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Dreaming of a Witch Christmas
Mindy Klasky
THE WEATHER OUTSIDE WAS FRIGHTFUL.
Which made a perfect excuse to be sitting inside, in the Cake Walk bakery, nursing a hot chocolate and trying to keep from snitching the last Hot Spiced Plum mini-cupcake from its pottery plate. Melissa White, the evil baker who’d dreamed up that molasses and caramel confection, did what a best friend should do. She pushed the plate closer and urged me to snitch away.
“Maybe I’ll just get David a box of your mini cupcakes,” I said, after licking the caramel glaze from my fingertips.
“Nothing says First Married Christmas like baked goods,” Melissa agreed with a sanguine smile.
Married. After only two weeks of wedded bliss, the word still sent a shiver of pleasure down my spine. I twisted the silver band on my left ring finger.
Melissa consigned the now-empty pottery plate to the sink. “As a witch, aren’t you supposed to skip all this Christmas stuff? Isn’t Yule your winter holiday of choice?”
I shrugged. “Same difference, in a lot of ways. We have a pine tree in the front room, decorated with a lot of sun ornaments to encourage the rebirth of the year. We have a Yule log in the fireplace, decorated with three candles—red, green, and white. I set out bowls of cinnamon sticks and cedar chips, and the pine boughs make the whole place smell like the holidays. I was never real big on mangers and magi and all that traditional Christmas stuff.”
“You’re just traditional enough to send your students home for a couple of weeks,” Melissa smirked.
“The Jane Madison Academy is formally on Winter Break,” I said primly. My school for witches was about to undergo some major changes, based on a major catastrophe two weeks earlier. But I wasn’t going to dwell on that. Not with two shopping days left before Yule. I knew how to prioritize emergencies. I took another slug of hot chocolate before saying, “I’m sure you finished your holiday shopping months ago, Little Miss Organized. What did you get Rob?”
Melissa wrinkled her nose. “I held off on getting anything, until I knew if he’d make partner at the law firm.”
“And now that he has?” The vote had been held two days earlier. My Birkenstock-clad best friend was thrilled for her husband, but devastated at the thought of attending formal firm events.
“I bought him a membership in one of those airline clubs because he’ll be doing a lot more travel.”
Yeah. I couldn’t quite steal that idea. When David needed to get from point A to point B, he used warder’s magic. No airport lounges for him.
Melissa said, “And I bought him a booklet of parking vouchers for hockey games, down at the Arena.”
Another non-starter where David was concerned. He could apply his warder’s powers to find curbside parking anywhere in the city. Not that he even followed hockey.
“I wanted to get him something for his new office,” Melissa continued, “But it’ll take a few months before one opens up at the firm. So I settled on getting him a Montblanc pen, instead.”
“That’s brilliant!” I said, jumping to my feet in a rush of enthusiasm.
“Um, it’s a pen.”
“No. I mean, Rob will love it, I’m sure. But I could get one for David.”
“There’s a good selection at—”
Before she could tell me the best purveyor of luxury pens in the Washington DC metro area, the door to the bakery swung open. A trio of customers swirled in on a bitter wind, bringing snow and ice with them. I glanced at the clock on the wall. It was nearly three o’clock—long past any time I could reasonably have called my lunch break.
As I collected my purse from the counter, Melissa said, “Wait! I wanted to talk to you about a yoga retreat. The studio is doing a New Year’s Day seminar, with hot yoga in the morning, and—”
“Sorry. I can’t make it.”
“You don’t even know what time it is!”
I inclined my head toward the avid customers who crowded the display case. “I’ll let you get back to work.”
“Come on, Jane!” Melissa was well-accustomed to my yoga-avoiding ways. “Rock, paper, scissors.”
“Whoops!” I said, cinching my scarf tight around my neck. “Will you look at the time?”
I dashed out of the bakery, leaving Melissa to serve her paying clientele. That had been a close call.
I almost regretted my yoga cowardice as I leaned into the winter storm outside the warm, cheery bakery. The promised “wintry mix” was well under way, with sleet blowing in on an arctic wind. Tiny pellets stung my cheeks as I made my way toward the bus stop. I’d give almost anything for a dose of warder’s magic, for the ability to close my eyes and nod my head and be surrounded by the warmth of my very own living room.
In the end, I gave twenty bucks to a cab driver instead, adding a hefty tip to the storm-surcharge-enhanced fare. After all, it was the holidays. Whichever one my cab driver happened to celebrate.
Blanton House waited for me near DC’s trendy Logan Circle neighborhood. David and I had decorated the five inter-connected townhouses for the season, setting candle-shaped lights in the ground floor windows and placing evergreen swags on the cast iron railings that led to each front door.
With my magicarium on winter break, four of the five massive townhouses were dark. I climbed the steps to the fifth one, the one David and I called home. We’d installed a marble stone on the landing, a protective block to guard over comings and goings. Automatically, I touched my fingers to the door-frame and whispered a traditional spell:
“Protect and keep us safe from ill,
Hecate, guard us as you will.”
The words were a reminder that I was sworn to the goddess of witchcraft, even if I no longer had anything to do with the formal bureaucracy set up in her name. As I said the last word—will—a tiny drop of power coalesced in the marble beneath my feet. It was stored there, ready to be called on if Blanton House was ever attacked.
Who was I kidding? When Blanton House was attacked.
But with any luck, our enemies wouldn’t mobilize quickly. We should have several months before they launched a new chapter in our ongoing battle.
For now, I had a more immediate challenge to address. I needed to find a Christmas present for David, something that would express my love for him and my respect for our marriage, something that illustrated the value I placed on our union as husband and wife, as witch and warder.
I quickly added my coat and scarf to the massive rack in the corner of the foyer. Until I’d moved into Blanton House, I’d never bothered with a coatrack. I’d always been satisfied with tossing my clothes onto a nearby couch or, in a pinch, onto a kitchen chair.
But David preferred order. And it was nice to know where my coat was, every single time I wanted to go outside. I’d probably saved an hour or two already, not needing to hunt down my outerwear.
Shaking my head at how I’d become a changed woman, I headed back to the kitchen and the stairs that led to the basement. Long before Blanton House hosted the Jane Madison Academy, it had belonged to Henry Blanton, a prestigious architect during the Gilded Age. Good old Hank had maintained countless valuables in his home: blueprints for robber barons’ mansions, Lalique jewels for his mistress, and thousands of dollars in cash to be distributed to Congressmen and city inspectors as occasion required.
Those trappings of traditional wealth had been stored in a massive basement vault. The chamber was equipped with three doors, each cast from tons of steel. The walls, floor, and ceiling were solid metal too, thick enough to withstand anything short of a direct hit by a cannon ball.
Of course, when I’d taken possession of Blanton House, I’d added to the protections, casting half a dozen spells over the vault as well. My treasures were protected against the depredations of other witches as well as warders and familiars. I’d tossed in magical incantations against mundane thieves, fire, and silverfish.
That silverfish spell was key.
The vault no longer guarded a wealthy architect’s playthings. Now, it protected the Osgood collection, a trove of arcane paraphernalia. The core of the collection was books—pages and pages of vellum, parchment, and paper. An infestation of silverfish could have destroyed all of them in a few short months.
I grunted as I pushed open the third vault door, putting my whole weight into the enterprise.
“Very ladylike.”
I wiped my hands against my jeans and brushed my hair out of my face before I turned around. Neko, my familiar, stood in the middle of the room behind me, his hands on his slender, leather-clad hips, his lips pursed in a disapproving pout. It was just like my familiar to show up after the heavy lifting was done. He was great in a crisis, but lazy in the day-to-day monotony of witchcraft. I pointed out, “You could have given me a hand.”
“And miss seeing that look of concentration on your face?”
“You couldn’t see my face.”
“Oh,” Neko said. My familiar had begun his life as a statue of a black cat. He was still capable of pretending he was always, completely, one hundred percent in control of everything that happened in the world around him. And just in case he wasn’t, he knew how to steer a conversation toward a distraction. “So?” he asked, gliding into the vault. “What working are we doing his afternoon?”
His hand darted out, like a tabby’s paw batting around a toy fur mouse. He came up with one of the true treasures of the Osgood collection—the Morningside Athame. The two-edged blade was fashioned from a single piece of obsidian as long as my hand. A silver finger-guard separated the knife from the hilt, where a master craftsman had added a delicate carving of the Tree of Life.
Even in its simple leather sheath, the athame sang to my powers. It stirred my magic, sharpening my astral senses until my breath tingled at the back of my throat. The athame was more than a valuable knife—it was a symbol of everything I was, everything I’d become. It tied me to all the incredible witches who’d come before me, all the women who had protected the Osgood collection.
Neko drew the blade, and its power washed over me like a physical force. Runes shimmered on its surface, a delicate tracery of protective markings. The ancient inscriptions dedicated the knife’s workings to the Guardians of Air and Earth, of Fire and Water. But more than that, the powerful runes bound me into a network of magic, into the web of my people.
The athame was all my magic distilled into one physical form. It steadied me, even as it offered up a heady reserve of power. It made me more of who I was. It was was one of the most valuable pieces in my entire collection—but more than that, it was me, in some central, essential way that I could never describe in mundane words.
Neko knew all that. That was why he tempted me with the athame. But I managed to shake my head reluctantly. The blade couldn’t help with the research I needed to complete today.
Neko huffed a little sigh of disappointment and returned the athame to its shelf. “Then what are we here for?”
“I’m buying David a Yuletide present.”
“Wouldn’t it be easier to shop online?”
I glared. “Melissa gave me the idea. She’s getting Rob a Montblanc pen.”
“Bor-ing.” Neko stretched his criticism into two syllables. “Why don’t you ask Melissa to bake something for David. Something with custard. And extra whipped cream.” Neko was describing his own dream Christmas present, of course. Nothing that David would want.
So I ignored his wheedling and said, “Her plan got me thinking. What is David’s prize possession?”
“You,” Neko said immediately.
I wrinkled my nose. “David doesn’t possess me. Come on. Think.”
Neko sighed, resigning himself to an immediate future sans milk-based treats. “It was probably his warder’s ring, before the recent unpleasantness.” He shuddered delicately. “Now? Probably his griffin quill pen.”
“Exactly!” I said. Even as Neko said the word—pen—I could picture David sitting at his desk, his treasured quill nestling comfortably between his fingers. Plucked from the wing of a rare griffin, the pen was fashioned out of a single stiff feather. Its shaft was the color of deep green malachite, overlaid with a faint bronze sheen. The tip of the feather was cut into a perfect nib, and it was charmed to hold its shape against the pressure of use.
David had received the pen on the day he first took up his warder’s burden. It had belonged to his father, and to his grandfather before that. He only used it to record the most important documents he maintained as a warder—an annual oath he renewed to me, the formal inventory of the Osgood collection he was sworn to protect, his official correspondence with Hecate’s Court.
Well, there wouldn’t be any future correspondence with the Court, not after the events of the past few months. But the griffin quill remained as valuable to David as the Morningside Athame was to me.
Neko’s fingers twitched, and I imagined him turning the griffin quill into a ragged cat toy with a single swipe of his impeccably manicured nails. I hurried to divert his line of destructive thought. “I read something, in one of these books…” I gestured to the volumes that surrounded us. “If a griffin quill is used with some special ink, it can only write the truth.”
“That would be terrible!” Neko looked scandalized.
“Not for a warder,” I said firmly, ignoring all the confessions my familiar might be forced to divulge. “A good warder could apply a truth-telling device in all sorts of ways. I just need to find the reference. I can’t remember what type of ink I need. But I’m going to track some down for Yule.”
“Have fun,” Neko said, starting to back out of the vault.
“Not so fast,” I said. “You’re already here, so you might as well help. Could you please bring me that copy of Warders and Witches?”
I gestured toward the appropriate shelf, then took the volume Neko handed to me. It was unassuming, a stout, hard-cover book covered in a paper dust jacket, printed by the recently defunct Alchemical Press. I carried it to my bookstand and placed it in a baize-covered cradle, supporting the sides with fabric-covered pads. I’d give that level of care to any of my older books—and one day, Warders and Witches, a Historical Analysis of Successful Pairings would be an antique. No reason to break the spine now.
I flipped to the table of contents, hoping for clear, concise chapter headings that would guide me to what I needed, to what I vaguely remembered was recorded there. At a glance, I could see that the book contained an introduction, summarizing the characteristics of successful witch and warder pairings. After that, each chapter discussed a famous team in magical history, beginning with the possibly legendary Luigsech and her supposed warder Seisyll.
It would take me hours to read through the whole book. But I didn’t have hours. Not if I left time to actually track down the ink in the two days before Yule.
“Come here,” I said to Neko. His curiosity won out over his reluctance to fuel David’s potentially life-changing pen. He peered at the book in front of me, cocking his head at a discerning angle.
I rested my hand on his shoulder and took a few centering breaths. There wasn’t a spell for the type of magic I wanted to work, not exactly. But I bolstered my own powers by drawing on Neko’s, using the reflective well of his familiar’s magic to expand my own energy. Magic tingled in my fingertips, jangling up my entire arm.
“Truth.” I thought the word clearly, creating a channel for all that sparkling energy. The word shimmered before me, each letter picked out in the careful font the book’s printer had used. “Truth,” I thought again. My magic drifted over the pages like a fog, enshrouding the entire volume. Well, third time was the charm. Or so I could hope, because three was a number sacred to Hecate. “Truth.”
The fog collapsed on itself, drawing close and disappearing into the book, like water poured into sand. But a faint glow persisted on a handful of pages. I flipped to the first and read, “From that point forward, Magdalena never doubted that Antonio was telling her the truth.” I skimmed the events leading up to “that point”—battles between the Guelphs and the Ghibellines in medieval Florence. There was a lot of intrigue, but no mention of special ink.
I flipped to the next glowing page. “Cosette discovered the truth when Pierre brought her the head of her enemy.” Yeah. I wasn’t going to decapitate anyone, not in the service of a Yuletide gift. And the brutal Renaissance beheading didn’t seem to involve any special ink.
Next passage: “Mei relied on Huang to bring her the truth serum she required, ink made from the antler of a qilin.”
“That’s it,” I breathed.
Neko looked aghast. “What’s a qilin?”
“An animal of some sort. One with antlers, so it’s probably an herbivore. Can’t be too nasty.” I closed Witches and Warders and handed it back to Neko. “Thank you,” I said. “When you put that back, could you grab On the Bynding and Banishment of Magickal Creatures?”
By now, Neko was caught up in the research, even if he didn’t want anything to do with magical, truth-telling ink. He crossed the vault to the far wall and tracked down the ancient bestiary. It was bound in forest-green Moroccan leather, and the cover was set with a trio of cabochon-cut emeralds. The title was picked out on the spine in gold leaf. I nestled it in the cradle and turned to the handwritten table of contents.
Basilisk. Kraken. Manticore.
Qilin.
I flipped to the entry, which began with an enormous illuminated Q, the letter filled with an illustration of a qilin. The blue-green creature had four legs, each sporting a tufted hoof. Its ropy tail ended in feathery golden plumes, echoing its flaming mane. Its body was covered in scales, and its dragon-like snout trailed two long whiskers, like a catfish’s antennae. And on its head, branching into a dozen points each, were two flaming antlers.
Neko stepped back. “Where the hell are you going to find one of those?”
Where, indeed? “That’s the challenge,” I said. “That’s what’ll make this Yuletide gift special—the effort to track it down.”
“Better you than me,” Neko said. “I still say a plateful of Melissa’s Dream Puffs will get the job done.”
“You would say that.” But I didn’t bother retorting further. I was already reading about qilins.

In the end, I spent the rest of the afternoon reading up on qilins. I learned they were China’s answer to the unicorn. (Yes. They had two antlers and no horn. But all those books in my vault couldn’t be wrong. “Unicorn” they were.) They were shy creatures, related to dragons. In ancient China, giraffes were mistaken for qilins, in part because the giraffes’ reticulated hide resembled the magical beasts’ fiery scales.
Qilins shed their antlers each year. And those antlers could be ground to dust, mixed with rainwater collected on the night of a full moon, and turned into an iridescent black ink that would not transfer to paper if the writer was recording a lie.
If, you know, you could find a qilin in the first place.
There wasn’t exactly a Yellow Pages of mythical creatures I could use to track down a qilin. And www.qilin.com took me to a strange blank page on the Internet. I didn’t have the means to travel to China, not without asking David to transport me by warder’s magic, and I didn’t have a clue who I’d talk to once I got there.
But I was a reference librarian by training. I didn’t give up easily. I knew exactly who could put me in touch with a qilin. I just had to figure out a way to see her without David catching on that something was up.
It was harder than I’d imagined, keeping up a screen of normalcy. My first thought was to cook David a soothing dinner, lulling him from suspicion with my culinary expertise.
Who was I kidding? I could boil water. Even scramble a few eggs in a pinch. But a gourmet supper? He would have seen right through that, even if I used magic to make it happen.
So I settled for plating the Jane Madison special—artisanal crackers from a boutique around the corner and three types of imported cheese. I added some glacéed chestnuts and little bunches of grapes, all arranged with pretty little plates on the small table by the kitchen window.
I slapped Neko’s hand away from the cheese three separate times, finally ordering him to get out of the house and go bother his boyfriend, Tony. I opened a pinot noir to breathe, a pricey bottle from the local wine store. I went upstairs and changed into a sweater I knew David liked, and I took the time to apply some makeup.
When I came downstairs, David was just shutting the front door behind him. I let him stomp sleet from his shoes and shed his heavy overcoat. Then, I swept up to him, kissing the cold from his lips. I shuddered as his icy hands closed around my hips, but we were both a lot warmer within a few minutes.
“To what do I owe the pleasure?” David asked, his lips barely leaving the corner of my mouth.
“Baby, it’s cold outside,” I quoted. I took him by the hand and led him into the kitchen. “How was your day?” I asked, after pouring us each a generous glass of wine. I felt like some strange chimera of 1950s housewife and twenty-first century vamp.
David made a face. “How is any day in the dead of winter, when you’re stuck in an overheated office with four different insurance adjusters whose sole job is to tell you they don’t have to make good on your contract?”
“That bad?” I asked, passing him a rosemary and pink sea salt cracker smeared with cambozola. We’d both known it would be a challenge to collect on the homeowner’s policy for the farmhouse that had gone up in flames before we’d escaped to Blanton House.
He chewed carefully and swallowed before answering. “Just frustrating. We’re on track now. They should pay out by summer.”
“Summer!”
He plucked a grape with a particularly vicious twist. “It’s better than nothing.”
Better than nothing, yes. But I cast a guilty eye at the spread of gourmet cheese, one of my (many) weaknesses. If our shoestring budget had to stretch for six months or more, this might well be the end of such culinary decadence.
I took another slug of wine. Yeah, good pinots were going to be in short supply, too. A six-month delay in insurance payout would certainly make things more…interesting than I wanted to admit.
All the more reason to celebrate Yule, with its traditional symbolism of the sun’s rebirth, of new things starting, of new growth. All the more reason to get the qilin ink, as one last gift for David before we gave up frivolity altogether.
I consciously turned our conversation to lighter topics. We talked about easy things, inconsequential things—the weather and a romping husky I’d seen in the nearby dog park and a hideous new version of Jingle Bells David had heard, performed entirely with snippets of dialog from animated pink and purple cartoon princesses. Our casual banter had the desired effect—David relaxed, and the worry lines grew more shallow beside his mouth.
I was stacking our plates by the sink when I said, “I think I’m going to head over to Melissa’s tonight, if you don’t mind.”
“In this storm?”
I made a face. “Rob’s on the road, and she’s still tying herself in knots over what she’s going to wear to the firm’s New Year’s party.” Well, both of those things were true. Technically. They just didn’t have anything to do with where I intended to go after I left Blanton.
“Let me take you there,” he said, standing up and holding out a hand to pull me close for transport by warder’s magic.
I danced out of reach. “Not after the day you’ve had. Besides, there are always people around Melissa’s new condo. I know they’re not supposed to notice anomalies, but…”
It was a sign of David’s exhaustion that he gave up the argument almost immediately. “Call if you want me to come get you.”
I rewarded him with a quick kiss. “I’ll spend the night there. Help her open the bakery in the morning, and then come home.”
“Does that mean you’ll bring breakfast?”
“Of course,” I said with a laugh. But I cursed inside, because that promise meant I’d have to make another stop after my true errand was run.
Another kiss or seven, and I was finally out the door. The storm was worse than it had been during the afternoon. Snow had begun to fall on top of the earlier sleet. Every time my boots punched through the fluffy top layer, I slipped forward an inch or two on the ice beneath.
I slid-walked to the end of the block before I took out my phone and texted a quick message to Melissa: “Yule emergency. If David calls, I’m with you for the night.” She’d read stranger messages from me before.
I flagged my second cab of the day and gave instructions to the driver. If he thought it was strange that someone wanted to go to the District of Columbia courthouse in the middle of a snowstorm, he gave no sign. Instead, he cranked up the ranting on talk radio, entered the snow emergency bonus fare on his meter, and made his way through the slippery streets to my destination.
At least security was a breeze at the courthouse; no one else was waiting to pass through the metal detectors. And the clerk’s office was empty as well. I rang a bell for service. The woman who appeared from the back room looked calm and competent in her perfectly tailored navy suit. Her makeup was expertly applied, as if she’d just stepped away from a mirror, and every strand of her auburn hair was in its proper place. She wore a hematite bracelet on her left wrist and a coral ring on the middle finger of her right hand.
“Jane!” she exclaimed. “What are you doing out on a night like this?”
Sarah Anderson was the night clerk for the DC court; she was responsible for accepting documents and handing out forms to people doing legal business after regular office hours. But her real job was a lot more complex—she was the Clerk of Court for the Night Court of the Eastern Empire, serving a vast variety of supernatural creatures. I’d met her by chance in Cake Walk over a year ago, and she’d become the first—and only—client of my now-abandoned library consulting business. She’d also been key in mopping up the aftermath of a magical duel not two weeks before. I knew I could count on her discretion now.
After a few minutes of small talk, I told her I was looking for a qilin.
Sarah scarcely blinked. She turned to her computer and skated her fingers over the keys. She wasn’t pleased with the first document she pulled up or the second or third but then a broad smile lit her face. She tapped a sequence that made the printer spring to life on the counter, and she shuffled the pages into perfect order before handing over the bounty of her search.
“We don’t require citizens of the Eastern Empire to register with us,” she said. “But we do keep a list of people willing to serve as translators. An Zheng is a qilin, living in her human form for now.”
I must have looked confused, because Sarah waved toward the door, toward the courtroom down the hall where Eastern Empire legal business was transacted. “Most of us have human forms when we want to.”
Us.
Of course. A human qilin was no more odd than Sarah, with her sphinx powers. Or, truth be told, than I was as a witch. I wondered if holding onto a human body made it more or less likely that An Zheng would point me toward antler ink.
“If you don’t mind my asking,” Sarah said, “why do you need An?”
I told her about the ink, about my idea for a Yuletide present.
It was Sarah’s turn to wince. “That’ll cost you a pretty penny. We handled a case last year, a fire salamander prosecuted for stealing qilin ink. He took less than a gill, but he was charged with first degree grand larceny. The ink was worth more than a million dollars.”
I crumpled a little inside. If I was about to ration cheese and crackers, there was no way I could afford ink that costly. And it seemed like a really bad idea to take up a life of crime just to procure David’s Yule present.
But I’d come this far. I might as well get the bad news from a qilin in person. “Thanks,” I said to Sarah. “I owe you one.”
She arched a smile that reminded me a little of Neko at his most calculating. “Don’t be so free with that promise. You never know when I might cash in.” The phone rang then, and I waved Sarah back to her job, with plenty of additional thanks.
I wanted to get the ball rolling with the qilin before I ventured back into the storm. I might have already left things for too late, with only two days remaining before Yule. Standing in a corner of the quiet hallway, I took out my cell phone and typed a message.
Dear Ms. Zheng—
I received your name from the Night Court; I am also a citizen of the Eastern Empire. I need ink made from qilin antlers, and I hope you can point me toward a source. Time is, unfortunately, of the essence. I look forward to speaking with you as soon as possible.
Sincerely yours,
Jane Madison, Witch
I added my phone number and read over the message three times. I wanted to sound brisk and professional, but I didn’t want to be rude.
Who did I think I was fooling? I didn’t have the first idea about appropriate behavior between denizens of the Eastern Empire.
No time like the present to learn. I tapped Send.
I hadn’t made it to the courthouse door when my phone rang. I only recognized the 202 number because I’d seen it on the printout from Sarah just a few moments before. “Miss Madison?” said a woman when I answered. Her voice was soft and soothing, as if she calmed patients for a living.
“Ms. Zheng,” I said. “Thank you for calling so quickly.”
“You did say time was of the essence.” Her words were tinged with a slight accent, a rolling of the consonants that softened her words, rubbing away all the edges. Her tone made me think of wind chimes tinkling in the breeze.
“It is indeed.”
“Then I would be happy to see you tonight, if that meets your needs. The court provided you with my address?”
“Um, yes.” I don’t know what I’d been expecting. But instant assistance apparently wasn’t it.
“Be safe, then. Take care, in the storm.”
The qilin’s voice was quiet and reassuring. Despite Sarah’s warning about the unearthly cost of qilin ink, I began to believe I might be able to secure my present for David. But first, I needed to snag yet another cab on this stormy night.
It took nearly an hour before I found myself slipping and sliding up the walkway to the front door of a small brick cottage in the northwest quadrant of DC, almost at the Maryland border. A welcoming light glowed on the front porch, and I could just make out a soft chime inside when I pushed the doorbell.
The door opened immediately. An Zheng introduced herself with a balletic handshake, asking me to call her “An.” She ushered me into the house with smooth gestures, taking my coat so gracefully that I scarcely had a chance to apologize for flinging snow to her floor, for stamping cold and wet from my boots in her entryway. I leaned against the wall as I eased out of my shoes, and I was grateful for the slippers An offered.
My hostess urged me into a spartan living room furnished in shades of taupe and ecru. She pressed me to take a seat on the simple couch that stretched against the far wall, between two framed scrolls of sharp, black calligraphy. I edged around a bare rosewood table, and I sat.
When I’d heard An speak on the phone, her softly accented voice had seemed young, steady and confident. Now that I looked at her, I had no idea how old she was. Her hair was snow-white, and it flowed like a mane to the middle of her back, tumbling in soft waves as she moved. Her eyelashes, though, were as black as coal, long and thick, framing her eyes as if she wore a thousand coats of mascara.
She was wrapped in a loose dressing gown the exact color of an aquamarine crystal, a perfect balance of blue and green. It was accented by fine gold threads stitched in a scallop pattern, making the fabric gleam like the shifting scales of some exotic fish. The sleeves of the robe were finished with soft cuffs of white fur, rabbit maybe, or angora, something designed to ward off the bitter winter cold outside.
“Would you like some tea?” An asked in her perfect musical voice.
I didn’t want to put her to any trouble, but I thought it might be rude to refuse. “Let me help,” I said, starting to rise.
“No, no. You sit. Relax. I’ll only be a moment.” I didn’t feel any magic as she issued her command; I sensed no special power forcing me back to the couch. But suddenly it seemed like a gift to sit in the quiet room, to listen to the water running in the kitchen, to hear the soft plink of cups and saucers pressed into service. I leaned back against the sofa cushions and breathed deeply, willing myself to match the easy quiet of my hostess. I closed my eyes to concentrate better.
I didn’t hear An return to the room. I wasn’t even aware of her presence until the bamboo tray she carried made a soft sound as she set it on the rosewood table. Embarrassed, I sat up straight. An gave me a gentle smile. “The storm takes much out of all of us,” she said.
The storm. And stressing about gifts for my husband. Husband. I still thrilled at the word.
An sat in the plain chair beside the couch, her smooth face not betraying a hint of emotion. I could smell the tea brewing in the red clay pot, a smoky oolong. Two teacups nestled by the round pot, each made of plain white porcelain, small enough to nestle in a human’s palm.
I recognized the tea service. I’d studied the Chinese tea trade in my days as a librarian, working with a collection that specialized in early American history. After all, our colonial forefathers had been greatly frustrated by their English overlords when it came to trade with the Far East; they’d longed to bargain directly with China for tea and other goods. Shortly after establishing independence, American tradesmen had initiated commerce with their Chinese counterparts. They’d learned the social rules, mastered the etiquette.
Junior people poured tea for those more senior. People of lower rank poured for those of higher rank.
I was more than willing to dispense the tea, if that would put me in An’s good graces. “May I?” I asked, gesturing slightly toward the pot.
She inclined her head with the same perfect grace she’d used to welcome me, but a tiny smile pulled at the corners of her lips. I caught my breath and poured, secretly thrilled that I didn’t spill a drop of the rich green-brown tea. An reached toward the table and tapped her middle finger against the smooth wood three times, a long-standing tradition meant to convey wordless thanks.
We lifted our cups, each taking the time to appreciate the oolong-scented steam. I waited for her to sip first, and then I swallowed. The tea was heady, tinged with smoke and the memory of green, growing things.
“So,” An said after taking another sip, and I felt our balance shift. We’d now arrived at the heart of the matter. “You seek qilin ink.”
“Yes,” I said. “I need it for my warder.” I paused, to see if she understood David’s role in my astral life. An inclined her head in silent invitation for me to continue. “He has a pen fashioned from a griffin’s quill. With qilin ink, he’ll always be able to discern the truth.”
“A griffin’s quill. That’s powerful magic.” An seemed pleased, as if she would be honored to pair her ink with such a valuable instrument.
Her tone gave me the confidence to continue. “My warder is also my husband.” My cheeks grew warm. In the ten days since our marriage, I hadn’t used that word with a stranger.
An said something in Chinese, a few syllables that seemed to mean, “Congratulations.”
I leaned forward, pleased to have achieved such rapport. “Of course, we would both place great value on the treasure of qilin ink.”
An nodded. My compliment was clearly appreciated. She took one more sip of her tea before she set her cup on the rosewood table. Her long eyelashes brushed her cheeks before she returned her gaze to mine. “I can help you,” she said at last. “I can sell you one ounce of qilin ink for your husband. It will cost two hundred thousand dollars.”
I knew what was going on here.
I needed to bargain. I was supposed to negotiate a fair price with An, one we could both live with. Haggle.
But I couldn’t imagine a satisfactory endpoint. Not if An was starting with two hundred grand. I glanced at my purse, where it sagged against my boots in the entryway. My poor little wallet wasn’t going to cough up a thousand dollars, much less whatever amount we ultimately agreed upon.
The best defense is a good offense. But I couldn’t go on attack. Not here, in the middle of An’s living room, when I’d taken advantage of her hospitality and drunk her tea.
Turn the other cheek. But An hadn’t insulted me. She’d merely stated the truth. A difficult truth, to be sure, but qilin ink was hugely valuable. Sarah Anderson had told me as much at the courthouse.
All’s well that ends well. Right. Maybe. It was as good a cliché as any.
I had to do something. I had to try to make this work. I swallowed hard and said, “I wasn’t actually thinking in terms of money.”
An gazed at me serenely, those long-lashed eyes never blinking. “You had in mind a trade?”
“I own the Osgood collection. It’s a set of artifacts gathered over the past ten centuries—books, runes, tools. Everything a witch needs to practice magic.”
An’s nod was majestic. “A valuable hoard. If I were a witch.”
Of course she couldn’t use the vast majority of my holdings. My mind flew through the catalog of books. There was only a handful of volumes on Eastern magic, and nothing of true interest for a qilin, for anyone who wasn’t sworn to Hecate.
But I had to have something else. Qilins were traditionally robed in fire. What did I own that was associated with the Guardians of Fire? What could I trade for ink?
Carnelian—I had perfect chunks of the orange-red stone. Sunstone—I had a handful of pinkish crystals. Tiger’s eye—I had strands and strands of perfectly polished beads.
But as perfect as my specimens were, none of them had great external value. I could use them to work magic; I could anchor perfect spells in their rubrics. But An could walk into any store that sold crystals and buy similar stones for a few hundred dollars.
Similarly, my herbs had no external value—cinnamon and cloves and juniper could all be bought at the supermarket for a few bucks. My runes were worthless to a qilin, my silver flasks and iron cauldrons too. I had nothing of value to anyone who wasn’t a witch.
Except the Morningside Athame.
The thought came to me as if Hecate herself whispered in my ear.
I had no idea how much the knife would fetch on the open market. With its sleek stone blade and its perfectly weighted grip, its silver finger-guard and its carefully carved runes, it would attract countless mundane buyers. And the knife would fetch even more from a wealthy witch. Members of Hecate’s Court would fight for it. My old enemies in the Washington Coven would covet it almost beyond reason.
But the qilin might desire it even more. The Morningside Athame was fashioned from obsidian, from volcanic glass. It was born of fire like the qilin’s soul, and it had flowed like water, like the silken gown An wore.
“A knife,” I said. “An athame.”
An waved her hand over the tea service, as if she were inviting me to bid on the clay pot and porcelain cups. I described the Morningside Athame to her, reciting its pedigree like a spell. My fingers clutched at air as I spoke, forming the shape of the grip, feeling the weight of the blade.
“Ah,” she said, when I finally trailed off. Her lips quirked in an echo of the Mona Lisa’s. “I believe we have a trade.”
Immediately, I felt a pang of loss, sweet and sharp beneath my breastbone. I loved the athame.
But I loved David more.
“I can’t get it for you tonight,” I said to An. The instant I set foot on the marble doorstep at Blanton House, David would be alerted to my presence. He’d know I was home, that I wasn’t at Melissa’s, and there was no way I could conjure up another excuse to head back out in the storm. “Tomorrow,” I said. “I’ll bring it tomorrow.”
She nodded again, that slow, sweeping acquiescence. “Tomorrow,” she echoed.
Business concluded, I didn’t waste any time leaving. I still had to get to Melissa’s, to use the key she’d given me when she moved into her upscale condo building. She’d be sound asleep in the master bedroom, dreaming in the big bed she shared with Rob when he wasn’t traveling. I’d crash on the couch in the living room, snagging as much sleep as I could before she woke me to help with the day’s baking. I’d return home with some breakfast treat to cover my night’s activities.
It would have to be something special. Something to get me past the pain of forfeiting the Morningside Athame.
But David was worth it. He was worth anything in my collection. I loved him, and I wanted him to be happy. Despite all the odds against me, I’d have the perfect gift in hand by Yule.

Two nights later, I was ready to celebrate the winter solstice. The longest night of the year. Yule.
Outside, snow bucketed down, and it was hard to see the street a dozen yards away. Tradition said we should burn a Yule log, brightening the long night and welcoming the sun god back from his long winter’s rest. Alas, neither David nor I was up for a fire on the hearth, not while we still fought insurance companies over the consequences of the last flames we’d watched together.
But we had lights on our Yule tree, tiny white bulbs that made our sun-shaped ornaments sparkle. We’d turned on the candle-shaped lights in our front windows as well, sending a message of peace and rebirth to anyone who happened by on the street. It was a perfect night to spend with loved ones, cloaked in introspection about the past year, looking forward to the future.
I had mulled some wine on the stove, heating our mugs with boiling water before I added the spicy drink. David had roasted a leg of lamb, tossing in a mix of root vegetables as the meat sizzled in the oven for the last tempting hour. After we’d feasted, I put together a plate of Melissa’s most tempting holiday treats—Cinnamon Smiles and Nutmeg Knots and a handful of Sugar Suns—and carried it into the front parlor.
I joined my husband on the couch. As David slipped his arm around my shoulder, the radiators clanged to life, adding to the cozy, insulated feeling. “Mmm,” I said, as his fingers did something distracting to the soft skin beneath my ear.
“I could get used to this,” David murmured.
His lips were warm and soft, and the scrape of his beard against my cheek made me think about how he looked in the morning, tangled in our sheets. I was ready to take his hand, to lead him upstairs and test whether the image in my mind matched reality, but he gently pulled away.
“I’m sorry,” he said. For a moment, I thought the huskiness in his voice was lust. But then I realized it was something else—remorse. Or maybe regret. Chagrin?
“For what?”
“When we met, I could support you. Support your Academy. I owned property, and I was stable and steady and nothing was going to stand in my way. That’s all gone now.”
I leaned back enough to look into his serious brown eyes. Green glinted deep within them, a hint of the emotion that constricted his voice. “What are you talking about?” I cajoled. “When we met, I was a flighty librarian who didn’t have a clue about the powers I possessed. I was an emotional wreck, a liability as a witch, and I had no idea what I wanted in life.”
I thought that would get me at least a smile. When it didn’t, I settled my left hand over David’s heart, flexing my wrist so the lights from the tree caught my silver wedding band. “Hey. My point is, we’ve both changed. And we wouldn’t be together if we hadn’t. I wouldn’t wear this ring. We wouldn’t be married.”
“I want it to be more. I want it to be perfect.”
“It is more. So much more than I ever imagined it could be that first night, when you read me the riot act for awakening Neko. So much more than I thought it would be just two weeks ago. When everything changed.” He started to shake his head, but I cut him off. “No, it isn’t perfect. But nothing ever is.”
I leaned in to seal my statement with a kiss. He resisted me at first, holding his jaw tight and keeping his shoulders stiff. But I wasn’t willing to take that answer. I let my fingers elaborate on what my lips said, and I felt the moment he chose to relax, the instant he decided to give in.
When we both finally surfaced, he cupped my cheek with his hand. “I love you,” he said, looking straight into my eyes.
“I love you, too.” We’d said the words before, plenty of times. But now there was an urgency to them. We’d been through hell, getting to Blanton House. Almost nothing had turned out as we’d planned. But we were together, and that’s what mattered.
He broke the connection first, turning to glance at the Yule tree. “Look,” he said. “There are presents under there.”
“Fancy that,” I said, as if I hadn’t placed one of the gifts beneath the pine boughs. I scrambled up and collected both packages.
An had been as good as her word. She’d taken the Morningside Athame in exchange for the qilin ink. The precious liquid came in a stoppered porcelain vial, the white background covered with a riot of red, gold, and blue that picked out a classical image of a qilin.
I’d placed the gift in a plain box, wrapping it in hunter green paper and tying it with a simple red bow. I thought An would approve.
The present David handed me was the opposite of the one I’d wrapped for him. The package was as long as my forearm. The wrapping paper depicted a jumble of precious stones—rubies, emeralds, and diamonds all glinting off each other—and a tumble of curling ribbon cascaded around the gift.
“Go ahead,” he said, nudging the package toward me. “You go first.”
My stomach thrilled with anticipation, as if I were a child stumbling downstairs on Christmas morning to find treasures from Santa. I tugged at the paper, ripping it away. I’d never understood people who worked carefully at the edges, who peeled back gift wrap as if it should be preserved for the ages.
David smiled at my enthusiasm. He laughed outright as I gasped at the ornate box I now held, a gorgeous intarsia of ash and yew. “Go on,” he said. I flung open the box, already catching my breath to cry out at what it held.
I did cry out—a gasp of shock that I quickly twisted into shaky laughter.
Inside the box was a silver sheath. Inlaid with obsidian, marked with runes, it was the perfect match for the Morningside Athame. The scabbard was carefully worked and charmed with signs of power, the ideal replacement for the simple leather sleeve that had held my knife.
And it would never hold the blade I’d traded away.
“David,” I breathed, my eyes filling with tears. It was so perfect, so thoughtful, and I’d ruined his perfect gesture before he’d ever made it.
He leaned in to kiss me, but I knew he’d taste sorrow on my lips. “You shouldn’t have,” I said, edging away. “This cost too much. We can’t afford—”
“You’re worth it,” he interrupted. “You’ve always been worth it.”
Not if he knew I’d traded the athame. Desperate to gain a few minutes, I thrust his own wrapped gift into his hands. “Here,” I said. “You have to open yours.”
Of course David was one of those people who worked carefully at the edges. He slipped one finger beneath the tape, carefully freeing the green paper. He turned the package around and completed the maneuver on the other side. He slipped off the red ribbon and slid the plain box out of its paper.
“Go on,” I urged.
The porcelain vial looked impossibly delicate in his hand after he lifted the lid. The painted qilin burned against its white background. David stared at it, uncomprehending.
“It’s qilin ink,” I said. “As a warder, you’ll always be able to tell the truth, using this ink with—”
“My griffin quill pen,” David said, each word heavier than the last.
“I know it’s extravagant, but this is our first Yule together—”
“Jane, I can’t—”
I rushed on before he could interrupt. “Our first as husband and wife, and I had to—”
“I don’t—”
I cut him off again. “We’ll tighten our belts from here on out. I know that. We need to. But I had to—”
“Jane!” My name cut through the torrent of words, the avalanche of sound I was spewing so I didn’t have to tell him about the athame. “Jane,” he said again, and this time my name sounded like a prayer.
“What?” I asked, and I was surprised to hear my question shake.
“I can’t use the qilin ink. I sold the griffin quill pen.”
That made no sense. “You—”
He shook his head, staring at the vial, but not truly seeing it. “I couldn’t let our first married Yule be a symbol of my failure. I had to give you a present worth everything we’ve lost, everything you’ve given up to be with me. So I sold the pen.”
This was absurd. So ironic, I expected to see a new entry appear in every dictionary in the world, magic and mundane. So perfect, I could only laugh. The sound bubbled up inside my chest, breaking through the tangle of remorse that gutted me when I looked at the ornate sheath for the athame I no longer owned.
David looked bewildered. He thought I was laughing at him, mocking him for selling the pen. But that was ridiculous—I would never hurt him that way. That realization, that truth—so crystal clear without a griffin quill, without a drop of qilin ink—made me laugh even harder.
I fought to draw a breath. I struggled to swallow the next gale of mirth. I shoved down another wave of hilarity, and I forced myself to say, “The athame. The Morningside Athame. I traded it for the ink!”
No ordinary human man could have deciphered what I howled.
But David wasn’t an ordinary human man. He was my warder. He was my husband. He knew me, knew the crazy way my mind worked. We’d spun our magic together, and we understood each other beyond words, beyond laughter.
Very, very carefully, David set the qilin ink on the coffee table, sheltering it by the plate that still bore our holiday desserts. Just as cautiously, he took the wooden box from my hands and placed the sheath on the table.
And then he swooped in to drink the laughter from my lips. I felt his shoulders relax with his own amusement. And by the time either one of us came up for air, the windows were drifted high with snow. Our Yule was perfect. Just the way we both had planned.
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1
AS GUS AND I DROVE AWAY FROM the B&B, the ghost of my Aunt Tillie shimmered and appeared in the back seat, with the spirit of Lord Grundleshanks, the (no-longer) Poisonous Toad, nestled on her shoulder.
“You’d better get a move on, Toots.”
“Why?” I asked, panicking. “Is it the baby? Is the baby in trouble?”
“It’s not the baby. It’s Paul. If you don’t want to see him splattered against the wall like an overripe watermelon, drive faster.”
“Gus!” I hollered. “Floor it!”
Gus complied. Our trusty SUV hybrid bucked and jumped a little, but the engine caught up to the pressure on the accelerator, and we raced to the freeway.

Way too many hours later, we finally pulled up in front of our cottage in Devil’s Point, Wisconsin. The lights were on in the kitchen. I opened the door and jumped out as the SUV was still rolling forward.
By the time I reached the cottage, Gus was hot on my heels.
I burst into the kitchen, panting, afraid of what I would see.
But the baby was happy and cooing in her vibrating baby chair, in the middle of the kitchen table.
What the hell was wrong with Aunt Tillie? Was she getting her kicks out of terrifying me unnecessarily?
Gus nudged me and I looked over to where he was pointing.
Stuffed animals and baby toys danced in the air like a scene out of Beauty and the Beast. Paul was about six inches off the floor, held against the wall by an invisible force.
Our Dobies, Aramis and Apollo, were watching the show, so entranced, I don’t think they even noticed we were home. Their stubby tails were wagging and they both wore big Doberman smiles.
“Mara! Thank God you’re home. Tell the kid to put me down right now, or I’m throwing out her stuffed Snoopy!” Paul hollered.
“I told you!” Aunt Tillie crowed. “Didn’t I tell you?”
“Riddip,” Grundleshanks croaked in agreement.
I looked at the baby. She was definitely orchestrating this, although I had to wonder if she had a little help from the cottage — our cottage was on the sentient side, with the ability to defend itself at all costs — it had once turned a would-be arsonist into a rowan tree.
“Honey, put daddy down,” I said.
Hearing my voice got Aramis’s attention. He trotted over and leaned against my leg, waiting to be petted, while a stuffed dog menaced Paul.
“Hey, Dudette,” came J.J.’s voice from the open back door. “I saw you got home and… holy crap! Am I fucking stoned or what?!”
Great. Just what we needed. J.J.
“I said down!” I said, a little louder and angrier.
The toys came crashing down, shortly followed by Paul, who dropped with a thud and a grunt. The baby and Gus both gave me a look.
“Was that you or her?” Gus asked, in a low voice.
“Me? That couldn’t have been me. I just thought it. I mean, I thought it pretty hard, but Paul was pinned to the wall before we even walked in here.”
Right? It couldn’t have been me. I didn’t actually do anything other than command the down. Telekinesis couldn’t be that easy, could it?
“Dudette, I don’t know whether to be terrified of your flippin’ cottage or sell tickets for pot money. This is loony-tunes.” J.J. said, awestruck.
Oh, crap. I had forgotten he was standing there.
I turned to him and forced a smile. “What are you talking about, J.J.?”
“That dude, he just like, flew through the air.”
“How strong is that stuff you’re smoking? You must be hallucinating. He didn’t fly, he tripped.”
“I saw what I saw,” J.J. insisted, but now he was looking uncertain. “Didn’t I?”
“Sure, if what you saw was Paul trip while he was walking. Man, the toys he was carrying really went flying, didn’t they?” I chuckled, pushing that image into his mind. J.J. had been a pot head for so long, he was wide open to suggestion.
“Was that…? But I… I could have sworn…” the poor kid looked thoroughly confused by this point.
“What do you want, J.J.?” Gus asked.
“Oh, yeah! I was just checking the cemetery out back to see if any of my stash survived the fire last winter.”
I looked at Gus, feeling a little guilty. I mean, it wasn’t our fault J.J. and his buddies decided to move their cuttings to our cemetery — without telling us — after their stash in the woods got stolen. But the pot had come in handy to get out of the predicament we found ourselves in last Yule. Unfortunately, it meant their entire patch burned to the ground.
“Did it?” I asked, curious if the plant had somehow reseeded itself. I had been too busy to go out and check.
J.J. looked at me, clearly trying not to say something. He finally opened his jacket and showed me the plants he had pulled out of the dirt. “I’m sorry, I just wanted to get them to a greenhouse before they got frosted.”
“It’s okay, J.J. They’re your plants. Take them. I’m glad to be rid of them.”
“Really? Cool beans,” J.J. said, happily zipping up his jacket.
“Not to mention that having them here is a felony and you could go to prison, Mara.” Paul glared at me. “Are you nuts? You can’t let Potato Head, Junior there grow pot on your property.”
“Dude, she didn’t know about it.” J.J. said.
“Dude, ignorance is not a defense against breaking the law,” Paul looked disgusted. “I catch you planting anything illegal, narcotic or poisonous near the baby again, and I’ll break both your thumbs.”
“Whoa, dude. Chill. I’m not going to hurt Mara’s little mini-me.”
“You’d better not. The last thing the world needs is this kid unleashed with her mom in jail.”
Wow. Was Paul actually defending me? That was a new twist. Or was he snarking on the baby?
“Okay, time to go,” Gus said, pushing J.J. out the back door. “Thanks for taking the plants. We’ll see you at the store.”
Paul tried to get out the door after J.J., but I stopped him. “Not you. We need to talk.”

I made a pot of hot chocolate for the three of us and put the baby to bed. Then I quickly put on my warm, holiday jammies, checked to make sure the baby monitor was on, returned to the kitchen and sat down with the guys. “Want to tell me what we walked in on?”
“You neglected to tell me some pertinent details about the baby before you left.” Paul said, his tone accusatory. “Lucky me, I got to find out — the hard way.”
“Listen, asshat. Did you ever think we didn’t tell you, because we didn’t know? Why do you always assume we’re hiding stuff from you?” Gus said, glaring at him.
“Because the two of you usually are.” Paul said.
“The kid’s a baby witch. Of course she’s going to have abilities,” Gus said.
“There’s a difference between being a little psychic or even talking to the dead, and levitating me. People can’t levitate other people. Or anything else for that matter.”
“Tell it to Criss Angel,” Gus snorted.
“What?” Paul looked confused. “The magician? It’s a freakin’ magic trick and he’s levitating himself.”
“Not always,” Gus said.
“Why are you even here? You should have stayed in Los Angeles. Mara’s much better off without you.”
“Funny, I keep thinking the same thing about you,” Gus growled. “Why don’t we ask Mara which one of us she’d rather spend time with?”
Obviously, I had put too much Baileys in the hot chocolate. Both their ‘Be Polite’ filters seemed to be completely on the fritz.
“Stop it. Both of you. Before you wake the baby. Paul, what happened while we were gone?”
“She got upset. Next thing I knew, her stuffed animals were hurling themselves at me. And then, bam, I was up on the wall. She was being completely unreasonable.”
“She’s a baby.”
“She put me up on a wall.”
I thought about it. “Debatable. If the cottage thought you were a threat, it could have done the same thing.”
Paul got a pissed-off, stubborn look on his face.
“Fuck that. Come on, Mara. Face it. It had to be the baby,” Gus said. “If it was the cottage, your boy toy there would have been turned into an end table.”
Paul’s face grew pale.
Gus turned to Paul. “If you hurt a single hair on her head, and that’s why she doesn’t like you, I will plant you in the cemetery, in the middle of J.J.’s pot patch.”
“I didn’t do anything to her,” Paul said. “I certainly wasn’t going to hurt her. You two coddle her too much. Whatever she wants, whenever she wants it, you get it for her. I was reading this book by Dr. Richard Ferber—“
“Ferber?! You tried to Ferberize her?!” I laughed. “No wonder she pinned you to a wall.”
Paul looked between me and Gus, uncertain of how to proceed. “It’s not like I was going to ignore her all night. Just for an hour, until she got tired of crying.”
“You wanted her to self-soothe. I think she did exactly what you asked. She provided some entertainment for herself.”
“She obviously has my sense of humor,” Gus said.
“You don’t get it,” Paul started.
“Oh, I get it,” Gus said. “You’re an idiot.”
I nudged Gus to shut him up. “You decided to instill a new method of discipline, without my knowledge, and the baby let you know she didn’t appreciate it.”
“What am I supposed to do? It’s obvious you two aren’t going to instill any discipline.”
“She’s still a baby,” I said. “I think discipline can wait until she’s old enough to walk and reason things out.”
Paul shook his head. “Maybe, if she was a normal baby. But look at her. Look at what she can do. The sooner we get discipline in her world view, the better. What are you going to do when she decides she doesn’t like the pediatrician and sends him crashing through a window?”
“We’ll need to find a doctor who doesn’t have windows in his exam room.” Gus grinned.
“You are entirely missing the point here, witch boy.” Paul said.
“Oh, no. I’ve got the point. Mara and I have an amazing baby, who’s already exhibiting some kick-ass witchy powers and you’re feeling threatened because in the forest of life, you’re nothing but a mundane sycamore.”
“She’s not your baby.” Paul growled.
“Like hell, she’s not,” Gus said. “I’m the one living here, raising her with Mara, telling her how amazing she is. You’re the accidental sperm donor who comes in and complains she’s a freak. Which one of us do you think she’ll consider her father?”
“Okay, that’s enough,” I said, standing up. “You can both be her dad. Paul, has she done anything else while you’ve been watching her?”
“No,” he said, sulking. “Isn’t what she did tonight enough?”
“That’s so freaking awesome,” Gus laughed. “Can you imagine? If we redecorate, she can help us move furniture from her high chair.”
“Now who’s being ridiculous?” Paul put his coat on. “This isn’t over yet, Mara. But maybe you’ll be ready to talk after you get to experience her new powers for a week. By the way, I think your toad’s dead. I haven’t seen him move all day. And I’m keeping the dog until you sort this crap out. I don’t want him to get caught in the cross-fire. Come on, Apollo.”
Apollo, my red Dobie, stretched and trotted over to Paul, while Aramis, my black-and-tan Dobie, stayed glued to my side. After our first adventure together, Paul had been suffering from what I started calling PPSD (Post-Possession Stress Disorder). At first, I had to push him to borrow Apollo and use him as a therapy dog, but now they were pretty bonded.
At the door, Paul turned to me. “I want you to stay away from that J.J. kid. He’s one doobie short of an orange jumpsuit.” And with that, he left.
The spirit of Grundleshanks croaked and floated back into the toad body in the tank. The toad body perked up and looked around for a cricket. Yup. Good old Zombieshanks was back.
“He’s not wrong.” Aunt Tillie chimed in. “About any of it.”
“Don’t start with me, Aunt Tillie,” I said, pointing at the skull we kept on the mantle. “Don’t you have a skull to get back to?”
She harrumphed.
“Go on. Ingressium,” I said, using Gus’s invocation. “Get your spectral butt in there for the night.”
The skull’s eyes twinkled for a moment and then flickered out.
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SHOCKINGLY, THE BABY SLEPT THROUGH the night and well into morning.
“The use of magic must have exhausted her reserves,” I told Gus at breakfast.
“Maybe we’re on to something,” Gus said. “We should put up a picture of Paul and have her throw stuffed animals at it every night before bed.”
“Would you stop? He’s not a bad guy. He’s just misguided, sometimes.”
The phone rang and Gus answered. “Witch Central. Talk to me,” he said, as he walked out of the room with the portable.
I rolled my eyes, put the plates in the dishwasher, fed Aramis and had just started nursing the baby when he walked back in, with a strained look on his face.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“My sister’s coming to visit for Yule,” he said.
“Lorelei? All the way out here?”
“She’s flying into Milwaukee, taking a propeller plane to Trinity Harbor, then Roy’s flying her to Oldfield. I’m not sure if it’s in one of his Cessna’s or in the chopper.”
“Wow. She must be desperate to go through all of that in the middle of winter.”
Gus snorted. “She broke up with her boyfriend and she needs a new start. She’s detoxing,” he said, using air quotes. “So when she gets here, she’ll be cleansed and ready to invite love into her life.” He rolled his eyes.
It was my turn to snort. “Here? Really? Talk about searching for a unicorn.”
“Hey, now, Miss Thing. Don’t steal my schtick. I’m the one who’s cynical and superficial. You’re the one who’s all about true love.”
“And you’ve seen how well that’s gone for me. I’m beginning to think true love is a myth. You’re better off finding a friend with benefits. Someone you can talk to, who can make you laugh and give you a little nookie on the side.”
“Well, we have two out of three, so that ain’t bad,” Gus said, giving me a wink. “Okay, to be fair — and I’m telling you this as someone who doesn’t even like Paul all that much — he’s been through a lot with you. And he’s not witchborn, like us. Which means he’s still dealing with the fallout. Mundane men can get stuck in the mud and need to wallow a bit before they’re ready to climb out. So don’t count him out yet.”
I shook my head. “I wish. You haven’t seen the way he looks at me.”
Gus gave me a knowing look. “Oh, yes I have. Anyway… my mom suggested we have a big Yule dinner and invite everyone we know for Lorelei to meet.”
I looked at him blankly. “Most of who we know out here are Paul, J.J., his cousin and his pothead brigade. And Daniel, but he’s over a hundred years old.”
“If we’re inviting the herbalistas, I’ll have to cook,” Gus said. “When those boys get the munchies, they’ll eat anything that stands still long enough. They’re bottomless stomachs.”
The baby seemed to laugh and milk spilled out of her mouth. I repositioned her on my shoulder, where a burp cloth was already in place, and patted her back. “I can order take-out, as long as you’re paying for it.”
“Maybe we’ll luck out and find something else for Lorelei to do. There’s got to be something else going on during Yule. That’ll be your job. Think of something.”
“Hey, she’s your sister,” I protested.
“So? She’s your gender. I don’t think she wants me to take her to a Christmas drag queen show.”
“She might. That sounds like fun. How long is she staying?” I asked.
“The entire freaking holiday season,” he grimaced. “Merry Christmas and Ho-ho-ho.”

