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      I was engaged.

      Okay, so I wasn’t technically engaged. But I did fantasize about it. A lot. Okay, all the time. No need to pretend.

      The only problem here was when couples got engaged, there was usually a proposal of sorts, an exchange of promises, and a mutual agreement to spend the rest of their lives together—something along those lines. But Marcus hadn’t done that yet.

      Three weeks had passed since the night I’d found that black box with that pretty ring Marcus had been carrying around. And still, the chief hadn’t proposed.

      I’d been sure he would pop the question when he took me to dinner at the renowned French restaurant Les Amis in Cape Elizabeth the evening after I’d gotten my magic back.

      But still, the chief hadn’t proposed.

      Needless to say, it was starting to mess with my head. Had he changed his mind? Was he afraid I’d refuse? Did he think I wasn’t the marrying type? I had no idea if I was the marrying type. I guess I’d find out when he asked.

      And then, finally, the dreadful—was the ring intended for someone else?

      Yes. My insecurities were surfacing. I wasn’t convinced the ring was for someone else, but it was hard not to think about it when my man was walking around with a ring, for going on three weeks, and hadn’t proposed yet.

      There was only one thing left for me to do. I was going to have to show him the way.

      And how exactly was I going to show him? By cooking him a meal, that’s how. Don’t they say the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach? Well, I was going to jump-start his proposal with my excellent culinary skills.

      All I had to do now was learn how to cook.

      Easy peasy, right?

      We had all the privacy we could want now that we had Davenport Cottage, a smaller version of Davenport House that had sprouted from the ground the morning after I’d gotten my magical mojo back.

      “I have the perfect name for it! Baby D!” Ruth had announced the morning when Davenport House had gifted me with my own, smaller version of himself. Yes, I still felt like he was a he.

      “Thanks. I’ll think about it,” I’d told her. But the truth was, that name just didn’t sound quite right. So I’d officially named my new home Davenport Cottage.

      It was perfect. And I believed House liked it too. I felt it in the vibrations of the floorboards when I’d named it out loud, being that the cottage was an extension of Davenport House.

      Though smaller in size, it had the farmhouse feel that I loved—a black metal roof, white wood siding, and a glorious wraparound porch, supported by thick, round columns. Exquisite Oriental rugs covered wide, white oak floors. White walls ended in high ceilings with oak beams and a kitchen that belonged in one of those interior design magazines. It was as though House knew exactly what my dream house would be—and had made it for me.

      The moment I’d stepped inside the first time, I’d thrown myself against the wall and hugged it.

      “Love you,” I’d said, the side of my face squished to the wall, knowing Marcus was behind me probably thinking I needed some meds.

      Marcus had officially moved in a week later and had put his apartment up for rent. Living together was both exciting and terrifying. It was the time we’d discover little things about each other, like seeing if we got on each other’s nerves.

      It was also an excellent way to see if we were compatible long term. After two weeks of nothing but a relaxed and easy living-together arrangement, as well as sex in practically every room in the house, it was like we’d been living together for years. I didn’t have to ask him to pick up his dirty clothes, do the laundry, or even do the dishes. The chief just did it. And he cooked dinner practically every night. He was an anomaly in the male species and damn near perfect.

      Except he hadn’t proposed yet.

      “Are you just going to stand there looking as dumb as a post, or are you going to do some actual shopping?” came an irritated voice behind me.

      I turned around to see a short, chubby man with gray hair, a bow tie, and large brown eyes glaring at me. I raised my red plastic shopping basket. “As you can see, I am shopping. I like to take my time. There’s no law against that. Is there, Gilbert?”

      Gilbert, our town mayor, and the owner of Gilbert’s Grocer & Gifts, lowered his bushy eyebrows until his eyes were nearly covered. “Aisles are for browsing. They’re not stop signs. You’re causing a traffic jam. Get on with it.”

      I looked over my shoulder. “No one is in this aisle apart from you and me. Why so tense this morning? Are you molting? Have you lost all your glorious plumage? Did the lady owl turn you down again?”

      The owl shifter’s face blazed a few shades darker. “You’re lucky I received confirmation of your Merlin license reinstatement.” He put his hand up and pinched his fingers together. “I was this close to firing you after we all knew you’d lost your powers. Why should the town pay for a dud? Our taxes are better spent elsewhere than a failure as a witch.”

      Anger welled, and I could feel the tips of my ears turning red. “Well, thank goodness I’m not a dud anymore.” I clenched my teeth, my skin tingling with energy—a power that wanted to be released. I strained to keep my abilities at bay. Of course, I could fry the little owl, but he did sign my paychecks.

      He smiled, his hands on his hips. “I’ll be deducting three weeks of wages from your next pay.”

      My mouth fell open. “What? You can’t be serious? You can’t do that. I need that money.” Maybe I should fry his ass. Yeah. Definitely.

      Gilbert looked at me with a mocking brow. “I could make it six. I’d be within my rights, seeing as you knew you had lost your magic and failed to advise me—the town mayor. That’s robbery.”

      I frowned, imagining plucking the feathers from his body. “Fine,” I managed. The last thing I wanted was to lose the town’s salary. I needed the money, especially now that I had a new place to live. Even if Marcus and I split the utility bills and groceries, it wasn’t cheap.

      Gilbert was still smiling. I didn’t like it.

      “Is there anything else?” I asked him.

      “As a matter of fact, there is.” He reached inside his jacket and pulled out a folded piece of paper. “This is for you.”

      I took the paper and unfolded it. It read:

      
        
        To: Tessa Davenport

        Davenport Cottage,

        Hollow Cove,

        Maine, USA

      

        

      
        Subject: Illegal Construction on 110 Stardust Drive Davenport House property

      

        

      
        The unlawful building construction at 110 Stardust Drive has come to our attention. As a result of the required permit not being issued from the town, under Section 9 of the Town of Development Regulations, the new building behind the property at 110 Stardust Drive is deemed to be in noncompliance with the Urban and Rural Planning Act.

        Because you have failed to provide the necessary permits, you must pay the fine of $5,000.00.

      

        

      
        Yours sincerely,

        Gilbert Gilderoy, Mayor

      

      

      “Five thousand dollars!” I glared at the short owl shifter, anger making me feel like I had lava instead of blood. “Are you kidding me? How am I supposed to pay for that? You just said you were going to deduct three weeks from my paycheck.”

      The mayor smiled without showing teeth, and I saw a twinkle in his eye. “Failure to pay in thirty days, and there’ll be interest added on. Have a nice day.” He turned on his heel and strutted down the aisle. No, he was practically skipping.

      Gritting my teeth, I stuffed the letter into my front pocket, imagining ways I could squeeze an owl into one of Ruth’s cauldrons.

      Five thousand dollars was an enormous amount of money. Now that Gilbert was cutting my pay from the town, I would have to try and get more book- and web-design gigs—about fifty. And even that might not be enough. I might have to start charging a little bit more.

      “Tessa!”

      I cringed and whirled around.

      A generously sized woman in her early sixties came marching down the aisle. Her long, flowing dress of loud zebra patterns in a mix of black and white billowed around her as she neared. Her dark hair was pulled back in a tight bun, but a few strands fell to frame her cheeks.

      “Martha. Hi.” I tried to give her a genuine smile, but my facial muscles seemed immobilized.

      A familiar wave of energy hit me, sending a whirl of tingles along my skin as the power crested, followed by the scent of pine needles, wet earth, and leaves, mixed with a wildflower meadow—the scent of White witches.

      Her eyes intensified as she stared at my pocket, the one with my letter.

      “What did Gilbert want?” she asked, her eyes still locked on said pocket.

      “Being an ass. As usual. Wants me to spend more in his store.” The last thing I needed was for the town’s gossip queen to get ahold of my financial situation.

      “Hmmm.” Seeing as I wasn’t going to give her any details about my conversation with Gilbert, her attention moved to my basket.

      “Is Ruth making something special tonight?” asked Martha, leaning over and trying to spy what I had on my shopping basket, her sequined glasses slipping on her tiny nose. “What’s the occasion? It’s not anyone’s birthday, I hope. I’ve been so busy with my new facelift charms. They’re all the rave around town. I can barely catch my breath.” Her face lit up, and her eyes rounded with delight. “You should come over to my salon. Much safer than all those synthetic fillers and Botox. I haven’t had any complaints. Except for Pierre Gervais. He thought he could use it on his manhood. You know, to help with his performance.” She flipped her index finger up.

      I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing. “Did it fall off?” God, sometimes men were so dumb when it came to their junk.

      “Oh no. It just hasn’t gone down yet.”

      I shrugged. “And that’s bad? I thought that was the idea.”

      “It’s been three days.”

      I laughed. “Dumbass.”

      Martha nodded and pushed her glasses up. “That’s about right.” Her expression fell. “Oh dear, if I’ve forgotten a birthday, Dolores will never let it go.”

      I didn’t doubt it. “You haven’t. I’m the one cooking. I’m making dinner for Marcus.” The thought of me cooking for the chief sent nervous shivers racing through me. I’d never cooked for him before. He was the cook in our relationship and a damn good one. The pressure was on. It had to be sublime to help nudge him in the ring direction. See what I did there?

      Martha’s eyebrows spread to her hairline, which was truly impressive. “Really? You can cook?”

      I wasn’t sure I liked the skepticism in her tone. “I can do some things in the kitchen.” I’m exceptional at doing the dishes. Drying is my forte.

      “Well,” said the witch as she exhaled. “Keep Ethereal Delights on speed dial. They make a good veggie burger, and their sweet potatoes are divine. In case things don’t turn out like you plan.”

      “Okay, I guess?”

      Martha reached out and patted my head like I was a good Labrador retriever. “Good luck, hon. I mean it.”

      A mixture of screams and shouts erupted from somewhere outside. I turned toward the front of the store. Another terrifying yell was followed by strangled cries that grew higher in pitch. A chill that had nothing to do with the icy air-conditioning scuttled up my spine, followed by a surge of desperate cries and screams for help.

      “What’s that?” asked Martha, following my gaze.

      “I don’t know. It’s coming from outside the store.” With my basket in hand, I rushed to the front of the store, halted, spun, slapped a fifty-dollar bill in the startled cashier’s hand, and hurried out of the store. I was out the front door even as I heard Martha running behind me, but I wasn’t going to wait for her. I was a Merlin. It was my job to keep the town safe.

      A crowd of paranormals had gathered around the sidewalk right in front of Gilbert’s store.

      “Excuse me. Let me through. Let me through,” I said and pushed my way past the crowd.

      When I finally slipped through and around an older couple, I understood the screaming.

      A man in his fifties staggered and fell to his knees in the middle of the street. His eyes were yellow, almost like he had jaundice. But his eyes weren’t what had a chill running down my neck. It was the blood spewing out of his mouth like projectile vomit.

      I leaped back just in time. This man’s blood would have splattered on me if I’d stayed where I was.

      What the hell was going on?

      A rigid body pushed me sideways. “Oh my! Cauldron save us!” shrieked Martha, who’d appeared next to me. “Is he possessed? He’s possessed by a demon!”

      My eyes stayed trained on the man while I still kept my distance. I don’t know why, but my witchy instincts told me to stay put. “No. This isn’t a possession.”

      “He’s rejecting his host!” cried Martha, adding another layer of panic to the townspeople. A mother grabbed her young son and ran in the opposite direction, just as I saw two bodies with white heads shuffle back into Gilbert’s store. They struggled with the door. It wouldn’t open.

      Just then, beyond the glass door, Gilbert appeared and taped a CLOSED sign on the door. He glared at me through the glass, daring me to say something. The little bastard had barricaded himself inside his store, closing everyone else off from whatever threat this was. Such a coward. But it was totally expected from him.

      “This is not a demon possession,” I said louder, turning back around, but no one was paying any attention to me.

      The man, still on his knees, cried out, his voice strained, and his facial muscles bulging.

      “Look!” shouted Martha. “The demon’s coming out!”

      “It’s not demon possession,” I repeated, rolling my eyes. “This is more like a curse.” However, she wasn’t listening to me. I wasn’t a hundred percent sure, but it didn’t feel demonic to me. I had to be sure. And if it was a curse, it was a nasty one.

      I lowered my basket and took a careful step forward, seeing that the crowd was now giving me a wide berth, and pulled on my witchy senses. A sudden surge of magic sent sharp pricks along my skin like tiny needles. My eyebrows rose. So, magic was here, after all, but it wasn’t demonic. It was something else.

      My eyes narrowed at the unfamiliar feel of this magic, and I tasted something bitter in my mouth, like ash. Weird.

      Strong hands wrapped around my arm. “You sure it’s not a demon?” asked Martha as she squeezed my arm harder until I was certain it was going to bruise. The smell of her rose-scented perfume assaulted my nose.

      “I’m sure.” I tried to pry her fingers from my arm, but the witch was surprisingly strong. “It’s a curse or a hex. It’s magical but different.”

      I tapped into my senses again, drawing up my will, and focused on the man and the strange magic emitting from him. He almost seemed to be covered in magic, though it remained invisible to the eye, like it was in him. It felt similar to the way witches carried magic in their blood.

