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      The house was dark except for the flickering light coming from the candles in a circle around us on the floor. Daniel gripped my hand, squeezing it every so often as if to remind me that everything was okay. Deep down, I already knew that.

      Deep, deep down. Like, the core of the earth deep.

      Even so, we weren’t summoning demons or any scary stuff like that. All this was set up so that Alice could have an easier time harnessing her visions. When we finished, she might be able to tell me who was coming for my powers, if we were very lucky and the stars aligned and whatnot. Now, we had to wait for Alice and Henry to join us, and we could begin.

      “It’s going to be okay,” Daniel said in a low voice. Not the low, growly one when he’d go all protective bear to keep us safe, nor the low one he used in the bedroom. No, this was his capable-strong-man voice. The voice he used when he wanted me to know that he was here for me, no matter what, and not even ghosts and goblins could separate us.

      I loved that voice, so I smiled at him. “I know. I —” Something moved beyond the light, in the shadows by the doorway. I couldn't stop a small shriek before realizing it was Alice and my brother. Geez, why was I so jumpy tonight?

      Sure, life had been crazy, culminating in Alice having a vision saying someone was coming to take my powers. I hadn’t had them all that long. It wasn’t like I’d been born with them. Even still, I sure as heck didn’t want to give them up, either. Especially not to someone who thought they could take them from me.

      Henry gave me a small smile, realizing he’d scared me, but I was busy trying to get my heart to beat normally so I stared at him. His black hair, the same shade as mine, was a little longer these days. He liked his hair to look the same all the time, but the length was nice on him. It drew attention to his bright blue eyes, also the same shade as mine. When our gazes caught, for a second I wondered if my eyes were as noticeable in the candlelight as his.

      Heck, I hoped so.

      “Everything looks right,” Alice said, studying the circle of candles with a frown.

      She didn’t want to do this. She didn’t like her visions, and so especially didn’t like trying to bring one on, but I appreciated her doing this for me. “Thank you,” I told her, and we both knew I wasn’t thanking her for her words.

      Tonight, she wore a gray cardigan with the top button undone and a skirt with flowers reaching below her knee. Her auburn hair was pulled back into her typical bun, and her sneakers looked like she’d colored them herself. After a second I realized they were cartoons from her favorite TV show. As she sat across from me, she stretched out her skirt, then Henry plopped down beside her.

      “We have to hold hands,” Alice said. My brother wasn’t the biggest fan of being touched. She was likely trying to stay calm by going through the steps of this process.

      To my surprise, Henry took her hand before flashing another one of his small smiles. Daniel reached for his hand, and Henry flinched away.

      “Sorry,” my big bear said, those green eyes of his filling with regret. He frequently worried about inadvertently doing something that might throw a wrench in their close relationship. The last thing Daniel wanted was any kind of strife with my brother.

      Henry recovered quickly, letting it go, which was difficult for him. “It’s okay. I’m okay. We need to do this for Alice’s visions and to help Emma.” He reached out, and they took each other’s hands. Daniel held back this time, making it more like Henry was taking Daniel’s hand rather than vice versa.

      That man was…chef’s kiss. Perfect.

      Alice nodded and looked at me with more than a little fear in her gaze. “I don’t like my visions.”

      I didn’t know what to say. I already knew that. I squeezed her hand and gave her the most sympathetic smile I could. Alice couldn’t have made it clearer that she hated them. A huge part of the reason that she didn’t like to be around a lot of people was that she was more likely to have visions. Another one of the many reasons she loved my brother so much was because she felt safe with him. He’d never given her a vision. We weren’t sure why. He’d told me he suspected it was because he was always very open and honest with her all the time.

      “As you guys know, my mother, Maria, is a witch.” She took a deep breath like this was a script she’d rehearsed, and she wanted to get it right. “No one in our family has been particularly powerful. Mom is good with plants, like her mother before her, and her mother before her. When she married my father, they believed that I'd be more human than witch. When, as a young girl, I started having visions, they weren’t sure what to believe.”

      She sucked in a deep breath and looked up for a second before continuing. “They sought out help. Everyone knows about Cyrene Whisper.”

      I didn’t, but I kept my mouth shut because even as I thought the words, Alice explained who the woman was.

      “She was a witch with the most powerful premonitions of all witches in Mystic Hollow until her death. Her daughter, Brielle Whisper, was known for her premonitions as well, so she taught me a few tools. Tools that help me avoid my visions. Tools to help me understand them when they come.” She looked at me with that fear in her eyes again. “And tools to force them to come, if needed. Until her murder, she was my guide. The one person in Mystic Hollow who understood how I felt.”

      Geez. Were Cyrene and Brielle both dead?

      Alice paused again but didn’t start again. She was struggling. I squeezed her hand, my heart aching. “If this is too much for you, you don’t have to—”

      She shook her head. “I’ve done a lot to avoid my visions, but Brielle always taught me that there's a big difference between avoiding unnecessary stress from unwanted visions and using my gift when needed. Right now, my visions are needed, so the last thing I want to do is run away from them.”

      Henry nodded solemnly. “She’s this brave in our video games too.”

      Daniel grinned. “I believe it.” He was actually impressed. I’d seen him scream while playing a game with my brother before because trolls attacked them.

      Literally, scream. Not just while playing around with Henry. The man was braver in a real fight than he was in a video game.

      Alice blushed. “I’m just a level thirty-seven mage with a thirst for blood.”

      Daniel looked at me, probably noting the confused look on my face, and explained. “Henry set me up with a character in the same game. I’m a level three warrior, and they’re both awesome in the games.” He sounded so awestruck that I actually laughed.

      “We all start out somewhere,” Henry said in a voice so solemn and reassuring that I chuckled again. I’d never understood anyone’s interest in video games, but I loved every person in this room even more after this conversation.

      “You guys ready?” Alice asked, drawing us back to our purpose this evening.

      We all nodded.

      “I’m going to focus on the vision, and all you three need to do is keep your thoughts on me. Think about lending me strength. Think about guiding me to my vision. Don’t let your mind stray, or I might not have the power to call the vision. Visions are for the most part uncontrollable, so I’ll need your energy to do this.” she took a loud and shaky breath. “Got it?”

      “Got it,” we all said in unison.

      She closed her eyes, and I did what she told us to do. I screwed my eyes shut and remembered the moment Alice told me that someone was coming for my powers. She hadn’t seen more then, but I needed to know more. I needed her to find that vision again. To figure out who or what was coming for me and my powers. Right now, I wanted to give her my strength so she could do whatever she needed.

      Something pulled at me from deep within. A tingle moved down my spine, and I squeezed Alice's and Daniel’s hands harder. The tingling spread over my body, and my breathing shallowed.

      Something was happening.

      I must’ve been shaking so hard that the floor rattled underneath me. Unfortunately, the feeling kept growing until I realized it wasn’t just me. The whole world was shaking. My eyes flew open, and Daniel and Henry both stared at Alice with wide eyes, before turning their heads to look around at the shaking house. Pots and pans clanged together in the kitchen. A picture frame fell off a shelf. Knickknacks and books rattled on the shelves.

      Was this a poorly timed earthquake or something else? Something connected to Alice’s powers?

      No way this was a coincidental act of nature. Plus, there had never been a significant earthquake in Mystic Hollow before. I was betting on the latter.

      Alice’s eyes flashed open, those doe eyes of hers even bigger than usual. “With those you love by your side, you can defeat what’s coming for you.” She released our hands and shook her head, looking about ten times more exhausted than she had when she got here.

      When I realized she wasn’t going to say more, I couldn’t help but ask, “Anything else?” I cringed. There was a better way to say that.

      Alice’s gaze met mine. “I saw an older woman with a powerful presence. I sensed in her some of the same power I sense in you. I couldn’t tell if she was a negative or positive presence. Only a deep awareness that she was coming ever closer to you.”

      “No idea who she could be or why she’s coming after me?” I gulped. "Or when?"

      She shrugged. “I assume she’s coming for your power, but not why she decided to do so, nor who she is.” She looked at Henry. “I’m tired.”

      He nodded, jumped up, then helped her stand.

      “Thank you, Alice,” I told her, trying to hide my disappointment under tones of gratitude.

      They moved away from us. The light in the hall turned on, then they disappeared toward Henry’s room. I sat there for a long minute trying to make sense of what happened.

      “Well, that was…” Daniel’s handsome face wrinkled, as he tried to find a nice way to say disappointing.

      “Anticlimactic,” I finished for him.

      He looked a little embarrassed and ran his hand through the side of his hair. The area that had more gray than auburn running through it at his temple.

      I couldn’t help but smile. “It’s okay. Maybe this was all silly anyway. Maybe Alice’s vision won’t even come to pass.”

      He grinned. “There’s that positive thinking.” Leaning forward, he kissed me, sweet enough that I sighed when he pulled away. How I ever ended up marrying my cheating ex when Daniel had been on my radar, I’d never know, but I was grateful I had him now.

      “Let’s blow out the candles and head to bed,” I said.

      He nodded, then went around and doused the candles while I turned on a couple more lights and checked the locks. We finished at the same time, then headed for my bedroom. We'd gotten down a normal nighttime routine of face washing and teeth brushing. When we finished, we snuggled into bed together. I must have been more tired than I realized because sleep came easily, even after the freaky earthquake thing.

      Except my dreams were strange, to say the least. I saw an older woman from behind. She stood outside the house I'd shared with my ex. The sound of my neighbor’s car coming up the road caught my attention. I looked down at myself and realized I was in my pajamas. Oh, okay. I was reliving the moment Karma gave me her powers. Yet, something was way off. The situation felt dark and scary. Twisted in a way I didn’t understand.

      I was still trying to gather myself when the ground vibrated beneath my feet. The car was almost there. Any moment it would hit the older woman, hit Karma, and so I reacted without thinking, sprinting towards her. Before I could touch her, she turned. A gasp of horror caught in my throat.

      She had no face.

      Nothing. It was empty, blank.

      “I’m coming for my powers. They belong to me. You will give them to me or lose everything you hold dear.”

      Gasping, I shot wide awake and sat straight up in bed.

      Daniel mumbled beside me and set a hand on my leg. “What’s wrong?”

      My heart raced, but there was no danger here. It had only been a dream. No, a nightmare. Yet when I settled down and reassured Daniel that I was fine, the woman’s words haunted me.

      She wanted her powers back. Still, it was only a dream, right?

      Right?

      Ugh.
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      It was painfully early when my alarm went off. I slammed it off with a groan, not wanting to wake Daniel after our late night, then rushed to get ready. Stupid me had made plans with the girls bright and early, so stupid me would have to drag my butt through my morning routine until I got my sweet, sweet coffee in hand.

      My phone buzzed with a text from Beth. I’m outside.

      I sighed, looked at myself in the mirror, patted a little more concealer under my eyes, then headed for the door. When I opened it, I threw my hands up to shield my eyes. The day was far, far too bright. I winced against the sunlight and pulled my sunglasses out of my purse before heading down the driveway to Beth’s waiting car. Behind me, the waves called me from the ocean. The days would be warm this next week, so come hell or high water I was determined to get in as much swimming as possible.

      Not today. Today there was work to be done.

      Beth leaned against the hood of her new car. With all the business that Private Psych had brought in since Karma, AKA me, came to town, Beth had decided to treat herself to the beast. Me? I’d put most of my share of the profits into a savings account in case my son decided to get his master’s degree, or for a wedding with his witchy girlfriend. Not witchy in the mean sense, witchy in the good sense, like all my best friends.

      Beth’s beast was a burned-red four-door 1964 Pontiac Catalina. It was a cool-looking car, but I had to admit I didn’t completely understand her obsession with it. She said a long time ago that her grandpa used to drive one. She’d loved the pictures of him driving it because he'd always looked so happy, which was enough for me to understand her attachment to it. Actually, the smile on her face was enough for me to be happy she purchased the damn thing. Even if it was a bit of a boat. More than a bit. It was a frickin' land yacht.

      A car door slammed next door. I withheld a sigh. Our long-time neighbors had decided to move from Mystic Hollow to sunny Florida. The result was far too many people traipsing through the house next to mine. I only hoped whoever bought their beautiful beach house didn’t end up being loud, annoying, or a pain in the butt. Bad neighbors were worse than a sewer leak, and they stuck around longer.

      My gaze moved to the car. It was the real estate agent, Marigold. We’d gone to high school together, and her obnoxious personality hadn’t gotten better with time. Today she was dressed to the nines. Her long blonde hair was blown out, and she wore enough makeup that it had a glare to it.

      Yesterday she’d been showing an older couple the house in sneakers and sweats. Today she was in a pink, tight-as-sin, dress. She actually managed to pull off the look, which I didn’t begrudge her for, but it was a bit confusing. Why the outfit?

      Before I could ask Beth, the passenger door opened, and a man stepped out. He was beautiful. Not handsome the way my Daniel was but dazzling in an unexpected way. His brown hair had gray streaked throughout it, and his eyes were dark blue framed by arched brows. He was a little heavy, but not in an unattractive way. It was more like he was someone who didn’t care about watching every calorie, yet still came out ahead. Not a bad thing. He had to be the reason Marigold was so dressed up.

      His gaze moved from the house to me. For a second, the world trembled when our eyes locked. Not attraction. More like power. His gaze moved and locked onto Beth. Surprise flashed in his eyes, and I turned to look at Beth. Her mouth had dropped, and she gawked at him.

      I looked between the two of them, wondering if they knew each other. He didn’t look familiar to me, but then there were a lot of people I knew as a teen that I wouldn’t recognize now. Hmm. Maybe he was trouble.

      Marigold looked toward us. Her smile faded away, replaced by a frown. She tried to steer the man into the house, but instead, he headed toward us, stopping in front of us on the sidewalk.

      “Hello, I’m Wade Bourne.” He reached out his hand, but he wasn’t reaching for me. All Beth.

      She, however, ignored his hand, so I stepped forward and took it. “I’m Emma Pier—er—Foxx, and this is my home,” I said, pointing to it as if it wasn’t obvious. Awkwarrrrrrd. What had made me decide to go back to my maiden name at this precise moment?

      A flicker of sadness flashed in his eyes, then he released my hand. “How do you like living here Ms. Foxx?”

      “Emma is fine,” I rushed out, then cleared my throat. “I love living here. This house has been in my family for several generations.”

      He nodded. “I spent most of my life in California. I found myself wanting to retire somewhere else, but the ocean was a requirement. When a rare home in this area goes up for sale, I have to come here and see it for myself.”

      I smiled. “Mystic Hollow is like no place else on earth.”

      “I tend to agree with you, Emma.” His gaze moved back to Beth. “I don’t believe I caught your name.”

      “That’s because I didn’t give it,” she said, then turned away and circled to the driver’s side of the car before climbing in.

      My cheeks heated. What the heck was going on with Beth? “Sorry, uh, that’s my best friend, Beth. We, uh, might be in a bit of a hurry this morning.” What else could I say?

      “Beth,” he said her name slowly, then smiled before bowing his head a little. “I’m sure I’ll be seeing you both a lot after I move here.”

      I laughed, trying not to be awkward again. “Are you sure? You haven’t even gone in the house yet.”

      His smile widened. “I’m sure. I’m the kind of man who always goes with his gut, and my gut says this move to Mystic Hollow is what I need.”

      Marigold appeared beside him. “Excellent. I can show you all over town, once we do the tour and paperwork—”

      “No need,” he said, but then he gave me a little nod again and headed for the house.

      Beth barely gave me time to buckle up before she took off down the street. We had to circle the cul-de-sac and come back to get to town. Wade stood there watching us drive by from the porch. Likely waiting for Marigold to unlock the door. I couldn’t be sure, but he might've been laughing at us. Not in a cruel way, but the whole thing was damn confusing.

      “What was that about?” I asked, looking at Beth in shock.

      “What?” Ohhh, she sounded pissed.

      “Did you know that guy or something?”

      She shook her head. “It was nothing.”

      For sure it was something, but I’d only seen Beth get like this a few times ever. The best thing to do was not to push. She’d tell me what was going on when she was ready to. Instead, I turned up the radio, and we both rolled down the windows, letting the warm air wash over us as we enjoyed the music.

      Unfortunately, the drive to Carol’s shop didn’t take long at all, then we pulled into a spot and killed the music. We didn’t say anything as we headed inside, ignoring the bell that jingled over the door. We weaved through the aisles of yarn until we spotted Carol in the back with Bryan. She was giggling, and his face was flushed as he grinned at her. They radiated romance and sexual energy, even though they weren’t touching. Even though there was nothing inappropriate going on, we’d interrupted an intimate moment. Ah, young love.

      “Oh, hi, guys,” Carol said, a wide smile on her face.

      “Beth and Emma,” the vampire greeted us, trying and failing to hide his smile.

      “Are we still on for breakfast?” Beth asked, then smirked. “Or should Emma and I go alone?”

      Bryan stood up a little straighter and shook his head. “No, please, don’t let me interrupt your plans. I have more than enough client work waiting for me at the office.”

      Carol looked sad for half a second, then Bryan kissed her. “Later, you’re mine.” His voice was low, probably meant only for her, but the shop was too quiet for it not to reach our ears.

      Bryan nodded to us both and headed out, but not without looking back at Carol far too many times, his expression full of longing. When the bell jingled over the door once more, I let out a deep breath.

      Beside me, Beth whispered, “You and Daniel are just as bad.”

      I laughed and elbowed her, then Carol said, “Let me tell Hazel.” She hurried to the back of the shop, and a minute later, Hazel followed her out.

      Hazel had been one of Carol’s regular customers when she first opened, from what I’d heard. She was pushing ninety-three, lived close enough to walk here, and knitted and crafted more than Carol. She was also a witch with a way with numbers, and the two women had become close. Now, Hazel worked here, I was pretty sure. At least, she was here every day and covered for Carol whenever she had other things to do. I suspected that it was a relationship of convenience more than anything. Carol said helping her got Hazel out of her house and socializing, and that Hazel had free reign over any products she needed for her projects.

      “Hi, Hazel,” I called.

      She looked at me, lifting a white brow. “What are you so cheery about?”

      I had to hold back a laugh. Hazel was grumpy. Kind but always very grumpy. “Nothing, ma’am.”

      “You young people are always smiling without reason,” she muttered, making her way to the front of the store, her long white hair, pulled back into a ponytail, swinging with each of her movements.

      Beth leaned closer. “Yeah, young person, stop smiling.”

      I half snorted as I tried to hold back my laughter.

      Hazel swung back around, dark eyes flashing with anger. It was a little hard to be angry with her when she was wearing a blue dress covered in sunflowers and had flowers woven through her long hair. “Go take your laughing outside if you aren’t buying.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I said, while Beth tried to hide her laughter behind me.

      Carol rolled her eyes at us, grinning, then we all headed out for our breakfast and coffee at Deva’s.

      The cafe was jam-packed when we got there. We ended up leaving our names on the book by the door and waiting outside for the tables to clear out. We didn’t waste the time outside, we got right into all the things we’d been hoping to talk about. Carol told us about all the changes Bryan had been making to his uncle's law business, and about how he was even thinking about renaming it.

      “Our top choice is Bite of Justice.” She wiggled her brows.

      We all laughed. It was clever.

      Carol smiled, but there was something sad about her smile. “When he turned into a vampire, he lost so much. This town. His friends. Even his family. It’s amazing that he’s able to find humor in it now.”

      I reached out and squeezed her hand. “Maybe finally getting to be with the woman he always loved has helped him heal.”

      She squeezed my hand back, then tucked a piece of her light brown hair behind her ear with shaky hands. “About that.”

      Beth gave me a questioning look, but I could only shrug my shoulders. I had no idea where Carol was going with this.

      “We're talking about, well, we think we might be finally ready to—" She pressed her lips together like she couldn’t remember the words.

      “Taking a vacation together?” Beth guessed.

      Carol shook her head again, her cheeks bright red. “No, something we never did, with anyone, that most people have done. That at our age, well, it’s kind of weird, but we don’t mind, but other people might think it is weird that we haven’t.”

      I’d never seen her this flustered before. “Carol?” Was this what a stroke looked like? I sure as hell hoped not.

      She took a deep breath and sat up straighter. “Bryan and I have never had sex.”

      “With each other?” Beth asked matter-of-factly.

      It all made sense now. Everything clicked into place in a way that made me smile. “With anyone. Because the universe knew you two were made for each other.”

      Carol’s gaze met mine with tears in her eyes. “Is that weird?”

      “It’s beautiful,” I said because it was.

      Beth took another few seconds to catch up with us, the confused look on her face changing to surprise, then nudged Carol and grinned. “You excited?”

      “Mostly nervous.”

      “Don’t be,” I said, waiting for a big group that was leaving the cafe to pass before I continued. “When you’re with the right person, there’s nothing to worry about.”

      “He's the right person,” Carol said, that glow back on her face.

      “I do not doubt that.” I smiled. “You two are perfect for each other.”

      We talked a little longer, giggling like much younger women. Giving tips and suggestions. Helping Carol become more confident about her first sexual experience. By the time they called us for our table, Carol looked relieved, and we were all starving through our happiness for our friend.

      Inside, the staff was still cleaning off most of the tables from the morning rush, but we got a nice table in the corner near the back entrance. Our favorite spot. A few other tables nursed their coffees, or still picked at their yummy-looking food, but they spoke in low, calm tones, enjoying the quiet cafe as much as we were.

      Deva appeared, collapsing into the chair between Carol and me. There was a dash of flour on her cheek, but she’d left her apron in the kitchen. Her short, black hair was pulled back and mostly covered by a dark blue bandanna. “Well, that was a mess.”

      Our attention turned to her.

      She sighed and leaned back in her chair. “I’m starting to think the cafe's been running into some seriously bad luck lately. We’ve lost two staff members to various other opportunities. My suppliers keep screwing up my orders. Today we ran out of flour. Flour. I’m constantly scrambling.” Her dark eyes flashed with frustration, as she spoke more to the ceiling than to us. “I’m about to lose my mind.”

      I believed her. Deva was one of the most organized people I’d ever met. From the time we were young, she was the kind of person who was always on top of her homework, was never late for anything, and had a room that was so organized it could have been on some kind of show about organized people. I had to believe that if things were going wrong at the cafe, they had nothing to do with her making mistakes. She planned for everything, but she couldn’t plan for bad luck.

      “I’m so sorry, Deva,” I told her. “At least the customers are happy.”

      “Even though we’re out of several items and service was slower with the new staff,” she mumbled, looking exhausted.

      “Yet, everyone was happy and didn’t mind waiting.” Beth beamed her trademark grin. “That means the sky has yet to fall.”

      Deva sighed and ran her hands over her face. “I guess you’re right. It’s not the end of the world, even though it feels like it sometimes.”

      A minute later, one of Deva’s new servers approached our table. Theo was on the shorter side, with brown hair left a little too long, and brown eyes. He had the kind of face that made me want to trust him. Maybe it was the slight roundness to his face, on an otherwise slender body, that gave him a more youthful air than his twenty-ish years, but I’d liked the kid from the moment Deva had introduced me to him.

      “Uh, welcome to Deva’s Delights, what can I get for you to drink?” His gaze moved from us, his regulars, to his boss, like he wasn’t quite sure of the etiquette any longer and didn’t want to get into trouble.

      I smiled. “How're your classes, Theo?”

      He glanced at Deva, almost like he thought he’d get in trouble for small talk, but then pressed on. “Mystic Hollow Community College might not have a renowned engineering program because it’s new and small, but it’s the right amount of challenge to prepare me for my career.”

      Theo was one of the most brilliant kids I’d met, save for my son, but working at the cafe was good for him. He wasn’t the most relaxed person I’d ever met, but I’d seen his ability to make small talk and be comfortable around people grow since his first day. The mama bear inside of me was proud of him for it.

      “That’s wonderful. I knew you’d enjoy it,” I said, beaming.

      He shifted, glancing at the notepad in his hand.

      “Oh, and I’ll have water and a cup of coffee.” I barely got the words out before everyone chimed in with their need for coffee.

      He gave a shy smile, bounced his head, and took off to get our drinks.

      We got our coffee, gave our orders, and ended up with a table of the most delicious-tasting food imaginable. I got French toast, eggs, and bacon. Everyone else had some kind of breakfast dish, including Deva. By the time we slowed, and scraped the last bits off our plates, Deva had nearly relaxed.

