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            About Any Witch Way But Goode

          

          WELCOME TO LUCKY VALLEY, WHERE NOTHING IS QUITE WHAT IT SEEMS.

        

      

    

    
      From NY Times & USA TODAY Bestselling Author, Michelle M. Pillow, a Cozy Mystery Paranormal Romantic Comedy.

      The Garden Gnome Bed and Breakfast might be a new kooky weekend getaway spot, but for Lily Goode the inheritance represents the promise of a stable future for her and her siblings. Unfortunately, the house isn’t the only thing she inherited. The bed-and-breakfast also comes equipped with witchy Aunt Polly, troublesome garden gnomes, a town that hates her, newfound magical powers that misfire, and a werewolf boyfriend she shouldn’t have asked to move in with her.

      When a guest is found dead during her grand opening, Lily knows she has to solve the mystery of what happened before the B&B is closed forever.

      Lucky for her, Aunt Polly is here to help save the day.
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Chapter One


          

          LUCKY VALLEY, COLORADO

        

      

    

    
      Forever was a really freaking long time and looking longer by the day.

      Nolan Dawson and a happily ever after might be all Lily Goode could ever want in life, but that didn’t mean she was capable of having it. There was a fear inside of her, a whisper that warned her not to get too attached. She expected him to come to his senses and change his mind at any moment, and each new day added onto their future made it all the more likely that he would.

      She’d known the man, what? All of three weeks before she’d invited him to move in with her on a post-magic-using high. And if that wasn’t enough, she’d partnered with him in business. To an independent woman that had to look a little desperate—move in with me, work with me, be with me every second of the day.

      What she’d initially thought was going to be a romantic ride off into the sunset had turned into a straight shot of cold, hard reality. Their life together was filled with stresses. There were days that Lily had about all the reality she could take.

      And who said I love you to a man after three weeks? Surely that was too soon, too easy. She normally wouldn’t say that after three years—not that any of her relationships ever lasted that long. Lily wasn’t an I-love-you kind of gal. She had her reasons for being that way.

      What if his feelings for her were a spell she unintentionally cast on him? What would happen when it wore off? She had to be ready for that level of heartbreak. She couldn’t fall apart, not now, not with so much riding on her shoulders

      Fear of being abandoned made her question if this life is the one she deserved. She hated that her mind tried to find reasons as to why she might end it first.

      Nolan was a werewolf who was always there. Always. He never left. She supposed that is what living together meant, but he still had his own house in town. Would he go back there when he became sick of her?

      Well, fine, he never left except to chain himself in his old basement during a full moon, when he became a vicious, uncontrollable creature who would eat anyone who crossed his path. Talk about some serious man-period side effects.

      But it wasn’t just self-doubt over her relationship with Nolan that caused her stress levels to skyrocket.

      It would seem Lily was full of questionable decisions. For that, she blamed her dead mother. The reemergence of Marigold Crawford in the form of a surprise inheritance had thrown Lily’s entire life off track. All those childhood fears and emotions that she’d thought she’d grown out of reared their ugly heads.

      Jesse, the sister Lily had known her whole life, refused to come to Colorado to accept her part of their birthright out of protest of their dead, neglectful mother. Apparently, Marigold (aka Mom) left her a safe-deposit box that only Jesse could open. No one knew what was inside. Jesse didn’t seem to care.

      Mara, the sister no one had known existed until a few months ago, was living with her in the house Lily had inherited from the aforementioned mother. The sanity with that sibling was questionable, and Lily was pretty sure Mara was a habitual liar. Though, to be fair, the girl had been born and raised in a barn.

      Then there was Aunt Polly, who was a few almonds short of a fruitcake, and who kept trying to redecorate the house in super-feminine floral prints and doilies. Polly also had the largest collection of creepy-ass gnome statues known to man. Every time Lily turned around there was another one popping up somewhere. Her home was literally a garden gnome sanctuary.

      When she had stepped out of the shower that morning, she’d found two of the creepers on the bathroom floor—one holding a flower, another with a sign that read “thanks” (Lily did not want to know what that referred to)—and a third sitting on a miniature toilet. He and his throne had been on the bathroom sink. There was no clue as to how they got there.