      But this was something else—something dark and twisted and truly evil. And I’d never felt anything quite like it before.

      “He’s sick. Maybe you should do something,” said Martha, and then she shoved me forcefully forward.

      I tripped, not expecting to be flung forward, but managed to stay upright. I felt the gazes of the paranormals, their faces frightened but expectant, like I was supposed to know what this was and take care of it. Maybe I should. But seeing as I was just about a year into my life as a witch, more specifically, as a Merlin, I still had lots to learn.

      I flinched as the air intensified with a sudden raging, cold energy that I wasn’t familiar with. My witchy instincts flared. All my warning flags were sailing into a thunderstorm. Someone had definitely used magic on him. The question was, what kind of curse was it?

      Shit. I had to think fast and use my brain to come up with a healing spell or some sort of counter-curse. But I couldn’t conjure one up without knowing what I was up against. I might make things worse. Granted, if I didn’t do anything soon, he would get worse.

      My magic lay more with defensive magic. I didn’t know any healing spells or counter-curses. This was beyond my magical training.

      “I can’t do anything for him,” I said, looking back at Martha, who stood ten feet away. “I need to get my aunts. They’ll know what to do.”

      “Yes, yes. Good idea,” said Martha, waving her hand at me. “You go.”

      I tapped into the nearest ley line and felt its power thrum through my body.

      The man opened his mouth, his lips shaking as he struggled to speak. “I’m… not… who I am,” he wheezed, as though he couldn’t get enough air into his lungs.

      “What was that?” I let go of the ley line and stepped closer. I cringed at the pain that flashed in his eyes. I had to help. I had to do something. But first, I had to know what this was, if I wanted to help.

      “Not… me,” panted the man. “Not… who I am,” he struggled to get out, his face red and shimmering with sweat. And then he yanked out a small dagger from his pocket. He held it out in front of him with both hands, his arms shaking like he was struggling against something, as though they had a mind of their own.

      I held up my hand. “Wait a second. What are you doing?”

      He let out a wet, rasping scream. And then he drove the knife into his heart.

      “Ah!” screamed Martha, along with a few other paranormals, making me jump.

      Blood bubbled out of the man’s mouth, and then he fell to the side, his legs buckling under him.

      I watched helplessly as the man’s convulsions faded into a numb paralysis. Finally, he just stared at nothing.

      “Oh my cauldron! Is he dead?” shrilled Martha. “Look at his face! Look at it! He’s dead! He’s really dead!” She continued to shriek as the onlookers joined her and did their cacophony of cries and shouts.

      I would have told her to shut up, but she was right. The spark of life was gone from his eyes. He wasn’t breathing. He wasn’t anything. Not anymore.

      Dread fell like a ball of ice in the pit of my stomach. What in the name of the cauldron had just happened?

      It was turning out to be a busy day. And I still had to learn to cook.
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      I stared at the body, lying on a stainless-steel autopsy table. The air stank of disinfectant and the sweetish odor of dead flesh. A rolling medical cart stood beside it, covered with gleaming, sharp, angry-looking medical tools that seemed to be a better fit in some B-rated horror film.

      The man’s face was a mask of torment, frozen in time as though he’d endured insufferable agony in his last moments, so much that his features had immobilized in that way.

      And then he’d stabbed himself in the heart with a knife.

      It had been horrible to watch. Worse was that I hadn’t been able to do anything about it. The knife was still exactly where he’d driven it into his body. The blade’s hilt protruded from his chest like an ugly reminder of the madness that had just transpired. Because that’s the only way you could describe it—complete and utter madness.

      Only thirty minutes ago, the man had been alive and breathing. Now, he would never take another breath.

      The morgue, conveniently located in the basement level of the Hollow Cove Security Agency, was this dead guy’s new home. Scarlett and Cameron, Marcus’s deputies, had taken his body away quickly before more panic could spread throughout the community.

      “Do we know who he is?” I asked, wrapping my arms around my chest as the cool air hit me. Plain white walls with matching dull white tiles surrounded us, all lit with fluorescent lights from above. The morgue had a cold, dreary feeling. I hated being here and couldn’t wait to get the hell out.

      “His name was Arlo Miller,” answered Dolores, her face set in a hard line. Her deep frown and skeptical eyes were enough to scare away grown men. “He was a shifter, a werefox, and a real estate agent. If you wanted to buy or rent a home here, Arlo was your guy.” She stood with a hand on her hip while she gestured with the other, reminding me of my fifth-grade teacher, Mrs. Wiggins, whose mustache kept me distracted most of the year. Dolores’s long, gray hair was loose and fell down her back, giving her a softer edge.

      “His commission was really low too.” The lines at the corners of Ruth’s blue eyes deepened with her smile, though her face was a bit pale. She scratched her head in thought, pulling at the knot of white hair that sat at the top of her head. “Sometimes, he didn’t even charge commission. He was a very nice man and a nice fox too. With beautiful red fur. So cute. I always wanted to pet him.”

      Beverly let out a breath and tossed her blonde hair back. “What does it matter what color his fur was. He’s dead now.”

      I swept my gaze around my aunts. We all stood six feet away from the body, as per Dolores’s instructions.

      “Until we know what kind of curse or hex we’re dealing with, it’s best not to get too close,” Dolores had warned when she’d arrived at the scene. “Some curses are long lasting. Blood curses can remain within the victim’s body for hours and be transmitted to someone else, to resurface later. If the hex or curse is still potent, it can transfer with a simple touch.”

      As soon as I’d been sure Arlo was dead, I’d jumped a ley line to Davenport House. My three aunts had arrived at the scene just as Scarlett and Cameron were putting poor Arlo on a gurney.

      “Take me through this again, Tessa,” ordered my Aunt Dolores, flicking her free hand at me. “You said he did this to himself. He pulled out a knife from his person and stabbed himself. Correct?”

      “Yes. That’s right. He did this to himself.” I let out a breath, the images still fresh in my mind. “But I could tell he didn’t want to. He fought it. It was almost like something was making him do it. It wasn’t demon possession, though. I didn’t get any of the vibes, but something had control of him. Has to be some sort of hex or curse. I could tell he didn’t want to die. Whatever it was. It made him do it.”

      Dolores tapped her chin as she thought about it. “Must have been something quite powerful to drive someone to kill himself.”

      “What about his eyes?” I asked. “The yellow tint. That’s got to mean something. Right?”

      “Mmm.” Dolores tilted her head. “Could be a curse. Could be liver disease.”

      “Was he married?” asked Marcus, his eyes narrowed in question. I heard a definite hard edge in his tone. He stood on the opposite side of the body, all confident and predatory with his arms crossed over his ample chest, making his broad shoulders stand out and his pecs bulge. A frown creased those fine gray eyes, framed with dark eyelashes. His high cheekbones were colored with concern, which only made him sexier. Cauldron help me, he was beautiful. And he was all mine.

      Dolores looked up at him. “If you think his wife did this, let me tell you, you’d be dead wrong. Trudy loves—loved her husband very much. This is going to kill her.”

      “I agree,” said Ruth, her blue eyes serious. “Trudy is the sweetest little werefox you could meet, with a cute little pointy face. She looks like an overgrown raccoon in her beast form,” she added with a small laugh.

      The chief sighed through his nose. “Seventy percent of all murders are committed by a significant other.”

      I stared at the chief. “You think he was murdered?”

      “If this is a killing curse, then yes. You just said this curse drove him to do it.” Marcus swept his gaze across my aunts. “Is it a killing curse?”

      “We don’t know yet.” Dolores narrowed her eyes as she examined Arlo’s body from a safe distance. “Curses and hexes come in many strengths and forms. Whatever this is, it was clearly meant to harm and much worse. It would require a powerful magical practitioner with substantial skill to pull off something like this. A hex or a curse? We’ll know soon enough. We’ll have to perform a few tests. See what we’re dealing with.”

      A muscle feathered along Marcus’s jaw, and I could tell he was uneasy. “Still. Let me speak to Trudy first. I don’t want anything tipping her off.”

      Dolores frowned. “Tipping her off? What exactly are you implying?”

      “Just let me talk to her first,” continued the chief, his voice taking on a softer tone.

      I looked between the two of them—both very stubborn, both alphas in their own way.

      “What are those groceries doing here? Are those from Gilbert’s store?” Beverly pointed to the red basket I’d left on the stainless-steel counter. Come to think of it, not smart. Now my fresh groceries would stink of formaldehyde and death. Not exactly the sexy dinner I had planned for later with Marcus, and the naked dessert afterward.

      Why hadn’t I left the basket at my aunts’ house? “Uh… yes,” I said, feeling a rush of heat from my neck to my face in humiliation. “Just some stuff I needed for dinner tonight.”

      “You’re cooking dinner? You?” Dolores was staring at me like I’d just said the Earth was flat and to be careful as we might slide off. “Do you even know how to cook?”

      I straightened my back. “I can make a mean grilled cheese.”

      Dolores was still eyeing me like I’d lost my mind, but the smoldering look in Marcus’s eye and that smile he gave me had my nether regions rejoicing. Yeah, I was going to make all kinds of grilled cheese tonight.

      “Grilled cheese is not dinner,” pressed Dolores. “Just like cereal is not a real breakfast.”

      “Let her be,” said Ruth, giving me an encouraging smile. “I’m sure whatever you’re cooking tonight will be a success.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t eat anything in that basket,” said Beverly. “Not after where they’ve been.”

      “Ah.” She had a point. And what a waste of good money on food, especially now that I knew Gilbert was going to deduct my pay and charge me with a five-thousand-dollar fine. I should have known better than to bring fresh food into a morgue.

      Still, Marcus was eyeing me with a grin that bordered on feverish. It was full of desire and hunger, like the beast in him was hungry. And I was its buffet.

      My heart was pounding as I pulled my eyes away from him before my face betrayed me, and crossed my legs.

      “Enough with the sidetracking,” exclaimed Dolores. “Let’s all focus on why we are here. Ruth?”

      “Yes. I’m on it,” announced Ruth as she folded up the sleeves of her beige blouse, a resolute expression on her brow. “Everyone, get back!”

      Eyes wide, she yanked her hand from her brown leather satchel and pulled out a small container the size of a spice jar. She popped the top, dumped some orange-colored powder in her hand, and then flung it in the air.

      I jerked as a boom blasted and echoed around the morgue like the crack of a rifle. And then the powder fell, sprinkling the body with a shower of orange dust.

      “Show me the path I cannot find,” chanted Ruth, her voice bright and musical. “Let magic reveal what can’t be seen and restore what was left behind.”

      Power surged around me, and I held my breath as I felt my aunts tap into their wills. The outpouring of energy from their auras united, chimed, and resonated.

      It was fantastic. And with my own magic restored, it was exuberating.

      I felt the magic gathering at once. The air hummed with a buzz of energy as the power of the elements soared through the morgue. The lights flickered as a gust of wind whipped around and then settled.

      With a sudden burst of energy, two things happened. First, a blast of blinding light flashed as energy rushed through the room. Second, Ruth’s orange dust burned from rust to black.

      I looked at Ruth’s face. A frown pulled her brows tightly together.

      “Not what you were expecting?” I asked her, my eyes returning to the black dust covering Arlo’s body. The black dust glimmered and disappeared entirely as though absorbed through the dead shifter’s skin. “So, what were you expecting?” I tried again. “Is this a curse or a hex? Why did your dust turn black?”

      Ruth cast a glance in her sisters’ direction, and they all exchanged a long look. I knew them well enough to understand that whenever they kept silent, it was because the information was delicate. This was bad.

      “Ruth?” I pressed, knowing this was one of Ruth’s magic dust scanners for residual magic. I knew it could pinpoint what type of magic had been used and tell us if we were dealing with a hex or a dark curse.

      Ruth placed her hands on her hips, leaving a long smear of orange dust on her beige blouse. “It has all the elements of a magical undertaking,” she said.

      “Okay, so what do you think it is, then? Hex or curse?” I asked, watching as the dust on her blouse peeled off and began to float around her waist in a circular motion like a Hula-Hoop.

      “Hmmm.” Ruth began to shift from foot to foot, folding the hem of her blouse, which was something she did when she was nervous.

      “What are you not telling us?” asked Marcus, tension pulling his wide shoulders. “What does this mean?”

      Ruth’s face wrinkled in a frown as she looked from me to Marcus. “I’m not getting any feedback.”

      It was my time to frown. “Feedback?”

      “She means there’s no residual magic,” answered Dolores, her face a dark cast. Then, at my apparent confused expression, she added, “Usually, when we’re dealing with curses, spells, or even hexes, they leave traces of residual magic. We’d get some sort of imprint of whatever magical enchantment was used. Something.”

      I looked over the body. “And you’re saying you’re not getting anything from Arlo?”

      Ruth shook her head. “Nothing.”

      I realized I wasn’t getting any magical vibes anymore, either, not since I’d returned from telling my aunts about Arlo, as though all traces of whatever magical infliction had killed Arlo were gone. “But there was something,” I said, remembering the cold feeling. “I felt it before. Just before he died. They’re hiding it. Is this because whoever spelled him didn’t want it traced back to them?”