      “How is everything?” Penelope asked, gliding up to our table.

      Penelope was another new server and the opposite of Theo. She had blonde hair, cut to her shoulder, big blue eyes, and constant energy. She thrived off of being around people. She loved to chat, and even though she sometimes made mistakes, her sweet personality more than made up for it.

      “It’s great,” Deva said with a smile. “You guys did an amazing job with how slammed we were this morning, and with all the unavailable items.”

      The twenty-something-year-old beamed. “Thanks, but it’s all Theo. The guy is on top of everything.”

      I doubted it was Theo, but Penelope was that kind of sweet. Her gaze moved to Theo, who was cleaning off one of the empty tables and it lingered. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up. Was she into him? He had a crush on her, but he seemed like the kind of guy that someone like Penelope wouldn’t notice, even though she should.

      “That Theo is certainly something else,” I said. “He's a genius.”

      She nodded, her eyes even wider than before. “Oh, he is. He’s been tutoring me in some of my math classes, and his brain works differently from mine. Like, he’s on a whole other level.” Penelope was going to Mystic Hollow for a degree in education, and I’d overheard her complaining a few times about the difficulty of the coursework.

      For some reason, I decided I loved the idea of Theo and Penelope together, even though Penelope was a witch. Theo seemed like the type who could not only handle her being a witch but who'd be so damn good for her and vice versa. I hoped for his sake, if he ever figured out that she was into him, she didn’t break his heart.

      Two more people came into the cafe, and Penelope gave a quick goodbye before racing off to greet them.

      “Even though I’m sure you miss your old staff, I like your new employees,” I said.

      Deva nodded. “I got lucky with them.”

      “Those two are going to end up married, right?” Beth asked.

      We turned to look at her, and she laughed. “Come on, you guys picked up on that too, right? If they aren’t banging in a few months, I’m going to send some squirrels to move things along.”

      I laughed. “How are you going to get squirrels to improve their love life?”

      Beth wiggled her brows. “Oh, you’ll see.”

      Of course, we talked about that for a while.

      Finally, the conversation lulled, and Deva turned to me. “Do we want to talk about it now?”

      My whole body tensed, but I couldn’t get the words out.

      Deva continued, “What happened with Alice? Do you know who’s coming for your powers?”

      I released a slow breath, remembering the nightmare that had haunted me the night before. “Alice didn’t see much. But—” I hesitated. “Last night I had the craziest nightmare. One that felt real.”

      The women exchanged glances.

      “It was like I was reliving the moment I got my powers, only everything was scary. When the older woman turned around, when Karma turned around, she didn’t have a face. She said that she was coming back for her powers, and I’d lose everything important.”

      “It was just a dream, right?” Beth asked, followed by a nervous laugh.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “My dreams aren’t usually that real. Some deep part of me feels like Karma is coming back for her powers, but she’s not as good as I remember.”

      Deva reached out and took my hand. “Listen, you’re a witch now, at least on the deepest level, even if your magic is different than ours. Dreams are powerful for witches. They can be a warning of what’s to come.”

      Breathing wasn’t so automatic and easy anymore. My dream had been real. Crap.

      “Sometimes they’re just dreams,” Carol pipped up, giving me a reassuring smile. “Even witches have nightmares on occasion.”

      I didn’t know about that. For some reason, I'd thought this conversation would end in them telling me I was being silly. The fact that none of them had laughed off my nightmare meant that it worried them too.

      All that I knew for sure was that someone, or something, wanted my powers, and I’d do whatever I had to in order to protect them. Because without my powers, I was no one. Just Emma and I never wanted to go back to that.
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      We'd almost finished breakfast when Deva learned her cook had slipped and fallen. One of the other staff members had to drive him to the hospital to get his ankle checked out. "Sorry, girls. Gotta go back." Deva gave us a rushed wave and headed back to cover for him in the kitchen. I wanted to offer her some words of comfort to reassure her that things would be okay. She felt like everything kept going wrong, but I knew Deva, the best thing to do right now was stay out of her way. Let her handle her business.

      We paid and headed out. Carol joined us as we went down the street to our office. We climbed into Beth’s car, so we’d have it parked outside of Private Psych when we needed it later. The car engine didn't have time to warm up before we were pulling into the driveway of our new business location. Purchasing the house had been a bit of a risk, but I was glad every day that we’d taken the chance. The shower, space to sleep, and the kitchen had been helpful more times than I could count.

      Beth killed the engine, and we got out. The wind teased the sign with the words, “Private Psych” making it dance a little over our heads. Beth hummed a little as she unlocked the door, and Carol launched into another story about how cute Bryan was, which was nice to hear. He hadn’t been going out much since the thought of running into his parents terrified him. "He took me to a movie and even dinner the other night." She sighed in the sort of contentment only new love brought on. "I'm hoping that means he's starting to feel safe in Mystic Hollow again."

      “Oh, you brought the talkative one,” Buster’s voice cut through Carol’s words as we entered the main room. The tabby cat stood on top of one of the cat trees in the main room and stretched his long, striped legs. The sassy tabby's eyes were half-closed, but that didn’t mean anything. Buster had a mind as sharp as his tongue.

      “Be nice, you rotten kitty,” Beth said, “Or maybe I won’t let you talk anymore.”

      I wasn’t sure Beth would actually do it or could do it. She’d never exactly explained her powers, but this was part of their morning routine, and I was pretty sure they both loved it. Animals could talk around her or maybe she gave them the power to speak? Buster had spoken to me while Beth wasn't in the building.

      Heck, I had no idea.

      Buster glared and stretched again. “The litter box is full.” He sounded a little too pleased with himself.

      Beth rolled her eyes. “I changed it last night, you big diva.”

      He did the closest thing I can imagine a cat doing that looked like a shrug. “If it’s too full, I could end up missing the box altogether.”

      “Ass,” Beth muttered, but there was humor in the word.

      “Useless human,” he said, but then he leaped down from the cat tree and rubbed against her leg. She petted him. “How are the others?”

      “Python is scared. Buster threatened to eat him,” Marble, a tortoise-shell cat said, emerging from the stairs.

      “Buster,” Beth scolded, stopping her pets. “You know how shy Python is.”

      “He’s not shy,” Buster said, angrier than I’ve ever seen him. “That mouse has you all fooled. He’s a dark and terrible creature with the soul of a demon.”

      “The cat is a liar, big surprise,” Clark sang as he drifted down from one of the beams in the ceiling. The bird, aptly named Clark since he was a Clark’s Nutcracker, was a light gray color that was almost white, except for his black wings. He was also not even slightly a fan of Buster, not since the cat had snatched him out of the air for fun.

      They were mortal enemies now. Which was more humorous than anything else.

      “I’m not a liar,” Buster shouted, his gravelly voice taking on an angry hiss. “Mark my words, that mouse will be the death of us all.”

      I couldn’t help it, I burst out laughing. Turning my face away, I tried to hide my gasps for breath between laughs, but I did a poor job. It didn’t help that Carol took one look at me and started laughing too. The mouse, named Python, was tiny, white, and absolutely harmless. Who in the world would think he was dangerous?

      “Idiot human,” Buster cried and scampered up the stairs.

      “It’s just, he’s a mouse,” I yelled after him, but my words were broken by more laughter. I couldn't help myself.

      The look Buster shot at me, well, I was pretty sure he wanted to flip me off.

      Turning to Beth, I managed, “I’m sorry.”

      She shook her head. “It’s okay. He’ll get over it. Besides, it doesn’t hurt for someone to take him down a peg every so often. He’s been stalking Python lately. He thinks I haven't noticed." She scoffed. "As if the mouse is plotting to take over the world and Buster wants to catch him in the act. I do need to see to the animals' needs. I know the plan for today after this, but do you think you can go over the cases we have to address? They’re on our desk.”

      “Absolutely,” I said, glad I’d gotten the giggles under control, even though Carol was still wiping away tears of laughter from her eyes.

      Beth took off to feed all her friends and clean up their areas. Even if they didn’t necessarily need it yet. No one cared for their pets better than Beth did. I mean, Clark’s instincts were to store food everywhere. Even though Beth knew the little bird wasn’t eating all her seeds every night but had caches of food all over the house, she refilled her seeds every day. While none of her pets were heavy, they weren’t exactly thin either.

      “Work time, I guess,” I told Carol.

      She smiled at me as I made my way to the big desk in the center of the room. We tried to keep this main area professional-looking and clean. If anyone came in, it looked like a legitimate PI establishment. The kitchen was its own room, so we could have a little more fun with that space, separate from the public. This main area held a huge desk with two chairs in front of it, a small desk tucked off to one side, filing cabinets in the corner, and a few chairs around the room like it was a waiting area. Behind that, we had the most beautiful backyard, with a garden that looked well-loved, because it was.

      Deva had started to grow more herbs in the garden. She’d been running out of space at Carol’s house. Who knew she could have that many plants?

      I sat at the big desk, Carol sat in front of me, and I picked up the agenda for the day. “Mia Davis has a child that she believes is a changeling. The child is never happy, and not at all like either of the child’s parents.” I put the paper down. “A changeling?”

      To my surprise, Carol looked serious. “Changelings are uncommon, but they do exist.” She looked around as if nervous. “There are dark fairies who we know very little about except that they'll come to our world and exchange human babies for fairy babies. No one knows what they do with the human babies, but the fairy children grow to be very dangerous. They usually create chaos in our world before disappearing back to wherever they came from.”

      A chill rolled down my spine. “What will we do if Mia’s baby is a changeling? Is there anything we can do to help?”

      “For witches?” she shrugged her shoulders. “We couldn’t do a lot other than try to find the human baby if they hadn’t taken it too far yet. For Karma? You might have powerful enough magic to set everything right.”

      Right. Yeah. That was what Karma did.

      For some reason, I didn’t like that case one bit, maybe because I didn’t like the idea of someone stealing a baby and replacing it, but I looked at the next item on our agenda. “Regmun Bheldrus believes his workers are stealing from him and wants us to find out which one and deliver the power of Karma onto the thief.” I glanced at Carol. “Isn’t that what the police are for?” This seemed insignificant to use my powers on, not that I thought helping someone was ever insignificant, I was just surprised Beth had taken this case.

      Carol shook her head. “Regmun is the leader of the dwarves. His people are one of the many sources of wealth in Mystic Hollow. He and his people have permission to mine eighty percent of the areas outside of the town. They're required to share a percentage of what they find with the owners of those properties. They have land of their own, which they get one hundred percent from, but they’ve mostly moved to greener pastures.”

      “Dwarves?” Okay, I’d seen some shorter people around town, people who often came from the woods, but I’d never even imagined they were real. There were a lot of things I should open my mind to now.

      She grinned. “Also, dwarves are known for their loyalty and honesty. If it got out that one of them was stealing, it could lead to fighting among all the supernaturals in Mystic Hollow. People who've always trusted the dwarves to give them their percentages would start to think they were being cheated, and, well, you can imagine how the vampires, mermaids, and shifters might handle that.”

      Well, it was a situation for Karma. If someone was stealing and that theft would impact the entire supernatural community? Yeah. I needed to get involved.

      “Nespos Bunnyhop,” I paused at the name and grinned, before looking at Carol.

      “He’s a gnome,” she said, flashing me a smile.

      “Gnomes? Like the ones in my neighbors’ gardens?” I asked, shocked.

      She nodded. “Not all of them are real living beings, but a surprising number are.”

      “I’ve never seen them move or anything.” Ugh, I was so stupid. Every time I thought I was beginning to understand the supernatural world, I realized I didn’t know anything.

      “They’re very careful. After today, after meeting them, they’ll realize you’re one of us, and you’ll see them moving more.”

      “Unbelievable,” I said, shaking my head. “It says here many of them are disappearing, and they want Karma’s help to find them.”

      Carol frowned. “That’s very odd. Occasionally, a kid will steal one, or someone will throw one out, but then the second no one's looking, the gnome returns, tells his or her family, then the gnome will be moved to another garden or wooded area for safety. It’s rare one just disappears.”

      “I guess we have an interesting day ahead of us.”

      Beth came down the stairs and dropped into the chair in front of us. “I can’t believe I’m this tired, and the day has hardly started.”

      “Something going on?” I asked, worried. Beth was the kind of person who always had an excess of energy, but now that she mentioned it, she hadn’t been that way today.

      “No, it’s this morning when I saw…” She shook her head. “Nothing. It wasn’t a big deal. I’m being silly.”

      “Beth?” My worry increased.

      She smiled and waved my words away. “It’s an off day, but I’ll power through.”

      “If you want I can help with the first job,” Carol offered with a smile. “The shop’s taken care of for a little while, and I’d love to see if the child’s actually a changeling.”

      “That sounds wonderful,” Beth said as she stood. “We better head out.”

      “Bring more wet cat food,” Buster mumbled from the shadows of the stairs.

      Beth sighed. “Wet food it is.”
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      We pulled up across the street from a neighborhood I’d explored as a kid, full of small houses, on small lots, and lots of parks. It was the kind of neighborhood that was perfect for trick-or-treating, and few places beat it for playing late at night. My friends and I used to bike from one park to another, playing silly games, like hide and seek in the dark. It was a place full of happy memories, even if the houses looked a tiny bit more run down than they had all those years before.

      “Daisy Farms hasn’t changed one bit,” I said, noting the expansive neighborhood. “Except the trees are bigger.”

      “It’s a nice place,” Carol said with a smile. “Lots of young families.”

      We all climbed out of the car, and I looked from Mia Davis's house to a couple and their dog heading toward us on the street. The dog was some kind of purebred: tiny, white, and hopefully nice, or I’d be running from it in a second.

      Small dogs could be mean, after all.

      Beth headed toward the house, but Carol gasped behind me. I glanced at her and realized she was staring at the dog. Well, maybe not the dog, she could've been staring at the people. Studying them, there was something familiar about them, but nothing too remarkable. They were old enough to be my parents, with gray hair, lots of wrinkles, and clothes that whispered of money. Not in the way a vampire’s or mermaid’s did, more like they bought expensive clothes and wore them forever, rather than buying every pretty thing they saw.

      “I can’t believe it,” my friend whispered in disbelief.

      “Carol?” I asked, confused.

      Her shoulders went back, and she walked toward the couple with all the grace of a queen, gliding across the sidewalk. I followed behind her without a thought, half out of curiosity, and half because she might need some backup. Which was weird. They were just an older couple with a dog, right?

      Somehow, they were more than that, and I knew it.

      Carol stopped right in front of them, leveling them with a cold look that made a shiver roll down my spine. “Mr. and Mrs. Bancroft.”

      Bancroft? Crap, Bryan’s parents?

      They both stopped short, looking startled. Even a little uneasy, but the woman answered. “Carol, how are you?”

      She didn’t miss a beat. “You heard Bryan had moved back to town, correct?”

      They exchanged a look. Mr. Bancroft cleared his throat. “We'd heard, ah, something about that.”

      “Have you spoken to him?” Before they could answer, she lifted a hand. “Actually, I already know the answer to that, you have not. Once upon a time, you had a teenage son who was turned into a vampire. He was terrified, confused, and looking for comfort from his family. What did you do? You threw him out. Like trash.”

      They both paled, with Mr. Bancroft looking green around the edges. Their mouths opened and closed like fish gasping in water. Finally, Mrs. Bancroft said, “Vampires aren’t real.”

      Carol took a step closer to them. “How do you know? Did you ask him any questions? Did you do anything to help him before you threw him out on the curb?” Her words were no longer cold, they were filled with venom.

      Mr. Bancroft sighed. “Dear girl, I understand that you're confused and frustrated, but our son lost his mind. After everything we did to raise him well, he turned out, frankly, wrong in the head.”

      “If you believe in the supernatural you’re wrong in the head?” She asked, and the glint in her eyes worried me a bit.

      Mr. Bancroft scoffed. “Well, of course. You shouldn’t be so angry. Once upon a time children like Bryan were locked up and forgotten. By kicking him out, we did him a favor.”

      Carol lifted a hand and their fluffy dog floated up into the air. It looked down at the ground and wiggled its legs. Not at all like it was troubled, but more like it thought flying through the air was the funnest thing it had ever done. The little fluff ball looked like it was trying to swim. Carol continued to lift him until it was level with their faces.

      Both of their mouths dropped open.

      “Is this supernatural? Seeing a flying dog?”

      Mrs. Bancroft lifted a hand and pressed it against her mouth. “This isn’t happening,” she whispered softly.

      Mr. Bancroft stared, his face pale, his eyes wide.

      Carol moved closer, reached out, and touched the dog. Suddenly, its fur turned a bright shade of purple. “What about this? Is this supernatural?”

      “Impossible,” Mr. Bancroft murmured.

      Carol smiled. “Should you two be thrown away, kicked out of your home, or locked up? What’s your preference?”

      They both looked at her, then at the dog.

      "Pick one," Carol said through clenched teeth. “Bryan is an amazing guy. I understand that believing in magic and vampires and the supernatural is hard, but a parent who wouldn’t give their kid the benefit of the doubt is a pretty awful parent. What you need to know is that I’m a witch, most of my friends are witches, and Bryan is a thousand percent a vampire. Also, vampires aren’t as scary as the media might lead you to believe. Regardless, Bryan is your son. You did him wrong. You broke his heart. I don’t know if he can ever forgive you, but if I were you, I’d spend the remainder of your lives trying.” She lowered the dog. “His color will return to normal in a couple of weeks. I'd change it back now, but you need a reminder that this happened."

      She turned away from them and sniffed as she walked toward the house we'd come to visit.

      "Yeah," I said so suddenly and loudly they both jumped. Smirking, I followed my incredible friend. When we reached the other side of the road, I hurried to her side and said, “Remind me never to piss you off.”

      “Oh, that was me very controlled,” she said, eyes flashing in a way that made me a little afraid. “If I'd done what I wanted to do, well, I'd no longer be a good witch.”

      I almost asked her what she wanted to do, but then decided that I didn’t want to know. Beth waited for us in front of the little tan house, staring at us in confusion. I mouthed that I’d tell her later, and she nodded. Bryan’s parents had turned back the way they’d come, now walking double fast. At least if they asked themselves if it all really happened, they had a purple dog to remind them that it most certainly had.

      “Ready?” Beth asked, nodding toward the door. “You’ll need to keep your karma senses open to figure out what’s going on.”

      “Of course,” I said, even though I was a little thrown off after our little kerfuffle with Bryan's parents.

      Beth took a deep breath, then knocked on the door. A second later, a young brunette woman in her twenties with a messy bun opened the door. The bags under her eyes said she needed a nap. The box of donuts and a bag of chips in her hands said, well, I wasn't sure what.

      "Mia Davis?" Carol asked.

      Mia nodded and reached around the bag of chips and pulled a donut out of her mouth. “Is it ten already? Oh my gosh, I’m so sorry. When I got her to sleep, I had to have some comfort food and then I forgot and—” The first tear rolled slowly down her cheek, but then it was quickly followed by several more.

      We all rushed out our reassurances. Carol was beside her in an instant, giving her a side hug, telling her that having little ones was hard, and that she shouldn’t feel bad. "Come on now. This is difficult. You did a good thing by reaching out to us. We can help you."

      “Besides, pairing donuts and chips?” Beth said. “Genius. I’m literally going to go home and try that out.”

      Mia pushed away her tears the best she could while holding everything and said, “You can have a donut.”

      Beth smiled and took the box, and Carol led her inside. I followed behind, my senses tingling. Something was off in this house, but I couldn’t quite figure out what. My karmic powers had a way of surprising me. Sometimes I thought the unexpected changes were just my powers growing stronger with time, but sometimes I wasn’t sure.

      We led her to her couch where she dug into the chip bag with one hand and grabbed another donut with the other hand. It reminded me somewhat of the day I became Karma, which, of course, made me feel bad. I'd been in such a bad spot that day, trying to process my cheating ex, his new partner, and my impending divorce. This woman had it worse, worrying that her child wasn’t her actual child.

      That would be awful.

      “I know how bad this sounds,” Mia said, a sob erupting before she continued.

      “It’s okay,” I told her as she bit into her donut again, tears running down her face. “Being a new mom is hard enough without worrying about the supernatural.”

      She nodded. “I’m a witch. I did all the usual spells and charms before I had my child, hoping for a smooth birth and a healthy baby. The magic was with me because I got both.” Taking another bite from her donut, she grew lost in her world for a moment.

      I looked at Carol and Beth. They nodded at me as if to say that only my powers could help in this situation, which, I hoped was not the case. I knew nothing about changelings, almost nothing, so it felt like too much for me to try to figure this out on my own. Yet, if I could, I would.

      Mia continued, “My baby was perfect in every way. For weeks, it was her and me, happy as can be. I don’t want to say she was an anomaly. She still cried. I still never had time to shower, or to do anything except nurse, but she was a normal, happy baby.”

      “Something changed?” Beth asked, getting that intense look she had when she was interviewing a client.

      She nodded, grabbing a handful of chips and crunching. “Yeah, one day I went to check on her in her crib, and she was quiet and staring. She’d never done that. It was eerie. She looked at me, which is usually the moment she smiles and reaches for me, only she didn’t. She burst out crying. From that point forward, she hated me. She didn’t want to nurse. Didn’t want to be near me. Every time I set her down, she went back to staring.” Her gaze met mine. “I know I sound crazy, but that baby might look like my baby, but she’s not. Can you find out where my child is?”

      I shifted, very uncomfortable, but then realized what I was doing. “I'll help as much as I can.”

      She looked relieved, setting the chips on the table, and finishing her donut. “By the way, I only eat like this when I’m stressed.”

      “Stress eating, I’m familiar,” I said with a grin.

      She nodded and lay back against the couch. “I’m just so tired from being worried.”

      Beth reached over and patted her hand. “Don’t worry, we’ve helped people in worse shape than you.”

      She looked relieved. “What will you do first?”

      Beth turned to me. “Emma is going to walk through your house and use her powers to try to figure out what’s going on. Is that all right with you?”

      “Of course,” Mia said. “I don’t mind if you go into the baby’s room. I figured you’d have to go in there, but she’s in her crib.”

      The way she said it almost made me suspect she was warning me about a monster.

      I gave her my best reassuring smile, then stood and walked around the room, stretching my senses out. Internally, I whispered to my powers, “Help me bring karma where it’s needed.” My body tingled and I moved into the kitchen, but the feeling grew duller, almost like the childhood game of Hot and Cold. I headed into the living room where everyone stared at me in silence.

      My cheeks flushed. “This would actually be easier if you guys chatted and tried to ignore me.”

      Beth realized that I felt uncomfortable, and that I wouldn’t be able to do this with them all staring at me. She turned to Mia. “Other than the changeling stuff, how are you adapting to motherhood?”

      I tuned her out as I headed out of the room and down a hall. The feeling grew, becoming almost itchy against my skin. Goosebumps rose, and I slid into a bathroom, but the sensation dulled, so I exited it. I moved through another room, the master bedroom, and the master bathroom before I accepted what I’d already suspected. The feeling was coming from the last room. No doubt the baby’s room.

      My stomach dropped. I didn't want the baby to be a changeling. Not only would that be horrifying, but I had no idea how I'd fix something like that. I pictured my son, now a grown man, and my heart ached. If someone had told me he wasn’t mine, I don’t know how I could've come to accept it. He was mine the day I held him in my arms.

      Reaching the door, I sucked in a deep breath. Karma’s powers had steered me in the right direction thus far. I had to trust they'd steer me right here too and help me to help this family the best way they could. Having these powers wasn’t always a blessing. Sometimes they made life harder. At the end of the day, they set the world right, and if I could be the funnel to do that today, I would.

      Even if it sucked.

      It took all my willpower to turn the handle and open the door. A blast of powers, or magic, or something unsettling hit me like a wave. Bile rose in the back of my throat, but taking even breaths didn’t erase the uneasy, almost terrified, feeling inside of me. Every instinct told me to turn around and run right out of there, but I didn’t. If this mom was a witch and felt this every day, and yet still cared for her child, I could do it this one time.

