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PRAISE FOR LOVE'S A WITCH



“Steamy men in kilts, lightning-quick banter, and ancient curses—this is pure dopamine!”

—Elizabeth Hunter, USA Today bestselling author of A Hidden Fire

“Heartwarming, delightful, and enchanting—Love’s a Witch is everything you want from a witchy romance and more! Full of family, small-town Scottish charm, and an absolutely wonderful cheese-loving familiar, you’ll want to sink into this book and never leave!”

—Sarah Beth Durst, New York Times bestselling author of The Spellshop

“A cozy, witchy rom-com overflowing with quirky witches, hilarious mishaps, and the powerful alchemy of friendship. This spellbinding tale that will delight enemies-to-lovers fans is pure enchantment from start to finish.”

—Linsey Hall, author of The Modern Girl’s Guide to Magic

“Love’s a Witch is a hilarious cozy romantasy brimming with small-town charm, witty banter, and a quirky cast of characters I fell in love with from the very first page. Tricia O’Malley seamlessly weaves a magical world of witches, romance, and sisterhood in this enemies-to-lovers romance.”

—Helena Hunting, New York Times bestselling author of Pucked Up
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TO MY ANAM CARA, BLUE. SLÁN ABHAILE.






The heart aye’s the part aye, That makes us right or wrang.

—ROBERT BURNS
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GLOSSARY OF SCOTTISH WORDS/SLANG


	• bit o’ banter—

	Scots love to tease each other; banter is highly cherished

	• bloody—

	a word used to add emphasis; expletive

	• bonnie—

	pretty

	• brekkie—

	breakfast

	• cèilidh—

	a social event with Scottish folk music and singing, traditional dancing

	• eejit—

	idiot

	• give it laldy/laldie—

	do something with vigor or enthusiasm

	• gritter—

	a vehicle for spreading salt on roads in icy or potentially icy weather

	• guising—

	trick-or-treating

	• hen—

	woman, female

	• Highland coo—

	cow

	• Irn Bru—

	a Scottish carbonated drink

	• “It’s a dreich day”—

	cold; damp; miserable

	• och—

	used to express many emotions, typically surprise, regret, or disbelief

	• quaich—

	a small, two-handled drinking vessel often used at Scottish weddings

	
• sledging—

	sledding

	• stovies—

	a dish of potatoes stewed in a pot

	• tea—

	in Scotland, having tea is often used to refer to the dinnertime meal

	• tetchy—

	crabby, cranky, moody

	• wee—

	small, little

	• wheesht (haud your wheesht)—

	be quiet, hush, shut up
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PROLOGUE Bonelle MacGregor


A day for celebration should never end with a curse, but one cannot always see the future.

No matter how much magick they have.

Mabon heralded the arrival of autumn, honoring the balance of light and dark, and for one magickal town nestled in the hills of Scotland, the long-awaited return of their prince. Briarhaven, a home to witches, fae, and humans alike, bustled with excitement over the arrival of their dearly beloved—and notably single—prince.

It was said this year he would choose a wife.

More than one woman had awoken with a smile on her lips and hope in her heart. Maybe, just maybe, this day would end with a crown upon their head.

There was one budding witch, however, for whom the prince’s return was of little interest.

At the age of four and twenty, Bonelle MacGregor cared little for the whims of love or arranging for a husband. Instead, she eagerly awaited the bloom of her magick in the coming year. She could already feel the first tendrils unfurling in her, hinting at what was to come. Bonelle welcomed, no, ached, for its arrival, as she had written books upon books of spells she was dying to try. She sensed she could do great good for her people, once her magick flowered.

Unlike her best friend, Vaila, who cared little for using her magick to help others when there was a prince to be wed. Vaila was so focused on the prince’s return that she’d cried twice that morning about which dress to wear for the bonfire dance. After the third time switching the ribbons in Vaila’s hair, Bonelle had begged off so she could go investigate a rumor she’d heard.

A mysterious traveler had arrived.

Hopeful for new books, particularly if they carried exotic spells from faraway lands, Bonelle slipped away from where fading wildflowers festooned a field outside the village, the beat of the drums matching the thumping of her heart. A wagon was tucked in a shadowy grove of trees, a man, broad-shouldered and lean from travel, arranging his goods.

“Good day, sir.” She bobbed her head lightly. The wagon, though appearing to be of humble nature from afar, glittered and glimmered once close.

“Good day, miss. May I interest you in my wares?” The man was dirty in the way of men who have been on the road for ages, his face covered in dust, his nails caked with mud. Yet she couldn’t look away from his enchanting azure eyes. A thousand truths swirled there, magick and mystery and might, and her words were lost to the ether.

“Perhaps a shiny bauble for a bonnie lass?” The man shifted, lifting a swath of velvet fabric to reveal a tray of gold jewelry. At that, she wrinkled her nose, her captivation broken.

“I’ve not one for baubles, no.” Bonelle pursed her lips, deliberately trying to avoid looking at him lest she did something stupid like ask him for the secrets of the universe. “But I do love books. Do you have stories from strange lands, sir? I’d love to expand my library. Books hold infinite worlds and many new companions.”

“I feel much the same, witchling.” The soft burr of his voice rippled across her skin, awareness tugging her closer. “You may enjoy these.”

The traveler handed her three books, bound in leather, dyed in the same beautiful blue as his wagon.

“I certainly can’t afford these,” Bonelle said, surprised at the quality of the bindings.

“A gift.”

“Ah, I’m not so green to the ways of the world as to accept a gift from a strange traveler.” She laughed up at him. He must be fae, always up to tricks. “I do have coin.”

Digging in her pocket, she laid three silver coins in his hand, and jolted when a spark of energy shot up her arm.

“If you insist.” The man closed his hand over the coins, and when he opened it again, they had disappeared.

Before she could ask him about his travels in strange lands, voices of approaching customers sounded at her back, and Bonelle turned blindly, running home to store the books in a safe spot in her cottage. Though she ached to dive into every story found in those delicate pages, she reluctantly tucked them away and returned to the festivities, having promised Vaila she would dance around the bonfire with her.