The rest of the month passed quickly. I decorated the cottage for Yule and we wound up surprising each other with dueling trees. We each decorated our own and it turned out that we were very different. Gus was all about style and I was all about cozy. His tree was strikingly beautiful with a blue and silver theme and mine was an eclectic, less-than-perfect mess with multi-colored lights and old-fashioned ornaments, but it gave me the warm fuzzies whenever I looked at it.
Paul and I tried our best to be cordial. He asked to have supervised visits with the baby — to be clear, it was Paul who was demanding the visits be supervised, not anything I was trying to set in motion. He just felt safer with me there. Although the baby didn’t levitate anything else. Even Paul’s clumsy attempts to continue implementing his half-assed book research wasn’t upsetting her enough to get her to throw around her stuffed animals again.
The baby had been so well-behaved, I was starting to wonder if the entire incident hadn’t been Aunt Tillie pranking us, and getting one of her spirit buddies to help set the whole thing up. Especially since Gus kept putting toys out of the baby’s reach to see if he could get her to move anything. But she just sat there, happily waiting until I retrieved whatever she wanted. When Gus started lobbing stuffed animals at her, trying to annoy her into another display of spontaneous levitation, I finally took her toys away from him.
“You need to stop that,” Gus said as we drove to Oldfield to pick up Lorelei. “You’re messing with my experiment.”
“She’s a baby, not a test tube.” I said. “You’re not going to throw things at the baby.”
“They were soft things. I wasn’t hurting her. But that’s not what I’m talking about. You keep walking in and giving her what she wants, before she even asks for it. How am I supposed to get her to levitate anything when she’s getting instant mom gratification?”
“I can’t help it. She pushes images into my head. I can’t just ignore them.”
“Very interesting,” Gus said, looking over at me. “Maybe I should start lobbing toys at you.”
I glanced over my shoulder to the baby, strapped into her car seat. She was looking out the window. “Gus! I think she’s actually seeing what’s outside the window. Do you see that? Her eyes are developing!”
“I kind of figured they would.” Gus said. “Do you want me to turn around and look at her or do you want me to drive?”
“What kind of witch are you, if you can’t see out of the back of your head?” I asked, pretending to be annoyed, but I was smiling. Gus was always using that “What kind of witch are you” line on me, so I was happy to have a chance to fire it back at him.
“Hey, see that envelope next to your seat? Open it. It’s for you.”
Before we drove to the airfield, we had stopped at the post office. Lorelei had mailed her enormous, rolling suitcase to us because it was too big and unwieldy for the small, four-seat Cessna she’d be flying in on. And Gus had gone on an online shopping spree, so he was anxious to get his stuff. Most of which was crammed in the trunk with Lorelei’s suitcase.
I looked down, saw a manilla envelope and picked it up. It contained a packet full of multi-color circular pieces of plastic with small plastic tabs. “What the heck?”
“Isn’t it great? I’m telling you, with this gift, I’ve just become your favorite person. Wait until you use it.”
“For what?” I asked.
“You’re always leaving open cans in the fridge or in the car or on the table. This gizmo seals the can shut so your drink doesn’t go flat or pick up the flavors of other stuff in the fridge or have bugs fly in it.”
“You get excited about the weirdest things. I don’t leave this many open cans around.”
“I got a few extras, so you can keep some in the car, at the cottage, in a suitcase for when we travel, in your purse. You’re not going to want to be without one.”
“If I stick one under your nose, will it seal your mouth?”
“Very funny. You’d be lost without me and you know it.”
I sighed. “Got that right.”
Gus had been my best friend — and sometimes my only friend — ever since I moved to Los Angeles. Until I inherited my semi-sentient, aggressively pro-active cottage from my Aunt Tillie, and I made the move to Devil’s Point, Wisconsin without him. I was only here for a couple of weeks though before I unwittingly unleashed the wrath of two Otherworldly entities. Gus came charging to the rescue and just kind of… stayed. We’re better together than we are apart. If he was straight, my life would be perfect.

We pulled up to the airfield’s parking lot. It had expanded from when I first moved here, but that wasn’t saying a lot. It consisted of a handful of hangers housing small propellor-planes, a runway with a windsock and a helipad. The main office was an oversized trailer up on bricks.
Gus parked and I unstrapped the baby from her car seat. It was colder and windier out here. I made sure the baby was bundled up before we slogged our way through the dirty snow and gravel to the office trailer.
“Knock, knock,” Gus said, climbing up the steps and opening the door. “Hey, Mimi,” he said, reading her name plate. “Is the head honcho here?”
The girl looked up from her computer screen. She was young, just out of community college. Her diploma was framed on the wall behind her desk. “Doug’s taking care of business. He’ll be out in a minute.”
“Great. Thanks.” Gus turned to me. “So, did you make any plans? What fun thing are we doing while Lorelei’s here?”
“Having a Yule party?”
“Are you kidding me? That’s it? You’ve had all month to think of a plan and you’re sticking with what my mom suggested? Don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re missing some brain cells.”
“It’s called mommy brain. You’re lucky I still remember who you are.”
Doug came out of the small bathroom, still wiping his hands. He was wearing a brown flight suit specked with oil stains. He balled up the paper towel and threw it in the wastebasket. “He shoots, he scores. Two points for the win.”
“Doug, these two are looking for you,” Mimi cracked her gum.
“What can I do you for?” Doug shook Gus’s hand.
I was holding the baby, a diaper bag and my purse, so I just nodded at him.
“Roy’s picking up my sister at Oldfield. They’re supposed to be landing here at two. Do you know if they’re on time?”
“Lorelei Andrakis, right?” Doug walked over to his desk and checked a chart. “They’re fighting a headwind, so they’re running a little off schedule. They should be landing in about twenty minutes.”
The baby started fidgeting and woke up with a little cry. I would have to change her and give her a bottle or we’d be in for an auditory Armageddon.
“Why don’t you pop a squat for a bit?” Doug nodded at some lounge chairs and a sofa arranged around a coffee table. Against one wall there were two vending machines, one with snacks, the other one with water and soda.
Gus shot me an excited look and dug a dollar out of his money clip. Good thing I had put one of those soda toppers in my purse. I could tell he was itching to try it out.
I handed it to him, then got the portable baby changing mat out of the diaper bag and laid it on the couch.

Twenty minutes later, the baby was fed, burped, clean and watching everything avidly while Gus was crowing in triumph over the soda topper.
There was the crackle of a radio from Doug’s office and a male voice came on the line with landing coordinates.
Doug pressed a button: “Ten-four. Roy, you’re cleared for landing.”
Gus and I went outside with the baby and watched the small Cessna as it glided into a textbook landing. The minute it stopped, Roy, a heavy-set bear of a man, got out, then ran around to the other side to help Lorelei out. Although Lorelei was Gus’s sister, she didn’t look like him. She was small-boned and light, with gold-blonde wavy hair, pale skin and huge blue eyes. To me, she looked like she was mostly fairy with just enough human DNA to keep her grounded in the same reality with us. But all she needed was a working pair of wings and we’d never see her again.
“Gus! Mara!” she came running over to us, arms open, purse bumping against her hip. “Oh, thank the Goddess. I never thought I’d see land again!”
“Really?” I asked, surprised as I hugged her. “Everyone says Roy’s a great pilot.”
“Oh, he is,” gushed Lorelei. “But he’s flying a toy plane. I thought the wind was going to spin us off into Oz, like Dorothy.”
Roy brought over a small carry-on duffel bag and handed it to Gus. “She’s a firecracker,” he said, gesturing to Lorelei. “You got your hands full with that one.”
Lorelei blushed and giggled as Roy winked at her.

On the ride home, Lorelei sat in back with the baby. I could practically feel her bouncing in her seat.
“What a cute baby! Who’s a cute baby? You are!”
I looked over. The baby seemed to be entranced with Lorelei, looking as if she expected her to do something unusually amusing at any moment.
Lorelei caught my glance. “This place sounds so cool! There’s so much to do!”
Gus and I looked at each other, confused.
I looked back at Lorelei. “Devil’s Point? Are you sure? I mean, if you said Trinity Harbor, or even Oldfield, but Devil’s Point?”
“Oh, yeah. I’ve been researching it online,” Lorelei nodded and pulled a folded newspaper out of her purse. “And I got a subscription to the local paper. They’re having this big speed-dating event next week. In costume. It’s called Dating the Beast and it’s going to be followed by a Midwinter Ball. The ad says Bring a little Beast into your Christmas this season.”
“And it’s here?” I repeated.
She nodded. “Dating the Beast is at the new Mexican restaurant that opened on the corner of Main and River Street. They have a ballroom on the second floor. They’re offering free blue agave margaritas and appetizers. The ad says each table will have a sprig of mistletoe in case you need an excuse to try a more intimate type of appetizer. This is going to be so much fun!”
“And it’s in Devil’s Point?” Gus asked.
“Don’t you two ever look at the town calendar online? Or read the paper?”
“I didn’t even know Devil’s Point had a website,” I said.
Lorelei nodded, happily. “I think they’re trying to rebrand this place. Capitalize on the name and all that. At least, that’s what Mayor Corday said on her YouTube speech. I can’t wait to see what they do for New Year’s. Or for Valentine’s Day.”
“We need to get out more,” Gus said to me.
“Tell me about it,” I muttered. “I didn’t even know we had a female mayor.”
Lorelei was practically humming with excitement. “All the food and drinks are free. And tickets are only fifty dollars for Dating the Beast and a hundred dollars for the Belle and Beast Midwinter Ball.”
“That’s not free,” I said. “I can’t afford that.”
“I’ll pay for it,” Lorelei offered. “I sold the ring that the jerk-who-shall-not-be-named gave me, so I’m loaded. Besides, half the proceeds go into a town fund for emergencies.”
“If he got you that big of a rock, why is he a jerk?” asked Gus.
“Because it was an ‘assuage-my-guilt-and-maybe-you’ll-forgive-me’ gift, after he screwed the pet-sitter — and her best friend — on our bed.” Lorelei sniffed. “It’s supposed to make me feel better. And guess what? Selling all of his guilt gifts and doing something fun with the money is totally making me feel a lot better.”
“I’ll watch the baby,” Gus told me. “Go have some fun.”
I smiled, but I could feel my stomach sink. Last year, I would have been all over an event like that. So, why did it feel like we were heading to the gallows?
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I TRIED TO GET OUT OF IT BY SAYING I didn’t have anything to wear that I could still fit into and that the baby hadn’t spit up on, but when we got home and Lorelei unpacked her massive suitcase, she had clearly brought enough costume pieces, make-up and props to create her own vaudeville show.
“I’m so excited!” Lorelei trilled, clapping her hands. “The men will all come as their favorite beasts or movie monsters, dressed in tuxes, and the women will be in princess costumes for the speed date. Then, the men will unmask and they’ll match us up with our perfect beast for the Ball, or if there’s a lot of close-but-not-perfect matches, they’ll fill out a dance card for us with the most suitable beasts, so the princesses sample a cadre of beastie-men on the dance floor.”
“And what if you don’t get any match at all?” I asked.
“Then you have the option to go solo and hang a heart ornament, with a love wish inside of it, on the Yule tree. This town is so much fun!”
Oh my Goddess. Why didn’t I already know about this? Why did it take a tourist to tell me what was going on in my own town? Where the heck had I been? Was I so focused on what was going on in the cottage, that I just never looked up? I mean, in my defense, we had gone through a lot — possessions, demons, devils, killer crows and zombie toads — so it wasn’t like I had a lot of spare time to go wandering about the town. And ever since I had the baby, I was just so dang tired.
With everything going on, somewhere along the line, I guess I had forgotten to get a life of my own. I was brooding about all of that in the living room, while the baby sat in her swing watching preschool cartoons, and Gus and Lorelei were out getting more supplies. Aunt Tillie popped in and sat on her rocking chair. Aramis looked up at her, gave a half-hearted bark and returned to napping on my feet.
I groaned. “Whatever it is, let me save you a few minutes. You’re right, I’m an idiot, I should stop messing around with things I don’t understand. Okay? Now, go away.”
“Relax, I’m not here to bust your chops. I mean, what you said was completely right, and I’m glad you have the spiel memorized, but…”
“But what?” I asked, suspicious. My Aunt Tillie was the biggest ball buster I had ever met. Her nicknames for me and Gus were usually some variation of Moron One and Moron Two. Suddenly, I felt way too close to tears. Damn hormones.
“Look, you have your whole life to become an old lady. Don’t start acting like one now.”
“What do you mean?” I asked, offended. “I’m not acting like an old lady, I’m acting like a new mom.”
“You don’t want to go out. You have no interest in gentlemen callers. You haven’t had sex since you got knocked up and—“
“—Getting knocked up wasn’t my fault!”
“Relax. I know Lisette had control of your body. But did you ever stop to think that…”
I growled. “I know you have a point here somewhere, Aunt Tillie.”
She glared at me. “I’m trying to put it nicely.”
“You? Nice? Please. I might die of shock if you ever became nice. Out with it.”
“I think the possessions affected you more than you’re letting on — even to yourself. Lisette betrayed you, your body betrayed you, Paul turned on you. And that’s not even getting into what happened with your mom and brother. But ever since that ordeal with Lisette and Lucien, you’ve been pushing everyone away and clinging onto a life raft comprised of a gay man who will never break your heart, and a very unusual baby girl.”
“Just because I’m waiting for Mr. Right to show up, instead of leaping into bed with Mr. Right Now? It’s celibacy revisited. I thought you, of all people, would be happy about that.”
She clucked and shook her head. “Mara, you can’t stop living, just because it hurts. What’s going to happen when Gus finds his soulmate and leaves? Or your baby grows up and moves away? You’ll be a lonely old spinster who collects Doberman puppies and lives in a cottage with an undead toad and a ghost — assuming I don’t also move on. Is that what you want your life to be?”
I sighed. I hadn’t really thought it through before. But she was right. I had been pushing potential boyfriends away since the whole debacle with Lisette and Lucien and Paul. Maybe that’s why the thought of this speed-dating-slash-Midwinter Ball event was making me so queasy. It meant that I had to get back out there again. Put my heart on my sleeve again. Maybe even find love again. But this time, I was going to magic up some kind of guarantee.

I grabbed Tillie’s red-framed, horn-rimmed glasses from the desk in the library and took them into the basement altar room to work on them. I lit a candle and set up sacred space, using a circle of conjuration. In a bowl of ice-cold water, I mixed together a little mugwort to open my sight — as in, third eye/sixth sense type of sight — eyedrops for visual clarity, dragon’s blood for power, chamomile for calm reserve and a sprinkling of salt to keep me grounded. I didn’t want to jump the first guy I saw.
I fired up a stick of incense and passed the red-framed, horn-rimmed glasses through the smoke, for the elements of air and fire, and into the salty spellwater for the elements of earth and water, and chanted:
“Glasses of red, glasses of the dead
Show me what the living never see
Illuminate the hearts, mind and soul, of all who I meet.
Hekate, keeper of the keys of fantasy and reality
Night-wandering Goddess of Witches
Hold your torches high and show me the truth that I seek.”
The candle went out with a puff of smoke and the bowl cracked, the liquid running down onto the earthen floor.

The day of the event dawned bright and chilly — which really wasn’t bad, considering this was December and we were in the North Woods. Usually, by now, we’d be buried under a ton of snow. But Gus had done a spellcrafting that messed with the weather last winter and the town was still trying to find its equilibrium.
I stomped my way down the stairs, dressed like the Wicked Witch of the West, complete with green face paint, striped stockings, and Army boots.
“What Princess are you?” Gus asked, as he gave the baby a bottle.
“One who can kick a Beast’s ass while defying gravity,” I growled.
“Ouch, Miss Pricklepuss. That attitude is not going to make you very popular.”
Aunt Tillie shook her head as she knitted, and her rocker gently rocked back and forth. “Whatever happened to Carpe Diem? Seize the day. Go have some fun. Be a normal girl for a change.”
Gus raised an eyebrow. “What happened to you, Tillie?” Gus asked. “Are you hitting the Vicodan when we’re not looking? Carpe diem is my line. Your leit-motif is ‘Go hide in a cave and don’t do anything or it might backfire on you’.”
The chair stopped rocking. “I don’t need to sit here and be insulted.” And with a flash of light, she went back into the skull.
“For a place that started out as her prison, she sure likes spending time in there,” I observed.
“Good for us,” Gus said. “Because I have a present for you and I don’t think she’s going to like it.”
“What is it?” I asked.
He strapped the baby into her swing, and handed me a hand-tooled belt, one that was obviously made for holstering something.
“This is beautiful,” I said, buckling it around my waist. “But I don’t think they’ll let me bring an athame.”
“It’s not for an athame. It’s for your present.”
I looked at Gus, skeptically. “I’m not holstering a vibrator in here either.”
“Oh, please. I wouldn’t buy you a vibrator. The batteries would probably explode from lack of use. This is your present. The baby and I made it together.” He handed me a long box. “I was going to give it to you for Yule, but it’s just too perfect an accessory for that outfit you have on.”
I lifted the lid. Inside was a dark, wooden wand. The bottom had been carved into a dragon’s head. The top held an impressive clear quartz crystal paired with an identically-shaped piece of onyx, the two gems wrapped together with delicate strands of silver, gold and copper. The wand itself was carved with runes and buzzing with power.
I carefully lifted it out of the box. “This is amazing.” I said, examining the runes along the wand. “What wood is this?”
“Blackthorn,” Gus said. “It can move energy like nothing I’ve ever seen. Open and close portals. Blast curses. Whatever you want to do. Blackthorn’s pretty cool. You can focus your will through it and force energy to move. Like iron, but the fae don’t have the same issues with blackthorn that they do with iron. The dragon at the bottom is to give it power, the crystals at the top are to help channel your will into a more focused and direct application of energy, and the metal strands are for the Kingdom of the Fae.”
“And the runes?”
“They’re my secret present to you. If you want to know what they mean, you should do some work with the runes,” he said, smugly. “Do you like it?”
“Like it? I love it. I’ve never seen anything like this before.” I picked up the wand, and turned it in the air. As the light hit the crystal, bits of rainbow colors shimmered and danced around the room.
The baby gurgled with delight.
“Careful where you point that thing,” Gus said.
“What part did the baby make?” I asked, as I slipped the wand into the holster.
“She blooded it,” Gus said.
“What?!” I shrieked.
“Not intentionally! She was grabbing at one of my drill bits, cut herself and managed to bleed on the wand before I got the bandaid on.”
I picked up the baby’s hands and examined them. Sure enough, there was a tiny bandaid on her palm. I wondered if that was why the wand was humming with power.
My baby had never been just a normal baby, and as the pregnancy progressed she had changed even more. And as I was incubating her, growing the baby’s DNA in my body, the baby had started changing my DNA in return. At least, that’s what Aunt Tillie had told me. And in that exchange, I found the ability to do magick on a scale I had never been able to imagine before.
Just then, Lorelei came floating down the stairs. She looked gorgeous as Belle from Beauty and the Beast, in a golden, sparkling gown and gold-toned, high-heeled sandals.
Gus looked from her to me, in my witch dress, wand belt, green skin makeup and Doc Martens, with Aunt Tillie’s red glasses hanging around my neck on a beaded chain. And he started laughing.
“Mara, this is how a real girl dresses,” he said, gesturing at Lorelei.
“Shove it,” I growled. “I’m a real girl.”
“Let me rephrase. This is how a straight girl dresses. Especially for a princess ball.”
“I don’t like princess dresses,” I snapped.
“You don’t like any dresses. You keep accessorizing your outfits at the Army surplus store, and I’m going to start looking for a girlfriend for you.”
I gave him an annoyed look. “Living via stereotype is so last decade.”
“You’d better get her out of here before she changes her mind,” Gus told Lorelei. “She’s three minutes away from going back to bed.”
Lorelei grabbed my arm and practically dragged me out the door. “I’m so excited! What if we both find ‘the one’?”
Gus snorted. “As long as it’s not the same ‘one’, you’ll be fine,” he said, shutting the door behind us. I heard him throw the deadbolt and put on the chain, to keep me from going back in.
Crap. I guess we were really going to go through with this.
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WHEN LORELEI AND I PULLED into the parking lot, the only spot open was in the dark back corner, by the dumpsters. I put Aunt Tillie’s glasses on and looked around, but I didn’t see anything dangerous. Other than being dark and stinky, the spot looked perfectly safe. I took the glasses off and backed in, so Lorelei and her fancy ball gown could get out on the non-dumpster side.
“Aren’t you excited? I’m so excited, I can barely stand it!”
“Can I ask you something? Gus’s mom told him you were going through a bad breakup, but you seem… beyond cheerful. Positively giddy.”
Lorelei paused and looked at me. “I was all sad and mopey for a few weeks, but you know what? Mopey, sad, angry, defensive people are the ones who wind up alone. No one wants to be around that energy. I decided that I don’t want to be alone for the rest of my life. So, I made the choice to be open to the possibilities instead of brooding about the losses. We split up. Big deal. It just means we weren’t right for each other and — more importantly — it means my soul mate is still out there. If I get trapped in regrets about the past, I might not be looking when my perfect guy comes along, and I’ll miss out on an amazing future.”
“And it was just that easy for you? You just… flipped the script?” I asked, curious.
“You’ve heard of fake it ’til you make it? For the first couple of weeks, I had to fake it and force myself to go out to places that sounded like they could be fun. But somewhere along the line, it actually did turn around for me. And now, yes, I do feel happy and excited about the possibilities. Even if I don’t meet my perfect plus one, I’ll still be meeting new people and making new friends. Life is a smorgasbord. You can’t just try an appetizer and decide that because it was overcooked or had a weird spice you didn’t like, that you’re not going to try any of the other food on the buffet line.”
Well that was certainly an interesting viewpoint. I was going to have to file it away as something to think about. And wow, when did Lorelei get to be more well-adjusted than me? Last time I saw her, she was a neurotic mess.

When we walked into the restaurant, it was all decked out for the holiday, with Christmas decorations and a Yule tree that looked like it had come from the pages of a princess book. Next to the tree stood a life-sized Princess with a life-sized Beast facing her, looking like they were about to start dancing at any moment.
“Are you here for the ball?” A youngish girl smiled at us. Genia was written on her name tag in such perfect handwriting, it was almost a work of art.
“No, this is my kicking around outfit.” I said.
Lorelei elbowed me. “Of course we’re here for the ball.”
“Follow me.” Genia walked us upstairs and threw open two ornately carved, wooden double doors.
“Wow!” Lorelei said, looking around.
One side of the room was full of women of all ages, dressed as various princesses.
On the other side, were the beasts. I spotted a vampire, a werewolf, various other furry beasts, along with movie-monster style beasts like Frankenstein and Creature from the Black Lagoon.
“Oooh, fangs and fur! See ya!” Lori trilled and floated over to a guy whose beast I didn’t recognize. I was about to go over there, when a woman with a microphone took the center of the dance floor.
“Hello, everyone! My name is Karen LeMao, I’m your hostess for tonight’s event. We all know how relationships can go bad when the beast inside the man surfaces and it’s a beast you don’t like. So, for tonight, you get to meet everyone’s beast first, before you get swept off your feet by the man inside the beast.”
A chorus of wolf-whistles and cheers went up.
“Around the edge of the room, there are a number of intimate tables for two set up. Will all my beasts each take a table?”
There was a shuffle and a few bumps and growls, but soon, all the beasts were spread out, one to a table.
“Okay, ladies, find your favorite beast. You’ll have five minutes with each beast and a minute to fill out your score card. Remember, we’ll be matching everyone off their score cards, so don’t skimp on your ratings or your comments! And we’re starting… now!” She blew her whistle.
Lorelei took off like a shot, just managing to slide onto the chair at her beast’s table, mere seconds before a pissed-off woman in a Cinderella outfit. The woman glared at her, but when Lorelei didn’t budge, she moved on.
Within seconds, all the tables were taken except the one with Frankenstein.
So I ambled over. “Hi, I’m Mara.”
“Frank,” he grunted, nodding his head. He took a breath and blew out the candle on the table.
“Nice to see you too.”
“Don’t take it personally. I don’t like candles.”
“Okay…” I said. Who didn’t like candles? “Listen, I have no idea how to do this, but us greenies have to stick together, right? Look like we’re having a good time?”
He nodded.
“Okay, so… tell me, what’s the best and worst thing about you?”
He thought for a second. “I’m tall. I can reach things.”
“I can see where that comes in handy,” I nodded.
“I like to dance.”
That made me pause. “I haven’t gone dancing in ages. I miss it.”
“We should dance.”
“Sure. I’ll write you down as a dance card partner for the ball. And what’s the worst?”
He blushed under the green. “I’m can be clumsy. I’m a little pyrophobic.”
Pyro… that must be fear of fire. “So, no cozy nights in front of the fireplace for you.”
He shuddered.
“That must suck. Especially with how cold it gets out here. Did you ever think of moving somewhere warmer?”
“All the time,” he said. “But I’m not too fond of heat and sun, either.”
“Okay, take a minute to write down your impressions and when I blow the whistle, switch!” Karen called out.

My next turn at bat, I was at a table with the Creature from the Black Lagoon.
“Do you fish?” he asked.
“No, not really.”
“Not really?”
“Not ever,” I admitted.
“We have that in common. It’s a dreadful sport. Perchance you enjoy a nice swim?”
“I love to swim. And I love green monsters. Green is definitely sexy.”
He nodded approvingly. “I agree. I very much appreciate your green skin as well. I believe we could be friends.”
“Maybe,” I nodded. “You’re a little more… formal than I expected.”
He inclined his head. “I am sorry. I’m not comfortable this far away from my home.”
“I can understand that. Me either, and I live here.”
We stared at each other, in an awkward silence.
“What’s your ideal date?” I asked
“A picnic lunch by the water’s edge, followed by a swim.”
“Ocean or lake?”
“I prefer estuaries. I have a lovely estuary that borders my estate.”
“Where are you from?” I asked, intrigued.
“Canada,” he smiled. “It’s truly the most lovely area in the world.”
“You know the drill! Write and switch!” Karen called out, followed by a toot on her whistle, a minute later.

This time, I was at a table with a werewolf, who was scratching behind his ear.
“Fleas?” I asked, sympathetically.
I had to admit, these beasts all had their characters down. It made the evening more fun.
He showed his fangs in a smile. “I hate the little bastards.”
“I totally get that. I have dogs. You must go through a lot of shampoo. With all that hair, do you shed much?”
He made a so-so motion. “Not on the furniture, but definitely in the shower.”
“Me too!” I laughed. “I swear there’s so much hair in my brush sometimes, I wonder if I’m going bald.”
“You have beautiful, thick hair. I don’t think you have anything to worry about.”
I blushed. “So, what’s the deal with you? You’re not this hairy all the time, are you? Do you hit the depilatory cream after the full moon’s over?”
He laughed and winked at me. “Definitely. Have to. I have so much testosterone, the hair never fully goes away on its own.”
That sounded promising. Maybe Lorelei was onto something with her hair and fang attraction. “What’s your ideal date?”
“We take off on my motorcycle and ride through the night, following the moon, until we find a perfect secluded place and then we—” he raised his eyebrow, seductively.
“—Write and switch!” Karen hollered. In a minute, the whistle blew again.

I slid onto the bar stool and looked at the Mummy.
“I’m surprised at how many of you beasts are actually movie monsters. I would have expected more mythological monsters.”
The Mummy shrugged. “Movie monsters have a more human shape. It makes it easier to dance with a princess.”
“Must make the bodice ripping easier too.”
“One can only hope,” he said, grinning.
“Do you have a human name, in addition to your beast name?” I asked.
“Garth,” he said.
“Seriously? Like the singer?”
“It used to be Gary, but I prefer Garth. Who’s going to argue with a Mummy?”
He had a point.
“What’s your ideal date?”
“Isn’t it obvious? A trip to Egypt to tour the pyramids, followed by a real Egyptian meal. There is nothing else like it.”
“Write and switch!” Karen yelled, blowing her whistle.

This time, I found myself with the object of Lorelei’s obsession. Not that he seemed to notice me much. His eyes were still following Lorelei.
“Hi, I’m Mara. Your name is…?”
“Scott,” he said, absent-mindedly.
“I mean, your beast name.”
That brought his attention back to me. “I am Krampus. Krampus Claus.”
Of course! I should have realized. Fur, horns, the Gene Simmons-like tongue. “Any relation to the other Claus?”
“Yes. Not that he wants to admit it. He’s the carrot, I’m the stick.” His eyes traveled back to Lorelei.
“What is your obsession with Lorelei?” I asked.
“She is so… good. She practically glows with it. It’s rare that I meet someone with such a strong aura of light.” He kept watching her.
Then he turned back to me, put his hands on mine and brought them up to his face, so that it looked like we were having an intimate exchange, with my face leaning into his. He lowered his voice into an urgent whisper.
“Listen to me. You need to takes Lorelei out of here. Now.”
I took my hands out of his, put Aunt Tillie’s glasses on and looked around.
“I don’t understand,” I said. “I’m not seeing anything dangerous.”
But when I turned back to Scott, his human image and his beast image were flickering in and out, like they were fighting for dominance.
I sucked in a quick breath.
“Are you all right?” Scott asked, and he actually seemed concerned.
“Uhm… yes… I just… I get hiccups…” What the hell did that image mean? The glasses were supposed to show me the truth. Were they showing me that Scott was more like his beast than was good for him? Was he a method actor? Or was he actually carrying the beast’s spirit?
I mean, witches can go into full-on possessions as well as a not-as-intense carry, where they’re essentially walking with a deity spirit, rather than being possessed by the spirit. Either way, as long as the witch is the person ultimately in control of her body, it’s fine. It’s only when the spirit takes complete control of the body and refuses to let go, that things get hairy. No pun intended.
Was Scott’s human self and his beast spirit fighting for control?
I swear, I should have freaking spelled the glasses to provide detailed footnotes — if that was even possible. That was always the problem with anything sixth sense-related. Magic, visions, spirits. Sometimes, you couldn’t always understand what the heck you were looking at until after the fact, and then it was like, idiot, you saw that, how come you didn’t realize what you were seeing?
“—Write and switch!” Karen blew the whistle again.
A small commotion started down at the end of the ballroom. A six foot tall princess in a blue sequined ball gown, fish nets and sequined heels that looked like they were stolen from a member of KISS was pushing his way through the tables.
I stood up. “Gus!”
“You know this person?” Karen asked me.
“Yes,” I said, “Excuse me.”
I rapidly closed the distance to CinderGusElla.
“Gus?!” I grabbed his arm and pulled him aside. “What are you doing?”
“I was reading the article about this event in the paper, and I realized that it never specified the gender of the princesses. So, I took a taxi here. Why let you have all the fun, Miss Thing? If there are beasts to be wooed, I want in.”
“But if you’re here, who’s watching the baby?”
“You know that baby’s skilled enough to watch herself, right? If she needs anything, she can just levitate it over.”
“You left the baby by herself?!” I screamed, shocked.
“Oh, relax, Elphaba. Don’t go all green. Paul’s watching her. He’s decided to try flying solo again. Although I think he may have a death wish. His new mission seems to be threatening her binky. He’s decided he’s against pacifiers.”
“Oh, Good Goddess. Who’s watching Paul?”
“Who else? Your Aunt Tillie. She’ll drop a brick on his head before she lets him hurt the baby.”
I looked at Gus, uncertainly. “I mean, who’s watching Paul to make sure the baby doesn’t hurt him?”
Gus flashed me a wide smile. “He’s a big boy. He should be able to take care of himself. Now, let go of my arm, so I can go woo some beast meat. Oooh, I see a hot vampire. I love movie monsters.”
Gus sashayed off to grab an empty seat at the vampire table, but a woman dressed up as Merida beat him to it. So he turned on his heel and sat down at a table with a muscular man sporting a bull’s head. I was a little worried that one of the beasts or monsters would take offense at his drag princess disguise and start a brawl, but it looked like they were treating CinderGusElla like one of the girls.
I looked around and spotted Lorelei with a tentacled beast — body of a man, head of an octopus. Chtulu? I wondered.
I walked over to her as Karen blew the whistle again and grabbed her arm, pulling her aside. “Sit the next round out with me,” I told her.
“Why? What’s going on?”
“That Krampus guy you like? He warned me that I need to get you out of here.”
Lorelei burst into laughter. “Scott is so cute! I’m sure he’s just jealous. He wants me all to himself.”
I felt my eyebrow go up. “Are you… into him?”
She blushed. “Well, he is pretty cute. And he’s really nice and old-fashioned. He’s a perfect beast for my princess outfit.”
“You can’t date guys because they accessorize your outfit.”
She blushed even deeper. “I know that. But after my last boyfriend, I could use a guy in my life with old-fashioned values.”
She sashayed off and I returned to my beast mini-dates. Before I knew it, Karen blew her whistle for the final time. “Ladies, you’ve had the chance to sample our beasts. Now it’s time for us to pair the beasts with their ladies.”
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“LADIES, PLEASE GATHER ON THE dance floor. My assistants, Tery and Kathy, will be plying you with food and beverage, while I tally up your score cards. Men, please retire to the changing area and return to your human forms. Let’s see if your chosen princesses are as attracted to the man inside the beast.”
Some of the princesses tittered. A friendly-looking woman with a blonde pageboy appeared, carrying a tray of drinks. She was followed by an older woman with mid-length dark hair and a pentacle around her neck, carrying a tray of appetizers.
I looked around and spotted Lorelei on the far side of the grouping, sipping a drink and looking a little guilty.
“I don’t know if I like this,” I muttered to Gus.
“That’s because you have the soul of a cactus,” he replied. “Come on, this is pretty tame. I’ve been to a lot racier parties.”
“Yes, I know. There’s a reason I don’t go with you.”
He grinned. “You don’t know what you’re missing. Don’t tell me Lisette and Lucien didn’t—”
“Stop. We’re not talking about them.” Lisette and Lucien were the spirits I had accidentally unleashed when I first moved out here, and they quickly made themselves at home inside Paul’s and my bodies. Apparently, what spirits miss most from their earth-lives are food and sex. So they had a field day — or month as the case may be.
“Just relax,” Gus advised. “I can’t wait to see who my perfect beast is.”
Soon it was our turn to be wined and dined.
As I helped myself to a taquito, I realized that I couldn’t see Lorelei any more.
“Gus, do you see Lorelei?”
Gus stopped flirting with the woman next to him — I swear, that boy could flirt with a chair and make it blush — and turned to me. “Maybe she left?”
“Without the car keys?”
Gus grabbed my arm and hustled me to the front doors.
“Where are you two Princesses going?” Karen LeMao called out. “No one leaves until after the Ball, when the Beasts choose their Princesses, and vice versa.”
“Honey, I am a Beast,” Gus said, dropping his voice and ripping off his wig, “And I’ve already chosen my Princess. Now, if you’ll excuse us, I’m taking her to my cave, so I can ravage her.”
The women whooped and hollered as he dragged me to the front doors. He braced himself to rip them open in a grand gesture — a gesture that fell flat because they were locked.
“Ow!” Gus said, shaking his hands. “Freaking doors.”
“Sorry, I should have warned you, they’re locked until the event is over,” Karen LeMao smirked. “If you don’t want to participate, you’ll have to sit it out.”
Gus and I slunk to a table in the far corner. “I don’t think that’s legal,” Gus muttered.
“If she didn’t go out the front doors, where is she?” I asked.
I checked out the ladies room, which was all faux marble and fancy tiles. It even had a little anteroom, with a velvety couch, soft armchairs and a piano, of all things. But no Lorelei.
While Gus searched the mens room, I sat at our table and sipped a margarita.
“One of the beasts is missing too,” Gus said, as he came back to the table. “Krampus. Did you meet him?”
“Yeah, his name is Scott. He was putting the moves on Lorelei.” I filled him in on what I had seen with Tillie’s glasses.
“We have to find her,” he said. “I don’t care what his deal is, but I don’t want him near my sister.”
“They didn’t leave, and they’re not in the bathrooms. They couldn’t have just vanished.”
Gus narrowed his eyes at a waiter walking past our table with a full tray. “Unless they’re sending everything up by dumbwaiter, there’s got to be a secondary kitchen up here.”
Black velvet drapery, dotted with twinkle lights, had been drawn around the perimeter of the ballroom, hiding the walls and making it feel like we were surrounded by a starry night sky. The corner seams were blocked off with small, potted trees. And since Karen had dimmed the lights, it was too dark to see where the curtains parted.
“Follow your nose…” Gus muttered. “Did you see where the waiter came from?”
I nodded. “The far side of the dance floor.”
Gus looked over. “The corner seam without a tree in front of it?”
There had been so many women huddled over there, I hadn’t noticed the lack of a tree. But now that the men, dressed in tuxedos, were making their way onto the dance floor, the women had spread out.
Gus grabbed my hand and we ran for it, sliding through the curtain as Karen LeMao was turning our way.
On the other side of the blackout curtain, we found normal restaurant tables and a bar, along with a full kitchen and wait staff.
Gus took a picture of Lorelei out of his wallet and we showed it to the bartender, Claire. She told us she had seen Lorelei heading into the kitchen with a muscular, dark-haired guy who had been built like a tank.
“That sounds like Scott,” I muttered to Gus.

In the kitchen, one of the busboys tipped us off that Lorelei and Scott took the freight elevator downstairs. He remembered because they closed the doors in his face, instead of holding them like a normal person would.
Just then, the elevator opened and Debbie, another staffer, walked out, pushing a large garbage can and complaining about two party-goers who were attached at the lips and completely oblivious they were blocking the ramp to the dumpster.

Gus and I took the elevator, then ran down the back hall and out the fire door into the parking lot. Scott and Lorelei were still there, making out, but they had moved from the ramp to the far corner of the lot.
I crammed Aunt Tillie’s glasses on my face. I could see Scott’s form shifting rapidly between man and beast.
I gave Gus the glasses and he swore under his breath.
“It’s got to be a possession, right?” I asked.
“Sure looks like it,” Gus nodded. “We’ve got to stop this before things get worse.”
“Right,” I agreed. “But just how are we planning to stop a demon from having sex with your sister?”
Gus looked lost for a second, then came to a decision. “We’ve got to can his ass. We need a vessel.”
“I have a mostly empty can of Coke in the SUV, with those tops you gave me.”
“Ha! I knew they would come in handy,” Gus said. “I have salt.” He pulled a container of Sea Salt out of his fake bosom.
“What the heck?! Where’d you get that?”
“From the kitchen, while you were grilling the busboys. They have more than enough and we ran out at home.”
I groaned and made a mental note to return it when Gus wasn’t looking.
“We need to be quick. I’ll trap him, you can the spirit. And by the time my sister opens her eyes and puts her tongue back in her own mouth, the dude should be fully human again.”
Unfortunately, the dude must have heard us, because he stopped kissing Lorelei, looked in our direction, and growled. He pushed Lorelei behind him and she fell to the ground with a cry. Then he launched himself at us, his skin changing to fur and horns growing out of his head as he leapt.
Lorelei screamed and backed away, hitting her head on the stone wall behind her.
Without thinking, I pulled the wand out of the holster, aimed it at the beast and yelled “Stamata!!!” as loud and growly as I could. It was Greek for “stop” and it was the first word that popped out of my mouth.
It worked.
Krampus froze in mid-leap.
“Holy moley,” Gus sucked in air. “It had to have been you. The baby may have pinned Paul, but you definitely dropped him.”
“I think it’s the wand,” I said.
“How long is he going to stay that way?”
“I have no idea. Whatever you’re doing, hurry!”
“On it!” Gus poured a salt in a circle under Scott/Krampus, then drew a triangle outside of the circle.
My hold faded as Gus was completing the triangle. Scott dropped on the ground, growling, fully shifted into Krampus mode.
I dumped out the Coke remaining in the can, and placed it on the ground, in front of Krampus. In the process, I accidentally cut my finger on the can opening, and a drop of blood fell on the Triangle of Containment. Suddenly, the red color raced through the salt, slamming the circuit shut.
A wall of energy shot up from the ground to the sky. Krampus growled and slammed against the barrier, but it held fast. I had to get him in the can now.
I took a deep breath, sent up a prayer for the right words to be dropped into my head and started chanting.
“Triple Hekate, Goddess of Night,
Guardian of Witches, Keeper of Demons,
Pull this being into your dimension,
Lock the spirit of Krampus in this vessel,
Bound by time, bound by blood, bound by sanctions.
As I will it, so mote it be.”
With a flash of light, Krampus — and Scott — both completely vanished.
“What the heck?!” I turned to Gus. “I thought the spirit riding him was going to vanish, not the entire guy.”
A wisp of smoke started rising up out of the can. I the plastic lid and crammed it into place, sealing the opening. The can shook with an impotent fury, but it remained sealed.
Gus shrugged. “Maybe there was no spirit riding him. Maybe he really was Krampus.”
I shuddered. I had first heard of the Christmas demon years ago, but I didn’t want to believe he was real.
“Was he the only beast up there like that?” Gus asked.
“As far as I could tell. Everyone else was playing at it, but they were all human.”
“What happened?!” Lorelei asked, sitting up. “Where did Scott go?”
“Don’t you remember?” I asked.
She shook her head and winced. “Ow! Why does my head hurt?”
“You hit your head on the wall,” Gus said.
“Do you remember anything?” I asked.
“I came out here with Scott, and he was telling me how he had never felt this way about anyone before, and we started kissing and then… that’s all I remember. Then everything just… goes black.”
“He had to leave to take care of something,” Gus lied. “We were about to go back to the Ball, when you tripped.”
“Oh… what did he have to take care of?” Lorelei asked.
“I… don’t remember,” Gus said. “I was more worried about you.”
I looked at the clock tower over by the train station. “We’d better get back in, if we’re going. It’s after eleven.”
Lorelei paused at the Coke can. “Can you believe this? Why would someone just leave their trash on the ground?”
I swooped it up before she could grab it. It was burning hot to the touch. “I’ll take care of it,” I said, trying not to let her see the pain in my face. The minute she turned her back to me, I pulled a piece of fabric out of Gus’s fake boobage and wound it around the can.
“Well, if we’re going back to the party, we may as well get a move on,” Lorelei said. “I want to get there before they do the tree.”
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BACK UP ON THE SECOND FLOOR, Christmas music was playing and the dance floor was full of couples. Some dancing, some kissing, some just talking. In the middle of the dance floor was a large tree, with lit candles nestled into candleholders on the branches. Next to the tree was a card table with red plastic hearts, strips of paper and red pens.
“Is it just me,” I muttered, “or does that look like a fire hazard about to go up?” I put my hand on my wand. I wondered if I could use it to stop a fire, if the need arose.
“I’m sure there’s a fire extinguisher nearby,” Gus said.
Karen LeMao blew her whistle again.
Gus grimaced. “I swear, I’m going to shove that whistle right up her chimney.”
“All right, Beasts and Beauties. It’s time for the Yule tree. Come and get a heart, a piece of paper, and a pen. Write your love wish on the paper, put it inside the heart, and hang it on the tree. Who knows ladies, if you and your Beast have the same yearning for each other, the spirit of Yule may just make your wish come true.”
There were a lot of giggles as people scribbled on the strips of paper. After Gus filled out his wish and placed it on the tree, I handed him the still warm can, and walked up to the table, next to Lorelei. I peeked over at what she was writing. I wish… my true love will come to me tonight and let nothing stand in his way.
That seemed like a pretty good wish. “I hope you don’t mind,” I told her, “but I’m copying your wish.”
She sighed. “I had such high hopes for tonight, and I ended up with nothing.”
“Don’t lose heart,” I said, as we put our hearts on the tree. “The night is still young.”
Once all the hearts were hung on the tree, we all gathered around it in a large circle. Karen and her helpers, Tery and Kathy, passed out full cups of hot mulled sangria cooked with currents and almonds and spiced with cinnamon, nutmeg and cloves. We all drank and sang Christmas carols.
Suddenly, I heard a clock chime.
“As the chime counts down to midnight,” Karen LeMao said, “Throw your wishes to the winds, and let Fate play her hand.”
People started counting along with the clock.
I couldn’t help it. When the last chime of midnight hit, I aimed my wand at the tree and zapped it, helping all those wishes go out into the ether, with a little extra oomph.
All the candles on the tree blew out at the same time.
Karen LeMao screamed. “Oh my gosh! What’s going on?”
Gus had set our demon can down on the table so he could drink the mulled wine, and now the can started shaking. Smoke came pouring out of the edges of the soda topper.
“Is that some kind of bomb?! Clear the floor!” Karen hollered, as people ran for the front doors. Karen pushed her way through the screaming crowd to the front, where she struggled to unlock the door.
Lorelei, Gus and I were frozen in place.
The can built up so much pressure, it exploded upward, the lid flying off. Within minutes, Krampus was standing before us and he was pissed.
I looked around. Everyone else had left. We were alone with the Christmas demon.
He looked at me and growled, his eyes red with fury.
“Scott?” a small voice asked. “Is that you?”
Krampus stopped short, struggling between wanting to chomp me and his feelings for that small voice.
“Scott? Are you okay?” The voice belonged to Lorelei.
I watched as the beast changed his focus from an all-consuming rage to one of concern. As waves of love and compassion washed over him, the beast form left and he turned into Scott.
“Lorelei,” he pulled her close to him, lightly kissing her. “They didn’t hurt you, did they?”
“No, silly. They wouldn’t hurt me. Gus is my brother. But Scott… what are you?”
He sighed and dropped his arms. He looked down at his feet. “I am… Krampus.” He looked up into her eyes, taking her hands in his. “Most of the year, I’m Scott. I’m a normal guy. But from December 5th to January 7th, I become Krampus. I’ve tried not to, but I can’t stop it. I thought I had it under control, but when I thought they might have hurt you… it just came out.”
“How the hell were you able to get out of the can?” Gus asked.
I placed a hand on Gus’s arm. “True love. Lorelei wished for her true love to come to her, and I zapped the wishes to make them fly true and hard. So the wish negated the canning.”
Scott looked at Lorelei, stunned. “Is that true? I’m your true love? Even after you’ve seen what I become?”
Lorelei nodded, barely able to speak, tears shining in her eyes.
Scott put his arms around her and kissed her, deeply.
“I love you,” he told her, when they broke from the kiss. “I’ve been waiting for you, my entire life. I will love you with every breath I have. This I swear to you.”
“I will love you with every breath I have,” she responded. “This I swear to you.”
A swirling, sparkling light surrounded them, lifting them up off the floor a few inches, then gently setting them back down, as they continued kissing. And in a blink of an eye, they were both gone, the sparkling light carrying them off to whatever midwinter fairy realm Krampus resided in.

Gus and I used the freight elevator to get to the parking lot.
“Was that what I think it was?” Gus asked.
“I think they’re betrothed,” I said. “I told you, your sister has a lot of fairy in her.”
“I’m not sure how I feel about having Krampus as my new brother-in-law.”
I smiled. “It’s clear how much he loves her. How much they love each other. Can’t beat that.”
Outside, we could see fire trucks and ambulances racing up to the restaurant, on high alert for a potential bomb.
“Happy Yule,” Gus said, kissing the back of my hand as we skirted the action and walked to the SUV.
I sighed.
“What’s that about?”
“I guess I don’t have a true love. I made the same wish and I don’t see anyone breaking out of hell to sweep me off my feet.”
“At least one good thing came out of tonight,” Gus said and smiled. “With Krampus so occupied with my sister, children everywhere can sleep better.”
“Mara! Are you okay?!”
I stopped and looked over.
Paul was half-walking, half-running towards me, the baby in his arms.
“I heard there might be a bomb in the building. It was all over Twitter and Facebook. Oh, my God. I thought I lost you.”
He hugged me hard with one arm, the other still holding the baby. I could feel his tears on my face.
“Don’t you ever do that to me again.”
“I thought… you didn’t want anything to do with me any more,” I said, and my voice choked up.
He bent forward holding my chin in his hand. “Just because I’m upset, or I’m not dealing with something well, doesn’t mean I don’t have feelings for you. God help me, I’ve tried to shut them down, but… I love you. And as much as I’ve tried, I can’t seem to stop. Don’t you ever scare me like this again.”
He leaned forward and kissed me, deep, like he meant to keep kissing me for the rest of my life. By the time we broke the kiss and I opened my eyes, Gus was taking the baby from Paul.
“Why don’t you two go get reacquainted,” Gus said. “I’ll take care of the munchkin.”
As I gave Gus the keys to the SUV, I could swear that the baby winked at me. I smiled and kissed Paul again. I had missed this so much. I couldn’t believe how good it felt, to have his arms around me, his lips on mine, his breath on my skin. It felt like home.
“Merry Christmas, Mara,” Paul said, kissing his way down my neck.
“Happy Yule,” I whispered back.
As he picked me up and carried me to his car in his arms, kissing me the entire way, I could swear I heard the faint sound of bells, chiming through the air.
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Summary
BRIDGET MERROW has almost everything a werewolf could wish for. And it’s not that her awesome family and popular business aren’t enough – she just wants someone to share it all with this Christmas. Too bad the someone she wants doesn’t want her. Or does he?