      The pastel pink and blue room had a white crib in the middle and a bookshelf filled with storybooks lining the wall. Sunlight streamed in through the windows, highlighting a chest of drawers and changing table, but the feeling of dread didn't lift. I crept around the room, my eyes scanning every corner and crevice. I stopped in front of a dream catcher hanging from the wall and a chill ran down my spine. Something was wrong. It all looked normal, but something about the room made me feel uneasy.

      I continued to the crib and glanced down at the baby. Her eyes were wide open, staring at nothing on the ceiling. She was wrapped in a sleep sack covered in ladybugs, so her arms and feet were secured inside of it. I couldn't move. All I could do was watch her stare into nothingness in the middle of the room, surrounded by darkness and silence.

      “Hello,” I said softly.

      The child didn’t react. She kept staring, and a shiver rolled down my spine. Was this creature actually a changeling? Could she be a very strange baby?

      It was my job to find out. Lifting a hand, I reached out and hovered above the baby. Drawing on my karmic powers, I asked them to show me the truth. To set things right. To find the source of the trouble.

      To my shock, my powers got nothing sinister from the baby, but they did sense something. My hand swung away from the baby, like a magnet drawn to something metal. I was pulled across the room and my hand closed around the dream catcher hanging from the ceiling in the corner of the child’s room. I cried out when I touched it. It wasn’t hot, but it almost gave the same painful feeling as a burn.

      Jerking my hand away, I gasped. The child wasn’t a changeling. There was something sinister in this room, something that was impacting both the baby and the mom. This dream catcher. How or why? I had no idea.

      “Emma?” Beth, Carol, and Mia stood in the doorway, but it was Beth who'd spoken. “We heard you cry out.”

      Had I been that loud? I shook my head. “I’m okay, but I’ve figured it out.” I looked at the mom. “Most importantly, your child isn't a changeling.”

      Instead of looking relieved, Mia's eyes filled with tears. “No, there’s something wrong. You have to believe me.”

      I lifted a hand. “There's something wrong, but it’s not your child, it’s this thing.” The last word came out a hiss of disgust as I pointed at the dreamcatcher.

      Her face scrunched up. “I got that at a flea market from an older woman. She said it would bless my baby and give me good luck.”

      For some reason, the back of my mind tingled. I thought of my dream. The one with the older woman. The one with Karma wanting her powers back. It was more than the dream. It was almost like I was picturing the faceless older woman handing this woman the dream catcher. I could even smell the flea market popcorn cooking, feel a cool breeze cutting through a massive open tent.

      Every hair on my body stood on end.

      “It’s not good luck. This thing is exactly the opposite,” I whispered.

      The mom looked unconvinced.

      “What should we do?” Beth asked.

      I turned back to it and lifted a hand. “Whatever Karma thinks should happen to it.”

      Letting my powers go toward it, I told them to give the item the karma it deserved. It only took a moment, then blue flames erupted all over it, and the cursed thing burned to ash. Before the ash could even hit the floor, the window sprung open, and the ash flew out the window by a burst of wind that was anything but normal.

      All of us were silent, shocked to our core as the window slammed shut.

      The baby started to cry. The mom raced to the child and picked her up. Within seconds, the child stopped crying, then gave a small smile, and Mia slipped into a rocking chair to nurse her. I didn’t know what to say or do when Mia started to cry.

      “She’s herself again. She wants me again.” She continued speaking through her sobs, but the words were mostly nonsensical.

      Beth and Carol reassured her. They calmed her down. They made it clear that we’d fixed the problem, and that if there was ever another one, we’d be back.

      I was distracted. “Don’t ever take anything from an older woman again.”

      Everyone looked at me. It was a weird thing to say, but the dream kept flashing back to me. The image I’d had a minute ago could be nothing. The woman in the market could have nothing to do with my dream, but my instincts were saying that everything was connected.

      I’d learned to trust my instincts over the past few months.

      Eventually, we left the mom and baby, heading back to the car, quiet until our car doors slammed. Beth didn’t start the car. We sat together, stunned.

      “Are there a lot of cursed objects like that in Mystic Hollow?” I asked.

      “No,” Beth said, her voice almost a whisper.

      “Could someone have targeted her for a reason? Revenge? Jealousy? Something to do with her being a witch?”

      “It’s possible,” Beth said. “Unlikely. I know a few witches who could put a curse on an object like that, at least a curse that strong, and all of them have strong rules against hurting children. There are witches in town that would hurt someone for hurting a child, but not the other way around.”

      “This was strange,” I said, even though I’d already known it.

      “Very strange,” Carol told me, and there was a flicker of worry in her eyes before Beth turned on the car and we headed off.
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      I stared out the window of Daniel’s truck at the trees flying by. We were going to an area of Mystic Hollow I’d never been to. All of the mountains and lands in this area were privately owned. This road was typically only used by the owners of the property and the workers who brought down trucks full of the gems from the mines. Our area was known for the Gem Creek Mine, which produced amethyst, jasper, rubies, and agate. Technically, all the semiprecious stones came from various mines in the area, but the Seven Miners Group mined the whole area and gave a cut to the landowners in each area. Apparently, the deal between the group and the families has existed nearly as long as Mystic Hollow itself.

      It had been news to me. Daniel had filled me in on the way.

      The lands were watched over and guarded. Beth had reassured me that the miners were expecting us and that we’d be able to pass with no issues into the lands guarded by the dwarves. So far, that seemed to be true. A dwarf had been there at the start of the road to open the gate for us. Two more gates had been opened before we even made it to the winding mountain road itself.

      “Thanks for coming with me,” I told Daniel, exhausted for some reason.

      He smiled. “No problem. I’m actually kind of glad that Beth had to run off and talk to a troublemaking Narwhal because I get to spend a little more time with you.”

      I laughed. “It’s nice to have company, especially your company. I don’t think I could do this alone.”

      Daniel nodded and gave me a reassuring pat on the shoulder. “You can do it, no matter what happens. You don't have to, though. I'm here for you.”

      I smiled, feeling a little better. If anything did happen, Daniel would be there to protect me and help me get through it. He was good like that.

      We continued on our journey, winding up the mountain road. I reached over and took his hand. “You certainly know how to flatter a lady.”

      We both laughed, and he squeezed my hand. "I forgot to tell you. I ran into Nathan and a few of his wolves at the nursery. They were loading up on fertilizer and seeds."

      "Oh? Are they making a garden?" Nathan was the local wolf pack alpha. He'd been very young when he'd taken over the pack. Daniel had been trying to help him turn the pack in a direction of prosperity and success.

      "Yes, and he said several of them had started up a roofing company. They really seem to be getting their lives together." He beamed like a proud father.

      "I'm so glad." We turned a corner and passed a dwarf walking along the side of the road.

      “As happy as I am to hear about the wolves, for now, tell me more about these dwarves.”

      Daniel’s smile faded away, and he sighed. “The dwarves are fine.” The way he said ‘fine’ said something different. “Okay, they’re a little annoying, but not bad people. They were raised to value loyalty and honor above all else.”

      “That doesn’t sound too bad,” I said, confused.

      He shook his head. “It doesn’t sound bad in theory, but it’s a different thing altogether in reality. We cross paths often enough, me being a bear and wandering around, them being miners. As long as I don’t go near their mines, they don’t care, and the same goes for them staying off of my property.”

      There was something he wasn’t saying, but I couldn’t figure out what. “Still no problems there?”

      He sighed again. “They also care about their jewels and wealth a lot. I mean, a lot. A few dwarfs have separated from their community and live in town. They send their kids to school with everyone else and have mostly renounced the dwarven way of life. The rest of them, most of them, rarely leave the mountains and mines. They stay up here raising one generation after another, building their wealth, and obeying the King of the Mountains above all else.”

      “King of the Mountains?”

      “Regmun Bheldrus, but the name is a title. The King of the Mountain is voted in by their people every ten years, although the same dwarf tends to be voted in until they get too old. The king’s job is to keep the mines running and ensure that everyone gets the correct cut of the spoils.”

      “Cool,” I said. It sounded like some real Lord of the Gems stuff.

      “Yeah, cool,” he muttered.

      “Seriously, what am I missing?”

      He smirked. “You’ll see.”

      We approached another gate, larger than the others. There wasn’t anyone there to open it. We idled in front of it for a moment before it creaked open. On the other side, seven dwarves stood in a line in front of Daniel’s truck, and for some reason, they seemed to be ready to fight.

      Daniel cut the engine.

      “Seven dwarves?” I murmured, a nervous laugh exploding from my lips.

      “These aren’t like the ones in fairy tales,” Daniel whispered. “Be respectful and follow my lead.”

      Did he think I wouldn’t be respectful? Okay, I may have had a few dwarf jokes ready to come out at the worst possible times brewing in my head. For example, one was scowling more than the others. I wanted to ask him if his name was Happy.

      A giggle caught in my throat, and I turned it into a cough. I didn't know if they could hear me in the truck.

      One of them stifled a yawn, and I seriously almost lost it. My cough turned into a full-blown choking fit. The dwarf was sleepy.

      Ha!

      After thumping me on the back a couple of times, Daniel got out of the truck, walked around, and opened my door. Without a word, he took my hand and we walked until we stood in front of the seven dwarves. “We’re here to see the King of the Mountain. We’re expected.” When they didn’t move, he added. “This is Karma.”

      Sleepy squinted at me, and on my life, he looked like he was daydreaming about a nap.

      If one of these dudes sneezed, I was getting in the truck and going the heck home.

      One of them rushed off, and a few minutes later he returned, trailing another dwarf. He was the tallest of the men and also the broadest, but he had gray woven into his auburn hair beneath the miner’s helmet on his head. His long beard nearly dragged the ground and was braided. He wore leather clothes that looked handmade. Around his neck, glinting beneath his beard, was a jeweled necklace, and all his fingers sported massive gems.

      “Karma,” he greeted, his voice deep with an accent I’d never heard before. Somewhere between Irish and the accents found in the American southern states. Reaching forward, he took my hand and then placed a kiss on my knuckles. “We’re honored to meet you.”

      I bobbed my head, unsure of what else to do. “I’m happy to help.”

      “Help with what?” One of the dwarves asked suspiciously.

      “It’s none of your concern,” the king snapped, then turned back to me. “I'm Regmun Bheldrus, and if you’ll follow me, I’ll show you where we’re going.”

      The grumpy one sidled up next to me, on the opposite side of Daniel. "Karma? How does that work?"

      I smiled, trying my best to appear friendly and ignored Daniel, who was peering around me and glowering at the shorter man.

      Man? Sure. He was definitely masculine, if not human. Were inhuman beings still men and women?

      I didn't have it in me to figure that one out at the moment.

      "It's a long story, but I'm able to make sure that what you do comes back to you."

      He raised an eyebrow, and his eyes lingered on me. "Interesting. I'm sure you have plenty of stories to share."

      I smiled and shrugged. "As I said, it's a long story."

      He stared at me for a moment as we walked, his gaze intense. He grinned, revealing a set of pearly white teeth. "I'd love to hear it sometime."

      Then, then. He winked.

      Okay. This was weird. When I cast Daniel a worried glance, he nodded, giving me a reassuring smile before cutting his gaze a little sharply at the Flirty. As weird as this all was, I followed after this king, knowing that Daniel would never put me in harm’s way.

      We walked toward the mountain. The bright sun shone down on us, warming my skin. There was a sense of anticipation in the air, and I had no idea what to expect.

      At the base, we paused in front of a large entrance into what had to be the mine. Regmun led us into it, and darkness swallowed us. It took a minute of blinking before my eyes adjusted to the lanterns lining the walls and a tunnel that appeared to disappear into the earth. My stomach flipped a little, but he didn’t lead us into the pitch-black passageway. Instead, he led us into a small off-shoot from the main tunnel, one I hadn’t even noticed. Two dwarves stood guard outside of a metal door.

      The guards glanced at us with a mixture of hostility and curiosity which only grew when King Regmun told them to open the door. They hesitated, but then did as asked, and we stepped into another room. The door slammed behind us. Only one lone lantern turned on, but Regmun lit a few others until we saw what appeared to be a hoard of gems.

      My jaw dropped. Daniel gasped behind me. I’d never seen anything like it. Everywhere I looked, jewels and stones in all shapes, sizes, and colors sparkled in the light. Rubies, emeralds, sapphires, aquamarine. It was unreal.

      Finally, Regmun cleared his throat. “This isn’t all our wealth, but it’s a taste of what we have. The wealth we mine from the earth. That we sell, then divide among the families.” He hesitated. “This is also the first time in all my years, and my father’s years, and his father before him, that we're missing a significant amount of our wealth from one counting day to the next.” He shook his head, looking upset and confused. “I could never imagine one of my men stealing from me, but it’s the only reasonable explanation I can come up with. No one else could have gotten in here without being seen. If the families learn that the dwarves are thieves, there could be an all-out war between them. It would be the end of our deals and our way of life as we know it. I hope you will handle this matter delicately.”

      I nodded. “Of course.”

      He drew himself up taller. “Can you tell me which of my men is the thief?”

      “I’ll do what I can.” I hoped my powers would be able to figure this one out.

      Taking a deep breath, I called on my powers. I reached out, feeling the current of energy around us. I felt for any disturbances that would indicate a thief in our midst, but nothing stood out. A moment later, I moved to the gems, but I didn’t feel anything wrong there, either. Turning back to Regmun, I asked, “Can I see your men?”

      “Anything you need to discover the thief,” he said, his voice almost a growl.

      We exited the treasure room, but I got nothing from the guards outside the door. At the entrance to the mine, the others lined up, staring at me like I’d grown another head. I raised a hand near each of them but found nothing wrong. Nothing off. Nothing that Karma needed to handle. A tingle raced down my spine, and I turned toward the deep, creepy tunnel.

      Darn it. Of course, I'd need to go that way. I followed the feeling, trying not to fall over the uneven ground as I moved faster and faster. The lantern light blurred together on both sides of me. The sounds of the men followed behind me, but how many, I didn’t know, then the tingle grew painful. I shifted off the main path and slid into a small, dark opening.

      “Karma, there’s nothing down there,” Regmun shouted, but my powers said otherwise.

      I kept following until I found a room. A room darker than any night I’d ever experienced. I fell to my knees, reaching my hands out, for what, I wasn’t sure. I kept going forward, instinctively crawling, until my hands glided through what I was pretty sure were gems. Lantern light came from behind me, slowly glowing brighter as the person carrying it got closer, but a vision slammed into me, chasing the light away.

      An older woman in a white dress. The dress moved around her in an unseen wind. Grey darkened the ends of the fabric. Her long, gray hair spilled behind her. Stealing the gems. Creating chaos. She turned to me again, and the blank skin where her face should've been sent chills down my spine. “I’m coming for my powers, Emma. I'll have what rightfully belongs to me.”

      The vision faded away, and I was back in the cave, now well lit. It was very small. Regmun stood over me with a lantern, large and imposing in such a small space. The other dwarves had followed with their own lanterns and gasped when they discovered the gems. We all barely fit in the room.

      I looked up at the King of the Mountain. “None of them stole your gems.”

      “How is that possible?” His face was pale, his eyes wide.

      I hesitated, then asked, “Have you seen an older woman in a white gown?”

      His face grew even paler. “The ghost. Aye. We’ve all seen her.”

      “She’s not a ghost. She was your thief,” I said, now tired and shaky. Glancing behind me, I frowned. “Where’s Daniel?”

      It took Regmun a moment to answer. “Your bear couldn’t fit.”

      Feeling weak, I offered him my hand. “Can you take me back to him?”

      The king did as I asked, but not before barking at the others to return the gems to the vault. Daniel looked worried when he finally spotted me, and in seconds I was in his arms. He carried me back to the car. Neither of us said a word until we were driving away from that place, but then I did.

      “It was Karma. The original Karma. She’s come for her powers.”
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      After a snack and some water, I felt loads better. I took Daniel’s hand again and smiled at him. He glanced my way for a tick but kept his gaze on the winding road. Sinking into the chair, I pulled in a slow, deep breath. This whole day had been so weird. Everything, since Alice first told me someone's coming for my powers, had been weird. These visions about another Karma coming for my power made me so curious about the history of Karma, and about where these powers came from. How they passed from one to another.

      “So." He drew out the word as he slowed to go around a hairpin curve. "The original Karma is coming for your powers?” Daniel asked. He kept his voice light, but it was laced with worry he couldn't hide.

      I sighed. “I met the original Karma. She seemed kind and wonderful. Any time I look back at that day, it's clear she'd been ready to give up her powers. She chose me. She thought I was the right person to give them to. If it’s her, something terrible must have happened to her. Maybe losing her powers has twisted her in some way.” I shook my head. “I don’t know, but I can’t shake the feeling that the things that have been happening today are connected to her and to Alice’s vision.”

      Daniel’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. “Is it even possible for her to take her powers back?”

      I shook my head and watched the trees fly by. “I don’t know. She gave me her powers, so I imagine it’s possible for me to give them back.” When he didn’t say anything, I couldn’t help but speak one of my fears aloud. “Do you think things will change with you and my friends if I lose my powers?”

      Daniel lifted a brow and glanced in my direction. “Before, we couldn't tell you. Now you know. You won't un-know it if you don't have your powers. Certainly, we won’t love you any less. We won’t want to be around you any less. Powers, the supernatural, it’s not as important as who we are as people.”

      I smiled, feeling some of the tightness in my chest ease. “Thanks. It feels like life was so hard before I got my powers. I mean, I loved raising my son. Travis is an incredible kid, and I was proud of building a business, but everything else was rough. I don’t want to lose this amazing life.”

      “Your new life has everything to do with you and little to do with your powers,” he told me with a reassuring smile.

      I nodded and looked out the window, watching the scenery. He was right. It was the strength and courage within me that had allowed me to build a new life. I just hoped that I could keep it. I let out a deep breath and nodded. “I’m counting on that. No matter what happens with Karma and my powers, I still have you and my friends and my life to keep me grounded.”

      Almost faster than my eyes could follow, a flash of movement to my side drew my gaze as Daniel slammed on the brakes. The speedy movement turned into a tree falling in some sort of hyper-slow motion in front of the truck. The massive trunk missed the hood by inches and hit the ground so hard it shook the truck. As all of this happened, I flew forward, but Daniel’s arm and the seat belt caught me before my head slammed into the dashboard. Except for our rapid breaths, an eerie silence had fallen along with the tree.

      “Oh my gosh,” I said when I could remember how to talk. “That was almost very, very bad.”

      Daniel slid the truck into park and said, “Stay here. Lock the doors. Don't get out.”

      Before I could ask him more, he got out of the truck, and I reached over and locked both doors, even though my body buzzed from the near accident. Probably adrenaline.

      I watched Daniel in confusion as he got close to the tree, inhaling deeply, then moved to the side of the road, still clearly scenting the area.

      After having a good sniff over there, he came back to the truck and stripped, throwing his clothes and shoes on the hood. I had one second to admire his naked form before he shifted into his bear. His sniffing became even more obvious as he prowled the fallen tree and then went deeper into the woods.

      Minutes ticked by as he went deeper into the woods. I lost sight of him for a while. My heart raced, and I tapped my fingers on my legs and wiped my sweaty hands onto my pant legs. Did he suspect someone had pushed the tree over? It didn't seem possible. The tree was massive, far too large for anyone to push, even someone as strong as Daniel or one of the wolf shifters.

      Maybe with magic, but even that seemed unlikely.

      Eventually, Daniel returned, shifted into himself, and dressed. I unlocked the car and let him in. He sat in his spot, then turned to me. “The tree didn’t fall. It was cut.”

      “Cut?” My anxiety leaped. “Here? Why? Why would anyone...?” My brain went into overload.

      “I don’t know,” he said, answering all my questions at once. “It was strange. The person’s scent was unfamiliar. Different from any scent I’d smelled before. I followed it for a little while, then it vanished. What was stranger, it was like my memory of the scent faded too. A bear never forgets a scent, except now I can't bring it to mind."

      “What does that mean?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know exactly, but someone wanted to hurt us. Someone we don’t know. Someone powerful.”

      I shivered. “Are we safe right now?”

      In answer, he got out of the car and used those ridiculously huge muscles of his, to roll the tree out of the road.

      Well, crap. If he could push this ginormous tree, maybe there was someone out there strong enough to knock it over. Except he'd said cut.

      When he finished, he was sweating and panting. He didn’t stop to rest. He got into the car, buckled up, and floored it out of there.

      Me? I sat there wondering if the strange, mysterious scent belonged to a powerful older woman who wanted her powers back. A woman who was willing to do anything to get them.

      Without much conversation, Daniel and I went straight to Private Psych to meet Beth. We had a quick bite to eat while she told us about handling the narwhal. When she finished, we told her about the dwarves and the tree. With every word, her expression grew more and more serious until there was nothing left to say. We sat in silence, waiting for Beth's thoughts.

      Which didn't take long. "This is a problem."

      I laughed. "Yeah, a crazy Karma trying to kill me and steal my powers is definitely a problem."

      Daniel kissed my cheek. "I won't let anything happen to you."

      I appreciated his sweet words, but even my big bear shifter wouldn't be able to protect me from the woman. Not if she was out to get me. Heck, I wasn't sure if all of us combined could stop her.

      "Here's the thing," Beth began. "We're going to figure this out. I don't know how yet, but I know we will. Let me put some feelers out with some of my connections. Until then, we'll help the gnomes."

      The gnomes, right. I'd forgotten about them in all the chaos. As much as I wanted to obsess about the older woman, Beth and I had a job to do. Commitments to fulfill and all that jazz. At the least keeping busy would do me some good until Beth's connections came through.

      "Do you have people who know about Karma?" Daniel asked, his voice unexpectedly gruff.

      Beth hesitated, which said more than her words ever could. "You never know."

      Daniel looked upset. I reached out and squeezed his hand. "Everything will be fine."

      He ran his free hand roughly through his hair. "Actually, I have a connection who could be useful with this."

      "A mysterious friend?" I teased, trying to lighten the mood. "You've never mentioned someone with this kind of connection."

      "They're not a friend," he said, standing abruptly and clearing our plates.

      His reaction was a little off. Five minutes later, Beth hurried us out the door, and I made a mental note to ask him about it when we were alone next.

      Outside, Daniel stopped on the porch. "Can I come with you to speak to the gnomes?"

      Suspecting that he was trying to keep an eye on me in case of another issue, smiled. "Sure."

      We took off in Beth's beast of a car, heading for a neighborhood I'd been in a thousand times before, Circle Groves. It was near the edge of Mystic Hollow, backed against the woods. The houses were modest but beautiful, and the properties were large. It was a gardener's dream. If I hadn't lived right on the beach, I'd want a house here.

      On the drive, they filled me in on some of the history of gnomes. Gnomes had a long and storied history in folklore and mythology. Legends told of gnomes being mischievous and playful creatures, often living in gardens and forests. They were said to be guardians of the earth and its creatures, as well as protectors of secret knowledge.

      Beth parked across the street from a cozy house with white siding, trimmed with light blue. No cars sat in the driveway, but the windows were all open, their blowing curtains giving the illusion of peace and comfort inside. The fence around the house was easily six feet tall and white.

      We got out of the car. Beth whistled while she walked, looking like someone out of a comedy show, trying desperately to look casual and failing. I glanced at Daniel. As soon as our eyes met, we both burst out laughing.

      "What are you doing?" I asked, in a high pitched, hysterical voice.

      She glared and came closer, grabbing my arm and whispering in my ear, "Acting casual. If you didn't remember, we don't exactly have the homeowner’s permission to be in their backyard. We need to blend in."

      Daniel tried and failed to hide his laughter. "Follow my lead." This ex-cop knew the right way to sneak around.

      Daniel strutted up to the house as if he owned it, threw open the gate, and gestured for us to enter. Beth shot him a glare, and I reminded myself to have Daniel smooth things over with her later. She loved being a PI, and I was pretty sure his practical, reasonable advice had hurt her feelings.

      After closing the gate behind us, Daniel already knew what to do. "Now what, Captain, I don't know a thing about all this PI stuff."

      Beth's scowl eased into a smile. "Just follow me."

      Crisis averted.

      We moved through the side yard and into an incredible garden with gnomes in every direction. Some were small and cute, some tall and regal, and some with mischievous grins on their faces. It was like a gnome wonderland.