“There you are.” Vaila grabbed her arm, hurrying her toward where dancers circled a merrily crackling bonfire. “Don’t look, but the prince is here! I’m told he’s going to invite one of us maidens to sit by his side at the head table tonight.”

“And that’s a good thing?” Bonelle asked, in all seriousness, but Vaila just rolled her eyes and dragged Bonelle forward.

The drums struck up, the piper stepping close, and Bonelle lifted her head as an icy breeze danced across her cheeks, the promise of winter swirling in its depths. Gilded leaves fluttered in the wind, and the dancers fell into motion. Awareness prickled, needling her in the shoulders, and she slanted a glance over her shoulder to see the traveler standing, arms crossed, his head bent in conversation with another man.

The prince.

He wore a simple gold circlet in his hair and a rich red tunic, honey-blond tresses rippling in the breeze. His icy-blue eyes stayed on the dancers, even though he bent his ear to the traveler.

Before she could ponder more deeply how the traveler knew the prince, the dance came to an end when the prince stepped forward, clapping his hands. Bonelle fell silent, the fire crackling and spitting at her back.

“This is it,” Vaila hissed at her ear.

“Why did he stop the dance before we were finished?” She glared, annoyed. This was a time-honored tradition.

“Because he was so taken with my beauty that he’s going to choose me as his maiden for dinner tonight—maybe even his wife.” Vaila’s nails dug into Bonelle’s arm, and she winced and forced herself to paste a polite smile on her face.

“My lovely gentlewomen…” The prince swooped his hands out in front of him, a smile on his lips. “I must apologize for interrupting your beautiful dance, but I was so overcome with admiration for one of you fair ladies that I quite simply had to claim her as my companion for the evening.”

Bonelle’s shoulders tightened at his words. Her magick rippled, the high levels of emotion threading the air bringing it to the surface.

The prince strode forward until he stood in front of them, and Vaila gasped, tossing her head back, chin held high.

“My enchanting mistress, will you join me this evening?” The prince’s hand reached forward.

“Why, of course—”

Vaila’s words dropped away as the prince’s hand stopped just below Bonelle’s breastbone, waiting for her to take it. Bonelle stared down at the hand, where a thick gold ring with an intricate insignia was nestled at the base of his index finger. She struggled for a breath as Vaila gasped beside her.

“No.” It was soft, a simple word ripped away on the wind, but she caught it, her heart twisting at Vaila’s distress. Once more, her magick heated beneath her skin, as though imploring to be released, yet it was bound by the rules. Unlike Vaila, who’d stepped into her magick a year prior, Bonelle was forbidden to free her magick until the age of five and twenty.

Time slowed.

Lifting her head, Bonelle ignored royal protocol and turned toward her best friend. Already, the words were at Vaila’s lips, her face twisted in rage, dark magick seeping from her skin.


“By thorn and thistle, by curse and bane,

Your magick’s strength shall wax and wane,

Misfortune shall haunt each town you claim,

Bringing ruin, grief, and endless blame.”



The curse fell upon Bonelle, as though she’d walked into a sticky cobweb, and she floundered backward, her hands raised as though she could stop the blood magick that poured from Vaila’s broken heart.

Shadows fell, the murky clouds having turned murderous, and a shriek split the sky.

Bonelle’s blood ran cold.

Her foot caught on a root as she turned to run. She stumbled, but an arm looped through hers and dragged her into the shadow of the trees, where she was unceremoniously dumped on the ground. She went to her knees, her fingers clutching the damp moss that coated the forest floor. Tears welled, and she blinked them back, her thoughts whirling as she gasped for air.

“The emberwolves approach. You must go.”

At that, Bonelle sprang to her feet, fear rippling through her.

“She called an emberwolf?” Bonelle gasped. Her heart skipped a beat when her eyes finally landed on the man who’d dragged her to the forest. Not just a guard, oh no, but the traveler himself.

“Her curse did. Harm will befall any town in which you stay.”

Bonelle gaped up at him before turning to look out at the festival grounds, where the people had scattered, fallen leaves strewn across the grass in their wake. The shadow of an emberwolf drifted across the field, and her stomach twisted.

“Who are you?” It was an inane question at an impossible time, but still Bonelle had to know the name of the man who was banning her to exile.

“Eoin Douglas. First Knight of the Iron Thistle Order, protector of Briarhaven.”

“Protect me. Please,” Bonelle begged.

He stilled, his eyes darting between Bonelle and the field, but when another shriek rattled the branches canopying above them, he decided.

Bonelle knew before he spoke.

“Run, MacGregor. Take your curse with you and run.”






PRESENT DAY
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CHAPTER ONE Sloane MacGregor


Welcome to Briarhaven, Scotland’s most magickal town.”

I glanced at the video playing on my sister Lyra’s phone to see a woman in a blush-pink pantsuit and perfectly coiffed blond tresses beam into the camera. Her smile fought the tight skin of her face, and her widened eyes held a slight maniacal glow.

“She seems a bit tense,” I said, returning my gaze to the road that curved through a canopy of trees with twisted branches arching overhead.

“She looks like a fembot.” Nova, the youngest of us three, leaned forward from the back seat.

“Be sure to book your tickets in advance for the VIP Briarhaven experience. If you’re lucky, you might even get upgraded to our full moon package!” Pink Pantsuit’s voice sounded as plastic as she looked.

“She’s like the people who harass you to buy time-shares anytime you book at an all-inclusive hotel,” I said.

“And remember… in Briarhaven, we believe in three things: magick, mirth, and mystery! Charm on, witches!”

“ ‘Charm on, witches,’ ” Nova mimicked, easing back. I snorted.

“Mirth?” Lyra turned the word over on her tongue. “When was the last time you heard someone say ‘mirth’?”

“Mirth happens,” Nova said, winking at me in the rearview mirror.

“For what it’s mirth, I think it’s an underused word.” I slowed the car as we approached a tight turn in the hills.

“Mirth you.” Lyra glowered, letting out a little huff as she settled back against the seat.

I grinned at my impossibly beautiful sister.

Lyra had the kind of looks that made men and women alike stop in their tracks, police officers fumble their words and never issue tickets, and grown men send extravagant gifts. The most extravagant gift I’d ever received from a boyfriend was a coupon for a buy-one-get-one-free ice cream at Dairy Queen.