      Dolores nodded. “Yes. Whatever magical affliction was used left a concealing spell that counters Ruth’s revealing spell. Unfortunately, we can’t tell who did it.”

      “But you know what this is. Right?” I asked.

      “Yes. Yes, we do.” Beverly’s green eyes shone with fear as she glanced at her sisters.

      “Are we dealing with White or Dark magic?” I tried again.

      Beverly shook her head. “It’s not White magic.”

      “Or Dark magic,” added Ruth, looking grim.

      Again, my aunts exchanged a glance, loaded with silence and swayed by deep feelings.

      I spread out my hands. “If it’s not a curse or a hex from White or Dark magic… what is it?” It wasn’t a secret. I was still a rookie with all things magical. I had no idea what this was, but they absolutely did by the concerned and worrisome shared looks my aunts were throwing around.

      “It’s much worse,” answered my tall aunt.

      I glanced over at Marcus, whose face looked just about as confused as mine.

      I swallowed. “Much worse?”

      Dolores’s gaze flicked to Arlo’s body under a lowered brow. “The worst thing imaginable,” she said, her voice hard with warning and fear.

      Every hair on my neck stood up. “What could be worse than a spell that drove an innocent person to kill himself?” I asked. “What the hell killed Arlo?”

      Dolores met my eyes, her face tight with worry, and said, “Black magic. This is a Black magic curse.”
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      I stared at the fresh groceries, now morgue-contaminated, that I’d fished out from my shopping basket, and settled on Davenport House’s kitchen island. It didn’t look like I would be cooking dinner anytime soon. Not until we figured out how and why Arlo Miller had been cursed with Black magic.

      I’d stolen a kiss from Marcus before he’d left to speak to Arlo’s wife, Trudy. I’d felt the stiffness in his shoulders and seen the tightness in his expression. I knew he wasn’t looking forward to that conversation. He didn’t say it, but I could tell Arlo’s death affected him, and I watched him go, with a heavy heart. Part of me wanted to stop him, but I knew I couldn’t. This was part of his job. Someone had just died in his town. He had a responsibility to everyone in Hollow Cove to make sure the town was safe, find out who had done this to Arlo, and stop them before they did it to anyone else. So the logical next step was to speak with Arlo’s wife.

      “I’ll take these for my compost in the garden,” Ruth said as she grabbed the tomatoes, mushrooms, onions, lettuce, garlic, and green peppers from me. “I’ll put those in the recycling bin outside for you too.” She took the cardboard pasta boxes and then disappeared through the kitchen’s back door, Hildo running after her with his tail high up in the air.

      “Don’t look so disappointed, darling,” said my Aunt Beverly as she squeezed my arm and passed by me on her way to the coffee machine. “Trust me. You cooking? You just saved yourself a lot of humiliation. Possibly a dry spell in the bedroom. No red-blooded female wants that.”

      I wrinkled my face. “Does everyone here think I can’t cook?” I really couldn’t, but hearing it out loud was starting to get annoying.

      “Yes.” Dolores walked into the kitchen, a bundle of books in her arms, and dropped them on the dining room table with a loud thump. “Now. Let’s get you involved with something you actually have a talent for.” She met my eyes. “Magic.”

      I pushed away from the island and joined her at the table. “What are all these books?”

      Dolores sighed. “Everything I could find on Black magic, which isn’t much.”

      “Why’s that?” I asked as Beverly came to stand next to me.

      Dolores swung her long, gray braid to her back. “Well, for one thing, Black magic is dirty magic.”

      “Dirty magic? Do I need parental consent?” I laughed. They didn’t.

      “Black magic is a destructive form of magic.” Dolores watched me with a stern, intense gaze. “It’s also very addictive.”

      “Like heroin,” commented Beverly, her expression serious.

      I raised my brows. “Sounds awful.”

      Dolores leaned a hand on the table. “It’s chaotic, unpredictable, and extremely volatile. Its use by the magical practitioner usually results in an alteration of the individual. It corrupts them.”

      “Yikes.” I realized I needed to brush up on my reading. I should know this stuff.

      “You see,” continued my aunt, “White witches use the power of the elements to draw their power. Dark witches rely on the help of demons by borrowing their magic, but not necessarily for evil. Whereas Black magic is always malevolent and has a penchant for poisons and death and animation of objects.”

      I laughed. “Like voodoo dolls and zombies?”

      Dolores cocked her head. “In a way. But it’s more than that. You can’t do Black magic without death. Without first taking away life. It’s where it draws its power. From life. By drawing life from living beings, utterly destroying them in the process. It requires but a little sacrifice. A mouse, a butterfly, some flowers, to fuel the magic.”

      I raised a brow; unease gnawed in my belly. “Sounds like necromancers.”

      “But necromancers deal with the raising of the dead, where they can pilot the dead to do their bidding. They rarely use spells and curses. Whereas Black magic does.”

      “Okay, I kinda see a difference. No. I don’t see a difference.”

      Dolores pinched her lips in thought. “Black magic is rough and crude, without direction or finesse. Even necromancy has direction and focus. But the magical practitioner will usually dabble in Black magic because they think it’s easy and fast. Well, they always get it wrong and end up cursing themselves.”

      “Damn.”

      “That’s what happened to Duckie Cobbledick,” said Ruth as she closed the kitchen’s back door. Hildo dashed between her legs and ran into the kitchen. “He used Black magic to create a curse called blackbark to get back at his wife for cheating on him with his best friend.” She walked over to the table, her hands and feet covered in black earth. “The curse was supposed to make the victim’s skin look like tree bark. For the rest of her life, she’d have bark-like skin. She was beautiful, see?”

      I shook my head, disgusted at what this man would do to his wife. There were always two sides to the story. “Did he do that to his wife? What happened?”

      Ruth shrugged and said, “He became a tree.” Her eyes widened. “You can still see him. That great big oak on the corner of Charms Avenue? That’s our Duckie.”

      “Not the brightest bulb in the chandelier,” meowed Hildo as he sat on the kitchen counter and proceeded to wash.

      I tried hard not to laugh. “Well, serves him right.”

      “Yes.” Beverly was eyeing Ruth’s toes like they were some contagious disease. Like if Ruth got too close, she’d catch it.

      “There’s no such thing as quick and easy magic.” Dolores pulled out a chair and sat. Her reading glasses rested on her nose. “We need to identify what Black magic curse this is.” She looked up from a hefty navy tome with yellow pages. “Ruth. You still got a sample of Arlo’s blood?”

      Ruth tapped her cross-body brown canvas hobo bag. “Yup. I’ll start on a revealing potion. It’ll take a few hours, maybe a day or so, to figure out what elements were used. Then we’ll know what kind of Black magic curse it is.”

      I frowned at Ruth. “But I thought you said it had some sort of concealment?”

      Ruth nodded. “Yes, that’s right. It’ll take longer, but with Arlo’s blood and some of our own spells, we should be able to crack that sucker,” she added with a smile.

      “So, in the meantime, we’ve got books,” said Dolores, moving her hands lovingly over the tomes, a dreamy expression in her eyes. “All you need in life are books.”

      Beverly snorted. “All you need in life are wine and orgasms.” She met my eye and winked my way, like I was supposed to agree. Well, she wasn’t wrong.

      “If you need me,” said Ruth, as she moved away from the table, “I’ll be in my potions room.” And with that, my cute aunt disappeared through a doorway right off the kitchen.

      Beverly pulled out a chair and sat, her hands wrapped around a coffee mug. “Should we alert the town?”

      Following my aunts’ example, I sat at the table. “Martha saw it happening. So it’s probably all over town by now.” I cringed inwardly at the thought that the witch probably told her entourage it was a demon possession.

      “I meant officially.” Beverly took a sip of coffee and said, “Let them know if they should stay inside their homes until we figure this out. We might have a madman or madwoman on the loose.”

      “Or it could be some sort of revenge killing,” I added, thinking of Arlo’s wife, Trudy, and what Marcus had said.

      Dolores pressed her lips tight. “I’ll contact Gilbert as soon as we have more to go on.” A flicker of anger surged through me at the memory of the town mayor locking his store to keep people out, at the first sign of danger. That cowardly bastard.

      “Right now,” commented Dolores, “Arlo might be the only one infected with that curse. We don’t want a mad panic on our hands. Let’s not jump to conclusions before we have real facts.”

      “True.” I sighed and grabbed a book, starting to flip through it. “What are we looking for, exactly?”

      “Anything and everything about Black magic.” Dolores looked up from her book. “Let’s go over what we know. We know Black magic killed Arlo. We know it was some sort of curse—a powerful one. It forced his hand to end his own life.”

      I watched Dolores closely. “What? I see that eyebrow twitch you get when something’s bothering you.”

      “That’s not a twitch,” mocked Beverly. “That’s the beginning of the end.” She made a twirl with her finger at her temple.

      Dolores’s brow furrowed, and a surge of irritation flashed in her eyes. “Only an egotistical maniac could conjure a Black magic curse like that. Someone who enjoys killing. But more importantly, likes to watch.”

      “All men like to watch,” muttered Beverly, a smile pulling on her full lips. And then she added with a giggle, “Sometimes I like to watch too.”

      “Umm.” I cleared my throat, my eyes back on Dolores. “Sounds horrible.”

      “It is,” replied Dolores, clenching her jaw.

      Beverly let out a dramatic sigh. “This feels so surreal, like I’m stuck in a dream. But I know it can’t be. No naked men are dancing around me, feeding me grapes and wine.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from smiling. “Do you think they were there? Watching as he killed himself?” I racked my brain for a few seconds, trying to remember anyone around Arlo who looked suspicious. But all I remembered was how he struggled internally and then killed himself. Everything else was a blur.

      “I wouldn’t put it past them,” answered Dolores, looking grim.

      Beverly made an irritated sound in her throat. “This is bad for the town.”

      “Indeed.” Dolores was silent for a moment. “Until we know for sure, until Ruth’s finished with her tests, we won’t know if Arlo was specifically targeted, or if more people will get cursed.”

      “Which reminds me.” I pulled my phone out of my pocket. “I have to warn Iris. She’s probably still with Ronin. They have to know what’s going on.” I texted her quickly, trying to make as few spelling mistakes as possible. When I was done, I put my phone on the table. “You think someone did this to Arlo?” I asked, thinking of the story Ruth had just told me. “You think Marcus is right, and it could be his wife?”

      A boom came from the potions room, followed by a roll of red dust. The walls in the house shook like a bomb had blasted in the dining room.

      “I’m fine!” Ruth hollered from the potions room. “Totally fine! No worries.”

      Dolores pulled her eyes away from the potions room and settled them on me. “Could be. But as far as I know, Trudy lacks the necessary skill for such a curse. First of all, she’s not a witch, but that doesn’t mean she couldn’t hire someone. We all know there are just as many bad witches as good ones.”

      Beverly leaned her elbows on the table, her pretty face agonized. “You think Trudy hired someone to kill her husband? No. I don’t believe it. She can’t even wear the right shade of lipstick. How could she be capable of that?”

      Dolores shrugged. “You never know what truly goes on behind closed doors, even if you think you know a person well. You don’t. We can’t rule out anything until we figure out who did this and what exact Black magic curse we’re dealing with.”

      I watched my aunts. “So it could also be that someone wanted him dead. Not necessarily his wife.”

      “Yes.” Dolores flipped the pages of her book.

      I leaned forward. “If I understand correctly, Black magic is dangerous, addictive, and only the truly skilled can manipulate it. Right? So, whoever wanted Arlo dead, why did they go through all the trouble of working something so dangerous when they could have just used a regular killing curse? Why take the time to create and manipulate a Black magic curse?”

      Dolores’s jaw clenched, and a brief flash of concern crossed her face. “That’s why this worries me. You don’t just decide to employ Black magic when you’re angry at your spouse or your boss. You reach for the easier option. A White magic hex or a Dark magic curse. The very notion that we’re dealing with Black magic is particularly troubling.”

      I thought of Marcus, and my stomach knotted. What if this madman was at the Millers’? I grabbed my phone, swiped the screen, and then put it back. Then, after two seconds, I grabbed my phone again, swiped the screen, and then still thought better, and placed it back on the table.

      “Worried about Marcus?” Beverly guessed. “Don’t be. He knows to be careful. It’s not like he’s going there blind. He’s prepared.”

      I exhaled, the muscles of my stomach contracting. “I know.”

      “He can take care of himself. He’s a big boy,” comforted my aunt with a smile.

      I frowned at the insinuation in her tone. I knew precisely which big boy she was referring to. And she wasn’t wrong.

      I leaned back into my chair, eyeing Beverly’s coffee as I contemplated getting some. “Thank the cauldron no one else died. Maybe Arlo was the only one.” I knew that was a long shot. With our history, our troubles never only came in ones.

      Dolores traced her finger along a paragraph in her book. “If we’re lucky, yes. Sad, though, for Arlo.”