      I couldn't believe my eyes. Boy gnomes, girl gnomes, kid gnomes, even tiny sculptures of mushrooms, frogs, and cats. Could all these gnomes be alive? I couldn't imagine it.

      Beth marched out to the center of the garden, sticking to the paths. "Gnomes, I'm Beth Ari from Private Psych. I've come with Karma to help." Nothing happened. Not a thing. "Oh, and the guy is a bear shifter so we're all cool."

      None of them moved. A tiny gnome sat on the edge of a window. After a furtive glance around, I reached out with one finger and moved it inch by inch toward the gnome's face. It still didn't move. Taking a deep breath, I kept going, coming within an inch of the little guy.

      Without warning, he leaped at me. "Aaah!" I screamed and fell backward, yanking my arm back so fast and hard my elbow popped. Only Daniel's strong arms kept me from a nasty fall. The little gnome fell to the ground in front of me and laughed. Hysterically. Riotously. With abandon.

      Like Beth had waved a magic wand, the gnomes came to life. They looked somewhat similar as they had seconds before, except their arms moved around and life sparked in their eyes. After a few seconds, they all moved around. Children fought and played. The frog jumped around, the cats uncurled, and the adults rushed toward us

      I stepped back, overwhelmed, as a gnome with a red hat, gray hair, and glasses approached us, coming to stop at our feet. "I'm Nespos Bunnyhop." He gave a sweeping bow. "I apologize for the young one startling you. We're still working on her manners."

      I told my heart to calm the heck down and forced a smile. "Nice to meet you."

      "Can you tell us more about why you called?" Beth asked, all business.

      He nodded solemnly and told us to follow him. Our group headed toward a dark, private corner of the garden. Big trees cut us off from the woods behind the garden.

      When we stopped, Nespos Bunnyhop leaned forward and whispered, "We're all in great danger."
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      I exchanged a glance with Beth and Daniel, then focused my attention on Nespos Bunnyhop. The whole situation might have been comical, with the brightly painted gnome looking so intense in the shadows of a beautiful garden, but something in the way he spoke worried me. Things had been off all day. All I could hope was that this was a regular case, not one which would overwhelm me with secrecy and weirdness.

      “Tell us more about what’s been going on,” Beth whispered.

      He nodded, shifting even closer. “Are you all familiar with how gnomes work?”

      Daniel and Beth said they were, but I shook my head. I only knew what they'd told me in the car. The gnome looked surprised but continued. “When there are humans around, we go into our stiff-state.”

      My gaze swung to Daniel’s pants, then to his face, and my cheeks heated. His gaze met mine, and he lifted an amused brow.

      There was something wrong with me. I was far too old to be holding in giggles when someone said, “stiff-state.”

      Nespos Bunnyhop didn’t acknowledge that I was being a pervert because he continued. “We're very lucky here. The humans who own this house have an enormous fence and they work all day. Sunup to sundown, five or six days a week. We're left with a glorious place to enjoy our lives." He looked around and sighed in contentment, then shuddered and continued, "In our stiff-state, we not only look like statues, we go into a stiff-state with our minds too. It’s almost like sleeping, but deeper. We have no idea what goes on during that time, but we awaken when humans are no longer around. We also go into fast stiff-states when we’re unsure of whether there's a human nearby. Like when we heard the gate opening when you arrived. When the three of you were in the garden, and we weren’t yet sure if it was safe to move. In our fast stiff-state, we're more aware of what’s going on. We’re simply assessing the situation.”

      He looked at us intently, each of us in turn. “During our stiff-states, gnomes have been disappearing. This isn't unusual per se for our way of life. It is usual in these humans’ garden because this couple is very attached to us. It's the way of the gnome to sometimes be sold, given away, or even thrown away. We were sad about the changes, the losses, but understood. That is, until we found broken pieces of gnomes toward the rear of the gardens.”

      Beth gasped. Daniel looked upset. I didn’t know what to think. “Why do you think there were broken pieces?”

      Nespos stood up taller. “Someone's been smashing my people. Probably human children, but you never know. Now, great Karma, I would ask that you use your powers to make things right for my people. Use your powers to right this mighty wrong.” He pushed aside the branches of a bush and revealed what looked to be a gnome’s hand. “Before we lose more of our gnomes.”

      Everyone stared at me, which was something I still wasn’t used to. Usually with these cases, my friends and I all contributed to fixing the problem, but today had been something else. Still, I was pretty sure this was the kind of stuff that my powers were meant to be used for, so I’d do my best.

      I looked at Nespos Bunnyhop and matched his serious gaze. “I’ll try.” Heck, if gnomes were really being smashed, that was terrible. That was murder of a sentient, aware being.

      The gnome released the branches and gave a small bow. “I’ll show you the other pieces.”

      We headed through the garden, careful of the beautiful plants, and the tiny gnomes playing in all directions.

      The gnomes were so small and so fast that I had to take a step back to really take them in. They were all painted different colors, with little accessories like hats and ribbons. Some had tiny bags, some had little bells on their hats, and some held tiny tools.

      The gnomes laughed as they moved through the garden, enjoying their little lives.

      When we made it through the rest of the garden and reached the woods, Nespos knelt beside another bush and showed me the top of a gnome’s hat, and a few other pieces I couldn’t quite identify. My stomach flipped.

      “Did you find these pieces hidden around like this?” Beth asked.

      “Not as well hidden, but, yes, they'd been tucked and hidden beneath various branches.”

      Beth gave me a loaded look. “That doesn’t sound like human children being mischievous.”

      “When did this start happening?” Daniel asked, his tone filled with tension.

      Nespos sighed. “A few days ago.”

      Daniel looked at Beth like he was asking for permission to continue asking questions, and she nodded. “How many gnomes have gone missing?”

      “Six in total.” The older gnome sounded more than a little worried.

      “Emma should be able to figure things out,” Beth told him reassuringly.

      I wished I was as confident as she appeared to be. “I’ll try,” I told him yet again. "I promise you I'll try."

      This time, I took a deep breath and called forth my powers. I reached deep within myself, seeking the magic within. It was like a spark of electricity that ran through my veins. I focused on the spark and called forth the power, willing it to take shape. Unfortunately, I felt nothing. Nothing at all. The spark wasn't there this time. Super strange. Surely there was something that needed my powers right now? The murder of all these gnomes was a good enough reason for Karma to do its thing.

      Beth frowned. “I can sense magic here.”

      “What kind of magic?” I asked, frowning.

      She shook her head. “I’m not sure, but I get the sense someone used magic here recently.”

      There must be something here for me. Maybe I just wasn’t feeling it yet. Shaking my hands at my sides, I started forward, moving away from the garden and into the woods, walking at random as I tried to reach for my powers. When I hesitated, Beth strode in front of me, and I followed her without a thought because she had that look on her face, the one that said she was onto something.

      Nespos Bunnyhop shadowed our every step. Silent, but his expression was intense. This wasn’t a job for him. This was about his people, and he worried about them. Not that I blamed him. If my friends started disappearing and body parts showed up, I’d be nervous too.

      “Wait,” Daniel said, and now he inhaled deeply. “There’s a smell.” Now we all followed him as he moved through the woods, until he stopped once more, looking at me with wide eyes. “It’s the same scent I picked up where the tree was cut down.”

      “What does that mean?” Nespos asked, looking confused.

      Daniel kept moving but answered over his shoulder. “I’m not sure yet.”

      But I was. A chill rolled down my spine, and the woman's faceless face flashed through my mind again. Karma. She was involved in this gnome business too? First, the changeling, then the dwarves and the tree, and now the missing gnomes? What in the world was going on with this woman?

      “It’s strange,” Daniel said, almost to himself. “Last time the scent disappeared. This time, it’s growing stronger.”

      I wanted to ask him what that meant, but he was trying to concentrate, so I kept my mouth shut as we continued through the woods.

      The trees were thick here, and a light mist clung to the air, making everything more mysterious and magical. The sun was starting to get low in the sky, which was a deep purple-blue. The stars would soon begin to twinkle in the night sky. It was absolutely breathtaking. I wished I was walking through the woods for any other reason.

      Eventually, we came to a small clearing. There, in the center of the clearing, was a pile of gnomes. Several of them with broken pieces.

      Nespos Bunnyhop raced up to them. “Awaken. Awaken. It is safe.”

      The gnomes sprang to life, but most of them groaned as they did. They glanced at their broken pieces, and Nespos reassured them. "The Glue of Life will be used to make you whole again." Hugs were given. Tears were shed. Nespos Bunnyhop looked at me like I was the one who'd fixed this all, even though without Daniel and Beth these gnomes wouldn’t have been found.

      When everything calmed, Beth knelt and asked, “Did any of you see what happened to you?”

      All of them shook their heads, but I noticed the gnome with the broken hat didn't. Instead, he glanced around as if expecting something to come jumping out of the shadows. I didn’t address him in front of the others, I simply let Nespos Bunnyhop lead them back to the garden and lingered at the back of the group. The gnome with the broken hat locked gazes with me, and he slowed his pace.

      “Karma?” the gnome whispered, glancing around the shadows of the woods again.

      I nodded.

      “An old woman. A witch perhaps. I saw her over several days, and she was the one who took all of us.”

      It was strange. I'd already expected as much but hearing him say it made my stomach turn.

      He motioned for me to kneel. I did as he asked, and he whispered in my ear. “Be careful. I got the sense that she put together a trap for someone. I don’t know who or why, but I wasn’t always in my stiff state when I was supposed to be, and I heard more than I should have. She was using us as bait, but the only people she could have been after are other gnomes or you and your friends.”

      I wanted to ask him more, but he hurried to catch up to the others, a clear sign that our conversation was over. When we returned to the garden, the missing gnomes were greeted with more hugs and tears. Beth, Daniel, and I accepted their gratitude for returning their missing people, but none of us looked happy.

      There was definitely something rotten in Mystic Hollow.
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      Brrr. I should've checked the weather before leaving. The night was unseasonably chilly. The walk from the office to Deva's cafe wasn't strenuous, but I was freezing now.

      Beth was back there, finishing paperwork and sending out invoices. That woman was incredible. When I'd run a business with my ex, I'd handled all of the paperwork, employees, payroll, and day-to-day stuff, but my ex had done the rest. With Beth, we switched off. I trusted her as much as I trusted myself with numbers, which was saying a lot.

      It also meant that when I needed a night off, I could have one. Daniel was busy talking to his mysterious library connection about Karma. I had nothing better to do than slink off to Deva’s for some of her amazing cooking, and her even more amazing company.

      The back door to Deva's Delights was open a crack, which was the norm in the evenings to help cool the kitchen. As I slipped inside, Deva looked up from the pot she was stirring and smiled.

      Oh, good. It was so much warmer in here.

      I couldn’t hear her over the bustle of the busy kitchen as they got dinner out to their packed dining room, but her lips moved to her sous chef, Lucas, then he nodded, and hoped that meant we'd have a little time together. One thing about Deva was she rarely took a real break from the cafe. She would, however, make sure to take small breaks any time we needed her.

      “Come on,” she said as she hurried over. I followed to her little office off of the kitchen, but not before she stopped beside one of the junior chefs, Noah. “I’ll have the ham and mashed potatoes.” She looked at me.

      “I’ll have the same,” I said. "Sounds good."

      “Also bring a couple of pieces of whatever dessert is selling the least,” Deva told him with a wink.

      He smiled. Noah was a nice kid and one of the new staff members. What was more, he was a wolf shifter. We’d struggled a bit with the wolves when I'd first come to Mystic Hollow. Now they all seemed to be doing better. Not only were they all working or going to school, but they were also cleaning up the pack lands too. Deva hiring Noah had definitely been a risk, but one that was paying off.

      She opened her tiny office door and waved me in, like the office was something spectacular. It wasn't. It was small and cramped, with a desk that barely fit between the walls. The walls were lined with shelves that were filled with books, herbs, and trinkets. A small window at the back of the office was so covered in dust and grime that the light wouldn't penetrate during the day.

      We settled into the chairs with groans, both of us tired after our long days, then grinned at each other when we realized what we’d done. Before we could even get into all the chaos of our lives, Noah arrived, dropping off all four of our plates with all the skill of an experienced waiter. Without needing to be told, he closed the door behind him.

      I eyed a beautiful bouquet of wildflowers on her desk, then turned my gaze to Deva so I could arch one eyebrow. “Those are nice.”

      She grinned and adjusted one of the stems. “Marquis.” She cleared her throat and arched one eyebrow at me, changing the subject with the subtlety of a sledgehammer. “What’s going on?”

      “A lot,” I said, taking a bite of my mashed potatoes and moaning at the buttery goodness. “Since it’s long, tell me about your day first.”

      She shook her head. “Our delivery came without a single egg or piece of chicken. Not a single one. I had to scramble to change the menu, and we bought as many eggs as we could from the grocery store down the road to make the rest of the dishes work.”

      As the food hit my belly, I relaxed. “I bet no one minded.”

      Both because her food was delicious and magical.

      She smiled. “No, luckily, there weren’t any complaints but if these problems keep up, there will be.”

      She listed how many things had gone wrong recently, in between bites of her meal, while I let the calming effect of her cooking wash over me.

      The list was long and included broken kitchen equipment, spoiled food, and a shortage of ingredients. The staff was overworked, and it was a complete miracle none of the customers had revolted.

      It was a lot to take in, and it was clear that Deva was overwhelmed.

      When she finished, I set down my fork, even while eyeing the cheesecake Noah had left on the desk between us. “Deva, I know it’s been hard around here lately, but you’re doing an amazing job. You have a real gift. Your food not only tastes incredible, but it makes a person feel incredible. You should be very proud of what you’re doing here and focus on everything that’s going well too. This place isn't a disaster, despite all the hurdles you've been having.”

      She smiled and pushed her dinner plate away, drawing her cheesecake closer. “You’re right. You’re absolutely right. Thanks for talking me off the ledge again." She forked up a big bite of gooey cheesecake. "Now, you want to update me on the Karma situation?”

      “Is that what we’re calling it now?" I chuckled and picked up my dessert plate.

      She took a bite of her cake and waited with eyebrows raised.

      It took most of our dessert for me to explain. She provided a captive audience for my day's tale, laughing and gasping when appropriate. By the time I finished, we were both finished with our cakes and stared at each other in silence. I didn’t know what else to say. I was worried and tried my best not to read too much into her expression.

      She looked worried too. “Here’s the thing. I'd hoped all this stuff about the old Karma coming for you was a misunderstanding, but it sounds like there’s something here.” My gut twisted, but she continued, “However, I have a connection that might help us figure out what’s going on.”

      “A connection?” I asked, feeling dumb.

      She nodded. “She’s a librarian charged with protecting some of the more dangerous works in a secret area of the library.”

      Seriously? “Why haven’t we used her before?”

      Deva shook her head. “The librarian, she's seriously awful. Most of the time it’s easier to figure out things ourselves than have to deal with her when we're not even sure she can help. There’s so little known about Karma, so she might be our best bet.”

      Okay, I could deal with an awful woman if it got us some answers to our questions.

      Deva stood. “Let me see if my sous chef can handle things without me for a little longer. Lord knows I’ve covered for him enough times.”

      She headed out to the kitchen, and I gathered our plates and took them to the dishwasher. As I walked away, a popping noise behind me made me whirl. I watched as the shelf containing the clean pots and pans broke off of the wall. What followed next was a cacophony of sounds like gunshots, if the guns were shooting panes of glass, until dead silence followed.

      I turned to stare at the kitchen staff, who stood in frozen silence, staring at me as if I’d lost my mind. “The sh-shelf broke,” I stammered. "I didn't touch it, I swear."

      Deva turned to Noah. “Add having a new shelf installed to my to-do list.” He rushed off to do it. She turned to another staff member I didn't know. "Please gather the pots and pans and pieces of broken shelf off the ground." Finally, she turned to Lucas, her sous chef. "I'm sorry, but I need to leave."

      He easily could've gotten angry at her for taking off right now, but he looked completely unbothered as he nodded and went back to cooking. "I'll handle it."

      Deva took off her apron and hung it by the back door, then called to me over her shoulder. “Come on, we have work to do.”

      Thank the stars for Deva, she always knew what to do.

      We headed to my car and then drove to the library, but Deva had me park in the back toward the woods. It was kind of eerie in the rear of the lot in the evening with no other cars around. One lone lamppost illuminated our car while the darkness crowded us from all directions. Maybe that was my fear talking. Ever since the vision of someone coming for my powers, the world had felt a lot less safe.

      Deva headed out of the car, and I followed. “Follow my lead, and don’t let her get to you," she said softly as we walked across the lot. "This woman is our only chance at accessing these books, but she’s also the kind of person who deserves to get her butt kicked. She’ll try anything she can to get a reaction out of us. Don’t take the bait.”

      “Ignore the needling witch, I can do that,” I said, flashing her a nervous smile.

      We got to the back of the building and stepped into the shadows of the trees. For a moment, I squinted into the darkness, trying to spot something that wasn’t there, and then Deva reached out and touched the wall. A door appeared out of thin air.

      I gaped while she pulled it open with ease.

      “How did you do that?” I asked. I’d been to this library a million times as a kid. I'd played all around the outside too as a child, but I’d never seen this door. Come to think of it, I’d never seen a door appear out of thin air at all.

      Deva looked at me and grinned. “Magic. Now, head down the stairs, I’ll be right behind you.”

      Okie dokie. I headed down a set of narrow, strange stairs. Sconces with flickering lights chased away most of the darkness, but I still ran my hand along the brick wall, not willing to hurt myself on stairs after all of my dangerous adventures today.

      The stairs finally ended, and I looked around. In front of me sat a small, unoccupied desk with a big book on top, with shelves of ancient-looking books behind.

      The smell of dust and old books was overwhelming. I looked at Deva, who nodded her head. “This is the secret section of the library.”

      My heart beat a little faster as I stepped closer to a book on the desk. I reached out and touched the cover, and a tingling sensation went up my arm. I looked around, surprised at how big the room was.

      The walls were lined with bookshelves, and in the center of the room was a large wooden table with four chairs, two of them occupied.

      No, not just two people. Two specific people: Daniel and a woman. He looked completely focused on the book in front of him, but the woman’s attention was entirely on him. I wasn't normally a jealous person, but the woman looked like a model straight out of a bra commercial. Okay, okay, she wasn’t in her bra. Not exactly, but she had the tightest white blouse I’d ever seen, with a short skirt that looked painted on. Her blonde hair was pulled up at her nape, with two pencils sticking out of it, and she wore dark-rimmed glasses that looked absolutely fake. What was more, she looked at Daniel like the only thing she wanted in life was to take a bite out of him.

      It was like she'd watched a couple of librarian pornos and had done her best to emulate them.

      To say I wasn’t happy with the situation was an understatement.

      Deva cleared her throat behind me, and they both jumped. Daniel's gaze swung to us, and his eyes widened. He jerked up out of his seat, then stepped away from the other woman.

      I almost had to laugh, and if I hadn't been so green I might have. He stood there staring like he had no idea how to handle this situation. Which sort of bothered me, because he seemed a little bit guilty, but I couldn't be sure. He could've simply been startled. No, I didn’t like finding him anywhere near this woman, but at this point, I trusted him. There was no reason not to trust him, though his suspicious behavior wasn’t helping.

      “W-we found something,” Daniel said, his voice a little off as he grabbed the book on the table and hurried toward me. He kissed me on the head, pulled me close, and shoved the book in my face all at once.

      The librarian didn’t look the least bit happy. “Ah, is this the famous Emily?”

      “Emma,” Daniel corrected her, sounding irritated.

      “Emma,” she stretched out my name as though she tasted it. “You look older than I pictured.”

      “She’s younger than me,” Daniel said, a protective gruffness filling his voice.

      “Hmm.” She acted untroubled. “She doesn’t look it.”

      I didn’t look at the book in front of me, instead, I sized her up and down. “What’s your name?”

      “Mari,” she said with a smile.

      I returned her smile. “It’s strange, I’ve never, ever heard of you before.”

      Her face turned sour so fast it was almost comical, but she recovered quickly. “Well, I heard all about your triumphant return to town as Karma, after your failed marriage, and failed business, of course. What does it feel like to return to Mystic Hollow on your hands and knees?”

      I laughed. “My life's amazing. How about yours?”

      Again, she looked enraged.

      “Daniel, does this book have the info we need?” Deva asked, her voice cold as she pointed at the book in his hand.

      He nodded. “It’s the only one with information about Karma.”

      Deva flashed her teeth. “Then, we’re going to check this one out. Mari, it was nice to see you. I’m glad we got a chance to visit this dark and lonely part of town.”

      Mari looked angry again, but then her expression changed. She sauntered up to our group and put a hand on Daniel’s arm, “Babe, if you want to stay and read the book here, I can help you with it.”

      He shook her hand off. “No, thanks. I think I’ll read it with my girlfriend.” He turned to look at me. “Are you ready?”

      I nodded, seething. The instinct to call my powers to deal with this witch was tempting, but I sighed and pushed the temptation away. For some reason, this didn’t feel like a situation for karma yet.

      We all headed up the stairs and Mari called after us. “Deva, you may have the book for seven days. After that, the librarians come looking for you.”

      I laughed when we reached the outside. “That was scary.”

      Deva gave me a look. “Actually, the librarians are far more frightening than you might imagine, but we’ll have the book back in time, so no worries.”

      Interesting. Okay. “All right, should we meet at my place to read it?”

      They both agreed, but then I turned to walk with Deva, and Daniel looked a bit hurt. I wanted to tell him I wasn’t mad at him, that I didn’t like the woman, but we were okay. The thing was, I didn’t feel that way, not entirely. I was having a hard day, so I didn't want to take something out on him that was all in my head. Instead of touching down on the subject, I said, “We’ll talk later, okay?” I tried to force a smile, but he didn’t believe it.

      Daniel was a great guy who never did anything wrong. I needed a few minutes in a car with Deva to forget the woman who'd thrown herself at Daniel. The woman he'd been alone with. Basically, I needed to find a way to ignore my unreasonable feelings. No doubt they were entirely due to my ex cheating on me. I wasn't about to drag that toxic garbage into my new awesome relationship.

      Unfortunately for me, we lived in a small town, so I needed to recover ridiculously fast or look like a total nutcase, a jealous nutcase to a man who deserved so much better than this.
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      We arrived at the house before Daniel. The moment we shut the door behind us, Deva's phone rang. "It's the restaurant." She sighed and stepped outside while I sent her all kinds of good luck feelings. Hopefully, the call wasn't for anything dire. I kicked off my shoes and plopped on the couch, opening the book to the page Daniel had marked. I’d only intended to glance at it, then wait for the others, but the instant I looked at the page, my heart sank. I was in trouble.

      The left page had a detailed drawing of an older woman with her face hidden beneath a cloak, but her hands were wrinkled with age, as was her chest. Above her picture was the word, “Karma,” written in sweeping, gold-tinged letters. A shiver rolled down my spine, and I took a deep breath as my gaze skimmed the page. Even though I was alone, I read the words aloud.

      
        
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        Given the mysterious nature of Karma, the reader should be aware that there's no proof that this story is true. The story of the creation of Karma goes as follows: Once upon a time, there was a new mother. She put her child to bed in his crib, kissing him goodnight, and reminding him of her love before leaving the room. The next morning, the crib was empty. It's said that every member of the small village heard the young mother’s pain.

        Many years later, the mother learned that another woman in her community, who'd been desperate for a child of her own, had stolen her baby and left town. The mother tracked down the woman and her stolen child. To her dismay, her child didn’t remember his mother. She tried everything she could to get her child to return with her, to no avail. The child only recognized the thief as his mother.

        In desperation, the mother went to the witches of her village and asked them to make it right. They didn't believe they had the power to rectify the situation, but working together, and fueled by the mother’s need for karmic justice, they created an unexpected spell. Joining hands, the mother’s rage and desperation burning through them, it's said that an older woman in a hooded robe appeared in the center of their circle, then disappeared.

        The witches believed they’d failed, but the next day the child returned to his rightful mother, knowing the truth, and feeling his true mother’s love to his very soul. If the stories are true, the thief became a statue, a statue that was always cold as ice, like her cold, cold heart.

        From that day, Karma became a woman blessed with the power to right wrongs. Powers that are incredible but carry with them a terrible burden. Unlike with witches, Karma’s powers can’t remain with one woman forever. The powers must pass among worthy women. Women who have enough years and experience to use the powers for good.