1
BRIDGET WASHED THE LAST MARTINI glass and put it on the rack to dry. The eggnog martinis had been popular, even with the small crowd that had been in.
She dried her hands on a bar towel as she rolled her shoulders. Her vertebrae crackled like Rice Krispies. It had been a long day and she was ready for it to be over, but since her bar and grill, Howler’s, was one of the mainstays of Nocturne Falls, she was still open for business.
She checked the time. Another thirty minutes and she’d be out of here.
Every other place in town was closed except for Mummy’s, but the diner was a twenty-four seven kind of joint. She couldn’t imagine they’d get much business tonight though.
After all, it was Christmas Eve.
She wiped down the bar. The Trevors were finishing their dinner and would be leaving soon. After that, she’d close up and head over to her brother Hank’s for a fun family evening with him and his wife, Ivy; their son, Charlie; her other brother, Titus and his fiancée, Zoe; their aunt, Birdie; and of course, Ivy’s brother, Sam.
If Sam showed. Bridget had the distinct feeling he’d been avoiding her. She snorted softly at the thought of Sam. Now there was a man who defied understanding. For about two seconds, Bridget had thought there might be something between them, but ever since he’d come back from the fire academy, he’d been all business, giving her the cold shoulder. Oh, he’d been pleasant enough on the rare occasions they’d crossed paths, but nothing like the blatant flirting that had gone on between them when he’d first arrived in town.
Maybe he’d met someone else. Whatever. She didn’t care. If he didn’t like her, that was fine. Maybe she didn’t like him. One Kincaid in the family was enough anyway.
She walked into the kitchen. Juan Carlos, her cook and a mountain of man thanks to the ogre half of his family, was scraping down the grill. “Take off when you’re done. I’ll close up. There’s just the one table left anyway.”
He looked up. “You sure, boss? I can stay.”
She put her hands on her hips. “Juan Carlos. You have a wife and two kids. You shouldn’t be here as it is. And it’s snowing.”
He shrugged. “What was I supposed to do? Leave you here shorthanded?”
“I appreciate you filling in for Lenny. I really do. I swear, that’s the last time I assign a new hire a delicate shift before I know they’re reliable. He’s totally fired. If he ever shows up again.”
Juan Carlos snorted. “I don’t think that’s going to happen.”
“That makes two of us.”
Juan Carlos hung the scraper up and took off his apron. “You have a good Christmas, boss. Thanks again for the bonus.”
“You earned it. You and Marita enjoy your holiday.”
He nodded as he headed out. “Say hello to the sheriff and the chief for me.”
She smiled. “Will do.”
Hank was the sheriff and Titus was the fire chief. Between the two of them, they knew everyone in town. Or maybe it was more accurate that everyone knew them. Bridget went back to the bar and poured herself a club soda. Having them as brothers was the best. But it did tend to make the local guys less likely to ask her out. Not that she had time to date anyway.
She sighed and sipped her drink. The Trevors looked like they were ready for their check. She had just started for the register when the phone rang.
“Howler’s.”
“Bridget, I was hoping I’d catch you.”
The youngest of the Ellingham brothers had an easy-to-recognize voice. Few men could make the act of speaking a woman’s name sound like an invitation to bed. “Evening, Julian. What can I do for you?”
“You could deliver that case of Dom my grandmother ordered. She’s a little cranky it’s not here yet. You know how she likes her champagne.”
“I sent Lenny over with that two days ago. It was in the same delivery as the two cases of wine and the standing rib roast.”
“The wine and the rib roast are here. The Dom Pérignon is not.”
The spot between Bridget’s eyes began to ache. “You’re sure? Maybe your grandmother moved it.” A strange thing to say, but considering that the woman was a vampire, not out of the realm of possibility that a woman of her age could lift such a thing.
Julian snorted. “Didi doesn’t do manual labor.”
“No, I suppose not.” Bridget’s stomach soured as reality set in. Lenny had screwed her more than once. “Lenny didn’t show up for his shift today either.”
“You think he stole the Dom?”
“I don’t know. Maybe. I hope not.”
“I hope not too. That’s about five large in bubbles.”
“I’m aware.” She sighed. “I keep a couple of bottles on hand. I’ll gather up what I have and bring them over. I’m about to close up anyway.”
“I feel bad that you have to do this on Christmas Eve.”
“Lenny’s going to feel worse if I ever get a hold of him. I’ll be over as soon as I can.”
He made an odd sound. “Have you looked outside?”
“I know it’s snowing.”
“Yes, but have you seen the roads?”
“Not really. Are you trying to tell me my Vette isn’t going to cut it?”
“I don’t want this to turn into a rescue mission. Neither of your brothers would appreciate my stranding their sister in the middle of the Georgia hills in the name of champagne.”
“Don’t sweat it. Titus usually has a truck I can borrow for stuff like this. The firehouse isn’t far. I can walk over and pick it up as soon as I close. I’ll be up at the estate in no time.”
“All right then. We’ll see you soon. I’ll smooth things out with Didi.”
“Much appreciated.” Bridget hung up.
What a mess. Lenny was about to move to the top of the sheriff’s most wanted list. Just as soon as she told Hank. She got the Trevors checked out and on their way, then locked the front door behind them and turned off the main lights.
Julian had been right about the snow. White blanketed everything and the snowplows had yet to make an appearance. The snow was pretty though, and perfect for Christmas Eve. She stood for a moment watching it come down. Charlie must be ecstatic. He’d probably wished for this. Kids loved snow anytime, but at Christmas it was even better.
The snow would make the family run later that evening a lot of fun. Jumping into the drifts and rolling around in the stuff was a ball when you were wearing a natural fur coat. In fact, in her wolf form, cold wasn’t a big deal. Right now, however, she wouldn’t mind a cup of hot chocolate. Well, she’d have that soon enough at Hank’s.
She went back to the storeroom to see what she had in the way of Dom. She flipped on the lights and stared in disbelief. “You have got to be kidding me.”
The case of champagne that was supposed to be at the Ellingham estate sat right in the middle of the floor. Several empty boxes sat on top of it, flattened like they were ready to be hauled out to the recycling bin. She leaned the flattened boxes against the wall out of the way. Yep, that was the Elenora’s champagne.
Had Lenny not seen the case? Or just forgotten it? Or more likely been too lazy to haul it out? Either way, she was happy it was there but not thrilled that she now had an entire case to deliver. She found two more bottles and put them on top of the case. They’d go a long way toward smoothing out the error. The Ellinghams ran the town, and while they were always fair, Elenora wasn’t someone whose bad side you wanted to get on.
Champagne sorted, she went to her office to call Titus.
He answered quicker than she’d expected. “Hey, you on your way over?”
“I wish, but not yet. Long story short, I need to make a last-minute delivery.”
“In this snow? You’ll be lucky to make it this far in that fancy-pants car of yours.”
“I know that, dipstick. That’s why I’m calling you. You have a truck over at the firehouse I can borrow?”
“Oh. Um…” He thought a second. “Yeah, I can work something out.”
“You’re the best brother ever. Tell Zoe and everybody else I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
Titus cleared his throat softly. “Hey, about that, I was going to tell you when you got here, but… Zoe and I aren’t seeing each other anymore. I mean, we’re not a couple anymore.”
Bridget’s jaw unhinged and it took her a second to compute what he’d said. “Are you freaking kidding me?”
“No. Look, it’s been a long time coming. She wanted to move back to Oregon to be near her folks, and I was never going to move. Then her dad fell and broke his hip last week, and that was it. Her decision was made. We love each other, but we’re not meant to be.”
“But you were engaged.”
He sighed. “She gave the ring back. I’m sure you have all kinds of questions, but honestly, I’m worn out. I’d like to get through the holidays without the whole thing turning into a Titus pity party, which Aunt Birdie is already making extremely difficult.”
“I can imagine. Are you… okay?”
“Mostly. I’m not bitter, I’m not destroyed, I’m just hurt and missing her and I’ll get over it. In my own time. Okay?”
She nodded, feeling numb. “Sure, if that’s what you want.”
“It is. Now let me go so I can call the firehouse. By the time you walk over there, the truck will be ready to go.”
“Thanks, Titus. I love you.”
“I love you too, Bridge. See you soon.” He hung up.
She stared at her phone, shaking her head. “Titus and Zoe?” They’d been a couple for so long. She’d assumed, like the rest of her family, they’d get married, have kids, and grow old together. Then just like that, the dream was gone.
She hurt for her brother. Of the three of them, Titus had always been the one who’d had every aspect of his life sorted out. Hank had disappeared into the military on some quest to turn himself into the perfect alpha who would one day take over their father’s role as leader of the Georgia Pack. Hank’s life had been built around discipline and responsibility. Becoming sheriff seemed the next logical step.
His marriage had only happened because it had been arranged for him. Otherwise, he’d probably still be single.
She’d gone to business school, but that had been because she wasn’t sure what else to do and being the daughter of an alpha meant doing something while she waited on the possibility that she might be married off to the son of another alpha. Instead, Hank had ended up being the sacrificial lamb, but thankfully it had worked out.
The bar business had just kind of happened to her. After school, she’d waited tables and bartended to make some money that was all hers and not tied to pack dividends, but as it turned out, she was good at it. People liked her, and she liked them. Usually. Those she didn’t, she handled with the kind of quick, decisive thinking that had gotten her promoted to manager at the first place she worked.
So when Howler’s had come up for sale, she’d taken a chance and interviewed with the Ellinghams to buy it. She’d already had the supernatural part going for her, and unlike some of the other vampires she’d run across, they didn’t care that she was a werewolf. They’d wanted diversity in their town, and they’d definitely gotten it.
Buying the place had been the best thing she’d ever done, but Howler’s had become her best friend, her child, and her husband. It took tremendous amounts of time. And what social life she had happened in the bar.
But Titus had known right away what he wanted to do. Without the pressure of the possibility of an arranged marriage hanging over his head, he’d gone from high school straight into the fire academy. He’d gotten into a house, settled into a routine, and not long after moving to Nocturne Falls to become chief, he’d met Zoe. Schoolteacher, werewolf, and all-around perfect wife and mother material.
Or so it had seemed.
Bridget put her coat on. The best thing she could do was get this delivery done and get to Hank’s. Titus might say he didn’t want to talk about it, but she could at least be there for him.
She went out the back, locked up, and looped her purse across her body. She checked her pockets for gloves but found none, so she tucked her hands into her pockets instead. The snow crunched under her boots as she headed for the firehouse. If Titus really didn’t want to talk, she could help in him in other ways.
Like whipping up a batch of her famous Naughty and Nice punch. If that didn’t make him forget Zoe for the evening, nothing would.

Sam Kincaid stood at the firehouse window, watching the snow drift down in fat flakes. The year was almost over and a new one was about to begin. But his new year had really begun about six months ago.
When his father and older brothers had gone to prison.
Some days the fact that more than half his family was behind bars was tough to take. And some days, like today, he knew it was the reason he was free.
They hadn’t been good men. Not to their community, not to their pack, and especially not to his sister or mother or nephew.
For their sakes, prison was the best place for the Kincaid men. It was also a constant reminder for Sam to do better. To be better. To make something respectable of his life. And to wring every possibility out of the fresh start he’d been given.
He had his sister, Ivy, and her new husband, Hank, and his family to thank for that. And while Sam appreciated it, he was also aware of that debt every single day. Not because of anything they did, just because that’s how his head worked.
Maybe he should let all that go and try to live like a normal person. He laughed. Whatever that meant.
Living this new life had meant giving up some things. Making some sacrifices. He was okay with that. Everyone had to pay their dues. Even if that meant missing Christmas Eve with his sister and nephew because he was low man on the totem pole and had pulled the holiday shift at the firehouse. Even that was okay.
For one thing, it meant he wouldn’t have to see Bridget Merrow. He closed his eyes for a moment as an image of the breathtaking redhead filled his mind. He shook the picture out and opened his eyes.
She wasn’t for him. He knew that. But knowing that and stopping himself from thinking about her were two different things. And damn, he thought about her a lot. Way more than he had a right to, but he was so far gone over her he wasn’t sure how to stop.
The phone rang, distracting him from her for a moment. “Nocturne Falls Fire Department.”
“Sam, it’s Titus.”
“Hey, Chief. What can I do for you?”
“I’m glad you asked.”



2
BRIDGET WALKED INTO THE FIREHOUSE expecting to see a few people, but the place was deserted. She supposed it made sense with the holiday and all. But someone had to be here. A skeleton crew at least. What if there was a Christmas tree fire? Or a horrible fondue accident? Or a flaming eggnog that needed dousing?
“Hello?”
Her answer came in a single word from an all-too-familiar, all-too-sexy voice. “Hello.”
She turned to see him walking out from the break room. The only Christmas present she’d asked Santa for, Mr. Tall, Dark and Wolfy. Her heart did a ridiculous flutter. She refused to do more than look bored. “Sam.”
“Bridget.”
She looked at her nails. “I thought you’d be over at Hank’s with Ivy and everybody else.” Which was why she’d planned to go home and fix up a little first. Instead, he got to see her fresh from work, which hello, new chip in her manicure, wasn’t fresh at all.
He shrugged. “Probies don’t get to pick their shifts.”
“No, they don’t.” And unlike Lenny, Sam had actually shown up. And of course he had to be wearing his uniform, which he looked unfairly hot in. He had his sister’s dark hair and deep brown eyes, but the beefy build of an alpha male. Every wolfy hormone in her body sat up and wanted to beg. Down, girl. “I’m just here to borrow a truck.”
He nodded. “The chief called. It’s all set.” He swung a set of keys around his finger. “Where do you need to go?”
Her brows lifted. “I can drive myself, thanks.”
He laughed softly. “Not in my truck you can’t.”
She put her hands on her hips. She wasn’t in the mood for this macho manliness. “I can drive a truck.”
“I’m sure you can, and if you had one of your own, you’d already be in it.”
“Don’t you have to be here? On call?”
“Yes, but I can be on call without being here. Plus the chief has his radio on. Anything comes in before we get back, he’s promised to cover it.”
“Huh.” Sam was awfully quick with the we. And Titus had been just as fast agreeing to take calls. But then maybe keeping busy was good for her brother right now. “Fine.”
A hint of smile bent his mouth. Bridget’s knees went to jelly, and she had to concentrate on what he was saying to catch every word above the nine drummers drumming that her hormones had turned into.
“What do you need help with? Titus said a delivery?”
She unstuck her tongue from the roof of her mouth. “Yeah, long story that I can tell you on the way, but I need to deliver a case of champagne to the Ellingham estate.”
“One of the brothers?”
“No. The grand dame herself, Elenora.”
His brows shot up and he nodded. “We should go then. I’ll grab my coat.”
“Yeah.” Crap. She realized she was about to be in truck cab with him. Those weren’t exactly wide-open spaces. He probably smelled good too. One more thing for her psyche to bring up in her dreams.
He shrugged his coat on, then jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “Truck’s out back.”
She nodded and followed him. They didn’t talk much for the next few minutes, which was fine with her. Sam let her into the cab, then shut her door, went around to the driver’s side and got the heat on, then went to work clearing snow off the windshield.
All too soon he was done and in the cab with her. He smelled amazing. Of course. He put his hand on the shifter and glanced over. “Back to the bar?”
She nodded. “Park in back.”
“Got it.” He pulled out and drove.
Being this close to him made the tension between them impossible to ignore. Nothing had happened between them, but it sure as Christmas felt like it had. How was that possible? She stared out the window and tried to imagine how a man who’d been ignoring her, a man she’d never touched, let alone kissed, could make her skin tingle and her body ache.
Full moon fever?
She did a quick mental calculation in her head, but the full moon was two weeks off. That wasn’t it.
“You get this all the time?”
She turned. “What?”
He tipped his head toward the road. “Snow. You get a lot of snow like this?”
Oh, sure. Snow. “Sometimes. The elevation makes it more likely than not.”
He nodded. “I could buy a plow for this thing, probably make a little extra cash clearing driveways.”
“Or you could just shovel them. I know a lot of single women who’d pay to see that.” She clamped her jaw shut, but the words had come out too fast. What had gotten into her?
He laughed. “Is that right?”
She shook her head and looked out the window again. Where was a sinkhole when you needed one? Filled with snow, that’s where. “Maybe. I don’t know.” Why had she said that? Because she was hot for him. But being hot for a guy who didn’t want you back was awful.
Thankfully, he pulled into Howler’s rear lot. She jumped out before the truck came to a complete stop.
“Hey—”
She shut the truck door, yanked her bar keys out of her pocket, and went inside. Why on earth had Titus thought getting Sam to help her was a good idea? He had to know there was something between them. Correction, he had to know she thought there might have been something between them. Both her brothers had teased her about Sam for a while, but since he’d gotten back from the fire academy and things had gone cold, both Hank and Titus had let up.
Until Titus’s little trick this evening.
Sam stormed in behind her. “Hey, what’s with you?”
She answered him without looking at him. “Nothing.”
He snorted. “I guess I haven’t spent enough time around you then to realize you had such a sunny disposition.”
She took a breath and stopped at the door to the storage room. He’d spent very little time around to be honest, but if he wasn’t interested in her, that was perfectly within his rights. And something she needed to get over. She smiled tightly as she glanced at him. “Sorry. Working on Christmas Eve and all that.”
He nodded. “I hear that.”
She flipped on the light in the storage room. “Champagne’s in here. I’ll just be a sec.”
“I can carry it.”
“I’ve got it. It’s not that big a deal.” Except she did have the two other bottles to carry and the bar to lock up. And she needed to lighten up on the crankiness. “Actually, you know what? That would be nice. Thank you.” She picked up the two loose bottles, then patted the case. “This is it.”
He hefted the box. “They just put twelve bottles of really expensive champagne in here? They’re padded or something right?”
“They’re well packed in their own boxes. They should be fine in the back of your truck. Just no off-roading.”
His brows bounced in response. “That’s for sure.”
She followed him back to the truck, turning off lights and locking up as they went. The two loose bottles she took into the cab and laid on the floor between her feet. He strapped the case into the back with tie-downs, then joined her in the cab.
He got the engine going, then leaned on the wheel to look at her. “I have no idea where I’m going.”
“Haven’t you been to the Ellingham estate? It’s not hard. Basically we’re going up into the back country a bit. Past where the vineyards are.”
He nodded as he shifted into drive. “Sounds nice. You ever run up there?”
“Sure, couple of times. The Ellinghams don’t mind shifters on their property as long as no damage is done.”
He pulled out. “They’re pretty cool for vampires, huh?”
“They are.” She looked at him. “You ever know any vampires before you came here?”
“Can’t say that I did.”
“Nocturne Falls must have been a huge change for you.”
He nodded. “It was, but change can be good.”
The look on his face said change could also be bad. She wondered if he was thinking about the rest of his family. His mother had stayed behind in Tennessee. Bridget knew that from talking to Ivy, but their father and all of the other brothers had ended up in prison because of their shady business dealings and tax fraud. “So… you like it here?”
“I do. New job. New people. New start. What’s not to like?”
“You must miss your home.”
For a moment, it seemed like anger darkened his gaze. “I miss my mother, but I have Ivy and Charlie here.”
“True.” She pointed as they came to the road that would take them up into the hills and toward the estate. “Turn here, then just stay on this road until you see the house. You can’t miss it.”
He followed her directions and they fell into silence. She wanted to ask him more questions but got the sense his family wasn’t something he wanted to discuss. “What’s Titus like as a boss?”
“Good. Fair. No complaints.”
She laughed. “None you’d tell me anyway, right?”
“There is that.” The hard line of his mouth softened. “What’s it like running your own business?”
She took a breath. “Lots and lots of work. But I love it.” Except the loneliness part. She reached over to poke his shoulder. “You don’t come in much. I see a lot of the other firefighters, but not you. I don’t bite, you know.”
“We all bite. We’re werewolves.”
“You know what I mean. How come you never come in?”
He shrugged. “Bar’s not my scene.”
“You’re a young male werewolf who also happens to be a firefighter and you’re a Kincaid, and the bar’s not your scene?” She laughed. “No lies on Christmas. Santa’s watching.”
“It’s not a lie,” he growled. “Don’t judge me by my name. Please. You don’t see my sister drinking and out every night, do you?”
“No, but she’s married and a mother.” A blind man could’ve seen how upset he was. “I’m sorry. It was a dumb thing to say. I didn’t mean anything by it, I just thought, I don’t know… You seem like someone who’d be in my place all the time. Anyway, I’m sorry I upset you.”
He stayed silent longer than she was comfortable with. “I appreciate the apology. And I’m sorry I snapped. I hate being defined by my name. You must understand that. Not that it’s an excuse.”
“Sure, I get it. Being a Merrow hasn’t always been easy.”
“I meant you must understand because you know what my family is like. The name Kincaid conjures up a less-than-upstanding image. Doesn’t it?”
It was her turn to be quiet. “Yes. It does.”
He took a deep breath. “This is my chance to reinvent myself. That’s all.”
She felt for him on so many levels. “I feel like we should start over.”
He looked at her. “What do you mean?”
“I mean, we should be friends. We’re basically family since your sister is married to my brother. We should at least be able to be civil to each other.” Since they weren’t going to be making out anytime soon. Regrettably.
“Okay. We start over. Hi, I’m Sam. Your driver for the evening.”
She laughed. “You know what I mean.”
He grinned. “I’m sorry, ma’am, who are you again?”
They both snickered.
The trucked slipped, fishtailing slightly. Sam’s hand shot out and he grabbed her arm, going instantly serious until he had control of the vehicle again.
She sucked in a breath. His instinct had been to protect her. But maybe that was just being a brother and nothing more.
“You okay,” he asked.
“I’m fine.” But it was nice to be asked.
He dropped his hand.
She twisted to see if the case of champagne was okay. It was. She let out a relieved sigh as she turned back around.
He kept his eyes on the road. “How’s the Dom? All good back there?”
“I don’t think it moved. You strapped it in tight. Roads are getting bad, huh?”
He looked up at the sky through the windshield. “This snow doesn’t look like it’s going to let up anytime soon.”
“Good thing we’re almost there.” She pointed ahead to where the Ellingham estate sat atop a rising hill. With the lights on around it, highlighting the falling snow, it looked like a castle of ice.
“Not too much farther then.”
“Nope.”
They returned to silence as he navigated the road.
So they were going to be friends, were they? His agreeing to that much gave her hope. Stupid, foolish, high school hope, but she was a woman after all. And he was gorgeous and built and very sweet and the son of an alpha. A crappy alpha, but that wasn’t Sam’s fault. He was not his father and clearly had no intentions of becoming anything like the man. All that talk about starting over. How could a woman be around Sam and not want him? She sighed.
“What was that for?”
“Oh, nothing.” Just the wolf in her yearning to run free with the wolf in him. She gave him new directions as they pulled into the long driveway. “Just park right in the front of house.”
“Your wish is my command.”
If only, she thought. Then her Christmas would be perfect.
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SAM OPENED BRIDGET’S DOOR, then turned and tipped his head back to get a good look at the building in front of them. He let out a low whistle. “This is some place. No wonder you called it an estate. How many people live here?”
“Not entirely sure. Elenora Ellingham, of course, and her secretary, Alice Bishop, who’s also a witch, so mind yourself. As for the rest of her staff, I know she’s got at least a housekeeper, a gardener, and a chef. Not sure if there’s anyone else.”
He shifted back around to face her. “You’re telling me five people live in a house that looks like a hotel and most of them are staff?”
She nodded. “Yep.”
He shook his head. “Money doesn’t always buy sense, does it?”
A throat cleared and they both turned to see a man standing in the open doorway. “I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that.”
“Hear what?” Bridget asked.
Sam twisted away so the man couldn’t see his face and made crazy eyes at Bridget.
She grinned at him and nudged him with her elbow as she spoke to the man. “Julian, this is Sam Kincaid. Ivy’s brother. You can thank him for the use of his truck.”
Sam turned around and gave a little wave.
Julian snorted. “I think you’d better be the one to thank him, seeing as how this delivery should have already been here.”
“I’ll get the champagne,” Sam said. He slipped around to the back of the truck and wiped a thin layer of snow off the box before releasing the tie-downs. He lifted the box, bumped the tailgate shut with his hip, and walked back to Bridget.
She wore a crown of snowflakes, and in the house lights, they sparkled like diamonds. Something he’d never be able to give her. The thought of how large the delta was between them put him back in a dark place. To be so close to her, to be able to taste her scent on his tongue, and yet still be so far away. It felt like the universe’s way of punishing him for not seeing the truth about his father sooner.
“Come on,” she said. “Julian’s waiting.”
“Forget me,” Julian shot back. “It’s Didi who’s missing her champers.”
Bridget tucked the two extra bottles she’d brought into the crooks of her arms. “Keep your frock coat on. We’re coming.”
Sam followed her into the house. The foyer was large enough to park two of his trucks in. An older woman in a blue velvet gown and loads of expensive-looking jewelry appeared at the far end.
Her mouth made a shape that screamed displeasure. “I see the matter of the champagne has been rectified.”
Bridget nodded. “Elenora. I trust Julian explained what happened?”
The woman nodded. “He did.” Her expression softened. “I do appreciate your coming out here this evening to make things right.”
Bridget held up the other two bottles. “These are on the house.”
“Very kind of you.” She smiled, showing off fangs. Then her gaze shifted to Sam. “See that the bottles are stored in the walk-in.”
He nodded, not sure what else to do.
The woman left, leaving him and Bridget alone with Julian. Bridget waved Julian off. “Go ahead, go back to whatever you were doing. I know where the walk-in is.”
Julian shook his head. “Cook will freak out if I don’t take you in. She’s already in a snit because her kitchen helper quit. Some dustup about getting stuck in the walk-in because of not knowing how to get the door open.” He rolled his eyes. “The woman had a complete claustrophobic meltdown, and now cook has to do Christmas dinner by herself. Between that and the champagne, it hasn’t been a fun day here. Follow me.”
They zigzagged through the house, finally accessing what felt like a back hallway, which it probably was, something used by staff. A strange shriek met their ears.
“What on earth is that?” Bridget asked.
“Cook,” Julian answered. “She likes her opera. Usually Didi makes her keep it down, but today no one’s telling her anything.” He pushed the doors open to the kitchen. The music rolled over them like a wave. Sam had no idea what language it was.
Julian stood there, trying to get the chef’s attention. “Frauke. Frauke.”
A tall woman with the build of a second-string linebacker turned to face them. She wore chef’s whites and held an enormous whisk tipped in white froth. She eyed the strangers, then saw Julian. “Ja?”
He motioned toward Bridget and Sam as he shouted to be heard. “They’re putting Didi’s champagne in the walk-in.”
Frauke threw her hand up like she didn’t care and went back to whisking.
Julian shrugged.
“Hey,” Bridget said. “Is the standing rib roast in that walk-in too?”
Julian nodded.
“You mind if I check that the right one was delivered?”
“Whatever makes you happy. Thanks for bringing the bubbles. You need anything else?”
“No, we can let ourselves out.”
He gave them a nod and pushed back through the door.
Bridget motioned for Sam to follow her. She seemed to know her way through the kitchen. She kept to the perimeter, giving the cook a wide berth. The walk-in was in the back corner. She pulled the door open, reached in to turn on the light, then stepped back to let him through.
He went in and she followed. She put the bottles she was holding on a shelf. The door closed behind them, giving them a break from the opera.
“Wow, that’s loud.” Bridget made a face like she was clearing out her brain. “I think my ears are ringing.”
“Not my kind of music, that’s for sure. Where should I put the rest of this champagne?”
She pointed. “That empty shelf.”
As he did that, she rummaged around until she found the standing rib roast. She crouched down to check the label on the heavy-duty plastic shrink-wrap.
“Is it the right one?”
She nodded and stood. “It is. I guess the only thing Lenny screwed up on was delivering the champagne. And showing up for his shift today. He’s still totally fired.”
“I don’t blame you for that.” Sam rubbed his hands together. The walk-in was chilly. “Ready to go?”
“Yep.” She turned and pushed the release bar on the door. It sank against the frame but the door didn’t budge. “What the—” She jammed it again.
Nothing.
“You’ve got to be kidding me.” She pounded on the door. “Hey. Hey!”
“What’s the matter?”
She turned to face him. “The kitchen helper didn’t get stuck in here because she didn’t know how to open the door, she got stuck because the pin in the handle is missing. Look.”
She pushed the lever several times. It moved with no resistance.
Sam looked once more at the door, then at Bridget. “Are you saying we’re stuck in here?”
The muscles in her jaw tensed and eyes glittered with the icy anger of the wolf inside. “Yes.”
“How does the cook come and go and not get stuck?”
Bridget glanced around, then kicked something on the floor. “That’s how.”
He looked at the thing she’d kicked. A scarred triangle of wood. A makeshift doorstop. “She couldn’t tell us the thing was broken?”
“I don’t think she speaks much English.”
Sam growled. “Move to the side.”
“What are you going to do?”
“Throw my weight against it.”
She got out of the way. “I’m not sure it’ll work. These things are built like vaults.”
“I’m two hundred and twenty pounds of werewolf. That door’s going to pop like a tick.” He took a few steps back and a stack of plastic medical bags on a high shelf caught his eye. He took a closer look at them. “Is that… blood?”
She glanced in the same direction. “Yes. Why else do you think a solitary vampire needs a walk-in? I mean, besides all the fancy parties Elenora throws here. She likes to keep a large emergency stash on hand.”
He curled his lip. “I’m so glad I’m not a vampire.” He shook his head and leaned his body forward.
Bridget held up her hand. “You do realize if you break that door off its hinges, Elenora will hold you responsible for repairing or replacing it.”
He straightened. “Are you serious?”
She curled her fingers in to point at herself. “Do you not see me here on Christmas Eve delivering her champagne?”
“Good point.” He sighed in frustration. “What then?”
She settled onto a wooden veggie crate. “We wait.”
“We could pound on the door and yell some more.”
“I don’t think she’s going to hear anything over that opera racket.”
“Probably not.” He sat on the floor across from her. “Do you have your phone?”
“It’s in my purse, which is in your truck. You?”
“On the dashboard of the truck. Hey, I suppose they could see my truck out there and figure out what happened.”
She wrapped her arms around herself. “Yep.”
“Otherwise, it won’t be long, will it? That cook’s got to come in here for something sooner or later, don’t you think?”
She shook her head. “She was making whipped cream. Dessert. The meal is over. The next time she comes into this walk-in will be to get that standing rib roast out for Christmas dinner.” Bridget squinted. “It’ll take a couple hours to bring that thing to room temperature, then several more to cook it. They probably eat around seven, maybe. I’d say the earliest she’ll come for that roast is noon.”
Sam let out a quiet curse. “The chief’s going to be ticked when he figures out the station’s unattended.”
Bridget smiled wryly. “He sent you with me. He has only himself to blame.” She pulled her jacket tighter. “Some Christmas Eve, huh?”
“You’re cold.”
“Aren’t you?” She gave him a look. “You have to be. It’s like thirty-seven degrees in here.”
“I’m okay.” He wanted to ask her to sit next to him. To get close and use his body heat. But he wasn’t sure how’d she’d react to that. He supposed when she got cold enough, she wouldn’t care.
He wasn’t willing to wait that long or let her suffer to that point. He stood up and started to shrug off his jacket.
She frowned. “What are you doing?”
“Giving you my coat.”
“Like hell you are. You’re going to need it. Keep it. I’m not taking it.”
“You’re a little stubborn, you know that?”
She snorted. “You just figuring that out?”
“No.” All the Merrows were like that. Like when he’d told the chief he’d find a cheap place to stay and the chief had insisted Sam stay at the firehouse until he got on his feet a little more.
“Is that what changed?”
“What do you mean?”
She looked away. “Never mind.”
“Tell me. You might as well. We’ve got nothing else to do.” He sat back down. If she didn’t want his jacket, she probably didn’t want to sit next to him either. If she got colder, that would most probably change. Hopefully.
She sighed. “I don’t want to have this conversation with you.”
Now he was really curious. “What conversation?”
“That’s exactly what I’m talking about.”
He threw his hands up. “I’m completely lost.”
She stared at him. “Your having no idea what I’m talking about is exactly what I’m talking about. This is a very one-sided thing, and I don’t want to discuss it.”
His jaw dropped open and he blinked. He was genuinely in the dark. “I’ve got nothing here. Totally clueless. You want to explain, great. If not, okay. But if there’s something you actually want to talk about, let’s do it. Because sitting here freezing to death will be a lot less painful if we don’t have to do it in silence.”
She tilted her head back. “Why are men so dense?”
“Was that a rhetorical question?”
She made a face at him. “It’s so easy for you, isn’t it? Emotions and feelings, those don’t even factor into your day-to-day thought process, do they?”
He shrugged. “Again, I really don’t know what we’re talking about.”
“Us.” She spat the word out like it was the most obvious thing in the world.
He stared at her. “I didn’t know there was an us.”
“Exactly.” She swung her legs around to the other side of the box to face the door. Like that was the end of the conversation.
“Bridget, can you give me a hint as to what you mean?” Because if she thought they were a thing, he sure as hell wanted to talk about that.
She finally faced him. “You’re really going to pretend like before you left for the fire academy there wasn’t something going on between us? Some kind of chemistry happening? And that when you got back, it was just gone?”
Oh. That.
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THE LOOK ON SAM’S FACE TOLD Bridget everything she needed to know. He understood exactly what she was talking about. “Well?”
He leaned back against the shelves and rested his forearms on his bent knees. “What’s there to talk about?”
“Are you kidding? Can you just turn it on and off like that? Or were you faking all that flirting? And don’t try to say you weren’t flirting because you almost kissed me at least three times.”
He blew out a breath. “I did not.”
She slanted her eyes at him. “Uh, yes, you did.”
He shook his head and looked away.
“What happened? You hook up with some badge bunny at the fire academy?”
“No.”
“Did the age difference finally sink in?”
“What age difference?”
She lifted one shoulder. “I’m three years older than you.”
“How do you know how old I am?”
“I asked your sister.”
So she’d talked to Ivy about him. That was interesting. “I had no idea.”
“Well, what then?”
“I don’t want to have this conversation.”
“You’re the one who told me how boring it would be to freeze to death in silence.”
“We’re not going to freeze to death.”
She shivered. “I might.”
He patted the spot next to him. “Come sit by me. I’ll keep you warm.”
Yeah, she bet he would. The last thing her wolfy hormones needed was to be wrapped in Sam’s arms. Was the man trying to get himself bitten? “Thanks, but I’m not that cold.”
“Suit yourself.”
“Don’t think you’re changing the topic either. I want to know what happened between when you arrived in town and when you came back from the academy. You did like me, didn’t you?”
He sighed. “Yes. I still do. You’re very nice.”
She pursed her lips. “You know what I mean.”
He put his head down and stayed quiet for a long moment. When he spoke, his voice was low and husky and edged with something that sounded very much like need. “Bridget, I do like you. But you and me together is a bad idea. One that can’t happen.”
The timbre of his voice scraped over her skin, raising goose bumps and a few bad ideas of her own. Telling her she couldn’t do something only made her want to do it that much more. “And why is that?”
He looked up at her, eyes alight with the glow of his beast. “You know why.”
“No, I don’t. Tell me. And don’t bring up the Kincaid thing again. We’ve already established you’re a Kincaid in rehab. That excuse is no longer valid.”
He sighed. “Your brother is my boss. And your other brother is the sheriff. Both of them made it clear very early on that you were off-limits.”
“And yet Titus made sure that you and I were together tonight.”
Sam laughed. “You needed a truck. I had one. I don’t think the chief is responsible for that case of champagne needing to be delivered. And if you didn’t drive that impractical car, you wouldn’t have needed a truck in the first place.”
She narrowed her gaze. “So now my car is silly?”
“I didn’t say that. Your car is… an incredible piece of American muscle, and you look hot as hell driving it, but—”
“You think I’m hot as hell?” She grinned.
He scrubbed a hand over his face before staring to the side. At last he faced her. “I think you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”
That left her speechless and warm. When she found her voice, she asked, “Then why haven’t you asked me out?”
“I told you. Your brothers.”
“If you really liked me, they would be minor obstacles, not roadblocks.”
He bowed his head again as if wrestling with something more.
“What is it?” she asked. “What aren’t you saying?”
He got up and paced to the back of the walk-in. Didn’t take much with the length of his stride, just a few steps. He put his hands on the shelves and leaned in, putting his forehead against his knuckles. The width of his shoulders was an impressive thing. “I’m not the man you need, Bridget.”
She barked out a laugh. “Did my brothers coach you to say that? If so, you can take that lovely little turd and flush it. I’ve had enough of them trying to dictate who I spend time with. I’m a grown woman, in case you hadn’t noticed.”
“I have. Trust me.” He turned around, eyes wolf-bright with gold. “And no, those words are mine.” The gleam in his eyes faded as he shook his head. “You’re a Merrow. I’m a Kincaid. That’s enough right there to tell you we’re not suited.”
“Your sister and my brother proved that wrong. And seriously, that excuse is done. Try again.”
“It’s not done. Ivy became a Merrow by marriage. You’d have to become a Kincaid. There’s a difference.”
Surprise rounded her mouth into an O. “So you’ve thought about us getting married?” That was way more than she’d imagined. Sam was one surprise after another.
“What? No. Not exactly. I mean… Hell, that’s not what I was saying.”
She jumped up and went to stand in front of him, as close as she dared. “I like you, Sam. I have since I first laid eyes on you. And it’s pointless to deny there’s some kind of chemistry going on between us. So I gottta ask. What’s a big bad wolf like you so afraid of?”
“I’m not afraid of anything.” The words rumbled out of him, setting Bridget’s blood on fire with their defiant tone.
She lifted her chin, trembling with boldness but unwilling to back down. If ever there was a moment to be brave, this was it. “Then kiss me.”
The snarl left his mouth, but the metallic wolf fire returned to his eyes. It took half a second for him to respond. His body snapped to attention, and he moved toward her with purpose. He threaded his fingers through her hair and brought her mouth to his in a searing kiss.
She closed her eyes and lost herself to the moment. The hum of the refrigeration died away, replaced by the thump of her pulse and her sudden intake of breath. She was no longer cold. No longer concerned about being stuck in the walk-in.
Sam Kincaid was kissing her.
His lips were as smooth and firm as she’d imagined they would be. She sighed into his mouth and his lips parted. His tongue darted out, stroking hers.
She shivered, but not because of the temperature. She reached for him, holding on to his arms.
He nipped at her bottom lip, teasing it between his teeth. She moaned, almost delirious with pleasure. His mouth went lower. Across her jaw, down her throat. To the tender spot below her ear. She gasped as a shudder of need tore through her. She broke contact and backed away.
It was that or they were about to create a serious health-code violation in this walk-in.
His eyes were still aglow and no doubt hers were too after that. He stared at her like he was hungry for more. “Still think I’m afraid?”
She shook her head, mute with pleasure. A few seconds passed before she managed to whisper, “No.”
Finally she could form words into sentences. “If you… That is…” Well, she mostly could. “Why did it take my asking?”
“Because we don’t belong together.”
That took some of the buzz off her pleasure high. If her eyes had been wolfy-gold, they weren’t now. “Explain that. Right now. Because based on that kiss, that’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard.”

All Sam really wanted to do was kiss her again. And again. And again. She’d been everything he’d dreamed of and then some. Soft and lush and sweet and perfect. And despite the temperature in this walk-in, she’d nearly set him on fire.
But kissing her had done exactly what he’d worried it would. It had opened up a discussion there was no turning away from.
The one where he was going to have to lay himself bare before her and show her just how lacking he was. He’d had the conversation a thousand times in his head. He still wasn’t prepared for it. To actually stand in front of her, face-to-face, and strip himself emotionally naked.
He was too in love with her to want to see the look in her eyes when she realized what a mess he was.
He swallowed what was left of his pride. “Bridget, I’m not the man you deserve.”
“Says who?”
“Says me.” And his bank account.
The challenge fell off her face. “Why?”
He stared at the floor. “Because I’m not. Besides the fact that I’m a Kincaid, even one in rehab like you said, I can’t do anything for you. I can’t give you anything. I’m starting a new job. I don’t even have my own place. I’m basically living at the firehouse. That truck is the only thing I’ve got. You deserve a man who can spoil you with gifts and trips and fancy dinners. A man who can at least take you back to his place. I can’t do any of those things. I’m flat broke.”
She blinked. “What are you talking about? And not that it matters, but you must have money. That’s one time when being a Kincaid is a positive.”
“When the law got involved in my family’s business, which was ultimately a good thing because it freed my mother and Ivy—”
“And Charlie.”
“And Charlie.” Sam nodded. His and Ivy’s father was an abusive tyrant of a man, and Ivy and Charlie had taken the brunt of it. Their freedom made Sam’s own hardship easier to bear. “But when the government stepped in, everything was frozen. Pack money, personal money, assets, everything. And the new alpha of the Tennessee Pack declared that no new pack dividends would be dispersed to any Kincaid. I can’t blame him. My family almost destroyed the Tennessee Pack. But it’s made my life hard. If not for the kindness of your brothers, I don’t know where I’d be.”
She shook her head, her eyes glistening with concern. “Sam, I had no idea.”
“No one does. Except for your brothers.” Which was exactly how he wanted it.
“And Ivy.”
“No, Ivy doesn’t know. I told her I had other money. I don’t want her worrying about me. She’s got Charlie and Hank to take care of. She doesn’t need the burden of her brother.”
“I doubt Ivy would think of you as a burden.”
“No, probably not. But this is my business, and I’d like to keep it that way.”
She nodded. “I understand. Completely. I’m the daughter of an alpha, and sister to two sons of an alpha. I get all that macho nonsense.”
He frowned. He’d just laid his soul out and she was calling it nonsense? “It’s not nonsense. It’s a man wanting to take care of things his own way.”
She popped her hip out. “Even if taking care of things his own way means ignoring the woman right in front of him?”
Sam stared at her. How was she not getting it? “I cannot be the man you need.”
“How do you know what kind of man I need? Isn’t that my decision?” She rolled her eyes. “Let me tell you something. Men of the alpha werewolf variety would do themselves a huge favor by getting out of their own way.”
“I’m not in my own way.”
She laughed. “Oh, Sam. So pretty and so dumb. Fortunately for you, that’s a combination I can work with.”
She walked toward him, eyes sparking gold.
The walk-in seemed surprisingly warm all of a sudden. He backed up into the shelves with no further room for retreat. He understood the look in her eyes, but she wasn’t going to sway him with her ridiculous curves and soft mouth and beautiful smile.
Okay, that was a total lie. “Bridget, you don’t understand.”
“No, you’re the one who doesn’t understand.” She kept coming until her body met his.
“What are you doing?”
She slipped her hands underneath his coat and snaked her arms around his torso. “I’m cold, and you’re going to warm me up while we finish this conversation.”
He didn’t want to smile, but he couldn’t stop himself. “You say that like it’s an order, but I already offered twice so clearly I’m happy to do it.”
She tipped her head back. “It is an order. So you have to follow it. Plus, technically, I outrank you.”
He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close. The feel of her body against his almost dropped him to his knees. “How do you figure that?”
“My father’s pack was bigger than your father’s pack, I’m higher up in the birth order than you, and I’m older than you.”
“The age thing again? You’re only older by three years.”
“So you see my point. I’m in charge of this situation now.”
“I don’t think—”
She pressed her index finger over his lips. “Shh. You just listen. First of all, it completely sucks that you’re paying the price for your father’s crimes, but there’s not much any of us can do about that but move on. Secondly, I don’t need gifts or trips or fancy dinners. You know what I like?”
He shook his head carefully so as not to dislodge her finger.
“I like evenings in. I don’t get many because I work so much, but a night on the couch with a takeout pizza and a movie? Heaven. That only thing that could make that better would be you on the couch next to me. Possibly with your shirt off. Or pants. I’m not picky.”
“I’m exceptional at evenings in. With or without clothes.” He grinned as new ideas rose in his head and fresh heat filled his body.
She patted his chest with her other hand. “That’s the kind of positivity I like. And as far as your current situation goes, I could always use more security at Howler’s. If you want to pick up a few shifts on the nights you’re not on at the firehouse, I’d be grateful to have the help.” She took her finger away. “You interested?”
“Is this a pity job?”
“No way. I’m an awful boss. You’ll see.”
He laughed. “Is that why Lenny quit?”
“Very funny. Do you accept?”
He nodded. If this was her way of helping him out, it was sweet and he needed the money too much to be prideful about it. Not to mention he’d have done it for free just to be around her.
“Good.” Her fingers traced designs on his chest. “I will have to check what the handbook says about employee fraternization.”
“So we’re fraternizing now?”
She nodded and wiggled her finger back and forth between the two of them at chest level. “This? Us? It’s happening. We are officially a thing, and I don’t give a flying fox who knows.”
“And when one of your brothers tells you that you can do better?”
“They won’t. They know better. And I promise you if I’m happy, they’ll be happy.”
“I better keep you happy then.”
She smiled. “Yes, you’d better.”
“That sounds like an order.”
“Well, I am your boss now, seeing as how you just agreed to work for me, so you really have to do what I say.”
“Is that so?”
She nodded. “You don’t want to get fired on your first day, do you?”
He shook his head, doing his best to look serious. “Absolutely not. That would look awful on my résumé.”
“Exactly. So when I tell you to do something, do it.”
“Yes, boss.”
She leaned back, eyes bright with wicked intent. “Kiss me again.”