      I watched Dolores’s eyes travel over the page. “Have you ever dealt with Black magic before? Or know anyone who has, apart from Duckie?”

      “If you’re asking if we’ve ever dealt with a Black magic curse of this level?” asked Dolores. “Then the answer is no.”

      A thought occurred to me. I sat straighter in my chair. “What about a cure or a counter-curse? I don’t know anything about Black magic, but it feels more physical to me. And if they’re somewhat like traditional curses, we could find a counter-curse. Right?” It made sense. Curses had counter-curses. Or so I hoped.

      Dolores looked over at Beverly before answering. “Logically, yes. Black magic curses are subject to counter-curses.”

      “That’s good. Right?” I asked. “So, why don’t you look excited about that?”

      Dolores pulled her reading glasses from her nose. “Because a Black magic cure or counter-curse would be just as dangerous. You must manipulate a potentially deadly Black magic curse to create a counter-curse.”

      “Of course you do.” I sighed, rubbing my temples. “But it’s still an option. It’s still possible.”

      “Anything’s possible, darling,” said Beverly. “Just look at Dolores’s eyebrows. You can’t make that stuff up.”

      Dolores glared at Beverly. “Until we know what we’re dealing with, we can’t make a counter-curse. Not yet. Not until we run more tests.”

      Beverly reached into her purse on the table and pulled out her compact. She smiled at her reflection and puckered her lips like she was about to kiss one of her dates. “I think I’ll wear my green dress tonight.”

      “Tonight?” I stared at my aunt. “You’re going on a date tonight? When we know someone is out there throwing Black magic curses around? You sure about that?” I knew my aunt was a horny creature, but sometimes you just needed to cross your legs.

      Beverly flashed me a smile. “Are you kidding? Bernard McGee is taking me out. We used to be high school sweethearts back in the day.”

      “When corsets were in fashion,” sneered Dolores.

      “I’ve been waiting for him to dump that bimbo for three years.” Beverly clamped her compact shut. “I’m not letting something like a Black magic curse stop me from my date tonight.”

      “Okay then.” Not sure how I was supposed to answer that.

      We sat for a moment in silence, broken only by the sounds of pots hitting pots and occasional Ruth mumblings coming from the potions room. Hildo was curled into a ball on the counter, his paws and whiskers twitching as he dreamed.

      I tapped my chin thoughtfully with my finger. “I’ll ask my father if he’s ever had to deal with Black magic. You never know. He could have some useful information.” I hadn’t seen my father for more than a week now. The last time was at my mother’s house. I had yet to test my basement-door-portal-to-the-Netherworld at Davenport Cottage, and this was a great excuse to try it.

      Dolores nodded. “Yes. I think that’s a great idea.”

      The doorbell sounded throughout Davenport House.

      “I’ll get it.” I pushed my chair back and hurried to answer it. Even though I had my own home right outside in the backyard, I still found that I spent most of my waking and working hours in my aunts’ house.

      I pulled open the door, thinking it was probably Martha or another panicked Hollow Cove citizen who needed comforting. If it was Gilbert, I’d slam the door in the shifter’s face.

      “Marcus?” I said, surprised, and I let out a breath of relief at the sight of him. Gorgeous. Healthy. Not yellow-eyed or crazed by some Black magic curse, that I could see. He hadn’t been gone that long, and already he was back. “Did you find Arlo’s wife?” I asked the chief.

      He stood on the porch, his face and stance stiff with tension. The apprehension in his posture showed that he was afraid. Afraid? Afraid of what?

      My heart leaped into my throat, nearly choking me. “What’s the matter?” I started forward.

      “Don’t,” warned Marcus, and I froze at the alarm in his voice. He raised his hand. “Don’t come near me. Stay where you are.” I watched in horror as he took two steps back and stepped down onto the first step.

      “Marcus? What’s going on?” Dolores came rushing down the hallway with Beverly at her side. “Did you find Trudy?” she asked as she stood in the doorway.

      “I did,” he said, his gray eyes filled with tension. “She’s dead.”

      Well, crap.
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      I was running.

      Okay, more like speed walking. We all knew my legs weren’t built for that kind of excursion. They were more get-to-places-at-a-leisurely-pace types of appendages.

      “Why are we marching like single ladies after a rich bachelor?” Ronin eyed me with a smile as he strode next to me.

      “Gilbert called an emergency town meeting,” I told him, just as the town lampposts buzzed and a soft yellow glow emitted from them. “Pretty sure it has something to do with Arlo’s death. And now his wife’s.”

      I felt a pang in my chest at the memory of the fear and anguish on Marcus’s face when he told me to step away from him, like he was contagious, as though getting closer to him would cause my untimely death. It about broke my heart right there and then. The idea of not being able to touch the man I loved was scarier than facing some Black magic curse.

      But black curses weren’t contagious. Right?

      “How did she die?” asked the half-vampire, strolling effortlessly. He could have been gliding. It was hard to tell.

      “Kitchen knife to the throat.”

      “Damn,” muttered Ronin.

      “We don’t know if Arlo did it, or maybe Trudy did it to herself.” Even though Marcus had found her dead in her own home, he was convinced she was afflicted by the same curse that had killed her husband.

      Ronin whistled. “Fuck me. What the hell is going on here?”

      “Good question,” I panted, feeling a cramp in my left side.

      “Has Ruth discovered anything yet?” Iris asked, slightly out of breath from marching next to Ronin.

      We passed Charms Avenue and took a left. “Not yet,” I told her. “She’s been working on it all day. Hasn’t even taken a break. Not even to eat dinner, and she’s still working on it.”

      “What does she have to work with?” asked Iris.

      “Arlo’s blood. She thinks she can figure out what kind of Black magic curse was responsible by using it.”

      “Poor bastard,” said Ronin with a hint of sadness. “I liked Arlo. He was a decent dude.”

      I looked at Ronin. “You knew him?”

      “He helped me build my real estate portfolio here in Hollow Cove and some properties in Cape Elizabeth.”

      The sound of voices came from behind me, and I turned my head to see groups of paranormals pouring into the streets, their expressions irritated but still somewhat relaxed. I knew that wouldn’t last long. They had no idea what was coming.

      When we reached the Hollow Cove Community Center, it was packed with about two hundred bustling paranormal residents. It looked like most of the town had jammed in. The majority stood along the back and side walls because there weren’t enough chairs for everyone, including us.

      The air smelled of sweat and too many bodies in a too-small space. I cast my gaze around. Annoyance was the winning emotion on the faces of all the townspeople, like Gilbert had disrupted their dinner on purpose for another of his lesser town announcements.

      I spotted my Aunt Dolores, Beverly, and my mother seated in the first row. Their expressions were hard and tightly controlled. Beverly kept flipping her hair back, her posture filled with nervous energy, while Mother’s eyes were locked on the exits, a tense look on her face like she was ready to bolt.

      Dolores was eyeing the front of the room. I followed her gaze. Gilbert sat behind a long metal table, with Martha on his left. Marcus, who usually sat at the desk with them, stood behind them, his back resting on the wall with his arms crossed over his ample chest.

      I felt eyes on me. Marcus was watching me from across the room. His expression was unreadable, but even from a distance, I could read the tension in his broad shoulders, muscles pulling in his neck, and the slight clenching and unclenching of his jaw.

      My heart sped up, and I had to strain to keep from shifting in my seat. A rush of emotions ran through me at the thought of Marcus getting cursed.

      I felt foolish thinking of that ring I’d found in his pocket. Let’s be honest. Obsessing about it, really. But it seemed unimportant compared to what was happening now—the loss of two people.

      Here we had two townspeople dead, from some unknown Black magic curse, and I was still thinking about a ring.

      Was I a horrible person? Who knew. Was I horribly unstable? Possibly.

      “There’re no more places to sit,” said Iris, looking around. My thoughts were scattered.

      Movement caught my eye. Dolores was standing, waving her hand at us and beckoning us to come to her. “Over there. Dolores saved us some seats,” I told them as I made my way to the front of the room, where Dolores and Beverly were sitting with my mother.

      “Quiet, everyone! I said quiet!” Gilbert slammed his gavel on the desk and glowered at the crowd, his face an ugly shade of burgundy.

      I took the seat next to Beverly. Iris and Ronin grabbed the ones to my right.

      Dolores leaned over. “I was beginning to think you weren’t going to show up.”

      I frowned at her accusing tone. “I wanted to make sure Ruth had everything she needed before I left.”

      “Of course she had everything she needed. I made sure of it.” Dolores crossed her arms over her chest, her attention back on Gilbert.

      “Don’t mind her,” said Beverly, smoothing out the wrinkles on her dress around her thighs. “She’s been a grumpy old woman since the day she was born.”

      “I heard that,” growled Dolores, though she kept her eyes trained forward.

      “Tessa, fix your hair,” scolded my mother. Annoyance worked her face at the sight of me. “Brushing is free, you know.”

      “So is civility,” I told her and pulled the elastic of my ponytail tighter.

      I cast a gaze in my mother’s direction. We had the same high cheekbones, full lips, and dark eyes. Her luscious mane of brown, graying hair brushed up against her shoulders. She looked different. Her face had lost its usual frown, replaced with a relatively tranquil and contented expression. I wasn’t sure I liked this new her. It seemed as though married life was good to her, though, and I was happy for her, really.

      I sighed and tried to get as comfortable as possible on a hard plastic chair, but I could already feel an ache forming in my butt. I caught Beverly’s eye. “What happened to your date with Bernard?”

      Beverly let out a disappointed sigh. “He’s dead.”

      I blinked. “Wait. What happened?”

      My aunt shrugged. “I drove to his house to give him a piece of my mind when he wasn’t answering his phone. No one ghosts Beverly Davenport.” She said it like a household name as though she was a famous Hollywood star. “Well, I found him lying next to his car in his garage. He’d ransacked it. Completely destroyed everything in there. Covered in blood. His blood. Blood everywhere. He’d been dead a long time. There was nothing I could do.”

      My fear redoubled. “You sure this was the Black magic curse? I mean, maybe he was attacked?” Yeah, probably not.

      Beverly crossed her arms over her chest, her back stiff, and her green eyes angry. “I’m not just a gorgeous female with the best rack in town, you know. I’m perfectly capable of determining that it was the same curse. Besides,” she added with a shrug, “his eyes were yellow.”

      Damn. Three dead? My mind started whirling. What was the connection between the Millers and Bernard? Did they know each other? Did Arlo have business with Bernard? And then the obvious questions, why were they killed by this Black magic curse? Who wanted them dead?

      “Does Marcus know?” I asked. The chief’s gray eyes were on me when I cast my gaze in his direction. His face was carefully blank of expression... but his eyes. He couldn’t hide his eyes. And I could see the turmoil behind them, the fear, the pain. And then he looked away. I felt like my insides were being pulled through a strainer.

      “Yes, I called him,” answered Beverly, her voice nearly drowned out by all the commotion in the room. “I wasn’t about to go near the body. He and his deputies came to take Bernard away.” She let out a puff of air. “I was really looking forward to that date. I even shaved my legs.”

      Gilbert jumped down from his chair. “I will have order!” he yelled, smashing his gavel like he was trying to use it as a hammer. Fury wrapped his face into an ugly, sweaty grimace.

      I leaned back against my plastic chair. “Well. This will be entertaining.”

      “Agreed. Here.” Ronin drew a stainless-steel flask from inside his jacket. “To help with your nerves.”

      “I’m not nervous.”

      The half-vampire raised a brow. “Drink the damn scotch.”

      Iris let out a small laugh as I grabbed the flask. “Okay, you got me.” I took a sip, and a delicious, smooth warmth wrapped around my throat. “Good stuff.”

      Ronin took the flask. “I know. I’m all about the good stuff.” The half-vampire tipped his head back, took a drink, and then handed it to Iris.

      “Maybe they’ve discovered something,” offered Iris, giving Ronin back the flask. “Maybe it’s not what we think.”

      “We’ll see,” I said, though if anyone had discovered something, I’d be one of those who would know about it.

      I leaned forward until I caught my mother’s eye. “What does my father think? Did you speak to him?” Discussing Black magic with my demon father was on my list of things to do. I just hadn’t had the chance to talk with him. I was sure if we had Black magic curses on this side of our world, there were some in the Netherworld. And I was going to pick his brain about that.

      My mother looked at me, her dark eyes worried. “He’s at a demon convention and won’t be back until tomorrow night.”

      I felt my eyebrows rise. “Demon convention? That’s a real thing?”

      “I think we should have all stayed home,” continued my mother as though I hadn’t spoken. “All these people gathered in such a small space is not a good idea.”

      A jolt of fear went through me. I thought my mother might be right. “Maybe we should have had the meeting as a video conference.”

      Dolores whirled on me. “Don’t be ridiculous. This kind of news must be delivered in person. We are Davenport witches, not cowards. As Merlins, this is part of our responsibility. To have the courage to give bad news.”

      Gilbert slammed his gavel again, making me flinch as the sound echoed around us. “If you don’t settle down, I’ll increase your taxes by twenty percent!”

      He would. He totally would.