        What’s more, it is unknown whether Karma’s powers leave their chosen vessel by choice, or if the powers are taken by the next woman. Some people believe they leave when the woman is no longer deemed worthy, others say there’s a ticking countdown before the powers must pass on. All we know for sure is that we’ll never know the true nature of how Karma works.

      

      

      Part of the bottom of the page had been torn off, but my voice was higher than normal as I read the end of it, the best I could, skipping over the missing info.
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        Karma’s powers are highly sought after.

      

      

      The words after were missing, and then a tiny piece of the page remained.
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        Powers can be taken if so.

      

      

      That was all. The next page moved to information about other powerful beings.

      For some reason, my hands shook when I lowered the book and looked up. Daniel and Deva had entered the room completely unnoticed by me as I'd read. Both looked at me, but I couldn’t tell what they were thinking. Was it pity in their eyes? I couldn’t be sure, but I wanted to see hope in their eyes, not whatever this was.

      “It says my powers can be taken, and there’s a bunch of different ways I can lose them, and—”

      “Emma, it’s okay,” Daniel said, his voice soft. “That didn’t mean anything.”

      “Didn’t it though?” I asked. “I mean, if someone tried to take away your inner bear, and you read a book that said it was possible, would that be okay?”

      There was a moment of silence, and then he crossed the room and sat next to me. “No, that wouldn’t be okay. That would be the furthest thing from it.”

      I let his words sink in. They comforted me. My feelings weren’t crazy. “What do we do now?”

      Deva sank onto the couch next to us. “We call the girls.”
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      All the ladies came. I’d given them the rundown, and they crowded around the book in case I'd missed something. We all came to the same conclusion. We hadn’t learned anything good, but also nothing soul-crushing.

      We sat in a painful silence before Carol stood and walked to a bag she’d set on the counter. We watched her in silence. Nobody knew what the hell to say.

      She reached into the bag and with a triumphant smile pulled out two wine bottles. “My solution. Liquor. Lots of it.”

      Beth turned to look at me with a raised brow.

      I smiled. “Liquor is most definitely the solution for tonight.”

      She laughed and sprang to her feet, hurrying to the kitchen with Carol to uncork the bottles.

      Deva bumped me with her shoulder and said, “I brought treats to lighten the mood for a night like this.” She got off the couch too and switched on the stereo before heading to the kitchen with the others.

      Daniel slid his hand into mine. “Hey, this might not be the time, but I’m sorry about that awkward moment with Mari.”

      I stiffened. I'd forgotten all about the witchy librarian and how close she and Daniel had been sitting. “There’s nothing to be sorry for.” Even though my words were right, my tone wasn’t.

      “I want you to know, nothing happened with her. Nothing has ever happened with her. After my wife passed, she pursued me for a while, but I wasn’t interested. Not only because my heart was in a million pieces, but because she wasn’t my type.”

      I snorted. “I’m pretty sure that she’s every guy’s type.”

      Daniel stiffened next to me. “Mari is an awful, awful woman. Do you think I’m shallow enough to only like a woman for the way she looks?”

      I didn’t think that, but I also wasn’t able to keep my stupid mouth shut before saying another dumb thing. “Does that mean you’re only with me because of my personality? Since you’re not into the way a woman looks?”

      He stared at me. Hard. I was forced to look at him. I couldn't help myself. The force of his glare drew my gaze. “You know you’re perfect for me in every way, including how gorgeous you are.”

      I really needed to shut up, but my mouth kept freaking moving. “My ex said that kind of stuff too, but he still found someone younger and prettier.”

      He reached out and stroked my cheek, his gaze gentling. “If I haven’t said it before, your ex is an idiot.”

      I snorted, feeling silly. “That’s something we can both agree on.”

      He leaned in and whispered, “You have no idea how much I love you, Emma Foxx.”

      I melted. “Even though I get stupid like this sometimes?”

      “You’re not stupid,” he said with a laugh. “We’re not in our twenties anymore. We’ve had experiences, good and bad, and those experiences color everything we do. You’re a little traumatized by what your ex put you through. I’m a little traumatized by what happened to my late wife and best friend. It makes things more complicated, but also so much richer, so much more real. You know?”

      The thing was, I completely knew. I mean, if Daniel could love me and understand me even when I was being crazy, this was the kind of relationship that would last through thick and thin. Daniel wasn’t the guy who'd stop talking to me, slowly pull away, all because he'd found someone more interesting and exciting than I was. He was the kind of guy who already knew that my life consisted of adventures with him and my friends, and nights spent cuddling and watching movies.

      “I love you, Daniel.”

      He grinned and kissed me for a long minute before we both pulled away. “I'm one lucky man.”

      My breath had left me during the kiss, and I was having a hard time finding it now.

      Someone knocked at the door. Carol ran for it, calling over her shoulder. “That’s Bryan. I hope it’s okay that I invited him.”

      I laughed. "Of course, it's okay." My brother didn’t mind, and I loved filling my home with people who made me happy.

      Bryan came in looking a little shy and totally exhausted. His wrinkled suit looked as tired as he did. Poor guy. He was handsome and cleaned up nice. For him to look this chaotic, he must've been busy today.

      We weren't the only ones who'd had bad days. “Sorry for being late and..." He motioned to his rumpled suit. "Like this. My uncle’s office is a mess. I've no idea how he did business in that kind of chaos, but before I open it, I need to get it organized. Being the only law office in town means there’s a lot of pressure to get it open as soon as possible.”

      “It’s okay,” I told him and meant it. “Please don't worry about something like that. We’re all a mess, especially today, and there’s a reason we have so many late-night gatherings.”

      Carol shot me a look filled with gratitude.

      Bryan held up a small cooler. “Uh, would it be okay if I put this in your fridge?” The shame in his eyes broke my heart.

      “Absolutely. Feel free to fill a glass. We’re doing red wine tonight, so you’ll blend right in.”

      His entire body stiffened, and he looked around the room, then at Daniel. Shifters and vampires famously don’t get along. “Are you sure?”

      "Positive. In fact, if you ever need to store some here, feel free."

      Bryan's face relaxed a bit, but his gaze stayed on Daniel.

      Daniel rose and walked over to me, while Bryan shrank back, looking scared in a way that made tears gather at the corners of my eyes. When Daniel reached him, he thumped Bryan on the shoulder. ”I’ll help you clear some room in the fridge and get you a glass. You’re lucky your stuff is so easy. When I go bear and catch fish, the whole thing is a big mess. Emma wouldn’t be so nice about me dragging my wet, messy dinner through this house.”

      Before he led Bryan to the kitchen, Bryan's face turned into shock. As though there wasn’t a world where he imagined people would be okay with him bringing blood to a party and openly drinking it. Bryan better get used to it. If things continued the way they were going with Carol, she and Bryan would be married before too long, and he’d be part of the family. Fangs, blood, and all. As long as he was good to her, he’d never have to feel uncomfortable with us. Not for being a vampire anyway. We had a way of making people feel uncomfortable for completely different reasons.

      I headed to the kitchen where Carol handed me a glass of wine and gave me a tight hug, showing me her gratitude for our treatment of Bryan without saying a word. Deva unpacked an array of tasty-looking dishes. We helped her carry them to the living room table, spreading them out for everyone to grab a piece.

      Henry arrived with the remote to his gaming system in one hand and his headphones pulled off of one ear. He opened the fridge and stared in. “What’s in the cooler?”

      “I-it’s mine,” Bryan stammered. “I can take it out.”

      “It’s his blood, for when he gets hungry,” I told Henry. Henry was fine with all types of supernaturals, but he wasn’t the smoothest, so I held my breath, hoping for the best.

      Henry reached in and pulled out a bottle of water. “Okay, cool. Hang out as long as you want. Alice and I are playing an epic campaign against the Trolls of Aggathayra, so we’ll be busy until late.”

      “Thanks,” I told him.

      Every time I worried I was cramping his style since coming home, he proved me wrong. He genuinely seemed to like having me here. Even with Daniel and my friends. As long as nobody touched him unnecessarily, which they never did, Henry had been the best.

      Daniel and I sat on the couch together, and the others gathered around the living room table. Deva sat on the floor. Carol and Bryan snuggled together in one of our oversized chairs, and Beth sat beside us on the couch. Everyone hit their drinks hard, blood or wine, at least until we wine drinkers were feeling a decent buzz.

      Daniel reached for a macaroon, but Deva stopped him. “Wait, these are all special.”

      Beside me, Daniel groaned. “Can’t a bear just have some food?”

      Bryan laughed, then looked embarrassed.

      “This guy gets it,” Daniel said, then leaned forward and gave him a high five.

      Bryan looked giddy, like a new kid asked to sit with the cool kids. Later on, I was going to hug Daniel extra hard. Maybe give him a little more than that. Wink, wink.

      He'd been one of the cool kids growing up, yet he’d always been kind. Now, with Bryan, it was no different.

      Deva went on to explain each of the dishes on the table, including their magical abilities. Some were intentionally made, she explained, some were accidental, but still fun.

      Carol smiled, her eyes twinkling with excitement. “I have something I’ve been working on.” She stood and took a few steps back, then raised her hands in the air. Her magic filled the room, shimmering and sparkling like tiny stars had come down from the night sky.

      Bryan gaped at her, but we were all watching in awe. She brought her hands together, and a light spread across the room. A faint smell of cinnamon filled the air, and lights exploded all around us. Like fireworks, but when one exploded right beside my hand, there was no burning. It was all illusion.

      We oohed and aahed until the show finished, then we clapped. Carol took a bow and then sat neatly down. Bryan pulled her into his lap.

      "Okay, these were a failed recipe, but if you only eat one bite the effects only last for a minute or two." She grinned mischievously at the group. "Anybody brave enough?"

      I sprang to my feet. "Give 'em."

      She broke one of the bonbons apart. "Just a bite."

      I stuck out my tongue, and she placed the sweet morsel on it. I pulled it in my mouth and bit down, chewing slowly, savoring the sweet chocolate and tart raspberry filling. A wave of energy coursed through me. Music played from nowhere, and I couldn't help but move my feet and roll my hips. "Do you guys hear this music?"

      Daniel burst out laughing as my legs flayed about. "No, there's no music," he said around his laughter.

      Carol rolled around the floor laughing as Deva said, "It won't last long, so enjoy it while you can."

      I danced and laughed, letting the energy of the room flow through me with each step. It was a feeling I'd never forget and more than helped me let go of some of the fear I'd built up today.

      The effects of the bonbon wore off, so we went on to try Deva's other tasty morsels. After Daniel finished roaring like a lion, I realized Bryan was asleep on the floor.

      I looked around at my friends. "Well, it's getting late," I said. "I think it's time to break up this little party."

      My friends said their goodbyes and Bryan roused himself enough to drive them home. They'd had too much wine to do it themselves.

      Once they were gone, Daniel and I were alone, except for Alice and Henry, still in the basement. We stood in the living room, looking at each other for a few moments before he stepped forward and pulled me into his arms.

      "Let's go to bed. I love sleeping beside you," He murmured into my hair.

      The warmth of his body seeped through my clothes, and I sighed contentedly. We walked hand in hand to the bedroom, our laughter lingering in the air.

      "Maybe you should bring more of your things here," I said as we walked into my bedroom. "You can stay for longer stretches."

      He paused in the act of taking his shoes off. "Are you asking me to move in with you?"

      Oh, boy. I loved that idea. I hadn't been asking, but now that the idea was out there, it made my heart soar. "Would you still want to? Even knowing how neurotic I can be?"

      "Yes, absolutely yes." He got his shoes off and stood, putting his hands on my shoulders, and squeezing. "I'm not pressuring you at all, but the thought of moving in with you makes me so happy. You're the one, Emma. You're it."

      Instead of answering, I pressed my lips to his and relaxed against him. "We're both wearing too many clothes."

      His voice deepened into nearly a growl. "Let's fix that."
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      I hung up the phone as Emma walked through the door. Part of me was glad that she was heading straight for the coffee instead of toward my desk. I wasn’t prepared to tell her all the garbage that had hit the fan all morning. Before Emma came to town, my PI business had been busy, but it hadn't been very profitable. It'd still been tight. Most of my success came after my marriage failed and my ex ended up with my sister. All I had were my friends and my business.

      From the day Emma appeared back in Mystic Hollow, I’d been busier than ever. So busy that I’d offered Emma a partnership in my business when she started working with me. There was no way I could keep up with the demands of all the residents of our small town. There was one complication with having Karma as my partner. Trouble followed everywhere she went.

      It was good for business but bad for my heartburn.

      I grabbed some antacids from my desk drawer and munched on them, swallowing them down with a mouthful of coffee that was more creamer and sugar than coffee itself. I waited for Emma to cross the room and flop down in the chair in front of me before taking a deep breath. The best thing I could do here was tell her about the calls I’d received, and not mention how worried I was that this old Karma had returned to screw with her life.

      “How was the rest of your night?” I asked.

      She smiled the smile of someone in love. I remembered that smile. I’d had it for a long time. I had it when I'd made Roger breakfast every morning. I had it when I'd made him dinner every night. That smile had painted my face until he'd started pulling away. Toward the end, my nights had frequently been spent sitting at the dining room table, worrying about why he’d been out so late. When he got home, there was never a good answer.

      I'd let that guy turn me into some wife from the fifties and a woman who hated herself. No matter how charming a man was now, he didn’t have a chance with me. I was my own person. Never again would I trust anyone not to shatter my heart.

      My thoughts turned toward my sister, and ugh. Now my chest ached. If I thought being betrayed by my husband was bad, I’d raised Tiffany like a daughter. She was so much younger than me, and our parents’ kind of sucked. When she got together with Roger, I didn’t hear from her for years. If I ran into her on the street, she'd made it a point to make me feel old and ugly.

      Whether I'd wanted it to or not, my love for my sister had died a long time ago too.

      “Beth?”

      I jerked and looked at Emma in confusion.

      “I was telling you about Daniel moving in.”

      Shaking my head, I swore at myself. Over the years I’d gotten good about not thinking about Roger, my sister, or my broken heart. For some reason, I'd been off these past couple of days. I didn’t know what had changed. There wasn’t a hurricane, a tornado, or some terrible event. What was going on with me?

      “Sorry,” I said, flashing her a smile. The last thing Emma deserved was me thinking about my complicated feelings about love when she was getting the second chance she so rightfully deserved. “You guys are moving in together?”

      “Yes, it’s official. I mean, he was practically already living with me, and he isn’t going to get rid of his lands or cabin or anything, but I’m so excited.”

      Every time Emma talked about Daniel, she was amazing to watch. When she’d first come back to Mystic Hollow, it almost felt like she had to force herself to smile. Now, she had a glow that no amount of makeup or lotions could give a person. It illuminated her deep brown eyes and drew attention to the crinkles at the corners of her eyes and mouth in the best possible way. I’d thought when she cut her black hair to chin length, it might not be the best look, but it fit her, making her look younger and more carefree all at the same time.

      “You guys are such a good match,” I told her honestly.

      “Thanks,” she said, and I held my breath, hoping she wouldn’t ask about my life, but I was off the hook. She continued, “What do we have on today’s agenda?”

      That refocused me on the problem at hand. “A lot, I’m afraid.” I took a deep breath. “The mother who thought her child was a changeling, Mia, called. The older woman who sold her the dreamcatcher stopped by her home. When she found out the dreamcatcher was destroyed, she got very angry and threatened to curse the mother. She had to use warding magic, but even then said the woman didn’t care. She just disappeared.”

      Emma paled. Not that I blamed her. This woman was after her, the best we could tell. This wasn't good news.

      “I wish that was all,” I continued. “The dwarves called. They saw that older woman around too. Several of them chased her away, but they’re wondering if they should worry. They described her as though she were stalking them. She stayed on the outskirts of their camp but returned several times.

      Emma set her coffee down and ran her hand through her hair. “Do you think we should be worried?”

      Of course, I did, but I didn’t want to tell her that because it wouldn’t do anyone any good to get her all bent out of shape. “Come on, we have a whole crew of older ladies. We can take down one of them.”

      She didn’t look convinced. “I don’t understand what this ex-Karma is doing. What’s her game? How could any one of these evil acts lead to her getting my powers?”

      She sat there for a minute, contemplating, but then leaped up, staring out of the window to the backyard. “She’s out there. I see her.” She ran out of the room.

      I rushed after her as she threw open the back door. She cried out and pointed, so I continued behind her as we circled Deva’s garden and headed for the gate in the side yard. It was open ahead of us, and I might have caught movement on the other side, but I couldn’t be sure.

      When we got to the front yard, I slammed into Emma’s back, then looked around in confusion. Shouldn’t we keep going? Wasn’t she right in front of us? I searched in all directions, but the old woman was nowhere to be seen.

      “She’s gone,” Emma said, sounding defeated.

      “Lucky for her,” I muttered, trying to appear confident. “When we catch her next time, she’ll regret it.”

      I felt bad as Emma headed inside, but I stood for a minute longer, looking around and stretching out my senses. When I saw a bird on a branch nearby, I asked if it had seen anyone out here before us, but the bird had been focused on some seeds in our neighbor's yard. Pretty typical of small birds with small brains. Food was all they thought about most of the time.

      “You okay?”

      I spun around at the sound of the deep voice behind me. How he’d gotten so close without me sensing him was crazy, but there he stood.

      Wade. The man who'd been looking at moving in next door to Emma, and easily the last person I wanted to see. Here was my greatest secret. One of the reasons I hadn't had a hard time staying single all this time was because I hadn't found any men attractive. For a long time, I’d thought that part of myself had broken.

      Oh-ho, not so. The moment I saw Wade, it was like a horny truck had struck me so hard my knees had shaken. Any man was tall compared to my five-one frame, but this man was a tall drink of water. I had to look up to see his face, and the thoughts of that face over me in—Ahem.

      I swallowed hard, desperate to get away from him, to lock up the desire that was burning inside of me and go back to the days before I met him. “I’m fine,” I said, my words curt.

      He tilted his head, studying me. “Are you sure? I mean, you do look fine.” He flashed a sexy smile. “Also, like something might be wrong.”

      The scent of his cologne drifted over to me, rugged, and yet, like the ocean on a stormy day, which was all kinds of pathetic. “Yes, I was looking for someone, but they were gone.”

      To my surprise, he shifted closer. “I’m here. If you wanted to grab a cup of coffee or—?”

      “I have coffee inside.” I took a step away from him, trying to calm my racing heart.

      “It doesn’t have to be coffee, Beth." This time, his voice was gentle.

      I loved and hated the way he said my name because it was so sexy it should’ve come with a warning label. “I didn’t realize you knew my name.”

      “Your friend told me,” he answered smoothly.

      “I guess I didn’t realize you remembered it,” I answered, trying to be just as smooth. "I don't know yours." Lies.

      He shrugged. “Your name felt important, somehow.” He smiled again, this time almost shyly. “How about we have not-coffee together?”

      I shook my head, debating running like the wind. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      His expression fell. “You’re married?”

      An angry snort left me, and I regretted it, but it was too late. “The furthest thing from married.”

      “Divorced?” he lifted a brow. “Who’d be dumb enough to divorce someone like you?”

      Something in me snapped. “I don’t know, maybe a man who wanted his wife barefoot at the kitchen stove all day. A man that thought after having twins my figure should have stayed the same.” I actually grabbed at my belly fat as I said that. “A man who thought the sister I raised from the time she was born until she became an adult would be a better partner than me. Maybe someone like that. One thing I know for sure, I love running my business. I love prioritizing my friends. I love my freedom and my free time, and I love that I don’t have some man around to take my heart and shatter it into a million pieces. Maybe have some not-coffee with someone like that.” I shouted the last few words, then raced for our business and slammed the door behind me once I got inside.

      Holy freaking crap. My legs shook. I hated myself. I hated that I'd unloaded all of my therapy fodder on a stranger. A handsome stranger. I prayed he didn’t become Emma’s neighbor, because if he did, I’d have to wear a hood every time I came to her house. What in the world had I done? Why, oh why, had I reacted to a handsome man like that? I was broken. Seriously, a mess.

      The phone rang, nearly scaring me out of my skin, and I ignored my shaking legs long enough to run for it. Emma came out of the bathroom at the same time, looking like she was shaken to her core. I’d calm her down, I would, right after this call.

      “Hello, this is Beth at Private Psych,” I greeted, trying, and failing, to sound chipper.

      “Hello, Beth, we need Karma,” it was Nespos Bunnyhop, the leader of the gnomes.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, grabbing a pen and paper from my desk.

      “Our gnomes have started going missing again, but this time someone took all the children.”

      I froze, then released a slow breath. “We’ll be there right away.”

      When I set down my phone, I looked at Emma. “All the gnome children are gone.”
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      Beth pulled up outside of the gnomes' house and killed the engine. We barely slowed enough to slam the doors closed before we tore into the backyard, no longer caring what the neighbors thought. With some insane ex-Karma running around, and children missing, there was no time to mess around.

      We reached the backyard, and Nespos Bunnyhop was there waiting, a crowd of gnomes surrounding him on a tree stump. When he saw us, his eyes twinkled with hope. "They've only been missing for a few hours, we think. There's evidence they were dragged to the woods."

      "Don't worry," Beth said, sounding every bit the superhero. "We got this. We'll find them."

      I didn't have her confidence, but I raced around the gnomes and headed for the woods behind the house. Beth was right behind me when I slowed to look at boot prints in the mud. Her breath practically warmed my neck when I sped up. I had no reason to believe the young gnomes were anywhere in particular, but my instincts told me otherwise.

      "Sh-hould we have Daniel sniff them out?" Beth panted behind me.

      I shook my head. Maybe if we didn't find them soon, but not yet. Time ticked away, and my gut churned, warning me something was wrong.

      The woods blended together around us.

      Sunlight filtered through the rustling leaves, casting a dappled pattern on our path. My feet kept moving as if they knew the way. The sound of Beth's breathing and the crunching of twigs under our feet created a rhythm that spurred me forward.

      Finally, we reached the place we'd found the missing gnomes before. At least a dozen small gnomes lay still as they would if there were humans around. A terrible cracking sound erupted across the clearing, and we watched in horror as a tree crashed down, heading straight for the small gnomes.

      I lifted a hand, ready to call Karma's powers to help when an older woman appeared, wearing a brown cloak. My mouth hung open, and she caught the tree in her hands like some kind of superhero with super strength.

      Her whole face turned red as she tossed the tree to the side, saving the gnomes. As she stood breathing hard, I couldn't help but stare, fear bubbling in my stomach. This was the ex-Karma. This was the older woman who'd caused such chaos in our town. She was the one who wanted my powers.

      She also wasn't the Karma who'd given me my powers, which was both a relief, and more upsetting. Who was this woman and why was she here?

      I wanted to say something, but my brain refused to work. She looked exactly like the woman in my dreams or visions, except she actually had a face.

      Her hair was a mix of gray and brown, tied in a tight bun. Her eyes were two dark pools that pierced right through me. Her skin was wrinkled, and her cheeks were sunken as if she hadn't eaten properly in months. She wore a long brown cloak over a flowery dress.

      Unexpectedly, she drew herself taller and her voice rose, filled with venom. "I did a noble act. I put myself in direct danger to protect others. That means you owe me your powers." She paused and curled her upper lip. "As a kindness, I'll give you until the full moon."

      She turned as if to go, but then looked over her shoulder. "If you do not give me your powers, be warned. You will be breaking Karma's rules, and you will be punished."

      She disappeared into thin air, and as she went, something settled over me, like a blanket drifting over my emotions. I shook it off as I glanced at the young gnomes. They'd been tied to the tree. As my pulse tried to return to normal, I untied them.

      My mind mulled the woman's words and everything that had happened over the last few days. Once the gnomes were free, I stared at my friend. "Do you really think she just happened to turn up in time to save the gnomes?"

      Beth snorted. "Not a chance. That woman is about as noble as a turd in the woods, and we're going to prove it."
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      Beth pulled up outside of Carol’s store at the same time she hit the button to turn off the speaker on her phone. She didn’t need to tell me anything because I'd heard the conversation on the ride, but she did anyway, in a nervous voice. “The narwhal is back in the pool, and he’s angry, so I have to go take care of that. I know what happened was rough, but Carol should be able to help you figure out what to do next if that’s okay.” She was babbling, because she was nervous, as nervous as I was.