5
“WHAT THE—” JULIAN GASPED AS HE opened the walk-in door and stared inside.
Bridget got up and stretched, suddenly aware that she and Sam were in their wolf forms. She quickly shifted back to her human one. “Sorry to startle you, but we had no choice to keep warm. What time is it?”
“Nearly five a.m. I was walking through the front of the house on my way out and saw the truck was still outside. Finally put two and two together. Have you been in here all night?”
Beside her, Sam shimmered into his human form as well. “All night.”
“Bloody hell.”
“Yeah,” Bridget said. “Your kitchen helper? She didn’t get stuck in here because she didn’t know how to open the door. The hinge pin on the lever is missing. No one would be able to get out of here. And your cook must have known because there’s a wooden door wedge in here. Maybe your grandmother should learn to speak German.”
Julian shook his head. “I’ll talk to her. I’m terribly sorry. I’m surprised you didn’t just break through the door.”
Sam snorted. “I thought of that, but Bridget said your grandmother would make me pay for it.”
Julian sighed. “She’s not wrong.” He pulled the door wide and stepped out of the way. “You must be freezing. You want some coffee or something?”
Bridget looked at Sam. “If it’s okay with you, I’d rather just get going.”
Sam nodded. “I would too.” He glanced at Julian. “Our families must be worried about us.”
“Of course. It is Christmas, after all. Again, I’m very sorry.”
Bridget shrugged. “Just get the door fixed. I don’t think anyone else would be as easygoing about getting stuck in there.” Because getting stuck with Sam had worked out extraordinarily well.
“That’s for sure.”
“We know our way out.” She gave him a wave and grabbed Sam’s hand.
He squeezed back. “Let’s get out of here.”
They raced through the house and out the front door. The snow had stopped, and in the waning moonlight, everything sparkled and glimmered like a fantasyland. “It’s beautiful.”
“Not as beautiful as you.” He kissed her. “Let’s get you to your brother’s.” He opened the truck door for her. Once she was in, he got to work brushing the snow off the windshield before joining her in the cab.
He got the engine started, then they both checked their phones while they waited for it to warm up.
“Five missed calls and thirteen text messages,” she announced. “Mostly from Hank and Titus. Aw, one from Charlie wondering where his auntie is.”
“Three missed calls and seven texts for me, including one from Charlie too.” He glanced at her. “We’d better answer some of these, but I’m not sure anyone will be up to get the phone calls just yet.”
“Not even Charlie? It is Christmas morning.”
“Good point. He could be. But I’m not sure Hank or Ivy would appreciate being woken up any early than necessary.”
“True. Just texts then.”
They took a few minutes and returned the messages.
“Ugh.” Bridget wiggled her fingers. “Texting with cold thumbs is really hard.”
Sam put his phone back on the dash and adjusted the temperature. “A few more minutes and the heat will be cranking.”
“Good. Right now I’m not sure I’ll ever be warm again.”
He looked over at her, his gorgeous face lit up with a brilliant smile. “It was pretty warm being curled up together.”
She smiled back. “Yes, it was.” Being next to him in wolf form had been perfect. Warm and comfortable and as easy as if they’d been together all their lives. “When’s your shift at the firehouse over?”
“You mean the one I missed most of?”
She laughed. “Yeah, that one.”
“It’s over at nine a.m.”
“And then?”
“Then I’m going to visit my nephew and my sister and give them their Christmas presents.”
“And visit your girlfriend. I’ll be over there too, you know.”
“Yes, and visit my—” He smiled again and shook his head. “I don’t think I can call you that.”
“You’ll get used to it.”
A hint of sadness pulled at the corners of his smile. “I don’t have a gift for you.”
“Tell you what? Next year you’ll get me two.”
He laughed and shook his head. “You’re so sure this is going to work.”
“Sam, how do you honestly feel about me?”
His face went sweetly serious. “I’m crazy about you. I can already feel those possessive wolf urges kicking in. You’ve started something in me that I don’t think can be stopped.”
“I feel the same way about you. There’s no reason we can’t make a go of this.”
He nodded, slowly. “You’re right. My… girlfriend is right. And hot. And a really good kisser.” He leaned toward her.
She put her hand on his chest and grinned. “This discussion isn’t over yet. After you visit with Charlie and Ivy and me, then what are you going to do?”
Her hand didn’t do much to stop him. He nuzzled her neck while he answered. “Then I’m probably going to go back to the firehouse and crash. I have forty-eight hours until my next twenty-four-hour shift.”
She shivered at what his tongue was doing. She squirmed sideways so she could look him in the eye. “How about you go back to the firehouse, pack a bag, and come to my place? You can sleep there. Then when you wake up, I’ll make you dinner and we can hang out and watch It’s a Wonderful Life and maybe do some more snuggling. That could be my present.”
He nodded as his hands came to rest on her hips. “I could do that.” His eyes narrowed. “Does that mean you’re getting me something? Because really, my being there is about the only present I’ll be able to swing this year.”
She laughed with the sudden surge of emotions that filled her. “You’re all I want for Christmas, trust me. Although I’m pretty sure I can find something extraspecial for you to unwrap.”
“Bridget Merrow. Are you propositioning me?”
She poked him in the chest. “Maybe you’re not so dumb after all.”
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THE SOOTHING SCENTS OF MOLASSES and cinnamon filled my kitchen as I pulled the gingerbread cake out of the oven. Perfect. The only thing left to do was to change into my Christmas witch outfit. The sexy one I’d picked out just for Kane.
It was Christmas Eve, and it had been well over a month since I’d spent any quality time with my gorgeous husband. We’d both been too busy: Kane hunting rogue demons and me rescuing lost souls from the shadow world. In the weeks between Halloween and Christmas, I’d personally saved forty-two souls from being snatched into Hell. We deserved a break.
And a little sexy time, hence the red velvet miniskirt and thigh-high boots waiting for me in my closet.
I smiled to myself and went to change. Thirty minutes later, I reemerged with my long strawberry blond hair tucked under a pointy red hat and wearing the sexified Mrs. Claus dress. Sparkling diamond pentagrams hung from my ears to complete the effect.
A knock sounded on the front door, followed by the creak of the hinges as someone let themselves in. “Jade?”
“Pyper?” I called back, striding from the kitchen in the back of our Victorian shotgun double toward the front of the house. She had a key, so it wasn’t unusual for her to walk in, but she knew I had a romantic evening planned. Something was wrong.
Pyper, wearing a shimmering, silver-beaded dress, met me halfway in the dining room. “Oh, good. You’re here.”
“Where else would I be?” I glanced at the clock. “Kane’s supposed to be here any minute.”
She winced and a lock of her black and electric-blue-streaked hair fell over one eye. “No where, I just… sorry. I’m a little flustered. He was at the café when Santa showed up and tried to snag one of my customers.”
“What? Someone tried to abduct a customer?” Pyper owned the Grind, a café on Bourbon Street. Usually the most troubling thing that happened there was her resident ghost drawing inappropriate sketches of éclairs and rum balls on the menu board.
“Not a someone. A demon,” she said, her tone apologetic. “Kane went after him, obviously, but not before he sent me to—” The doorbell rang and she gave me a sheepish smile. “Well, you’ll see. Come on.”
I followed her to the door, but just before she slipped out, she swept her gaze down my body. “Super fun outfit, but I think you’re gonna want your coat.”
While New Orleans wasn’t exactly freezing in December, it wasn’t warm either. Wandering around in a miniskirt at night would turn me into a popsicle. “But I don’t have anything that matches.”
She rolled her eyes. “Can’t you just spell something? You are a white witch.”
“No. That would take a potion and a bunch of time. It’s usually easier and more cost-effective to just buy something new.” I sighed and reached for my new teal trench coat hanging on my coat rack.
Her lips twitched. “Uh, Jade, maybe white would be better.”
“Of course it would, but it’s at the cleaners. It’s teal or nothing.”
“Teal it is,” she said, chuckling as she shuffled me out onto my front porch.
“What’s this?” I asked, smiling. Sitting in front of my house was a horse-drawn carriage draped with holly and elaborate red ribbons.
“A pre-Christmas gift from Kane. He was going to take you on a ride around the Quarter to check out the holiday decorations. But since he’s battling evil he sent me.”
My heart swelled. What a sweet idea.
She climbed in the carriage and held up a thermos. “And there’s hot buttered rum to get the party started.”
“That will warm me up.” I grinned and climbed in after her. “But where’s the driver?”
She pumped her eyebrows and said, “Onward, Poindexter.”
The horse, a real one, not the mules that carried the tourists around the French Quarter, lifted his head high and trotted forward.
“Poindexter?” I asked.
“He’s the ghost steering the horse.”
The carriage rolled along the paved streets and suddenly lit up with twinkle lights. Two mugs appeared out of thin air as the thermos levitated and poured a healthy dose into each mug.
I held my hand out and my grin widened as I turned to Pyper. “Did Kane set this all up by himself or did you help him?”
“I might have had a hand in it.” She waved toward the seemingly empty driver’s bench where the ghost must be. “Being a medium comes in handy sometimes. But Bea spelled the lights, mugs, and thermos.”
A group effort then. Kane had gone through a lot of trouble and hadn’t even been able to join me. I glanced down at my Mrs. Claus outfit and sighed. It would’ve been one hell of a Christmas Eve.
“Hey,” Pyper said, putting her hand on my arm. “Don’t count me out yet. We’re going to have a hell of a time tonight.”
“Of course we are.” I raised my mug in a toast. “To the most fun a girl can have with her underwear on.”
She burst out laughing. When she sobered, she gave me a sly smile. “Who said I was wearing underwear?”
“Oh, geez.” I chuckled and took a long sip of my drink. “Figures. So, Miss Commando, where are we headed?”
Her eyes twinkled with mischief. “You’ll see.”
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THE CARRIAGE ROLLED ALONG THE neighborhood streets of the Quarter and paused at a large private residence. The Creole townhouse that sat on the corner of Royal and St. Ann had a large wraparound balcony on both the second and third stories, each draped in garland filled with thousands of white twinkling lights. A dozen nutcrackers were on the second story balcony, positioned between the floor-to-ceiling windows, while two stood guard on the corner near the front door.
“Very pretty,” I said, eyeing the huge holly wreaths hanging in each of the windows. Gorgeous crystal bulbs hung in the middle of the wreaths and sparkled from the twinkle lights.
“Yeah, it is. But watch this.” She nodded to the house with a coy smile.
“Watch what—Oh!” Music from The Nutcracker, “Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairy,” filled the streets, and the giant wooden nutcrackers came to life. They stepped forward, moving their arms up and down in time with the music. Then the lights started to blink, also in time with the music.
I was transfixed as I sat there with the cup of hot buttered rum warming my hands. The tingle of magic in the air was comforting, familiar, and I knew at once Bea, my mentor, had been responsible for the spell. A crowd had gathered, their happiness filling me up, making me whole on the most wonderful night of the year. Sometimes it wasn’t so bad being an empath. On nights like Christmas Eve when everyone was hopeful and loving, it was nothing short of miraculous.
“Kane set this up?” I asked Pyper, watching the crystal ornaments change from red to green to silver.
“Yeah. You must be really good in bed to deserve this.” She winked and raised her mug, saluting me.
“You did not just say that.” I laughed and turned my attention back to the magical Christmas show. When the song ended, the nutcrackers marched back to their starting point and the lights winked out. The crowd erupted in excited applause, once again boosting my energy.
A small twinge of sadness hit me as I longed for Kane to be sitting beside me. He’d gone out of his way to make the night special for me, and he was missing it.
Pyper patted my knee. “Cheer up, Jade. I’m sure he’ll catch up with us as soon as he can.”
I glanced at her. “Are you the empath now?”
“Ha. Hardly. But there’s no mistaking that wistfulness in your puppy dog eyes. Now stop moping. We have six more stops.”
“Seriously?”
“Yep.” She waved a hand. “Onward, Poindexter.”
The horse trotted forward, and once again, we were on the move. We stopped at five more houses, and each one put on an awe inspiring show: singing sugar plums, spinning Christmas trees, animated snowmen, dancing candy canes, and tumbling gingerbread men. By the time the carriage turned in through the gates of Jackson Square Park in the French Quarter, I was certain we’d seen everything; that is until I spotted the parade making its way along the paved paths, being led by twelve drummers drumming. Behind them was a gaggle of eleven men in kilts carrying bagpipes.
I pointed with my mouth open. “Kane did that too?”
Pyper laughed. “No. That’s the entertainment for the lighting of the Christmas tree.”
There was a giant tree in the middle of the park. Off to the side was a temporary stage with a dozen elves lined up, wearing crisp, forest-green uniforms and pointed leather hats. The carriage stopped right before the stage and one of the elves came running up and held his hand out. “Ms. Calhoun, we are so happy you made it.”
“Uhh…thanks?” I shot Pyper a confused look, but placed my hand in the elf’s and let him help me out of the carriage. He was tall and thin, with shimmering green eyes and angular bone structure. Handsome, in an intriguing sort of way.
“This way, please. Then we can get the ceremony started.” He tugged me up the stairs to the stage as the other elves broke into song, singing, “Do You Hear What I Hear.”
Their voices were as sweet as angels’, sending chills over my skin. I was completely mesmerized by their infectious tone.
“Have a seat.” The elf’s charming smile reached his eyes.
I glanced around him at the high-backed wooden chair. Then I turned and spotted Pyper waving her fingers at me while she moved toward the tree.
“Um, why?” I asked, confused.
“You’re the leader of the New Orleans coven, are you not?”
“Yes, but—”
“You are our honored guest.” He bowed and waved his hand with a flourish. “Our Christmas queen.”
Sitting on some fancy throne, watching the festivities was the last thing I wanted to do. I’d rather be hanging out with Pyper, wandering around, being awed by the grandeur until we were too frozen to do anything but run back home and wrap ourselves in fuzzy blankets on the couch.
But the way the elves were all gathered around looking at me expectantly, I felt I didn’t have a choice and reluctantly shuffled to the chair. At least it was sort of flattering to be asked to play the Christmas queen.
As soon as my butt hit the chair, the elves ceased singing and closed ranks around me. An invisible force brushed up against me, and the pressure increased, crushing me as if I’d been stuffed in a vise. I opened my mouth to cry out, but the air rushed out of my lungs along with all the joy from the carriage ride through the French Quarter.
My eyes watered and I lurched forward, sliding out of the chair. The elves formed a solid barrier, completely concealing me from the activities in the square.
“Our apologies, Ms. Calhoun,” the elf who’d helped me out of the carriage said into my ear. “We regret the circumstances, but they can’t be helped.”
“Circumstances?” I gasped out. “You’re stealing my energy.”
“Only because we have to.”
I glanced back, glaring at the elf and reached for the magic pulsing in my chest. But it slipped from my mental grasp and the harder I tried to grab hold, the more elusive it became. I let out a huff of frustration and crawled up on my knees.
The elves seemed to grow, towering over me.
One of the elves started singing again, her sweet voice belting out a heart-rending version of “Silent Night.”
“Why are you doing this?” I said through clenched teeth, trying to block out the pulsing ache running through my entire body.
The elf turned slowly and stared down at me. His apologetic expression vanished, replaced by determined eyes and hardened features as his body vibrated with tension. “Freedom.”
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“EXCUSE ME?” I SHOT BACK, but the tall elf had already moved to center stage in front of the rest of his group. They all joined the angelic elf in her version of “Silent Night.” From what I could see of the crowd, the elves had captivated their attention and everything else had stopped—including the Twelve Days of Christmas parade.
The chatter vanished, and every last soul was completely captivated. Including me. There was a bittersweet sadness to the song that was stirring emotions deep in my gut. And the more they sang, the more my heart swelled to nearly bursting.
I shook my head, trying to snap out of whatever was happening. It was a spell. It had to be. Their voices were too intoxicating.
Using the chair, I clawed my way up until I was finally standing on my own two feet. But they were cemented to the stage, making it impossible to move.
Holy hell. I needed to do something, anything, before the crazy elves drained the last of my energy. I lifted my arm, struggling against the invisible pressure, and reached forward. If I could just touch one of them, I could tap into my magic and take back what they’d stolen from me. But just before I grabbed the shoulder of the nearest elf, a female with gorgeous porcelain skin and big blue eyes, she spun and hissed at me through ugly pointed teeth. Her hands morphed into boney claws, complete with sharpened, blood-red nails.
I jerked back and instinctively shot a bolt of my white magic at her. She held her hand up, connecting with my magic, but it just turned her hand back to normal flesh with snowflake-decorated nails.
My magic hadn’t affected her at all. In fact, judging by the pleased smile she sent me, it appeared she welcomed it. “Thank you,” she said, her body starting to shimmer with a coating of my magic. “Every little bit helps.”
Whoa. I’d sent a bolt of magic intending to incapacitate her, or at least zap her enough to make her back off. But it appeared she’d embraced it and used the magic to heighten her own power. I scowled. “Helps what? What do you want from me?”
“Relax, witch,” the elf said. “It’s not our intention to harm anyone. Not if we can help it anyway.”
“Not if you can help it?” I echoed, but the elf had already turned and joined the others in their song.
Their voices rose above the crowd in the square, and suddenly the pressure lifted and my limbs were light. I had the strange sense that if I had wings I could fly.
The elves jumped from the stage and scattered, each of them doing back flips and cartwheels into the crowd. Half of them stopped and kneeled on their hands and knees. The other half ran across the square, leaped off their fellow elves and spun in the air, putting on one hell of an acrobatic show. The crowd clapped and hooted their approval.
“What in the world?” I glanced around in utter confusion. Had that all been about stealing my energy for their performance? But what had she meant when she said they didn’t want to harm anyone if they could help it? The other one had said they wanted freedom. Were they under someone’s control? And what about the demonic appearance of the elf before she’d absorbed my magic? That wasn’t innocent.
Crap on toast. Where were Bea and my coven when I needed them? I whipped out my phone and hit the on button.
Nothing.
I pressed harder.
Nothing.
“Dammit!” The phone was dead. It had been fully charged earlier in the evening. Whatever the elves had done to me, the magic had affected my phone, as well.
“Jade!” Pyper stood in front of the stage. “Get down here.”
Relief washed through me, and I ran down the stairs to her side. Clutching her arm, I asked, “Are you okay?”
“Sure.” She handed me a mug with a candy cane garnish. “Why wouldn’t I be?”
I frowned and pulled her away from the stage. I glanced back at the innocuous structure and stifled a shiver. “Something is seriously off with those elves.”
Her eyebrows shot up as she sipped her drink. “Aren’t all circus-performer type people a little ‘off?’”
“Not like this.” I glanced around and lowered my voice not wanting to attract any attention. “I think they might be demons.”
Her eyes widened as she clutched my arm. “You’re serious?”
I nodded. Demons could take on any form. And hadn’t she said Kane had already gone after a demon in Santa clothing? But they weren’t exactly acting like demons. They’d left me unharmed after they’d presumably gotten what they wanted. And they hadn’t been nearly destructive enough. At least not yet.
Pyper turned and eyed the elves dancing through the Twelve Days of Christmas parade. Then she cocked her head to the side and frowned in concentration.
“What?”
“They aren’t demons.” Her brow wrinkled. “The message is unclear, but I think I’m hearing they are lost souls.”
“Is a ghost talking to you?”
“Not one. More like a dozen.” She grimaced. “They are chattering over each other and fading in and out. It’s hard to get a clear connection.” Shaking her head, she clenched her fists and gave me a pained look. “Sorry. They’re gone. Vanished.”
“All of them?” I asked.
“Yeah.” She turned to stare at the elves again. “They were scared, Jade. Whatever they are, it’s not right.”
More spectators started to fill the square. It was getting harder and harder to spot the elves. “We have to call Bea and the coven.”
She nodded, her expression still troubled.
“Pyper?”
“Huh?”
I held up my phone. “It’s dead.”
“Oh.” She dug into her pocket and handed me her phone.
I pressed the on button and let out a frustrated sigh when nothing happened. “Yours is dead, too.”
She didn’t acknowledge my response. She was too busy staring at the elves. They’d moved on from their acrobatics to partnering with the nine ladies dancing from the parade.
The remaining three elves were standing on a raised platform in front of the tree, singing “White Christmas.” They were using microphones and had captivated the crowd again. Pyper started to move toward them, and that’s when I saw it.
Silver light coated everyone in the crowd, and the elves were siphoning it off one note at a time. Through their singing, the elves had somehow tapped into the auras of the spectators and were stealing faint traces of their spirit.
“No!” I cried and lurched forward, but no one paid any attention to me.
My chest tightened as panic set in. Spirit was a person’s life force. If the elves took enough, we’d end up with a massacre. A real nightmare before Christmas.
“Pyper!” I called, but she was already disappearing into the mass of people, all of whom were clearly under the elves’ spell.
Christ. I couldn’t magic my way out of this one. Not on my own. I needed help and fast.
I had two choices: run home and use my landline, or shadow walk. One of my abilities was to enter the shadow world and reenter this world at another point. The shadows were the world between this one and Hell, where souls roamed who were not destined for either the angel realm or Hell. Only lately, the demons had been stealing those souls for only God knew what. It was one of my jobs to rescue them from such a fate.
Unfortunately, I wasn’t as good at walking the shadows as Kane was. He could’ve walked us straight to Bea’s house. I could get myself to his club, because I knew there was a portal there, but anything else would be iffy. The club it was. I’d call Bea and Lucien, my second in command of the coven, as soon as I got there.
Taking a deep breath, I concentrated on Kane’s club and took a step, willing myself into the shadows.
The world turned to shades of gray and the people in the square shimmered silver. Everyone except the elves.
They were dark shadows, and all of them were decrepit versions of themselves in the form of stone statues.
Horror swept through me, and tears filled my eyes as I realized exactly what they were. They were from Hell, but they weren’t demons.
They were trapped souls.
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IN HELL, SOULS WERE TRAPPED in stone statues. Somehow, the elves in the square had found a way to manifest in our world. But standing in the shadow world, I could see the dark bindings of Hell tethered to each of them. Their trip to the streets of New Orleans would be short-lived.
Unless… Freedom. That’s what the elf had said they were after.
And they were going to do it by stealing the spirits of the innocents in the square.
Crap!
No time to mess around. I took another step and concentrated on the club.
I instantly popped into the middle of the strip club, seemingly out of nowhere. A man leaning forward in a blue-velvet chair jerked back, obviously startled. Then he let his gaze travel down my body, taking in my skimpy Mrs. Claus outfit.
“Well, hello there, sweetheart. How much for a lap dance?”
I tugged the teal coat closed and scowled at him while Lady Gaga sang something about her Christmas tree being delicious.
“Hey!” the guy called after me, as I strode off toward the office.
“Jade?” Charlie, the club manager, called after me.
I paused at the office door, waiting for her to catch up.
“I thought you and Kane had a special night planned?” She also did a quick perusal of my outfit and gave me an approving smile as she nodded. “I bet that heated things up.”
“That would’ve been nice. Instead he’s fighting a Santa demon and I’ve got a dozen elves trying to crawl their way out of Hell as we speak.” My heels clattered on the hardwood as I hurried over to the desk.
Charlie shut the door behind her and stared at me, her eyes wide. “Elves?”
I waved a hand as I picked up the phone. “Trapped souls dressed up as elves. Don’t ask.”
“That’s…different.”
“You’re telling me.” Charlie was no stranger to the paranormal happenings we dealt with on a daily basis, but even I had to admit dealing with rogue elves and Santa demons was way out of our norm.
“Merry Christmas!” Bea’s voice rang on the other end of the line.
“I hate to do this to you, but we have a problem.”
“Jade? What’s wrong?”
“I need you and anyone else you can rustle up to meet me down at Jackson Square. I have a dozen elves trying to escape from Hell.”
“Demons?” Her tone was serious now and I heard the squeak of a door opening on her end.
“No. If that was the case I’d know what to do. Or at least who to call. These are trapped souls, and it looks like they’re using the spirit of the crowd to somehow free themselves.”
There was dead silence on the other end of the line.
“Bea?”
“Trapped souls,” she said by way of answer. “Son of a goddess’s whore. This is not good.”
I raised my eyebrows in Charlie’s direction. It was unusual for Bea to swear, not that she’d said anything too outrageous. I just wasn’t used to it.
Charlie mouthed, “What?”
I shook my head. “No, it isn’t. And worse, they seem to be able to feed off my power. I’m not sure what to do.”
“We need the coven. Lucien and Rosalee are here. We’ll round up as many of the others as we can.”
“Okay. Thanks. And hurry would you? Pyper’s under their spell.”
Bea let out a frustrated grunt. “Got it. I’ll be there in less than five minutes.”
“Thanks.”
“Meet me at the front gate.” She took a deep breath. “And Jade?”
“Yeah?”
“Whatever you do, don’t use any more magic until we get there.”
I hadn’t planned on it, but if I was attacked, I wasn’t sure what else I could do. “All right.”
“Five minutes,” she said again, and the call went dead.
I put the phone down and pressed my palms against the shiny desk top as I glanced at the wall clock. Four minutes, forty seconds. I didn’t want to leave just yet, because without Bea and the rest of the coven, I was useless. “Now what?” I muttered to myself.
“Isn’t Bea coming?” Charlie asked, clearly having picked up on at least part of my conversation.
“Oh, yes. But I can’t use magic until I have back-up. So far, nothing I’ve tried has worked. They just end up stealing it.”
“Well, that means there’s only one thing to do,” Charlie said.
“What’s that?”
“Take this.” She opened a filing cabinet and pulled out a small satchel. “Everything you need to fight evil is in here.”
I gave her an odd look. Charlie didn’t have magic. Her talents were in managing the club so Kane didn’t have to.
She smiled. “It’s an emergency stash.”
I took it and peeked inside. There were a couple vials of potions. One was a blinding potion, somewhat similar to pepper spray, and the other was a freezing potion. Defensive stuff. Along with the potions there were a couple of herb bundles and a small dagger with a jewel-encrusted hilt. It wasn’t a demon-hunting dagger. It was too small for that, but there was magic pulsing in those stones. Protective magic. “Where did you get this?”
“Bea. She said they’re already spelled, so even those of us not blessed with magic could use them in an emergency. It’s a mundane’s survival kit for those of us caught in the crosshairs.”
I shook my head, marveling at Bea’s thoughtfulness. Putting my friends in danger was always one of my biggest fears. The items in the satchel weren’t going to stop a demon on the loose, but they could slow one down long enough for someone to get the heck out of dodge. I wasn’t sure what any of the items could do for me back at Jackson Square, but at this point anything was welcome.
“Thanks.” I hugged Charlie. “Put the word out to stay away from the Square, would you? If anyone makes noise about heading that direction, steer them elsewhere for now.”
“Will do, Jade.” She gave me a small smile. “And you be safe, all right? I expect to see your gorgeous face tomorrow for Christmas dinner. And if you’re laid up recovering…again, and I have to suffer through another night of Lailah and Lucien arguing about the state of the witch community, you’re going to pay. I’ll make you suffer. Got it?”
I chuckled, remembering her horrified expression on Thanksgiving after the pair had gotten into an hour-long, technical debate about the magical properties of the incredibly phallic-looking clam, the geoduck. It turns out, there are some rumors it’s the next big thing in treating erectile dysfunction for magical beings. Lailah and her significant other, Jonathon, had been a part of the initial testing.
I grimaced, remembering her tale of Jonathon suddenly being unable to stop himself from making out with an actual troll. A small gray one with yellow teeth. A shudder ran through me. “I hear you. No one wants to suffer that fate.”
“Good.” Charlie smiled, the humor reaching her pale green eyes. “Because it’s all about me and my needs.”
“Obviously,” I said, laughing, and then I sobered. “Seriously, if you see Kane, we could use him and any of the other demon hunters. I’m not sure exactly what is going on, but it’s not good.”
“I’m on it.” Charlie put her arm around my waist. “Let me walk you out so no other customers get any bright ideas.”
“Thanks,” I said gratefully, not blaming the man who’d asked for a lap dance. I had dressed to elicit that very reaction, albeit, from my husband.
Charlie escorted me back into the middle of the club, near the invisible portal. Then as nonchalantly as I could, knowing Charlie would brush off any awkward questions if anyone noticed, I stepped back into the shadows and right back into Jackson Square.
And reappeared sitting on Santa’s lap.
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“WHOA!” I JUMPED UP, intending to scramble off Santa’s lap, but the man’s—no demon’s—arm wrapped around my waist, pulling me back. He wore the traditional Santa suit, except for his hat. It was black velvet. He was Evil Santa.
“Well, well, well,” he said, in a ho, ho, ho tone. “What do we have here?”
“Let go,” I ordered, my body coiled, ready to strike.
“I don’t think so.” He waved a hand at the crowd. “They’re waiting for the show to start.”
It was then I noticed I was back on the stage, both of us sitting in the Christmas queen’s chair. And right in the front row of the audience were the dozen elves, each of them kneeling on one knee as they scowled at us.
“It’s ingenious, isn’t it?” he asked conversationally.
“What is?” A small twinge of magic stirred in my chest. If I used it on him, would it work? Or would he be able to absorb it just as the elf had? I had to pick my moment carefully and be ready for both scenarios, otherwise this could end very badly for me. I couldn’t outmuscle the demon. His strong grip meant he could take me straight to Hell if he wanted to. Getting free was priority number one.
“The way they managed to harness the magic pulsing through the Quarter in order to rise. And then they tapped you and the rest of these parasites to steal your energy… It’s a thing of beauty. History in the making. Really impressive.”
“Parasites?” There was no hiding the disdain in my tone. If anything demons were the parasites. They got their power from human souls.
He laughed evilly, his talons pressing into my skin, a not-so-subtle threat that he’d have no problem slicing me to shreds if he decided I was no longer of use. “Careful, white witch. Or when I send those elves straight back to Hell, you’ll be first in line.”
The hell I would. But right then was not the time to argue. I was too busy watching Pyper inch toward the stage. What was she up to? I wanted to shout, to tell her to stay away. Or to send her back to the house to wait for us, but I couldn’t without drawing the demon’s attention to her. She wouldn’t anyway. Her loyalty was unwavering.
The demon was too distracted to notice her making her way onto the stage, though. He was eyeballing the souls trying to escape Hell. He raised his hand and pointed at the tall skinny one right in the middle. And once the elf was staring right at him, Santa demon slowly curled his hand into a fist.
The elf’s eyes bulged and the illusion of his flesh stripped away, leaving only the decrepit, decayed skeleton of a lost soul.
Horrified anger exploded in my chest. Suffering in Hell until the end of time as the demons fed off him was the worst fate anyone could suffer. No one deserved that. Not even the worst among us.
Not trusting my magic, I defaulted to self-defense mode. While the demon was busy torturing the elf, I jerked my arm up, and with every bit of force I could muster, I jammed my elbow into the crook of the demon’s arm.
He grunted, more in surprise than pain, but it was enough to break his hold on me. I jumped to my feet and spun, facing him. Magic tingled at my fingertips. I could still feel the echo of his talons on my bare skin, and the desire to blast him with everything I had consumed me. And as the demon lurched forward, I brought one hand up and unleashed a torrent of destruction on him, hitting him squarely in the eyes.
He let out a loud roar, but kept coming for me.
“Now!” I yelled.
Pyper rose up from behind him, the potion from the satchel in her hand, and as I stepped aside, she doused the demon.
He froze, his hand just inches from closing around my neck.
I stood there, my eyes narrowed as I scowled at the Santa demon.
“Jade,” Pyper said, grabbing my hand. “Let’s get out of here.”
“I can’t.” My gaze cut to the elves, now scrambling back away from the stage. With the demon temporarily immobilized, they were freed from his hold. “When this spell wears off, all these people will be in danger.”
She let out a frustrated huff. “Well, where the hell are Kane and the rest of the Brotherhood? Aren’t they supposed to be fighting demons?”
I shook my head. “I don’t know. Maybe we’re in a dead zone, and they can’t detect anything?” The only reasons Kane and the other hunters wouldn’t have shown up were if the demon didn’t register on their radar, or if all of them already had their hands full. Dammit. Why hadn’t I thought to try to get in touch with Kane while I was at the club?
Because Pyper had said he was already fighting a demon, and I hadn’t known we’d have one of our own. That’s why.
Crap.
“Oh, thank God,” Pyper said, pointing toward the entrance of Jackson Square.
I couldn’t help the surprised laugh that came bubbling out and quickly turned to hilarity as I shook from the ridiculousness of it all.
Bea, the former coven leader of New Orleans, was wearing a red sequined ball gown and standing up on a carriage, her legs spread apart for balance with the reigns in her hands. Auburn hair flew out behind her while half my coven followed, riding adult-sized tricycles. And that wasn’t even the most ridiculous part. Her two “horses” were really jackasses wearing antlers and red noses.
“Who knew Rudolph was in town?” Pyper said with a snicker.
“And what’s with the three-wheelers?” I added. Lucien and Rosalee were right behind Bea, both of them also wearing sequined formal ware.
“What the hell is Lucien wearing?” Pyper grimaced. “Good Lord. That should be illegal.”
His sports coat was bright emerald green, all sequins with a tie to match. I had half a mind to spell him into another outfit.
“Looks like we interrupted a…party?” I turned to her my eyebrows lifted.
She shook her head. “I dunno, but by the looks of it, I’m glad I wasn’t invited.”
I chuckled and started to move forward to meet Bea. But just as I took my second step, a loud roar of frustration came from behind me, drowning out all the noise from the crowd.
The demon. Shit. I’d been so busy eyeing Bea and the coven that I’d all but forgotten he was back there.
I spun, ready to spell him again, but he was too quick. Too pissed.
He pounced. Both hands went for my throat, and as I grabbed hold of my magic, the large demon squeezed, cutting off my air.
Jesus! My magic dissipated and instantly I was rendered useless. My air had been cut off and I was already going lightheaded.
“Hey, asshole!” I heard Pyper cry.
He ignored her.
“I have something you want.” Her voice was far away now, as if she’d left the stage.
The demon only pressed harder. My vision started to turn black.
Panic set in. Magic pulsed in my chest. Magic I couldn’t control. Not while I was on the verge of passing out. A burst of energy shot forth from me, and the demon released me, screaming as he flew across the stage.
Pyper stood off to the side, holding the empty potion bottle. I started to move toward her, but she put her hand up. “Wait!”
Then she pointed to the stage and the pool of liquid. The freezing potion was seeping toward me. She’d been trying to spell him again and missed when I tossed the demon. “Thanks. Between the two of us, he didn’t have a chance.”
She opened her mouth to speak, but the demon came up behind her and wrapped an ugly pock-marked arm around her throat.
Gross. My spell must’ve broken his human illusion. Now he was gray, with wrinkly, leather-like skin, electric-yellow eyes, and a skeletal body cloaked in an oversized Santa suit.
“Step off her, demon,” I said, magic crackling at my fingertips.
“I don’t think so.” He snarled and lowered his head toward her neck.
I screamed, certain he was going to bite her, but he only took a big whiff. Holy crow. Was this some sort of demon fetish? But then I noticed Pyper wilting and the light dimming in her eyes while his illusion snapped back into place.
“No!” I cried and gritted my teeth. There was no way to blast him without hitting Pyper first. I dove, barely missing the potion still pooled on the stage, and grabbed the satchel. In one desperate movement, I came up with the small dagger in my hand. I felt its magic pulsing in my palm and knew if I could get it anywhere near his heart, this would all be over.
But he turned, keeping Pyper in front of him.
There was a commotion of heavy footsteps behind me, followed by shouts of panic and Bea ordering the coven members to hold their ground. I glanced out of the corner of my eye, and sucked in a hard breath. There were another dozen Santas facing off with the coven members.
Demons. Every last one of them.
“Back off, witch,” the demon in front of me ordered. “Or I’ll kill her right now.”
Pyper clawed at his arm and threw her head back, aiming for his nose. Bullseye. The demon stumbled, shaking his head. I didn’t waste any time. Jumping over the freezing potion, I skirted around them and slammed the dagger into Santa demon’s back.
He stiffened, and then snarled as he tried to spin. Pyper hooked her foot around his, turned and kneed him in the groin. His eyes widened with surprised as he fell to the side, more from being knocked off balance than from any obvious pain.
“Pyper!” I reached out, trying to grab her as they both went down in slow motion right into the freezing potion.
Dammit. If only she’d been able to loosen his hold on her, that move would’ve been perfect. It was still impressive, though. Who else had the cajones to knee a demon in the balls?
The two lay sprawled on the stage while the remaining Santa demons battled with my coven members. Spells and bolts of white and black magic whizzed through the air. The giant Christmas tree was on fire. The twelve days of Christmas participants had vanished, and the only people left were the elves. They were busy lobbing what looked to be little sugar-plum bombs at the demons.
Total mayhem.
I had to do something. But first, I needed to get Pyper from the asshat Santa. He was lying partially on top of her, his large frame, pinning her down. Another blast of anger shot through me, and as I reached down to grab her hand, I gave the demon a swift kick in the ribs. He flipped over and landed with a thud on the stage.
I quickly pulled Pyper over to the edge, and just as I was about to reverse the freezing spell, a shimmering light crawled over Santa until it encased his entire body.
Oh, goddess. What now? I zapped Pyper and muttered, “Revive.”
Her eyes flew open as she sucked in a gasp of air.
“Let’s go,” I said, my instincts telling me we had to get as far away from the demon as possible.
She wobbled, but clutched my hand and managed to keep up.
We were only a few feet from the stage when the light around the Santa demon turned ice blue and then burst into flames. He flailed his limbs, and his face contorted with silent screams as the fire consumed him, shot straight up in the air and winked out, leaving nothing but black ash on the stage.
“Holy shit,” Pyper said.
“I think maybe Santa’s naughty list just got a little shorter.” I stared at the pile of ash, trying to figure out what had happened.
“Cute,” Pyper said with a heavy dose of sarcasm. “But now might not—”
“Jade!” Kane’s voice permeated my haze of confusion.
I spun, finding him and a stream of demon hunters sprinting into the square. He was wearing his dress pants and the button down shirt I’d gotten him a few weeks ago. The one I’d told him I was looking forward to ripping off of him the next chance I got. He’d clearly been dressed up for our romantic ride through the Quarter before he’d been called to battle demons.
A pang of regret stabbed me, and I glanced down at my Mrs. Claus outfit. My skirt was ripped, and the fake white fur was smudged with dirt. So much for being a sexy little Christmas present.
Kane came to a stop right in front of me, his dagger out, as another one of the other Santa demons finally spotted us. The demon hissed, and Kane threw his dagger, hitting the demon right in the eye. The demon recoiled and then suddenly vanished. Kane’s dagger fell to the ground, the stone in the handle gleaming with magical light. He flicked his wrist and the dagger zoomed back into his hand.
He glanced around, noted his fellow brothers and the coven expertly taking out the remaining demons and then turned to me, unconcerned. “What’s going on?”
I raised both eyebrows. “You don’t know?”
He shook his head. “No. One minute we were tracking these Santa demons in Uptown, and then the next they disappeared. We followed, but when we got here, it appeared the square was empty and it was as if there was an invisible wall keeping us out. Something just changed. A spell was neutralized or something and then we were able to charge in.”
“I think I know what happened.” Pulling him over to the front of the stage, I pointed at the black ash. “We destroyed that demon. Right after that you guys showed up.”
Kane cursed. “Was he wearing a black Santa hat?”
“Yes? Did you have a run-in with him?”
“Yeah. He was Kyros Kringle.”
My eyes went wide. “As in related to Kris Kringle?”
“Yes.” His brow furrowed. “Santa, the real one, is an ancient witch. His brother was an angel and fell centuries ago. I learned tonight that Kyros periodically surfaces on Christmas Eve to try to bait his brother.”
“Uh, Santa’s real?” I asked.
“Jade. Focus.” Kane peered at the stage. “How did you do this?”
“I can’t believe Santa’s real and I killed his demon brother,” I muttered to myself, watching as Bea single-handedly opened a portal to Hell and sent back two fake Santas.
“Jade.” Kane snapped his fingers.
“Yeah?”
“What did you do to Kyros?”
“Oh. We used the dagger and the freezing potion in the emergency kit you and Bea left with Charlie. I think it was the dagger that did it in the end.”
He jumped up on the stage, poked through the ash and found the dagger. Then he nodded. “Yeah. This is what did it. Only you didn’t end the demon; just shed his human form and sent him back to Hell.”
“Dammit,” Pyper said, straightening her smudged silver dress. I wasn’t the only one with dirt stains ruining my outfit.
I wasn’t sure if she was upset about her dress or the demon.
Kane grabbed the small dagger, leaped from the stage and helped his demon-hunter brothers finish off the last of the demons.
When the last one was finally gone, Bea closed the portal, climbed back into her jackass drawn carriage, and collapsed in the seat.
I touched Kane’s arm. “I’ll be right back.”
He gave me a kiss on the temple. “Sure, love. I need to talk to the Brotherhood anyway.”
Pyper fell into step beside me, and the pair of us jogged over to Bea. Unlike our clothes, her red sequined dress was in perfect order. How did she always manage to battle evil and still look like she’d just walked out of a salon?
Except this time, she had her eyes closed and the back of her hand draped over her forehead.
“Bea?”
She jerked and sat straight up. “Oh, hello, ladies. I was just resting my eyes while I try to come up with a plan to free those elves.”
I turned and eyed the group of Hell-bound souls. Most of them were gathered around the burnt Christmas tree holding hands. Their heads were bowed as if in prayer. There was a sad air about them that made my chest tighten. They weren’t giving up were they? Lailah had helped us free souls from Hell before, though not ones that were already trapped in stone. “Is there something we can do together? Or call Lailah maybe?”
“No, as much as Lailah would like to help, this isn’t something that she can do safely. It isn’t something any of us can do safely. There are only two ways to free them: go to Hell and magically break the binding on their tombs, or take the life energy of magical beings to give them the strength to do it themselves. Unfortunately, the amount of energy the elves need makes it entirely too dangerous, due to how long they’ve been trapped down there. If we tried it, someone could be seriously injured, or even killed.”
A shiver ran through me. Hadn’t they been siphoning my life force earlier? If given the chance would they have drained me to save themselves?
“I don’t think they are really elves,” Pyper said.
“Tell that to him,” the lead elf said, now standing beside Bea pointing to the sky.
And just above us was a twinkling sleigh, lit up in bright white lights with a team of… Was that reindeer? No. I blinked.
“Whoa,” Pyper said.
Bea grinned.
I stared opened-mouthed at the spectacle barreling right for us. “Santa?”
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“HO, HO, HO!” SANTA CALLED out, just like one would expect him to. The sleigh, powered by nine reindeer, landed just in front of the charred Christmas tree. “Merry Christmas!”
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Pyper muttered.
“What, you’re not wowed by Santa?” I asked her, wondering if we’d slipped into some sort of alternate reality.
Her blue eyes flashed with irritation. “Where was he when his brother was trying to kill us?”
“Good question.”
The dozen elves kneeled in front of Santa, their heads bowed and hands clasped in front of them.
The jolly man in the sleigh glanced around the square, frowned, and then jumped down, his black boots hitting the cement walk with a thud. “What’s going on?” Suspicion replaced his practiced cheer. “Where’s Kyros?”
“I sent his ass back to Hell.” I placed my hands on my hips and narrowed my eyes at him. Just because he was Santa didn’t mean he was trustworthy. “Why? Were you here to join him in his…ah, activities?”
Santa turned to me, intelligence and patience radiating off him. “Ms. Calhoun.” He smiled. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.” His gaze traveled the length of my body. A faint trace of distaste brushed up against my skin. “Isn’t that an interesting take on Jessica’s uniform?”
Heat burned my cheeks. Mrs. Claus’s first name was Jessica. I pulled the teal jacket closed and ignored the remark. Awkward.
“Kris,” Bea said. “It’s nice to see you again.”
Kane reappeared by my side and it was then I noticed the Brotherhood had already vanished. The demons were gone. Their job was done.
“Bea. You’re a vision as always. And still kicking demon ass. Don’t think I didn’t see you flying in here, your magic blazing. Impressive.”
I let out the breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding.
Kane wrapped his arm around me, let his gaze sweep over my body, and whispered, “Interesting indeed. I assume it was part of my present?”
I nodded, a whole new kind of heat making me flush.
“Then I can’t wait to unwrap you as soon as we get home.”
A smile tugged at my lips, and I no longer cared what Santa thought. Finally Christmas was shaping up to be something magical.
Bea slipped her arm through Santa’s and tugged him toward the elves. “Thanks. You flatter me, but right now we have more pressing matters.
My coven closed in around us, their collective apprehension making my skin itch. They didn’t trust the elves or Santa. Couldn’t say I blamed them. Santa was way too cavalier, and the elves were loose cannons. They’d already put me and Pyper in danger. What else would they do?
“These souls are still tied to Hell,” I said. “Be careful. They tried to steal my life energy in order to free themselves.”
His eyes narrowed as he took a step forward toward the leader. Then he turned chalk-white as he kneeled down right in front of him. “Nico?”
The elf lifted his head, tears standing in his dark eyes. “Mr. Kringle. We never wanted to hurt anyone. I swear. We just…”
“Oh, Nico.” Santa put his hand on the elf’s shoulder and glanced around at the other elves who were all now staring at him with a mixture of hope and…was that shame?
“I think you might know these souls,” Bea said to Santa, her tone gentle.
Santa nodded slowly. “They used to work for me.” He swallowed. “A long time ago.”
“They really are elves?” Pyper said, her voice carrying over the square.
“We were,” Nico said, still staring at Santa.
Santa stood and took a step back.
Bea placed her hand on his arm. “Don’t you think they’ve suffered enough, Kris?”
He turned to her, his eyes wide with surprise. “You know what happened?”
“I heard the rumors.” She gave him a gentle smile. “You could give them a second chance, you know. Because Kyros bound them, and the two of you share DNA, only your magic can free them, though you’ll likely need an extra boost. I’m sure Jade and the coven would lend you their power. If you asked them.”
“Second chance? Not if they’re going to suck the energy of my witches,” I said. Then I cringed. Santa, and apparently his elves, needed help. Was I the Scrooge here?
Santa jerked and then stood tall as he faced me. “Ms. Calhoun, no elf of mine will intentionally harm anyone ever again. It is with my deepest sincerity that I must apologize for the way my elves have behaved. I assure you it is not acceptable.”
One of the elves let out a tiny sob.
“Enough, Tinnie,” Santa said sharply to the female elf. “You all have a lot to atone for, but I do not believe your crime is so severe that you deserve to suffer in Hell for the rest of eternity. If I request the help of this coven, will you all agree to a code of conduct spell that will also bind you to the North Pole for the next ten years?”
“Ten years confinement?” I asked, aghast. I wasn’t too pleased with the elves, but Hell was a place that could break even the strongest will. Punishing them further was going overboard wasn’t it? “Isn’t that a little harsh? I mean, haven’t they already suffered enough?”
“You’re a kind soul, Ms. Calhoun.” Santa smiled at me. “I’m not talking about incarceration, if that’s what you’re thinking. Only that they’ll be contracted to work for me.”
“For free?” Pyper said, just as skeptical as I was.
He chuckled. “No. They will be paid on par with the rest of my elves. But considering the circumstances, I think they’ll need a readjustment period. I think it’s best if that happens in a safe environment. Then after their term is up, they can decide if they want to acclimate into the modern world.”
I turned to Bea. “I’m not sure I completely understand.”
“Give us just a moment, will you, Kris?” Bea said and then pulled me back over toward the stage. “Listen, Jade. The elves have been in Hell for a few centuries.”
My stomach dropped. “Centuries?”
She nodded. “Yes. And from what I understand, this particular group made a deal with Kyros in order to…ah, become more human-like.”
I pursed my lips. Other than their outfits, they seemed plenty human to me. “I still don’t understand.”
“You will once the spell is done. Anyway, they were desperate to change their circumstances. The world was different back then. They couldn’t just leave the North Pole and integrate into normal society. They were too different. There was zero chance they’d be accepted. Kris wouldn’t let them go because he was afraid for their safety, and the spells to modify their appearance were too rudimentary. There are safer, more advanced spells now that could help them change their appearance if they choose to, though that isn’t necessary. Elves live among us. Not many, because from what I understand, the North Pole truly is a magical place. But these twelve? They wanted something different. And they were desperate for it.”
“They made a deal with a demon didn’t they?” There was no other explanation. They’d sold their souls.
“Yes,” she whispered, eyeing the elves still kneeling before Santa. “They didn’t understand the ramifications and once the papers were signed…” She let out a sigh. “Well, they did get their human appearances, but they also got a nice long stay in Hell. The fine print indentured them for a millennium. A millennium, Jade. Can you imagine?”
A lump got caught in my throat. They’d just wanted to live a normal existence like the rest of us, but instead, they’d ended up living a nightmare. “I’ll do it.”
She sent me a grateful smile. “I honestly don’t think they meant to harm anyone. People do desperate things when they feel like they have no choices.”
“I get that.” And I really did. Not to mention the thought of not helping them made my stomach turn. “Okay, everyone. I’d like to lend our magic to Old Saint Nick here so he can free the elves from Hell. Who’s with me?”
Every last member of my coven nodded or called, “Me!”
Bea grinned at them. “Thank you. It would work best if we form a circle around Kris and the elves.”
I took the northern most spot on our makeshift circle, while Lucien stood across from me, and Bea stood to the right. Kane and Pyper stood near the jackass-drawn carriage.
And right in the middle of the circle was Santa, with his elves gathered around him.
“Ready?” I asked Lucien.
He nodded.
Without hesitation, I held my arms straight up in the air and called, “Circumda.”
A brilliant stream of magic crackled to life, pulsing through each of the coven members as we joined hands.
Santa tilted his head up, breathing in through his nose. Then he turned to me. “Well done, Ms. Calhoun. Thank you.”
I opened my mouth to answer, but before I could get the words out, Santa raised his own arms, seemed to grow to almost twice his size, and in a voice that boomed over the square, he said, “Elves of the darkest night, return to thy sights. Embrace the joys, laughter, and flights. From now until forevermore, may each of my charges be wards of the Northern Lights.”
We all waited expectantly.
Absolutely nothing happened.
I glanced at Bea. She gave me a one armed shrug as if to say she had no idea.
The combined magic of the coven still pulsed through us, more powerful than ever, and I started to wonder if Santa had tapped into it at all.
I cleared my throat. “Uh, Santa? Are you sure—”
“Shh, Ms. Calhoun,” he said so softly, I barely heard him. “It’s coming.”
What was coming? I frantically scanned the square, afraid of what he might have called. But still I saw nothing. Squinting up toward the dark sky, I let out an audible gasp.
“Snow?” Pyper said from behind me. “Oh, man,” she whined. “I’m going to freeze in this dress.”
So was I. But it was too magical for me to care. It filled the sky, floating down in soft, fluffy flakes. It wasn’t unheard of for it to snow in New Orleans. It did happen on rare occasions, but not when it was fifty eight degrees outside.
“It’s gorgeous,” I said as the first flakes hit the top of the burnt tree. The limbs started to turn white with the layer of snow. But then the snow started to sparkle and melted off, leaving behind restored, green limbs. I let out a delighted gasp and covered my mouth as the first flakes landed on the elves.
“It’s working.” Bea’s face lit up into a huge grin.
I followed her gaze and blinked.
Holy crap on a pogo stick.
The very human-looking elves were morphing into slightly shorter, rounder versions of themselves with big round eyes, longer fingers, and weathered skin.
The female elf took one look at Nico and started to cry. Through her tears she laughed and danced around until she came face to face with Santa. “Thank you, Mr. Kringle. Thank you!” She threw her arms around him, hugging him fiercely.
Santa returned her hug and laughed with her, his jolly sound creating a chain reaction through the newly freed elves.
“It worked,” Nico said staring down at his newly shaped hands. “I can’t believe it. We’re free.”
“Congratulations,” Bea said, smiling.
Kane stepped up beside me, his demeanor sober. “Yes, and there’s no doubt it created a great disruption within the demon realm. It’s best if you all go now.”
“He’s right,” Bea agreed.
“Into the sleigh,” Santa ordered. “All of you!”
The elves wasted no time. And even though I would’ve sworn the sleigh was only big enough for two people, all twelve of them piled in without trouble.
Huh. All that extra room must’ve been how Santa transported all those packages.
“We’re off,” Santa called, as they rose into the air. “Thank you, everyone. Merry Christmas. And to all a good night.”
We all waved and a second later, the sleigh vanished into the steady stream of snow now blanketing the streets of New Orleans.
“Well, that was…something,” Pyper said, as the coven members broke out into a snowball fight.
“Something?” I echoed as I took in the lush tree all lit up with twinkle lights. “Looks like a miracle to me.”
“That it is, Jade,” Bea said, as she climbed back into her jackass-drawn carriage. “Anyone need a ride? I have a party to get back to.”
Kane and I glanced at each other, both of us shaking our heads. “Thanks, but we’ll walk,” I said.
“I do!” Pyper said and climbed in beside her.
The rest of the coven ignored her. They were having way too much fun playing in the snow.
“Merry Christmas,” Kane and I said, waving as they took off out of the square.
“Well, Ms. Calhoun? Are you ready to go home?” Kane said, nuzzling my neck.
“That’s Mrs. Rouquette to you, buddy,” I teased, slipping my hand into his. I hadn’t officially changed my last name after we got married, but I did love the sound of it.
A slow grin spread over his face. “That’s better.”
I ran my fingers over his five o’clock shadow. “The faster you get me home, the faster I’ll let you unwrap your present.”
He raised one eyebrow and scanned my body.
I laughed and nodded. “Yes. There might also be gingerbread cake waiting.”
Without a word to the rest of the coven, he tugged me out of the square. Three blocks later we were standing in front of our house with snow kissing the steps and frost tinting the windows.
“It’s gorgeous,”’ I said.
“Uh huh,” he murmured, nibbling my ear.
“You didn’t even look at it.”
“Don’t need to. The only thing I have eyes for is the sexy little witch in the indecent, red-velvet dress.”
“It’s not indecent,” I argued.
“You can’t see the thoughts running through my head.” And then standing right there on our front porch with the snow still falling all around us, he pulled me to him, snaked one hand under my skirt as he caressed my thigh, and devoured me with a kiss.
When we finally came up for air, I was winded and had no trouble matching his indecent thoughts. Too impatient to find my house key, I reached behind me, grabbed the door knob, and unlocked it with a simple zap of magic. “I already got my Christmas present. It was lovely, by the way. Now it’s time for me to give you yours.”
His eyes glittered as he leaned in and touched his lips to mine. “Best. Christmas. Ever.”
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Summary
ELEANOR WESTWOOD, resident Woolven caretaker and wicked witch extraordinaire, has a slip of the tongue that conjures a real-life goblin king. Enoch needs to give his subjects a white Christmas, but only a certain wicked witch will do for a very merry hex-mas.
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WINTER HAD COME TO THE Woolven stronghold, Aphelion, and the witch Eleanor Westwood had gone about ensuring that within the boundaries of the main property and town, that it was a pleasant fall day. Not too hot, not too cold. Even on Christmas, there would be snow, but it would linger in the unnatural warmth because magick was an amazing thing. Werewolves generally enjoyed fall the best. As part of her covenant to love and care for the Woolven pack, she tried to see to their comfort at all times.
Unless they acted like alphaholes, and then all bets were off.
Eleanor Westwood enjoyed her job caring for the Woolven pack. Werewolves, they were. She didn’t mind it. In fact, she enjoyed the little buggers when they were pups. Sometimes, she had to be very stern with them—a werewolf needed a firm hand or they’d be tearing up the countryside willy-nilly and one just couldn’t have that. Nothing drove the peasants to revolt faster than cattle mutilations and murder.
Her werewolves weren’t flesh eaters, human flesh eaters, that’s to say. She liked that about them. They had a code and managed to live in harmony with their beast and human side together.
All well and good, but sometimes, a witch still needed a break from her day-to-day chores. Time to seek out powerful magicks and learn their secrets, join a cause like the plight of the underhill gnomes, or maybe just get a little action.
She was old, but she wasn’t dead.
As a witch, Eleanor could take any form she wished. When she went out to the bars, sometimes, when a guy wouldn’t leave her alone she’d turn into her crone face. That was always funny to watch their reactions. These “dudebros” would try to sidle up to her and give her a line of crap and sometimes, just for fun, she turn into an old woman while they were talking.
Or a dragon.
The dragon was her favorite. But she had to be careful with that one. Someone might just get matchstick happy and decide to tie her to a stake. One never knew with some of these mortals.
She knew she was probably too old to be playing bedroom polo with mortals, but they were just so tasty.
Eleanor had considered trying to find a husband, but her first marriage had ended poorly. Very poorly. So poorly, in fact, the High Coven was still looking for a way to reverse the hex she’d laid on him.
Back in those days, a man or warlock could do pretty much whatever he wanted to his wife. He’d been a cheating bastard, an abusive bastard, and when he’d trumped those two things by trying to steal her magic, well… that didn’t go well for him.
She’d turned him into a literal pile of shit and handed him over to Lord of the Flies to do with as he would. In fact, the High Demon Lord still owed her a favor.
Still, a vacation with other magickal types sounded nice.
Eleanor went about the business of reinforcing the wards around Aphelion, the Woolven stronghold, and considered where she’d go.
Her mind had started drifting to strange places. Strange places, indeed. She was tired of all the usual haunts, and the usual people. She began considering a retreat with the Yetis in Himalayas, or maybe even a transdimensional cruise. Although, she’d heard that was some virus one could catch on those cruise ships and you’d be shitting your brains out for a month.
Literally.
She wasn’t sure she was prepared to take that risk.
As she wove her magick, cleaning and straightening Aphelion, renewing the spells to automatically clean everything that came through the door—that dog smell was murder to get out once it got a foothold—she turned on Netflix to finish watching Labyrinth. It was one of her favorite movies.
A vacation in the Labyrinth could be fun. Especially if Hot Pants Jareth could be her host.
She supposed she could weave that spell, but maintaining it would be more work than a vacation merited.
Eleanor spelled the laptop to follow her outside and she nurtured each of the plants, especially the deadly, yet beautiful carnivorous monkshood. She caught a pretty dove in her spell and drew its flight pattern down close enough for the monkshood to snap its black, glosses petals around it.
“There, there, darling.” She cooed to the plant.
A slight purring sound emanated from somewhere deep in the flower.
The poor dear could never get the doves close enough on its own and sweet bird was a rare treat. It generally subsisted on bats, crows, and anything else that could be hypnotized by its nectar.
She followed the path out of the hedge maze and thought about the movie again.
“Oh Goblin King, Goblin King. Come and take me away.” She giggled at the absurdity of it all.
“Ask madam, and you shall receive.”
Before her, in all of his dark glory, stood Enoch, King of the Goblins. Under pain of torture, she’d admit he wasn’t hard to look at. His skin was so white, it was almost translucent. He was finely muscled, as one must be to keep fighting for his crown.
He had a right sexy scar that bisected his mouth—it was where his older brother had tried to murder him with an axe in his crib. Goblins were a violent lot.
His hair was white as well and hung down to his shoulders, interspersed with warrior braids.
And his eyes.
They were amber, like blood, with cat-like pupils with two sets of eyelids that could close horizontally and vertically much like a lizard’s. They were made for seeing in the dark—a dark with no moon, no sun, no light at all. An eternal dark.
But he was a dick, like all goblins.
They’d gone to Academy together. He was an exchange student who’d immediately fallen in with the immortal version of the “dudebros” she couldn’t stand.
Of course, she was a successful, feared and mighty witch while most of her classmates had been burned at the stake, or otherwise disposed of.
“Just what the hell do you want? How did you even get in here?”
“You invited me.” His mouth curved into a smile revealing all of his sharp, pointy teeth.
“I most certainly did not.”
“Yes, you did. You said, Goblin King, Goblin King…”
“I was talking to the movie.”
“Your magick wards didn’t know that.” A laugh rumbled deep in his throat.
“Well, I uninvited you.”
“That’s not how that works.”
And damn if she didn’t just know it. “I know that. I was hoping you’d be a gentleman and kindly fuck off to where you’re wanted.”
“Oh, but I am wanted here. You’ve got some interspecies fantasies, don’t you?” He smirked.
“Not with you. Gross. Jareth, maybe. I mean, have you seen what he’s packing?”
Enoch looked genuinely hurt. “Excuse me, but have you seen what I’m packing?” He motioned down to his loincloth that hung below a belt made of teeth and bones.
“Eww, extra gross.” She held up her hand and if that could block the imagery he presented.
“Don’t lie, witch. I can smell your lie.”
He’d rattled her. “Whatever, I can smell your… darkness.” It did have its own particular smell—the dark. It defied explanation, and against all of her better instincts, she found she liked it.
Enoch stepped closer to her.
In defense, she adopted her crone incarnation, a slightly plump older woman, with a puffy gray bun, and a grandmotherly affectation.
“Well, now that’s interesting.” He leaned closer to her. “Woman, you smell like apple cinnamon and sugar cookies.” He leaned in closer.
She put her hand out and pushed at his chest (his deliciously broad, and strong chest, not that she was paying attention to that). “Not one step closer, you foul thing.”
The red in his eyes had gone darker, like spilled blood over his sclera. “It’s not my fault I like cookies.”
“These cookies don’t like you.”
“So you’ve said. But still, you called for a Goblin King to save you.”
“I didn’t. We’ve already established I was just talking to the movie.”
“You must’ve meant it. You’re a talented and wicked enough witch that you would’ve woven some failsafe into those boundary spells.”
“I meant it for Jareth, not you!” She put her hands on her hips. “Why are you even here? What do you want?”
“You, my dear.” And with that, he clapped an iron bracelet around her wrist and the ozone split with a blast of thunder and lightning.
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“WHAT JUST HAPPENED?”
“I’m afraid I’ve claimed you.” He didn’t actually sound afraid at all.
She still couldn’t have heard him correctly. “You do know who I am, right? Did you forget? I’m a witch. Who will hex your balls into another dimension.”
“That’s what’s hot about you. I like a little spice. A little fear.” He waggled his pale eyebrows at her.
“This can’t be happening to me. There must’ve been something else in that last spoonful of mugwort.” She shook her head; as if that could rattle herself awake. Eleanor decided that maybe pinching herself would have the desired effect and pinched her own arm.
No luck, she was actually awake and this inanity, no, ignominy was actually being perpetrated against her.
“I need heirs, woman. Let’s go.” He hauled her up over his shoulder and she tried to summon her magick, but to no avail. The bastard cuff he placed around her wrist short-circuited her magick.
“Oh, you bastard. You’re going to pay.”
He laughed.
She punched him in the kidney and he dropped her right on her face. Eleanor didn’t exactly enjoy it.
“Ow, what the fuck?” he grumbled.
“You didn’t think that you were going to just slap this stupid cuff on me, steal me, and that I would just follow along, did you?” She rolled over and scrambled to her feet.
He was still rubbing his side and back where she’d punched him. “Points to you, I totally wasn’t expecting that.”
“Look, Enoch. I don’t know how you keep your throne with that kind of pain tolerance. It’s pathetic.” She stood, brushing off her skirt.
“Did you just call me a pussy?” He seemed like he couldn’t actually fathom that would happen to him.
She tilted her head. “I suppose I did.”
“Fair enough. They say you are what you eat.” He nodded sagely.
She rolled her eyes. “Okay, buddy. You need to get this cuff off of me right now.”
“Sorry. No can do.”
“Excuse me?” She narrowed her eyes.
“No. Can. Do.” He shrugged, flashing her a big grin that bared all of his sharp, pointy shark’s teeth. “It’ll come off once we’re married.”
“Like hell.”
“You’ll just have to wear it until then. Could be forever. I know you’re a stubborn woman.”
“What about when you die? Death till us part, right?” She looked around the grounds for something sharp. “We’re about to find out.”
Instead of being angry with her, he just laughed. “By hell, that just turns me on, little witch.”
She didn’t want to admit it, but she kind of liked that he wasn’t afraid of her. So many of the younger warlocks were. They all knew what happened to her former husband and they lived in mortal fear of offending her. Even in bed. She asked them to pull her hair and fuck her hard, she got a worthless tug and a tepid thrust.
It wouldn’t be like that with Enoch.
But his ego was intolerable.
So was this…cuff thing… whatever it was. How dare he just slap it on her without her consent and assume she’d follow along happily down the primrose path to his nest in hell.
Not. Going. To. Happen.
She might actually have to kill him to get this godsdamned thing off her wrist.
“That rabbit punch didn’t turn you on.”
Enoch, for a single moment, looked bashful. Not an expression anyone ever wanted to see on a goblin.
Holy fucknuggets! It had turned him on. “Oh, it did?”
“Where did you learn to hit?”
“I’ve been taking up some MMA. One never knows when one is going to have a cuff slapped on one’s wrist to basically rape their magick, do they?” She stared at him.
He frowned. “I’m not… no. You called for me. I answered.”
He looked genuinely confused.
“Okay, see… that’s not how this works. I told you time and again, I was talking to the movie.”
“But you meant me,” he responded stubbornly refusing to see her point.
“You’re exhausting. No, I didn’t mean you.”
“I hate to burst your bubble of flying monkeys, but you had to. That’s how magick works.”
She turned her witchy gaze inward and searched herself. Had she meant him?
Oh fucking bloody hell.
She had.
He was a terrible choice for a weekend fling. Hence why her brain, and witchy bits had chosen him. He promised to be excitement.
“Well, shit.”
“See?”
“Oh, wipe that smug expression off your pasty face.” She smiled when she saw he was insulted. “You know every now and then we all think about a little bit of strange. That dirty fantasy that you just have to make forbidden so it’s hot. That’s all it was. It doesn’t mean I actually want to sleep with you.”
“Of course you do. But it’s more than that. You’re my mate.”
“Like hell.”
“Yes, very much like hell.” He grinned. “Just like back at Academy.”
“If you so much as touch my hair now, I’ll turn your penis into a snake.” He’d turned her braids into snakes and the whole class had called her Medusa for two years.
He crossed his arms across his broad chest. “After you see what my penis can do for you, I doubt that very much.” He studied her for a moment. “Maybe I’m going about this all wrong.”
“To say the least. The very least.” She stood, with her legs apart, giving herself a sturdy base in case she had to physically restrain him again.
“I’m not just being perverse, witch. You really are my mate. I knew it back at Academy. I couldn’t let anyone know because you would’ve been in danger.”
“You’re so high right now, I don’t even…”
“How did you not pick up on that?” He rolled his eyes.
“That whole he teases you because he likes you thing is misogynist and teaches women and girls that abuse is something they should expect from someone they love and it’s bullshit.”
“For fuck’s sake. If my brother put an ax through my face when I was an infant, what do you think he would’ve done to you? That was the best I could do at fifteen, Eleanor.”
The way he said her name made her witchy bits flutter. She didn’t care for her reaction. She didn’t want to have it.
“Pardon me if I think you’re full of shit. You don’t get to just come back after hundreds of years and suddenly all the terrible things you did to me don’t matter.”
“Why not? Like you said, it was hundreds of years ago.”
“I still think is another trick, okay?”
“Why do you think that demon was so quick to take you ex and asked nothing from you, not even balancing out the favor he still owes you?”
“You’re lying.”
Enoch shrugged. “You can ask him.”
“I will. But in the meantime, take this fucking cuff off my arm.”
“I can’t.”
“Yes, you can. You just won’t.”
“I can’t take it off.” He looked away from her. “But I could remove the sigil that binds your magick.”
“Then do that.”
“I don’t know, I kind of don’t want to be turned into a pile of shit.”
“That implies you’re not alre—” She cut herself off. Eleanor knew she’d gather more goblins with honey. Or maybe just turning down the flow of venom. “Okay.” She smoothed her hands down the length of her dress. “I think I’ve been very patient with you, but how about if I promise not to turn you into a pile of fecal matter?”
“There are worse things.” He put his finger to his chin, as if imagining them.
“Yeah, like being married to you.” She pinched her mouth closed. “Okay, that wasn’t nice. I’m so used to saying nasty things to you, it’s ingrained in me. I won’t say I didn’t mean it, because… well… hundreds of years of this. And all the nights I went to bed crying because you were so mean to me.”
That seemed to pierce him more than anything nasty she said to him.
“You cried?” His shoulders slumped.
He seemed to be very serious about this whole mate thing. There was part of her that was sure it was all a trick. This wasn’t something she’d put past him. But she’d read about goblin mating ceremonies, or weddings, as the other supe folk tended to call them. Cuffs were usually involved—of the jewelry variety like he’d put on her, not the law enforcement variety.
“Well, not that I ever wanted you to know that.”
“I guess I should’ve told you. But it had already gone so far, I knew you wouldn’t believe me.”
“So, say I buy this pile of orc shit you’re trying to feed me with a spoon. Why is now the time you don’t have to protect me anymore?”
“Uh, hello? Have you met you? You’re terrifying.”
“Flattery will get you nowhere.” She cocked her head to the side.
“My brother is dead. So are all of the other goblins who’d try to take my throne. The populace is demanding I take my mate by Christmas. It’s not an unreasonable request.”
She supposed not, but… “You don’t even celebrate Christmas.”
“It’s a new thing. They like the snow, the presents, and the food. It’s close enough to the solstice.” He shrugged.
“Oh and I suppose I’m supposed to give them their white Christmas?”
“Blue, actually. They like blue snow.”
“That’s… different.”
He shrugged, as if he were helpless against their wants and needs.
“Why not kidnap a sugarplum fairy?”
“I don’t want to kidnap anyone, if we’re being honest.”
She narrowed her eyes. “Why not?”
“That’s not how I do things.”
Eleanor looked down meaningfully at the cuff on her wrist.
“Ah, well. I knew there was no chance in all the hell dimensions you’d give me the time of day without it.”
“So I gave you the time of day. What will you do if my answer is still no?”
“I really don’t know,” he answered her. “That never really fed into the equation. You called for the Goblin King, and here I am.”
She nodded. “Well, you don’t know that if I’m to give them a blue Christmas, you have to take the cuff off.”
“In the Goblin realm, you can’t cast any magick against me without the cuff.” He grinned.
“Even if all of this worked for me, the whole being your mate thing—” At one time, she would have shuddered with disgust, but she was coming around to the idea of having a good one off with him. “I can’t possibly leave the pack alone. This is what I do. I’m dedicated to the health and well-being of the Woolven Pack.”
“I know. So too would the Goblin nation, if you become my queen.”
She arched a brow. “Oh really? Would I have access to the goblin armies?”
“If you prove you can lead them.”
“I’ll consider it. But let’s get down to business. First things first, before this goes any farther. Take. Off. The. Cuff.”
“You swear on your Woolvens you won’t turn me into a pile of shit?”
“I swear. Goddess.” She rolled her eyes. “You know, part of your appeal was that you weren’t scared of me.”
“There’s scared, and then there’s common sense.” He took her hand.
She didn’t hate that either. His skin looked like it would’ve been cold, but it wasn’t. It was hot. So hot, his touch practically burned her.
“There. You still have to wear the cuff, but your magick is free.”
She didn’t feel any different, but when she thought about casting dark spells, electricity crackled around her fingertips. “Thank you. That feels much better.”
“So. Details. You’re going to be my Goblin queen?”
“Oh my goddess. Slow down. Take me to dinner or something. Woo me, fucker.”
Enoch cocked his head to the side. “I…okay. I’m not sure how to go about it.”
“For fuck’s sake. How would you woo a goblin lady?”
“I’d throw her over my shoulder and fuck her against the wall. Then I’d bite her neck and mark her as mine. But I don’t think you’d enjoy that.”
Oh, maybe she would. If he could actually throw her over his shoulder and… Her face might have gotten just a little warm. Along with the rest of her.
“That might not suck, but witches like that later. Write me a poem or something. Some flowers. Some rare night-blooming flower from your realm. Or you know, dinner. We could do dinner.”
He nodded slowly. “Dinner could be good. Do you like Thai?”
“Okay, so you mean going to a restaurant, right? Not like grabbing some Thai villagers and…”
“We don’t do that anymore. A restaurant.” He smiled at her.
“Okay. Tonight?”
She was probably certifiable. What the hell was she thinking?
Eleanor stole another glance at the goblin king. Well, he was royalty. He had all of his teeth—they were very sharp. He had armies. Gold. Lots of resources to benefit the Woolven Pack.
He also was hotter than sin with his hard, sculpted jaw. His pretty spider web hair. And not to mention the gun show. Yeah, rolling around naked with him could be fun.
“Tonight, it is then.” He took her hand and kissed her knuckles.
“Fair warning. If I find out this is a long con, I’m going to make you wish I’d only turned into a living shit pile. I mean, I’m talking Carrie level epic of crazy.”
“My lovely Eleanor, I wouldn’t expect anything less.” He flashed her a toothy grin that she kind of liked.
She found she was getting slightly obsessed with all of those teeth.
Eleanor realized that she had a problem. What else could one call it when thinking about banging the goblin king?
“So,” a voice drawled from behind her. “Do you think he’s going to wear the loincloth when he shows up to take you out to dinner?” Parker, the baby Woolven said.
Not that he was actually a baby, he was just the youngest and the most irresponsible. Of course, they were all babies to her.
“You need to mind your business.” She turned on him, wearing her grandmotherly face.
“That bothers Drew, not me. I don’t care if you look like you’re baking cookies or turning tricks. It’s all still Westwood.”
She grinned at him. “Young pup, you better keep a civil tongue in your head.”
“Don’t I know it, ma’am.” He nodded. “So, who’s the lucky guy?”
“That was Enoch.”
“The goblin king?” Parker whistled. “You’ve got balls, Westwood. That’s all I’m saying.”
“He has armies that could strengthen the Woolven power base.”
“That he does. But you don’t have to have sex with the guy just to protect us. I’d like to think we’re a little bit more self-sufficient.”
“Turns out I might be his mate. He’s the only prospect I’ve had in a hundred years who isn’t terrified of me. So, I thought what the hell.” She shrugged and conjured a molasses cookie and handed it to him.
Parker accepted it gratefully and popped it into his mouth. “What the hell, indeed.”
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ELEANOR WESTWOOD WASN’T USUALLY at a loss for what to wear.
But tonight was about new experiences.
Noah, Drew’s son was hanging out with her on the floor, chewing on a piece of mammoth rawhide in his pup form.
“Noah, which one do you like?” She held up a dress with skulls on it and one with a delicate flower patter.
He barked at the one with the flowers.
Of course he did.
She sometimes she felt like her clothing choices were an armor. Like if she pasted enough skulls on everything, people would get the whole nature’s warning label thing—do not touch.
Except, maybe it worked better than she thought. She hadn’t been touched in a really long time.
“I guess you’re right.” She looked down at the mess he’d made on the floor. “Why don’t you change back into your human form?”
He shook his head.
“I’ll take you to play in the mud pits with the gnomes,” she offered.
He was suddenly a very naked little boy again with a chew toy in his mouth. She held out her hand.
“Give Westwood the chew toy. Come on, now.” She wiggled her fingers.
He opened his mouth and dropped it into her hand.
“That’s a good boy. I think we need to talk about school.”
“No.”
“Yes. But you’ll like it. Not stupid mortal school, but Academy. Where you can be a wolf as much as you want.”
“Okay…” He seemed doubtful.
“You’ll see.”
“I will.” He nodded along.
Oh, how she adored him. She cupped his round little cheek and smiled. She wouldn’t hate having her own little monsters.
She wondered briefly what he children would look like if they were half goblin. Eleanor didn’t actually have to wonder. She could peer through the river of time and see.
So she did.
Like Parker said, what the hell, right?
She saw not just one, not just two… but ten. TEN children.
“Holy shit.”
“Holy shit, holy shit, holy shit.” Noah chortled.
She didn’t even bother to correct him. Because ten kids—holyshit. Eleanor began investigating the threads of magick and saw that at least they weren’t all at once. It was over the course of a thousand years.
That was kind of forever.
With him? With the pasty demon who made her life so miserable?
Inconceivable.
Or was it?
He wasn’t exactly a demon. They’d both been children.
And what she’d seen was proof that even if today was part of a long con, it would turn into the long con of the ages. They’d live… happily ever after.
Gross.
That wasn’t a thing that wicked witches did.
Or maybe it was, if their Prince Charming just happened to be a goblin king.
The whole idea of being royalty didn’t suck either.
She peeked again, just to make sure she was seeing what she thought she saw.
Yep. Noah Woolven, who would lead the Woolven Pack, become the Alpha, would marry her oldest daughter.
Goblin-witch girls were really quite lovely. Her name would be Andromeda, after Eleanor’s mother. She’d be tall and strong, like the goblins, but dark like Eleanor herself. She’d be contrary and refuse to serve a werewolf pack, but instead lead the goblin armies.
Eleanor was proud of this being who would one day be hers.
The cloud began to disappear. “She’s pretty.” Noah pointed at the vision of Andromeda.
“Isn’t she?” Eleanor smiled. “Wait, you can see her?”
“I can see all the cloud people.”
That was interesting. She’d have to tell Drew that his son had some witch in his woodpile.
She wasn’t sure how she felt about this date, knowing the outcome before going into it. Eleanor decided she didn’t care much for it and muttered a spell to cleanse her memory of looking.
She remembered looking, remembered not wanting to know what she’d seen…
At least it wasn’t like the first two times she’d cast the spell on herself. She hadn’t remembered her own name for weeks. One of the hazards of the job, she supposed.
Noah liked the flowers. She remembered that.
So, the flowers it was.
She put the dress on and felt decidedly feminine.
And vulnerable.
But pretty.
She pursed her lips and then added a crinoline, so her dress was properly poofed. Eleanor decided to go with some soft waves in her hair 50’s style. That was her whole look. She figured he’d dig it.
Why not use every advantage?
Eleanor had to wonder at the blue snow—the reason he said he wanted her in the underworld for Christmas. Goblins and Christmas, bah. How did one acquire naturally occurring blue snow? She could call one of the frost fairies, but she wasn’t sure if she was ready to pay their fee. It was sure to be something horrible.
“Okay, Noah. Westwood has to finish getting ready. You need to go see Uncle Blake.”
The little werewolf tore out of her room like the hounds of hell were nipping at his heels. He loved playing with Uncle Blake.
She didn’t think he needed to be present for the underwear choosing. Granny panties, thong, or commando?
Commando, she decided.
Eleanor got ready, only using magick on her hair. Everything else she did by hand. Just so she wouldn’t get out of practice.
It was so completely surreal that she was going on a date with Enoch, the goblin king.
Would he show up in his bone belt and his loincloth?
She didn’t have to wonder for long because when her magick wards warned her of a guest, she knew it was him.
Good thing she was ready.
She made her appearance and she was rather startled by his.
He definitely wasn’t wearing a loincloth.
Or the bone belt.
Hecate Almighty, he looked like deliciousness personified. Maybe he always had and she just never let herself see it. Or maybe he’d done this for her. Either way, he was hot as shit.
He was wearing an Italian three-piece suit. His pretty hair swept back in a kind of hipster man-bun that actually worked for him. It made the blade of his jaw seem even sharper.
His claws had been filed down to a reasonable length and his scarred hands looked all the more powerful and strong.
The scar on his face was damn near mesmerizing.
She was in deep, deep shit.
She didn’t like the idea of a male having this much power over her—and he did. Her witchy parts were driving the bus and they demanded she ride him like dragon derby tonight.
“You look beautiful, Eleanor.”
His voice washed over her and settled low in her belly. Why hadn’t she noticed how hot he was before? Maybe she had and she’d just hidden from it because he was such an asshole. Only, he wasn’t an asshole now.
He presented her with a box of goblin chocolates—a truly sought after delicacy. They were frosted with pure gold flake and tasted like the warm dawn after fleeing a nightmare. Literally, they evoked just that unsettled, but soothing feeling.
She popped one into her mouth. Strange, and delicious.
“You enjoy them, then? I’m glad. I debated bringing the elf truffles, but for some reason, I thought you’d enjoy these more.”
“You’re right, thank you.” She decided to reward his effort. “I see that you took this wooing seriously.”
“Does it meet with your approval?” His question was serious, no trace of a taunt.
“Yes, it does.”
He smiled at her and opened the car door.
“You drive?”
He arched a brow. “Eleanor, that would be like me asking if you only ride your broom.”
She might have felt a little sheepish. “Well, I don’t know.”
“We goblins aren’t as backward as you might think. Since I’ve taken the throne, I’ve made lots of improvements to our infrastructure, education, and quality of life.”
“Fair enough.” She nodded. “I’ll be honest, I haven’t spent much time out of the mortal world. I spend most of my days with my Woolvens.”
“I can see you’re very devoted.”
“They’re good people.” She nodded slowly. “And I like to think I’ve had a hand in that.”
“I’m sure you have. But now it’s time for something for you, don’t you think?”
“Yes,” she agreed. “But you know I can’t—won’t give them up.”
“Of course not.”
“Hmm, I really thought that would be a sticking point. You’re just full of surprises.”
“Things have changed everywhere. I mean, as much as I’d love to carry you off down to my labyrinth and keep you forever, things don’t really work that way anymore.”
“Yet, you still tried.”
He shrugged. “Well… I mean, if you enjoyed it, who am I to say no?”
She giggled. Hecate above, she fucking giggled. Wicked witches did not giggle. Well, maybe in the company of handsome goblin kings, it was allowed.
“Aha! I knew you didn’t hate it as much as you said you did.”
“Nothing about you is what I thought and I’m still kind of afraid to trust it.”
“You could always look.” He shrugged.
“You mean, use my magick?” She smiled as she slid into the car. “I did, but then I made myself forget.”
“So, this is going to end really well or really bad.” He smiled again.
“This is all still pretty surreal.”
“A little bit, yeah.” He agreed. “I thought I’d done irreparable damage at Academy, and I didn’t know how to fix it.”
“Time, I guess. Which is lucky that we have it.”
He turned to her and took her hand from the driver’s seat. “I never wanted to hurt you.” He brushed his lips over her knuckles and she shivered with delight. “I couldn’t take the chance that my brothers would see who you were to me.”
“I do understand. It doesn’t make the pain any less that I felt as a young witch, but I will allow it made me strong.”
“I have something else to tell you, and I hope you believe me.”
“What?” Her stomach began to twist in knots, wondering just what it was he had to share with her.
“I wanted to kill him for you.”
“My husband?”
“Yes. But then you’d have never been safe anywhere but with me.”
“And I wouldn’t have the reputation that I do. Or the power. I understand.”
“The guilt tears me up, Eleanor. It has for centuries. I thought getting it off my chest would make it easier, but it hasn’t. I failed to protect you. I wasn’t strong enough.”
The knot untwisted itself. “You don’t want a female you have to protect. You want one who can lead your armies by your side. You’re a fucking goblin.”
He nodded. “But often we don’t get to choose who our true mates are.”
“So you resigned yourself to having a weak mate because she was a witch?”
“Not weak.” He shook his head. “But different. Your society and culture is much different than ours.”
“What would you have done if I was happy with Cedric?”
“Let you be happy. I’m no saint, I’ve had lovers.” He shook his head.
“Of course you have. Otherwise, that would be really sad.” She teased him, trying to lighten the tone. She fiddled with the cuff around her wrist that he’d placed there.
She should hate it.
But she didn’t.
After further inspection, she realized he’d made it for her. Not as something to do to her, even though he’d tamped down her magick, but she knew in his culture, it was something honorable.
He just didn’t want to be turned into a living pile of feces. Really, could she blame him? Smart won over bravado any day.
“I will try to find a way to remove it. I should’ve gone about that much differently.”
“I don’t hate it.” She settled into her seat. “Maybe I’ll just wear it for now. We’ll see how things go.” But she had a feeling that she’d be wearing it forever. “It’s really lovely metal work.”
“I’m sure you know that I wrought that with my own hands.”
“I do.” She ran her fingers absently over the warm metal, enjoying the way the pattern felt beneath her fingers.
His shoulders were square and his back straight, and there was pride on his face. “The restaurant I’m taking you to is goblin owned. So you can choose your set of spices. Goblin, or mortal.”
“You’ve got quite a few tricks up your sleeve, don’t you?”
“Perhaps.” He turned to look at her when they pulled in to the restaurant. “Would you like that?”
Eleanor wasn’t sure what she was about to agree too. She had no idea where they actually were. There were no restaurants near Aphelion within sixty miles. He knew magick—old goblin magick.
“I wanted to ask what kind of tricks, but that’s not the point of the exercise is it?”
“No, it’s not.” He met her gaze squarely and frissions of pleasure erupted low in her belly from the intensity.
The point of the exercise, she knew, was to trust herself into his keeping. A small show of faith. “Be warned, goblin king, for every trick you have for me, I may just have one for you.”
“I’m counting on it.”
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ELEANOR COULD ADMIT SHE MIGHT just be in a bit over her head.
She didn’t even want to eat the delicious smelling food that had been brought to their table. She just wanted her hot goblin king to bend her over the table and take her right there.
The incongruity of that thought being in her head was—no… maybe it has always been there. She just hadn’t been willing to see it.
He said she was his mate. So she’d be genetically programmed to want him this way. That’s how it worked, even cross-species.
She didn’t want him to know how much power he had over her, so she tried all the various plates of food that were placed in front of her, trying to ignore the burning rush between her thighs.
He leaned over to her, his breath hot on her neck. “I don’t know how you can sit there and just ignore the burn between us. I can’t.” He slid his hand up her thigh, fingers stopping at the edge of her dress, waiting for permission.
She turned her face toward his, casting a mint spell on them both. She didn’t want to taste anything but him in this moment.
As soon as he tasted the mint, he smiled, baring his teeth to her, which she’d suddenly found mightily attractive.
Desire coiled tightly inside of her, a cobra ready to strike.
He pushed his other hand through her hair and drew her ever closer. His lips hovered over hers for a long moment, building the expectation of the kiss. She wet her lips and they were already bee-stung in anticipation.
Enoch didn’t slam his mouth into hers, they didn’t crash together like two great titans. It was soft, and tentative. It was giving instead of taking.
It was unlike any kiss she’d ever felt before.
She always thought she wanted a man to pull her hair, to kiss her hard. But Enoch didn’t have to prove his strength or his prowess to her. So they were simply free to enjoy the sensations they wrought in each other.
Eleanor sighed and melted into the kiss, into him.
The pergola they’d been nestled into changed so that the table was gone and all that remained were the pillows and gauzy curtains.
For a moment, even as much as she wanted him, she was feeling a little bit contrary. Eleanor had a stubborn heart. She pulled on her crone face and expected his ardor to cool at least a few degrees.
It did not.
She pulled back from him, just to make sure that he could see what he was kissing.
“Do you want me to stop?” He cupped her cheek.
“Do you?” She studied him. He still looked at her with the same intense desire as he had before. She almost had the urge to check to make sure she’d actually pulled on her crone face.
“No. This face is still you, Eleanor. This mating thing is the long haul. It’s forever.” He kissed her again, tenderly. “I don’t care what your face looks like.”
“What about my tits. They’re saggy,” she teased.
He cupped her. “Don’t care.” Then he paused, seeming to weigh them in his hands. “They’re bigger. I don’t mind it at all.”
She smacked at his shoulder. “You’re a dirty, dirty goblin.”
“Yes, yes I am.” He buried his face in her neck and nipped at the tender skin there.
She moaned, sliding back into her maiden form, loving the sensitivity of her younger body under his expert hands.
He pulled her into his lap so that she straddled him and he cupped her bare ass.
“You’re a wicked, wicked witch, aren’t you?”
“But you love it.”
“I do.” He said, squeezing her and pulling her down hard against the ridge of his erection.
He trailed kisses down to her throat, nuzzling at her neck, asking if she’d take his bite.
Eleanor knew she could say no, but she was his whether he bit her or not, she knew that. There was a vulnerability now for both of them. Her, with the pain that was sure to come with his teeth scarring her flesh and him, asking for what was his by right. If she were a goblin, he wouldn’t have to ask.
If she turned him down, and his people knew it, they’d think he wasn’t a strong leader. They’d defy him and he’d have to fight for his throne all over again.
She pushed her hands through his hair and pulled him closer to her throat.
“Are you sure, Eleanor? This can’t be undone.”
“No, but I think we both know I’m already yours.”
“Thank the gods,” he groaned and kissed at her neck again, flicking the already sensitive skin with his tongue until she could no longer tell the difference between pleasure and pain.
His teeth pierced her flesh, and even though it was agonizing, there was a release there too that was more than sexual. It was as if all of the pieces of her, of her life, that had been rubbing together just out of alignment finally clicked into place.
She cried out as the sensations rioted through her, and he held her in his strong arms until she could breathe again.
“Oh, witch. Just wait until I have you all to myself. The ways I’m going to make you scream.” He licked at the bite and she shivered, another shockwave of bliss echoing through her. “You’re mine forever. I’m going to spend days between your thighs.”
She used to her magick to remove his slacks, she might have sent the to a hell dimension, she wasn’t sure. The main thing she was concerned about was showing him that this wasn’t going to be a one-sided arrangement. She could give as well as she took.
“Yeah, you better hope you can stand forever.” She took him deep inside of her and when she sank all the way down, he held her there, his eyes closed.
“Gods, but you’re sweet.”
She’d never been told that before. Sweet wasn’t a word usually applied to Eleanor Westwood. But then again, the goblin kind was known to be a twisted sort. She liked that about him.
Eleanor shifted, rolling her hips and he arched up to meet her.
“Best be careful, or we’ll end up starting our family before you’re ready.”
A flash of knowing came to her then. A flash of something she’d seen and was supposed to forget.
“Ten,” she whispered.
His eyes flew open. “Ten what?”
“Witch goblins.” She smiled, pleased at the play of emotion she saw on his face. “Fate wants us to start now.”
“Not sure that’s what I signed up for.”
“Too late.” She kissed him and worked her magick and her body in tandem to take him to the highest peaks of pleasure.
After the shuddering quakes of bliss had washed over them both, he held her close, as if she were a treasure more valuable than gold.
“My goblin queen,” he whispered.
Sudden awareness prickled up her back and she sat up straight, allowing her senses to open. “Is about to go to war.”
“What’s wrong?”
“Something’s happened to Noah, the Woolven Heir.”
He used his own magick to replace his slacks and the restaurant was gone, and they were in the car, speeding back through space and time to Aphelion.
She used her magick to locate him and found he’d somehow wandered past her wards. She could hear Drew, Blake, and the rest of the pack searching for him.
Eleanor didn’t wait to see if Enoch had her back, she didn’t speak to him about it. All she could do was get to Noah.
Her power surged and when she found him, her rage split the atmosphere with thunder and lightning.
A pack of blood sucking leeches surrounded the boy, the vampires all baring their fangs at him. One held him up high with one hand, a noose around his neck with the other. Noah was growling and roaring as loud as his tiny lungs would let him, but a child was no match for these ancient killers.
They had some sort of demonic amulet that protected them from her magick.
For the first time, it occurred to her that she might not be enough to save her charge.
“What do you want?” She schooled her voice to one authority and hid all of her fear.
“Ah, it’s Westwood. Not so formidable now that you can’t use your magick against us,” the biggest one laughed as he spoke.
“There are other things besides magick. You didn’t answer my question. What do you want?”
“Kumarin sends his regards.”
Evgeni Kumarin was a vampire leader who’d screwed Blake over and Blake in turn had revealed his lair’s hiding place to a secret government agency whose job it was to investigate and explore supernatural creatures and happenings.
“Fuck Kumarin and his regards,” Eleanor responded, in a pleasant tone.
That was when the bastard dropped Noah.
Everything inside of her screamed and she launched herself into the group of vampires to catch him. They snarled and bit, tearing at her limbs, ripping into her flesh. But she didn’t care. She’d do anything to save Noah, not just because he was her charge, but because she loved him.
They would’ve torn a mortal apart—her witch flesh was only a little stronger.
That was when Enoch stepped forward, his veneer of humanity gone, and the ferocity of what he was like a volcano erupting with furious lava. They could all feel the incinerating heat of his rage.
The ground began to shake and tremble and his armies began to crawl up from the bowels of the earth—pale, slavering things, mindless except for the directive imparted to them by their king, by her mate.
He’d given them a terrible hunger for vampire flesh.
She held Noah close and he clung to her, even as he growled and snarled at the vampires. He’d be a great Alpha some day, if he lived that long.
His own tiny ferocity broke her heart and filled it too.
When the first goblin leapt, that’s when they realized what Enoch had done and that they’d spend their last minutes screaming.
The big one begged, “Leave me alive. Leave someone to tell Kumarin what he’s dealing with.” His voice was higher pitched, panicked.
“Kumarin will know when I save this memory in glass and send it back to him with what’s left of your bones,” Eleanor answered him.
Enoch looked at her, his red eyes burning with fire. “As my queen wishes.”
He knew exactly what to say, that it would be recorded in the memory so all would know that the Woolven Pack, and the Woolven heir was protected by the goblin king. That the Woolven witch was his queen, and there’d be no swaying him. Nothing that any of them could offer to turn his allegiance from them.
It was good.
She turned Noah’s face away from the carnage, but he wanted to watch. He was his human self again.
“No, I need to watch. I will learn to crush my enemies and those who would hurt my pack.” His voice was so small, but it echoed with an Alpha’s strength.
“That’s a good boy.” She smoothed his hair back from his face.
She made sure to watch every second of the annihilation. She was, after all, recording it for posterity with her magick.
When the goblins had done their work and sank back down into the loamy earth, she said to Enoch, “I need to take him back to his father and uncles. If they see you before I have a chance to explain…”
“I understand. I’ll wait for you.”
She kissed his cheek. “You are more than I ever thought I could have, Enoch.”
“Ah, witch. Even the dark things get a happy ever after.”
She laughed.
Noah looked up at him. “You love my Westwood?”
Enoch laughed. “I suppose I do.”
“Good. Then you have my permission to marry her. But you must take good care of her. She is strong, but she is still a female. We must protect them.”
Eleanor tried not to snort. His heart was in the right place. She had another flash of something she’d seen when she looked to the future and realized that this moment was when she would see it anyway. That’s why these moments were coming back to her.
Little Noah would marry their daughter.
She looked at Enoch, realizing that their child had already started growing inside of her. “I hope you remember this and are as kind to him in the future.”
Enoch cocked his head to the side, seeming to understand. “He is fierce and strong. It will be good.”
She carried Noah back toward Aphelion, putting out a magickal call to all the present Woolvens to meet her inside. Steps would have to be taken to protect Noah until he was old enough to protect himself. He wouldn’t be able to go back to Academy. Not for a while.
But they would figure it out. Especially with a powerful ally like the goblin nation.
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ELEANOR WESTWOOD, GOBLIN QUEEN, and wicked witch extraordinaire stood in the goblin castle by her king on Christmas Eve.
She wore a crown of onyx and bones and a dress of green velvet that matched her eyes.
Enoch had chosen it for her.
Instead of a glass slipper, her shoes had been carved from the bones of ancient enemies. Another woman might’ve found it abhorrent, but they were so smooth, so finely made, that all she felt was lovely.
Being a wicked witch did indeed have its advantages.
The goblin people had already heard about her adventures in divorce and rather than fearing her, they admired her for what she’d done. They accepted her as one of their own.
For that alone, she was pleased to make it snow.
And for the look of utter adoration on her mate’s face. Like she was something magickal herself.
The ballroom was filled with goblin nobility and dignitaries, and she stood on the arm of the most amazing male she’d ever known.
“You are the brightest jewel in my crown, Eleanor.”
She whispered the words of magick that turned the great goblin hall into a winter wonderland.
Holly and ivy wound its way around everything that would hold still, the scent of pine and fir trees filled the space, frosted with that certain bite of an oncoming chill. Hot buttered rum steamed from newly conjured mugs around the room, as did roasted ducklings, cranberries, and potatoes with duck gravy. A myriad of unending sweets, like sugarplums, candied orange peels, and peppermint brownies spread themselves on the banquet tables. Boughs of mistletoe manifested across the ballroom, and fairy lights danced around the ceiling.
Then, for her finale, she made it snow.
Big, fat, beautifully crafted and intricate flakes fell like cerulean glitter all around the room, dissipating into nothing before they touched the ground.
The room clapped and cheered, goblins and dignitaries making merry.
There was a joy in Eleanor Westwood’s heart that hadn’t been there before. A certain peace, something she’d never thought to have for herself.
She thought that it was only damsels in distress and princesses that got to feel this way. But it was for wicked witches, too.
Even though she was now a queen, she was still a very wicked witch.
The cuff on her wrist warmed, and the locking mechanism clinked open, sending it clattering to the floor, which caused the populace to break into another round of cheers.
It meant she was theirs.
She felt bereft at the loss of the cuff. He’d made it for her, he thought about her as he’d hammered out the metal with his own hands.
But like everything else, he’d thought of this, too.
With a smile, he presented her with a blue velvet box. “Open it.”
Inside was a smaller, thinner, more delicate bracelet of silver, scrolling metalwork that looked like the branches and leaves of a tree. A tree that was meant to be their family. The roots were two strong limbs that had merged into one and there were ten leaves… one for each othe children they were supposed to have.
Her eyes stung, like she’d been punched in the face.
“You don’t like it?”
“I love it, Enoch.” She presenter her wrist to him for all to see. “Put it on me.”
Cuff me again, she was saying. It was her submission to the bond between them, her perfect and total trust she had in him. She was giving that gift to him in front of their people.
He clasped the bracelet around her wrist. “I never thought we’d be here, Eleanor. Thank you.”
“I guess I really did mean you when I conjured the goblin king to take me away.”
“Is it still gross?” he teased.
“Only how happy I am. That’s pretty fucking gross.” She always made fun of people who were this sappy. Not that she didn’t want other people to be happy, she just thought it was a façade. It was a mask, but it wasn’t. It was real.
“It really is.” He reached out and touched his hand to her stomach. “This life is the best Christmas present you could give me.”
“But I have one more thing to give you.” She conjured his gift into her hand.
It was a bracelet as well, but strong and monolithic. Black titanium. When he looked at it, it was charmed to play their best memories.
And, in front of all of his people, without a care that it looked like she was cuffing him in return, he presented his wrist to her for her gift.
She clasped it around his solid wrist. “You know, I could’ve waited to do this in private.”
“You are my queen. You will lead my armies and my people. I’m as yours as you are mine.”
Warmth spread through her. “Okay, so maybe I won’t still kick you in the dick for that thing with my braids and the snakes.”
He shrugged. “You can if you want to, but if you break it, that’s just going to ruin your day too.”
“Maybe I shall dream up some other form of torture for you.” She raised a brow.
“Oh, I hope so. Because witch, do I ever have plans for you.”
He kissed her then, bending her over backwards in a dramatic sweep and she collapsed into his embrace twining her arms around his neck.
It was, indeed, a very merry hexmas.
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Summary
AS THE WINTER HOLIDAYS approach, love goddess Aphrodite and her personal assistant, the wood nymph Daphne, decide it’s time to make another love match. After all, their interference…er, help…in the relationship of werewolves Darrius and Alaya worked out. Now, it’s time for a human couple to get the benefit of Aphrodite’s gift for matching mates. But can she really convince a movie star and a wedding planner they can have a happily-ever-after? Damn right she can.