      Even now, she found herself staring at a garden gnome standing by the front door, with its annoyingly cheerful face and chubby cheeks painted with too much pink. Not once had she seen them move, but sometimes when she glanced away and then back, they were no longer in the same place.

      Add to all of this craziness the fact that Lily’s moody brother, Dante, also lived with her. That in itself was fine. She’d lived with Dante and Jesse all of their lives. But now Dante had a pet raccoon (Polly called it a familiar) named Bartholomew, who they couldn’t keep out of the house. The animal kept finding his way back inside.

      But wait, there’s more. Much more.

      She was pretty sure someone had been stealing from the guests during Garden Gnome Bed-and-Breakfast’s opening week. Already three shiny trinkets were missing.

      During all of these chaotic life changes, Lily had found out she was a witch. With powers and everything—misfiring, bad-luck-inducing, wayward, haphazard, shooting-out-of-the-tips-of-her-fingers, unwanted superpowers. One bad sneeze could send her teleporting through the Colorado wilderness (and it had).

      The steady whoomp-whoomp-whoomp of a nail gun meant progress was being made on the repairs outside. That definitely went into the plus column of her relationship with Nolan. He was handy with power tools. No other contractor in a fifty-mile radius would touch anything on the Goode Estate. Her ancestors weren’t remembered fondly in the area.

      The estate included the Victorian house, a couple of cottages, and an old barn. Mara had burned the barn to the ground. Lily couldn’t say she blamed the woman, considering their mother had kept Mara locked away inside it like an animal for years. If she behaved, she was sometimes allowed into the house. Marigold had always feared that Mara’s supernatural father’s powers had cursed the youngest sibling and the world needed to be protected from her. Because of that, Mara had a lot of unresolved issues, and who could blame her? Marigold had been insane.

      The Victorian was halfway between the haunted ghost town of Old Lucky Valley (nicknamed Unlucky Valley) and a town-town called Lucky Valley. Lily owned Unlucky Valley, because why not inherit a haunted ghost town filled with spirits who hated her family?

      Lily preferred the ghost residents. Sure, an army of dead miners had shown up on the lawn to scare her into running away, but…

      Never mind. She didn’t prefer either town. They all hated her.

      The people of Lucky Valley blamed the Goodes for every piece of bad luck that befell the locals. Like Lily just waited around, willing soufflés to cave in and people to slip on cracked sidewalks for the heck of it.

      “It’s not like I’m busy trying to open a business or anything,” she muttered to herself, “inviting strangers into my home so I can support my family. This isn’t just some bleak, bleak, terrible hobby.”

      For that reason, she didn’t host a grand-opening party. None of the townsfolk would have attended.

      Hello, sir?

      Lily wasn’t sure where the whisper was coming from, only that the male voice had invaded her mind off and on for the last week. No matter how she tried to find the source, in the end it was just a whisper of a thought. At first, she believed it was a gnome. Then she assumed it was the feral cat hanging around. Now she was concerned it was a sign of madness.

      “Go away,” Lily whispered to the chubby-faced gnome still staring at her. She stood in the living room before a small check-in desk she’d set up near the wall. From her location, she could see across an antique couch past the front hall into the library. The vantage point showed anyone coming in or out of the front door.

      Nothing in the home felt like it belonged to her. Sometimes she wished the antique furniture would break and stay broken, especially the couch. That ugly thing’s legs had come out from under it and yet there it was, standing as good as the day it was made…back in the 1800s.

      Lily sighed as she studied the guest registry. Until the cabins were repaired (or she started kicking people out), her houseful of family left her with three rooms to rent out of a seven-bedroom, three-story home.

      “Hey, Lily, want some coffee?”

      Lily glanced up as Mara passed through the living room. Her sister wore pajama pants and a crop top as she stumbled toward the kitchen in fuzzy slippers. Going after her, Lily grabbed her arm, “Dammit, Mara, I told you we had guests staying here. You can’t walk around like that anymore.”

      “Uh, yeah I can. You said to pretend I am a guest here and to talk up the place,” Mara countered. She gestured to her outfit. “If I’m paying for a room, I’ll wear what I want.”

      “You’re not paying for anything, pickle,” Lily reminded her. “Just put a bra on, for heaven’s sake. The Elliotts have a kid with them.”

      “He’s eighteen.” Mara dismissed the concern. “Trust me. He’ll leave you a good internet rating after meeting me.”