      I released a slow breath. “Yeah, that’s fine.” Tension clung to my back, tightening the muscles. No, it was more like I had a shirt on that was slightly too small. Must’ve been the stress physically messing with me.

      She looked at me with those intense eyes of hers. “Are you sure? Really? Because I could always—”

      There was nothing else she could do. She was the only person I knew who could talk to animals, and this was her job. I forced a smile. “Seriously, I’m great.” The great came out so forced it was almost a joke, but I unbuckled and headed out of the car before she could ask me again. “Have fun,” I said oh-so-chipper as I closed the door. All I really wanted to do was run for the ocean and swim until I was exhausted, but that wasn't an option right at this moment.

      I felt Beth’s gaze on me as I made my way into Carol’s shop, but I didn’t look back. If I did, I was pretty sure I'd burst into tears.

      Inside, Carol and Hazel were by the register talking. The inside of the craft store was as cozy as usual, filled with dazzling colors and endless crafty possibilities. The walls were lined with shelves full of ribbons, buttons, fabric, yarn, and pretty much every crafter's dream inventory.

      When Carol’s gaze landed on me, her eyes widened. “What happened?”

      I shrugged one shoulder and sort of mouthed wordlessly at her. I couldn't say much in front of Hazel.

      She pulled me to the back of the shop, and in a quiet corner, surrounded by yarn, I told her what happened, in the best detail I could remember. She was a great listener and let me get it all out, including my fears. "Then we headed here, and Beth got the call to go deal with the narwhal again."

      I finished talking, and Carol’s expression was that of a soldier. “It’s time we talk to the witches.”

      “Do you think they can help?” If they could, shouldn’t we have spoken to them already? Or was the fact that we saw the old woman finally enough for everyone to realize this was serious? I didn’t know, but Carol gathered her bag, shooed me out the door, and we were off.

      Pulling up outside of the witch's mansion, I stared at the beautiful place for a moment. It looked exactly the same as last time. Rolling lawns, a gate that had automatically opened for us.

      Opulence everywhere, from the statues on the lawn to the very structure itself.

      “Do you think they’ll mind us dropping by?” I asked, my heart racing.

      Carol shook her head. “Not for this.”

      We climbed out of the car, and Hildy met us at the door. It'd been a while since I'd seen her, but she looked exactly the same as if time had frozen for her. The crystal witch greeted us sweetly, reminding me of the first time we’d been here. Her attitude had been warm and friendly then, but something about her set my teeth on edge. It had then, too.

      “We need to talk to Khat,” Carol said, her tone one that said this was a business trip, not one for pleasure. We weren't here for a visit and a chat.

      Hildy nodded and led us into the foyer. "Wait here a moment." She hurried off to speak to Khat, the leader of the coven.

      The interior of the mansion was as opulent and beautiful as its exterior. The walls were covered with intricate tapestries, depicting scenes of witches in their element. In the center of the room, a grand chandelier hung from the ceiling, casting a soft glow over everything. There were doors leading off to other rooms, but I didn't want to explore. Instead, I looked around, feeling a little overwhelmed.

      Witches came and went, women from all walks of life. This was a diverse coven, and each woman had an edge to her gaze that told me why my friends and I weren't invited to be members.

      We didn't have to wait long before Khat came out of one of the side rooms. She was an imposing figure, and I wondered if she practiced dark magic. Her intense eyes bored into us, scrutinizing our every movement. “Karma, Carol, I was told you needed to see me.”

      “It’s a private and rather delicate manner,” Carol murmured.

      She waved a hand. “Follow me.” She led us deep into the mansion, to a sunroom decorated in sunflowers. A bit on the nose, but okay. Everything was white, yellow, and blue, and the room looked out at a garden in the backyard. She gestured toward a small table. "Please, have a seat." She joined us, and a moment later Hildy appeared with a tea service.

      When Hildy slipped out of the room, Khat poured us each a cup and handed them out. “Tell me, what's this private and delicate manner?”

      Carol explained everything. From Alice’s vision to my dream, the trouble with the mother and child, the dwarves, and the gnomes. With each part of the story, Khat looked more and more troubled, until Carol finished with what happened with the older woman and her demand for my powers.

      Hildy took a slow sip of her tea, and then her gaze locked with mine. “Since our last visit, my sisters and I've done some research into Karma and her powers. Do you know what we found?” She didn’t wait to answer. “Not much.” She must have seen my disappointment because she continued. “However, there's a spell we can do to try to see the truth of this woman’s words.”

      My back stiffened. “Let’s do it. If you’re willing.”

      She laughed. “Of course we’re willing. The last thing we need is some psychopath gaining powers as dangerous as yours.”

      Setting down her cup of tea, she motioned for us to follow her. I placed my cup without ever having taken a sip. Tea seemed to be the thing these witches did with company.

      “Hildy,” Khat said, “Tell Cleo, Sacha, and Orchid to join us in the backyard with the components for a truth spell.”

      We followed her into the backyard, stopping in a clearing partially surrounded by the woods.

      The clearing was lush and vibrant, and the surrounding trees provided a canopy of deep green. The sun shone through the branches, creating a dappled pattern on the ground. Wildflowers bloomed in all directions, their colors bright and inviting. A gentle breeze blew through the trees, carrying with it the scent of pine and sunshine.

      A short time later, three women walked across the yard, looking about as different as I could imagine.

      Cleo was an older woman with long yellow hair, glasses, and hippy outfit. She had a cheerful disposition and seemed to be high as a kite. It was clear that she was one of the more powerful members of the coven.

      Sacha was young and had long black hair that she kept tied in a tight braid. She wore a leather jacket over a black dress and boots, giving off a rebellious vibe. Orchid was a curvy woman with bright pink hair and electric energy that emanated from her very being. She wore a flowy dress that hugged her curves in all the right places.

      The four of them set up a circle of stones in the clearing and set four orange candles in the center.

      Cleo stared at me behind her giant glasses and then walked straight to me, destroying my personal bubble, and placed her hands on my cheeks. I looked at Carol for help, only able to move my eyes as the woman squeezed my face, but then jerked my gaze back to Cleo as she spoke. “You have such power, but sadness too. Don’t ignore the sadness, great one, because sadness isn't a bad thing. It is emotion, like happiness, and gratitude, and shouldn't be ignored.”

      Okay… “Uh, thank you.”

      “Ignore her,” Sacha said, her monotone words making me uneasy. “She doesn’t understand personal boundaries, and that not everyone wants to know the things that we see.”

      Orchid laughed and shook her head. “These two are the best when it comes to truth spells, but not so much when it comes to parties.”

      Khat sighed. “Okay, start the fire and put the ingredients in the flames.”

      They did as she said. Sacha lit the flames with a wave of her hand. Cleo placed a handful of white sage on the fire and said, “Let this sage purify us and our intentions.”

      Sacha put her hand into a pouch that she'd brought with her and pulled out a small amount of powder. "Dragon’s blood resin." She tossed it onto the fire and the fire erupted into a burst of red flames as the Dragon’s blood resin hit it. The smoke from the fire filled the air as Orchid added a pinch of cinnamon to the flames. The scent of the burning herbs was intoxicating, and I got a little bit lost in the moment.

      Khat motioned for me to watch as the smoke filled the air, taking on a deep red hue. The scent intensified, and I could feel its potency even from where I stood, slightly back.

      Orchid took a bottle of wine from her bag and poured it into a small silver chalice. She passed the chalice around the circle, and each of us took a sip. The wine was strong, but it had a sweet aftertaste that lingered on my tongue.

      As we drank, Khat chanted in a language I didn't understand. Her voice was low and rhythmic, and it echoed through the clearing.

      At last, Khat spoke in English, her voice filled with power. “Show us the truth of Karma, of Emma. Show us what binds her. What promises. What lies.”

      A vibration rolled from my feet to the top of my head so intense that I would've let go of the people holding my hands if they hadn’t gripped me so hard. As vibrations continued, my anxiety built. This wasn’t right. This couldn’t be what they'd wanted to happen. I tried to open my mouth and voice my concerns, but my teeth chattered, and lips clamped together. I couldn't speak.

      Khat’s voice rose again, “I see strong bindings. Powers tied to you. Power that will change on the night of the full moon.”

      “What she said was true?” Carol asked as she eyed me worriedly. She'd voiced the exact question I had rolling around my head.

      Khat shook her head. “I don’t know if what this old woman said was true, but I do know that you’ve been bespelled by magic in some way. Powerful magic.”

      Desperation flowed through me, as uncomfortable as the vibration. Khat released my hand and stepped back. As soon as she did, the horrible feeling left me, and exhaustion rolled through me. Carol supported me as I struggled not to show my weakness. “Is there anyone who might know what’s true and what’s not? Anyone who can tell me that I do or do not have to give my powers away?”

      The silence that followed my words was painful.

      Finally, Khat spoke, although she sounded unsure. “There's a magical cave with an enchanted stone. The stone can talk and answer questions. The spirit of Cyrene Whisper, a powerful witch, was embedded in the stone many years ago." She held up one hand. "An offering must be made, and it must be unique. There's a chance the spirit of Cyrene will have the answers you seek.”

      The coven witches doused the flames and the last of the tingling left me. I didn’t feel any better. I was on a wild goose chase to try to save my powers, my way of life.

      I didn’t like it one bit.
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      I stood on the back porch with my now empty cup of coffee. I'd had two, and a semi-good night's sleep, but the exhaustion still pulled at my eyes. That spell had been a beast.

      Staring at the waves as they crashed on the white sandy beach, I thought about last night. I’d told the ladies, Bryan, and Daniel about what happened with the witches and the cave. They’d all heard about the cave before, but it wasn’t something they wanted to mess with unless there was no other choice. I'd given them a bit of an earful about not telling me about it already. They'd apologized profusely and promised if they thought of any other magical little tidbits in the future, they'd clue me in.

      They didn’t want me to go to it today, but they didn’t understand. They didn't get it. No one was coming after their powers or abilities. No one was going to turn them back into boring humans with boring lives and take away the thing that had brought them back from the brink.

      My need to keep my powers bordered on desperation, which I didn’t like one bit, but it was what it was. If I didn't do something, this stressful feeling was going to squeeze me until I broke.

      Behind me, the back door opened, and Daniel stepped out. I knew it was him without even having to turn around. His strong, warm arms wrapped around me from behind, and I leaned against him, setting my empty mug on the railing.

      “Bryan and Carol are pulling up outside.”

      I grunted in agreement. They were coming with us to the cave. Beth and Deva had planned to go too, but something had come up for each of them. I'd woken to texts from both.

      Beth: Got an emergency call about pixies infesting an attic. I can handle it but can't go with to the cave. I'm so sorry and sending you all my love and luck.

      Deva: Small flood in the kitchen right before close. Nobody hurt, not too much damage but prob can't come. Will meet you there if at all possible. XOXO x 10.

      I’d miss them, but I understood. We all had responsibilities, and me getting my powers back were mine and mine alone.

      Poor Deva needed a break in her luck. I'd already tried to give her some good Karma, but it hadn't wanted to work.

      “You know, whatever happens, you’ve still got me,” Daniel said, kissing the side of my neck.

      His kiss was everything I needed and more, but tension sang through me. “Do you think I’ll lose my powers?” It was like he was trying to reassure me that he'd love me even though they were going to go away.

      He sighed. “I think everything will be okay, whether that means you have powers or not. I don’t want you to put yourself in danger for something that isn’t a necessity.”

      “Like your bear?” I couldn't get him to understand that although I hadn't had my powers all my life like he'd had his bear, I was no less attached to them.

      He stiffened, then sighed and relaxed against my back. “If I had to choose between my life and my bear, I’d choose my life, even if it meant going the rest of it missing a piece of myself. As long as I had you.”

      I turned and pressed my lips to his, long and deep. Some of the tension inside of me eased, but the feeling of being constricted didn't go away.

      For some reason, in my mind, I’d linked my powers to my happiness. Emma-With-Powers had her home with her brother, Daniel, and amazing friends. Emma-With-Powers wasn’t lonely and miserable. She was everything I'd wished for years to have. Despite that, Daniel was right. It wasn’t my powers that had changed my life, not really. It was making the choice to be happy. To return to the place and the people I loved.

      The desire to keep my powers still burned through me.

      Our kiss broke, and over Daniel's shoulder, through the window in the back door, I spotted Bryan and Carol. I sighed. “It’s time to get going.”

      We'd had the same idea, dressing for the occasion. Carol and I had on hiking boots, thick leggings, and long-sleeved t-shirts. She had a jacket tied around her waist, and I'd planned to do the same.

      Daniel had on a heavy flannel shirt and jeans. Bryan was in jeans and a short-sleeved shirt, but he had a thick hoodie tied around his waist and boots on. I spotted two backpacks by the front door. I had one packed for Daniel and me on the kitchen table.

      “I guess we’ll start our first double date.” Carol joked, but there was excitement and worry in her eyes.

      Bryan looked uncertain. “Honey, they never said that this was—well, they were nice enough to include me, so—”

      I gave him my brightest smile. “I’m pretty sure this double date's long overdue.” I looked at Daniel. “Can you imagine the four of us in high school on a date?”

      He grinned. “Man, we studs would have knocked you off your feet?”

      “Studs?” I said, practically shrieking with laughter. “We both know you guys would've been weak in the knees while we strutted around.”

      Daniel and Bryan exchanged a look, then both burst out laughing, though Bryan's sounded a bit forced. “You're right." Daniel squeezed my arm. "We would’ve been lucky to keep up with you two.”

      Bryan shook his head. “Come on, let’s get going. I want to see this cave before the sun sets.

      We finally made it to the car, although now we were all giggling like crazy. Our nerves were making us a little silly. Daniel had our bag with possible offerings thrown over his shoulder, and the rest of us carried our smaller backpacks with our supplies and jackets. We climbed into my little car, and then away we went.

      When we reached the outskirts of town, Daniel turned onto a winding road to take us into the mountains. I'd been more than happy to relinquish the keys to him as we'd walked out the front door. I was way too nervous to navigate. I rolled my window down and breathed in the clean mountain air. The air was crisp and cool, and the sun was just starting to peek over the trees as the morning progressed.

      We were all more than a little relieved when we reached the end of our destination, and he killed the engine. We stared through the windshield at the beginning of the trail. Somehow, the trees were a bit more ominous here. The woods were darker.

      It was almost definitely my imagination, and yet...I shuddered.

      Climbing out of the car, we put on our jackets and checked our packs. We had everything we needed, but none of us made the move to be the first in the woods. Carol led the way down a tiny dirt path that almost looked like it was there more by accident than on purpose. We hiked in silence for a while, each lost in our own thoughts. My chest was tight. This was sort of my last shot. If this cave-spirit-witch-lady couldn't help... I didn't know what.

      Thankfully, it didn’t take us long to reach the cave. The instructions the witches had provided had been spot on. Unfortunately, the cave looked unbelievably creepy. Like the kind of place a serial killer would hide the bodies.

      I glanced at Carol. “You sure this is it?”

      She attempted a smile. “It looks like I remember it, though it's been a very long time since I've been here. You see why not many of us come here for answers.”

      “It smells bad too,” Daniel said, and then when he seemed to realize he’d spoken out loud, he continued, “Most shifters come to this cave when they’re young. It’s like a game of truth or dare to see who's tough enough to enter it. I knew where it was, but I never went in. The smell is, I don’t know, like a mix of death and bad magic. Like the scent of something rotten, covered in flies and maggots.”

      “That’s reassuring,” Bryan muttered, but then turned his flashlight on. "My sense of smell is advanced, but all I smell is woods. It must be the magic causing the odor."

      He couldn't have liked any of this either, but at least he still planned to go in with us. That was something, right? Being a vampire, he was familiar with death, so if it was a danger he could sense, he’d tell us. Wouldn’t he?

      I didn’t speak any of my questions out loud, as Carol and Bryan led the way. We entered the cave, and I shivered.

      The cold air inside was oppressive like I was walking into death itself. I kept my arms to my side and away from the rough stone walls. The stone floor was uneven. We had to be careful not to trip over the rocks that littered the cave floor. Everywhere we looked small alcoves had been carved out and each held some small object or another.

      The offerings.

      We switched on our flashlights as we walked farther away from the entrance.

      The cave stretched on forever, with no end in sight. It was like entering a different world, one full of secrets, mysteries, and powerful magic.

      We’d been walking forever when Carol whispered, “This is it.”

      She walked straight into the side of the wall and disappeared. Bryan made an alarmed sound, then followed her, also vanishing. Daniel gripped my hand and went first, but now that we were closer, I saw a small opening in the wall. Daniel huffed and puffed, managing to squeeze through, barely, and then hauled me in after.

      Ignoring my goosebumps, I stared in awe. Carol and Bryan stood in front of a large wall. Black candles flickered all over the room, chasing away the darkness, and yet something was wrong with the room. It was beyond unlikely that someone had brought fresh candles into this room each day and lit them. The back wall looked strange. It bunched in the middle, reminding me of the face of an ancient man or woman, a face so overwhelmed by wrinkles that there wasn’t much of an actual face there. Heck, maybe it was all in my head. I wasn’t sure.

      “Let’s give her our offerings,” Carol whispered.

      I nodded and Daniel handed me his backpack. My hands shook a little as I crept forward on nervous legs. Kneeling in front of the strange wall, I unpacked, moving slowly. First I unwrapped a large batch of Deva’s magical cookies and set them on the ground. Next, I pulled out the plant from Beth’s. Deva and Beth had bespelled it to survive, even in the dark cave. Finally, I took out the scarf Carol had made. It would change colors at random.

      I rocked back on my heels and looked at the creepy face, but nothing happened.

      Looking at the others in frustration, I asked, “What now?”

      Bryan came forward and pointed at a dark stain on the bottom of the wall. “I hate to say this, but that stain makes it look like the wall needs a blood sacrifice to work.”

      “Blood?” Daniel asked, and he didn’t sound happy.

      Bryan shrank back a little but continued. “This smells like blood, like a lot of different kinds of blood.”

      Daniel didn’t look any happier. “That’s why this damned place smells like death and bad magic.” He pointed to the side of his bag, which I still had beside me. “Emma, hand me the knife on the side. I’ll do it.”

      I pulled out the hunter’s knife from the side pouch, then slid the blade free from the sheath. The metal reflected in the light of the candles, and my stomach flipped, but I knew what I had to do. This was my mission, not Daniel’s. It had to be my blood.

      Clutching the handle tighter, I drew the sharp edge against my palm and watched as my blood bubbled free. It was unsettling, painful, and scary, but this was better than watching the man I loved hurt over my crazy mission. Even if he wouldn’t have ever agreed to me doing it.

      “Emma!” Daniel shouted.

      Yep. He wasn't happy. I ignored him as I pressed my palm to the dark stain on the stone.

      Like magic—heh, just like magic—the wrinkled spot on the wall transformed into a face. Something ripped behind me as I inched back from the wall and climbed to my feet. Someone, Daniel, I was pretty sure, grabbed my hand and wrapped it while I stared at the woman’s face on the wall. To my surprise, she looked kind, not at all what I'd expected.

      “You have given me an offering, and your offering was pure,” she said, her voice aged but clear. “What do you wish to ask the great Cyrene?”

      I released a slow breath. “I need to know if I’ve been spelled to give up my powers.”

      She didn’t hesitate before she answered. “Yes. You have been spelled, but nothing can force you to give up her powers. They can, however, be forcibly taken.” I tried to absorb her words as she continued. “You must find the true karma the thief deserves. Look past the deceit. Before the full moon.”

      As I gaped at her, trying to figure out which of the dozen questions flashing through my mind I should ask, the face in the wall faded away.

      I turned to the others, hoping they had a clue what the witch’s words meant, but they looked at me with sadness. We had four days. Four measly days to find out how to look past the deceit and save my powers.
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      We walked to the car in silence. Since the witch’s words, no one knew what to say, which was troubling. I was new to the magical world. They were not. If they thought there was a problem, there was a problem. Plus, this crew was used to dealing with random, crazy crap. Heck, it was what we did for a living most days. They didn't know how to fix this.

      The band across my chest tightened another notch as panic tried to set in. I was going to lose it all.

      “Emma?” Carol’s voice was hesitant.

      I stopped walking and looked at her, waiting.

      “Your powers, Emma, I don’t completely understand how they work, but can you tell what kind of karma people deserve?”

      Everyone stared at me while I tried to explain something I didn’t completely understand. “When I use my powers, the powers know what a person deserves. Often, I also know, when I’ve seen what they’ve done, good or bad.”

      She nodded. “Do you think you can try thinking of the woman to see if you can tell what kind of karma she deserves?”

      I hadn’t considered that. “It’s worth a shot.” My mind was in chaos right now. It was no wonder I hadn't thought of the simplest solution.

      In the middle of the woods, halfway to the car, with everyone looking at me, I closed my eyes and thought of the horrible woman. I took my time calling my powers forth, even though I wasn’t sure how they'd respond. I'd never tried to use my powers in this particular way. It was like walking toward a giant moon in the sky, but having it get farther and farther away the closer I got to it.

      “Take a breath,” Carol whispered. “Think about all the many times your powers steered you right. When they punished someone who deserved it and rewarded someone who earned something good.”

      So, I did.

      I breathed in the cool night air and let my mind wander. I thought about all the times my powers had helped me, guided me, and showed me the way. How they'd protected me from harm and kept me safe from danger. A warmth grew inside of me—a warmth of power. A spark that slowly grew into an inferno. I opened my eyes and looked at Carol. "Okay."

      “Now,” Carol continued. “Think of that woman. Think of her face. Think of her clothes. Picture her the best you can.”

      I called up my memory of her in the woods. The brown cloak, the white hair. The no-longer-faceless face that I'd seen in the woods when she'd nearly killed the gnomes. Wrinkled, sharp nose and chin. Ice blue eyes.

      “Do you see her, and do you also feel your magic?”

      It was the craziest feeling of power and fire, but I did, so I nodded.

      “Now, try again to see what kind of karma she deserves.”

      My magic buzzed around me, inside me. I reached for the woman, expecting to feel something slimy, or maybe something hot. Whatever a terrible person might feel like to my magic. Instead of negative, a rush of sensations came over me, good sensations. It was almost like touching a sunbeam full of beauty. Warm and energizing. She was full of everything good and right, but also, wrong. Maybe I just wanted it to be wrong. I needed her to be bad. If she were evil, I could push my powers to punish her. This was anything but evil.

      I opened my eyes to find everyone still gawping at me.

      I shook my head. Darn it. I hated to let them down. “She feels like a good person who deserves good things.”

      Their faces fell, but they rallied. Not quickly enough, but they tried. “That’s okay, that still doesn’t mean she can have your powers,” Carol said.

      What she said was logical, but what she didn’t say was that it also didn’t mean I didn’t have to give her my powers. Okay, that was confusing. I was overthinking this.

      Darn it. I’d expected to feel better after going to the cave. Nope. I couldn't get so lucky. I felt worse, much worse.

      We all walked for a while longer before I realized we probably should've been out of the woods by now. I stopped, and Daniel frowned. “What’s wrong?”

      “Shouldn’t we have reached the car already?”

      Worry tinged with amusement as I watched it hit him. “Yeah, crap. I was so distracted I wasn’t paying enough attention, which was stupid. My dad would be disappointed.” He said the last part in a teasing tone, but he was trying to figure out where we were. He was not a happy bear.

      I glanced around and looked for any landmarks I remembered from when we’d come in. Nothing looked familiar. It was like the trees were playing a game of hide and seek with us, never letting us see the same shape or two trees together.

      Daniel stepped up, his green eyes twinkling with knowledge. “I know where we are in relation to the car. I can get us there. Gimme a few minutes, and we'll be on our way.”

      Relief flooded me, and I smiled at him gratefully as Carol patted him on the back.

      He gave me a wink before turning and leading the way.

      A squirrel appeared in our path. "You guys lost?" He scurried up to us and looked up, blinking several times.

      "Uh, yeah, actually. Can you help?" Daniel looked at me completely bewildered, but then smiled at the squirrel. He gave us directions in a squeaky voice, then scampered off.