Prologue
APHRODITE’S OFFICE ON MOUNT OLYMPUS housed all things pink. The goddess of love lounged on a chaise shaped like a high heel, while her assistant and wood nymph Daphne sat cross-legged on the floor surrounded by towers of file folders.
“We should go digital,” groused Daphne. “Paper is so old school.”
“I prefer old school. I still haven’t gotten over switching from cow skin to dead trees.”
Daphne shuddered. As a woman who’d spent considerable time as a tree, she empathized with plants more than she did cows. Plus, cows were delicious.
“We gotta do something special for Christmas.” Daphne dressed for the human holidays in a red sweater, a green pleated skirt, and sparkly green combat boots.
“I prefer Yuletide. It’s more decadent.” Aphrodite studied Daphne’s straight, ultra-black hair. “You’re wearing a crown of holly. Are the leaves sticking you in the head?”
“I suffer to be beautiful.”
“I suffer enduring your efforts to be beautiful.”
“Ha, ha. You’re freaking hilarious.” She held up a stack of files. “You wanna pick, or what?”
Aphrodite took the stack. “There’s no Tingle. Give me another.”
“Not this again. Can’t you just close your eyes and point to one?”
“That makes no sense.” She put the pile on to the floor, and took another one. “Hmm. Nothing. Nada.”
“Here, try this one.” She gave the goddess five more folders.
“A-ha!” Aphrodite pulled the middle one out, ignored the paper flurry that ensued when the other ones fell. She flipped it open. “Reese Cadwell. Hey, he’s a looker.”
“Reese Cadwell! Are you serious?” Daphne grabbed the paperwork and read the page. “I loved him in Fast. Oh, that was such a good movie.”
“Movies. Pah. Humans think that’s entertainment? Bacchanals! Now, there’s some fun.”
“Yeah, those were the good ole days.” Daphne waved her arm over the rest of the papers. “So who are you gonna match Reese with? Better be someone good. He’s been on the most eligible bachelor lists for at least five years.”
“Five years? He obviously needs our help.” Aphrodite got onto her hands and knees and crawled around until she came to the very edge of the humongous pile. Her finger came to rest on a thin portfolio. “The Tingle!” She snatched it up and flipped it open. Her eyes scanned the page. “Perfect. The Tingle never gets it wrong.”
“Well, that’s awesome. How do you propose we convince a movie star to go on a date with—” Daphne’s raised her brows.
“Abby Reed. She owns a wedding chapel in Las Vegas.” Aphrodite waved her arm. “Don’t worry. I have a plan to get those two together.”

“Me? The prize of a win-a-date contest?” The mellow voice held a note of ire. Reese Cadwell’s shaggy dark hair fluttered into his face and he shoved it back, revealing almond-shaped, melted-chocolate brown eyes. “You said you’re with publicity?”
“Yes,” said Daphne. She offered a sparkling smile. She was dressed down—at least for her, which meant red hose, black mini-skirt, sky-high heels, and a sweater with a red-nosed reindeer. Her hair was a muted green.
“Look, um…”
“Daphne.”
“Daphne, I can’t take off to Las Vegas so I can wine and dine some starry-eyed housewife.”
Daphne silently assessed the movie star. Seconds ago, she zapped herself just outside his trailer door on Trillion Studio’s back lot. Reese let her in, appearing unsurprised to see her, even though he had no idea who she was. The man spent more time in the trailer than he did in his multi-million dollar home in Beverly Hills.
He’d been alone, reading Macbeth, or as actors called it, “The Scottish Play.” He slouched in the leather chair, barefoot, his ripped jeans clinging to long, muscled legs. He wore a black T-shirt that molded his chest and stretched tight enough to show off his six-pack abs. The infamous patchy beard shadowed his angled cheeks.
“Think of the holidays! What a wonderful present, right? It’ll be great publicity for us, and for you.” Daphne plucked the tattered book out of his hand. “You don’t have a girlfriend. Your sister is in Paris. And you just finished this film. Plus, Abby Reid is really nice.”
“All my fans are nice.”
Daphne’s brows lifted. “How would you know? You don’t read fan mail.”
Reese shifted uncomfortably. “It’s not because I don’t appreciate their….” He waved a hand, unable to articulate the right word then he shrugged. “I’m just a meathead.”
“Oh puh-leeze,” interrupted Daphne, rolling her eyes. “If I have to hear or read that stupid quote one more time, I’ll shave your head and make you wear a prom dress on your date with Abby.”
She watched Reese’s gaze slide to the book she held hostage and he sighed, giving a slight nod. Grinning in triumph, Daphne returned the ratty tome and left. The minute the door slammed shut behind her, she disappeared in a shower of gold sparks.
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REESE CADWELL SAT AT THE TABLE for two near the restaurant’s bay window, which faced the Las Vegas Strip, and regretted for the thousandth time his agreement to the publicity department’s insane scheme.
He fingered the soft petals of the dozen white roses on the table and sighed. Did he really consent to a whole evening with a female who would simper and flatter and ask personal questions? He loved acting and, in some ways, he liked being a star, but he hated the invasion of his privacy. No one had the right to delve into the areas of his life not related to the craft or to the business.
“Rachel Monroe with Star Weekly. Who are you meeting tonight?”
Damn it. For all his desire to avoid bad press and journalists like Monroe, it was impossible to have a career without media coverage. Unfortunately, for every well-written article, there were ten pieces of malicious, untrue dreck. Rachel specialized in dreck. She had been the first reporter to make a deal with his ex-girlfriend Bonnie Braden for the nitty-gritty details of their rocky romance.
Reese inhaled a fortifying breath as he turned to face the worst of the worst reporters who covered celebrities, and forced a smile. “Are you eating here, too?”
“You know I can’t afford a ritzy place like this, Reese. I’m a working girl.” Her gaze was riveted on the rose bouquet. She grinned, showing shiny rows of teeth—pointed and white just like a shark’s.
Why was Rachel in Las Vegas? She was way outside her usual beat of Hollywood hotspots. Surely she didn’t know about his deal with Cupid, Inc. If she had her way, she’d take another huge bite out of his reputation and plaster any indiscretion across the front page of the rag she worked for—like she did, week after week, with Bonnie’s tell-all.
Rachel kept grinning at him, obviously hanging around to see who showed up to his table. “Who was the woman you were seen shopping with at the Place Vendôme in Paris?”
The press had hounded him so relentlessly that he’d gone to Paris to visit his sister Kimmie and chill out for a few days. He needed a break from the publicity that, after six months, still had not died down—thanks to Bonnie’s constant stoking of the media fires.
“What is the blonde’s name? Is she your new girlfriend?”
The woman was his sister’s girlfriend, not his. No one should care about bedroom politics in this day and age, but he knew better. Everything was a scandal—from the chipped polish on Paris Hilton’s toenails to the drunken nuptials of a NCAA basketball player and his Mercedes Benz.
“Oh c’mon! You were photographed coming out Van Cleef & Arpels, one of the most exclusive and expensive jewelry stores in Paris. Now, here you are in Las Vegas. Do I hear wedding bells?”
Where was her logic? She believed he went to Paris to buy an engagement ring, but instead of marrying his so-called bride in one of the most romantic cities in the world, he took her to Vegas for a quickie wedding? Riiiiight.
Reese’s smile felt brittle and fragile, but he kept it in place and stayed silent. Rachel knew this tactic, and rolled her eyes. “Gimme a break, Reese. If you won’t tell me whom you’re dating or marrying, at least answer one question for me. How do you feel about Bonnie’s six-figure book deal where she promises to reveal the sins of the Hollywood sect, especially those of you and your friends?”
He felt like shit that someone he had cared about and trusted screwed him over for money. Hell, if all Bonnie had ever wanted from him was cash—he should’ve paid her outright instead of dating her. When he’d found out about Bonnie’s book, he got righteously pissed off and called his lawyer, who was fighting the publication deal tooth-and-nail.
“You are so freaking tight-lipped. Can you tell me if you’ve signed on for Flames of Rhapsody? I hear Nicole Kidman is playing the blind ex-assassin.”
“Why don’t you go ask her?”
“I will. Are you playing the CIA operative bent on revenge?”
“Are you sure that’s what the movie is about?”
Rachel stilled, her eyes widening as she shoved her unruly red curls away from her face. “Are you saying Flames of Rhapsody has an alternative plot?”
Reese shrugged, his smile nearly melting under the pressure of aiming it at Rachel. She took the opportunity to snap his picture with a palm-sized digital camera. “Gotcha! Pictures may be worth a thousand words, Reese, but yours are worth a thousand bucks.”
“Excuse me.”
Reese turned toward a tall brunette wearing a shimmery silver dress and black lace wrap. She stood next to the table her gaze twinkling with mischief as Rachel almost tripped trying to shove a mini-recorder in her face. “Are you Reese Cadwell’s date?”
“No. Are you Rachel Monroe, the famous reporter with Star Weekly?” The woman’s soft voice had an accent he couldn’t place. It wasn’t the deep drawl of the South, but there was a definite twang.
When Rachel didn’t respond, Reese glanced at the reporter. Her mouth was open, her eyes wide. He’d never seen Rachel speechless before and it was terrific to watch the tables turn. One thing celebrities knew about their media tormentors was the driving motivation, other than money, was getting a taste of the fame. After a second, the reporter shook off the daze of being recognized and once again presented the microphone. “And you are?”
“Nobody at all, Ms. Monroe. I swear, and I can’t be sure, mind you, that I saw Nicole Kidman sneak into one of the private dining rooms, and again, I don’t really know, but I think she’s with her ex-husband. They were talking … you know, it’s strange. Do flames or blindness or CIA agents mean anything to you?”
“Flames of Rhapsody! Tom and Nicole in a new film together? Oh my God!” Rachel hurried off in the direction the woman had pointed without as much as a good-bye.
“Hello.” She smiled at him and he noticed the genuine quality in the curve of her lips and the cute dimple near the left corner of her mouth. He felt a faint stirring of admiration. “My name is Abby Reed.”
His date. Politeness forced Reese to stand and reach for the wrap across her shoulders, but she stopped him with a wave of her hand. “I don’t think we have much time, Mr. Cadwell. I just lied my ass off and chances are little miss nosey will return with questions blazing if we don’t skedaddle.”
“Skedaddle?”
“Leave the premises.”
He grinned and handed her the roses with a flourish. “Let’s go.”
He’d made arrangements to leave through the kitchen. He had, with major reluctance, left his Kawasaki 750 Vulcan in the valet parking of the Bellagio’s garage and opted for a limousine, an ode to ostentation he usually tried to avoid. To his surprise, Abby scooted across the gray leather seats without uttering a single “ooh” or “aah.” He sat across from her, not wanting to crowd her, or worse, risk her sidling up to him. And yet … he had to admit she didn’t seem like the type of female his sister called “strut-n-slut.”
He watched her place the bouquet on the seat beside her. “Thanks for the roses. They’re lovely.”
“Roses are small thanks for your very timely rescue.”
An awkward silence descended as they stared at each other, though from the congenial expression on Abby’s face, he guessed it was an awkward silence only for him. The limo pulled smoothly out of the parking lot and onto the Strip.
“How did you know what to say to her?”
“I hid by a potted palm tree and listened to her harass you.”
Abby’s gaze was warm and her smile hinted at secret amusement. Her eyes were brown and reminded him, for some odd reason, of autumn, apple cider, and bonfires. Jeez. He seemed to be getting into the holiday spirit. She was pretty, not in a gym-and-Botox way he’d come to expect from so many of L.A.’s beauties, but in a way that suggested a natural comfort with herself. Her body was all lush curves and sumptuous possibilities. Sumptuous? What was wrong with him? He shook off the ridiculous thoughts and smiled at her. “I appreciate you coming to the rescue, though that’s supposed to be my job.”
“I’ll return the white steed to you later.” She grinned then her gaze turned sympathetic. “It must be difficult for you.”
“Dealing with reporters?” He shrugged. “It’s part of the business.”
“But offering yourself as prize for a silly contest is not.”
Surprised by the gentle reprimand in her tone, he grinned ruefully. “It’s a long story.”
“The good ones always are.” She stared out the window at the glitter and glam of the hotels lining the Strip, which had extra glam for the holiday season. He reached into the small black fridge to his left and pulled out a can of Pepsi. “Would you like a soda?”
“No thanks.”
He popped the top and sipped the cold, sweet drink. “If you think the contest is silly, why did you enter it?”
“My sister thinks I need excitement in my life so she filled out a gabillion entry forms in my name.” Abby glanced at him. “I’m supposed to indulge in hot sex, if, and I quote my sis, ‘You even breathe in my direction.’”
Reese almost choked on his soda. Liquid spewed from his mouth. He grabbed a napkin from the mini-bar next to the fridge and wiped his face then patted dry the spots on his blazer. At Abby’s look of astonishment, he smiled weakly. “You—uh—want to have hot sex with me?”
One corner of her mouth quirked and she winked at him. His heart skipped at beat at her sexy flirtation and her wordless, “You betcha.”
Hot sex with Abby Reed was not on his agenda.
Not that she didn’t look great in the dress that clung to her delicious shape, and well, he had noticed, now that the wrap slipped off her shoulders, that she had a great pair of—whoa. No, no, no.
The rush of blood to his groin forced him to cross his legs and think about Canadian winters. He couldn’t help but wonder what she was doing her if she thought the contest was silly—and it was—and she didn’t even enter it of her own accord. Part of acting was confidence and sometimes, unchecked confidence turned to arrogance, but like most human beings, and actors in particular, he needed validation and appreciation. Aw, hell. He caved in to his ego and to his curiosity. “Why didn’t you make your sister take the prize? Or give it to the second runner-up?”
“Maybe I should have auctioned you off on eBay. Would’ve made a bundle.” Her green eyes displayed the same mischievous twinkle he’d seen when she’d fibbed so gleefully to Rachel. “I’ll tell you a secret, Mr. Cadwell. I’ve had a crush on you since Fast.”
“Um … thanks.” The disappointment startled him. He had thought, maybe, Abby wouldn’t be like other female fans. He sighed, looking out the window, but without really seeing the flashy hotel-casinos and tourist-crowded sidewalks. Even in December, the streets were clogged with people.
It unnerved him how an autograph or a picture or just standing three feet away from him made people crazy. He did the red carpet at premieres because he knew the value of promoting the work. He wanted people to go see his movies. He just didn’t want them crawling in the rose bushes underneath his bathroom window or chasing him down the street with their cameras. He dealt with screaming, crying, stars-in-their-eyes women by staying away from them.
“Do you wonder why people like you?”
Reese blinked at her uncanny comment, which so closely echoed his own thoughts. “They believe what they see in films.”
“Isn’t that what you want as an actor?”
“Yes. But I want to be the character, not the movie star playing the character.”
The corner of her mouth tilted, revealing the cute dimple. “I’m afraid you don’t get to choose what people see or believe about you.” Her gaze met his and she chuckled. “Thinking about Reese Cadwell is simply thinking about the perfect man. He’s loyal and kind and enigmatic and gracious and handsome. He’s unattainable, too, so I will never see the chinks in his armor. I will never be disappointed.”
Reese wasn’t sure if he felt complimented or not. Then again, how could she or anyone else like anything but the man he projected on-screen and whom the press wrote about?
“Maybe that’s the real fear we all have, Reese. We don’t want to disappoint the people who admire us or who love us.” Sadness shadowed her gaze and she turned again to the window. The hunch of her shoulders suggested self-protectiveness. He wondered who had hurt her and why.
Maybe it was ego again. Maybe it was the way she’d rescued him from Rachel. Or maybe it was that tiny seed of lust planted when she’d winked at him. Whatever the reason, he wanted Abby to know that he wasn’t some asshole movie star reluctantly serving out a one-night sentence. Maybe that’s the way he’d felt—and acted—minutes before, but now, he realized the truth. He liked her. She was candid and funny and sexy in that lush way that made him think about the four-poster bed in his suite.
He leaned toward her. She was still staring out the window, her head slanted in a way that suggested befuddlement. He glanced out the window and saw that the limo had pulled into his hotel’s driveway. Okay, so the Bellagio was impressive up-close.
Reese looked at Abby’s face, the soft curve of her cheek, the sleek line of her neck, and the oh-my-God cleavage revealed by the V-cut dress. Forget Bellagio. Abby was impressive up-close. He touched her knee, gaining her attention. She opened her mouth, but he held up his hand. “I’ve been…. ”
“A meathead?” she asked sweetly. “I’m quoting someone famous.”
He laughed, delighted with her quick wit. Before he could respond, the door next to him flew open. At least fifty people tried to cram their heads inside. All were female. All were screaming. Some were crying.
One girl managed to pop through the mass of squirming women, grab his arm, and screech, “I love you, Reese Cadwell!”
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ABBY FLICKED THE SWITCH THAT LOCKED the door next to her then lunged to other side of the limo and did the same to the remaining two doors. She turned to Reese and blew out a steadying breath. Those female minions of Fan Hell mauled and screamed, trying to drag the poor man out of the car.
She grabbed Reese’s left arm with both hands and yanked with all her might. The strength of the women pawing the actor, however, overwhelmed her efforts—and his. He kept trying to pull away, but even with his feet anchored on the floor and his shoulders leaning back, he was no match for the manically adoring women.
“Please, ladies. I’m not a piñata,” said Reese. His gaze looked as tormented as a dieter faced with a chocolate sale at Godiva’s. No wonder the man hated to deal with fans. They were nuts.
She let go of Reese, looking around the limo for some inspired way to free him. Her gaze landed on roses. The plastic covering crinkled in her hand as she gripped ‘em and she swung forward, yelling, “Duck!”
Reese failed to heed this warning and got thwacked across the skull.
“Ouch!” White rose petals fluttered into his hair. His shocked gaze captured hers for an instant before a dozen pairs of hands grabbed his shoulders.
Oh, hellfire and damnation. Abby jumped onto the wiggling arms and snaky hands. The weight of her body broke their contact with Reese’s mangled blazer. Reese remained behind her, reaching over her shoulders to push and pull away various appendages while Abby applied the roses to the girls with a force that dismantled the petals and bent the stems. She managed, with flying roses, curses, and sheer willpower to get the idiots out of the way. Just before she grabbed the handle and slammed shut the door, she saw the harried limo driver and three Bellagio security guards attempting to subdue the little mob. She smacked down the lock and fell against the seat.
Reese sprawled next to her, sweeping back his shaggy locks, and inhaling deep breaths. He looked at his wrinkled black blazer, worn over a black designer T-shirt, and frowned at the missing buttons.
She elbowed him and he looked at her, embarrassment red slashes on his cheeks. She grinned. “You sure know how to show a girl a good time.”
He laughed so hard he turned redder still. “You’re something else, Abby Reed.” Then he leaned down and kissed her.
Holy freaking moly. Reese Cadwell is kissing me.
Her heart thrilled in her chest, doing a triple-beat mambo that threatened to leave her breathless. Grasping the lapels of his blazer, she drew him closer, sighing in delight when his arms slid around her waist, pressing her tight against him. The sweet movement of his lips against hers sparked a fire low in her belly. Wanton. God, she felt wanton. Wanted. Sexy. Oh-so-divine. She didn’t care if this kiss wasn’t real, wasn’t truth. If Reese had turned on his acting skills to give her this gift, then God bless him.
His tongue slid into her mouth, flicking against hers in an erotic display that turned low flame into high heat. She moaned, the sound echoed into him, and he pushed her down to the seat, releasing her mouth to nibble the line of her jaw, the column of her neck, the base of her throat.
“You smell good. Like cinnamon. And apples.”
“I … uh … oh God, can you do that again?” He kissed a slow trail to the place under her earlobe, suckling the spot gently, and she shivered. Tendrils of lust clung to her, tightening their grip with every touch of Reese’s mouth.
He buried his face into her neck, breathing in the scent of her hair before lifting his head. “What kind of perfume is that?”
Dazed, still riding the train to Lustville, she blinked up at him. “I don’t wear perfume.”
“It’s gotta be your shampoo. It’s driving me crazy.” He dipped down for another taste of her neck then she felt his tongue trace her collarbone.
“Natural, unscented. I buy it at the health food store.”
“Then it’s you.” He sat up abruptly, leaving her flat on the seat, limbs askew. “Shit. What am I doing?” He looked at her, utterly appalled, and grabbed her by elbows, jerking her upright so fast she nearly got whiplash. “I’m sorry, Abby. Damn it. I shouldn’t have done that.”
Abby wanted to laugh and cry. She wasn’t one of those rapid fans dreaming impossible dreams about a movie star. She wasn’t wishful or foolish, either. Only someone living on Mars could escape the media-covered battle going on between Reese and his ex-girlfriend. The silly bitch did everything possible to keep her name in front of the celebrity-greedy public—all in the name of making a buck. The last thing he’d want is the possibility of another scandal. Reese Cadwell Ravishes Fan in Limo. Yeah, that’s exactly what he didn’t need. He was already fighting to maintain his dignity against Bonnie’s crass revelations. What little privacy he had before she’d done the talk-show circuit had been shredded.
For all Reese’s glamour and good looks, she’d glimpsed the terrible loneliness in his eyes. Not even his considerable skills could hide that kind of unhappiness all the time—at least not from someone who’d known the same kind of pain. And still, her heartbeat refused to slow and the burning desire to jump his bones rioted through her.
“It was a helluva kiss—one that didn’t happen,” she said, straightening her dress and forcing a grin to her lips. “Don’t regret a second of it, you hear?”
“Didn’t happen, eh?” He smiled, shaking his head as a chuckle escaped. “Like I said, Abby, you’re something else.”

“C’mon, Ralph from Morocco,” Rachel Monroe peered at the young man’s gold tag then at his pale Anglo-Saxon face. “If you’re from Morocco, I’m from Mars.”
“Welcome to Earth,” he said, flashing a polite smile.
The security guard wore a tuxedo and stood strong, tall and stoic in front an elevator. The very elevator she’d seen Reese Cadwell and his mystery date enter just a few minutes ago. She hadn’t gotten a good look at the woman’s face, but she recognized the silver shimmer of the dress. Anger surged anew as she thought about the “aw shucks” lady from the restaurant who’d sent her on a wild goose chase. Honestly, when would she learn to spot a liar? With all her coverage of the Hollywood sect, it should be second nature to spot a fake. Hah. If everyone acted fake all the time, what the hell was real?
“Look, Ralph. I’ll slip you a hundred bucks.” The last hundred bucks she had in her bank account. The Star Weekly didn’t pay for lowly reporters like her to go on trips to Las Vegas. She was here on her own dime trying to snoop out a story that would get her noticed. So far, her single biggest accomplishment was being the lucky reporter to answer the phone when Bonnie Braden called. She’d spent the last six months converting Bonnie’s whines into juicy scandal. Blech.
Ralph remained stoic. In fact, she swore she saw amusement flicker in his blue eyes. Who was she kidding? Ol’ Ralph from Morocco wouldn’t tell her where the restrooms were located for one measly Ben Franklin.
“Mind if I hang out?” she asked.
“You can whatever you want, ma’am.” He grinned, baring his teeth like a growling dog. “Except enter this elevator.”

When the elevator to his private suite slammed to a knee-jolting stop, Reese found his arms full of the luscious Abby Reed. Her purse flew out her hand and the black lace wrap slithered to the floor. Oh no. Surely this wasn’t—
The elevator joggled and squealed upward another couple of feet before halting roughly. He and Abby fell to the floor, a tangle of snagged clothing and bruised shins. He found himself on top of her, his face pressed into her ample cleavage as he fought for breath. He sucked in the scent of Abby—the scent that made no sense and shouldn’t exist because she didn’t wear perfume or scented lotions, soaps, or shampoo. He’d already asked. “Gotta be the detergent,” he muttered, his lips scraping the soft skin just above Abby’s breasts. Washes her clothes in cinnamon apple Tide. Yeah. That’s it.
“Oh. My. God.”
He lifted his head and looked at her. “Crazy, isn’t it? The elevator stalled.” He was such a liar—even though it was fib-by-forgetfulness.
“It’s not that. It’s w-what you just did.” Her hands fluttered around her face like escaped birds. “The breathy-kissy thing.”
Reese noticed the sensual flush of her skin from cleavage to neck. Whoa. Passion thickened within him and arrowed straight into his hardening cock. He cleared his throat. “Yes. Well.”
“Either get off me or do it again. If you do it again, don’t stop.”
She wasn’t moving suggestively, wasn’t trying to sexily influence him into losing his mind. No. He was losing his mind all on his own. After what Bonnie did, he’d be an idiot to trust another woman he knew well, much less a stranger who inspired such mind-fogging lust. It was stupid and insane to slide his palm up, up, up the sparkly dress that denied him direct access to her body.
Stupid to allow his restless fingers to stroke the underside of her breast.
Insane to scoot up so that his hard-on nestled against the vee of her thighs.
Stupid to lower his head against her neck and nibble the flesh.
Insane to flick his tongue against the sensitive spot behind her ear.
Her moan sent pleasure-heat surging through him, filling him with a primal desire to claim this woman.
Fuck it. Stupid and insane would be his mantra for the next few hours . . . because he was taking Abby Reed to his bed, damn the consequences.

