her and Vishy clung to him for attention since their parents were still fixated on Rusty. After she died, Darby and I decided to head to California. There wasn’t anything tying him to the area, and I was ready for a change.”

      I glanced at Killian. Sometimes, people had backstories that made me want to cry. I thought about Vishy and wondered if she was still mourning the attention she never received. Maybe she had come to meet Darby because he had been the only one who cared about her.

      “Man, this is not the wake I expected,” Richie said. “But then again, we’re talking about Darby.” He said it with such a snarky tone that I wanted to smack him. His words were also slurred, leading me to think he was already drunk.

      Apparently Killian felt the same way, because he cleared his throat. “I thought honoring someone’s memory was the point, and that’s what we’ve been doing.” He pointed at the whisky bottle, which was three-quarters empty. “You’ve singlehandedly emptied most of that, and I don’t want you driving on the road. Did you come with someone else?”

      “He rode with me,” Hersh said. “And I’ve only had one drink. I think we should head back to the hotel. Come on, Rich. Let’s get you back to the room.”

      “Already? Gods, Killian, you’ve changed. You never would have shut down the party this earlier a few years ago. Pussy-whipped is an understatement⁠—”

      But Richie didn’t get a chance to finish the statement. Killian was on his feet, hustling him to the door before anybody else had a chance to speak.

      “You will not use that phrase around my fiancée, or around me. I grew up and I learned how to control my mouth. I also learned how to respect women. You could take a lesson from me.”

      Hersh rushed over to take Richie off Killian’s hands. “I’ll get him out to the car. Sorry, man. Darby wasn’t the only one who didn’t know when to keep his mouth shut, but Richie has far fewer reasons. He’s been hitting the sauce pretty hard.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Ken said to me. “I really didn’t want any scenes like this. Please don’t think I’m like Richie. I’m not.”

      Something about his apology struck me as odd, but I decided to ignore it. I just wanted them all to go home. I was depressed about Darby’s life and his sister, Ken was giving me odd vibes, and I was ready to shut the door on them.

      Killian saw them out while I carried the trays back into the kitchen. They had taken the rest of the whisky with them, or I would have poured it out. The spaghetti sauce was ready, so I ladled it into a low, flat container so that it would cool quickly when I refrigerated it.

      Killian peeked in while I was sorting out the dishes. He apologetically grimaced at me. “I’m sorry about them.”

      “You warned me. But hey, you paid your respects to Darby. It sounds like he had a rough life. I’m glad that’s over.”

      “I dunno… I won’t feel easy for a few days. Death goes in threes, you know.” Killian said it with such a deadpan face that I wasn’t sure if he was being flippant.

      “What?”

      “My mother used to say that. Death goes in threes. Over the years, I’ve seen that happen more often than is comfortable. But whatever the case, tonight’s over. Tomorrow we can go back to focusing on our own lives. Do we have plans in the morning?”

      “Teran’s coming over in the morning to help us finish getting ready. Rowan and I talked about getting together in the afternoon, since Nonny doesn’t get in till later, so we might as well go. Rowan and I want to discuss our plans for dealing with Gretchen. And Tarvish bought a new pool table he wants to show you. Ari’s coming over Sunday night for a movie night.”

      I paused, then looked up at Killian. “Your friends seem so different than you.”

      “They are, now.” Killian’s eyes flared. “There was a time we all fit together, but I’ve left all that behind and I don’t regret it.” He took the dishcloth out of my hand. “Come upstairs. Love me. Let me fuck you.”

      And just like that, the mood shifted, and I followed him to the bedroom.

      “I want you so bad,” he said, leading me up the stairs.

      A shiver ran through me, from the tip of my head to the bottom of my feet, but the feeling settled between my thighs. I caught my breath. Killian was an attentive lover. We had begun exploring our kinky sides, and I was surprised that we meshed so well in that manner. I had never realized that I really wasn’t vanilla. Sex with Ellison had been boring for both of us. But my sex play with Killian had brought out my more flavorful side, and we routinely brought blindfolds and velvet ropes and paddle boards into the bedroom. I had discovered that I did have a submissive side, but only between the sheets, and only if I trusted the person I was with.

      “Take the lead. I will follow.”

      And so Killian led me up the stairs, away from thoughts of old friends long gone, and away from the stillness of death, toward a validation of life itself.
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