As if on cue, we rounded a corner to see a rustic wooden sign, covered in vines and thorns, tucked next to the road beneath the shaded bower of trees that had grown tighter and darker upon our approach.

“Briarhaven. Population 3,333.”

“Repeating threes, how original.” I could all but hear Nova rolling her eyes in the back seat.

Nova had an edgy beauty that reminded me of thorns tucked among rose petals. A budding tattoo artist who was developing a rabid following online, she’d come out of the womb far cooler than I could ever aspire to be.

“Okay, but, wait a minute… would you just look at this? Bloody hell, I think they’ve given the town an actual makeover.” Lyra leaned forward as we left the tunnel of trees and Briarhaven spread before us. Tucked at the base of sharply edged mountains, the village was colorful and charming, like someone had flicked a paintbrush full of color against a rich green canvas. Golden trees with leaves just on the cusp of turning amber blanketed the hills, and a stunning loch shimmered in the distance. Since we’d last been here, it seemed the town had quite literally been made over into a theme park–like tourist attraction.

Shocked at the transformation, we could only gape as I drove slowly past the main square, gilded sunlight spearing through puffy white clouds, sidewalks busy with tourists, some dressed in cosplay with witch hats or fake fae ears. A breeze blew a scattering of amber leaves down the street, and a stall selling freshly picked apples was set up near the sidewalk. A poster for an upcoming Halloween costume contest was taped to a black light pole with an old-timey lantern at the top, and I shook my head. How would tourists ever compete with magickals when it came time to dress up?

“It’s incredible what they’ve achieved in the last eight years. I mean, I can hardly recognize the place,” Nova said. I nodded, my nerves kicking up as I turned down our childhood street—memory lane, so to speak. We all went silent as I pulled to a stop in front of a run-down cottage tucked in a row of detached houses that had also experienced the same glow-up as the rest of the town. Ours stood out like a sore thumb.

“Well, this is a hot mess.”

“It’s not a hot mess, it’s just…” I trailed off as we looked out the car window at our childhood home. A two-story cottage, overgrown ivy obscuring the gray stone exterior, with one shutter slung askew, barely hanging on. Same, shutter. Same.

“A dumpster fire?” Lyra suggested. Nova nodded her agreement, and I sighed.

“A project.” Unbuckling my seat belt, I cracked the car door open, stood, and stretched. A crisp autumn breeze teased my hair, and burnt-umber leaves fluttered to my feet. Nature’s glitter, throwing a goodbye party before the plants slept for the winter.

If I looked closely enough, I could see the threads of memories wrapped around the house—snatches of arguments, broken magick misfiring, rare moments of laughter. It was home because it was the longest the MacGregor clan had managed to stay in one spot, together, before the curse that plagued our bloodline—like a mosquito buzzing when you’re desperate for sleep—forced us to move on.

It had been years since we’d been back to Briarhaven, and I never would have returned if not for one very specific reason. The one woman I couldn’t refuse had called me home to break our family curse.

The same woman who now stood in the open doorway to our dilapidated home, her walker wrapped in silk ribbons, both her housedress and eyeglasses dripping with sparkles. A sleek gray bob of hair framed a happy face just giving over to age, and a falcon preened its feathers at her shoulder. Broca MacGregor, ladies and gentlemen. The legend herself.

“You look like you’re waiting on news of the mysterious passing of your rich husband,” I called.

“Husband?” Broca said in the same tone as if I’d just pointed out a cockroach. “Why marry them when they’re so much more fun when they’re courting you?”

“Says the woman with five ex-husbands.” I rounded the car and popped the trunk for our luggage while Lyra and Nova bounded out of the car to go embrace our grandmother, who had arrived to town earlier that day. Likely being carried on a throne by several strapping males. As matriarchal witches, Broca was plagued by the same curse as us. She’d spent the last eight years methodically working her way through the men of Europe, each suitor more extravagant than the last.

“Which is how I know men are easily digestible as lovers, but barely tolerable as husbands.”

“Must we discuss your lovers already?” We’d only just arrived, having traveled all night, and I’d need a glass of wine before I could handle such a conversation. Reaching in the trunk, I pulled out a suitcase and put it on the ground.

A flurry of snowflakes landed beside it.

Shite.

Groaning, I straightened to see all three women glaring at the sky. Broca’s falcon—her familiar, named Iris—cried out in protest and took to the air, disappearing toward the hills.

One very brokenhearted witch, centuries ago, had cursed our ancestor with a highly inventive, if not deeply annoying spell. The result of which had forced every MacGregor since to never be able to fully settle in one spot for very long, as natural disasters and oddball curses would descend upon any town we were in. Even better? When we did step into our magick at the age of twenty-five, we’d often have to deal with it being unpredictable.

“Does it have to be snow?” Lyra asked, stomping the heel of her Christian Louboutin stiletto into the ground.

“It’s better than the caterpillar infestation.” Nova zipped her leather coat, squinting at the dark clouds that now clustered over us.

“Ew.” Lyra rounded on her. “I thought we’d agreed never to bring that one up again. I couldn’t sleep for months after.”

“Likely due to the caterpillars that had nested in your hair. Maybe they burrowed into your brain.”

Lyra gasped and patted her luxurious tresses. It had taken a three-day weekend at a high-end spa to ensure not a trace of caterpillar slime could be found on Lyra before she was able to move on from that particular iteration of our curse.

“Caterpillars don’t burrow. They go into their closet and come out looking fabulous.”

“It’s a chrysalis, not a closet, Lyra.”

“To-may-to, to-mah-toe.” Lyra shivered as a blast of wind tossed snow at their feet.

Grinning, their bickering an odd source of comfort for me, I reached the front door. “Broca, let’s get you inside and get the heat on.”

The house itself was a simple rectangle, with four bedrooms and two bathrooms upstairs and an open living room, kitchen, and dining room on the first. Though the house had been built in a time of small rooms and closed doors, likely to keep heat in, somewhere along the line walls had been removed to create one big living space, and two brick pillars acted as the main foundational supports in the room. I used to run circles around those pillars as a kid, my father chasing me—on a good day, that is—while my mother drank coffee in her chair by the window where sunlight spilled inside for a good portion of the morning.