“Are there surveillance cameras in here?” asked Abby as Reese rained tiny kisses on the swell of her cleavage, stopping only to dip his tongue in the space between her aching, way-too-sensitive breasts. Her nipples tightened. Oh baby. She wasn’t out of her dress yet—hell, he hadn’t even touched a naked boob, and she felt ready to go over the edge. Then he did the breathy-kissy thing and she nearly melted into a puddle of lust-delirious ooze.
“Reese. The, uh, wow … yeah, that’s good.” Spine-shivering excitement clawed through her and she dipped her hands into his open blazer, stroking the hard muscles hidden by his T-shirt. “Oooh. Right there. Could you—oh yeah. That’s the spot.” His tongue inched under the black lace bra, teasing her poor neglected nipple by only swiping the areola.
Wait, wait, wait. Cameras. Getting filmed having wild monkey sex in an elevator might distract the press from Reese’s fight with Bonnie, but he didn’t need another scandal—and neither did she. Her wedding chapel business was already on the skids because of her ex-husband’s petty revenge schemes. She didn’t need to complicate matters by giving the bastard more grist for the mill.
Reese pulled down the dress just enough to reveal her nipples straining against the bra. His fingers stroked one taunt peak through the lace, agitating it with the pressure of his fingers and the abrasion of the material. Sensations ricocheted—an onslaught that left her trembling with fiery need.
“I think we should stop. “ The words issuing from her mouth were low and hoarse and unconvincing. “In a minute. Or five hundred.”
Reese didn’t answer. His mouth surrounded the aching nub and began a sensual attack that left her mindless with pleasure. She untucked his T-shirt and dragged her hands across his six-pack stomach. Smooth skin and hard muscle quivered under fingertips. She snaked along the edge of his jeans, sliding her hands over his tight ass and squeezing. Yowzer.
He switched his attention to her other breast and, with an unerring aim, his hard-on pushed against her clitoris in just the right away. Little orgasmic waves quaked. She couldn’t believe how close she was to coming, and damn, if he kept rubbing his cock on her like that, she just might.
“You have the most beautiful breasts,” he muttered before beginning another dizzying wave of nipple torture. His pelvis moved slowly, dragging his jean clad across her dress-protected, but throbbing clit. WHAM! She grabbed his buttocks and ground into his cock, flying over the edge into an orgasm that left her breathless and blind.
When she floated down from the euphoria, she found Reese staring at her. She was grateful to see the desire-drugged look in his eyes. He was as turned on as she—thank God.
“Did you just do what I think you did?”
She nodded; the back of her skull thwacked the floor. Ouch. Shit. “It’s been a while.”
His pleased expression was rife with manly pride.
She smiled at the typical male reaction and patted his behind as if to say, “Good boy.” What a fine ass. Her body was ready for Round Two, but her thoughts remained sluggish. What had been so important just a second ago?
“CAMERAS!” she shouted.
Reese was so startled by her scream that he toppled off her. He laughed as he scooted into a sitting position. Abby sat up, too, and leaned against the back wall of the elevator. Her thighs still trembled. In fact, most of her still trembled. “What’s so funny?”
“There aren’t any cameras in this elevator. My suite is exclusive—not even the whales get to use it.”
Whales referred to the über rich gamblers that every Vegas hotel catered to. They spent thousands, sometimes millions, of dollars and in return, they got exclusive perks no one else could hope to have. If the suite was off-limit to whales … she swallowed the knot in her throat.
She’d been so busy trying to act cool and collected around a man most women would never get to meet, she hadn’t thought about the fact he was a millionaire. Not only a millionaire, but also one of the world’s most popular actors and one of the hottest bachelors in Hollywood.
The nervousness she’d avoided most of the evening slammed into her. Reese Cadwell just gave me an orgasm. Had could she have lost sight of the fact she was with a mega super star? One that wouldn’t have looked twice at her on the street or in a bar or—or anywhere. She’d thought she wasn’t wishful or foolish. Hah. She was both!
“What’s wrong, Abby? You look pale.”
The concern in his voice sounded real. Was it? Could a man like Reese who faked emotion for a living mean what he said or did? She nibbled her lip. “I-I just realized I was rolling around on the floor with Reese Cadwell. I’m sorry. You made it very clear you weren’t interested and I—“
“No. Don’t.” He gaze darkened, but with what emotion she couldn’t name. “I can’t make you any promises. But … but for tonight, if you want, I’ll just be Reese and you can just be Abby. No regrets, you hear?”
“No regrets.” She smiled at his use of the same words she’d said in the limo. God, she was so relieved that he still wanted her. Her ex-husband had accused her of being a cold fish in bed, one of many excuses he used to justify his affairs. She’d learned through painful experience that almost nothing Dale said was true. Why had she believed it when he called her frigid? That lie was now revealed. A handsome man, a near stranger, had just brought her to an amazing climax without taking off her clothes.
She looked at the row of numbered lights above the door. They were three floors away from the “P.” Wow. Penthouse suite. Of course, she might not get to see it. Now that she and Reese weren’t attacking each other, she realized they were trapped. Where the hell was the rescue squad? “Good thing I’m not claustrophobic. How long does it usually take for someone to notice there’s a problem?”
“Damn. I got distracted.” He opened a small panel just below the elevator buttons and picked up a red phone. “Hey, Fred. It’s Reese. We’re stuck. I didn’t pull the stop switch. You what? Er … yeah, I can see why you might think that. Thanks.”
He hung up the phone and cleared his throat. “Apparently, Fred got us confused with … another couple—yeah, some other people—who, um, usually request that the elevator stop working for about half an hour.”
He looked embarrassed. Dare she think Reese was the one who enjoyed an “accidental” stalled elevator?
Clunk! The car wrenched for a split second then began a smooth ascent. Reese rose and helped her to stand. The mere touch of his palm made her tingle with excitement. He picked up her purse and wrap, handing them to her and allowing his touch to linger before slipping his fists into his jean pockets. Then, they stood side by side, waiting in companionable silence.
“No cameras, eh?” she asked.
“Nope.”
“Security mistook us for a different horny couple.”
“Seems so.”
Abby quelled the laugh bubbling in her throat. “Forgot to tell them not to do it, didn’t you?”
“Yeah.” He sighed. “I swear it wasn’t a cheesy play to get into your panties. I haven’t been to Vegas in a long time and the last girl was….” He stared at the rows of elevator buttons, studying them as if they were a complex math problem. Oh-ho. So the last girl had been that insipid Bonnie Braden.
“You shouldn’t worry about getting into my panties. You know why?”
Reese looked at her, his head tilted, his gaze questioning. “Why?”
A soft ding announced their arrival and the doors opened. Abby sashayed into the foyer, pausing to look over her shoulder. “I’m not wearing any.”
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NO PANTIES. NO PANTIES. NO PANTIES. Reese stumbled out of the elevator, barely noticing its doors swooshing closed behind him. Under that, that, that dress she’d been walking around bare-assed and … his heart stuttered as he considered what else under the dress was uncovered. He staggered forward like he’d had one too many martinis then, strangely nervous, he halted and watched Abby’s progress across the foyer.
If he hadn’t known better, he’d think she was an actress playing to the camera. The sexy walk, the eyes glinting with naughty promise, the careless tossing of her wrap, purse, and heels onto the floor—she didn’t bother to look back at him. She strode through the right doorway, into the living room, and left him standing there like a dumped prom date. His gaze strayed to the left doorway, the one that led to the bedrooms, then returned to the foyer.
What the hell did Abby expect him to do? Collapse to the floor in a lustful faint? Possible. The blood had already seeped from his brain into his penis. He was man enough to admit to some dizziness. Or maybe she wanted him to run after her, rip off his clothes, and tackle her onto the nearest piece of furniture.
His aching hard-on jerked inside his jeans, an enthusiastic “yes” from the organ now controlling him.
“Reese? Are you coming?”
Get moving, you idiotic bastard.
Desire was heavy and thick, a metallic longing that weighed him down and made him feel sluggish and weak and stupid. He walked, zombified, until he made it into the living room.
It was empty. Er … empty?
He stopped a couple of feet from the huge couch that bisected the cozy space from the bar area with its cushy stools, black marble countertop, and liquor-loaded shelves. In front of the bar were several groupings of chairs and tables—all sizes and shapes and colors—meant for party goers to relax, mingle, and converse. His gaze floated over the empty chairs. No Abby lounged on that curved red chaise, the one with infinite possibilities as a sex chair. He imagined her there—a come-hither look in her eye, her dress hitched up just enough to reveal the pale slope of her inner thigh.
He turned to the other side of the room. The large brown leather couch faced a white-marble fireplace. On either side of it were two wingback chairs, one burgundy, the other striped with colors that matched other decorations in the room—dark red, rich gold, deep brown, hunter green. Several fragrant logs stacked on the left were an ode to December, but right now, he was hot enough to burn down the entire suite.
To the left of the setting were three tall cherry wood bookshelves crammed with popular fiction, biographies, classics, and many pretentious, expensive leather-bound hardbacks that had titles like “Shakespeare” and “Aristotle” written in scrolled gold. A singular chair, large and puffy, its covering green crushed velvet, waited forlornly for a reader to settle down for a quiet evening. No Abby, though, so he lost interest in the charming library.
To the right of the fireplace, close to the floor-to-ceiling windows with a view of the Strip, was a baby grand piano, its white keys gleaming in the low lighting of the room. The shiny black bench probably hadn’t had a butt on it since Liberace—who had owned the piano and the bench for a brief time. At least that was the story the bellboys always told him.
“Looking for me?”
Reese turned and saw Abby watching him. White-hot longing burned through him, more intense than the sizzling hunger that had claimed him minutes ago. He’d made love to beautiful women. To famous women. To rich women. He’d never felt this … primeval. He didn’t want to make love to this woman; he wanted to claim her. He wanted to own her—body and soul—even if it was for just one night.
“Reese? You look like I do when I go to Ethel M’s Chocolate Factory.”
“How’s that?”
“Hungry.”
He said nothing, merely smiled and took her hand, leading her into the sumptuous bedroom. To his astonishment, and the approval of his dick, she bent down and lifted the edge of her dress until the silver material danced around her thighs, hiding the evidence of panties. Had she been serious about lack of underwear?
His heart almost stopped. She was wearing stockings. Not pantyhose. Stockings. He toed off his loafers, ripped off his socks. He unzipped his jeans, pulled them down and flung ‘em away.
He noticed the quick rise-and-fall of her chest and realized she was breathing hard. Damn, right! Was her heart pounding as rough and as loud as his own? Licking his lips, he looked at the progress of her body pictorial.
Attached to the stocking, he saw a thin black strap … up went the sparkly cloth … just enough to tantalize.
He shucked off his boxers. Tossed his blazer to the floor.
The black lace garter was revealed, a wisp of lace clinging to her hips.
Good-bye, T-shirt.
His gaze traveled along the garter, afraid to look, to know if she’d lied about the panties. Then … he dared. His breath left in a whoosh. No panties. When she went bare—she went bare. She’d had a Brazilian bikini wax—the kind of painful removal of pubic hair that left a woman’s nether regions smooth and naked. Except—he swallowed hard—for a thin strip of light brown hair that arrowed to her feminine core.
His cock throbbed, ached, and promised ejaculatory punishment if he teased it just one more time with image, touch, or word.
She stared at him with raised eyebrows. He saw the appreciation in her gaze as she looked him over. He refused to toast his skin in tanning beds or blister under the hot sun in nothing more than a Speedo, so his skin wasn’t basted brown like some of his contemporaries. However, his body was toned and muscled. Tan or not, Abby obviously enjoyed his form. Her gaze went dark and her tongue flicked out to wet her bottom lip. He promised to never again give his personal trainer so much shit for those harsh workouts.
She arched an eyebrow, her lips curling into a wicked smile, and then took off her dress, her coy manipulation gone in a flash. She smiled, revealing that cute dimple, and crooked a finger, wiggling it in the universal female language that translated to: Come here, big boy.
Desire shot through him. He advanced toward Abby, like a lion stalking a gazelle. She looked … scrumptious. She wasn’t bone thin, thank God. She was curvy—as in dangerous curves ahead. The garter belt encircled her waist, the straps attached to the silk stockings … hot damn! She wore nothing else except the sexy black-lace bra. She had such gorgeous, big breasts—he had to admit, at least to himself, that he was a typical, slobbering male when it came to boobs. Her large, luscious nipples protruded beneath the thin material. He wanted to play with those breasts, taste the oversized areolas, suck the nipples…
“We skipped dinner,” he said. “Maybe I should have a bite.” He dropped to his knees and showered slow kisses between her thighs, his tongue sliding on the smooth flesh, tasting the cinnamon of her skin.
She smelled good, she tasted good, and she felt good. His cock zoomed from “perked” to steel rod. Later, he’d take the time to explore Abby’s womanhood centimeter by centimeter—to torture her into mindless pleasure. For now….
He moved his hands up to her buttocks and squeezed, pushing her closer to his mouth. His tongue swirled up her swollen flesh—one side, the other side—and down again. Her juices coated his chin as he sucked the sweet inner lips. He feasted until his tongue reached the sensitive knot waiting like a diamond on a gold crown. Just a tease, a quick swipe … down again, delving into her entrance … thrusting his tongue inside the warmth … sipping her nectar.
She shuddered and he felt the rough dive of her fingers into his hair.
Slow licks up, up, up … then he took the hard little nub between his lips and swept his tongue across it.
Flick. Suck.
Her thighs trembled.
Flick. Suck.
She moaned.
Flick. Suck.
She came, a violent release that had her grabbing his skull and bucking against his face. His mouth flooded with her nirvana. He gladly drank from her, greedy for her taste, and all the while her cries of completion reverberated through him.
He lost it. His mind fogged, his body went from white-hot to inferno. He stood up, grasping her buttocks, kneading the flesh, kissing her neck, breathing in her scent. He led her to the bed, and they fell on to it. He rolled her underneath him, and took a shuddering breath. Just the pressure of her soft thighs on his manhood was enough to send pre-orgasmic frissons ricocheting from balls to bone. Shit. I’m going to come before I even get inside her.
God, she was wet. He slipped inside her tight, warm sheath. Slow, man. Do it slow or you’ll scare the hell out of her. He sucked in a breath and squeezed his eyes shut.
A gliding press in, an agonizing withdrawal … another long, unhurried stroke … and another … damn, he was going to die from this torture.
“Um, Reese?” He heard the hesitation in her voice. I can’t go any slower. Please don’t ask.
“Yeah?”
“Would you mind … I’m not criticizing your technique … but would you please do it hard and fast?”
“Arg-ugh,” he agreed.
He slammed into her once, clawing at her waistline as he penetrated deeply. Then, with the blessings of Abby, if her growly moans were considered amens, he pounded into her slick flesh—hard, fast, and deep. His cock pulsed with imminent release, too stimulated to hang on for an extended performance. She smelled so good, that strange sugar-spice scent—like gingerbread, like Christmas, like home.
Her thighs tightened around his waist and she scraped her nails down his back, crying out as she went over again.
“Abby!” The orgasm rushed through him, an endless wave of light and sound and pleasure, while his cock jerked with release. When he could breathe again, he rose on his elbows and looked at her.
“I might need a priest,” answered Reese, wrapping his arms around her. “Because I think I’m about to die happy.”
She laughed against his chest then swiped a bead of sweat with her tongue. She kissed her way up his breastbone, tasting the salt of his skin, until she got to his neck. Nibble, nibble, nibble. God, he smelled all manly and felt all muscle-ly, and looked all yummy-sweet.
“Why don’t we take a shower, snuggle into bed, and get some rest?” asked Reese as his hand coasted down her backside to cup her buttock.
“Hmmm. That’s kinda like my plan.”
“Yeah?”
“Take a shower, snuggle into bed, have wild monkey sex, then get some rest.”
“I vote for your plan.”
She laughed and sat up, stretching her arms over her head.
“Whoa.” He cupped her breasts, brushing his thumbs across her nipples. “Have I told you that I love your breasts?”
“Once or twice.”
He leaned forward and licked her left nipple, then blew on it, causing it to tighten. That sexy move was an extension of his patented breathy-kissy thing. “Did I mention that your breasts are so beautiful they should be cast in bronze and put on special display at the Louvre?”
“That’s the nicest compliment my mammary glands ever got.”
He couldn’t stop playing with her boobs, and that was fine by her, but he managed to pry his gaze from her chest to look into her eyes. “You are a fabulous woman, Abby Reed. All of you.”
“Thanks. You’re not so bad yourself.”
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WHEN ABBY AWOKE IN THE HEAVENLY four-poster bed, she found the strong arms of Reese Cadwell wrapped around her waist. She was tucked into the crook of his body, held like Reese’s personal teddy bear. He felt warm and hard against her—a shield of manly reassurance. Early in her marriage to Dale, she had felt this way, protected and comforted and loved. It had been a pleasure to wake up next to him, a joy to feel his body stretched next to hers. But, like this time with Reese, that had been a lovely and short-lived dream.
She managed to scoot out of his embrace and get out of the tangle of sheets. The bed was huge! She had to crawl at least three feet to reach its edge.
“Where’re you goin’?” croaked Reese.
She looked at him over her shoulder. He hadn’t cracked open his eyes, but he managed to gather one of the pillows into his arms as her fluffy replacement. Not a morning person, was he? She grinned. “I’m going to take a shower.”
His eyes sprang open and interest shone in his brown eyes. “You mean you’re gonna be under a spray of water soaping yourself … everywhere?”
“It’s not pay-per-view,” she said, chuckling.
“Hmmm.”
“Go to back to sleep, Reese.”
“’Kay,” he murmured and his eyes fluttered shut. She hadn’t walked ten steps before she heard his light snore. Definitely not a morning person.
After a quick shower, she toweled dry her hair and belted herself into one of the comfy hotel bathrobes. For the hell of it, she tucked her feet into the luxurious matching slippers. She entered the bedroom and stopped short. Reese was not only awake, but he’d also managed to get breakfast.
“I was only gone twenty minutes,” she said plunking onto the bed and crawling toward the feast he’d laid out on a big, round tray. His naked chest gleamed in the slant of sunlight penetrating the gauze curtains; her heart quickened. A thin sheet covered him to his waist, but she knew what was underneath and what it was capable of. Reese’s talents were many. She bit back a smile. No need to give his ego boost on that score. Still, she felt the tingling pleasure of arousal, the flush of heat in her core as she considered the man’s skills.
“There are perks to being Reese Cadwell, movie star,” he said in a deep announcer’s voice. “Have no fear. I only use my powers for good … and, occasionally, for ordering breakfast to arrive in record time.”
“No argument here.” She plopped a berry into her mouth and eyed the waffles. “Is that whipped cream?”
“Yep.”
She picked up the bowl of fresh whipped cream and peered at it. “It’s missing something.”
Reese’s brows rose as he considered the snowy concoction. Abby shimmied out of the robe and with Reese’s questioning gaze on her, brought the whipped cream to her breasts. The toast on the way to his mouth halted its progress as he watched her dip one nipple then the other into the cold froth.
“What do you think?” she asked, considering her breasts with the same scholarly attention given to study of the Mona Lisa. She put the bowl on the tray and cupped her breasts, bringing them together and boosting them. “Too much?”
Abby looked at Reese through her lashes and quirked one corner of her mouth. She watched the bread fly out of his hand, hitting a lampshade before spiraling to the floor. He dove on her, knocking her flat to the bed, his hot mouth on her nipples, licking and sucking off the cream. The breakfast tray tilted, dumping its contents onto the burgundy silk comforter. Silverware clanked in protest.
“You turn me on,” he muttered against her flesh, his tongue swirling around her areolas, his lips dragging across her breasts. His hand plunged between her legs, his palm coasting over her clitoris before two fingers tested her readiness.
Abby felt the length of his cock against her thigh and reached down to wrap her fingers around the solid flesh. Her thumb swiped the tip; the dew of his desire was evident.
Rubbing down his shaft, she brought her grip to the sensitive area just below the head and let her fingers dance across the bumps. His penis jerked; his moan vibrated on her skin. She grasped his cock again, stroking it as she maneuvered herself to a more suitable position. The firm, rounded flesh teased her opening. She slid her fingers over his hard-on until she reached his balls. She massaged the tightened sac, gripping lightly as he pushed slowly inside of her.
“I’ve had you all night, in almost every way, and it’s not enough,” he said, an ache in his voice.
“Take me again,” she whispered. “Take me now.”
He sheathed himself fully and paused. They both shuddered at the sensations, both gulped breaths. She wrapped her legs around his waist and pressed upward. His head dropped to her neck and he lightly bit her collarbone as he thrust inside, bumping deliciously against her swollen clit. Sweat slickened their bodies as they moved in frenzied harmony with each other. Pleasure blossomed quickly, a fire flower that sparked and burst.
“Reese,” she screamed, her nails biting into his hips as the orgasm overwhelmed her and blocked out everything but the bliss pulsing through her. She was mindless with it, writhing with it, and had barely begun the soft float back to Earth she felt Reese stiffen.
His cock jerked causing another riot of sensations. He rose on his elbows, his face buried against her shoulder, his groan trapped against her skin.
Reese rolled to her side and sank into the mattress, causing dishes to rattle. He sniffed her neck. “Is there cinnamon soap or shampoo in the bathroom?” he asked. “Or maybe you scrubbed with some apples or found a cider switch on the shower controls?”
Abby looked at him and laughed. “You are so weird.”
He plucked a napkin from the breakfast carnage behind him and wiped jelly off her stomach. “Looks like you’ll have to take another shower.”
“Guess so. Wanna join me?”

Abby stood in the library section of the living area, looking at all the books. It was an impressive amount of material—from literary masterpieces to the latest paperback bestsellers. After a long and enjoyable shower with Reese, she’d gotten dressed sans stockings and garter belt—those went into her purse. The silver dress was wrinkled and the black lace wrap felt itchy. She wished she could wear the soft hotel robe all the way home. The high heels on her bare feet felt too tight, and again, made her wish for the plush slippers she’d left in the bathroom.
Reese’s agent had called and he’d been in the bedroom for the last ten minutes. Should she leave him a note? A thank-you, good-bye, and mum’s-the-word reassurance penned before she left? Or should she wait and tell him in person?
“I know what’s not under that dress,” said Reese.
Abby whirled around and found him lounging against the doorway to the foyer. He looked good … oh lord above, really good … in a plain black T-shirt and raggedy blue jeans. His dark hair was wet, combed back from his face, highlighting his cheekbones, scraggly beard stubble, and those expressive, sad eyes.
“I had a great time,” she said, walking to him. “It was beyond my wildest dreams.”
“At least your sister will be happy you had hot sex with me.” He smiled, but she saw the doubt and mistrust lurking in his gaze. She knew what he was wondering. Would she rat him out to the media? Had their night of fun included a price he’d be forced to pay? Her heart ached for him and tears pricked her eyes. He had every reason to believe she’d behave like Bonnie or those rabid fans who’d managed to pilfer his blazer’s buttons.
“I have nothing to tell. You see, we had a nice dinner and I drank too much champagne. You left in your limo and I walked to Motel 6. I have a really good friend who manages that place—it’s just off Trop and Las Vegas Boulevard, not far from where we almost had dinner. She’ll swear sideways to Tuesday that I stayed the night there, too tipsy from champagne to drive home.”
His gaze remained enigmatic, but he seemed to relax—a smidge.
“Have your agent or your publicist email me a confidentiality agreement, and I’ll sign it. Please do whatever you need to feel more comfortable about what happened between us.” She rummaged through her purse and pulled out a business card.
He pocketed it without looking at it. Then his hand snaked out and cupped her cheek. “You’d do that?”
“I’m selfish. The memories I have of you I want for myself and I refuse to share them with others.” She leaned in for a kiss, a mere brush of her lips against his. “You can trust me.”
They parted and Reese straightened, allowing her to pass through the doorway. She felt a hot ache in her throat, and the tears trembling on her lashes threatened to fall. The fantasy was fading away and now, she was like every other one-night-stand girl in the world—walking away from her lover, never to meet him again. Oh God. She was such a sap.
“I had a great time, too, Abby. The next time I’m in Vegas, I’ll give you a call.”
“Don’t make that promise, Reese.” She pushed the button for the elevator, but didn’t turn to face him. No way would she reveal her emotional state. He wasn’t a bad guy. In fact, he was a damned decent man who would probably try to make her feel better. No, she could do without that sort of kindness. Mercifully, the elevator arrived and the doors opened. She stepped inside and turned, schooling her features into cheerful.
“Good-bye, Reese.” She pulled her lips into a smile and waved, hoping she presented a happier outside than she felt inside. He stood in the foyer, watching her, and waved back. Then the doors shut … and her dream date with Reese Cadwell was officially at its end.

Rachel’s efforts to engage Ralph in conversation met with no success. She hung around the elevator, taking occasional walks around the lobby and check-in counter to see if anyone famous might arrive and do something worthy of news. No such luck. Where were Julia Roberts and George Clooney when a reporter on her last desperate assignment needed them?
At 1 a.m., Reese and his mystery woman had not come down so she went to the potty and to grab a quick bite from the 24-hour café. When she returned, she met Ralph’s replacement: Mark from California. He was a nice-looking African-American male who looked bigger, stronger, and meaner than ol’ Ralph. His main responses to her pestering were fierce smiles, but he looked so handsome, she couldn’t decide between feeling lustful or fearful. In the end, she settled for both. Unfortunately, Mark’s tolerance for her presence was far lower than Ralph’s. After her fifth attempt to get him to talk, he had her escorted out of the lobby.
Now, she loitered outside the Bellagio, hoping Reese would appear. It was almost 10 a.m. The Las Vegas sun was round and beautiful in the clear December sky. She was hungry, again, and she needed a shower.
The doors opened and Rachel looked up. If it wasn’t Reese Cadwell, she was going back to her hotel room and sacking out. The person emerging from the hotel was not Reese. The silver dress sparkled in the daylight, the black lace wrap hanging limply from slumped shoulders. Rachel grinned. The mystery woman revealed. Hah!
Her joy was cut short.
The doorman waved a waiting taxi forward and opened its door for the lady. Shit! Rachel snapped off some rounds with the digital camera, but the woman scooted inside the cab too quickly for a good face shot. Hurrying to the doorman, she threw a fiver into his palm as he helped her into the next taxi.
She thrust $20 at the driver. “Follow that taxi!”
The man had skin like dark chocolate and long, intricate braids of varying lengths and colors. He took the twenty-dollar bill and looked at her, brows raised. “That’s ol’ Harry, miss,” he said in an unmistakable Jamaican accent. “How ‘bout I just call ‘im and ask where he be takin’ the lady?”
“Uh … yeah,” said Rachel, collapsing to the seat. Her excitement fizzled. “That will work, too.”
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AFTER ABBY LEFT THE BELLAGIO, she went home, got dressed in comfy jeans and a well-worn tee shirt, and drove to the chapel.
Seven years ago, she’d loved walking through the door. Planning weddings had once brought her joy. Watching two people commit to their love by saying their vows in front of God and man … she used to adore the whole ritual, no matter how serious or how silly the ceremony. That joy had long since faded, even before her business turned to shit.
No weddings were scheduled today or tomorrow or hell, even next week. It wasn’t just that business was generally slow in December, no, it was worse than that. She’d owned the chapel longer than she’d been married and now, after ceaseless work and plugging every nickel she had into it, her wedding business was failing as miserably as her relationship had with Dale.
“Why do you have to sign a confidentiality agreement with Reese Cadwell?” asked Gina, waving a sheaf of papers at Abby as she entered The Wedding Veil’s small office.
“Hello you to you, too.” Argh! She didn’t want to deal with her sister’s gentle haranguing. “It’s no big deal.”
She plucked the agreement from her sister’s hand and took it to her desk. Reese had lost no time at all getting her the paperwork. She’d left the Bellagio less than two hours ago. She didn’t begrudge him the extra protection, but her stomach still felt like she’d swallowed lead filings. If only their night together had meant more to him … if only he had felt one-tenth of the way she had felt this morning. Her whole world had changed and not just because she’d slept with a movie star. For a few hours last night, she’d ceased thinking about Reese as a Hollywood hunk.
“Stop with suspense already. What happened with Mr. Gorgeous?”
Abby signed and initialed and dated the agreement then stuck the pages into the fax, typed in the return phone number, and smacked the “send” button.
“We had a nice dinner. We talked. I drank too much champagne and walked to the Motel 6. Sherie put me up for the night.”
Gina, who was shorter, thinner, and blonder than Abby, looked at her with narrowed eyes. “That’s a great story for other people. But you can tell me what really went on last night.”
Abby smiled and shrugged. She kept no secrets from her younger sister, but she’d promised Reese her silence.
Gina stared at her, waiting, then her eyes widened. “Oh my God! You had hot sex with Reese Cadwell.”
“I never said that.”
“You did! You so totally did!” Gina clapped her hands and laughed, spinning in a little circle. “I can’t believe it. What did he say? Do? How was he in bed?”
Abby pressed her lips together to keep from smiling and thereby confirming Gina’s suspicions. Instead, she bent her head and assessed at the large stack of unpaid bills. At loose ends after ending a relationship and losing a job—in the same week, her sister had moved out here more than a year ago, right after Abby’s divorce was final. Not even Gina’s talent for squeezing every penny out of a tight budget had helped her pull out from the nosedive into financial hell.
“I’m going to lose The Wedding Veil.” Even if she didn’t exactly want the chapel anymore, deciding to sell it and losing it to creditors were two very different things. How had she gotten this far in debt? “You know Sean, right?”
“Duh. He’s the Elvis impersonator who owns the Chapel of Love.”
“He wants to open a second location and he’s been asking about buying The Wedding Veil. I don’t know if selling the chapel will get me out of debt, though.” Abby picked up the electric bill and shuddered. She didn’t want to see the money owed for keeping the chapel’s lights on. She sighed so heavily the envelopes on the desk fluttered. “I almost wish winning the contest had gotten me a huge cash prize instead of a date with Reese Cadwell.”
“Oh honey,” said Gina, dropping her playful interrogation. “We’ll figure out something.”

Rachel’s heart thudded in her chest. Sneaking into chapel—way too much pink, ew—had been a big risk. The cabbie had followed Mystery Woman home and to the downtown chapel, but all that chasing had cost her bundle. Oh so what! As she crept away from the cracked-open door to the back office, she knew she’d gotten the biggest scoop ever in her career. Either the Star Weekly paid her what she was worth, or she’d take her information to another media outlet. She had a feeling, though, that ol’ Harold, the editor-in-chief, would cough up serious cash.
She was, after all, the only one who knew that the woman who owned The Wedding Veil had won a date with Reese Cadwell and, since Rachel knew for a fact this Abby person had left the Bellagio this morning, the woman probably did the horizontal bop with Reese. In addition to that juicy assumption, Abby’s business was apparently going down hill in a hurry.
She tiptoed out of the chapel and the second she hit the concrete steps, she ran through the tiny fake green lawn, under the white lattice arbor, and melted into the tourists headed toward Fremont Street.
More research was needed before she put together the story. She’d learned that with a Star Weekly article, she had to skirt a fine line between fiction and fact. Without a direct quote from Reese or Abby confirming what they’d done in his Bellagio suite, she was left with the yellow journalist’s key tool: innuendo. But first she had research to do.

That same afternoon, Abby sat at her desk, fluctuating between hope and despair as she went through endless pile of bills. Her stomach growled, adding “hunger” to her emotionally chaotic state. Gina had left a couple minutes ago to pick up an early dinner. She sighed as she gazed at paperwork fanned across her blotter. Maybe she should throw ‘em all into a hat and pick three or four to pay.
The phone on her desk trilled and she picked it up on the first ring. “The Wedding Veil. This is Abby.”
“Hi Abby. It’s Reese.”
Her breath hitched. Reese Cadwell was calling her? Yes! Pleasure curled through her. “Hi.”
“I’m getting ready to hit the road.”
The warmth ribboning through her dissipated like smoke. “Oh. Well, good-bye, again.”
Abby looked at the clock on her desk. It was almost 5 p.m. What had he been doing for the last several hours? She figured he would’ve hopped a plane to L.A. by now. She had to admit she felt bummed about him leaving. She’d managed not to think about Reese –well, not too much—while she got back to real life, but hearing his voice brought back with painful clarity the heavenly night they’d had together.
“I also wanted you to know that I have your underwear.”
“You have my—wait a minute. That’s impossible. I didn’t have any underwear to leave.”
“I didn’t say I found them in the hotel room. I’ll talk to you soon, Abby.”
“Reese—”
“Soon. Bye for now.”
“Bye.”
Ten minutes later, a messenger arrived with a small box wrapped in plain brown paper. She tried to tip the guy, but he only grinned and said he’d already gotten paid plenty.
Abby returned to her desk and tore off the wrap. Her breath left in a whoosh. Two words were scribbled in elegant black across the pink box: Agent Provocateur. Hands trembling, she opened the box and peered at the two items inside. She plucked a black leather thong from the pink tissue paper. In the front, laced through the top, was a strip of pink leather, a tiny bow in the middle. The other item was also black leather with the same pink leather ribbon and bow, but it was smaller than the thong. Way too small to be a bra. What the heck? She held up the piece, stretching it out, and peered at it.
Oh my God.
A matching mask!
Her skin tingled and her heart revved into overdrive as she thought about prancing around in a just a thong and a mask, daring Reese to catch her and ravish her.
At the bottom of the box, she spied a small pink card. She picked it up and grinned. Scrawled across the card were the words:
Next time, don’t wear the bra. –R

Rachel’s digital wristwatch blinked 5:14 p.m. She glanced over her shoulder, checking out The Wedding Veil, which was directly across the street. The tiny white building shared a parking lot with a Chinese restaurant. Other than a woman who’d left a few minutes ago, no one had come in or out for the last half hour.
Sighing, she returned to perusing the T-shirts displayed outside of the cheesy souvenir shop. The small, merchandise-crowded store was squeezed between a seedy bar and a pawnshop. Blinking neon signs and old sun-bleached posters of half-naked women in sparkly costumes crammed the big, dirty picture window. Underneath it, were two rickety card tables filled with shirts. In-between the tables, passersby could peruse a bin of $1 items that weren’t worth stealing much less buying.
Rachel had spent the last few hours hunting down information about Abby Reed, Cupid, Inc., and The Wedding Veil. She had enough to create one hell of an article, but her plane to L.A. didn’t leave until tomorrow morning. She figured it wouldn’t hurt to see who might be hanging around the chapel—or if Abby would keep another rendezvous with a certain tall, dark, and handsome movie star.
The sales clerk stood in the open doorway and watched Rachel paw through the merchandise. He was young, with long greasy hair, a pierced nose, and rampant acne. He wore loose jeans, a faded concert T-shirt and army boots. She caught his listless gaze.
“Shirts are five bucks,” he said, “but you can get three for ten dollars.”
Oh for Pete’s sake! Rachel had no intention of purchasing three T-shirts for $10. Aside from the dismal fact she had no family and no close friends who might enjoy a souvenir from Sin City, she was faking interest in “Everybody Loves A Loser” tees because it was the only way to keep an eye on the chapel without looking obvious.
“You keep scoping out The Wedding Veil,” said the guy. “You gonna get married?”
Aw, crap. Caught by a slacker whose red-shot eyes suggested he hadn’t slept in several days or he’d just smoked some weed. Rachel smiled brightly. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Dude! You keep looking over your shoulder and peering at the chapel. Then you keep looking at your watch.”
“I am not.” Rachel dug through the shirts as if she might find one that had been gold-plated. What kind of lame reporter was she? Here she was, thinking she was so cool and so smooth … damn it!
“Hey, I’m chill,” he said, shrugging. “I’ve seen grooms stand up their brides a million billion times.”
She blinked at him. “What?”
“You. Got. Stood. Up.” He nodded sagely as if telling her in a loud, slow voice somehow deadened the potential pain of being left at the altar.
Speechless, Rachel stared at him. Did she have LOSER tattooed on her forehead? Not only did she suck at convert surveillance, she apparently had a “dumped bride” vibe, too.
“You gonna buy those?” he asked.
She looked at the T-shirts clenched in her fist. Just then, a motorcycle roared up the street. The biker drove into the parking lot and took the slot nearest the chapel. He pulled off his helmet and shook out longish black hair.
Holy shit. She watched the guy in the tight jeans and black T-shirt open the chapel’s big, pink door and saunter inside.
“Aw right. Your groom showed up!” Slacker Boy grooved his head. “You know something weird? He looks really familiar.”
“Like Reese Cadwell, right?”
“No. He looks like that other guy … Keanu Reeves.”
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“YOU STILL WEARING THAT BRA?” asked a deliciously mellow and very male voice.
Abby nearly jumped out of her chair. She probably looked like a scared cat to the sexy movie star leaning against the doorjamb and gazing at her with heat in his eyes. Her pulse beat an unsteady rhythm and she felt the familiar “do-me-now” response of her body that seemed to arise any time Reese was within ten feet of her person. Smoothing her hair and wishing desperately for some lip gloss and a breath mint, she stood up. “You scared the bejeebers out of me.”
“Bejeebers?” He walked into the room. “You have an interesting vocabulary. I wanted to ask about your accent. Are you from Texas?”
“Bite your tongue. I’m an Okie.”
His brows rose.
“Born and raised in Oklahoma,” she clarified. Nervous energy sparked in her stomach as he rounded the desk. His gaze landed on the Agent Provocateur box. He grinned. “I don’t suppose you put on that thong, did you?”
“I couldn’t wear the ensemble because that little bra you sent with it didn’t fit.”
For a moment he looked nonplussed … then he laughed softly. His thumb traced the curve of her jaw. “I can’t get you out of my thoughts. And I don’t want you out of my bed.” He dipped his head for a light kiss. The soft press of his lips caused a delicate shudder to run through her.
“Ditto.” She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him deeply, trying to put into her kiss what she could never put into words.
“Oh. My. God! You’re locking lips with Sean?”
Gina’s astonished voice broke the sensual spell. Talk about a mood killer. Abby sighed as she reluctantly removed her lips from Reese’s and turned to face her sibling. She stood inside the office doorway holding a big paper bag. The spicy fried scent of eggrolls wafted into the room. Abby watched with some delight as her sister’s eyes widened and her mouth flapped open and shut. The Chinese take-out landed with a splat on the floor.
“I’m not seeing this. Nope. Not me.” Gina picked up the bag and backed out of the room. “You’re not Reese Cadwell. She’s alone in the office. And I’m on my way to get a drink. See? This is me leaving and I’m locking the door behind me, too.” She grabbed the knob and yanked the door almost closed then her head reappeared and she said, “Carry on, people.”
Her sister shut the door and they heard the key turn in the lock. Oh hell. Gina would never buy the story that Abby and Reese had enjoyed a simple dinner last night, much less shut up about finding them lip locked.
“Who’s Sean?” ask Reese.
“He’s the Elvis impersonator who owns Chapel of Love,” answered Abby. She tilted her head and considered Reese’s profile. “I never thought about it before, but Sean sorta looks like you—when he’s not dressed up like the King.”
“You wouldn’t believe how many times I’ve been asked to play Elvis Presley.”
“You’re kidding.”
“That’s what I said.”
The fragrant scent of eggrolls lingered, reminding Abby that Gina had just taken off with the food. Abby lightly punched Reese’s shoulder. “This is the second time I’ve missed out on dinner because of you.”
“I’ll make it up to you at breakfast.”
Her stomach fluttered. She couldn’t believe Reese was standing in her office saying things both naughty and sweet. Doing so was far beyond his duties as a contest prize. She could only hope that he had tracked her down and bought her lingerie because he was as emotionally affected by their night together as she was. Maybe it was possible that a relationship could blossom between them. Yeah. It was just about as possible as her winning a Megabucks jackpot.
Reese stared at her, and she suspected he was gauging her reaction to his presence. She smiled, hoping her gaze conveyed the invitation to touch her—now. Reese got her message—loud and clear—because his hand stole under her tee shirt, drifting up her ribcage. He cupped her breast and swiped his thumb across the nipple. The tip hardened immediately and a zingy thrill went from breast to groin in 0.2 seconds. Yowzer.
“You are a breast addict,” she accused, pressing closer to encourage optimum groping.
“Guilty.” His other hand joined in the fun. Now both of her breasts were being fondled with an efficiency and enthusiasm that left her breathless. Tiny shivers danced along her skin as he alternately stroked and twisted her nipples through the thin material of her bra.
She pushed her pelvis against his; the hard-on straining against his jeans gouged her with yummy precision. “Do you know what it’s like to walk around in wet panties?”
“Never worn panties,” said Reese, unsnapping the top of her jeans and lowering the zipper. He tugged on the waistband and allowed the jeans to drop to her knees. One hand continued to play with her breasts, thank God, but the other feathered its way across her stomach, one finger slipping inside her underwear to swipe her clit.
“Oh Lord.” She went boneless, shuddering with delight as his finger slid lower, lower, lower. When he dipped inside her, she felt herself get wetter and hotter. She squirmed against him, panting and moaning. He lowered his mouth to her neck and completed his pleasurable assault on her person by employing the breathy-kissy technique. Her vagina contracted, squeezing the finger thrusting inside her, and she felt slightly faint. Was it possible to pass out from being too sexually excited?
Abby fumbled with the buttons of his jeans, nearly ripping off the material in her haste. The jeans dropped … the boxers dropped … and his hard cock jutted out, ready to play.
Reese removed his wicked hands long enough to help her onto the edge of the desk. Then he was lifting her shirt, unsnapping her bra, and freeing her breasts. His mouth ravished her aching nipples, but his hands stayed on her hips, tilting her back as he maneuvered between her legs. Both of them were still entangled in their own jeans, but who wanted to take the time to get undressed?
Abby wrapped her hand around the thick length of his cock and stroked vigorously, wishing that very soon, say within the next five seconds, Reese would be stroking her.
Wish granted. Reese slid his cock inside her and didn’t attempt a slow seduction. She wanted it fast, and apparently, he did, too, because he plunged into her quickly, shuddering and groaning.
Abby pressed her knees against his hips and wrapped her arms around his neck, unable to do more than hang on for the ride. His strokes were limited by the constriction of their clothing, but he was, nevertheless, effective in revving her engine into overdrive. The orgasm slammed through her—a sudden, exquisite rush of pleasure that overwhelmed her ability to think, to breathe.
“Oh Abby!” Reese penetrated deeply, stilling, trembling, his fingers digging into her hips as he came, his face buried in her shoulder as he strove for breath.
They held onto each other. After a while, Abby’s heartbeat returned to normal and she could use her lungs again. Reese lifted his head and looked at her. His stunned gaze reflected her own amazement. Maybe he had hot, sweaty, incredible sex all the time, but until this moment, she had never experienced the kind of soul-stealing pleasure she found with him.
“Whoa,” he said.
“Yeah.”
He moved back just enough for her to scoot off the desk; he bent down and pulled up her panties and jeans, zipping and buttoning. Then he reached around her back and re-hooked her bra, pulling down her tee shirt with obvious reluctance.
Even at half-mast, it was impressive. She handed him some tissues from the box on her desk. After he cleaned himself and threw away the tissues, he righted his clothing.
She smiled, hoping he saw the promise shining her eyes. “I didn’t get to wear the lingerie.”
His lips hitched into a grin. “My bike’s outside. And I brought an extra helmet—just in case.”
“We’ll go to my house.” Abby grabbed her purse, tucked the lingerie box inside it, and she turned off the lamps, following Reese out. It only took a sec to lock up the office. Reese waited for her in the aisle. He snagged her hand as she joined him and waved his free arm at the décor. “This is a lot of pink.”
“Yeah.” Abby tried to see the chapel through Reese’s eyes. The walls were painted a light shade of pink. Five rows of white pews lined up on each side of the aisle, draped with ribbon and silk roses. In the front, a 20-foot by 20-foot platform offered enough room for a podium, a preacher of choice and the couple speaking their vows. The backdrop was a huge mural of a single pink rose, dew on its petals, the lush green of its stem the only color contrast in the space.
“Don’t tell anyone, but I like pink. There’s a particular shade I have in mind, too.” Reese leaned down and captured her lips; she gladly indulged the eagerness of his mouth. Joy and lust wound through her, coiling inside her belly, arrowing down to her core.
No matter what happened next, this moment was perfect.
The front door creaked open and a female voice purred, “Mr. Cadwell, have you officially tied the knot with Abby Reed?”
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THE STUPID-ASS QUESTION SHATTERED the perfect moment.
Reese leapt away from Abby as if her skin had turned acidic. She didn’t blame him for reacting that way, but it still made her feel rejected—like a secret mistress denied public affection.
They both turned and found an ecstatic Rachel Monroe standing less than a foot from the front door, a small digital camera in her hands. Obviously, she had clicked off a few shots of them kissing. Chances were good the nitwit had a mini-recorder somewhere on her person, too, and was waiting for one of them to utter a phrase or two that could be misconstrued.
“Did you sign a prenuptial agreement, Mrs. Cadwell?” asked Rachel with sadistic delight. “Did Reese promise to save your failing business in exchange for a quickie marriage?”
Abby rolled her eyes. The woman was crazy and her logic flawed. “This is private property. Please leave.”
“Oh c’mon! You win a date with Reese Cadwell that lasts all night and suddenly you’re kissing him in a wedding chapel.” Rachel’s gaze turned sly. “Maybe this whole thing was a set-up for Reese. You know he has problems with his ex-girlfriend and you figure you’d screw him, too, and make a quick buck, right? I know! You’ll shut up about what happened at the Bellagio if he’ll put up the cash.”
Abby glanced at Reese. His jaw was clenched, but other than that, he’d fallen into a loose-limbed slouch and remained stoically silent. Did he really believe she was capable of such betrayal? After what they’d shared, would he think she’d trade her memories and feelings for money? Bonnie had done just that—and she’d been involved with Reese for more than a year. Why should Reese trust Abby—a woman he’d known less than 48 hours?
Abby thrust her hand into her purse and dug around for the cell phone. For a brief, angry moment, she wished it was a .22 so she could pop Rachel and bury her sorry carcass in the desert.
She flipped open the phone and dialed 911. “Yes, I’d like to report an intruder at The Wedding Veil. There’s a woman on my property refusing to leave and I’d like to press charges for trespassing.”
Rachel raised the camera and snapped off some more shots. She hastily backed away, and then she whirled around and burst through the door, leaving it open as she booked down the street, melting into the shadows.
“She’s gone, officer. No, I don’t want to make a report. Thank you for your help.” Abby clicked off her phone and put it away. She inhaled a fortifying breath before facing Reese. “I would never, ever—”
“I know.” Reese’s expression was neutral, his gaze carefully shuttered. “I’m sorry, Abby. I made a mistake.”
“I don’t consider anything that happened between us a mistake.” She felt sick to her stomach. Rachel’s surprise verbal assault had forced reality into their little fantasy world. Now they both had to remember that Abby was a nobody—a not thin, not blonde, not rich nobody, and Reese Cadwell was a movie star. She swallowed the hot ache lodged in her throat and blinked back tears.“What will happen when Rachel’s story breaks?”
“I don’t know. But the best way to handle bad publicity is to stay silent and wait out the shitstorm.”
“Sage advice.” She tried for a grin and failed. Damnation! She wasn’t an actress and had never really been good at hiding her emotions. Waiting for Reese to leave was pure torture. Why the hell was he dawdling? Her chest hurt and her eyes felt puffy, and if she didn’t get chocolate in the next five minutes, she was gonna lose it completely. Gathering her courage, she stuck out her hand and Reese grabbed it, shook firmly and let go quickly.
“It’s been a pleasure,” she said, with just a touch of wicked.
A smile ghosted his lips. “Ditto.” Then he turned and walked away, never looking back.