      A rumble of irritation ran through the crowd of paranormals, and with a final round of snickering, all fell silent.

      Gilbert pulled down his jacket. “Excellent,” he said, panting. “This meeting is now in session.” He placed the gavel on the desk and sat down. He interlaced his fingers on the desk and looked at my Aunts Dolores and Beverly before he continued. “We’ve called this emergency meeting to make you aware of a complicated situation.”

      A short man from the last row stood up, his black beard as thick as his hair. “Is this because of the height of my fence again? Like I told you, it’s not over seven feet.”

      A woman a few rows before him jumped to her feet. “That fence is an eyesore. Might as well have built a cement wall, it’s so ugly.”

      The bearded man narrowed his eyes. “Mind your own business, Victoria.”

      Victoria’s eyes rounded. “It is my business. I’m across the street from you and that prison you call a house.”

      “Exactly,” said the bearded man. “This is my property. Not yours.”

      Gilbert slammed his gavel. “Enough! We’re not here to discuss the height of your fence or your hedges. Both of you sit down, or I’ll have you escorted out. You’ll have your chance to speak at the open forum.”

      Victoria threw a venomous look at the bearded man before they both sat.

      Gilbert cleared his throat. “Something’s happened to three people in town. Something… dreadful. Chief?”

      Marcus pushed off the wall and walked over to the front. Everyone in the room snapped their attention to the wereape. His strength, his power, his commanding presence, and the air of dominance pressed down on me and everyone, as though just his presence told everyone to submit or else—true alpha.

      I couldn’t help but notice how he kept a good ten feet away from Gilbert and Martha. I also noticed that Cameron and Scarlett were missing.

      “Three people have died in the last ten hours,” said the chief, his voice strong and resonating around the room. Arlo and Trudy Miller and Bernard McGee.”

      A general murmur of shock and agitation issued from the gathered townspeople in the community center.

      A woman with more wrinkles than hair raised her hand and spoke: “How did they die? Was there an accident? I’m not aware of any accidents.”

      A muscle twitched in Marcus’s jaw. His eyes cast over toward my aunts before he replied. “They were not accidental.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” someone I couldn’t see shouted from the back.

      A large vein throbbed on Marcus’s neck. “It means exactly what I just said. Their deaths weren’t accidental.”

      “You mean they were murdered!” a young man cried from across the front row in the other direction from us.

      When Marcus didn’t answer, a harmony of whispers of shock and distress echoed from the gathered townspeople.

      A werewolf man I recognized as one of the parents whose son was murdered by the Guild of Dark wizards slowly stood up. He crossed his beefy arms over his chest. “Murdered or not, can you tell us how they died? I think we deserve to know.”

      “Yeah!” shouted a man sitting next to him.

      “Tell us. We have the right to know,” agreed a woman with red hair, in the row behind them.

      Marcus nodded. “Yes. You’re right. You do have the right. They went mad. And they either killed each other or killed themselves.”

      Another round of disbelief reverberated from the gathered townspeople in the community center.

      “That doesn’t make sense,” said the same red-haired woman.

      The chief cast a gaze in Dolores’s direction. “Dolores, if you will?”

      My tall aunt stood up and faced the room. “They died of what we believe to be the result of a Black magic curse.”

      The same thick werewolf shook his head, his bushy eyebrows coming together in the middle. “What’s that supposed to mean? I don’t speak witch.”

      A flash of irritation swept through me at his condescending tone. “Give it here,” I told Ronin. I grabbed his flask and took another sip.

      Dolores gave the werewolf a pointed stare. Her look was enough to wither roses. “Have IQs dropped since the last time I addressed the town? I said they died from a curse. A Black magic curse. They became irrational and crazy, lashing out in a frenzy of madness before killing themselves or others.”

      “And?” said the same werewolf, clearly not getting it. “So what? What’s it got to do with us?”

      “Well, for one thing,” answered Dolores. “We don’t know who’s doing this.”

      The werewolf shrugged. “Isn’t that your job? To find these witches? Your kin?”

      Annoyance crossed Dolores’s face. But before she could answer, a head of white hair appeared at the back of the room. The paranormals parted around the person, like a stone in a stream, clearly not wanting to be touched. And when I saw her, I knew why.

      Ruth’s hair had fallen around her shoulders, her face was blotchy and sweaty, and she still had on her pink kitchen gloves. Barefoot, she shuffled up to Dolores and Beverly and whispered something to them. My mother watched, but she didn’t seem one bit put off that she wasn’t included in the conversation. I was.

      I sat straighter, sharing a look with Iris, who seemed just as distraught as I was. “What’s going on?”

      Ruth turned around and gave me a sad smile. “Nothing good, I’m afraid.”

      Fear wrapped its hands around my throat at the distress I saw on my cute aunt’s face. I wanted to ask her more questions, but then she rose to the tips of her toes and whispered in Dolores’s ear as Dolores kept getting paler and paler.

      “What’s going on here?” someone shouted from the back of the room.

      “What are you not telling us?” cried another voice.

      Dolores waited for a moment of silence. “It seems,” she said loudly and slowly, as though speaking to a child. Her dark eyes swept across the room. “The Black magic curse… might have contagious properties.”

      “It’s contagious!” a woman cried.

      Screams and shouts blared through the room just as half of the gathered people jumped out of their seats and headed for the exit.

      “I said might. Might have,” shouted Dolores, though no one heard her.

      “I knew this was going to be exciting,” said Ronin, leaning back in his chair and tossing his flask to his lips.

      My eyes went to Marcus. I felt out of breath just sitting here, which was why he was keeping his distance. He’d sensed something about the curse being contagious, but he couldn’t be infected. Could he?

      “Wait! Order! Order!” Gilbert shouted, slamming his gavel. “Everyone, calm down. There’s no need to panic. When we panic, people get hurt.”

      “That’s easy for him to say,” I growled, remembering how he’d protected himself at the expense of everyone else. I watched as the majority stopped and listened while a dozen paranormals fled through the exit.

      A man in his fifties with a large gut stepped forward. “How can we calm down? You just said a magical contagion curse is killing people in this town.”

      Gilbert gave the man a pointed look. “Dolores said that, not me.”

      Dolores cast him a glare, her lips moving in what I could tell was, “Coward.”

      “What are the Merlins doing about it?” a woman with a toddler in her arms called out.

      Beverly raised her hands. “We are working around the clock to find a counter-course.”

      “But in the meantime…” Dolores met Marcus’s gaze, and she gave a single nod. I had no idea what she was saying, but Marcus seemed to know exactly what she meant as he lifted his hands.

      “Everyone, quiet,” commanded the chief. And to my surprise—well, not really—the crowd settled down. “Listen up. If you or a family member is feeling off, not like yourself, you need to stay home and isolate yourself. After much debate with the town councilors and the Merlin Group, we have voted.” He swallowed and waited to get everyone’s attention back on him again. “Until we know more about the Black magic curse, the town is quarantined,” said the chief. “No one leaves, and no one gets in.”
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      I woke the next morning to a pounding headache like I had the hangover of the year, though I’d barely had much of Ronin’s scotch.

      I knew this wasn’t because of the alcohol but more a result of barely sleeping and too much thinking.

      It was the first time I had slept alone since Marcus moved into Davenport Cottage, which was more tossing and turning than actual sleeping. It had occurred to me how attached I’d become, how I expected to find him in my bed with me, waking up to his glorious, naked body. It was my one rule. If Marcus was in bed, he had to be naked.

      But in all seriousness, even though my dinner plans had evaporated, that didn’t mean I couldn’t spend some alone time with my chief. There was always takeout.

      And with that in mind, I had run up to him last night once the meeting was over, hoping we’d get some alone time. But I’d been severely disappointed.

      “I thought we could order in tonight,” I told him as I neared. “Ethereal Delights. I know how much you like their steak.”

      The chief had taken a few steps back, a warning in his posture. “Don’t.”

      I stopped, though I didn’t think it was necessary. “Your eyes are fine. You’re not infected with the curse. Besides, Dolores said might. It might not be contagious at all. You’re not showing any signs of that Black magic curse. If you had it, you would have been infected by now.”

      “We don’t know that. Not yet.” He’d looked at me with remorse and longing. “I was exposed to it. I’ve been in contact with the dead. Until we know more, I’m not taking any chances. Not with your life.”

      My heart gave a little tug. “I get it. So, no dinner tonight.”

      “I’m sorry, Tessa. I can’t.” His words were clipped and his tone rough.

      The strain on his face punched me right in the middle. “You’re not coming home. Are you?”

      Marcus’s gray eyes pinned mine. “I’ll sleep at the office tonight. I have a couch. I’ll be fine.”

      I was not going to be fine. “You sure? I mean… we have a guest bedroom.” It was still weird to think that we shared a home. A good weird.

      He exhaled, and the faint wrinkles on his face deepened as if a lifetime of pain had fallen on him in this instant. “Until Ruth can tell us how it’s transmitted, I think it’s best if I stay there.”

      I knew he was right, but it didn’t mean I had to like it.

      That tormented look in his eyes kept me awake most of the night and early morning hours. He was worried about his town and worried about me.

      I’d tossed the whole ring thing. If the chief wanted to propose to me, he would have done it by now. He didn’t, even before this Black magic curse, which meant it wasn’t going to happen. Maybe I’d imagined the whole thing.

      Or maybe he’d changed his mind.

      Well, there was no point in staying in bed alone staring at the ceiling. I swung my legs off the edge and jumped into the shower. Once I finished brushing my teeth and putting on my clothes, I made my way downstairs.

      I pushed out the front door, walked about forty feet across the lawn, and pushed Davenport House’s back door open.

      “I need coffee,” I announced as I waltzed into the kitchen and made a beeline for the coffee machine.

      Beverly looked up from her coffee mug and gave me a knowing smile. “Someone’s grumpy.”

      “I’m not. I just need my dose of caffeine.”

      Beverly curled a strand of blonde hair behind her ear. “That’s how I get when I haven’t had sex in two days. If I don’t break out in hives, I’m like Godzilla—a sex-starved monster,” she added with a laugh.

      “Yes, we all know how you jump from victim to victim,” said Dolores, flipping through a pile of message cards. Three giant tomes and reams of papers lay before her. She looked at me and said, “What’s wrong with your coffee machine? Don’t you have coffee in your new house?”

      I caught on to her slightly annoyed tone. If I were to guess, my Aunt Dolores was jealous that house birthed me a baby version of itself. She wished it had been for her.

      I poured myself a cup of delicious-smelling brew. “Yours tastes better.” I took a sip and swallowed, leaning against the counter. “Definitely better.” Not really. I was just too lazy to make a new batch of coffee back at Davenport Cottage. Living just a few feet apart definitely had its advantages.

      “Did you speak to your mom?” inquired Beverly.

      I shook my head. “Not since last night. She said she was going to lock herself in. Stay inside until the”—I made finger quotes—“outbreak is over.” Knowing her, she was probably thrilled to stay inside, the only place where she and my demon father could be together, apart from Davenport House and Cottage.

      “How’s Marcus doing?” asked Beverly. “He seemed very tense last night.”

      “Good, I think. As well as anyone could be with what’s happening,” I told her as I moved to the kitchen table, pulled out a chair, and sat. “He set up a roadblock at Davenport Bridge, keeping everyone in and turning back those who want to enter,” I answered, recalling the text message I’d gotten from him around midnight last night.

      Me: You’re only three. Shouldn’t you call for reinforcements?

      Marcus: Can’t risk the spread of infection. Not until we know more. We should be fine.

      I looked up to the sound of feet slapping the hardwood floor. Ruth entered the kitchen, her face drawn and irritation flashing in her eyes. Hildo, her black cat familiar, was wrapped around her neck, balanced perfectly with her movements, like he was meant to be a living scarf. She was wearing the same beige blouse and skirt she had worn yesterday, and dark circles were painted below her large, blue eyes. She looked tired and old. The bun on the top of her head had come undone again, and strands of loose white hair fell around her shoulders. She looked exhausted.

      If I had to guess, I’d say she hadn’t slept at all last night after the emergency meeting, when she’d discovered that this Black magic curse “might” be contagious.

      “It’s not bacterial,” she’d told me once the Hollow Cove Community Center had cleared. “It’s viral. But not airborne or aerosolized. And I believe it can only be transmitted through direct contact.”

      It wasn’t great news, but the fact that it wasn’t a magical airborne curse seemed to have released some of the tension from my aunts.

      Thinking the curse was indeed contagious, direct contact transmission meant there had to be physical contact between an infected person and a noninfected person, like touching an infected individual, kissing, sexual contact, or any form of contact. Which meant this type of transmission required close contact with an infected individual. This is where Arlo, his wife Trudy, and Bernard came into the picture.

      Arlo and his wife lived together, explaining how they were both infected. But it didn’t explain how Bernard got it. And it didn’t explain who had cursed them and why.

      I watched as Ruth grabbed a few almonds from a jar and stuffed them in her skirt’s front pockets. Then she downed a glass of orange juice, wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, and started to walk out.

      “Ruth? Where are you off to?”