Leaving the suitcase at the door, I walked slowly next to Broca as she navigated toward that same chair and helped her sit. Lyra crossed to the kitchen to dig in the cabinets, likely looking for tea, while Nova checked if the water was running. Looking around, I sighed. Dusty sheets covered the rest of the furniture, cobwebs clustered in corners of the windows, and more than one light bulb had long ago burned itself out.

A knock sounded at the door, and we all turned. Before I could cross to answer it, let alone fully take stock of the condition of the room, the door swung open.

“Who just opens someone else’s door?” I asked, already crossing the room, ready to do battle.

My mouth dropped open.

The sexiest man I’d ever seen in real life filled the door.

A face made for fairy tales, with muscular arms shown in their best light under a T-shirt, never mind the snow swirling outside, had me frozen to the spot.

I gaped at the gorgeous man that hulked in the doorway. Unruly dark hair, those soul-searching blue eyes, and a sharp jawline marked with dark stubble made me want to look twice. And a third time, for good measure. The man was made for fantasies, not real life.

“Oh my,” Lyra breathed from across the room, and I silently nodded in agreement.

“Ladies.” This man’s voice, like whisky-soaked sugar, made heat bloom in my chest. My magick unfurled inside me, as though stretching after a long rest, ready to greet the world. It may be ready, but I was not. And the last thing I needed was for it to make its first appearance ten seconds into my unwanted return to Briarhaven. Though my twenty-fifth birthday was still two days away, the knowledge that I was about to step into my power had been humming through me for years now. For most witches, it was meant to be a celebratory day. For me? It was like waiting for a gavel to slam down as a judge declared my sentence.

“Unfortunately, I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”

With that, the man bent and picked up my suitcase, trudged out into the snow, and deposited my luggage back in the trunk of my car.

Never had my opinion of someone changed so fast. Turning, I glared at the others.

“See? I knew coming back was a mistake.”

With that, I stormed outside.
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CHAPTER TWO Sloane


You can’t stay here.”

His rumbly voice sent shivers across my skin as I skidded to a stop at the side of our hastily purchased car that had seen better days. I looked up, up, up, until frowning arctic-blue eyes speared mine.

Of course, he was also unbearably tall. It was unfair, really, how some people, like Lyra, hit the genetic jackpot. Granted, beauty was subjective and all, but I suspected I would be hard-pressed to find someone who didn’t find this man attractive.

“Excuse me? I can do whatever I want, thank you very much.” I blinked up at him, snatching my suitcase from the trunk, and forced myself to break the hypnosis thing that beautiful people unintentionally seemed to do to others. They couldn’t help it, which was something that I’d learned with having Lyra as a sister. But if you wanted to get through a meaningful conversation, it was best not to look directly at them. Like the sun.

“But you see, you really can’t. You have to get out of Briarhaven.” Prince Charming himself here. I gaped as he tugged the suitcase from my hand and once again lifted it back into the car.

Here’s the thing about having a curse that plagues your bloodline and forces you to move frequently—I’d learned that I didn’t tolerate bad behavior from people well. I didn’t have to tolerate it. In small towns, people needed to, for the most part, make nice with their neighbors even if they held differing viewpoints or were unlikable. But I didn’t have to do the same. We never lived somewhere long enough to have to work things out with a neighbor or rely on them during a town catastrophe or whatever, so when people were being assholes, well, I could just call them out on it with little thought to what damage that might do to my reputation.

Just like I did now with my new least favorite person in the world.

“Perhaps you didn’t hear me the first time? I can do whatever I like. Touch grass, Charming.” I yanked my suitcase from the car and barreled up toward the house.

“You think I’m charming?” I turned to see a corner of his mouth quirked in a sexy half smile, freezing me in place as I tried to ignore the tug of lust.

I squeaked as he brushed in front of me, stopping me steps from the door, and grabbed the handle of my bag. Jerking it from my grip, he proceeded back toward the car, waving me away like I was a gnat. Fury filled me. I lunged and took hold of the other side of the bag, forcing him to slow his forward momentum. A look of confusion crossed his face.

“Just what the hell do you think you’re doing?” I asked, tugging harder.

Charming pulled the luggage forward, as though it was a foregone conclusion that he would get his way, and I slipped in the snow that was already accumulating at our feet.

“Watch it, buddy. I’m going to—”

My feet went out from under me and air whooshed from my body as I flung my arms out, trying to catch myself before I landed in the snow.

Unfortunately, or fortunately, depending how one looked at it, the thing I happened to catch hold of was none other than Charming’s crown jewels. He gasped in surprise, somehow managing to still catch me with one arm before I hit the pavement, while also reaching for his goods with the other.

And let me tell you, from a completely objective standpoint, they were good.

No man should be blessed with this many positive physical attributes.

Which meant there must be serious issues in other areas. Likely his personality. Or his apparent expectation that everyone should follow his orders. Focusing on the negative so I could ignore the desire that fluttered in my chest like a butterfly trying to escape, I glared up at his perfect face. His arm was still wrapped around my waist, and I couldn’t help but notice he was basically made of muscle.

Because of course he was.

Charming subtly adjusted himself, wincing lightly, and I steeled my gaze.

“I’m not going to apologize for that. You brought this upon yourself.”

“Noted.” A faint wisp of the Highlands hovered in his voice, and my insides curled at the soft burr.

The man had the gall to turn and move toward my suitcase again, and I almost drop-kicked him off the pavement. Almost, because, well, I’d likely break my foot against all that muscle. Nevertheless, maybe I could sneak a karate chop into his collarbone to deter him. Sighing, I placed myself between him and the bag and waved my hand in front of his face.

“Hello? Sir? Is there anyone in there?”

He raised an eyebrow at me but said nothing.

“No? Nothing? You’re just the strong and silent type, eh? I’m sure that works for you on most of the women around here, but that shite doesn’t fly with us. Whatever this is you’re doing, just stop. This is our grandmother’s house, and we have every right to visit her.”

“I know exactly who you are, Sloane.”