      "Okay." Daniel grinned after him and set off, following the little gray guy's directions. We walked for what felt like an eternity. I checked my phone. It'd only been twenty minutes.

      After another thirty, I stopped. "This is messed up. He gave us bad directions."

      Bryan snorted. He'd been pretty much silent the whole time, so we all stopped to look at him. He shrugged. "I mean, come on. A squirrel gave us bad directions. It doesn't get funnier than that."

      Daniel burst out laughing but turned. "Come on, let me get in touch with my furry side and we'll be on our way."

      I already knew he was like a human GPS, but I couldn't help but be pretty impressed with his sense of direction. He went quiet, his brows furrowed as we followed right on his heels. Within an hour, we reached the car.

      He turned and smiled at us. “See, told you. Now, let’s get out of here before we manage to get lost again.

      We sank into our seats with a groan. As Daniel turned on the car, he said, “I’ve been thinking about this whole other Karma thing. We know she’s trouble, right? We know she put the gnomes in danger, cut down the tree, stole the dwarf's wealth, and hurt the mother and the child.”

      “Yes,” I said, although we hadn’t seen it all done. There was no way it was anyone but her.

      “All we need to do is catch her doing something bad, and then she doesn’t deserve Karma’s powers, and it fixes everything. Right?”

      Silence. I looked at Carol, and she raised her brows like she found the idea possible.

      Turning on the car, I took a deep breath. “Right. Now we need to catch her being bad. That can’t be too hard…” Pfft yeah right. We had three days to catch a very strong witch who'd evaded us all doing something bad enough to let my powers loose on her.

      Three days. Fabulous.
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      We’d basically become secret agents overnight.

      The four of us were utterly absurd sitting in my car in dark clothes and sunglasses. We each had a hat of varying degrees of giantness. My hat was a somewhat large, black, floppy hat that I’d worn to a rainy funeral at one point years ago. I hadn't even realized it'd made it here from Springfield when I'd moved.

      Beside me, Deva wore a dark blue number that looked like a derby hat with layers that swirled together and looked more than a little fancy. It would've fit right in at a British royal wedding. Carol'd come up with a large, tan hat covered in flowers. Judging from how low it sat on her head, it might've been a couple of sizes too large. Beth had produced a hat meant to be worn at the beach, probably by a vampire, or at least by someone who hated the sunlight. I was pretty sure the four of us could've hidden under it to escape the sun if pressed.

      “You guys look awesome,” I told them, grinning at our ridiculousness.

      Deva smacked me on the shoulder. “Hey, we’re all out here playing secret agent with you before the sun has even risen, so hows about you go easy on our outfits.”

      “Fair enough,” I said, but a laugh burst out of my mouth.

      The others laughed too, and then my nerves threatened to turn my laughter into sobs. I grabbed my coffee out of the cup holder and sipped as though my life depended on it. For a moment, there was only the sound of slurping as we stared at the only motel in town. We had a decent-sized hotel on the beach, far from all the houses, but as far as motels went, this was it.

      Daniel had used his police contacts to find out more about the woman, which had been easier than expected. So easy, I now realized I should have stopped seeing this woman as some phantom who'd haunted my nightmares. She was a real, live person. Daniel had gone to the police station and asked about any strangers staying in town that roughly fit her description. Wham bam, we had info. Just like that. Even though he no longer worked as a police officer, he continued to help out on cases of the supernatural kind, so they'd been more than happy to give him the information.

      Her name, her real live-person name, was Alma Sanchez. Her long-expired driver’s license said she was one hundred and eighty years old, which, of course, could only be possible if she was a witch. The birthday on it indicated she would've applied for it when she was nearly a hundred, over eighty years ago. Daniel had found the earliest record of her from a small town in Arizona, Mesa, although she’d moved around quite a bit. She didn’t have records of ever working anywhere or owning any property. None of which was very helpful, but what was helpful was learning she was staying at this motel, paying cash, although she’d had to put a card on file in case of damages.

      “I brought some cookies,” Deva said, reaching into her bag and pulling out a sandwich bag of sugar cookies that looked so good I considered snatching the bag and running with it.

      Like a good person, a really good person, I only took one.

      “Eat it slowly,” Deva warned. “They’ll give you energy. Not like the high of an energy drink, but more like you’re ten again and in the middle of a Nerf gun fight.”

      “Oh, to feel that way every day.” I moaned, then bit into the cookie.

      “Enjoy them,” Deva said. “I have other snacks in my bag, but there might not be many cookies from the restaurant for a while.”

      “That bad?” Beth asked from the back while munching on her sugar cookie.

      “I wish it was bad.” Deva shook her head. “The flood was taken care of fast enough that no real damage was done, but the health department showed up in the middle of the mess and said we can’t open again until they see it cleaned up for themselves. The only person who can approve it can’t be there for a couple of days, so we’re closed until then. The whole staff is on deck right now doing a deep clean and organizing. I should be there, but they've reassured me they've got it. I’ve been pulling so many all-nighters that I didn’t put up much of a fight.”

      “Deva, you deserve better.” I reached out and touched her, letting my powers flow. I tried not to do this too often because part of me worried it could be an abuse of my powers. It wasn't like this gig had come with a rule book.

      When one of my friends was doing so many good things and deserved to have those actions rewarded, my powers wanted me to help them. These powers needed to be used.

      “Do you want to read the woman’s file to us?” Carol asked with a cookie in one hand and her coffee in the other. “Not everyone's heard the details.”

      She was right. I hadn’t even finished reading it yet. Daniel had brought it to me last night and given me a rundown. I’d set it down and immediately called the ladies to help me cook up a plan.

      I grabbed the file and opened it up. “Okay, here we go.”

      The file was thick and full of newspaper articles, reports from companies she’d worked with in the past, and handwritten accounts from people who'd come to know her. The evidence wove together a narrative of a wonderful woman. Alma Sanchez was an example for all those around her. Businesses cited Alma as a model employee, devoted to getting tasks done on time and never taking shortcuts or cutting corners without reason. Furthermore, it seemed that the longer they got to know this woman, the more they wanted to. We read multiple stories about how she'd sent cards and random gifts just because they'd needed some love during tough times. Other accounts talked about how competently but gently she'd approached difficult conversations leading many coworkers into mutual understanding between each other when approaching coordination issues. Still more spoke fondly of both warm meals cooked by Ms. Sanchez at no charge, out of sheer kindness. Someone mentioned being hard-pressed economically due to unforeseen event expenses and Alma had organized a fundraiser.

      Beneath all these impressive stories were written words depicting how genuinely happy everyone had felt simply being around this woman who'd been capable of such selfless acts.

      I closed the file, shaking my head. “What in the world happened to her?”

      Before we could discuss it, she emerged from her hotel room.

      The four of us watched as she slowly shuffled down the sidewalk, her leathery skin hanging off of her thin frame. Her long gray hair was limp and hung in front of garish eyes that darted from side to side as if searching for something only she knew existed. In one hand, a cheap plastic shopping bag swung at her hip. In the other, a cane helped steady each careful step across the broken pavement.

      Her mumbling annoyed everyone who passed by on their errands and travels but even more so those who actually noticed what she was doing. We stayed far enough back to watch as she furtively grabbed a sign from the bookstore window for a twenty percent off sale. She glanced over her shoulder with one eye closed, then darted to the next store, a coffee shop. "What’s she doing?" I whispered, but then my question was answered. A liver-spotted hand appeared in the window, holding the sale sign, then she propped it up in the cafe's window. That was going to cause some problems.

      She left the cafe, casually bumping into bystanders with just enough force to knock them off-balance without causing injury. We stayed back, but as soon as we got close enough to the coffee shop, Deva darted in and grabbed the sign, then hurried to return it to the bookstore.

      Alma tugged flowers out of a planter beside a mailbox and threw them on the ground. She checked every car window along the street before halting outside the movie theater.

      "Crap," I muttered, and drew back. We'd let ourselves get too close. Close enough to hear her say, "What are you seeing tonight?" to a little girl and her mother.

      "The Bumblebee Symphony," the pig-tailed girl said proudly.

      Her mother smiled and said, "She's been so excited."

      Alma's lips curled up, but a smile was the furthest thing from the horrible expression on her face. "The grasshopper is the bad guy."

      The little girl's face fell as she stared at Alma in horror.

      The old crone cackled and carried on down the street as the poor girl dissolved into tears.

      "Holy crap," I whispered. "She's a monster."

      "I bet she drowns kittens," Beth said in a dark voice.

      "She could've been committing acts like these for many years." Carol shook her head. "We've got to stop her."

      "Yeah," I said, trying and failing to find some hope. "We only have two days to do it."
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      We were all dragging butt as we climbed out of my car and headed into my house. Even though we’d realized that Alma Sanchez was a miserable excuse for a human being, we hadn’t quite figured out how to tell my powers. They'd followed her around town with me, yet not a thing had happened on my powers' part to even the score. If the day of the full moon came, and my powers were still saying she deserved them, and if I didn’t comply, there would be dire consequences. What could I do?

      The second I opened the door the overwhelming scent of cooking food hit me. Oh, Daniel. What an angel. My wonderful new live-in boyfriend had made dinner.

      I'd already known it, but here was further proof there were more benefits to him living with me than the good, hot time in the sack. A benefit that started with good food after a long day, whether he was entirely moved in or not yet.

      Dropping my bag on the table by the door, I kicked off my shoes with a groan, and the ladies followed suit. We slumped through the living room and headed toward the kitchen without a word. There was Daniel in a tight t-shirt that hugged his incredible muscles. His messy hair hung over a focused face as he stirred a pan of sauce.

      “You must be a fantasy,” I told him.

      He jumped as if he'd been so focused on his sauce that he hadn’t heard us traipsing in like a group of exhausted buffalos. “I made spaghetti. I figured the ladies would join us, but I wasn’t sure exactly how much to make.”

      Coming up behind him, I hugged him, then looked at the army-sized pot of cooking spaghetti. I had to hold back a laugh and take a second to get my mirth under control before I managed. “It looks like more than enough.”

      He looked relieved. “Good, because Alice and Henry are here too, and it’s been a while since I cooked for this many people. I mean, I’ve done this recipe before, it’s my mom’s, but not when I wasn’t sure how many people wanted to eat.”

      “Daniel,” I told him, amused. “It’ll be fine. It'll be perfect."

      He smiled. “Okay, then, you guys sit at the table. I’ll bring it over.”

      Exhausted and more than willing to be bossed around, we did as he said, dragging chairs from all over and squeezing them in together before collapsing into them. Daniel carried over a pile of plates, napkins, and forks. We passed them around, silent and tired. I moaned in delight as Daniel came by and plopped a giant’s portion of spaghetti onto each of our plates, including one for himself, Alice, and Henry. The ladies glanced at me, their expressions saying, “Do we have to eat this much?”

      I nodded my head. "Eat up."

      “Alice, Henry dinner!” I shouted as loudly as I could, which wasn't very loud right now.

      One great thing about this house was the insulation and size. We rarely bothered each other with noise. Unfortunately, it meant I usually had to move my tired butt across the house for stuff like this.

      It must have been my lucky day though because Alice and Henry appeared at the end of the hall.

      “Food,” I said, pointing to the plates.

      Henry stared. “Did you make it?”

      I snorted. Everyone knew I wasn’t a great cook, but I didn’t much care for the reminder. “Nope. Daniel.”

      “You sure?” he asked, eyeing the spaghetti.

      “I’m sure,” I said, trying not to sound offended.

      “Because you’re an awful cook,” Henry continued.

      “I’m aware,” I told him dryly.

      “Just awful,” he whispered, then looked at Alice. “It’s like she’s cooking to punish you, but you don’t know what you did to deserve it.”

      Deva snorted under her breath, while Beth hid her face behind her napkin. Both of their shoulders shook, giving them away, while Carol looked out the window really hard. Some friends I had. If they weren't careful, I was going to cook a whole meal for them and watch them while they ate every last bite.

      “Like liquid death. I mean, I’m pretty sure things have been made in labs that taste better than—”

      “Henry,” Alice said, her voice firm. “This is one of those situations where you ask the question, get the answer, and then shut up. Otherwise, you’re hurting your sister’s feelings.”

      Henry stared deadpan at her. “I needed you to understand that if she cooked this food, it was going to be bad.”

      Alice lifted a brow. “I got that. Now, let’s sit and eat. This topic has run its course.”

      His expression said he was relieved she understood that my cooking was liquid death, as he'd so eloquently put it. They took their spots while Daniel reappeared to dollop sauce on each of our giant piles of spaghetti. Returning to the kitchen, he returned one more time with parmesan cheese. We passed it around, sprinkled it on top of our food, and dug in.

      Henry tried his and groaned. “This is definitely not cooked by Emma. I bet she wasn’t even in the kitchen.” He snorted. "Or the house."

      Alice nudged him with her shoulder. “Social cue.”

      My brother stiffened. “I mean, this is good. Nothing about Emma being an awful cook.”

      She nudged him again, and he closed his mouth.

      I laughed and shook my head. One of the benefits of having a brother with autism was that I knew exactly what he thought. Sometimes it was a disadvantage, too. Still, I preferred him exactly as he was, liquid death and all.

      “Have as much as you want,” Daniel said as he sat with us. “There’s room for seconds and even thirds.” The whole table glanced between their giant plates of food and Daniel. He blushed. “I've never known how much spaghetti to make. It's either not enough or feed an entire army.

      Everyone laughed because that was kind of how it was when it came to spaghetti. We all related. There was always too much, no matter how closely the recipe was followed.

      Conversation filled the room as we ate, enjoying the amazing pasta. Daniel might not have been able to weave magic into his cooking like Deva, but it certainly tasted as though he could've. Within minutes of our first bites, everyone relaxed, and laughter flowed as much as the conversation itself.

      Daniel leaned in close to me. “I moved a lot of bags into your room today. Everything I need, at least for a while, to officially move in.”

      I grinned and kissed him. “Perfect.”

      "Did the house next door sell?" Beth's question was said far too innocently.

      I tried not to let the corners of my mouth tip in a smile as I said, "It did. To the man who we spoke with the other day, I'm pretty sure. Alice and Henry spoke with him at the mailbox this morning. The sellers accepted his offer."

      Beth's expression was decidedly bland. There was something there and I looked forward to digging into it.

      If I kept my friends. If they still wanted to be with me after I lost my powers.

      The band on my chest tightened again. I was going to break into a million pieces if they left me.

      Beth cleared her throat and looked directly at Deva. "How is Marquis?"

      Deva nearly choked on her spaghetti. "We haven't seen nearly enough of one another. I've been too busy, and he's had patients."

      "Mmhmm," Carol said. "You mean you've been playing doctor."

      The table erupted in snorts and laughter.

      “Emma,” Henry called my name, quieting the table. “What did you find out about losing your powers?”

      My gaze sought out Alice, and I told them everything. It was best not to sugarcoat things with Henry.

      He gave me an expression that told me he was feeling empathy for me. That wasn't easy for him. I was so proud of the man he'd become. My sweet baby brother.

      Alice set her fork down. “I remember something about an older woman from my vision, but it’s not clear.” After a second, she ate again, but she seemed troubled.

      Not half as troubled as I was. As much as I hated to admit it, even to myself, I was worried. All signs pointed to the fact that my magic was going to go to this woman on the night of the full moon, even though she wasn’t a nice person. I mean, I could refuse to do it, and see what the consequences might be, but magical consequences were usually pretty scary. If I didn't go, it might be worse.

      The thing was, if I did lose my powers, I had no idea what I would do. I’d be useless in investigations with Beth. None of us would be connected by the supernatural any longer. I’d feel powerless in all ways. It was hard even imagining that life, but the thing was, I might have to experience it in just two days whether I want to or not.
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      The PI shop was quiet. Beth had put a hold on taking new cases until we dealt with the Alma problem, which I was infinitely grateful for. She was committed to digging up something on the internet that might help me. Unfortunately for me, she’d so far come up with some diddly and a whole lot of squat.

      After we’d read through the last article that talked about the former Karma as being a magical unicorn who farted rainbows, Carol had gone back to knitting, her needles floating in the air in front of her, turning the blue yarn at her feet into a sweater for Bryan. Beth frowned at her computer and clicked through useless information, while I decided to take a few minutes to sit and feel sorry for myself.

      “The demon is up to no good again,” Buster hissed from under a chair before creeping closer. “The creature studies you, watching your every move, plotting for the time he can ruin you.”

      I glanced over at Python the mouse’s cage. It was open at the top. Beth wasn’t one to imprison her animals, but a tiny white mouse ate from his dish, innocent and sweet. I shook my head and looked at Buster. “You sure about that?”

      “Yes,” he hissed again, inching closer to Beth. “You must get rid of him before he destroys us all.”

      “Python is fine,” Beth told him, reaching down and petting his head.

      He batted at her. “He's the kind of evil that stains this world. Don’t say his name. Don’t look at him. He can't know that I’m onto him.”

      “The cat has lost his mind,” Clark said, gliding from the ceiling.

      Buster glared at the white bird. “I'm a great hunter and protector, not some paranoid pipsqueak.”

      Clark shook his wings in amusement. “Of course you are, but that doesn't mean Python is evil or plotting to do us harm." He flapped onto the counter as Buster advanced on him with an angry yowl. I grabbed him before he could get too close to Clark's talons and held the feline firmly until he calmed again.

      "Python isn't out to do anything terrible," I said soothingly, petting Buster gently behind the ears until his fur settled into place again. "He's just a little squeaky mouse."

      Still looking disgruntled, Buster pulled away from me and pointedly ignored both me and Clark as if we weren't worthy of conversation anymore. He stalked off toward Beth, who was still typing away at her laptop, completely oblivious to our presence due to her tunnel vision focus on finding any new information about Alma Sanchez.

      Frustrated, I rose and went to the window that faced the front yard. Outside I looked across the street at an empty lot and more houses and businesses on both our sides. It was one of the many reasons we chose this area. These houses were close to main street, and we had easy access to all the places we wanted to go. However, there weren’t many businesses in town that had a green belt in front like ours, full of trees, grass, and flowers. A place many people took their dogs to run around. For some reason, getting to see the garden in the back and green belt in the front had a way of making me feel like we were surrounded by nature.

      It also meant that sometimes the sprinklers fell on the road. Normally it wasn’t a big deal, but there was one spot across the street that had a large dip, so water tended to collect there, especially if it had rained. It had rained in the night, so today, with the help of the sprinklers, the spot was full.

      A teen walked past with his dog on a leash while I watched a car drive by. As it neared the puddle, the car swerved to the side, intentionally splashing the teen and the dog. Not just splashing him, drenching him and the pooch. The kid stood for a few seconds in complete shock, arms wide, water dripping off of him and the doggie before he trudged on down the street, looking glum.

      The driver? He parked a short distance away and turned off his car. A minute later, he got out of the car, briefcase in hand, expensive-looking suit, shoes, and tie flashing in the sunlight. Unable to help myself, I used my powers, just a wiggle of a finger, only enough to help my powers punish him for being a jerk.

      Sure enough, as he walked down the sidewalk, he froze and kicked out his foot. I leaned in and watched as the dog poop he’d stepped on splattered across his other pant leg. He hopped a few steps back, his lips forming swear words I knew all too well. He looked at the teen with the dog and ran forward, looking pissed and like he wanted to put room between himself and the kid. It lasted all of one second before he hit the turd pile again and went flying back like a cartoon person slipping on a banana peel.

      Without seeing it, I knew he’d landed right on the turd pile. As he rolled out of the poop and stood, I guffawed and hee-hawed. Dog crap was absolutely everywhere. An epic mess splattered over every inch of his back, with the biggest stain right on his butt. Whoever he’d planned to impress in that outfit wouldn’t even want him to step foot in their building.

      He stood looking awfully stiff and tried to avoid all of the splatters on the sidewalk… by walking straight into the puddle he’d splashed the teen with. This was like a play. A wonderful play where the creeps of the world got what they deserved.

      Karma. It was a beautiful thing.

      “What are you laughing at over here?” Carol asked, appearing behind me.

      “Karma,” was all I said, but I was smiling as I said it.

      Carol sighed. “I just got off the phone with Deva. One of her cooks burned his hand, so she’s going to be even more stressed.”

      “How could he have burned his hand when the place isn’t even open after the flood?” I asked, feeling confused.

      “I don’t honestly know,” Carol said, shaking her head. “Deva’s been having some serious bad luck lately.”

      “That’s an understatement,” I mumbled, my heart aching for all Deva had been having to deal with lately. Her restaurant was her baby, but the world didn’t care much about that right now.

      Daniel’s truck pulled up outside. He got out and hurried inside like he was being chased, which told me he was coming with bad news even before he rushed over to me to give it.

      “What’s wrong now?” I asked, gut churning.

      “Alma Sanchez checked out of the motel.”

      I froze. “Why? It’s not the full moon yet.”

      He shook his head, and though he didn’t say it, I knew what he was thinking. This wasn’t good. With her checking out, we didn’t know where she was going or what she was planning. We hadn't exactly known that before, but now we had no idea where she was, which meant we couldn’t figure out the rest of this puzzle.

      We were in trouble, and we only had one more day to figure out how to get out of it.
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      "Trav, how's college been treating you?" I smiled and waited for my son to respond.

      "It's good. Classes are tough but I enjoy them." He chuckled. "How are you? How's Uncle Henry?"

      Best not to get into that. "That sounds great. How's Jacqueline?" He'd been dating her for a little bit now. She was a sweet girl.

      He hummed before saying, "Wonderful. It's going really well. Mom, I haven't told her yet, but I think I might be falling."

      I was so happy for him. "Oh, Pumpkin. That's so good to hear." It sure did feel nice being out here on the back deck and looking at the wonderful view of the water. "Well, my dear. I just wanted to check in on you. Do you need anything?"

      "I may come in soon, bring Jackie and a bunch of laundry." He paused for a second. "You know we're planning to travel after graduation, but we've talked about it, and we were hoping you might have room for us in Mystic. At least until we find our own apartment."

      My heart soared. "There's nothing I'd like more. You can have all the room you need, and Jacqueline, too."

      We said our goodbyes, and I put the phone down with a smile on my face. My son wanted to come live with me after college. Not his father.

      Big, fat score. As I considered Travis moving here, the reality of my situation settled in.

      We had one day until the full moon and no more answers.

      Despite that, it'd hit me when I woke up this morning. If I was going to either lose my powers or be punished for keeping them, I couldn’t obsess about it. I needed to find ways to still find some joy in my life. Otherwise, what was the point of all of this? I loved my powers because they'd led me to my new life, but if I stopped enjoying them, my powers didn’t really matter.

      With that in mind, I did what I’d been wanting to do all week, I'd gotten up early, leaving Daniel to get more sleep, and slipped into my swimsuit. Outside, the air still had the chill of morning, but also the heat of summer. The waves crashed on the shore, beautiful, and calling to me like a siren. I dropped my towel on the chair on the porch, then ran out along the white sand until I reached the water.

      It was cold, but I already knew it would be. This was the warmest the water got. It would get better as I got used to it. Knowing that, I waded deeper into the water, then dove into it, shivering as my head went under.

      Resurfacing, I kicked out as far as I could, vigorously, only slowing when my legs began to burn. This was my life. This was Mystic Hollow. A place so beautiful that few people would ever experience living somewhere like it. Every day I got to look out the windows and see the water and the sand, but I also got to actually step into it. It was like living a dream. Pair that with my best friends and my sweet Daniel, and I was lucky, with or without my powers.

      It was silly to worry about all of this too much. Even if it was time to give my powers away, I'd accept it, but only if I had to. I wasn’t about to give some awful woman my magic when she might make the world a worse place, not if I could help it.

      When I'd rested enough, I was ready to head to shore. I could've stayed out here all day, but that wasn't an option. My swim had made me feel better, sure, but I still had a major fight ahead of me.

      I started to swim when something grabbed my ankle. I wasn't alarmed, knowing not to panic in the waters, as my parents had taught me. I was perfectly fine until whatever had my leg yanked, pulling me under the water. I went under so fast my lungs weren't full. I wasn't sure I had enough air to last a few seconds. There wasn't enough oxygen in my lungs to be able to handle being under the water very long, but I tried to keep calm. Panicking would only make things so much worse.