      “The morgue,” my tiny aunt answered as she stopped and looked at me. “I need more blood from the victims.”

      “For the counter-curse?” I guessed, remembering the conversation she had with my aunts last night about conjuring a counter-curse in case more townspeople got infected.

      Ruth blew a loose strand of white hair from her face. “I’ve already used up the sample I had. I… I need more. A lot more.”

      I couldn’t help but notice how she didn’t answer my question about the counter-curse. Why was that? Was Black magic that different from White or Dark? Was it that difficult to manipulate?

      Ruth looked at me. “Tessa. There’s some homemade raisin bread in the fridge if you want. I’m sorry, but I can’t make you breakfast this morning.”

      My chest contracted at the exhaustion in her voice. “God no, Ruth. I would never ask you to.” That was my Aunt Ruth, always putting the needs of others before her own.

      Ruth nodded. “Okay. Okay.”

      “Hey.” Hildo pointed a paw at me. “Don’t eat all the raisin bread. It happens to be my favorite.”

      I rolled my eyes at the cat. “Everything Ruth makes is your favorite.”

      The cat shrugged. “Just save me some, okay?”

      I smiled. “Sure thing, kitty.”

      My chest felt tight. I hated seeing my little Aunt Ruthy so tired looking. “Can I help? You know I’m a disaster with potions, but if you need any errands done”—I threw a thumb at myself—“I’m your girl.”

      Ruth’s face pulled into what I believed was her attempt to smile, but her face seemed super glued in a tired one. “Thanks, Tessa. But I have all I need.”

      “What you need is to take a break before you kill yourself,” said Dolores, her voice harsh. “You can’t help anyone if you’re dead.”

      “She’s right,” agreed Beverly. “How about you take a nap, and I’ll wake you in a few hours.”

      Ruth shook her head, wisps of her hair floating around her head. “Some of our friends might not have a few hours. This Black magic curse is a nasty beast. There’s still so much I don’t know. How long is the curse active in a body? Who is more susceptible? Who else is infected? I won’t stop until I figure it out.”

      “You think more are infected by the curse?” I asked my aunt, my thoughts going to Marcus.

      Ruth’s brows came together. “Could be. Maybe we’re all infected.”

      “Urgh. Don’t say that,” said Beverly as she wiped down her arms and thighs like the virus consisted of tiny insects crawling over her body. “I can’t have a curse. I’ve got dates planned. Who’s going to want to date me if I’m cursed?” She smiled seductively and said, “Cursed with a glorious body?”

      “I doubt anyone’s thinking of dating you right now,” commented Dolores, a skeptical look on her long face.

      Beverly shot her sister a furious look. “Everyone’s always thinking of dating me.”

      Okay.

      “Anyone that Arlo had contact with could be infected,” I said after a moment, trying to remember if he’d touched anyone in front of Gilbert’s store.

      Ruth’s tired eyes found mine. “And when you get it…”

      “You go crazy and kill someone or yourself in a fit of madness,” I answered for her. I was going to find this person or persons who were responsible. They were going to pay for this.

      “Dolores, when will you have the detection spell ready?” asked Ruth, leaning on the island for support.

      Dolores stared down at her book. “I’ll need another few hours.”

      “Good. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” Ruth walked out of the kitchen.

      I jumped up, grabbed the Volvo keys in the wicker basket on the table, and rushed into the hallway. “Ruth! Wait. The car keys?”

      “I prefer to walk,” my aunt said over her shoulder as she pulled open the front door and disappeared barefoot once again.

      I made my way back to the table and sat. “She left without her shoes.” The idea of my Aunt Ruthy walking to the morgue barefoot on dirty sidewalks and the street made me cringe.

      “Oh dear,” said Beverly. “She hasn’t done that since Mother died.” The two sisters shared a look but stayed silent.

      I gripped the keys in my hand as a considerable weight crushed my chest. Ruth was obviously under a ton of pressure. She wasn’t sleeping. She was barely eating. I had to do something. I needed to help her. I needed to take some of the stress off her.

      Beverly let out a long sigh filled with tiredness and anxiety. “I hate the idea of a quarantine, but it’s the safest approach right now.”

      “Well, quarantine or not,” said Dolores. “I’ve just heard from the New York Merlin group as well as the Merlin group in Boston. Neither have reported any cases of a Black magic curse.”

      “So far,” added Beverly.

      I glanced at them. “That’s good, no? It means it’s been contained. Right? Why don’t you look happy about that?”

      Dolores’s long face screwed up in distress. “Not necessarily. It could mean that the cursed are not showing signs yet.”

      I wrapped my hands around my hot coffee mug. “Or? I’m feeling an or here.”

      “Or,” continued Dolores, “that Arlo, his wife, or Bernard were specifically targeted.”

      Dread made the coffee in my stomach roll. “Right. Still, if they had enemies, why use a magical virus? Why not just off them with a gun, like a normal person? Not that killing anyone is normal, but you get my point.”

      Dolores shuffled the message cards like a dealer at a blackjack table. “Which is why we need you to do some legwork. Investigations.”

      I leaned forward, excited at the prospect of actually doing something productive. “Of course. Anything.”

      “While Beverly and I work on a detection spell to see who else might be cursed, we need you to go to the Millers’ and Bernard’s place.” Dolores’s face got more serious than usual, and that said something. “We need to figure out who was patient zero. Who was the Black magic curse’s first victim?”

      Beverly opened her compact. “It’s amazing that even with a tragedy such as this, I still look this good.”

      Dolores eyed her sister before continuing. “Until we figure that out, we won’t know who is responsible for this curse. And we must. If we don’t, it’ll be detrimental to this town.”

      My heart thrashed, and I leaped from my chair. “I’m on it. I’m taking the Volvo,” I said, gripping the keys tightly. “I’ll need their addresses.”

      “I’ll write them down for you.” Beverly grabbed a piece of paper and began scribbling on it.

      “Tessa.” Dolores leaned her elbows on the table. “Even if the curse isn’t airborne, and your risk of infection is very low, please be careful.”

      “I will.” My pulse thrummed with both excitement and fear.

      “Lean on your witchy instincts,” said Dolores. “If you feel something is off… you get your ass out of there.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ve got this.” I moved to the kitchen and grabbed a pair of pink gloves from one of the bottom drawers, stuffing them in my jeans pockets.

      “Here.” Beverly handed me a paper with the addresses of the victims.

      “Thanks.” I looked at both of my aunts. Seeing the worry on their faces raised my blood pressure. “I’ll be fine.”

      With a new sense of purpose, I left the kitchen, grabbed my phone and bag, and headed out the front door.

      The old Volvo station wagon sat in the driveway, basically waiting for me and begging to be driven.

      I pulled open the door, sat, and dropped my bag in the front passenger seat. I slipped the key into the ignition, and the engine rumbled.

      My mood brightened a little with my new task. I was charged with finding out who patient zero was. It could be Arlo. But then again, it could also be his wife or even Bernard.

      I grabbed my phone and entered Arlo’s address in my Google Maps app. He lived only ten minutes away. The joys of living in a small town. Everything and everyone were close by.

      But first, I had to make sure Marcus was okay.
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      I pulled open the Hollow Cove Security Agency door and walked down a hallway into a lobby. As I passed a few closed doors, the irregular sounds of the fluorescent lights hit me, and so did the smell of freshly brewed coffee.

      A desk sat at the end of the lobby, where it opened up into a larger space. Usually, an older woman with short white hair and a permanent frown etched into her face from years of use, sat there, but Grace was a no-show.

      To the right of the desk was a door. Stenciled on the window was the name MARCUS DURAND with the words CHIEF OFFICER written under it.

      The door stood ajar. I could spy part of a bookcase, but I couldn’t see if Marcus was in there or not. I made for the door, my heart pounding like a jackhammer. All I wanted was to see his face and make sure he was okay. I knew Marcus. If he’d been infected, he’d hide it. He’d tell me he was fine when he wasn’t. He was selfless like that. He didn’t want anyone worrying about him. But this was no ordinary curse.

      I’d texted him before I left, but he never answered, which was why I needed to see him in the flesh. It was such lovely, sexy flesh, so why the hell not?

      Smiling at the thought of the said sexy flesh, I pushed open the door.

      “Hey, handsome. I wanted—”

      A tall blonde, with the face of a model and the body of a fifties pinup girl, stood in Marcus’s office. She turned around from his desk at the sound of me entering.

      Panic flashed in Allison’s eyes. It was gone a second later, but I saw it.

      She clasped her hands behind her and straightened. “What are you doing here?” she said, her voice annoyingly calm and filled with self-importance, like her job meant she held the town’s fate in her hands.

      I still owed her a good ol’ ass kicking after the beating I’d received from her. Now that I had my magic back, she knew, or rather, looked like she knew it was coming.

      I flashed her my best selfie smile. “Still wearing those pencil skirts, I see. And those funky heels. What are they again? Louis the third?”

      “Louis Vuitton,” she snapped back, looking at me like I was a simpleton for not following the big-name designers. I’d rather spend my money on more sensible things, like wine and cheese, and then some more wine and cheese.

      “Right.” I tapped into my magic, feeling it pulse inside me and holding it there. My smile widened as I saw Allison inch back. As a wereape, she felt my magic like I could sense another witch’s mojo.

      Oh, it was on. She knew it. I knew it.

      I’d been so busy with my new life, with Marcus moving in, that I’d lost interest in the tall blonde. I mean, he picked me. He moved in. I was surprised she was still working here. Why the hell is she still working here?

      “Where’s Grace?” I asked, enjoying seeing her squirm a little. Might as well stretch the moment a bit. It was soooo much fun.

      Allison kept her face blank. “Marcus told her to stay home. Gave her the week off. Until he’s done with the quarantine.”

      “So why are you here? Practicing your typing skills?”

      The wereape let out a puff of frustrated air. “Someone needs to keep the office open. Answering calls and important emails. You’d know what I mean, if you ever had a real job.”

      I laughed softly. “A real job. Good to know. Where’s Marcus? I just drove by the Hollow Cove bridge, and Scarlett and Cameron told me he’d left to come here.” I knew he’d patrolled there all night, ensuring no one came in or out of our quaint town. He was probably exhausted. And I knew exactly how to remedy that. Think— tangled, sweaty, naked bodies, and you’d be right!

      Allison seemed to brighten at the idea that I didn’t know where my man was. “I can’t tell you that,” she said, smiling while still keeping a safe distance from me, like she wasn’t sure whether I was about to use her face to wipe down Marcus’s desk just yet.

      I kept my hands at my sides, wiggling my fingers as though I were about to do magic, just to see Allison stiffen. Yes, I was immature, but the wereape had beaten me. A beating trumps immaturity.

      I raised an eyebrow. “Why not? There’s no great secret here. We all know we’re under quarantine, and there’s a Black magic curse. He’s not at home,” I said, emphasizing the home part. “Not at the bridge, and obviously, he’s not here.”

      The side of Allison’s mouth curled up in a knowing smile. “Some things are just not for non-agency personnel to know.”

      I snorted. “Non-agency personnel? This isn’t the CIA. Pop too many of your crazy pills this morning?”

      With her right hand, the wereape tossed her long, blonde French braid to the side of her shoulders. “I can’t share agency matters with non-agency personnel. It’s the rules.”

      I waved my finger at her. “I think you need to lay off the bananas. All that potassium is messing with your head.”

      Allison shrugged. “You don’t like it? Make a complaint.”

      Anger heated my face, and I fought to control my temper. I wasn’t sure Marcus would appreciate me using Allison’s head like a doorstop. “You know as well as I do that the agency and the Merlin Group work side by side. We’re a team. Agency matters are Merlin matters.”

      The wereape lifted her chin and sneered at me. “No. They’re not. I’m under no obligation to tell you anything. You obviously do not know how this works.”

      Damn. She had me there. “Just tell me where he is. I’ll find him either way. So, might as well just tell me.”

      “So go, then,” said the wereape, that smile on her face again. I wanted to slap it off.

      “Fine. I will.” Not appreciating her sudden edge over me, I said, “I haven’t forgotten how you… kicked me in my Lady V.” I took a step forward, enjoying seeing her squirm again.

      Allison stiffened, which was saying a lot since she was wearing a tight pencil skirt. “Marcus asked me to teach you some self-defense techniques. It’s not my fault you couldn’t keep up.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “How is kicking me in the vajayjay helping with my self-defense training? I think that kick tied my tubes.”

      Allison took a sidestep from the desk, her hands holding on to its ledge like it was a lifeline. “If you’re thinking about cursing me, Marcus will know about it,” said the wereape. The fear in her voice sent little thrills in my belly. Ooooh… this was like eating a whole cheesecake.

      I shrugged. “So?”

      The wereape’s eyes narrowed, and I saw a glimpse of hatred. “An unprovoked attack will land you in jail. You’ll be arrested. And you can kiss your Merlin license goodbye.”

      “Not if they don’t find the body.” I laughed. She didn’t.

      Rage burned behind her blue eyes, and if I were a shifter or a were, I would have smelled the fear on her. “You hate me,” she said. “You’ve always hated me because of how I look. Because I’m more beautiful than you. More desirable.”