Why, why, did my name sound so good on this man’s lips? I wanted to arch my back like a cat and nuzzle in for a cuddle. This was ridiculous.

“Then you have me at a disadvantage. And you are?” A shiver ran across my skin as the wind gusted, snow melting against my cheeks.

“Knox Douglas.”

“Knox?” My mouth fell open. The last time I’d seen Knox Douglas, he’d been a scrawny private school boy, but even then, all the girls in town had crushed hard on him. It was unfair, really, the glow-up this man had enjoyed since I’d last seen him. The only thing about me that glowed was the sweat on my face after Lyra dragged me to the seventh circle of hell—her Pilates class—and I came out gasping for air and promising my firstborn if I never had to attend another session.

Before I could do much more than blink, he’d grabbed hold of the luggage once more. Blocking him, I rammed a hand into his stomach, pushing him back from the luggage.

“You’re one of those people nobody says no to, aren’t you?” I asked.

A bewildered look crossed Knox’s face as though he’d never really considered the option of someone refusing to do what he wanted before.

“Och, lass. I reckon not. I am the provost, after all.”

“Run unopposed, have you?” I gave him a sarcastic smile as I heaved the luggage from his hands and dragged it inside, where everyone hovered a few feet back and away from the snow that gusted through the open door.

“Aye, largely.” Knox filled our doorway.

“Shocking.” Men like him annoyed women like me. They didn’t annoy Lyra, as those two spoke the same language where doors opened unaided, presents showed up on doorsteps, and dinner bills were always miraculously paid. But for me? Life didn’t run so seamlessly.

“Well, if it isn’t wee Knox Douglas, all grown-up. It’s been ages since I’ve seen you.” Broca came as close to a sashay as she could with a walker, and Knox grinned at her.

It was the grin that did me in.

Coherent thoughts scattered from my brain.

“If it isn’t the notorious MacGregor witches back in Briarhaven. It’s good to see you, Broca, even if you’ve taken a bit of a tumble, it seems.”

“Och, it’s just a wee bruise. Nothing much to fuss over.” Broca flirted up at Knox, and I raised an eyebrow. A hip replacement was certainly not a wee bruise.

“If it’s good to see her, why are you trying to kick us out, then?”

Knox turned back to me, the smile sliding neatly off his face, and I silently applauded my ability to annoy even the most handsome of men.

“It’s good to see you all are doing well,” Knox amended. “But, since you aren’t good for Briarhaven, I really must insist that you go.”

“Who says we’re not good for Briarhaven?” This from Nova, who, with her sullen glare and tattooed arms, looked every inch the badass she was. She could have followed it up with You want a piece of me? and actually pulled it off.

I would have looked like a cranky librarian scolding someone for returning a book late.

“Yeah, what she said.” Yup, didn’t quite land that.

Knox’s gaze drifted back to me, my breath caught, and I found myself leaning, honestly leaning, forward, as though his very nearness somehow was pulling me into his gravitational force. Was this some kind of magickal charm he was using on me to sway me in his favor? If so, I was even more deeply annoyed because I didn’t take well to people using magick, or coercion of any sort, on me.

Knox turned and pointed out the front door, where snow swirled wildly behind him.

“Exhibit A.”

“Hardly unusual for Scotland,” Nova scoffed, crossing her arms over her chest. “Or is a little snow enough to send you scurrying back to your drafty castle?”

“I don’t scurry, and my castle is cozy as can be on a snowy winter’s night.”

I’d forgotten he lived in the castle. Now I was even more annoyed.

“Ladies, while I can appreciate you want to be home to help Broca, having you here is bad for tourism. It’s been a while since the MacGregors have lived in town, and things have changed since your family left. We’ve worked tirelessly to build up our reputation, to design a careful, thoughtful, and well-planned town with a theme that allows people like us to live here safely as well as to entice humans to spend tourist money. It’s a win-win for everyone that has been hard fought for. The last thing I need, or want, is a trio of messy witches screwing things up for us.”

“Messy?” I arched a brow at him, pushing Lyra out of the way and getting in his face. Vaguely recalling something from childhood, I poked Knox in the chest. “You’re no longer welcome in this home.”

To my absolute delight, the magick in the old house held strong. Knox was sucked backward onto the front porch, and the door slammed resoundingly in his face.

“Well, now, that’s a neat little party trick,” Nova decided.

“Is he a vampire? Doesn’t that only work on vampires?” Lyra turned to me, shock on her pretty face.

“It’s a protection spell,” Broca said, waddling forward. “I recharged the wards when I returned, and I have to admit I’m quite chuffed with myself. That worked nicely. Well done, Sloane.”

A knock sounded at the door.

“Go away!” we all shouted at once.

“Ladies, we have to talk about this. Your curse is going to destroy this town. I can’t allow that to happen. How much will it cost?”

At that we looked at each other.

“He’s trying to buy us off?” I gasped.

“I wonder how much. I did have my eye on a new stand mixer.” Lyra tapped a manicured nail against her lips. A natural-born influencer, her talents lay in the kitchen, and she ran a successful cooking YouTube channel that could more than pay for as many stand mixers as she’d like.

“Enough to open a tattoo shop?” Nova considered.

“We don’t need his money,” Broca reminded them. Being a witch had its benefits, and one was that our family had been incredibly good with timing particular investments through the years. I wouldn’t say they dealt in insider trading specifically. But I also wouldn’t say their investments didn’t have an added boost of a magickal inclination here and there.

The knocking continued.

“I’m not leaving.”

I pictured him, sitting on our porch and getting covered in snow, and my heart thawed slightly. Sighing, I cracked the door open and looked out. The snowfall continued, fat fluffy flakes dancing in the light from the streetlamp, dusting across Knox’s perfect jawline.

“One would surmise that it would be stupid of you to sit on a porch and freeze to death in a snowstorm, so I would like to think that you have enough self-preservation to see yourself home.”

“I’ll leave once you leave.” Knox lifted his chin, a stubborn look in his eyes.

“What are you, twelve? I’ll go if you go?” I threw up my hands. “It’s true, isn’t it? People never tell you no, do they?”

Knox blinked at me as frustration flashed in his eyes.

“As I believe I mentioned, it is not a common practice around here.”