      I can see why our mother locked you up for most of…

      Dammit. No. No, that was mean. She couldn’t think things like that.

      “Just wear a bra, please,” Lily whispered.

      “I will if you and Polly stop calling me pickle,” Mara countered.

      Lily doubted that would ever happen. “And leave the scones for the real guests. I swear the baker charges extra because I’m a Crawford-Goode.”

      “Yeah, probably.” Mara shrugged. “Why do you think I use a fake name?”

      “There is cereal in the pantry,” Lily insisted.

      “No, Herman ate it all last night,” Mara said.

      “Lobsters don’t eat cereal,” Lily answered.

      “Then it was the raccoon,” Mara called, “or that cat of yours.”

      The feral nuisance that kept staring at Lily was supposed to be her familiar, at least according to Polly. The cat didn’t act very friendly, and on some level it made sense that Lily’s familiar would be grumpy and unsociable.

      Lily went back to the registry and stared at it as if her intense focus would change her circumstances—three rooms to rent out and a family to support.

      Vanessa Jensen had left early, and in a huff, because she thought someone had been rummaging around in her room. Evidently, they’d re-arranged her towels and done a long list of other things that couldn’t be proven. Her anger had seemed disproportionate to the situation.

      “Thanks for the one star, Vanessa,” Lily muttered. That little sad rating stared at Lily every time she looked up her bed-and-breakfast online. The review had been just as scathing, “Tacky décor, character actors on staff, and boring locale only outdone by the indifference of management to the invasion of privacy issues I encountered. A definite must-avoid.”

      Lily etched an x by the woman’s name and then sighed deeply, momentarily pitying herself.

      Vanessa had been replaced by the truck driver Earl “Willy” Williams, who snored so loud the Elliotts complained. Willy reported that he’d lost a silver flask which he was certain had been on his nightstand but now it wasn’t. Otherwise, he appeared fairly happy…and not the kind to leave online reviews.

      The Elliotts were polite, in a bland sort of way. The wife smiled, the husband said things about birds or something, but after each conversation, Lily could barely remember what they’d talked about. Their son clearly had a crush on his phone. Lily had caught Frank Jr. taking selfies with several of the gnomes…some in highly questionable positions. The Elliotts were her best shot at a five-star to counteract Vanessa’s angry review. Mrs. Elliott was missing a single diamond earring, but so far thought maybe she’d lost it and wasn’t blaming the B&B.

      Lily glanced toward the door. Chubby Face had disappeared.

      Finally, there was Janice Foster, who basically kept to herself as she typed on her laptop, moving from room to room as if she couldn’t quite settle on a location to work. She hardly spoke except to ask politely for fresh towels, and that the staff be on the lookout for her favorite pen—a platinum-coated fountain pen that had been a gift from someone she’d rather not name for fear of looking pretentious, but he was a famous horror author.

      This was Lily’s life now.

      “Miss Goode?” Marion Elliott spoke softly as she gave a worried smile.

      Lily glanced up at the woman and reminded herself to return the smile. “Yes?”

      “I’m sorry to bother you, but have you seen my son?”

      “Oh, ah…” Lily glanced around as if that limited view would give her answers. “No, I don’t think he’s been down for breakfast yet.”

      “That’s so strange.” She gave a small frown, sighing. “Okay, thank you.”

      Lily observed the woman as she looked helplessly around the living room. “Is something the matter?”

      “He didn’t come in last night,” Marion said. “His bed doesn’t look like it was slept in. It’s not like him to make his bed.”

      Lily thought of Mara and did her best to keep smiling. “Maybe he fell asleep somewhere. The weather was beautiful last night. Let me ask around for you.”

      Junior hardly seemed like the camping type, unless camping was code for kegger with classmates. The suggestion seemed to calm Mrs. Elliott some and Lily went to look for Mara. She found her sister leaning against the kitchen counter eating a scone.

      At Lily’s appearance, Mara pushed the pastry fully into her mouth, puffing out her cheeks. She gave an innocent grin even as she struggled to chew.

      “Dammit, Mara,” Lily whispered.

      “What?” The word was muffled by food. She struggled to swallow before managing to add, “I was hungry. Just have Polly pull more out of her magic picnic basket.”

      That wasn’t the point.