      “Yeah. I kinda do.” No point in denying it. I took another step toward her.

      “Stop!” Allison moved from the desk and raised her hands in front of her. “Stay back, you filthy witch!”

      I lifted my brows at her. “Filthy witch?” I looked down at myself. “I thought I looked good today. I even took a shower,” I added with a smile. “Changed my underwear and all.”

      But then my smile faded at what I saw next.

      A glimmer on her left hand caught my attention. A white-gold ring decorated with tiny diamonds circled around it like an eternity ring encircled her fourth finger. A ring I’d seen before. A ring I’d held before. A ring I’d recognize anywhere. I’d been fantasizing about it for so damn long.

      It was my ring. I was sure of it. So why was it on Allison’s hand?

      Confusion and emotions came crashing over. I ran my tongue over the back of my teeth, my insecurities rising anew. Nausea rose high, and I felt like I was going to puke.

      Next, I spotted a small black box resting on Marcus’s desk. The same box that had fallen out of Marcus’s jeans, or one that looked a hell of a lot like it.

      My head spun, and I felt like I was drowning. I couldn’t find enough air to fill my lungs. My knees shook, and it took enormous control to stay upright. The last thing I wanted was to fall flat on my face in front of gorilla Barbie.

      Allison caught me staring at her hand. And whatever she saw on my face, well, it was like she’d just won a truckload of free bananas.

      Narrowing my eyes, I tried to focus. “What’s that on your finger?” My mouth was dry, and it felt like I’d downed a cup of flour.

      “Oh that?” Allison held out her hand for me to see like I hadn’t seen it. “It’s a ring.”

      My blood pressure skyrocketed, heating my face. “I know it’s a ring. What’s it doing on your finger?”

      “Honestly, Tessa. And here I thought you were smarter than the rest of us.” Allison brought her left hand to her face, admiring the ring on her finger. “Why do you think males put rings on their females’ fingers? It’s a promise of commitment.” She looked at me with the confidence of a woman who’d already won her man and said, “A promise of love.”

      I shook my head. Well, I thought I did. My whole body was shaking, so it could have been a reaction to my sudden freakout moment. “Who gave it to you?”

      “Marcus. Who else? Isn’t it glorious?”

      “No. It can’t be. No. This doesn’t make any sense. Why would Marcus give you a ring?”

      Something was definitely wrong here. It was starting to feel like a big ol’ lie. More like she was trying to hurt me or piss me off. Probably both. I didn’t take Marcus as a two-timing, cheating bastard either. He was faithful. I’d bet my life on that. No way did Marcus put a ring on her finger. And if she thought I’d buy that, she was even more stupid than that too-tight pencil skirt.

      “I told you he’d come back to me,” said the wereape, a winning smile blossoming over her pretty face. “You wouldn’t listen.”

      I pursed my lips. “Is your drama going on intermission soon? I’ve got things to do.”

      “Wereapes belong with wereapes. Witches with witches. You should never mix blood. It’s not normal. It creates an imbalance and really ugly kids. Marcus and I have always been a perfect match.”

      My gut pinched in anger at her bigoted remark. I pressed my hands to the sides of my head, trying to clear my mind in this clusterfuck. “You’re not engaged, you banana-loving human stick. But you are a delusional narcissist. Marcus is with me. We live together. Or have you forgotten that part where he picked me.”

      “So, why would your man give me this ring?” she asked with a faux innocent look on her face. “Maybe you don’t know him as well as you think. Marcus is not the man you thought he was.” She laughed. “Looks to me like you never knew him at all.”

      My composure was quickly slipping away. My emotions were raw, hitting me harder and harder. And I had to literally close my eyes and count to five to keep from losing control. Or accidentally frying Allison’s perfect ass in Marcus’s office. It would make me feel loads better, but it wouldn’t solve the ring issue.

      I gave her a blank stare. “We both know who put that ring on your finger, and it wasn’t Marcus.”

      Allison lost some of her smile. “He did.”

      “Allison,” I said, taking a step forward until we were practically nose to chin. “One of these days… I’m gonna shove a banana up your ass.” With that, I left the office and a stunned Allison.

      I didn’t come here to fight her, though she was asking for it. The fact that she was wearing my ring wasn’t the reason my blood pressure was pounding in my ears. Okay, that was part of it. But mostly, it was because he was using the ring like a bookend.

      Well, ladies, you know as well as I do—this is about to get ugly.
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      I pulled the Volvo into the driveway of 18 Emerald Lane. The classic craftsman house sat at the end of the driveway. Its green siding was cut by white trim, and heavy, tapered columns supported a large front porch. The front door, which was a traditional wood craftsman in a dark stain, was wrapped with yellow police tape. The large red sign hammered to the door read DANGER CURSED AREA.

      And I was about to go in there.

      This was Arlo and Trudy’s house. I’d decided to check their house first. I figured it was the right choice since Arlo was the first to die from the Black magic curse. Well, as far as we knew. Following that logic, this was the initial contamination incident. If the curse originated here, I should find clues to support that theory. Did Arlo or Trudy dabble in Black magic? Was this a crime of passion? All these important questions needed to be answered. If we could figure out who was patient zero, where the curse originated, and who was responsible for it, we’d be much further ahead in the game.

      I killed the engine and sat in the Volvo, my hands still on the steering wheel. My heart created a constant pounding in my ears, and no matter what I did, I couldn’t shut it off. It had been that way since I left Marcus’s office. Since I left Allison with a gleaming ring on her stupid finger.

      I gripped the steering wheel until my knuckles turned white, picturing my hands wrapped around Allison’s neck as I squeezed and squeezed until her head popped off like a dandelion. It was an excellent visual. I had a vivid imagination.

      I struggled to try and make sense of this. Why would my boyfriend leave my ring at his office? There was just one possible reason.

      The ring was never meant for me.

      It wasn’t meant for Allison either, and seeing her with it pissed me off. Everything about that gorilla Barbie pissed me off.

      Which led me to the obvious question. If the ring wasn’t for me, who was it for?

      Frustration simmered within me. With my magic back, Allison deserved an ass whooping, yet somehow, she’d managed to get under my skin again.

      Anger boiled my blood at her comment about witches not mixing with weres. What the hell was that? She deserved an ass-kicking for just that comment.

      I couldn’t fall apart. I trusted Marcus. Even though I was angry at him, I had to try and stay focused, which was nearly impossible since I’d spent most of my time daydreaming about that damn ring for three weeks.

      I’d thought about driving around town to look for Marcus again. But in my state, I knew that would be a bad idea, especially with the heated words that would spew out of my mouth. I wasn’t rational. I needed to calm the hell down before I spoke to the chief. Before I ripped into him.

      Besides, I had a job to do. My feelings weren’t important right now. Finding the source of the Black magic curse was. My aunts depended on me. And I wouldn’t let them down.

      “I’m not finished with you, Allison,” I muttered. “This is just a temporary setback.”

      Resolute, I exited the Volvo, made my way up the front sidewalk, and stepped onto the front porch.

      “Time for some precautions,” I mumbled to myself. I yanked out the pink kitchen gloves, most probably Ruth’s, and pulled them over my hands. “There. I’ve got my rubber on.” I winced at my own comment, glad no one was around to hear it. I wasn’t sure the gloves would deter a curse, but it was better than nothing. Plus, Marcus had already been inside, and as far as I could tell, he wasn’t cursed.

      The crunch of tires on asphalt rang behind me, and I saw a black BMW sedan ease up to the curb.

      “Hey,” called Iris, her pretty face pulled into a smile as she shut her car door just as Ronin exited his side.

      My face twisted in surprise. “What are you guys doing here?” I’d texted Iris a summary of what was happening and what I was working on, along with where I was going. I should have known she’d show up here with Ronin.

      “You can’t expect us to let you do this alone,” said the half-vampire as he joined Iris on the walkway. His pale skin gleamed in the sunlight, his features flawless, sculpted, and handsome.

      “Yes,” I said, though I couldn’t keep the smile off my face.

      “Besides.” Iris climbed up the steps onto the front porch. “You’re going to need our help.” She tapped her oversized bag, and I knew she was referring to Dana, her DNA album of all things supernatural.

      My heart tugged at seeing my friends. “I really appreciate the help, but I don’t want either of you to get infected with this curse and…”

      “Die?” Ronin fired a finger gun at me. “We’re not going to die,” he said as he joined us on the porch. “I’m resistant to Black magic curses. Says my hot vampire blood.” He gave us a wink. “Are you planning on doing the dishes?” Ronin eyed my pink kitchen rubber gloves.

      I raised my hands. “I always come prepared. No glove, no love.” Iris laughed. She was so easy. It’s why I loved her so much. “Seriously. This isn’t your normal curse case. It’s Black magic. Dirty magic, according to Dolores.”

      Ronin flashed a smile. “I like dirty.”

      I shook my head, smiling. “I’m sure you do. But she says Black magic curses aren’t stable. It’s an addictive type of magic.”

      Ronin let out a low whistle. “Damn, that doesn’t sound good.”

      “It’s not,” I answered. “I don’t know what to expect. We could get cursed, or we might not. I want you to be prepared. Know what you’re getting yourselves into.” Basically, I had no idea, but we were about to find out.

      Iris put her hands on her hips. “Either way, we’re here to help. You said the curse could spread with direct contact. With both bodies gone, there’s no chance of infection.”

      I sighed. “I hope you’re right.” I stared at my friends. “I could use the help, but… are you sure?”

      Ronin stuffed his hands in his pockets. “We’re stuck here with the quarantine and all. We need something to do.”

      I laughed. “Well, okay. Glad you guys are here.” Truth be told, three brains were marginally better than one—especially one that was still struggling to remain focused.

      My phone decided to buzz at that precise moment. I pulled it out, glanced at the chief’s name on the screen, and stuffed it back in my pocket. I’d deal with him later.

      “Did something happen?” Iris leaned forward, staring at my face. “You look flustered. Did something happen with Marcus?”

      I opened my mouth to tell them about Allison and the ring but changed my mind. “That conversation deserves to be had with a bottle of wine.”

      Iris’s eyes rounded. “I love those kinds of conversations.”

      So did I. Especially when they weren’t about me.

      “Okay then. Let’s do this.” With bated breath, I reached out and ripped off the yellow police tape that covered the door. I grabbed the door handle with my pink kitchen gloves and pushed in.

      The first thing that hit me was the smell. The air was doused with a mix of bleach and some sort of disinfectant I couldn’t place. Every breath burned my nostrils.

      “Urgh. Smells worse than the morgue.” I moved from the small entryway and stepped into a modest living room. A large, comfy gray sofa was pushed up against the bay window. Next to it was an upholstered chair, all facing a wooden coffee table. It had a modern farmhouse vibe, which was totally my style.

      “It’s all very neat,” said Iris, joining me in the living room. “What do they do for a living? What kind of shifter was he again?”

      “Arlo was a real estate agent and a werefox. And Trudy was a sales manager at The Red Slippers boutique,” I answered, remembering the conversation I had with Dolores yesterday. “She’s also a werefox—was a werefox.” I glanced at the collection of portrait frames on the fireplace mantel. “From the lack of kids in these pictures, I’m going to have to say that they had no kids.”

      I swept my gaze over the rest of the living room. An orchid sat on a side table near the window. The flower petals lay dry and blackened on the tabletop. The stem was dried up and skeletal, the leaves crispy and withered like the plant hadn’t had a drop of water in years.

      “Looks like they’re just as bad as me for not watering their plants,” I said.

      “What exactly are we looking for?” asked Ronin as he stared at the overly large, gaudy portrait of Trudy and Arlo tangled together on a couch. “Is it just me, or do their eyes give you the creeps?”

      I stifled a laugh. “Clues that would suggest that the Black magic curse was created here,” I told him, glad my friends were with me. They had a way of making something dreary a little more fun. “Potion-making evidence, like pots and cauldrons. Magical tomes about Black magic curses. That kind of thing.”

      “Right. Dirty magic.” The half-vampire wiped his hands on his jeans like they’d been soiled, though he’d never touched a single thing. “Wouldn’t the chief’s team have already gone through the house for evidence?”

      “Yes.” The thought of Marcus had my insides churning. “But they wouldn’t know what to look for exactly, in terms of magical evidence. I think they were more concerned with getting the bodies out and the risk of contamination.”

      My eyes found the door to the basement. “I’ll check the basement.” Me and basements had a strange love affair.

      “We’ll check upstairs,” said Iris, a determined frown on her pixie-like face, pulling the half-vampire with her as they moved to the staircase. If any clues pointed to the beginnings of a magical curse here, my Dark witch friend would find them.

      I pulled the basement door open, found the light switch, and made my way down, the unfinished wooden stairs squeaking with my weight. I sent out my witchy senses, scanning the area for any magical pulsations. Arlo and Trudy weren’t witches, so the odds of there being wards or curses were slim. Still, because they’d been cursed with Black magic, there was a possibility they’d paid someone to construct the curse. The fact was, they could have had a magical practitioner booby-trap the basement.