“Consider this a lesson in growth, then.” I had the gall to reach through the door and pat Knox’s cheek in the most condescending manner I could. Frustration shifted to annoyance on his handsome face, and I couldn’t have been more pleased with myself. “For your information, we’re here to break the curse. We’ll get it sorted soon enough, and your precious town will be none the worse. In the meantime, might I suggest you pull out your ice skates and enjoy an early winter?”

His eyes narrowed. “Cute.” The word dripped with sarcasm. “Though I much prefer the easier solution—you leaving.”

“We can’t always get what we want, can we?”

“Again, not a problem I usually have.”

“Arrogant, aren’t you?” Was he seriously not going to leave us alone? This was moving past annoying to infuriating.

“No, I don’t think so.” Knox crossed his arms, considering my words. Like, actually considering them, not just pretending to in order to blow me off. “Things just usually go my way.”

I didn’t doubt it, what with his charm and good looks.

“I totally get that,” Lyra agreed from behind me.

“Listen, Knox. We’ve been in Briarhaven for about three seconds. In that time frame, I’ve barely been able to hug my grandmother, let alone figure out how or when to break the curse. So, may I kindly suggest you back the hell off and give us a moment to breathe? Legally, you have no right to evict us, and if you’re going to insist on being a nuisance, I’ll call the police.”

At that, Knox grinned, a dimple forming on one side, and I sighed, banging my head lightly against the doorframe.

“Please don’t tell me you are also the police?”

“There’s not much call for a police force here, Sloane.”

Ugh, there it was again: my name on his lips. Why did it just sound so good?

“Please, just leave. I’m begging you. We’ve been traveling for ages. I’ll update you on the curse-breaking as soon as possible. But you know what won’t help break the curse?”

“What’s that?” Knox crossed his arms over his chest.

“You. Being here. Interrupting us.” With that, I closed the door, and when silence followed, I let out a shaky breath. A dull ache pounded at my forehead, and I realized I wanted nothing more than to go face-first into a pillow for ten straight hours.

“I’m going up to bed. I’d politely request everyone leave me the hell alone.”

I stomped up the stairs, automatically following the way to my childhood bedroom, Nova’s voice trailing after me.

“Don’t mind Sloane, Broca. She’s in one of her moods. And, in fairness, she has been driving for hours. She’ll be better after a good sleep.”

“I suspect that’s not what has her in a mood.”





[image: ]


CHAPTER THREE Sloane


I woke up fast, moving quickly from sleep to alert, as was my habit after years on the road. I blinked at the plastic glow-in-the-dark stars stuck to the ceiling over my head and took a moment to recalibrate and figure out my surroundings.

Briarhaven.

And in my childhood bed, which was surprisingly comfortable given how long it had been since I’d slept here. Breakfast smells teased my nose, the chatter of voices reaching through my bedroom door, which was slightly ajar, and for a moment I let my mind drift to memories of childhood mornings.

On the good mornings, disco music would be playing, and Broca would be singing, and likely dancing along with the radio, shimmying her hips in whatever colorful or sparkly outfit she wore. She was a horrific cook, but a delightful grandmother, and my love of music and unrefined cuisine came directly from her. When most people thought of their favorite childhood breakfast meal it was likely something like pancakes or waffles. Mine was cheese in a tube—Primula was the best, naturally—on top of Ritz crackers with one tiny piece of bacon on top. Paired with a steaming cup of tea, that was my breakfast sorted.

Broca wasn’t one for paying attention to details like recipes and basic housework. Why would she be when there were more fun things to do like dance and teach magick?

On the bad mornings, my mother would be shouting at my father, or vice versa, and at least one dish would always break. My mother did have a flair for the dramatic, and sometimes I wondered if she enjoyed having a fight just for the sole reason to smash a dish. Her magick cleaned it up, so there wasn’t really any repercussion to her shattering plates other than a seriously mismatched dinner set. That and scaring her daughters, but some people broke things just to watch them shatter.

Spotting my bag at the foot of the bed, I sighed in relief. Nova, likely, had braved the snow and lugged my bag up the stairs. Stretching, I took the blanket with me as I went to stand by the window and looked out at Briarhaven in the daylight. Snow drifted down, lighter than the night before, and an old man shoveling his front walk saw me in the window. Straightening, he held two fingers up—not the peace sign, mind you—and glared from beneath bushy brows.

I smiled brightly, waving enthusiastically at him, deliberately misinterpreting his rude gesture.

The snow had easily accumulated to at least a few inches, deeper in some places, where the wind had pushed it into drifts, and the gritters were out tossing salt on the streets. Sir Plows a Lot drove by, and I huffed out a laugh, remembering Scotland’s penchant for naming their gritters fun names. A particular favorite of mine was Blizzard of Oz, though Lyra preferred Gritney Spears. Nova favored Melter Skelter and Spready Mercury, and I couldn’t blame her. Both of those names were strong contenders for top gritter names. Salt spread across the freshly cleared street, and the snow intensified, as though annoyed that anyone had tried to clear a path.

I sighed. Living with a cursed bloodline was something I’d grown used to, but that didn’t mean I particularly cared for it. I couldn’t blame Broca for ordering us home to try to break the damn thing and live a life free of rules placed on us by one very angry and heartbroken witch centuries ago. Moving frequently was getting old, and that was only one part of the curse that shrouded our family name.

Pretty cool, right? Not.

I tightened the blanket around me, apprehension kicking low in my core, as I thought about the next part of the curse, which, from all accounts, was going to land at my feet in a day.

My twenty-fifth birthday. When all witches came into their power.

From my vantage point, Briarhaven spread out in a twisty-turny way, with winding streets creating a maze of sorts beneath the castle that jutted from the hill overshadowing the town. In the daylight, with snow-covered roofs, smoke piping from chimneys, and sun peeking through heavy clouds, the town looked quaint and cozy. A sanctuary for magickals—witches, fae, pixies, and more—with humans none the wiser, and the only place the MacGregors had ever managed to live for longer than a year. Now, a part of me itched to settle in, as much as depressing childhood memories made me want to leave, largely because I was just so tired of hitting the road all the time.