      It must have been seaweed, or a piece of debris tangled around my leg. I was prepared to try to free myself when whatever it was yanked me lower and lower, like someone had hooked me to an anchor.

      My lungs burned, desperate to breathe in. Twisting to reach my ankle, I grabbed at it but found nothing there. No seaweed. No debris. It was like an invisible force had snatched hold of me and wouldn’t let go.

      I struggled more and more, trying to escape something that wasn’t there. Bubbles slipped from my lips, and I looked above me. The surface of the water was so far away I wasn’t even sure it was actually there. Kicking and flailing around, I tried my best to escape something that I couldn’t see. I thrashed like an animal caught in a net until dots floated in my vision, and then my vision went black. My lungs burned so badly. There was nothing more I could do.

      Opening my mouth, water came rushing in, and I felt like a piece of garbage sinking to the bottom of the ocean floor. There was nothing I could do. No way to save myself. It was too late.

      When the sun burned overhead as I spat out water, I couldn't figure out what happened, or how I'd gotten here.

      I was alive. I drifted on top of the water, gasping for breath and staring at the sky. How was I still alive?

      I had no idea. I was just so glad that I was.

      When I’d gathered myself enough, I turned and began the long swim to shore. Slowly. Painfully slowly. I wasn't sure I'd ever make it. Every stroke of my hand felt like the shore got another stroke farther away.

      It wasn’t until my feet touched the sand that I felt like I was really okay. Gasping, I settled on the sand and looked out at the water that had tried to kill me seconds ago.

      Looking around the water, I froze when I saw her. Alma.

      She stood in the water several yards to my left in a black dress with long sleeves. It trailed behind her in the water. Her hair was loose, blowing in the wind as she walked toward me in the surf. “Emma, listen to me. You will meet me tomorrow. Right here. You will give me your powers. It will be so simple, simpler than you ever imagined. All you have to do is want to give me your powers, and they’ll be mine.”

      My voice comes out in a croak. “What if I don’t want to give you my powers?”

      She smiled, but there was nothing kind about it. It was pure evil. “If you don’t do the right thing, Karma will punish everyone you love. It will destroy their lives.”

      “No,” I told her as I pushed my shaking, exhausted legs to lift me so I could stand proud in front of the old hag. “I don’t believe you’re a good person, and I don’t believe you deserve my powers.”

      Her glare sharpened, and she spread her arms out. “Search me. Tell me if you believe I’m a good person, deserving of Karma’s powers.”

      I did, hoping that the results would be different than last time, but they were exactly the same. My powers told me she deserved nothing but good things. At the same time, the band on my chest. her spell, tightening around me.

      “You know the truth,” she said. “You can’t escape it.”

      She disappeared. I crawled further up the shore and collapsed into the sand. This woman, deserving or not, was powerful. There wasn't the slightest doubt she was the reason I'd almost drowned. Her powers were strong, and if she didn’t get what she wanted, she’d turn them onto my friends.

      I only had one choice, and I had to make it tonight.
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      The sun sank toward the horizon over the ocean. The day had passed in such a hurry it scared me.

      Tonight was the night. Tonight, Alma would be standing out on this very beach, expecting me to give her my powers.

      Conflict surged through me. Over the past few days, my feelings surrounding this woman and what she wanted had changed. At first, it'd felt like I wouldn’t have a good life without my powers. As though all of my happiness was due to magic.

      It wasn’t, though, was it? The things that made me happy in my life were Daniel, Henry, and my friends. My life was happier because I wasn’t in a terrible marriage any longer. I wasn't desperately lonely because my son was gone, and I wasn't still stuck in a life with nothing else that I loved. Even my business in Springfield hadn't made me feel the way I did when working with Beth. Back then, I'd obsessed over numbers, clients, and our employees. Here, I simply enjoyed my job.

      The thing was, I still didn’t want to give that woman my powers. Not because I couldn’t survive without them, because I could, but because I knew in my heart that she didn’t deserve them. I didn’t know why my powers said otherwise, but my gut told me the truth. If I gave her my powers, the world would be a much worse place. My magic was telling me one thing, but for the first time, I didn’t believe it. Instead, I believed what I saw. Every single action this woman took was cruel and selfish. I'd do everything I could to protect my loved ones from the wrath of this spell, but I wouldn’t be intimidated into doing something that would hurt the whole world.

      The sun hung on the horizon, taunting me, reminding me that the time was almost here. I turned away from it and headed inside.

      Everyone was hanging out. Deva’s kitchen was still not up and running, so she’d made an absolute feast. Tender steaks, mashed potatoes, two different kinds of pies, asparagus, and more. Eating it had calmed us all, which she’d very likely woven into the food. The food was gone, and now we were all sitting around, waiting to be run over a bus, even though they pretended otherwise.

      The sounds of their conversation washed over me when I walked into the kitchen. When they realized I'd entered the room, they went silent. It was awkward as heck because I didn’t know what to say. Part of me wanted to comfort them, and part of me wanted to freak the heck out.

      “It’s nice outside, huh?” Daniel asked then came over to pull me into his arms.

      “Yup,” I said, hugging him back before pulling away. “The perfect night for a showdown.”

      As I came closer, Beth straightened her shoulders. “We were talking about that, and I had an idea. Why don’t we take a simpler path and turn her into a toad? I mean, I could keep her in a tank at the office, so she wouldn’t be hurt or anything.”

      I smiled. “Probably not.”

      Carol jumped out of her chair. “It doesn’t have to be a toad. We could use a spell to turn her into yarn, and I could knit her into something. Like a noose."

      I laughed. My friends were seriously the best. “No, no yarn.”

      Deva lifted a brow. “Do you like Shakespeare?”

      Where was she going with this? “Maybe…”

      “We could turn her into a vegetable, and I could cook her—”

      “We’re not eating this lady,” I said, and then everyone laughed for a minute before the mood shifted to somber again.

      Bryan released a slow breath that came out super loud in the silence. When gazes turned toward him, he spoke awkwardly. “Maybe we could just send her away? Teleport her somewhere far from here.”

      “Or shrink her?” Daniel volunteered.

      I smiled, even though it was a sad smile. “I can’t do any of those things as long as my powers are telling me she’s a good person. If I ignore that and try to hurt her, I don’t think I even deserve these powers.”

      “What are you going to do?” Deva asked softly.

      “You can’t give away your powers,” Carol said. Bryan pulled her into a hug, and sadness hung over the room.

      It took me a minute to speak, not because I was unsure of what to say, but because I know they wouldn’t like what I had to say. “Yes. As much as I don’t want to give away my powers, I will if I have to, because something inside of me is saying that these powers are bigger than me or her. It isn’t about the chosen person, it’s about what’s best for the world.”

      “There’s no way she’s what’s best for the world,” Deva muttered.

      I didn’t say it, but I agreed. I just wasn’t sure I had a choice in the matter.
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      The full moon hung bright over the water, casting everything in a ghostly glow. Daniel and my friends sat around the living room with various glasses of liquor in their hands, not really drinking. Nobody wanted to be tipsy when this happened. The mood was as surreal as the glow from the moon. They wanted to argue with me some more about doing something awful to Alma, but I couldn’t bring myself to go against my powers. At the same time, I couldn’t imagine a world with that woman having these powers. It would be chaos.

      "Do you have some spells ready?" I asked. "In case things go wrong." "Yeah, we've got a few things up our sleeves," Beth said. "I have an ancient spell of binding which would limit the activities Alma could partake in once I cast it on her.

      Carol grinned. "I'm armed with a fetching spell. It's quickly forgotten by anyone who witnesses it yet still powerful enough for quiet attacks against unsuspecting enemies.

      Deva handed out tiny candies. "These chocolates are potent. They'll give you clarity, speed of thought, and as much protection as I could muster. My magic doesn't work on command like yours, so I can't cast spells. I'll mainly be there for moral support." She nodded toward the candies in our hands. "Eat those on the way down to the beach."

      It had felt wrong to not include them in this decision if they might be hurt by Alma’s powers too. The butterflies in my stomach doubled in size as I turned away from the moon. “She said all of you would suffer if I made the wrong choice.”

      Deva smirked and lifted her glass. “Tell her to bring it, witch.”

      Her words didn’t make me feel any better. “I’m serious. I don’t feel like I can hurt her. I also don’t feel like I can give her my powers. I might just wait and see what happens, as stupid as that sounds, but then if something happens to any of you I won’t be able to forgive myself.” My voice cracked as I spoke the last few words. "That's the thing. I wait, I risk you guys being hurt."

      Daniel set his beer down and came to wrap me in one of his epic hugs. “I’m not worried.”

      “None of us are worried,” Carol said from behind him. “Not about ourselves anyway. Do what you feel is best for you and the powers. Besides, this is probably what she wants, for you to believe you have to give them to her.”

      For some reason, tears began to pour down my cheeks. Not full-on sobbing, but I felt the tears and my throat tightening as I tried to keep it together. To my surprise, everyone came to me, and then we were in a massive group hug. All of them were saying reassuring things, but the thoughts in my head were louder than their words. I wasn’t just putting myself at risk if I didn’t give Alma my powers, I was putting all these amazing people at risk. If I was wrong, and this was simply the way of Karma, I'd regret it for the rest of my life.

      I thought back to the day I'd become Karma. Yes, I did something heroic. I'd pushed the other Karma out of the way of an oncoming car. We both could've been seriously injured. Back then I hadn't known about magic, or what I'd receive from saving her, only that on that day she gave me her powers. I remembered the smile on her face when she'd done it. There'd been no hesitation in her expression. Nothing to say that what she was about to do would change her life forever, much less mine.

      This wasn’t like that. This was a woman who created a situation where she could be a hero. A situation where she saved lives to get something she desperately wanted. If Karma had passed on her powers in my situation, was this really the same? It didn’t feel the same.

      Not that it really changed anything.

      I pulled back from my loved ones and wiped the tears from my cheeks. “You guys are sure you’re okay with me taking this risk?”

      “More than okay,” Carol said.

      “Absolutely.” Deva brushed my arm.

      Beth flashed me a smile that lit up her eyes. “Without a doubt.”

      Daniel and Bryan grinned, but it was Bryan who answered. “One thing I’ve learned in life is that we have to do the right thing, no matter what, or the consequences will haunt us.”

      “Okay.” I took a deep breath and turned to the door leading to the ocean.

      My heart raced, but I told myself to stand straight. It wasn't easy, as my head kept spinning with thoughts of everything that could go wrong. I forced those thoughts away for now and tried to tap into the power within me that connected us all—courage, strength, love—whatever it was about being Karma's successor that made this possible for me.

      I had no idea what consequences would befall me if things didn’t work out in my favor today. There were too many variables at play. If Alma wanted something from me she'd have to earn it by proving herself worthy first. Taking a deep breath and standing tall I steeled myself before reaching for the door so I could exit and walk out towards the ocean and my fate.

      Behind me, a door slammed open, and my heart stopped as I looked back. Henry and Alice hurried inside wearing matching t-shirts with video game characters on them. These were the shirts they wore when they painted their little figurines, so they were splattered with different colors. Anytime I saw them in these outfits, they looked relaxed, like they were having an awesome day, but not now, not tonight.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, Alma's hateful face crossing my mind.

      Henry looked at Alice. “She had another vision. She’s actually been purposely trying to have a deeper vision, so she’s exhausted, but then it just happened on its own while we were painting.”

      Alice did look tired as she shuffled closer to all of us. “I was able to see the full vision. The older woman I saw in my vision was the Karma who gave you your powers, not this horrible old woman.” She smiled. “The energy around her was warm and welcoming, just like it is around you.”

      I was a little surprised. Alice was always polite to me, but I never got the impression she liked me like that. “Oh, okay.” What else could I say?

      She continued, “Karma was warning you that Alma used to be Karma but lost her powers by abusing them.”

      My jaw dropped open. At first I'd thought the Karma who gave me my powers was the one haunting my dreams and Alice's visions, returning for her powers. After we discovered Alma, I’d just thought she was a powerful witch. It seemed impossible that she could've once been Karma herself. Holy crap. Alma was trying to become Karma again after having her powers rightfully stripped away.

      Alice took a deep breath. “There was a clear message in my vision. You can’t, absolutely cannot give that woman your powers. You just can’t. If you do, the consequences will be dire. That woman is unworthy of powers like yours.”

      I tended to agree, but that didn’t change the situation. “What about the spell that I feel tightening around me?” Even at this moment it was binding, tighter and tighter.

      Alice looked exhausted. “You have to have faith that the last Karma chose you for a reason.”

      Such a simple thing to do to have faith in myself. Yet, I didn’t. I knew what I was going to do, I just wasn’t sure it was the right thing for the people I loved, so the decision hung heavily on my shoulders. Part of me wished I had more time, but that would just drag out the inevitable. It was time. Time to face the music.
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      It was time to go outside. I knew it, they knew it. We'd run out of days and hours and minutes.

      The magic that had been weaving and tightening in my chest from the moment I'd met Alma grew so painful that I didn’t have any other choice. "Stay here," I gasped. "Stay on the porch." It was close enough to where I'd wait for Alma that they could help if need be, but not so close that they should be in her crosshairs if she tried to unleash whatever curse this deal of ours had entwined through it.

      Daniel tried to walk with me. I turned and put my hand on his chest, trying valiantly not to put my other hand on my chest to try to alleviate the pain from the vise around it. "Stay. Here."

      He set his jaw but didn't argue, just stepped onto the porch.

      "Thank you," I mouthed at them.

      With tears stinging my eyes, I turned toward the water again. I'd barely set foot on the beach before she appeared down the beach. The cool night air cut through my thin sweater as I walked along the sand toward her. Every wrinkle on her face as well as the glow in her eyes and the smile that curved her lips were blatantly visible under the bright glow of the full moon. The old bat was excited. She thought she’d won. Unfortunately for her, she was about to find out otherwise.

      As I got closer to her, that unsettling feeling, like energy, crackled between us. From her to me. Spreading out around us like electricity. Above us, storm clouds gathered. What the hell? A moment ago, the sky had been clear. The gray clouds did nothing to hide the bright moon, but lightning flashed in the magical clouds and thunder roared overhead. The waves that crashed onto the shore come harder and faster, looking as angry as the sky.

      My legs shook beneath me when I stopped a few feet from her.

      Then, it hit me. My powers called to me, asking me what to do. The air whispered with it. It would be so easy to relinquish my powers, to make all of this stop. Alma was right there, waiting, ready. It would take nothing at all to let her become Karma and to know that my loved ones would be safe.

      My inner voice screamed at me to guard my vulnerability, but my veins itched with an impulse to take the easy way out and surrender. The power flowing within me seemed almost tangible as it begged me to show mercy. With one simple word, all this pain and worry would be gone. Things could go back to how they were before Alma arrived with her plans of taking away our peace. Giving up meant so much more than freeing my people from harm. It also meant sacrificing what made me special. Not my powers. My powers didn't make me special. At this moment, that had never been so clear. It was my love for my friends, and my willingness to face the darkness to save them. That was what made me special. Love. Devotion. Loyalty.

      If people like me relinquished our powers completely, leaving me mundane and vulnerable, humans who'd no longer have any protection against supernatural forces like Alma's.

      This thought was quickly followed by another: What if letting her win wasn't a bad idea? If I allowed myself to enter into this bargain that she proposed where I gave up my magical essence life wouldn’t become miraculously easier or boring

      Come on, do it.

      Protect the people you love.

      Make the safe choice.

      Do what’s right.

      It’ll take nothing at all.

      My teeth ground together, and I shook my head. Surrendering my powers would be easier at this moment, but it would never be right. Maybe there had been a part of me that didn’t want to give up my powers because I wanted them for myself. I wanted my life to remain the same. My powers were linked in my mind to my happiness. I didn’t feel that way any longer. My powers weren't the reason I was happy, yet I still couldn’t let go of my powers. The Karma who gave them to me chose me for a reason. When it was my time to pass my powers on, I’d choose a worthy person to take my powers. A person who'd never be Alma.

      She frowned. “It’s time.”

      “No,” I said, and the word came out surprisingly easily.

      “No?” She cocked a brow, staring at me as if I’d lost my mind. “Do you have any idea the horrors you’ll bring down on yourself if you ignore the sacred covenant that is Karma’s magic?”

      I stared. Hard. This was nothing more than a crotchety old woman.

      Her lips curled. “Do you know about Karma’s Source?”

      I didn’t answer, because I thought I knew, but I didn’t want to give her any information or let her know if I was wrong. More than that, she was looking for a reaction. I wasn’t about to give her one, so I gritted my teeth together.

      “Karma was the creation of a group of witches desperate to help a mother who'd lost her child. That wasn't the only way Karma the person was created. The karma that exists in the world all around us is a magical force. It’s a creation that knows good and evil in absolutes. It is everywhere, but it’s smart, smarter than anyone could imagine. In this life, there are awful people. Others see those awful people sometimes having wealth, love, family, and good health, and they ask themselves why? Why do bad people have good things? Well, that’s because the Karma that exists all around us is smarter than we are. It knows the perfect moment to hurt a bad person.”

      She looked sad for the briefest moment. “Karma, the person, has but a drop of that power. She has the ability to give good or bad karma in an instant. That power also has rules, important rules that can't be broken. One of those rules involves how you lose your powers and how you give them. If you break those rules, the karma that's all around us comes for you. A million times crueler than it is in its natural state. A million times faster and more ruthless. If you don’t give me your powers, you will never be happy again. Everyone and everything you love will be punished.”

      Bits and pieces of what she said was true. Not about me having to give my powers to her though, even though the magic tightened around me, trying to convince me to do as she said had grown painful. A prickling and burning that had grown throughout her story, and now was impossible to ignore. She'd told enough truth to make it sound right, but there were a whopping amount of lies as well.

      “How did you lose your powers then?” I asked.

      Surprise flashed in her eyes. “As you’ve seen, I haven’t.”

      It was my time to smile, despite the pain of this spell. “Not these powers. When you were Karma.”

      She narrowed her eyes and pressed her lips together before saying, “Just give me the powers.”

      “Never.”

      Desperation twisted her expression. “You don’t understand. Yes, I was Karma once, and I lost my powers, but I’ve learned. I’ll never make that mistake again. Once I get them back, I’ll be different. I’ll be better.”

      I shook my head. “You don’t deserve Karma’s powers. Maybe you did once, but you don’t now.”

      “Sense me,” she demanded. “Sense how much I deserve this.”

      I didn’t because I knew what I’d find and that it wasn’t true. She'd figured out a way to fool the karmic sensing part of my powers. The judgment part. She spread her arms out as if waiting for what I'd do, but I just waited as the crackling and burning intensified around me. A sob escaped my lips, and I pressed my hands to my ears for a moment, because they had to be bleeding.

      Alma grabbed me by the shoulders and shook me hard, screaming over the crackling. "Do it now!" Her voice cracked from the force of her yell. "Now, before it's too late. Are you a fool? Don't you understand? Now, now. Before it's too late." Desperation tinted her expression, and as lightning flashed above us, the bones stood out in her face, showing the evil inside in stark relief.

      Despite all that, I could barely hear her screaming over the roaring in my ears. The pain was never-ending. I sobbed as she shook my shoulders, but the spell was coming to an end around me, that much I knew. If I didn’t do as I was told, it would unleash, and I'd have to live with the consequences. If anything, bad happened to the people I loved, I might hate myself a little forever, but I couldn’t give in. Riding out this storm was the right thing to do.

      With one final burst of pain, the magic exploded around me like an earthquake. As though a massive wave smashed me onto the ground. I hit the sand, gasping for breath, and stared at the broiling sky, terrified of what had happened.

      The pain stopped. The tightening around my chest faded away to nothing. Above me, black dots sprinkled down like otherworldly confetti as the storm clouds disappeared into nothing.

      Every inch of my body ached, but I forced myself to turn around and climb to my knees. I looked at my porch. All of my loved ones were sprinting flat out toward me, but I lifted a hand, telling them to stop. Daniel threw out his arms, making them all freeze. He wasn’t happy about it, but he'd done it. I nodded and climbed to my feet, then turned to Alma.

      She was on her knees, looking lost, confused, and feeble.

      I stretched my powers out, and immediately wished I could pull them back. They told me this woman was bad from her skin through every atom in her body. She was almost toxic, so vile that I wondered how she'd ever been a good enough person to be Karma. It hit me. The spell I'd thought was part of my powers, the spell I'd thought would punish my friends, the tightening of my chest. It wasn’t what I'd thought at all. It had been a spell meant to hide this woman’s true nature from me.

      “You don’t deserve these powers,” I spat.

      Her gaze met mine and narrowed. “You made the wrong choice today, Emma. Maybe I lied about you having to give me your powers because of the way Karma works, but I didn’t lie that you would have to give me your powers. As you see, I’m strong. I might not be Karma, but I was left with incredible abilities. From this moment, you have an enemy. An enemy that will follow every step you take. Who'll hurt you. Who'll hurt your friends. I'll throw them in front of cars. I'll break their bones and make them suffer. I'll make certain every child I’m near chokes on their snacks, cracks their heads on hard surfaces, and knows a pain so deep no amount of therapy will help them. I'll kill your loved ones. I'll burn down their homes. I'll make Mystic Hollow my own personal playground. A Hell on Earth." She smiled as though nothing would make her happier.

      I didn’t smile as I said, “No, you won’t.”

      Lifting a hand, I let my powers rush toward the woman. Without the binding on my chest, my powers flowed out, almost gleeful to do what they'd been invented to do.

      Alma only had a moment to widen her eyes before they hit. In silence and a little bit of horror, I watched as she began to shrink and shiver. Her scream rose until I was certain all of the neighbors could hear her, but I didn’t care. I watched, feeling nothing as she transformed inch by inch into a slug. Okay, maybe I felt a little satisfaction. I mean, come on. She was turning into a slug.

      I wouldn't say it was easy to watch. Many of my spells were painless. This was not one of those. Karma had deemed this woman worthy of a full-blown painful experience, and she’d been given it.

      My friends appeared at my side, and Daniel grasped my shaking arm.

      “What—” Beth said.

      “Quiet,” I whispered. “It’s not done.”

      From one blink of an eye to the next, a seagull dove out of the air. It took less time for him to toss the slug into the air and eat her than it had for her to turn into a slug.

      This kamikaze seagull didn't finish Alma-slug off in one bite, oh no. It chewed on her for an impossibly long time before swallowing and flying away. I couldn't be sure, but— "Did it wink?"

      I looked at Daniel in shock. "Did it...?"

      He mouthed wordlessly. "I think it did."

      Sucking in a deep breath, I dusted my hands off and let the tension roll off my back. “It’s done,” I said. “It’s finally done. She was worse than we ever imagined, and Karma gave her exactly what she deserved.” I shivered. “If I ever get that way, if I abuse my powers, tell me. I mean it.”

      “We’d never let you turn into that,” Deva said, and her tone held a promise.

      The walk to the house took an eternity and the whole way I was pretty sure my legs would give out, but I did it. Daniel offered twice to carry me, but I refused. I wanted to leave that beach on my own two feet. I felt good. I felt right. Like the world had been put back the way it was supposed to be. As the wind whipped by, I inhaled, wondering if what she said about karma being all around us was true.

      As we reached the porch, a cell phone rang. I looked at the others. Deva looked embarrassed but grabbed her phone. “Sorry, it’s the restaurant.”

      “Go for it,” I said. We had all night to discuss what happened.

      She answered, but her expression changed from a calm one to one of shock. “I’ll be right there.” When she ended her call, she looked at all as if in disbelief. “The restaurant was on fire. They put it out, but there’s been damage.”

      “Let’s go,” I said.

      She seemed surprised, but she shouldn’t have been. Alma had been handled, now Deva needed help, so we’d help her. “Okay, but I realized something recently, and I need you to know before we go.”

      “What?” Beth asked, sounding confused.

      Deva took a breath that was so deep her whole chest rose and fell. “All of these accidents at the cafe, I don’t think they’re accidents. I think I’ve been cursed. That curse seems to extend to the building and everyone in it, so before you go, you should know that.”

      A curse? I curled my hands into fists. “Let’s go. We’ll handle the fire, and then we’ll handle this curse. May Karma find anyone foolish enough to curse my friend.”
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