      “Seriously, Lil. Stop being a freak,” Mara scoffed. “Polly said that we could magically lift a barn and do all these fixes in like an afternoon if we pooled our powers. Who needs the stupid bakery if they’re going to overcharge you? We can make our own out of thin air and—”

      “We’re doing this my way,” Lily interrupted. “Limited magic until we fully understand the consequences involved. Where do you think that food comes from that Polly magically pulls out of her basket? For all we know, we’re taking it out of a hungry kid’s mouth.”

      “You’re kind of a downer. You know that, right?” Mara said. “You need to chill.”

      Remembering why she’d gone to the kitchen in the first place, Lily asked, “Is Frank Jr. in your room?”

      Mara looked stunned for a few seconds before snorting with laughter. “Is that a joke?”

      “Junior didn’t go to his room last night, and you come down all…” Lily gestured at Mara’s lack of clothes.

      “So clearly I slept with an eighteen-year-old,” Mara answered, losing a bit of her cocky attitude.

      “Well, if the bra fits…”

      “Wow.” Mara shook her head. “I didn’t figure you for such a prude. I’ll go put on a damned bra, but let’s get something straight. I may be messed up, but I didn’t seduce Junior. Maybe he didn’t go back to his room because he’s eighteen and sleeping in the same room with your parents at that age is weird.”

      Lily kept herself from answering, How would any of us know if that was weird or not? You were born in a barn and I was abandoned outside an Iowa fire station with Dante and Jesse.

      Marigold had done a number on all of them.

      “I’m sorry,” Lily said. “I’m trying. I truly am.”

      “I don’t need your pity,” Mara quipped. “I’ll be sure to tell my new lover you’re looking for him if I see him.”

      Mara stormed from the kitchen and Lily heard angry footsteps as her sister ran upstairs. The woman acted like an adolescent.

      Maybe Nolan had seen the teenager.

      “I can do this,” Lily whispered, not believing her own mantra. She leaned against the kitchen counter and closed her eyes, trying not to let her stress get the better of her. She felt the energy coming from the walls, it pulsed, as if an extension of herself. It fed her magic. “I can do this. I can be a business owner. I can take care of my family. I can do this. I can—”

      “Oh, hey, baby, how long have you been there? I didn’t see you come out,” Nolan said. “What can you do?”

      I can do this.

      Lily felt the cool breeze on her skin before she opened her eyes.

      Dammit. Dammit. Dammit.

      Her magic had transported her out to the cottage. Nolan stood in the doorway. He held a nail gun attached to a long orange extension cord that ran several feet across the yard from the back of the house to the cottage where he was doing repairs.

      “I hope no one saw me come out here,” Lily muttered.

      Instantly understanding, Nolan set the nail gun down and moved toward her. “What’s wrong? You only teleport when you’re highly emotional.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Lily dismissed, not really keen on being called highly emotional. “Have you seen the Elliott kid around anywhere this morning? His mother is searching for him.”

      Nolan shook his head. “No, but I haven’t been looking for him either.”

      “He’s probably with the missing flask, and pen, and whatever else has been stolen.”

      Sweat beaded his brow and sawdust clung to his neck. The man had an animal magnetism, no doubt about it. “Someone still taking shiny objects? Frank Jr. is hardly shiny.”

      “His phone is.”

      “Or do you mean you have reason to believe he’s our thief?” Nolan asked.

      “If I were a teenager, I’d probably steal a liquor flask,” Lily said.

      “Can’t say I would’ve passed that up myself,” Nolan agreed. “Now we just have to prove it and make him give it back.”

      “Any idea where he is?” Lily asked.

      “The last time I saw the kid, he was marking the frame of the new barn.”

      “Marking? You mean he was pee—oh, gross,” Lily said. “What in the hell was I thinking, inviting people into my home?”

      Nolan’s smile faded some. She supposed she should have said our home. It’s like her mouth was trying to help her brain self-sabotage her relationship any way it could.

      “Do you need me to hunt him down?” he offered.

      “Yes. Yes, I would like you to hunt him down like a wolf after a bunny rabbit. I’m sure his mother would love that,” Lily drawled sarcastically.

      Nolan let his eyes flash with the threat of a shift as he grinned. He held his arms to the side. “Never say I didn’t offer to help.”