Maybe Broca was right. Perhaps her vision about the three sisters breaking the curse was meant to come to fruition. It wouldn’t be the first thing she was right about, though I tried my hardest to never let her know that. A bit of a diva, she was.

My eyes strayed to the castle. Was Knox standing in his window? Looking out over his domain and silently hating us from afar? I’d dreamt of him. Much to my irritation.

He pinned me against the car, icy snow melting against heated skin, his mouth a sin against my throat.

“Sloane? You up?” Nova’s voice trailed up the staircase.

“Yup, coming down.” Best to cut that train of thought off immediately, because clearly, I was just in the dry spell of all dry spells. Throwing on a tattered hoodie I’d left behind in my room, with Keep Calm and Carry a Wand scrolled across the front in sequins—a gift from Broca—I tugged on leggings and thick wool socks before padding downstairs and into chaos.

Broca sat in the armchair, legs propped up, wearing a screaming-pink dressing gown with feathers at the cuffs and dripping in diamonds. She could have as easily been lounging on the deck of a yacht somewhere as she was on the faded armchair tucked under the front windows in the living room. Disco music jammed in the background, and Broca held a hand in the air, lightly maneuvering dishes with her magick, while Lyra and Nova dove out of the way in the kitchen.

“This is not helping,” Lyra barked, annoyed.

Everything clattered to the counter as a knock sounded at the door.

“Why? Why are there people knocking at this door? It isn’t even eight in the morning. Don’t people have to work?” I mimicked a throat punch as I envisioned Knox at our door once more. I stomped across the room and swung the door open, prepared to give him a piece of my mind, only to find a woman in a pale pink pantsuit, with perfectly coiffed blond hair, a plastic smile on her face. Behind her, two women clustered, one smiling and one giving annoyed looks to the snow.

“Welcome to Briarhaven!”

“Holy hell, it’s the fembot,” Nova hissed, gripping my arm from where she’d followed me.

“We’re just so delighted that the MacGregor witches have finally returned, particularly because we’ve taken up your slack in the Charms. I’m sure you’re tired from your travels and based on the condition of this house”—the woman looked past us at the dusty sheets covering much of the furniture in the front room, open disapproval radiating from her face—“I figured you wouldn’t want to cook. Here’s a casserole to sort you out for today.”

“The Charms?” Nova whispered to me. I just shrugged, uncertain of making any sudden movements around the fembot. I eased back as all three women stepped inside.

My eyebrows rose as the woman reached inside her tiny pocketbook and pulled out a steaming casserole dish easily triple the size of her purse.

“Well, that’s a fancy trick,” Lyra said.

“I’m Mandy Meadows, head of the Charms, and your official welcome wagon!” Mandy exclaimed in an upbeat robotic voice. “While your grandmother has managed to keep your legacy seats open by attending our coven meetings by Zoom, it’s so much better now that you’re here.”

I tuned back in to what Mandy was chattering on about, zeroing in on her tight smile and wide blue eyes.

“Wait. What? Legacy seats?” I swiveled to look at Broca. “What is she talking about?”

“Och, darlings, it’s your coven, of course.”

“Our coven?” Lyra sucked in a breath of excitement. She’d always been more into the witchy stories our mother had told us than either Nova or I had been. It had suited me to ignore our bloodline, seeing as the only thing that had come from it so far had been misery and disrupted routines. The appearance of one Mandy Meadows, looking like a country club woman hopped up on speed, had slammed our heritage back to reality for us.

“Your mother didn’t tell you about your coven?” Broca’s face fell.

“No.” The word almost came out on a growl.

“That’s right.” Mandy beamed and nodded, a touch too effusively for my taste, like one of those bobblehead figures you picked up at a petrol station and attached to the dashboard. “You have legacy seats in the most elite coven in Briarhaven—the Charms.”

Right, time to nip this in the bud.

“I have no idea what you’re saying to me.” I stepped forward, gripping Mandy’s arm lightly, and propelled her toward the door. “But I’m sure we can find another time to talk about this. We’ve had a long few days of travel and haven’t seen our grandmother in years.” Mum had done her best to cut us off from Broca, dragging us around the States, and by the time I’d been old enough to take charge of my sisters, we’d just been trying find our feet on our own. And frankly, none of us had been quite ready to come back to Scotland. Now, seeing Broca again in person, I realized just how much we’d missed her.

“I know a great house cleaner.” This from a woman who looked eager to please, in a neon-pink jumpsuit, chaotic hair, and huge tote bag at her shoulder that looked like it could carry enough weapons to take down a small army. “I’m Felicity Sheridan, vice president of the Charms. Never harm, always charm!” I swear she almost saluted.

I glanced over my shoulder at Nova, who mouthed to me, Never harm, always charm. I bared my teeth at her like a cat hissing, and turned back to the third woman, who gave me a knowing look.

“Tam Sullivan. Treasurer and all-around badass, if I do say so myself.” Tam pumped my hand so vigorously my bones rattled. A woman in her early fifties, she wore an Adidas tracksuit and had close-cropped hair and lively, intelligent eyes. “Don’t let these two indoctrinate you.”

“Oh, for goddess’s sake, Tam. You’ve just met them,” Mandy hissed, turning to glare at Tam.

“Someone’s got to dull the brunt of you two.”

“Really? Are we that difficult? I like to think we’re everyone’s favorite witches. Like fairy floss and lollipops.” Felicity put her hands on her hips, looking like an enraged gnome, with her messy bun of hair wobbling on top of her head.

“Who says fairy floss is everyone’s favorite?” Tam tucked her hands in her pockets.

Felicity gasped like Tam had just told her she drowned kittens before breakfast every morning.

“Is fairy floss…” Lyra began. There hadn’t been any happy family trips to the circus when we were children. Something I’d remedied once we were in the States, and I was the one in charge.

“Cotton candy,” I supplied, not turning from the spectacle of these three women.

“Yuck,” Nova said.

“I thought you liked cotton candy?” Lyra asked.

“I mean it’s fine. It’s not in my top five fair treats. Or maybe even ten. It’s just sticky and annoying, really.”

“I think it’s fun,” Lyra said, and Felicity zeroed in on her.