At 11 a.m. on Monday, Reese met his agent, Irwin Sark, for lunch. Lunch with Irwin was always in the man’s spacious, but chaotic office, ordered in from local eateries, and usually included the weird Hollywood fare Reese abhorred. Sometimes, living in Los Angeles was like living on a different planet.
Irwin owned the Creative Artists Collective Agency and had been Reese’s agent for 15 years. He was big and loud and sported fat gray moustache. He wore expensive jogging suits and cheap sneakers, like cigars and gold jewelry, and was one of the sharpest men alive on the planet.
Irwin was responsible for getting him the role of Fred in Will and Fred’s Superlative Travels, a modest success in his early career, which continued to have a cult following. Unfortunately, that film had also been responsible for Reese being thought of as a doofus-without-a-clue, a perception he tried to fight with a combination of offbeat roles in small productions and big budget action films. Fast had been his break-through into the A-list. Still, he hoped that one day soon, he’d be able to take off time from his movie career and act on stage. He had a particular yen to play the Scotsman in the Scottish play.
“Burgers,” said Irwin, pointing at the Styrofoam boxes on his desk. “With French fries or American fries or whatever the hell we’re callin’ ‘em these days.”
Reese grinned. Finally! Something he wouldn’t gag on. He opened the box and salty, beefy steam wafted from the carton. Toasted sesame seed bun, thick meat patty, loaded with veggies, and served up with wedge-cut fries.
“What’s up?” asked Reese as he hoisted the mondo burger. “You never order decent food. Where’s the tofu alfalfa sprout bean curd salad with gluten-free wheat crackers?” He took a bite and chewed. Nothing like a slab of beef to cheer up a guy who’s having a tough time forgetting about a certain woman.
“Didn’t feel like salad,” said Irwin. “I ordered Boca Burgers.”
Reese frowned. “What the hell is a Boca Burger?”
“A meatless patty made with soy protein.” Irwin took a bite and sighed in pleasure. “Damned good.”
“You suck.” Reese put down the sandwich and picked up a fry. “Are these made from real potatoes?”
“Organically grown, but yeah, they’re real potatoes.”
Reese chewed on a fry. “So why the meeting, Irwin? I’m still slated for Devil Rogue, aren’t I?”
“Yeah, yeah.” Irwin waved a chubby paw. A gold ring glittered on his pinky, a huge square diamond in the middle of the thick band. “You know how you’ve wanted to do Macbeth? Well, Trillion Studio is putting up the cash for the film version.”
“You’re not shitting me, are you? Because I’ll kill you if you’re joking about this.”
“I’m not. Macbeth is yours, but there are a few things Trillion wants—and you get one guess what the numero uno request is.”
“Settle with Bonnie.”
“She’ll zip her lips for the right price. Harrow House offered her half a mil for the rights to her tell-all book.” Irwin’s gaze locked onto Reese’s. “You’re richer than God. Pay off the bitch and get her tied into a legal knot so tight that if she burps, it’ll put her in breach-of-contract. Then you’ll get your dream project made on Trillion’s dime.”
Maybe Irwin was right. Hell, Reese couldn’t work up annoyance toward his ex much less the anger that had roared through him six months ago. Bonnie and her machinations all seemed like a bad dream. She was a wound healed. But Abby, sweet cinnamon Abby … he still felt raw about her. His thoughts were crowded with images—the dimple revealed when she smiled, the way her breasts looked topped with whipped cream, the glitter of tears in her eyes when he said good-bye.
What was wrong with him? He’d had one-night stands before. Hell, he’d had one-weekend stands before. What was so different about Abby?
Forget about it.
Forget about her.
“Earth to Reese.”
He shook his head as if doing so might realign his thoughts. “How much does Bonnie want?”
“A million.”
Considering Bonnie knew his net worth, he was surprised she’d settle for a mil. Hollywood had been good to him the last few years. He was making $20 million a picture these days. While Bonnie’s antics no longer infuriated him, he was still loathed to give in to what amounted to blackmail.
“Reese, you’ve been in the biz long enough to understand the difference between truth and perception.”
“Bonnie stoked the media fires, not me.” Reese’s words lacked heat. He had the money for the settlement, he wanted to do the movie, and Bonnie no longer had the power to hurt him—on any level. “I’ll pay her. And you know what? The only thing Bonnie wants more than to be rich is to be in a big budget film. Get her a part in the movie.”
Irwin’s mouth dropped open and his moustache twitched. Then he grinned. “You’re brilliant, kid. It’ll show everyone you’ve made nice and she’ll want to promote the movie, drawing attention away from her sudden silence about you.”
“That’s the idea.”
“Once you settle with Bonnie, maybe you can work out a deal with whats-her-face … that Gabby person....”
“Abby. There’s nothing to settle. She signed a confidentiality agreement.”
Irwin wiped his fingers on a napkin and leaned back into his chair. “The sharks are scenting blood again thanks to Rachel Monroe’s crappy exposé.”
“I saw the special edition they released this morning. The pictures weren’t that good.”
“They don’t have to be. It’s the story that delivers the worst sting. I can’t believe you agreed to that win-a-date nonsense. ”
Reese abandoned all pretense of eating and waited for his agent to drop the next bomb. Dread whispered through him, a cold dagger gouging his spine. “What else, Irwin?”
“Your weekend bedmate is hosting a press conference today.”
An immediate denial died on his lips. Why did he feel compelled to defend Abby? Screw the confidentiality agreement—he’d believed her, in her word. Lust had fogged his brain and, yeah, he’d abandoned his common sense, but still, deep in his soul he’d really believed that Abby wouldn’t sell him out. Aw, hell. He set himself up by agreeing to the contest—and by giving in to his sexual whims.
“What did you expect?” asked Irwin. “Rachel was right about Ms. Reed’s bad financial situation. She’s in debt, out of options, and you’re her meal ticket.”
“She’s not Bonnie.”
Irwin shrugged. “Bonnie’s never managed to get live coverage from the E! Channel.” He gestured to the flat screen television that hung on the wall opposite the desk. “It starts at four o’clock.”
Four and half hours. Reese turned around in his chair around and looked at the big screen. Turned off, it looked like an abstract metal painting. He faced Irwin, trying to stall the sense of trepidation crawling through him. He couldn’t help but think of the famous line from the first scene in the Scottish Play. “Fair is foul and foul is fair.”
Which would Abby be … fair or foul?
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ABBY STEPPED OUT FROM THE CHAPEL’S office. The pews were filled with people—mostly reporters, but also a few gawkers. More than one camera crew had arrived, too. Damnation. Her heart pounded fiercely and she felt nauseous. Would she be able to go through with this?
“You’re doing the right thing,” said Gina, standing next to her, surveying the chaos.
“Then why does it feel wrong?”
“Because taking risks and changing your life sucks.”
A chuckle burst from Abby, overriding the wail of despair lodged in her throat. She pressed her trembling lips together and straightened. She took a step forward, but Gina grabbed her arm.
“Before you go face that madhouse, take this.” Her sister placed a chocolate truffle in Abby’s hand. “I have an emergency box stowed away. We’ll crack it open after this mess is over.”
Abby popped the truffle into her mouth and chewed. Instant calm filled her as the sweet melted. “Oh yeah. That’s the stuff.” She swallowed, swiped her teeth for good measure, and grinned. “How’s my smile?”
“Truffle-free. Go get ‘em, girlie.”
Sean waited for her on the platform, standing to the left of the white wood podium. His smiled encouragement as she leaned forward and spoke into the microphone.
“This morning a story appeared in the Star Weekly linking me with Reese Cadwell. Ms. Monroe, the illustrious—” she said the word in a tone that suggested she really meant idiotic—“ reporter penned an article that was entertaining if you like fictional accounts.”
“Ms. Reed,” yelled a young man from the back row. “Are you saying Ms. Monroe lied?”
“She strung together coincidence, mistaken impressions, and innuendo with consummate skill,” replied Abby. “I did win a date with Reese Cadwell. I did spend Friday evening with him. Truth be told, he’s as handsome as the devil, but nowhere near as ornery.”
Laughter rippled.
“Mrs. Monroe has pictures of you exiting the Bellagio in a rumpled evening gown. It is well known that Reese keeps a suite at that hotel. You can’t deny the pictures of you and Reese Cadwell kissing in this very chapel. If you’re challenging the veracity of the Star Weekly story, how do you explain the photos?” The question came from a blonde woman in the front row. Next to her was a cameraman, his video-cam pointed straight at Abby. She exhaled a nervous breath and clenched the sides of the lectern.
“Bellagio has good craps and I roll a mean pair of dice,” said Abby. “Tourists aren’t the only ones allowed to have fun in Las Vegas. We locals enjoy the tables, too.”
“And kissing Reese Cadwell in a wedding chapel?” persisted the blonde.
“As Ms. Reed said,” Sean interjected, “Ms. Monroe’s article may have included mistaken impressions.”
“Who are you, sir?”
“My name is Sean Donnelly and I’m the new owner of this chapel. In the fall, it will reopen as the Chapel of Love, Too.” Sean smiled. He was dressed in jeans and a black T-shirt, his longish black hair worn down mimicking Reese’s hairstyle.
The blonde’s eyes narrowed. Abby could practically see the gears whirring in the woman’s mind. Go ahead, honey, make the leap…
“You bear a resemblance to Mr. Cadwell. Will you confirm that you were the man in the chapel on Saturday night?”
“I’ll only confirm that Rachel Monroe isn’t a very good photographer.”
Chuckles erupted from the crowd.
“Ms. Reed, did Reese give you any details about his relationship with Bonnie Braden?” asked an older gentleman standing in the aisle. He held a pencil and small notebook at the ready, but his expression was one of jaded boredom.
“No,” said Abby, tamping down the flare of anger. “But I’m sure you’ll find all the information you need in the back issues of Star Weekly—if you trust Rachel Monroe as a reliable source.”
“To clarify,” said a voice somewhere in the middle of the pews on the left side, “You have not kissed, spent the night with, dated, or married Reese Cadwell. Is that correct?”
“What woman on this Earth wouldn’t want to kiss, sleep with, date, or marry Reese Cadwell?” asked Abby. “But those weren’t options for winning the contest.”
“Ms. Reed!”
“Do you—“
“Are you going to—“
“Is Reese—“
The machine gun questions were fired from everywhere, melding one into another, as the reporters strove to out-shout one another. Pain throbbed between Abby’s eyes. Was it any wonder Reese hated to do interviews or talk to reporters?
If Abby didn’t get out of here soon, meltdown was evident. Sean, bless his soul, sensed her frazzled state. He put an arm around her shoulder and scooted her to the side, leaning down to speak into the microphone. “Ms. Reed has another engagement, but I can take questions about the Chapel of Love Too, opening next spring. We will have a full-time Elvis impersonator, a Unitarian minister, and I promise you, everything pink will be painted, burned, or destroyed.”
Abby left the platform and hurried to the office, afraid one of the jackals might thwart her attempts to get away and used a psychic mind-meld to find out the truth about her and Reese. Good lord, she shuddered to think about what it would be like to face this kind of journalistic harassment all the time.
With a sigh of relief, she slammed the door shut behind her. Gina sat at the desk, a guilty expression on her face as she shoved a white chocolate truffle into her mouth. The large gold-foiled box on the desk still had plenty of treats, but that was irrelevant.
“Thanks for waiting, you cow.”
“I couldn’t take the pressure of being in the same room with Ethel M’s glorious tribute to candy,” said Gina, pushing the box across the desk.
Abby plopped into the cushy chair on the opposite side, vaguely wondering about the last time a client had sat in it, and plucked a little paper cup of goodness from the box. “I didn’t lie. Skirted the truth, here and there, but I didn’t tell outright fibs.”
“Can you help it if the press draws its own conclusions?”
“Nope.”
They contemplated the mouthwatering variety of calorie-rich, fat-infused, and carb-filled delights. Abby chose a coconut cup. Gina took a foil-wrapped liqueur shaped like a tiny barrel.
“I wish I’d been able to spend one more night with Reese,” said Abby. “How selfish is that? Hellfire! He shouldn’t have shown up on Saturday.”
“Did you ever think about the possibility he was into you? That maybe hot sex wasn’t the only reason he wanted to be around you?”
Abby almost choked on the coconut nugget. “Get real.”
“Who knows what would’ve happened if that asinine reporter hadn’t interrupted the two of you? No matter what else happens, Abby, you keep hold of the fact that Reese Cadwell came back for you.”
“He also left me the minute he realized our little get-together would be publicized. And let’s not forget he called me a ‘mistake.’”
“If you’re going to enjoy your memories of Mr. Cadwell, you’ll have to edit out those parts. Just remember the way you felt when you were with him. Nothing else matters.”
Abby slumped in the chair and studied the small, crowded office space. None of it was hers anymore. She’d signed the paperwork this morning, selling The Wedding Veil and everything in it to Sean. It wasn’t as painful or as difficult as she’d thought it would be—after all, she was giving up the business she’d tried to put her heart and soul into for the last seven years.
Her marriage to Dale had failed long before they’d gotten a divorce. She’d held onto the chapel with all her might because it was the only thing she had left, but truth be told, her joy for running it had disappeared long ago. She’d been a successful wedding planner in Oklahoma. When the opportunity came to move to Vegas and buy the chapel, she took it. She’d spent years ushering couples into marital bliss. Well, at least guiding them through the arduous and confusing world of planning a wedding. But she knew from experience that one day of joy did not a lifetime of love make.
Maybe it was being married, or maybe just being married to the wrong person, that made her subconsciously realize she didn’t want plan weddings anymore. In that awful moment in the chapel, with her lips swollen from Reese’s kiss and her ears ringing from Rachel’s verbal assault, she began to re-evaluate her life.
“Mom is thrilled we’re moving back to Oklahoma,” said Gina. “I can’t wait to get a home-cooked meal. I’m even looking forward to her fussing over us and giving us advice we don’t want.”
Abby laughed. “Me, too. It won’t take long to get the loose ends tied up. The realtor can handle the house sale without us actually living here. All we really have to do is get packed, pay the rest of the outstanding debts, and wish Sean the best.”
“Sean is all right guy. I still can’t believe he handed over a cashier’s check. No banks, no loans, no problem.” Gina licked chocolate from her fingers. “We’ll have fun starting our new business. Do you think Oklahoma is ready for Romantic Nights? ”
“Hell, yeah. Creating the perfect romantic encounter with lingerie, toys, food, locations … woo-wee, girl, we’re gonna have a lot of fun.” Okay, so I’m not as jaded about the love business as I thought. She and Gina stayed up until 3 a.m. this morning brainstorming ideas for their new business. Instead of fanning the flames of new love by planning and executing weddings, they’d stoke the embers of lasting love by planning fabulous getaways for already committed couples. “You know what? We’re brilliant.”
Gina’s concerned gaze assessed Abby. Then she looked away, apparently finding the wall behind Abby absolutely fascinating. Jeez. I must look more miserable than I feel. That was impossible. She felt like raw meat, stomped on, cut, and bloody, as raw and wounded as she’d ever been.
“Are you going to miss Las Vegas?” asked Gina.
“You know what the Las Vegas Convention and Visitor’s Authority says … what happens here, stays here.” Abby reached into the box for another piece of candy.
“Tell me the truth, sis. What about Reese? How do you feel about him?”
“It was just a fling.” The sudden tears in her eyes surprised her, but worse still, was the hurt that crushed her chest. Gina had asked for the truth. Why not admit to her sister what she could never convey to Reese? “Who am I kidding? I fell for him. He’s funny and sexy and handsome and wicked and—” She gulped a breath, tried to steady herself. The cherry cordial in her hand was clasped between trembling fingers. “It would’ve been nice to get to know him better, maybe find out what we could have together.” She sighed. “That’s what I really want.”
“Me, too.”
Startled at the sound of the male voice so near her ear, the chocolate in Abby’s hand went flying. It smacked the desk, rolled off, and landing on the floor, right side up.
Abby stood and turned around, her heart pounding. Blinking away the unshed tears, she stared at the Elvis impersonator standing just behind her chair. He had long black sideburns, big gold glasses with red lenses, and wore a white jumpsuit studded with gems. Christmas flare was added to the costume with red jingle-bell belt.
The hideous glasses couldn’t hide the soulful gaze she knew all too well.
Unable to formulate a coherent sentence, she looked over her shoulder at Gina. Her sister was rescuing the cordial projectile. “I will ignore the abuse of chocolate on this one occasion. I am also getting the heck out of here because, quite frankly, I’ve always thought the Seventies Elvis was five kinds of creepy.” Gina hurried out, winking at the impersonator as she passed him. The knob rattled and Abby knew her sister had locked the door.
“I was under the impression you’d never play Elvis,” she managed, even though her insides shook like Jell-O in an earthquake.
“For the right woman, a man will do just about anything.”
Her thoughts crashed together. She couldn’t wrap her mind around the idea that Reese Cadwell was standing in front her, dressed as Elvis for cripe’s sake, and admitting he wanted to be with her.
“The reporters … Reese, you can’t—”
“No one looked twice at me. Only in Vegas would a get-up like this be considered mundane.”
“But why did you—”
He grasped her arms and pulled her into his embrace, kissing her with an eagerness that left her weak-kneed and mind-wiped. When he lifted his head, she clung to him because she was afraid her legs might give out.
“The press conference was inspired,” he said, his fingers tracing the line of her jaw. “You rescued me again.”
“And my thanks is a bad impersonation of the King?” She grinned wickedly. “Are you going to sing Christmas carols?”
“I would never torture you with the horrible sounds of my crooning. Besides, you remember the last thank-you gift? You used the roses as lethal weapons.”
Abby laughed, and the tears fell, but they were joyous. She wrapped her arms around his neck. “You still owe me dinner.”
“We’ll eat whatever and wherever you want,” he said. “As long as I get you for dessert.”



Epilogue
“YOU’RE DOING THAT ON PURPOSE,” Eros accused, unable to keep the laughter from his voice. His wife Psyche wiggled some more as she poured a glass of water then turned, her lips curved in a wicked smile. He felt a surge of heat in his groin. “Keep tormenting me, my love, and I’ll show you—.”
“For Zeus’s sake! This is a boardroom, not a bedroom.” Aphrodite snapped as she appeared in a shower of pink and gold sparks. All three graces ringed her, their heads bowed in the ceaseless show of loving submission they always gave to their Goddess.
“Grace. Grace. And Grace.” Eros smiled. The lithe beauties smiled; their wide blue eyes both guileless and wise. “All three, Mom?”
“I’ve been summoned to your grandfather’s house for lunch. Hera has taken her ‘goddess of hearth and home’ title way too far. She’s cooking. Thousands of years without a single interest other than poking her nose into other people’s marriages and following Zeus around like she’s in an episode of Columbo, and now she decides to take up the kitchen arts.” Aphrodite sat down, her white silk scarf billowing behind her like a renegade cloud.
His mother was dressed in head-to-toe white, from her Versace dress to her Manolo Blahnik beaded mules. He only recognized the brands because Psyche had trained him well the art of shopping. He sighed as he considered the effects such knowledge had on his manhood. Somehow it wasn’t right for a guy to know the difference between a beaded mule and a beaded slide. There was much a husband suffered for the love of his wife.
“Hey, everyone!” Daphne popped into the conference room. She wore all black, too, except for her blood-red hair. Even her nails were painted black.
“It’s not Halloween yet,” said Eros.
“Nah. There’s a party at Hade’s crib later on tonight.” Daphne plunked herself into a seat. “Do we have an update on Reese and Abby?”
Aphrodite smiled. “They’ve been together six months and are deeply in love. The press fawns over the two of them, as they should. I think we should expect a Christmas wedding.” She looked at Daphne, triumphant. “Never doubt the Tingle. And speaking of….” She snapped her fingers, and file folders appeared on the table. “I’ll need your help one of these, Eros and Psyche. The lovers-to-be live in Broken Heart. You’re familiar with the fae Zerina and the vampire Faustus?”
“You’re kidding,” said Eros. He shared a look with Psyche. “Are you sure they’re a Tingle, mother?”
“Absolutely.”
POOF!
Hera appeared in a cloud of white smoke, which was not magical at all, but rolling puffs of flour. Eros breathed it in, tasting the salty powder, as he waved it away from his face. He heard sounds of coughing and hacking from the Graces and Daphne as well as the belabored inhalations of his wife and his mother. The air took on the thick scent of uncooked dough.
“Aphrodite,” said in Hera in a soft, but commanding tone. “You’ve been invited to lunch with me and your father.”
Hera inclined her regal, and flour-sprinkled, head to Eros then to Aphrodite. Despite the rumpled and stained state of her simple T-shirt and jeans, her red hair shone as bright as a shiny apple. Her perfect complexion glowed with health and beauty, marred only by some sort of brown gooey substance clinging to one alabaster cheek. She turned again to Aphrodite. “I need help in the kitchen.”
Psyche gasped, her shocked gaze following his own to Aphrodite. Horrified was too tame a term for his mother’s expression. She looked as if Hera had said, “You must throw all your Manolo Blahniks into the bonfire.”
“The Graces….” Mother gestured weakly toward the three women gazing at Hera in perplexed awe.
“No. They are hassled enough by your selfish whims. You will help me.” The tone was imperious, though Hera’s face showed no trace of her famous temper. Hera protected marriage and family with a ferocity that sometimes bordered on manic. She was kind, particularly to suffering women, but her love for Zeus was her only true weakness. She took no sass from mortals or from inferior Gods and that pretty much covered everyone in the entire universe.
“Come along, Aphrodite.”
His mother rose, resigned to her fate. Not even the Goddess of Love dared to defy Hera, wife to Zeus and queen of the Gods. Hera looked around the room with considerable interest.
“Don’t forget to look at the folders,” said Aphrodite. “I’ll be back later.” She sidled a look at Hera. “Probably.”
In another cloud of white, this one all magic, Hera, Aphrodite, and the Graces disappeared.
Psyche dusted off her shirt and shook out her hair. Eros and Daphne did the same. Eros reached for the nearest folder and flipped it open. “How the hell are we going to get Zerina and Faustus together? One’s undead and the other is…”
“Terrifying,” added Psyche.
“Sounds like we need to do recon,” said Daphne.
“All right,” agreed Eros. “Let’s get started.”
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ORPHAN BOUNTY HUNTERS don’t celebrate Christmas, at least Frost never had. But now that she is officially part of a coven of witches who are determined to include her in the festivities, she has no choice but to go along with them. However, when her long buried past starts coming to the surface, Frost will need her friends more than ever.
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“DON’T YOU DARE.” I CROOKED a finger at Leslie, glaring at her.
She froze and the corners of her lips curled. “Santa!” she shouted for about the hundredth time as we passed the outdoor North Pole display in the center of shopping district. Then she giggled maniacally, her eyes glittering in glow from the street lamps. Katrina laughed too, and Jessica smiled, though she also shook her head. Even the hot guy leaning against a building across the street, probably waiting for his girlfriend, smiled.
The movie reference wasn’t lost on me, but enough was enough. There was only so much Christmas cheer a person could take. It was bad enough they asked me to take off from my day job, bounty hunting, to celebrate the Yule sabbat with them—this time of year I couldn’t almost cherry-pick my cases. Holidays and orphans with no friends or connections wasn’t exactly a match made in heaven. Work was a natural outlet.
The real problem wasn’t the actual holiday. I didn’t care about that. It was the fact they were all so into it that took adjustment. Looking at them, I pictured commercial-like Christmas mornings, with doting parents handing mountains of presents to their adoring children, fulfilling their every wish. I couldn’t relate to that kind of past any more than they could understand hunting a vampire through a cemetery worrying that your heart was beating too loud and it would give you away. December had always been just any other month, only a little colder.
“Come on, Frost. It’s Christmas.” Katrina nudged me casually, which made every muscle in my body stiffen.
Even though nearly every inch of my skin was covered with multiple layers, being touched put me on edge. They all felt entirely too free to paw at me. It always started like this. First people were afraid to come close to me, which was actually better. Then slowly they got used to the curse and stopped respecting it. The curse couldn’t be taken lightly or people died—so many people.
I stepped further away from them. What if something happened and one of them died? Then they would reject me like everyone else and I’d be back at square one. That was something I couldn’t live with. Not because of guilt or anything like that, but because I felt so close to getting what I had always wanted: freedom.
“Try to have fun. You could be our elf on the shelf. You’d be adorable in striped socks and pointy shoes.” Katrina’s eyes twinkled down at me from her towering height of five foot six. I rolled my eyes. “Short jokes and crowds. Merry Christmas to me.”
“You know we like you…about this much.” Leslie’s hand hovered around the top of my head. I sighed noisily. “Last one, I promise.” She grinned.
“Life’s too short to be this serious all the time,” Jessica said with a wink. “We only tease the ones we love. Okay, what’s next on the list?”
Tonight’s shopping trip had pretty much been dedicated to preparing for the December solstice party. All month, there had been wassail, clove spiked apples and oranges, branches of evergreen, and sprigs of holly by Enchantment’s door to invite good fortune into the shop. Oh, and of course, mistletoe—Katrina’s insistence. It was warm and inviting and doing exactly what the girls wanted it to do—draw in traffic and potential coven members.
“Um, just a yule log, but we aren’t supposed to buy it. Technically, it should be given to us,” Leslie said.
Soft wide flakes of snow began to drift down over us. The hot guy across the street still stood there, smiling in our direction. I glanced at the girls, wondering briefly which one he had a thing for and how long it would take him to work up the courage to come over. It hadn’t taken long for them to fit into this town. The store was embraced by the community. I shook my head. Of course it was. And it all meant it would be that much easier to grow the coven—something that interested me very much.
Jessica shrugged. “If we don’t get one, we can take one out of the store’s inventory. So we’re done?”
“Except for our Christmas present shopping. Oooo, I have a great idea. Let’s do a secret Santa with each other.” Katrina smiled widely. “Who wouldn’t want more presents?”
“Count me out,” I said immediately. I didn’t like presents, surprises, or anything like that. I still wasn’t sure how I got roped into this shopping trip. They had insisted, saying Yule was a time to be with family and friends, but really I think they were just trying to include me—nice, but completely unnecessary. Coddling was a waste of time. I didn’t care if they did things without me. I wasn’t going to cry myself to sleep or anything. They were friends with each other. I was the outsider. It was fine. I wasn’t really buying into the mother earth witch thing anyway.
“Sure,” Leslie said. “I already have a great idea.”
“It will be too easy to figure out who’s giving them to you,” Jessica said. “I’d rather just buy the present and be done.”
“You guys are party poopers. Fine, no secret Santa.” Katrina pulled her coat tighter around herself. “It’s getting so cold. Let’s go home. I’ll finish shopping tomorrow. Frost would you mind covering the store for me?”
“I don’t think that’s a good idea.” Working in a shop surrounded by innocent people was basically asking for disaster. The mental picture of living that life wasn’t hard to complete. I’d be sitting in the shop letting people browse, because no one likes to be harassed, and someone would tap my arm to get my attention. Next they’d fall over dead. That was how it worked. It wasn’t slow or painful, but the end result was irrevocably death, followed by fear from all those who were supposed to be closest to me. I shook my head. I’d just stick with being a bounty hunter where people hardly ever cared if accidents happened. It was better for everyone that way.
Katrina nodded. “But you will do the group meditation, right? The sabbats are important.”
“Of course she will,” Leslie said. “That’s why she’s here.”
“Let’s go home. It’s cold as hell out here,” Jessica said.
I followed the girls to the house they rented from Selene, who happened to be the queen of the fae. Life was entirely too easy for some people. Want to change your life on whim? Sure, why not? After all, someone will give you money to open your dream business and rent you a great house for next to nothing. It was hard not to be envious. Things never worked like that for me.
The house was warm and inviting, but I didn’t remove my hat or gloves. I sat in the chair furthest away from them, crossed my legs, and launched into my plan. “Okay, my idea for the celebration is to bring in potential coven candidates and some of our Abyss friends. That way we can test potential recruits and see exactly how connected they are to the magical world.”
Jessica frowned and arched an eyebrow. “Exactly who were you thinking of?”
Of course the Abyss would be an issue for her. Of all of them, Jessica had actually gone through some things. She was more grounded and reserved than they were, which was good for the entire coven.
“Just our friends.” Katrina pulled out a list from her back pocket. “I thought we’d invite Selene, Cheney, and Bella, of course, plus Sy, Femi, Lily, Lorelei. And maybe Olivia and Holden and their family?”
I had no objections to the list, but there were a couple noticeable absences: Sebastian and Corbin. I wouldn’t have minded having Corbin there. I needed at least one other person who thought the whole party was as pointless as I did. There had been a brief moment when I thought Corbin might actually like me. Not the nice version of me, but the actual me. However, life happened and I hadn’t seen him since the last time we fought alongside one another, and I may have crossed a line in vampire/necromancer etiquette. Seeing if that was true might prove less awkward in a group setting than if he were to, say, show up to kill me. “What about Corbin?” I asked.
Jessica made a face. “I don’t think he’ll come if Selene is there.”
I nodded. How could I forget he was still completely hung up on the beautiful fairy queen and probably would be for the rest of eternity because nearly everyone who met her fell madly in love with her? “Right.”
“Can we really leave Sebastian out?” Leslie asked and Katrina glared at her. “I know you guys aren’t exactly on speaking terms, but…” She shrugged. “He’s been through a lot with us. All of us.”
Katrina closed her eyes. “Fine. I’ll add him. Now as for the witches to invite, this is who I have: Gretchen, Shawna, Larra, Rolayna, Debbie, and Dora. That’s a lot of girls, isn’t it? We need to add some men to the list. Magically inclined doesn’t really matter. Just to balance things out.”
“Oh, there are a few who come into the store,” Leslie said. “I’ll have to check the mailing list. And I’m sure we all know at least a couple people to invite.”
I concentrated on my hands.
“Pretty sure Kat knows more than her share,” Jessica said.
Katrina threw a pillow at her. “Whatever. As for the meditation, we’ll do it and light the Yule log on the twenty-first. That’s in two days. Leslie reviewed the meditation spell, and we have everything we need except everyone needs to bring their own talisman to take with us.”
“Take with us where?” I asked.
I bristled when they smiled and exchanged glances. It wasn’t my fault I hadn’t been doing this as long as them.
“Basically, we’ll set up the Yule altar and make a protection circle. We’ll call to the elements and ask the goddess to guide us, then we’ll each give thanks for our blessings and start the meditation, during which we’ll gain clarity about our futures. When it’s over, we have to each write what we saw in blue ink on parchment paper. That will be added to our talismans and kept for the coming year to keep your third eye more open and receptive. The final step is adding our visions to the Book of Shadows.”
The others worked on the list of people to invite while I took in what they said. It was hard to say which part I should worry about first: the giving thanks, sharing my vision, or asking how to make a talisman. A dull ache started at the base of my skull.
“Do you have any ideas for your talisman, Frost?” Leslie asked. “I’m going to use a locket my grandmother gave me. I could help you find something if you want.”
I shook my head. “I already have something.” It was completely untrue, of course, but surely I could find something. A scarf maybe…
“Great.” Katrina grinned. “What is it? It needs to be something very personal to you. Something you know inside and out.”
“I said I have it.” My words were more clipped than I would have liked and I massaged my temples. It was definitely time to get out of there. “I’m getting a headache. I’ll see you guys tomorrow.” I started for the door, grabbing my coat.
Just then there was a knock. I suppressed a sigh as I opened the door. There was no one on the porch. Stepping outside, my foot hit a package. A light snow was falling, pretty and serene. It caught in my eyelashes as I trotted down the steps and looked for the person who had knocked. By the time I turned back to the house, the rest of the coven was on the porch. Jessica had the package in her hand.
“What is it?” I asked, coming a couple steps toward them.
Jessica held it out to me. “It’s for you.”
I stopped. “No one knows I’m here.”
Katrina plucked off the card. “To Frost Darkmore. Come home.” She looked at me. “Frost isn’t your last name? I don’t know why I thought it was. . . .Frost Darkmore sounds like haunted house—”
Leslie coughed.
“Er, sorry,” Katrina added. “Where are you from?”
“That’s not my name.” The words slipped out automatically and my lungs threatened to collapse. It had been ages since anyone had spoken Darkmore out loud. “I had my name changed when I was eighteen. I’ve lived everywhere.”
I took the card and read it to myself, then rubbed my forehead between my eyebrows. Come home. Like to where I lived now or somewhere else? I looked out over the empty night toward the sound of the ocean and watched the snow fall.
“Maybe the present inside holds a clue,” Leslie said.
I took the small package and tore off the silver wrapping paper, waiting for the attack: bees, poison gas, whatever. Drawing in breath, I lifted the top off a small box. Inside was…tissue paper. I removed piece after piece until I found a key on a long chain.
“What does it go to?” Leslie asked.
I wiped the melting snowflakes from my forehead. I honestly had no idea.
“Maybe there’s something else.” Jessica peered into the box from the step above me.
I narrowed my eyes. “Did you leave this?”
Jessica laughed. “Me? No. I was inside with you. Last I checked I can’t transport or do anything remotely magical. Maybe you have an admirer.”
And now they were patronizing me. I dumped the rest of the box out on the ground. It held nothing else.
“It should be easy enough to narrow down the sender. Who did you know back when you were Frost Darkmore?” Leslie asked.
There wasn’t anyone, at least not alive.
“Maybe you told someone. Is there anyone you’re close to?”
I stared at the key. It looked like a skeleton key. But whose house and why give it to me? An icy wind whipped around me and there was a clatter on the porch. We all turned toward the noise. A broom had fallen over.
“Hello?” Katrina called, wrapping her arms around herself. “Maybe we should go back inside.” She shook her head. “Something’s in the air tonight.”
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I ROLLED AROUND IN BED most of the night, unable to think about anything other than the stupid key. It was going to drive me crazy. Someone knew where I was and more about my past than I had ever cared to share with anyone—maybe even more than I knew. How was that even possible?
I threw an arm over my head with a sigh. It was four-thirty. I was supposed to meet the coven at eight a.m. for breakfast and decorating, or some bullshit like that. But all I wanted to do was hunt down what this key opened and who sent it to me. There was no way I’d be satisfied until I knew.
Giving up on rest, I got out of bed and paced the floor in my room at the inn. I snatched the key from the desk and stared at it. One little hunk of metal formed into a skeleton key and I was losing my mind. But at least it was silent here and I could think. At the house, the coven battered me with questions, most of which I couldn’t begin to answer. What little I actually knew about my birth parents stayed closely guarded. The scraps of information were mine alone to do with as I pleased. Other people’s opinions didn’t really matter because they didn’t live my life.
The girls tried to talk me into staying at the house, probably for my own safety, but even though they were well intentioned, they overwhelmed me. One on one was so much easier. Or no one at all. That was the easiest. I wanted to be part of their group, but I also needed space. I had to give them credit for trying to respect that even if they couldn’t understand it.
The first thing I did when I got to the inn was call my neighbor in Chicago to check on my apartment. It was fine. Nothing was happening there. I had lived in five homes and six group homes before I was twelve and finally ran away for good. I couldn’t even pinpoint which house the note was talking about.
I slipped the chain over my head. The key fell heavily against my chest. A link to the past I was still trying very hard to overcome. The snow came down in heavy sheets, making the colors of the Christmas lights blur, and the street was completely empty. This little town was so peaceful at night that I actually felt sort of calm here. I didn’t have that gnawing worry that I would accidentally touch someone—though that may not have been a good thing. Vigilance was important. On the other hand, though, maybe living a little closer to the coven would be beneficial. Yes, it would put me further away from the Office, but being closer to the coven might work in my favor in the long run. I’d have to talk to Sy about how to get bounty assignments without coming in.
An icy handprint formed on the window in front of where I stood. I watched the frost web across the width of the palm and up into fingers, though no one was on the other side. I touched my finger against it softly, and it almost seemed to ripple. I snapped my hand away and the next instant it was gone. I poked the window again, but nothing happened. I shoved my fine white hair out of my face and squinted out of the dark window. Only dreamy lights and fat snowflakes were out there.
Life was never normal around the coven.
It looked like my hiatus was over. I braided my hair into a long straight plait, looped a rubber band tightly around its end, then pulled on an oversized black sweater, tight gray jeans, combat boots, and a hooded gray scarf. I slipped on one of my black leather gloves with a sigh, leaving the other hand bare, and grabbed my coat.
Something had been lurking outside the girls’ house when I got the package and it was here now. Enemies were never in short supply in my life. Vampires made it their mission to kill all necromancers and catching bounties endeared me to very few. Whatever was stalking me either moved extremely fast, like a vampire, or was invisible—something that seemed I impossible in this weather. The snow would catch on the form, at least hinting at a shape.
The frigid air hit hard as I stepped outside and headed to the sidewalk in front of the inn, so no one inside would hear me. “I know you’re here,” I said conversationally into the night. Though it was faint, the pull of the undead tugged on me just behind my belly button. My shoulders relaxed. I wouldn’t have to kill anything tonight that wasn’t already dead. If it was a vampire, it was an old one that had learned to mask itself, or it was something I hadn’t encountered yet. “Come out, come out, wherever you are. I’m not afraid of you.”
I readied my own magic to force it to reveal itself, when an all too familiar voice piped up.
“Well, that is a relief.” Corbin stepped out of the shadows with a smirk and came toward me fast. “How is my favorite puppet master this fine evening?”
I took two involuntary steps back. Remember the thing I said about vampires wanting me dead? Well, up until now this particular one had made an exception in the trying to kill me department. Not because he loved me or anything so prosaic; he did it for Selene. But they had since cut ties and all bets were off. To make matters worse, that thing I did the last time I saw him, how I worried I’d crossed the line? It was taking control of his body without his consent. It wasn’t my fault though. I only did it to displace the dark witch who had already possessed him. But viewed in a certain light, I had intruded and who knew how he felt about it? “Are you going to try to kill me?”
He tugged the end of my braid. “Love, if I wanted you dead, you wouldn’t be here to ask the question.” He leaned in slightly, making my stomach tighten and my lips press together.
I focused on his chest so I didn’t have to look into those eyes that ate away at my soul and inhibitions—not that the chest was much better. Unable to resist touching him, I trailed my finger down his stomach. Corbin may have never had feelings for me, but sadly I couldn’t say the same thing. I cleared my throat. “Oh? You’re pretty sure of yourself.”
He pulled me closer and his lips grazed my temple. “Perhaps I wanted to see you.”
I fought off the softness trying to creep in and backed away again. “We both know that’s not true. What do you want?”
His lips pursed as he nodded. “It could have been fun to pretend though, don’t you think?” His dark eyes glittered even in the shadows.
“No.” It could have been confusing. It could have been heartbreaking. It could have been humiliating. Fun, however, wasn’t a word that immediately came to mind. “Selene isn’t here yet.”
Pain lined his forehead at the mention of her name, betraying what he was hiding. Obviously, I hit the mark. I resisted the urge to roll my eyes and crossed my arms over my chest. Of course it was Selene. Disappointment, at least, wasn’t a new sensation. “I thought you were done with that.”
He gave me a level look. “I am.”
My laugh sounded hollow even to me. “Yet here you are, for no explicable reason, just before the coven’s December solstice celebration that Selene will be at…with Cheney and Bella.”
His cheek twitched. “Yet I’m outside your window tonight not hers, pet.”
I blinked. “Yeah, why’s that?”
He tapped his finger against the tip of my nose. “I need your help. I figure you owe me.” Of course, he did. I raised an eyebrow. “I’d like you to summon a vampire who keeps evading my attempts to capture him.”
“I’ll need to talk to the coven—”
“No. No, coven. Just you and no one else needs to know about it. You have the power and the, shall we say, ability to compel my kind. We’ll just keep this between the two of us.” He glanced up at the lightening sky. “Tomorrow night. Do what you need to do to be ready. This matter needs to be closed.”
He slipped into the fading darkness inhumanly quickly and was gone.
The snow had completely stopped and the strange feeling was gone, yet I was fairly certain it hadn’t been Corbin I’d felt. His vibe was different—more subtle in some ways, but also more identifiable and less foreign to me. I put on my remaining glove and headed slowly toward the coven’s house.
I couldn’t shake the nagging question of why Corbin didn’t want me to tell them about his request. Corbin always had his own agenda, true, but that didn’t necessarily make it bad or wrong—just better for him than anyone else. He wanted another vampire. Why should we care what was going on between them? That was vampire business. Not mine, not the coven’s. . . . So why keep it from them?
I knew I was going to help him, though. Why I was, however, was a question I didn’t need or want to explore. I’d have to find time to break away from the group and get the spell without raising suspicion—or get there before anyone else woke up. That was a good plan. I moved a little quicker.
It was only five-thirty when I arrived, but a light was already on in the house. It was possible they’d forgotten to turn it off the night before, so I opened the door as softly as I could.
“Good morning.” Leslie stuck her head out of the kitchen as the door closed behind me. “Kat and Jess are still sleeping, but I’m making coffee. Want some?”
Damn morning people. I hesitated a moment too long and Leslie frowned. I forced a smile. “Sure.”
Leslie placed a steaming cup on the counter in front of me and sipped from her own mug. “You’re up early,” she said. “Milk, sugar?”
“Just milk.” She pushed a carton toward me.
“Did you figure out who sent the present?” she asked.
I cradled the mug in my hands, letting it warm them. “Hardly thought about it.” I took a drink, enjoying the burn after being outside for so long.
“You don’t have to do that, you know.” She set her cup down. “We just want to be friends with you. You don’t have to keep pushing us away and you don’t have to tell us your deepest, darkest secrets. If we push too hard just tell us to mind our own business. But consider opening up just a little. You might be surprised how good it feels.”
“I’ll keep that in mind.” I rolled my eyes. Most of the pain in my life came from good intentions of nice people just like them. “Though, it might take more than a cup of coffee to get my life story out of me. What else do you have?” I hoped I sounded more wry than defensive.
Leslie smiled gently. “Just time. I’d loved to hear it and I’ll be here to listen whenever, if ever, you want to share.” I avoided her meaningful gaze. “We might actually understand better than you think. Like I know your life has been hard and seeing your last name on that card rattled you. I actually think your past, in general, upsets you.”
Damn empaths. “Then perhaps we should leave it alone.”
She picked her coffee back up and directed her too caring eyes to the wall in front of her. “Have you seen Corbin lately?”
I choked. Sensing my emotions was one thing. Ferreting out who I saw was another. She reached over to pat me on the back, but I staved off her touch, holding my hands up in the universal “I’m okay” signal. When I finally caught my breath again, I said, “Why? What? No.”
Leslie laughed, her face lighting up. “The gift. I was thinking about it on my jog this morning. The two of you are a lot alike. I could see where there would be an attraction. Maybe the gift was from him. He could be reaching out to you. Or maybe he knew your mother. He’s certainly old enough and a dark witch would be on his radar. Just a thought.”
“Did you miss the memo, the skywriting, or the carefully worded email? He loves Selene.”
“Corbin does a lot of things I’m sure I can’t even begin to fathom, but I can’t imagine him clinging to the idea of Selene, especially now. They’re bonded, but it’s my understanding it’s mutually beneficial for them. They’ll each find a way to move on with their lives. Also, I know for a fact Selene has done everything in her power to block as much of herself as she can from him. That should help him considerably.”
Or make him feel more alone than ever. Didn’t she have any idea what he put on the line for her? Another case of people with good intentions making someone else suffer for what they thought was right. “Well, obviously it’s him then.”
Leslie shrugged, taking another sip.
“What must be him?” Jessica shuffled over to the stool next to me and collapsed onto it with a yawn. “Who’s him?”
“Corbin,” Leslie said. “I think he gave Frost the key. I think he’s telling her he took the time to find out who she is. It’s sort of romantic.”
Jessica opened one eye and snorted.
“My thoughts exactly,” I said. “Corbin doesn’t care about me at all.”
“Not that,” Jessica said. “I could actually see that working out. You both have a general disdain for other people. You could sit around and bitch about how unfair life is.” She winked at me. “The snort was entirely directed to the romantic notion. When did stalking become romantic? Humanity is doomed.”
I finished off my coffee. “The two of you are deluded.”
“Good morning,” Katrina said, coming into the kitchen. “Hey, Frost, I was thinking last night. Maybe Corbin left the present.”
I dropped my head into my arms while the other two laughed. These people were something else. How could they all be on the same page all the time? How was I ever supposed to catch up with them when I didn’t think like them at all?
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THE MORNING AND MOST OF afternoon flew by as decorations were made and put up all over the house. Mostly they gave me menial tasks that I couldn’t mess up, but somehow I still managed to ruin at least a couple of them.
“Maybe you shouldn’t help with the wreaths,” Leslie said, scrunching her nose. “No offense.”
I looked at the quickly dying evergreen branch in my hand. “None taken.” I dropped the branch in the trashcan and put my gloves back on. “Crafts aren’t really my thing anyway.”
“Yeah, Jessica’s either,” Katrina said, looking up. “You could help her. She’s organizing and planning what we need for the meditation. I think she’s going to make some candles. She’s in the attic.”
I nodded. That was where I wanted to be all right. All I had to do was get her out of the attic long enough to find the spell for Corbin and we’d be good to go tonight. I took the steps slowly, letting boredom float around the top of my emotions so Leslie wouldn’t suspect. Jessica was sitting cross-legged on the floor in the attic, reading the Book of Shadows and taking notes.
“Hey. Apparently I suck at crafts. I’m supposed to help you,” I said, walking in.
“Cool,” Jessica said. “This meditation sounds trippy.”
“Oh yeah?” I sat down across from her and took in the set up. There were stacks of dried ingredients, wicks, wax, and a line of five oils. “How so?”
“We’ll each get our own spiritual guide on the meditation and they’ll have a bag containing the four elements’ answers to the question we seek clarity on.”
I shrugged. “All things considered, that’s not so bad.”
Her mouth thinned. “I guess not.”
It didn’t take an empath to see something was bothering her. “You worried about someone you killed showing up?”
She blanched and looked up at me. “Aren’t you?”
I shook my head. “The dead don’t scare me. They don’t walk with me and they don’t walk with you either. You carry them with you all on your own.”
Jessica nodded. “I don’t know how to let them go.”
If I had a trick to help her, I would have given it to her. Taking an innocent life was a burden beyond what most people could deal with. Jessica was strong and she had kept herself together admirably well. “Then don’t. Remember them and learn from what happened so it doesn’t happen again. Even if one of them is your guide, it will only be because they have a message they want to pass to you.”
She rolled her shoulders back. “I know you’re right. I still want to puke though.”
Laughter bubbled up from my chest. “That never goes away.”
“How do you live like this?”
“One day at a time. It’s all I can manage.” Her eyes drifted away from me toward the door and I swiped the last oil in the row. “Do you want me to tell you it will get better with time?”
She turned back to me. “Will it?”
“No.”
She drew in a deep breath and I could see her mentally propping herself back up. “Okay, so we need to make candles—red, green, white, and black ones. . These are the oils we need.” She gestured to the row of little oil bottles lined up between us. “Clove, orange, myrrh, frankincense… Wait, where did the patchouli go?”
We both stood up and looked around, neither of us producing it.
“I’m losing my mind. I could have sworn I put it out. We have another bottle downstairs. Be right back.” She got up and trotted out of the room.
Immediately I turned the Book of Shadows toward me. It took less than a minute to find the spell I wanted. It was just a normal summoning spell, but adjusting it to apply to a vampire wouldn’t be so hard. I grabbed a piece of Jessica’s paper and scrawled the ingredients and spell so fast I wasn’t sure I would be able to read it later.
“Hey, Frost,” Jessica called from downstairs. My body jerked and I froze. “You want to come down here for a second?”
“Sure,” I called back.
I quickly folded the paper, slipped it in my pocket, and carefully put the book back. With a deep breath, I went downstairs.
All three girls stood at the bottom of the stairs. My steps slowed. “What happened?” I asked.
Katrina broke ranks and opened the front door wide. Another package lay on the mat. I came the rest of the way down. “When did that get here?”
“I didn’t hear anyone,” Leslie said.
“No tracks in the snow,” Jessica added. “So it must have been a while ago. Maybe around the time you got here.”
I picked up the thin flat box wrapped in silver paper covered in glistening snowflakes. “Are you sure you guys aren’t doing this?” They all shook their heads, watching me intently. “At least this eliminates Corbin.”
“Not necessarily,” Katrina said. “He could have sent any number of people here with the package at any time today. See what’s in it.”
“Plus it was still fairly dark when you got here,” Leslie added.
I plucked off the card. “The star is but a pet of the darkness. Find me.” I frowned, my eyes lingering on one word. Pet. Corbin had called me pet more than once. Was I the star? When did he get so prose-y? I glanced outside. Sunset was rapidly approaching.
I tore off the paper and lifted the lid. The box slipped from my hand and landed on the floor with a thud.
“What is it?” Katrina whispered.
I swallowed hard and glared at the box for a moment, then stooped down and picked up the contents: a picture of a woman with a small frame and long black hair who looked a lot like me. She was smiling and laughing like she had her whole life before her. There was a letter taped to the back that read, “To my daughter.”
My throat tightened.
“Is that your mother?” Jessica asked. “You look like her.”
“I don’t have a mother.” I crumpled the picture and letter, dropped them to the floor and stepped outside. I sat on the porch swing, ignoring the biting cold. If Corbin was behind this, he had a reason or something to gain, but what? Why couldn’t he and everyone leave my past alone? I didn’t need it. It didn’t help me move on to suddenly have a picture of her. It didn’t help me understand her any better. All it would do was soften me toward someone who didn’t deserve that sort of consideration. She chose to end her life and ruin mine when she became a dark witch. End of story. All I needed from her was my hatred. It fueled me.
Sometime later, Leslie sat next to me and handed me a steaming cup of coffee. “It’s too cold to sit out here.”
I didn’t bother replying, but I did take the drink.
“I’m sure he didn’t mean to—”
“Don’t say it,” I said. “I don’t care what his intention was. My past is mine. He had no right to pry.” My hands shook with cold and fury.
“You’re right. But can’t you see that he’s reaching out to you? It’s huge, especially for him. It’s more than he ever did for Selene. He’s showing a genuine interest in you and where you came from. Maybe both of you need each other right now. I know you’re lonely and we haven’t helped you with that as much as I hoped we would. If anything we’ve made it worse. You’re actually lonelier now than you were when you met us. Maybe Corbin is someone you won’t feel isolated around. He might be exactly what you’re looking for.”
I took a deep breath. “I saw him last night. I’m supposed to meet him again tonight.”
“That’s great! What time?”
I shook my head. “I don’t know. He just said at dark.”
“Then we don’t have much time. Come on.” She nodded toward the house.
I didn’t move. “Why?”
“You can’t go looking like that.” She waved a hand at me. “You’re hiding all of your best features.”
My eyebrows tugged together. “This is how I always look.”
She sighed. “He’s making an effort for you. The least you can do is make one for him.”
I barely bit back my kneejerk reaction to say fuck that. “You think so?”
She nodded emphatically. “Trust us. You’ll knock him off his feet.”
I took a deep breath and followed her inside.
An hour and several arguments later, they had given me a makeover without actually touching me, which was a feat in itself. I had on heels that were already hurting my feet, black pants that were supposed to be capris but ended at my ankle and a satiny black camisole under a black tuxedo jacket. They even forced me to curl my hair so it fell in long waves down my back instead of my customary braid. All that I had left of me was my black leather gloves.
By the time I made it back to the inn, I was ready to set the shoes on fire, but resisted—barely. At least the snow and the cold numbed my legs. I felt his presence before I saw him.
“What happened to you?” Corbin asked from the shadows, chuckling. “Did you finally find your fairy godmother?”
I shifted, every muscle in my body tight, my lungs burning. I had to breathe, but I didn’t want to. As soon as I released my breath, my heart would start pounding and he’d know I was nervous. Was this even what I wanted? It was person, not technically a living breathing person, but still a person, which was more than I had now, but it was still a risk. It would require me to relinquish control. I hated that. I blew out my breath. I just had to do it. “Can we go inside?”
“So long as you promise not to give me a makeover too.” His grin was the first thing I saw as he came out of the shadows.
Why did he have to be so hot? Vampires should be ugly. They were dead. What right did they have to have great abs and chiseled features? Despite the cold, warmth spread through me. Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad. He followed me through the inn. My mouth was dry and I struggled to make myself look at him as I fingered the key around my neck. Corbin brushed against me as he went into my room, looking around. “Can you do the spell inside?”
“Did you know my mother?” I asked, voice breaking slightly.
He sat on my bed and stretched his legs out, crossing them at the ankle. His lips curled as he glanced at the ceiling. “I was wondering when this would come up. Yes, I knew of her.”
My heart nearly stopped. Holy shit. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
He shrugged. “Why would I?”
It was true I had a tendency to avoid any discussion of my family. It would have upset me.
He was up and to me in a flash. His fingers brushed against one of my curls, making my breath catch. “I can’t help notice that you seem peculiarly nervous tonight. Is there something you’d like to say to me, pet?”
So many things. I wanted to say he had no right to bring any of this up. I wanted to say it wasn’t fair that as soon as Selene dumped him for good he came crawling back to me. I wanted to say my feelings weren’t a yo-yo for him to play with. And finally I wanted to ask what took him so long. I didn’t say any of those things. His shirt was soft beneath my hands. I jerked him toward me and pressed my lips against his.
As he kissed me back, I could feel the pull of him feeding on me. I slapped the back of his head. “No,” I said against his lips.
“Then stop kissing me,” he said, with a half-smile and perplexed eyes. He held me out an arm’s distance away from him. “Are you drunk?”
“I wish.” I blew out a breath. Being open with him was harder than I thought it would be. “Why are you doing this, Corbin?”
His dark eyes met mine. “I’m pretty sure you started it.”
I shook my head. “The presents. The confusing notes. My mother. Why now? Why any of it? What do you want from me?”
His head tilted and he went very still. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. Are you sure you haven’t been drinking?”
Heat rose to my cheeks.
All at once his eyes lit up and laughter bubbled out of him. “Oh, this is bloody brilliant.” He wiped beneath his eyes. “It’s been ages since I’ve laughed like this. Did you think I wanted to be your boyfriend?” I lost him to laughter again. “All of this is for me.” He waved a hand at my hair and my clothes.
I glanced toward the bathroom door. I could make it there and lock myself in before he stopped laughing at me, but that would only be the cherry on top of my humiliation. This. Things like this were why I was better off alone. “Get out,” I said quietly.
He ignored me and kissed my forehead. “For the record, I don’t buy presents nor do I send love letters. And you’re the one who brought your mother up. I merely answered your question.”
“Get out.” I pushed hard against his chest, letting anger overcome my embarrassment. “Leave or I will make you leave.”
That sobered him immediately. “Don’t threaten me, necromancer. We have a deal and I expect you to uphold your end of the bargain.”
“There was no ‘deal.’ There was a possible favor, and it’s been rescinded. Now get your ass out the door before I personally send you to hell.”
Moving so slowly it was painful, he nodded and headed to the door. “This isn’t over. You will cast the spell.”
“You and an entire army of vampires couldn’t make me do it,” I sneered at his departing back, then slammed the door behind him.
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I THREW THE DAMN PAINFUL shoes across the room after he was gone, tore off the stupid clothes and haphazardly scrubbed my face clean. Then I pulled on my sweats and crawled under the covers, kind of hoping for death. Never coming out seemed like a reasonable life plan. Corbin would tell people. He knew the coven, he knew Sy, he…then again, he wasn’t impossible to fight against. I was a necromancer. Technically, I could own him if I chose to.
But the coven, the damn coven, would have so many questions. They’d want to hear everything. Then to pour salt in my wounds, they’d pity me. I couldn’t take that.
And none of my questions were answered. I still had this stupid key around my neck and a picture of my mom and none of it made sense.
My eyelids were heavy. Sleep was good. I couldn’t think if I were asleep. I was fading away when there was a tapping at my window. I groaned, burying my face in the pillow. No way did he come back.
I peeked out from under the covers. There was a face in the window, but it definitely wasn’t Corbin. He winked as the pane frosted over. It was the man who had been watching us from across the street on our shopping trip. I climbed out of bed and opened the window to see better. He stood in the yard, snow swirling around him, then looked up with a smile and motioned me to come out.
I pulled on my coat, gloves, and boots, and did as bidden. I was getting to the bottom of this once and for all. “Who are you?” I called from the inn’s entrance.
He raised an eyebrow and waited until I stood in front of him. His brown hair was snow-free, and his hazel eyes studied me with a warm, lively light. “It’s been too long.”
That’s what he said to me. This person I had never met in my life, but who had been following me. He spoke to me like we were old friends. Anger filled my chest. I tugged on the fingers of my left hand glove and had it half off before I realized what I was doing. I shoved it behind my back. I wasn’t angry with this man. “Who are you?”
“Orion,” he said like it explained everything. “I meant to find you sooner, but—” He shrugged. “Time is a funny thing.”
I shook my head. “Why would you want to find me?”
His brow furrowed. “I gave you the letter, didn’t I?”
“Huh.” The letter…with the picture that I threw away. “I didn’t read it.”
He frowned. “I know I was late, but that was a bit childish, don’t you think?”
“Excuse me?” I glared at him.
“You heard me.” He stared back. “Your mother put a lot of thought into that letter. I haven’t carried it with me since her death for nothing.”
“Why don’t you just tell me what it said?”
He shook his head. “There isn’t time for that. All of this would have been so much easier had you read it. How will you even know whether or not you can trust me? You don’t know me at all.”
I threw up my hands. “I don’t trust you. You give me these weird stalker gifts and claim to know my mother. None of that makes me trust you.”
“But…it’s Christmas and you people do things like that. Plus, I thought the mystery would inspire you to seek answers on your own. Instead you hide in there.” He pointed accusingly at the inn. “Why must you be so difficult?”
I closed my eyes and squeezed the bridge of my nose. “I don’t understand.”
“Then you should have read the letter,” he mumbled.
“Well, I didn’t. Can we move on?” It figured my secret admirer would be an asshole. Tonight sucked. “I should have stayed in bed.” I stalked back toward the entrance. Enough was enough, I didn’t need this.
“Wait,” he said like it was all a huge inconvenience for him. “This isn’t entirely your fault. I told Winter I would deliver her message when you were much younger then it slipped my mind. But now I’m here. I’m sure you have a lot of questions and probably a fair amount of anger. For that I apologize.”
I tapped my boot in the snow.
He held out a hand to me with a little smile. “I have answers if you still want them.”
“What’s the key for?”
“Your house. The house your parents left to you.”
I nodded, but my mind reeled. I had a house. There were several times in my life that would have been useful to know. “I thought there wasn’t a will and that they didn’t have anything.”
“Not exactly the case. Winter, your mother, trusted me to fill you in. She had a plan. She knew that giving birth to you would take her life, but there’s a loophole. You can bring her back.”
I stared at him.
“You can. It’s all in the letter.”
“Even if that’s true, why would I? She’s a dark witch. I’m not.”
He blinked. “She’s your mother. It won’t only help her; it could help you too.”
I shook my head. “She has never been my mother. The sun will have a blizzard before I lift a finger to help that woman.” I held up a hand when his mouth opened to respond, turned on my heel, and went back into the inn.
I lay in bed and stewed until my phone rang. I glanced at the clock. Nine a.m.
“Hello,” I said.
“Good morning, sunshine. How was last night?” Leslie’s bubbly voice came from the other end.
My finger hovered over the end button. “I don’t want to talk about it. I actually think I need to head home today.”
“Oh, no,” she said then I heard muffled talking.
“Don’t you dare go home,” Katrina’s voice came on the line. “Get your butt over here. We have to do the meditation and the party is tonight. You can’t miss that. You’re one of us, Frost. Act like it.”
I chewed the corner of my lip.
“Frost, it’s Selene.” As if I couldn’t tell from her lyrical elf-like voice. I wrapped my free arm around myself, and my grip on my phone tightened. She was the last person I wanted to talk to. Not that it was her fault Corbin loved her, but she was the one who brought him into my life. “I’m coming to you.”
A second later she was standing in my room, pretty as ever, with Leslie at her side. Her eyes quickly took in the shoes by the door, the pile of clothes by the trashcan, and, of course, me lying in a heap under a pile of covers. To her credit, no sympathy flickered over her face.
“Don’t you knock?” I glared at them.
Selene smiled and sat down on my left and Leslie plopped down on my right.
“Not with family,” Leslie said. “And that’s what being in a coven is. Family.”
I kept my gloveless hands pressed against my sides beneath the covers.
“I know all of this is hard,” Leslie said and I snorted. “Fine. You’re right. I have no idea, not really. None of us do or even can know…because you won’t tell us.”
I looked back and forth between them. “You aren’t going to let me leave, are you?”
Selene’s eyes twinkled with flecks of gold. “I don’t know what happened last night and I don’t care. What we do care about is that you’re okay. So what can we do to make all of this easier?”
I bit the inside of my cheek, hoping the hurricane of emotion inside of me wouldn’t break free. No one in my entire life had ever asked me that. I shook my head, afraid to speak.
The tears I felt filled Leslie’s eyes as they widened in horror. “It wasn’t him,” she said softly. Selene raised a curious eyebrow, but she ignored her. “I’m so sorry. I thought for sure. God, how humiliating.”
There was an itch in the back of my burning throat. “I’m fine,” I managed to say.
“I’ll kill him,” Leslie said, standing up. “I will find him and kill him…or at the very least say a lot of mean words to him.”
I laughed, shocking myself more than them, and a single tear slipped out and rolled down my cheek, but I was afraid to uncover my hands to brush it away.
“Whoever it was doesn’t deserve you. Look at yourself.” Selene produced a mirror out of thin air and held it up in front of me.
Despite all my face scrubbing, the mascara smudges beneath my eyes verged on football player bad.
“What do you see?” she asked.
“Me,” I said.
She shook her head. “No. What do you see?”
“A hot mess,” I said borrowing Katrina’s phrase.
Leslie smiled. “That’s not what I see.”
“Me either,” chimed Selene. “I see one of the strongest people I have ever met. The burden you carry daily is unreal and yet you still do good. If anyone has a right to be bitter and resentful, it’s you. But you still seek out a way to heal yourself even though everyone has said it’s impossible. You carry hope like shield against the world, and I admire the hell out of that.”
“It’s all I have.” My voice was too thin and my eyes felt too watery. They needed to go.
She flipped her hair over her shoulder. “Not anymore.” She patted the covers over my knee. “Now you have us.”
“I see so much bravery when I look at you,” Leslie said. “I wish I had a quarter of it. You’re scared, rightfully so, yet you still manage to live. Not only that, but last night you took a chance. Even if it didn’t work out, do you know how brave that was? You’ve had your heart broken so many times in your life, but you still feel so deeply. I couldn’t do it. And if Cor—” My eyebrows shot up, stopping her. “If he can’t see that then he deserves to be miserable. But you don’t. You’ll find the right person.”
I cleared my throat. “Would the two of you mind getting off of my bed?”
“Not if you’re going to run away,” Selene said. “If that’s your plan, I’ll just call Jessica and Kat and we’ll do our meditation here as a coven because like it or not, you’re stuck with us.”
I nodded. “I just want to sit up and get dressed.”
They stood up and took a couple steps back before I budged. I sat up and stretched my neck to one side until it popped. “Did you keep the letter?” I asked Leslie.
She pulled the smoothed letter and picture out of the back pocket of her jeans. “Of course I did. I thought you might want to read it after you had a chance to think about it.” She held it out for me.
I took it by a corner and unfolded the aged paper carefully.
“My dearest Frost,
I barely know what to say or where to begin. How do I explain the decisions I have made or how they will forever be a source of pain for you? Please believe me that I never meant for any of this to happen, but what was done can’t be undone and I couldn’t live with losing you too. I won’t offer you excuses for my actions because they were mine and mine alone. I do apologize and hope you are able to feel my love for you in your heart even though I was never able to say it to you in person.
You will be born with everything in life stacked against you. My friend and midwife, Fredricka, agreed to care for you after my death. She is a good person and will love you as I would. She knows that she is not to touch your skin. All I can do is pray that you are still with her when this letter reaches you. You need people in your life who want to understand and help you.
I have entrusted this letter to Orion. He has been a friend of mine for many years and I trust him with my life. He will always watch over you as he has tried to watch over me, but unfortunately I didn’t listen to anything but my own heart. I know the request I am about to make of you will seem impossible, but it is the only glimmer of hope I have left for both of our survival. Please, before you decide, let Orion tell you my story and listen with the heart of a daughter.
There is a way I can come back to you and you can be free of your curse. You may not be strong enough yet, but you will be in time. You will also need a coven and Fredricka can help with that. The magic that flows through you is strong enough to cast this spell that will resurrect me. Once I inhabit a new body, I can break the necromancer curse that binds you and then we can be together. “
I scanned the spell. It started with a sacrifice. Dark magic. Of course. I refolded the letter. I didn’t need to read any more. Both Selene and Leslie were trying entirely too hard not to watch me.
I had meant what I said to Orion. I couldn’t listen with the “heart of a daughter” because I had never been a daughter. I could read between the lines though. She was so “worried” about me that she left someone else to tell me why she’d done what she’d done. She hoped I would still be with her friend because she could help me bring her back. I wasn’t fooled for a moment. “She said she can break my curse if I bring her back.” I stood and dropped the letter in my duffle bag with a genuine smile.
“Frost,” Selene started, already shaking her head.
“I’m not going to do it.” I pulled out clothes to wear, still smiling.
“Then why are you happy?” Leslie asked.
I looked over my shoulder at their worried faces. “Because if she can break the curse, so can we.”
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BACK IN THE ATTIC, WE finished closing our circle and calling upon the elements to grace us. When the energy in the circle peaked, we welcomed the Oak King and extinguished the black candle then lit the white one. We each sat in our corner and closed our eyes.
“Show us what blessings the future holds,” we said in one voice.
I opened my eyes and I was standing outside on a farm blanketed in snow. The sky was clear overhead, not a bird or cloud insight. Faster than possible, I watched night race across the sky toward me until I was surrounded in darkness, though the stars and moon twinkled above me. But without the sun I was cold and my fingers began to ache deep in my bones.
A house appeared to my left and a man stood on the porch. I stared at him, not wanting to move toward him. Wind whipped around me and suddenly Orion stood in front of me.
“You left without saying goodbye last night,” he said.
“I’m supposed to be meditating. I’m waiting for my guide. Get out of here,” I said.
He smiled. “You’re looking at him.” He pulled up the hood on the cloak I hadn’t noticed he wore.
“I read the letter,” I said as I followed him to the house, only my footprints disturbing the snow. “What are you?”
“I told you. I’m Orion.”
I shrugged.
He sighed. “I was cursed into the heavens by some demigods a long time ago. So technically, I’m a celestial body. But as part of my curse, I also have the pleasure of being who you would refer to as Jack Frost. When there’s a winter storm, I’m here.”
I nodded. “How did you know my mother?”
He laughed. “You say mother like you’re being ironic.”
“I am.”
Orion nodded. “I guess I can see your point. When she was a young witch she had the gall to summon me to her circle. I have always admired pluck. We became friends.”
“Was she a dark witch then?”
He shook his head. “It’s funny how a couple bad decisions can change a life forever. She didn’t want to be dark, but once it took a hold of her she couldn’t find her footing. She knew what that meant for you and she couldn’t stop it. In the countless years I’ve been stuck in the sky watching people toil, I have never seen anyone with more determination to change her destiny than her. I think that was because of you. I think it was really your destiny she hoped to change.”
For some reason, despite the topic, I was calm. I even felt sympathy for her. “How did it happen?”
He frowned. “She was very much in love with your father. When he died, she was distraught and thought she could bring him back. She wanted you to have a father.”
Only true necromancers could resurrect and even then a full resurrection was tricky and about a million things could go wrong, including losing yourself completely to the darkness. “Did it work?”
“Eventually . . . to a degree, but it was as you probably imagine.”
If you weren’t brought back for a reason, i.e. vampire, guardian, jinn, etc. it wasn’t pretty. Rotting flesh, ungodly smells, and empty vessels. Creating immortality was better left to nonhumans.
He nodded. “She had to kill him. I thought for a while that might kill her too.”
“Why is it so much easier to talk to you now?” I asked, looking into his handsome face.
“Meditation is designed to bring down walls so you can see more clearly. I should have approached you like this to begin with. You’re much more pleasant like this. Do you feel you have clarity now?”
“I see where she would be tempted, but none of this absolves her. I still don’t trust her and I’m not bringing her back.”
He nodded. “Can’t say I blame you. I guess we’re done then.” On the porch he picked up a large brown leather sack and held it out. “The bag contains the four elements. Reach in and find what you seek.”
I didn’t want to choose. I wanted to keep talking to him. “What if I have more questions?”
He smiled. “I’m always around. If it isn’t winter though, getting here can be tricky. You could summon me, like your mother did. Or if it is winter, leave your window cracked. I’ll come.” He looked up at the sky. “Time grows short. You must make your choice.”
I closed my eyes and reached in the bag with only one real question on my mind: was it possible to break the curse? I withdrew my hand, afraid to look at what I held. Opening one eye, I saw a beating heart in the palm of my hand. Blue flames popped out all over the organ until it was consumed in fire, yet still it beat in time with mine.
I looked to Orion, but he was gone. A moment later the heart was gone too and I was once again sitting in the attic. I scribbled down what I saw. Everyone else was doing the same, only they had remembered to make a talisman. All I had was the stupid key around my neck. I touched it. It was almost on my heart. Maybe it was perfect. I folded the piece of paper as small as I could and taped it to the back of the key. The image of the heart burned in my brain as it had in my hand. Was it my heart that I saw? Was it saying my passion and focus would get me there as it had my mother? Or was this the sacrifice in her spell? Was that really the only way?
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THE PARTY WAS IN FULL SWING and everyone looked like they were having fun. I stayed along the edges because it was the only place I ever felt comfortable. A movement outside the shop window caught my eye. Granted it was a busy street, but the movement was too fast, too supernatural, so I headed toward it.
I looked into the alley to the left of the building, and the lights suddenly went out. “I thought I asked you to leave,” I told Corbin.
“Perhaps I wanted to see you, pet. I don’t like the way we left things.”
I shook my head. Everything was so much clearer now. “I know you’re only here because Selene is. You couldn’t resist, could you? The pull of her being so close must torture you. Because no matter what you do or say, she is and will always be the only one you can love. You flirt, you lead people on, but those are only distractions from what you can’t have.” I shrugged. “I don’t want that life. I don’t want to be your distraction. I feel sorry for you.” I turned away, but his hand touched my shoulder.
“You still owe me,” he breathed in my ear. “I want that spell.”
I pursed my lips. “After last night’s humiliation, I think we’re even. I controlled you for a few seconds to save you. You caught me in a vulnerable moment and crushed me. It’s over, Corbin. I’m done.”
He backed into the shadows. “We’re a lot of things, Frost. Done isn’t one of them.”
As soon as I stepped back inside, Leslie sought me out. “I’m so sorry I was wrong. I would never have had you get dressed up unless I was positive it was him.”
I nodded. “I know.”
“I guess you’ll never know where the gifts came from.”
I smiled. “Maybe who sent it is less important than having it.” Until I knew more about Orion, I didn’t want to mention him.
Leslie grinned. “This is a new attitude. What did you see in your meditation?”
I thought for a few moments about what the burning heart meant to me. “I saw a way to end this.” I wiggled my gloved fingers in the air. “I saw a path to what I want and I will get there.”
“I would hug you right now, but I know you would flip out, so I won’t, but you’re right. You will get there and we’ll be beside you the whole way.”
That still remained to be seen. “It won’t be easy.”
She laughed. “When have we ever done anything easy in this coven? All that really matters is we have each other’s back, no matter what.”
I took a deep breath and placed a hand on her arm. “I’ve never had friends before. Not real ones.”
Leslie shook her head. “Then don’t you think it’s about time you do?”
I laughed. Maybe this would all work out after all. I touched the key around my neck. The first stop on my journey toward a future would have to be a stop in the past. It looked like I was finally getting to go home.
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THE SMELL OF FRESH-BAKED sugar cookies filled my kitchen, and the tinny sound of Frank Sinatra singing “White Christmas” echoed from my outdated iPhone. Behind me, the ghost of a 1920s gangster hovered while I pulled the last hot tray from the oven.
“Move. I don’t want to burn you,” I said automatically, realizing only afterward how ridiculous it sounded. Any object—hot or otherwise—would pass straight through the specter.
Frankie appeared in black and white, his image transparent enough that I could just make out the cooling trays on the kitchen island behind him. He wore a pin-striped suit coat with matching cuffed trousers and a fat tie.
He inhaled as if he could smell the crisp, warm cookies. “That’s a killer batch, right there,” he observed while I jockeyed around him, “but I gotta tell you, most of the gun barrels are crooked.”
I winked, surprising him. “Everybody’s a critic.”
I’d given in to holiday cheer and let him tell me how to shape the last of the dough, and he’d chosen the things he loved most. Which meant I had a baking sheet full of revolvers, cigarettes, and booze bottles—all oddly shaped because, truly, who has cookie cutters for that sort of thing?
I placed the tray on a rack to start cooling, glad I’d included the surly gangster in my holiday festivities. He was technically a houseguest until I could find a way to free him. Although I had no clue what I was going to do with his contraband cookies.
I couldn’t eat them all or explain them away to guests.
“What’s next?” he asked before I’d even transferred one cookie off the baking tray, never mind the dough-flecked countertops or the dishes. The man obviously hadn’t spent much time in the kitchen before.
“Why don’t you go outside and look at the holiday lights?” I suggested. Perhaps that would get him into the spirit of the season.
My sister, Melody, had lent me a few strands of white ones in the shape of magnolia flowers. I’d foraged some lovely greenery from the woods and done up the front and back porches with pine garlands and homemade balsam wreaths. I’d been too broke to buy ready-made decorations, but these looked nicer anyway.
He snarled at the suggestion that he might be entertained by pretty decorations. “I’m Frankie the German,” he clipped out, as if his words themselves should command respect. “Men fear me. Women want me.”
“I’m very happy for you,” I said, trying to straighten out a revolver barrel as I gently transferred the cookies to the cooling rack. “But this is the holiday season. It’s the perfect time to take a break from inspiring fear. Try to live a little,” I suggested, ignoring his scowl. “How about I finish cleaning the kitchen, and afterward you can challenge me to a game of chess.”
Otherwise, he’d get bored and start making cold spots all over my kitchen. It felt nice in the summer, but right now, it would ruin the yeast bread I had rising.
He clenched and unclenched his hands a few times. “All right,” he said, eyeing me as he glided through the stove and out to the back porch. His voice lingered in the air behind him. “You know I won’t go far.”
“Do I ever,” I murmured. It was my fault he couldn’t leave.
I’d tied him to my land when I accidentally emptied his funeral urn out onto my rosebushes. At the time, I’d believed my ex-fiancé had given me a dirty old vase in need of a good scrubbing or at least a rinse with the hose. But as it turns out, there’s a reason why ashes are customarily scattered to the wind or at least spread out a bit. When I poured the entirety of Frankie’s remains in one spot and then hosed him into the ground, the poor gangster had become my unwilling permanent housemate—at least until I could figure out how to set him free.
Only two people knew I had a ghost for a houseguest: my sister, Melody, and my sweet, strong almost-boyfriend, Ellis. I planned to keep it that way.
I transferred a cookie shaped like a bundle of dynamite that could have almost passed for a nice grouping of holiday candles, except for the “TnT” Frankie had made me etch into the side.
Frankie had opened up a whole new ghostly world to me, and let’s just say things had gotten a little crazy after that.
I left the tray on the stove to cool and brushed off the well-worn green and white checked gingham apron that had belonged to my grandmother. I tried not to sigh. I missed having a house full of people for the holidays. Of course, Melody had stopped by just this morning, and my mom was coming in town next week.
I began sudsing up the sink and placing my mixing bowls into the warm, soapy water.
If I were honest with myself, I missed Ellis. We’d become close enough that I felt his absence when we couldn’t spend time together. He’d been booked solid with family events, and it’s not like I could have joined him. Not after I’d broken my engagement to his brother and barely defended my livelihood and home from his vengeful mother.
He’d come by when he could.
And as if I’d summoned him out of thin air, I heard a knock at the door. It couldn’t be. I dried my hands on my apron. Melody liked to knock and immediately walk inside. My friend Lauralee, too. I had an open-door policy at the cozy antebellum home I’d inherited from my grandmother. But when no one sauntered in, it made my heart skip a beat.
“Ellis?” I called, making sure I’d turned the oven off. And that my messy ponytail wasn’t completely covered in flour. Oh, who cared if it was?
I hurried down the hallway to the foyer and dragged open my heavy front door.
“Matthew,” I said, surprised.
The ghost of Major Matthew Jackson of the Union Army stood on my front porch, with his hands clasped in front of him, appearing almost shy. His image wavered and came into sharper focus. I could see the crisp lines of his uniform jacket, along with his high forehead and prominent cheekbones.
I’d met Matthew on my last adventure. Most of the time, I could only see ghosts when Frankie showed me the other side. But Matthew was one of the most powerful spirits I’d ever met, and he could appear to me on his own. He was also one of the more shy ones.
“Is everything all right?” I asked.
Major Jackson didn’t get out much and I couldn’t imagine what would bring him to my home.
He dipped his chin and glided straight through the glass storm door I’d neglected to open, his mind clearly elsewhere. I stepped back as he entered the foyer.
He stopped when he’d made it barely a few feet inside. “My sincerest apologies for intruding on your afternoon.” He gave a formal bow, appearing somewhat awkward in his social skills, but clearly trying his best.
“It’s quite all right,” I assured him, gesturing him further inside as I closed the door. “My friends are always welcome. What can I do for you?” I didn’t know the formalities involved in a late-nineteenth-century house call, and it’s not like I could offer him a sherry, so we might as well cut to the chase. Still, I couldn’t quite help myself from asking, “Would you like to sit in the back parlor?” just as my mother would have, and my grandmother before her.
Perhaps it was genetic.
He nodded and seemed more at ease with my formal response. I led him through my empty front room to the once-elegant sitting area in the back. The pink-papered walls and polished wood accents appeared so strange without the heirloom rugs and furniture the room had once held. Unfortunately, there wasn’t much left besides a second-hand chessboard, a lopsided futon, and a purple couch I’d brought home after solving a ghost-related issue for a local merchant.
Matthew opted for a place on the couch while I tried to sit elegantly on the edge of the futon.
“I’ve come to ask a favor,” he began earnestly.
Oh my. I crossed my legs at the ankles and sincerely hoped his favor didn’t involve me opening myself to the spirit world. Yes, I’d been able to do a lot of good in the few times I’d ventured forth, but it had been scary and dangerous. Besides, I was a graphic designer, not a ghost whisperer.
As much as it pained me, I had to learn to start saying no.
Matthew cleared his throat. “I would like to locate a Christmas gift for Josephine.”
“How sweet of you.” I felt my shoulders relax. That didn’t sound frightening or dangerous, and I was glad to see a relationship developing between the two ghosts. They’d reconnected during my last adventure. He’d been hurt and so very alone. She’d been shy and had suffered terrible luck with men—until that fateful night in the haunted woods. It had been rather romantic. “I’m sure Josephine would love anything you decide to give her, as long as it’s from the heart.”
Josephine cared about him for who he was, which was a rarity in Matthew’s life. His own family had disowned him for joining the Union Army, and the local ghosts hadn’t made him feel welcome in the afterlife for the same reason.
He glanced away before his gaze found mine. “She means everything to me,” he said, with an urgency most women only dreamed about. “That’s why I want to give her my mother’s opal necklace. Before the war—” he cleared his throat “—my mother said I could have the necklace when I found the girl I wish to marry.”
“Oh, Matthew.” I drew a hand to my chest. “You’re going to propose?”
“At Christmas,” he said simply.
I felt myself go a little teary eyed for them, for that perfect connection where you just knew. How wonderful for Josephine. She’d waited a hundred and fifty years to be loved like that.
“I just need you to get me the necklace,” Matthew said.
I blinked back my tears. “What?”
He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “It’s at my family estate, now occupied by the seventh generation of Jacksons.”
Oh, I was familiar with the Jackson compound on the edge of the county, with its twenty sprawling acres and huge main house, occupied by his real, live descendants, none of whom would be pleased if I showed up and explained that the spirit of their great-great-great-uncle needed a family heirloom, a jeweled necklace for that matter, and I’d just be taking it…
“Why don’t you go get it?” I suggested perkily. Most spirits couldn’t interact with the living world, but Matthew’s unusual strength made him an exception.
Like he hadn’t thought of that.
Matthew’s gaze dropped. “I can’t,” he said simply. “My mother told me I could never go home. Not after I signed my enlistment papers.”
I wished I could hug him. “Oh, sweetie,” I began. “Are you sure that’s not all in your mind?” It had to be. I knew it was. But if he hadn’t been able to get over it for more than one hundred and fifty years, I didn’t see how I could make it happen tonight in my parlor.
He stood abruptly. “I’m not part of the family anymore.” His shoulders heaved. “She said so.” He took two paces away from me, as if he couldn’t even face me as he added, “She’d never let me in the front door and I don’t think I could handle even trying.”
“I understand,” I said, coming to my feet. I wanted to help. I did. But, “I don’t know what I can do.”
“We could steal it,” Frankie said from above my left shoulder. I jumped as the ghost shimmered into view next to me. Sometimes I think he did it for fun. “I can have us in and out of there in two minutes,” he reasoned. “Five if they try to foil us with a cannonball safe.”
“I can’t steal an antique necklace,” I balked.
“Don’t worry,” Frankie said, opening his hands, as if this were old hat. “I’ll teach you how.”
Learning how was not the issue. “You don’t even know why we’re doing this,” I pointed out.
“Fun?” the gangster guessed.
Matthew turned to face us, clearly vexed by Frankie’s questionable morals.
He’d better get used to it.
“There’s no need for stealing,” the late soldier insisted. “The necklace is rightfully mine. And it’s on the ghostly plane, so none of my living relatives would even know.”
That meant someone had died with it. “Does your mother have it?” I asked, taking a wild guess.
Matthew gave a slow, sad nod.
Frankie crossed his arms over his chest, frowning. “That’s a lot less fun,” he said, eyeing the other ghost, as if he’d let Frankie down. “I see where this is going.”
So did I. Matthew wanted me to borrow Frankie’s powers to see the other side, something I’d promised I wouldn’t do again.
It wasn’t only that I put myself in danger every time I opened myself to the ghostly plane, but I had to use Frankie’s spirit energy to do it. I could take him out of my house if I had his urn with me. The unnatural energy flow temporarily weakened him to the point of making parts of him disappear. Plus I used the opportunity to do nice things for other people.
Let’s just say Frankie wasn’t a fan.
“I don’t believe my mother is a vengeful ghost,” Matthew assured me. “Although I haven’t spoken to her since I left to enlist. Even though she’s angry with me, I don’t think she’d go back on her word,” he added hopefully.
Frankie eyed him up and down. “Anything else in her stash? Something to make it worth our while?”
“Frankie!” I protested. “We don’t blackmail our guests.”
“Technically,” he said, holding up a finger, “it’s extortion.”
Hmm. “What if Matthew lends me his powers?” I asked. Then Frankie would be off the hook.
My guest drew back. “Oh, I most definitely could not,” he said, as if I’d shocked him. “Josephine would be so very jealous.”
Frankie huffed. “So this guy gets to have both a girlfriend and his powers.”
He needed our help. I turned to Matthew. “How can we be sure your mother is still in her home?” She might have concluded her earthly business and gone to the light. And if that happened, she would have taken everything she’d died wearing with her, including the necklace.
Matthew strode to the old marble fireplace and rested a hand on the mantel next to Frankie’s urn. “I still go home every Sunday. I watch my family from the yard. My mother still lives in that house.”
Today was Sunday. “Did you check today?” Frankie pressed. He and I both knew ghosts weren’t great at marking time.
Matthew turned to us. “I saw her through the window right before I came to you. She was upset. There were loud people pulling up in cars and vans. A party supply truck ran straight through me.”
“That’s right,” I murmured. This was the last Sunday before Christmas. The Jackson family had been hosting their annual Christmas party on that same day every year for seven generations. “It’s the day of the big party.”
“It is.” He lowered his eyes. “She was so busy with everyone else she didn’t see me. She never sees me.”
“I’ll talk to her,” I said quickly, and over Frankie’s most inappropriate cursing. “Maybe I can get her to speak with you.”
“No,” Matthew said, clenching his hands at his sides, “I did the right thing. I’m not going to pretend otherwise or beg for her forgiveness. But I won’t let her go back on her word about the necklace, either. Ask her for that. Please,” he added, softening. “I have a new life now. That’s all I want.”
“Okay,” I assured him. “I’ll slip in tonight, during the party.” Lord knew how, but I would.
“You think about asking me?” Frankie frowned.
“Yes, I did.” I planted a hand on my hip. “Frankie, would you like to go to a legendary holiday party?” I could take him out of my house if I had his urn with me.
The gangster frowned. “It’ll probably be full of stuffy society types.”
“And ghostly ladies,” I added cheerily. “I hear they love gangsters.”
“I would be hard for them to resist,” he agreed grudgingly.
“Then it’s settled,” I told him. We’d figure out a way into the Jackson’s holiday party. We’d speak with the spirit of Matthew’s mother.
I’d get the necklace for him and more. Somehow, I’d find a way to give the soldier an even better Christmas than he could imagine.
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IT TURNED OUT OUR WAY onto the Jackson property was through my best friend, Lauralee.
She shot me a grin as we rattled through the tall front gates in her husband’s beater truck. “I always said you’d be a great server given the right opportunity.” The cranked-up heater tousled her wild auburn hair. “I’m so glad you decided to try it again.”
I drew my bag closer to me, the one with Frankie’s urn inside. “I promise I won’t be too friendly,” I told her, only half kidding. She knew full well how I’d been fired from the steakhouse in college for talking to the customers too much.
“I just can’t believe I got this job,” Lauralee gushed. “The Jacksons have always used the big catering service from their country club for the annual holiday party. Lucky for me, the club backed out at the last minute.” She appeared positively giddy at the idea of proving herself. “I’m so relieved you were available to help.”
Me too. “I’ll do good,” I told her. “I promise.”
I couldn’t let Lauralee down. This job meant too much to her. Plus, she didn’t know a thing about my ghost-hunting abilities. It wasn’t the sort of thing I could easily explain—or count on her to believe. Besides, I’d promised myself I wouldn’t do it again. Except for tonight.
She’d managed to slip me into a front-room server position, the kind I’d need if I were going to go looking for Matthew’s long-dead mother. The money would be welcome as well. The least I could do was return the favor by being a bang-up worker bee when I wasn’t ghost hunting.
“It’ll be easy,” she assured me. “I prep the appetizers in the back. You and the other servers put them on trays and give them out in the front.”
I bit my lip. Before I started serving, I’d have to find a place to stash Frankie’s urn. It’s not like I could carry it on my appetizer tray.
Lauralee laughed. “Relax. You look almost scared.”
“Concerned,” I admitted as we traveled up the long driveway flanked by oak trees that had grown for generations. Their branches stretched over us, forming a canopy of naked, gnarled wood.
It must have been heartbreaking for Matthew to grow up in such a rustic, beautiful place and not be allowed back. If I’d lost my home like he did, I’d do anything for a chance to go home again. Especially for Christmas.
The house loomed ahead, a stately red brick manor with an elegant black iron two-story porch and a sharply curved circle drive clearly built for carriages instead of cars. This was nothing like the brand-new, faux-historic home of the Wydells, the other leading family in the county. I found it refreshing, if a bit dark and broody. If I recalled correctly, it had been built in the early 1800s, when the Jacksons began their iron-smelting dynasty. They’d added onto it over the years until it became this big, sprawling hulk of a building.
No telling how many ghosts lingered from seven-plus generations living and dying on the property. It would have been nice if Matthew had offered some guidance on where to look for his mother.
Frankie remained quiet and out of sight, hopefully saving his energy for our big night.
I reached down into my bag and rattled Frankie’s urn a bit.
“Stop it,” he groused. I turned and found him in the backseat of the cab. The corner of his mouth tipped up as he looked past me toward the house. “Get a load of that,” he said, straightening. “Hot little number at five o’clock, rising up out of the ground and ready to party.” He flashed me a grin. “This is her lucky night.”
I raised my brows at him. Focus.
“Don’t give me that look,” he admonished, straightening his tie. “It has been far too long since I so much as danced with a dame.” He pulled a flask out of his jacket pocket and gave it a small shake, as if to test how much booze he had left. Must have been enough because he grinned and took a long swig.
That was all fine and dandy, but, “I need to see the other side,” I mouthed to him, twisting my features so he’d know I meant business.
“Relax,” he snarled. “Geez-o-Pete. You got that same bug-eyed, grindy-mouth thing going that Suds’s old lady used to give him when she’d catch us brewing gin in her washing machine. And you ain’t my old lady.” He slicked his hands through his hair, which never moved anyway. “You owe me this night out. And before you have puppies, I’ll let you see my side of the fence. But that’s all you get. After that, you’re on your own. I’m going to party like it’s 1929.”
“Knock yourself out,” I told him. Heaven knew Frankie wouldn’t help if he didn’t want to, so it wasn’t a big loss to let him have an evening to himself.
Lauralee turned to me, her brow scrunched. “What?”
“Just psyching myself up,” I told her, ignoring the ghost spit-shining his shoes in the backseat as she pulled the truck around the side drive.
Several cars lined the parking area to the rear of the house. Lauralee ground the truck to a stop and shoved it into park. “You’ll do great, as long as you stay focused.”
She had no idea.
I stepped out of the cab as an unearthly energy settled over me. It prickled against my skin. I closed the truck door and tried not to fight the dull throb that worked its way through my muscles and bones. Frankie’s power felt forbidden, unsettling. Other ghosts had told us we shouldn’t be bending natural laws like this. But at the moment, I didn’t have a choice—not if I wanted to help Matthew.
A gray, shadowy form took shape directly in front of us, on the stairs leading to the back entrance of the house. It was too small to be Matthew.
I watched as the shadow formed into the figure of a corseted woman in black. She appeared to be in her early twenties and wore a Civil War-era dress with a lace veil, which floated behind her. She gave us a long look before she walked straight through the red brick wall of the mansion.
“You see her eyeing me?” Frankie asked, straightening his tie. “I think I need to give her daddy something to worry about.” He didn’t wait for my answer. Instead, the ghost of the gangster simply disappeared. Well, that solved one problem.
I headed to the back of the truck to help Lauralee unload the food. We carried it up the back steps and into the kitchen from the staff entrance.
“Wow.” I whistled as we entered the large, modern kitchen. It was done in whites and grays with sleek granite countertops and appliances. The space bustled with activity and smelled like a high-end restaurant. “Nice office.”
“I know, right?” Lauralee said as we unloaded our food trays on the huge kitchen island. “I could get used to this.”
Tall polished wood cabinets stretched up to the high ceilings and into the narrow butler’s pantry sandwiched between the kitchen and the dining room. A counter ran down the right side of the room, with cabinets above and below to store dishes and entertaining supplies. Living, breathing, black-clad bartenders counted glassware under the watchful eye of a ghostly butler who stood directly behind them.
At least they had no idea they were being judged.
One of Lauralee’s friends from the diner stacked trays of savory meat pastry puffs beside a tall double oven while another made shrimp cocktails in mini martini glasses garnished with fresh dill.
“What took you so long?” asked the redhead making desserts. “We’re almost done with our assignments.”
“That’s how I planned it.” Lauralee winked. “You both remember Verity.”
We did a round of friendly greetings as the two women focused on their tasks. “Kim and Jen are serving after they finish with prep,” Lauralee explained. “Mike and Steve work construction with my hubby, but both of them bartended in college.”
The men in the butler’s pantry grunted their hellos while hefting a large tub of ice out the swinging door and into the party area.
“You can put your purse under the table,” Lauralee said, pointing to the personal items crowded underneath a dining table stacked with food service containers and serving trays. “And then help me unload the cold appetizers.”
I left my purse with the heap of personal belongings under the table, but first I withdrew Frankie’s urn. It was the only valuable thing in my simple hemp sack. If I lost it, well, I’d lose him. After a moment of consideration, I snuck it behind the trays on the table so no one would accidentally drop it.
One of the bartenders leaned in the door that separated the butler’s pantry from the party. “Showtime,” he said, rapping a hand on the edge of the door. The greetings and laughter of partygoers echoed behind him. “We’ve got guests arriving early.”
“I got this,” the redhead said, finished with her shrimp cocktail martini glasses. She grabbed a tray and began loading them up.
I took a tray from the table and moved to the center island to load deviled eggs with truffles, while the blonde handling the meat puff pastries took her hot-and-ready goodies over to the table and arranged her tray there.
All the while, I could hear the sounds from the party growing louder. We were suddenly behind and we hadn’t even started yet.
“I get why you didn’t worry about me talking,” I said to Lauralee, who slid a platter of bacon-wrapped shrimp out of the bottom oven. “There’s no time.”
My friend grinned. “It’s like a dance,” she said, watching her two friends bustle toward the door while I worked harder on my half-loaded tray.
I glanced at them enviously, my admiration ending when I saw what the blonde carried on the center of her tray. Frankie’s squat, copper urn perched in the middle of a grouping of mini beef Wellingtons.
“Why did she take that?” I thrust out a finger, pointing as the door swung closed behind her.
Lauralee glanced over her shoulder too late to get a good look. “Centerpiece?” She was almost done with her tray. “Sometimes, clients leave things out for us to use.”
“Not that.” I gaped.
“Why?” Lauralee grinned. “Was it ugly?”
Not exactly. The green stones that circled the top were sort of pretty, but that wasn’t the point. Although I couldn’t quite figure out how to explain my shanghaied gangster and the dented copper urn to Lauralee.
“Keep moving,” she reminded me gently.
“Right,” I said. I needed to get out there before Frankie got a look at the blonde with the tray.
How did these people work so fast?
I loaded my deviled eggs as quickly as I could. I had to get out there and get Frankie’s urn back. The last of his ashes—the only ones I hadn’t rinsed away—were inside that urn. If they were spilled or lost, I’d never be able to take him out of my house again.
We’d both go bonkers.
When I had filled my tray, I plastered on my best, most waitress-worthy smile and hefted my holiday appetizers. “I’m going in.”
With any luck, I’d locate Frankie’s urn, speak to Matthew’s mother, retrieve the necklace, and please all the party guests in one trip. Stranger things had happened, right?
Just then, a tray crashed to the floor outside and I heard something shatter.
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THE RINGING ECHO MADE US CRINGE.
Oh no.
Frankie! I rushed for the door, and when I reached it, I nearly ran smack into the redhead coming the other way.
The door swung closed behind her. “It’s not my fault.”
“You dropped your tray?” I demanded.
“Yes.” The redhead touched a shaking hand to her forehead. “Some joker in the parlor hit me between the shoulder blades with an ice cube. Shocked the heck out of me.”
At least it wasn’t the blonde. I swung the door open with my hand and searched the dining room for the wayward waitress with the urn amid her appetizers, but I didn’t spot her among the glittering society folk.
Meanwhile Lauralee took the ruined tray and placed an arm around her friend’s shoulder. “What a jerk. Are you okay, Jen?”
“Yes,” the redhead said, rallying. “I’m a pro. I’m fine.” She reached for a tray of bacon-wrapped shrimp. “Mike is cleaning up,” she said, heading past me out the door.
At least Frankie was okay for now.
As if he knew I was thinking about him, the gangster shimmered into view directly in front of me, blocking my path. He held his flask in one hand and a cigarette in the other. I would have hugged him if I could, even though he stood frowning. “This ain’t no party. It’s a funeral.” He pointed the end of his cigarette at me. “You owe me the real McCoy.”
Ah, he must have struck out with the young woman we’d seen earlier. I scooted around him and peered out through the swinging door. Only a few ghostly guests stood in the dining room, speaking in hushed tones. They did seem a bit older and stuffy, but that wasn’t my fault. “I’m sorry this isn’t your sort of crowd. But try to make the most of it, okay?” You could bring a gangster to a party, but you couldn’t make him enjoy it.
Frankie followed me and my deviled eggs out into the large, ornate dining room. When I had Frankie’s power, I could see things as the dominant ghost residing on the property did. This dining room appeared Victorian, with a fire blazing in the hearth, and the current generation of Sugarland’s upper crust conversing in groups. An antique table stood at the center of the room, and over it hung a ghostly chandelier with dozens of blazing candles. It made the jewels worn by the real guests glitter.
These were the types of parties I used to attend with my ex, before the scandal that had left me an outsider in my own town.
I paused as an older man in a reindeer bowtie winked at me and took a deviled egg from my tray.
Frankie stood next to him. “I tried to work that cute skirt we saw before. Found her in the parlor,” he said, as if I wasn’t busy working. “She’s got that whole Southern belle thing going on. But she only had eyes for some dead guy.”
I hesitated to point out the obvious.
“Have you seen Matthew’s mother?” I murmured, advancing through the crowd.
Frankie took a drag from his cigarette. “Yeah, and I knew it was her because she’s wearing a name tag.”
I heard another crash, this time from the direction of the front hall. I tried to keep my own tray balanced as I rushed to see what happened.
The redhead knelt at the entrance to the parlor, frantically scooping up bacon-wrapped shrimp. I hurried to help her.
The guests had shrunk back from the mess, but make no mistake, our fumbled trays were the talk of the party. At this point, I feared more food had ended up on the floor than with the guests.
“Somebody tripped me,” she whispered frantically as I knelt down beside her. “I swear!”
Her friend walked out of the parlor, with Frankie’s urn teetering at the center of her half-filled tray. The gangster glared at his last resting place, then at me as if I were responsible for him becoming a centerpiece. “That dame lifted my urn!”
“What do you expect me to do?” I hissed.
Frankie didn’t hesitate. “Shoot her.”
Luckily, the redhead and the blonde were too worried about the mess to notice me and my not-so-friendly ghost.
“I’ll help you two in a second,” Frankie’s urn-napper said, maneuvering around the mess. She leaned down. “They’re complaining that the food is cold,” she said in a harsh whisper before heading for the kitchen.
“I’m on you like a tick, lady!” Frankie gnashed, following her.
Oh, heavens. He’d better not appear to her.
Quickly, I gave the redhead my deviled eggs and took the ruined shrimp tray. I hurried after the blonde and Frankie and the urn.
When I got to the kitchen, I found all three. And poor Lauralee. She stood wide-eyed, staring at her friend. “You didn’t cook it all the way?”
“It was piping hot when I took it out of the oven,” the blonde protested.
I touched the tray in her hand, ignoring the ghost directly behind her. “The whole thing is freezing.”
She handed it to Lauralee and looked about ready to tear up. “I don’t know how to explain it.”
I could.
The cold sensation at the back, an accidental tripping, chilled appetizers. It all pointed to unhappy ghosts—ones with an even bigger beef than my gangster buddy—and I had a feeling I’d find them in the parlor.
“I’ll keep serving, and try to calm any ruffled feathers,” I told my friend. It’s not like I could locate Matthew’s mother or her necklace while standing in the kitchen.
Unfortunately, me being on the case didn’t seem to reassure Lauralee. “Don’t start talking to everyone,” she warned.
“I won’t.” Not to everyone at least.
“Take this,” Lauralee said, handing me a tray of artfully arranged holiday cookies on gold doilies.
“And this,” I said, knocking a few beef Wellingtons loose as I freed Frankie’s urn from Kim’s tray and placed it squarely in the center of my own.
“Hey,” Lauralee said, “isn’t that…”
I hurried out of the kitchen, with Frankie on my heels.
“It’s not a decoration,” the gangster groused
Still, he seemed relieved that I had it. Me too. If we were taking on any more ghostly exploits, I’d have to find a better way to carry Frankie’s urn. But for now, it was safe.
Guests snagged my cookies as I worked my way to the parlor. As far as I could tell, all of the disturbances had happened there. I couldn’t imagine what I’d find.
“The Jacksons have terrible luck with catering,” a woman in a clingy red dress said, waving away my tray as her well-built date grabbed two mini sugar bells and a chocolate chip. “The club could never get anything right, either. Last year, the entire buffet table went over. They said it had to be an uneven floor.”
It was more than that. No wonder the club had dropped this event from their annual calendar.
I cringed as the woman’s date dropped a handful of beef Wellington wrappers into Frankie’s urn.
“Hey,” the gangster hollered as the man walked away, “that ain’t a trash can!”
I forced myself to smile at the finely dressed partygoers, thankful that none of them could hear Frankie’s outburst. Although several did shiver from the chill.
“Focus,” I whispered as we stepped past the giant, unlit Christmas tree and into the parlor.
The temperature plunged twenty degrees. Oh my. “Welcome to the anti-party,” Frankie murmured.
The country club crowd clustered in groups, sparser than in the other rooms, but still fairly thick. That probably had a lot to do with Mike and John serving drinks at the bar just inside the door. I gave them a small wave as I passed and soon realized that not everyone was celebrating.
A group of ghostly women huddled near the huge bay window overlooking the front yard, weeping. Heavy velvet curtains draped a good portion of the glass, making the room feel stifled and dark. In the light of the fading sun, I could see Matthew standing outside in the yard, looking in. He was counting on me.
Party guests walked straight through a grouping of empty overstuffed chairs at the center of the room and didn’t notice the large black casket standing open near the wall opposite the window.
A casket. I halted for a moment, shocked.
“It really is a funeral in here,” I murmured.
“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you,” Frankie groused.
Wreathes of lavender and freesia draped the casket. Dozens of tightly massed floral monstrosities packed with roses, daisies, peonies, dahlias, and even pearls and fruit crowded the casket on either side. Not to mention the small mountains of ferns.
“Do you know who died?” I whispered to the gangster at my side.
Frankie perused the room half-filled with the living, half-filled with ghosts. “A lot of people from the looks of it.”
As usual, my sidekick was no help.
Holding my tray aloft, my fingers shaking only slightly, I made my way to the casket.
Yards of tufted white silk lined the top and splayed over the front edge. A pair of stuffed white doves clung to the rim. It seemed the deceased had been well loved.
If Matthew’s mother lay inside, it would certainly make it easier to find the necklace, although I wasn’t sure how I felt about taking such a thing from her coffin.
If it was even her. It could be a ghost with a different beef. I took a deep breath and tried to calm my racing pulse. If there was an angry ghost inside, we might as well introduce ourselves and get it over with.
I stared down into the casket and gasped.
Matthew.
He lay in state, his eyes closed, his face so waxy and formal it almost didn’t look like him. He’d been stripped of his union officer’s uniform and instead wore a severe black suit with a white shirt and collar. He looked so still. So dead.
I gathered my courage and leaned close.
“Matthew?”
The form in the casket didn’t respond and I wondered if I was looking at my friend at all or merely an image of him. This may only be a memory, a view from the eyes of the most dominant ghost in the room.
He’d told me that he wasn’t allowed back inside his house anymore, and I’d seen him alone in the yard. Which meant…
Just then, a handsome All-American guy I recognized from one of my ex-fiancé’s golf foursomes brushed past me, laughing with another guy our age. I started as they strode right into the space where Matthew’s body lay on the ghostly plane.
“Excuse me,” I began, but before I could say anything else, a heavyset woman in black rushed him.
“Show some respect for the dead!” she hissed, slapping him on the cheek.
Her blow passed straight through him, but as it did, I saw his fingers loosen around his glass. “Hey,” he said, staring down at his drink. “This hot toddy is freezing.”
No kidding. I could see the beginnings of ice on the rim.
“Go get another one.” His friend laughed, holding up his near-empty mixed drink. “And grab something for me, too.”
The ghostly woman fumed under her black lace mourning veil. “This is a funeral, not a party.” She tried to take Mr. All-American by the scruff of the neck.
He touched a hand between his shoulder blades. “Criminy. I think the air just kicked on. Are we under a vent?”
“Excuse me,” I said again, this time trying to catch the ghost’s attention.
The guy with the hot toddy shot me a winning smile. “I remember you, Verity.” He drew closer, smelling faintly of cigars and scotch. “Does Beau know you’re a waitress now?”
I didn’t like his attitude. My ex had nothing to do with this. And besides, “Are you saying there’s something wrong with being a waitress?”
He shot me a cocky grin. “I just didn’t know if I was allowed to talk to the help.”
“Actually, you’re not,” I said, pretending to regret it, glad when he barked out a laugh and resumed the conversation with his friend.
I drew closer to the ghost woman, who had begun to weep, and resisted the urge to offer her a comforting touch. She didn’t seem to be wearing a necklace, although I couldn’t tell from her high collar. I pitched my voice low, for her ears only. “Are you Matthew’s mother, by chance?”
She turned her head and stared at me, tears shimmering on her cheeks. The blank look in her cold and lifeless eyes sent a chill straight down to my toes. “Matthew is dead.”