      Nolan looked as if he would kiss her, and she turned her head to the side, pretending something in the forest caught her attention.

      “Did I do something to piss you off?” he asked.

      “No. It’s just…Mara.” Lily knew it was wrong to deflect her confusing feelings over her relationship onto Mara, but the woman was an easy scapegoat. Nolan hadn’t really liked Mara from the beginning. Though, neither had Polly, and Polly liked everyone.

      “What did she do now?”

      “Ate all my scones and didn’t wear a bra.” Lily waved her hand in dismissal.

      “You know you can kick her out. No one said you had to let her freeload off you.” This was becoming an old argument. “They’re all adults. You shouldn’t be the one carrying the workload.”

      Lily went to peek inside the cottage to check the progress. The small cabin had a single bedroom, bathroom, and living room. Nolan was adding a small kitchenette adjoining the living room. An identical cabin stood close by. It was being used for storage and the remodel hadn’t been started yet.

      “I need to get back.” Lily wasn’t going to try to explain the importance of family to him. Their mother had abandoned all of her children in one form or another. Lily grew up taking care of her siblings, fighting to keep them all together. She wasn’t going to give up on Mara. That is what Marigold would have done.

      Lily was not her mother.

      “I need you to hear me on a couple of points and then I’ll drop it,” Nolan said. “I know you said Dante was looking for a job, but until that happens he needs to help you out more. I’m not just talking about running errands to town to pick up some bath towels or helping you find a pen to write with when you’re on the phone.”

      “He’ll help if I ask him to,” Lily said.

      “But you never ask him to.”

      She hated that he had a point.

      “I don’t even think Mara is looking for a job. I don’t like how she tries to guilt you for what your mother did to her,” Nolan continued. “I know Polly offers all the time, but I will say, I get why you don’t ask your aunt for more help.”

      “Can we not fight?” Lily asked. “Let’s just get through this opening. This is all so new to everyone. It will settle. I’ll figure out a way my siblings can help out more.”

      “I’m not trying to put more pressure on you,” he said.

      Lily nodded. That may be the case, but she felt the pressure.

      “Want to go into town tonight for dinner?” he asked. “Could be good to get out of the house.”

      “Can’t leave.” Lily followed the orange extension cord back toward the house. Quietly, she added, “And you’re one to talk. You’re the highly emotional one, wolf boy.”

      Nolan laughed. She knew his shifter hearing would pick up her words.

      He called after her, “I wondered if you were going to let me get away with that comment.”
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      “Lugwick, I want you to tell me right now if you had anything to do with the disappearance of that ill-behaved young man.”

      Aunt Polly Crawford’s voice was uncharacteristically hard, but since the woman was dressed in a pink princess gown with sparkles and wings, it was a little hard to take her anger seriously. Well, that and the fact she interrogated a garden gnome.

      Lily watched the absurd scene from the doorway to Polly’s third-floor bedroom. The fact the room appeared to be twice the size allowed by architectural design did cause a moment of wonder. Polly had no problem tapping into magic for everyday things. That attitude bothered Lily, who understood nothing in life came without consequences. Until she figured out what those consequences were, she wasn’t going to rely on magic.

      Okay, and if Lily were honest, her magic was unreliable. If she tried to stretch a room beyond its physical boundaries, she was positive it would result in a nuclear explosion.

      People always dreamed of what it would be like to have superpowers and magic. Lily could say with confidence: it sucked big time.

      “Answer me,” Polly demanded of the gnome. “Don’t make me bap you.”

      The statue didn’t move.

      Polly’s hair wasn’t of any natural red color, but it suited her vibrant personality. All evidence pointed to the woman being older, at the very least the same age Lily’s mother would have been, but Polly’s face only showed a hint of those years.

      “I don’t think he knows anything,” Lily drawled.

      “Don’t let the cute face fool you. He’s a sneaky one.” Polly sighed. “But perhaps you’re right. We both know Herman is the mastermind between the two of them.”

      Herman was Polly’s enchanted pet lobster. More often than not, the crustacean was in the blue plastic baby pool wearing a sailor cap. However, now small watery footprints led across the floor toward Lugwick, as if he was going to stand by his friend.

      There were many times in the day that Lily looked at the surreal reality surrounding her and thought, “This is my life now.”
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