“Yes, see? It is fun. And that’s what the Charms are. Fun! Speaking of, I’m so excited because we’re here to—”

“Maybe they could invite us to stay for a cup of coffee?” Mandy’s unwavering grin was beginning to remind me of a flight attendant asking an unruly passenger to pull themselves together before she got out the restraints.

“Is it mandatory?” I asked, leveling a look at Mandy. I wasn’t my best before coffee, even less so when I felt like I wasn’t in charge in my own space.

“Sloane. That’s not the kind of hospitality we raised you with.” Broca arched an eyebrow at me and waved the women toward the dining room, crystal bracelets clinking at her wrist. “How do you feel about cheese and Ritz for breakfast?”

Mandy gave us a look like we’d just offered her cocaine, while Felicity looked positively cheered at the possibility of cheese. Tam shook her head and made a small tsking noise with her lips.

“Och, ladies. Best to start your day with a healthy breakfast and a good workout. Get the blood flowing.”

Nova nodded in agreement. She was one of those people who woke up refreshed and went for a morning run before her coffee. It was my least favorite thing about her.

“I keep telling them that.” Nova and Tam beamed at each other, kindred souls apparently, while Lyra gave a delicate shudder.

“They never let me prepare a proper breakfast for them.” Lyra pulled mugs from the cupboard, rinsing the dust, and shortly, the women all had cups of coffee and were settled at the table. My brain had finally decided to wake up a bit and check into the conversation, which was currently, from my estimation, about the price of a pack of biscuits.

“Such a shame.” Felicity shook her head, pressing her lips together, a pinched look coming over her face. “The kids are desperate for more, but I’m not made of money, am I?”

“Too much sugar in biscuits,” Tam declared, sipping her black coffee. “Hidden sugars in everything these days.”

We sat around the dining table tucked in an alcove off the main room of the house, while Broca reclined on the armchair nearby. In the morning light, I could easily see the dust that had accumulated, and I couldn’t fully blame Mandy for her disapproving looks. As it was, she barely relaxed into her chair, sitting on the edge like it was going to explode at any moment, never resting her arms on the dusty table. Instead, she clutched her coffee in front of her, her fixed smile beginning to make me wonder if this was her resting Barbie face, likely contemplating how her life choices had landed her here, in this dirty house.

“Was there something you needed to talk about?” I asked, forcing my thoughts away from all the things I needed to do to make this space homey again, starting first with a good solid clean, and realized that I’d, once again, shoved my foot in it. The conversation halted, and everyone gave me those pained looks that people get when you don’t follow the correct social niceties. Fine by me. Niceties came in the afternoon, when it was a proper time to visit, not at first blush of morning.

“Yes, of course there is.” Mandy gave me a disapproving look and clutched her coffee cup hard. I began to worry it would shatter and stain her pink pantsuit. Did she sleep in that outfit? I pictured her stepping into a closet and hanging herself up by the loop in the back of her suitcoat, powering down for the night. I chuckled. The other women looked at me with concern. At least I found myself humorous. “Now that you’re all here, we’ll have our first Charms meeting next week once you’ve settled, but in the meantime, we have a more pressing issue to address.”

“Mm-hmm, we do.” Felicity nodded. “We really do.”

“And that is?” Just what I needed, more people complaining about the snow.

“Your magick, of course.” Mandy’s hands were growing white where they gripped the cup. “Your birthday is tomorrow, and we’ll need to discuss how we deal with it.”

“Och, that’s a grand way to put it, isn’t it? If she wasn’t already nervous, you’re certainly going to make her so.” Tam rolled her eyes, slouching backward in her chair, fingers tapping on her leg.

“Why would I be nervous?” I mean, of course I’d given thought to my twenty-fifth birthday and the potential magick I’d receive. Every witch did. Had I made spreadsheets and run probability tests? Maybe. But that was neither here nor there. As Broca gleefully reminded me, the magick I ended up with was one thing that I could not manifest myself.

Much to my deep annoyance.

Maybe I needed to change my middle name to Sloane Annoyance MacGregor, because as of late, I’d been leaning far more into the tetchy side of my personality than ever before. I hated not being in control. And the more I tried not to focus on my looming birthday, the bigger the expectations grew in my head.

“As we all know,” Mandy began, placing her coffee cup on the table—thank goddess—before she actually broke it, “the MacGregor bloodline carries a very unfortunate curse. One that has ramifications for all involved, including those who could be exposed to collateral damage.”

“Collateral damage,” Felicity repeated, nodding vigorously, eyes widened.

“It’s imperative we handle this situation before it gets out of hand,” Mandy continued, tension beginning to band my jaw as I grit my teeth. She gave me a tight smile. “Of course, we wish you the happiest of birthdays and all that, but we’ll need to keep you closely monitored at all times tomorrow.”

“Oh, you’re getting a babysitter,” Nova singsonged, flicking the back of my hand with her finger.

“I most certainly am not,” I said, glaring at her.

“More like a security detail,” Lyra said, grinning at me. “How very chic.”

“More like assets,” Mandy interjected. The smile stayed cemented in place, but I was beginning to suspect it was taking magick of major proportions to do so. “Having a coven to assist you during your change is a huge asset to any burgeoning witch. That way we can quickly disperse any… abnormalities.”

“Yes, abnormalities. Wouldn’t want that.” Felicity shook her head, hair spilling from her messy bun, and she shoved it back into its scrunchie in a practiced move.

My eyes rounded, horror filling me.

“Bloody hell, Mandy. Have some tact.” Tam leaned forward, snapping her fingers to bring my attention to her. “What Madame President is trying to say is that because we don’t know how your magick is going to manifest, the very least we can do is be here to help—just in case things go a little haywire—and we can corral any… issues… that may arise.”

“And we’re throwing you a cèilidh!” Felicity bounced in her seat, clapping her hands.

“Wait… what?” I gasped. I hated parties where I was the center of attention, let alone parties that required dancing and paying attention to instructions.

“We’ve invited the whole town. The Charms are all very excited,” Felicity continued. “I’ll make banoffee pudding, as it’s the kids’ favorite.”

“Wouldn’t you make Sloane’s favorite? It’s her birthday.” Tam raised an eyebrow, and Felicity’s face fell.
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