4
I HAD TO CUT THE GHOST SOME SLACK. She was in pain. Even if her mere presence sent chills up my spine and made my fingers numb with cold, I had a job to do.
Courage.
This ghost was powerful, just like her son. I couldn’t afford to upset her. We didn’t need any more incidents like last year’s overturned buffet table. But if I could get her to listen to me, I might be able to make things right for her, for Matthew, and even for poor Lauralee back in the kitchen.
Mrs. Jackson stood over Matthew’s coffin, keeping vigil.
There was no good thing to say, nothing that would make it better, so I said what I felt in my heart. “Mrs. Jackson, ma’am, I’m so sorry for your loss.”
I couldn’t imagine how it might feel to lose a child, even if he did consider himself a man. Matthew couldn’t have been more than twenty-two or twenty-three when he died. He’d had so much to look forward to in life.
A portion of the anger drained from her as she turned back to the coffin that held her son. “He’s right here,” she murmured, stroking his cheek. “For as long as I stay with him.”
Matthew’s mother had been reliving his funeral and loving him for more than 150 years. And all that time, Matthew had been locked away in the basement of the library, thinking nobody cared. It didn’t have to be that way.
“Can I show you something outside?” I asked her.
“No,” she said quickly. “I don’t even look outside. My life is in here now. With my boy.”
Then he’d have to come to her. “Your son was very brave,” I said softly, as his mother nodded.
But would he have the courage to come home?
I had to try.
“Will you excuse me?” I asked the ghost.
Matthew’s mother nodded graciously, and I hurried to the front door.
Matthew had believed his mother no longer wanted him after she threw him out of the house. Even now, he stood on the lawn, convinced he wasn’t welcome, when she’d mourned him since the day he died. And likely even before that.
I hurried out onto the porch, tucking my empty tray under one arm and Frankie’s urn under the other. “Matthew!” I called, trying to spot the ghost on the darkening lawn. His image strengthened, glowing in the moonlight, and I rushed to where he stood.
“Do you have the necklace?” he asked, looking me over as if he expected me to produce it.
“I didn’t get it yet,” I said, watching him deflate. “But I spoke with your mother. She misses you, Matthew,” I said, even as he pressed his lips together and shook his head no. “Please. Go inside and you’ll see.”
“Shame on you, Verity,” he uttered before he disappeared.
Oh, darn it. “Matthew?” I searched frantically for any sign of the ghost.
His voice hit me like a punch to the stomach. “Do not meddle in my affairs,” he boomed, sounding like a dangerous stranger instead of my friend.
“I’m sorry,” I told him. “I realize I overstepped. Badly. But you deserve so much more.”
He didn’t appreciate the effort. “Bring me the necklace. That’s all I ask.”
“Matthew—”
“The necklace.” His energy washed over me, forcing me a step back, making me cringe at the malice and the anger I hadn’t felt from him since the first time we’d met, back in the haunted library.
“Okay,” I said softly.
We’d find another way.
Quickly, quietly, with my heart nearly beating out of my chest, I returned to the chaos of the house. The noise assaulted me as soon as I opened the front door.
The redhead spotted me from the dining room and rushed toward me, carrying a tray. “We’re backed up in the kitchen. Take these.” She handed over a serving plate of mini beef Wellingtons.
“Déjà vu,” the gangster muttered as I cleared a space for his urn.
“I’ll be in the parlor,” I told her.
I knew Frankie would follow if for no other reason than to make sure I didn’t drop his urn.
“I don’t know what to do,” I whispered to him. “Matthew’s mother hasn’t so much as glanced outside in a century and a half, and he won’t come in. How do I get them together?”
“Don’t bother. Just do what he asked and get him the necklace,” Frankie muttered.
“That won’t solve his problem,” I said as the gangster rolled his eyes. “There’s way more at stake here than a necklace.”
We needed to do more.
Matthew needed to know his mother loved him, and I was going to make that clear to him even if it was the last thing I did, even if I had to drag her outside to do it.
Wait. That wasn’t a half-bad idea. Without the dragging part.
“Whatever you do, make it fast,” the gangster warned.
His left foot had disappeared. Dang.
“Follow my lead and I’ll take you to a real party,” I said to the poor gangster, pausing to allow a guest to snag three mini beef Wellingtons.
We approached the entrance to the parlor and saw Matthew’s mother stalking a man who was about to kiss his date under the mistletoe.
I breezed past them in the doorway, knocking them apart before the ghost could do anything worse.
“Mrs. Jackson,” I said, inwardly cringing when two live women turned to me. It seemed to be a common enough name around here. And both living Mrs. Jacksons would think I was nuts.
“Did you see that couple?” Matthew’s mother fumed, her black veil askew. “Kissing at a funeral!”
“Terrible,” I agreed, hoping to calm her down.
The live Mrs. Jacksons raised their brows and moved away from me, whispering over their wineglasses.
Lovely.
The dead Mrs. Jackson made a sign of the cross.
We needed some privacy. Soon.
I approached the live Mrs. Jacksons and hoped one of them was the matriarch. If I wasn’t mistaken, it was the sixty-year-old blonde with the large diamond earrings. “Isn’t it about time for the annual tree lighting?” I asked her, trying to keep the desperation out of my voice.
She seemed surprised at the question, most likely because it was a waitress asking it. But she did think it over. “Is it dusk already?” she asked, looking past me toward the bay window. “We usually do it when night falls.”
Close enough. I cleared my throat. “Ladies and gentlemen,” I called out, addressing the partygoers in the parlor. The live ones. “Now that it’s getting dark, Mrs. Jackson has requested that you please proceed to the foyer for the annual tree lighting!”
“Thank you,” she said, still a little taken aback.
Anything to keep everyone happy.
As the crowd chatted and filtered out, I approached the bartenders. “You guys, too. Mrs. Jackson needs this room cleared.” The dead Mrs. Jackson, at least. “She’s very adamant about it.”
The taller one gave a shrug. “Come on,” he said to his coworker, “let’s take a smoke and then start restocking.” He gave me a wink. “These people are drinking scotch like it’s water.”
I pasted on a smile and hustled them out, closing the pocket doors to the parlor.
The ghost kept up her vigil at her son’s coffin. The room had quieted, save for the roar of the party crowd outside.
Slowly, delicately I approached her. I was careful to keep my voice low and my hot hors d’oeuvres at arm’s length. “Mrs. Jackson,” I said gently, “I have some news for you and it may be quite shocking.” I paused, giving her time to adjust. “Matthew died, but he’s not gone, not in the way you think. I can arrange for you to see him.”
She seemed pained by the news. “I know I’m dead,” she said slowly. “It doesn’t make a difference. We’ll never be together again.”
That surprised me. The way she’d been grieving, I’d expected her to think death still separated them.
She lowered her gaze. “I still can’t see him, no matter how long I stay. He’s never coming back,” she said simply.
“What would you do if he did?” I asked her gently.
She gave a small smile. “I’d tell him how sorry I am. For everything I said.” She shook her head. “For all the things I didn’t do. For how unhappy I made him.”
“He’s at peace now,” I told her.
“He’s gone,” she corrected me softly.
“Listen, Mrs. Jackson,” I said, drawing as close as I dared. “You’ve spent the last hundred and fifty years in mourning because you believe the son you loved is truly gone. I’m here to tell you, you can believe in something else.”
Matthew’s mother kept her head lowered, her veil shielding her expression.
“Please,” I added gently. “Let yourself believe that your son still loves you. I’ve spoken with him, and I know it’s true. He would give anything to be with you again, but he needs to know you feel the same way.” I moved slowly to the window, and to my immense relief, she drew to my side.
“Matthew is right outside. Look,” I said, directing her gaze at her son.
With shaking fingers, she lifted the veil from her eyes. And for the first time, she saw.

“Matthew!” She burst straight through the window and out into the yard.
He appeared startled as she threw her arms around him and let him feel her love for the first time in more than a century. It took only a moment’s hesitation for him to return her embrace.
I cracked a window, glad for the scene unfolding in front of me.
When Mrs. Jackson finally let go, he stepped back, bewildered. “I…I haven’t changed my mind about who I am or what I believe.”
She took his hands in hers. “I always loved you, son, even when I was angry. I’m sorry I didn’t know how to show it, and that we left things the way we did.”
His face crumpled. “Me too, Mom.”
They hugged each other tight once again.
Frankie materialized beside me. “I see what you did there.”
“Yes,” I said, feeling a little wistful. Matthew had just taken a big step to being welcomed back to his old place among the dearly departed of Sugarland. I knew how hard it had been on him to be excluded. After all, I was going through a bit of the same.
“Let’s let them be,” I said to my gangster buddy as I closed the window once more.
Was it me, or had the air in the parlor warmed a bit, even with the cracked window?
I stood next to Frankie and watched as the casket and the ghostly image of a lifeless body began to disappear.
“Keep the flowers. I have use for them,” Matthew said, passing through the closed pocket doors, escorting his mother. With the weight of their separation off her shoulders, she appeared at least ten years younger than before.
I could feel the difference in the atmosphere beyond the parlor as well. It felt lighter inside the house, more festive.
His mother ran a hand down his arm, as if she still couldn’t quite believe she had him back. “You never liked flowers before.”
“No.” He grinned, motioning me over. “But there’s someone I’d like you to meet, and she positively adores roses.”
He plucked a bloom from a standing wreath as Josephine stepped in through the window, her hair done up in an elaborate braid, her white gown trailing behind her. She looked stunning, yet confused. She brought a hand to her chest, glancing around her. “Matthew, I never would have thought to look for you inside.”
“Josephine,” he said, taking her hand, “I’d like you to meet my mother.” The women exchanged a formal curtsey, and I saw Josephine stifle a gasp. “Mother,” he said, still holding Josephine’s hand, “this is the girl I love with all my heart. She’s everything to me.” Josephine blushed at his bold words, but that didn’t slow him down a bit. He motioned me forward, including me in the moment as he turned to Josephine. “I can’t find your father to ask his blessing, so I’ll ask you directly. Will you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”
Tears welled in her eyes as she brought her hands to her mouth. “Yes! Oh, goodness, Matthew. Yes!”
He took her hands in his, beaming, as his mother reached behind her neck and unhooked her necklace. She drew it out from under the high neckline of her mourning gown, a stunning opal necklace set in silver, and presented it to Matthew.
He held it as if it were the queen’s jewels. “I thought you might have forgotten.”
“It’s as much a part of this family as we are.” She gave a small smile. “And as Josephine will be.”
Matthew placed the heirloom jewel around Josephine’s neck while she glowed with excitement and love.
His mother drew a black lace handkerchief from the pocket of her dress. “I can’t believe I have you back at last. And now a daughter as well.” She dabbed at her eyes. “Although look at this dress,” she added, gazing down at her mourning gown. “It’s so somber.”
The heavy black gown began to shimmer until it changed into a gorgeous silver ball gown, with ribbons on the sleeves. The mourning veil faded, and in its place, Matthew’s mother wore a sparkling rhinestone comb in her hair.
“Much better for a holiday party. Or rather, an engagement party.” She leaned close to him. “You should wear your dress uniform, dear.”
Matthew’s face crumpled at her acceptance and he nodded, his uniform shimmering from basic blue to a double-buttoned formal blue coat with a silk sash around his waist and the epaulettes of a major in the Union Army.
Josephine just about swooned and I didn’t blame the girl. With tears in her eyes and quite a bit of determination, the white nightgown she’d worn since I’d known her began to morph into a beautiful gown the same color as Matthew’s uniform, as if she wished to honor him. Or perhaps simply let everyone know who belonged with the handsome Yankee.
A cheer echoed from the foyer. The live partygoers must have lit the tree.
The air had warmed; the holiday music sounded brighter.
The pocket doors slid open and I watched as guests—both alive and ghostly—began to filter back into the room.
Matthew’s friends and relatives greeted him warmly, patting him on the back and shaking his hand, while the women made a fuss over Josephine and her engagement.
Laughter erupted from a group of live guests at the bar and warmth bubbled up inside me. Everything was going to be okay.
“Merry Christmas,” I said to Frankie.
“This might actually turn into a real party after all,” he mused.
I couldn’t fight back a grin. “I think so.”
I held up my tray and left the ghosts to their celebration. It was time to focus on the party for the living.
“Now that’s a good beef Wellington,” said a man in a red suit jacket as he left a crumpled wrapper on my tray and reached for another appetizer. “Warm and flaky.”
“Thanks,” I said, brightening. “I’ll pass your compliments to our caterer, Lauralee Clementine. She loves to do big parties like this.”
He nodded as he downed another appetizer. “Good. Because every other year has been a disaster.”
“But not this year?” I prodded.
“I wasn’t sure at first,” he said, “but it seems our new catering company has saved the day.”
I nodded and offered a delicious appetizer to his companion, and the woman beside her, and the next grouping, until I’d collected a few more compliments for Lauralee and her amazing food.
Soon the blonde and the redheaded server followed the crowd into the parlor, and we served the rest of Lauralee’s delicious treats until every Mrs. Jackson in the place declared the party a success.
Later that evening, Lauralee handed me a glass of leftover wine as I helped her clean the kitchen and pack up her supplies.
“This turned out to be one nice party,” she mused, taking a sip as the ghost butler tried in vain to hand her a linen cocktail napkin. “I was really worried for a while there.”
“You have the touch,” I said, holding up my glass to her.
“A toast, then,” she countered. “To Christmas and to friendship.”
“And to love,” I said, clinking our glasses together, knowing that friendship and family, love in all its forms, was something to be celebrated—in this life and the next.
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