      But I got nothing. No magical throbs. No energy humming. Nada.

      The air was heavy with the scent of mold, moisture, and dust. I held my breath as I hit the basement floor and looked around. Stone walls surrounded me, and packed earth met my shoes. It was unfinished and dark with no visible exits except the stairs behind me. Wires and pipes ran along a low ceiling of an open space. I spotted a laundry area with a few shelves and a washer and dryer.

      A few old boxes stood piled against the far wall. Apart from that, the basement was empty with no magical evidence whatsoever. No books, cauldron, or candles, nothing suggesting someone had been working hard on a curse. Because, according to Dolores, it would have taken weeks, perhaps months, to concoct such a magical infliction.

      Unless whoever did it had wiped the place clean. And maybe they’d used another concealment spell to hide any traces of residual magic. Who would go to such lengths?

      Yet, I wasn’t getting anything. The basement was just a basement.

      I made my way up the stairs. Iris and Ronin came down the staircase just as I closed the basement door.

      “Nothing?” I asked, judging by their bleak expressions.

      “Not a drop of lube,” said the half-vampire.

      Iris rolled her eyes. “I didn’t detect any sort of residual magic or any magic elements in any of the rooms.” She held a giant magnifying glass with a single glass component, her magical magnifier. “The rooms are as unmagical as a human’s.”

      I sighed. “Well. They were shifters. Not a lot of shifters dabble in magic.” I looked past the staircase. I had a clear view of the kitchen at the back of the house. “Let’s check the kitchen.”

      I walked down the short hallway and stepped into the kitchen. The cabinets were painted a light gray with black knobs. A large farmhouse sink took up a considerable portion of the white quartz countertop. A small island was centered in the kitchen, and white foam covered part of the floor. “This must be where they found her,” I told them as I circled the area, careful not to get any on my shoes. I didn’t see a drop of blood. Marcus had been very thorough.

      With her magical magnifier in hand, Iris stalked around the kitchen. “I’m not getting anything. Same as the bedroom. There’s no magic here.”

      Dejected, I knelt next to the white foam, trying not to breathe the acrid scent of bleach. A flash of irritation burned through me. “I was really hoping to find something. I have to help my aunts figure this out. If they didn’t make the curse, who did? And why did they kill Arlo and Trudy?”

      “There’s still Bernard’s place,” announced the Dark witch. “Maybe we’ll find something there.”

      “Maybe. But we still don’t know how Arlo and Trudy got cursed. Were they the ones targeted? And what about Bernard? Where does he fit into all this? And how long does the curse gestate before showing symptoms? Do you get hit, and it starts right away? Or does it take a few minutes or hours? I just wish we had found something useful.” I glanced over the kitchen tiled floor. Something small, black, and glossy caught my attention.

      There, nestled under the kitchen island, propped against the back base, was a cell phone.

      “Wait a second.” I crab-walked over to the island and snatched up the phone.

      “Holy shit. You found a phone,” expressed Ronin, and I smiled at the impressed tone in my friend’s voice.

      “They missed it.” I stood up and swiped the screen. Nothing happened. “I think it’ll work better if I take off my gloves.”

      I placed the phone on the counter and began to take off my gloves.

      “Careful,” warned Ronin.

      “He’s right.” Iris’s worried eyes met mine. “I know it’s been hours since they discovered her body… but this is a magical curse that we know nothing about.”

      “It’s fine.” I pulled off my other glove, adrenaline filling me. But it still scared the crap out of me. I wasn’t a moron. I didn’t want to get infected with this curse. I still needed to have a conversation with Marcus. Preferably without me foaming at the mouth.

      I picked up the phone with my hands free from the rubber gloves. Nothing happened.

      I looked at my friends. “Still here. Still me. There’s no curse. I would have felt something.”

      Iris let out the breath she’d been apparently holding. “Good. That’s good.”

      I swiped the screen. “It’s not even password protected. Which is odd, but who cares.”

      “Check her phone log,” said Iris as she and Ronin bumped their shoulders against my sides while they glanced at the phone in my hand.

      I scrolled down Trudy’s recent list of phone calls. “Most of her calls are to her husband and someone called Shelly.” I wasn’t sure what I was looking for. I doubted if a magical practitioner working for her would leave a phone trace. I was starting to believe we’d never find anything.

      And then I did.

      I tapped on the text messaging app, and as I scrolled down her recent messages, my heart leaped with excitement.

      “I know how Bernard got infected.”

      Iris leaned closer. “You do? How? Let me see.”

      I smiled as I lifted the phone and showed them the text. “Because Trudy was having an affair with him.”
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      Bernard’s place turned out to be as squeaky, magically clean as the Millers’ place. Nothing was remotely magical anywhere. Not his car. Not his garage. Not his home. And not his basement. Apart from the apparent shared lack of care for his two plants, which were impossible to identify since they looked more like burnt grass shoots, we found no magical clues.

      The only thing going for us was the affair.

      “It’s a good thing you found the phone,” said Dolores, staring at the slim rectangular device protected inside a large, transparent Ziploc bag. “We can establish how the three of them were cursed. Impossible to tell for sure which of the three was patient zero, but I have an idea.”

      “Which is?” I asked.

      “I think Bernard was the first victim.” Dolores looked at me, her expression reflective and her eyes wide. “He was the first one to be cursed, and given his affair with Trudy, he transmitted the curse to her, and she consequentially infected her husband. It works out. Good work, Tessa.”

      I sat straighter in my chair. “Iris and Ronin helped.”

      Ronin raised his beer glass from across the table. “I’m part vampire. I live to serve the ladies.”

      Sitting next to him, Iris smiled as she cut her slice of veggie pizza but stayed silent. I had a feeling she knew exactly what he meant by that.

      Dolores sighed, and I looked over at her. Her face was paler than usual.

      “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      “I was hoping you’d find signs that the Millers or Bernard had been working magic. It could have been an accidental curse—foolish, but accidental.”

      I set my fork down. “Someone did this,” I said, feeling it in my witchy instincts. “Someone did this to them on purpose.”

      Dolores narrowed her eyes at me. “I know that. The evidence speaks for itself.” She cast her dark eyes over us and said, “Now we can focus on why they were targeted in the first place and who conjured the Black magic curse.”

      “That’s so crazy,” I said, remembering how Arlo died. It had been traumatizing. He’d been in excruciating pain right before he’d died. And the way he died. I’d never forget it. “Why would someone do this? What did they do to deserve to die like that?”

      “It’s the bimbo, Candy,” said Beverly, a twinkle in her green eyes as she sat next to Dolores. “She did this. That’s who started this mess. I know it.”

      “Candy?” Ronin leaned forward. “Is she a stripper from Boston by any chance?”

      Beverly ignored him and said, “She’s upset that Bernard dumped her. See, he never wanted to marry her. He’s worth millions—was worth millions. He knew she was a gold digger. He told me so. She did this. I know she did.” Beverly slapped the table with an open palm. “The bitch killed him.”

      I stared at my aunt, my mind tossing around what she’d just told me. Maybe it was a lead. “She has motive. Is Candy a witch?”

      Beverly nodded slowly. “Unfortunately, yes. A White witch from Boston.”

      Ronin leaned his elbows on the table. “See, told you she was a stripper—ow!” The half-vampire rubbed his arm where Iris had smacked him.

      “Motive and the means.” Iris turned around in her chair to face us. “Looks like we found the culprit.”

      I shook my head at my witch friend. “Maybe she did it. Maybe she didn’t. Let’s not jump to conclusions. We’ll have to speak to her first.” My eyes found my Aunt Beverly. “Do you know where she lives?”

      Beverly narrowed her eyes, and a sort of satisfied smile played on her face. “I know where all the sluts live.”

      “Ahhhh.” Yeah, I had nothing.

      “Well...” Dolores sighed. “Whoever did this, maybe they didn’t realize the extent of the curse. Black magic is never predictable. If it is this Candy, maybe she thought it would only affect him? It’s a possibility.”

      “Still a pretty psychotic way to kill someone,” I told her. “What’s wrong with a good ol’ dose of belladonna poison?” I laughed. No one laughed with me.

      Dolores pointed her fork at me. “Tessa, ask Marcus if he knows anyone, apart from the gold digger who might be Bernard’s enemies. Ask him if the Millers had enemies too. We’ll have to investigate all leads. Tessa?”

      “Sure.” I shifted in my seat. Sooner or later, I’d have to speak to the chief. Hell, we lived together. I really needed to get that ring thing off my chest. Some horizontal tango with Marcus afterward was just what I needed. Well, maybe a round of horizontal tango, and perhaps I’d throw in a foxtrot and a waltz for the special ending.

      I felt Iris staring at me, but I didn’t look at her. She knew something was up. I checked the clock on my phone to avoid Iris’s laser-beam eyes. It was 6:47 p.m. “Ruth’s still not back yet?” The fact that my Auntie Ruth kept a stash of her famous veggie pizzas in the freezer for us spoke volumes of her big heart. Though I was ravenous, the idea that my aunt was still at the morgue, working, while we were eating, kept me from enjoying one of my favorite meals.

      “As far as we know, she’s still at the morgue.” Beverly took a sip of her wine. She made it look sensual. “She refuses to get a cell phone, so the only way to reach her is if we call Marcus’s office. We haven’t been able to reach her.”

      I frowned. “Grace is at home, but Allison is there. She should be able to answer the damn phone.” Why that wereape wasn’t picking up the phone, I didn’t know. She was lazy. The thought of her with my ring set my teeth on edge. I wanted to cut that finger off and take what was mine.

      “How do you know this?” Dolores eyed me from across the table.

      “I swung by to see Marcus before heading to the Millers. He wasn’t there.” The memory of my confrontation with Allison had me bristling with anger.

      “In any case,” said Dolores, “Ruth’ll be exhausted. I think I’ll stop at the morgue later and bring her some food before she topples over.”

      I cut through my slice of pizza and stared at it, my thoughts still going to Ruth and how tired she must be. “How’s that detection spell going? Any luck?” At least with the detection spell, we could determine who else might be carrying the curse. And hopefully, alleviate some of Ruth’s workload.

      Dolores took a long sip of her wine. “We still have lots to do, some material components are missing, and the incantation is not quite there yet.”

      “And we’ll need to test everyone in town,” informed Beverly. “A drop of their blood should do the trick.”

      “But we’re making good progress.” Dolores put her wineglass down. “We should have the spell ready by tomorrow. Tomorrow evening at the latest. Then we’ll set up a testing area.”

      “So what happens if you find some people infected with the curse?” I asked since I knew there was still a chance we’d find some people who might be carriers of the curse, just not showing symptoms yet.

      “It’s unfortunate, but we’ll have to isolate them,” answered Dolores, looking grim.

      “Until Ruth comes up with the counter-curse,” added Beverly with a smile that felt forced.

      I leaned back in my chair. “Hopefully, none of that will be necessary. There’re no more infected that we know, so far. Maybe we got lucky.” Right. I didn’t believe in luck. Neither did Dolores, by the skeptical frown on her face.

      Right now, the only lead we had to this damn magical virus was this witch Candy. And I was about to go and pay her a visit.

      The sound of the front door opening and closing reached us, followed by bare feet slapping on the hardwood floor.

      I leaned sideways in my chair just as Ruth rushed into the potions room like a mini tornado of white hair, long flowing skirt, and jerky movements.

      “Ruth? Ruth? What’s going on?” Dolores stood up. So did I.

      Next came the sound of pots and jars crashing to the floor, or at least that’s what it sounded like to me. She could be throwing things at the wall.

      A few seconds later, Ruth hurried into the dining room.

      If I thought she looked tired when I saw her this morning, it was nothing to what she looked like now. Her face was drawn, tired, and sunken. She looked rumpled and anxious, with spatters of what looked like dried blood soiling her blouse. Poking out from under her dirty skirt were her grime-coated feet, which looked like she’d been running in the mud. She had a red streak across her forehead. She looked like she’d aged twenty years. She looked like Gran.

      “Cauldron help us. Your feet!” Beverly pointed at Ruth’s feet, eyeing her sister like she was a new kind of insect stuck to one of her favorite pumps. “They look like you trekked through the Amazon jungle. You need to stop this. You’re going to kill yourself.”

      “The blood purification… brain… dry seahorse… one and three,” muttered Ruth, her gaze distant like she was trying to recall something. She looked… unhinged.

      “Damn. I think Aunt Ruth is losing it,” said Ronin. He wasn’t wrong. That’s exactly how she looked.

      “Where’s Hildo?” I just realized I hadn’t seen the black cat familiar since this morning. The two were inseparable these days.

      Ruth wiped her forehead, strands of white hair stuck to her sweaty face. “At the morgue waiting for me.”

      “Why?”

      Ruth looked up at me, her eyes clear and bright. “The curse has spread. Five more infected.”

      “What?” Damn. It was the worst possible news. Dread filled my gut as fear rattled its way up my spine. “Are they alive?”

      Ruth shook her head. “No. It was a massacre. They just… went mad and turned on one another.”

      “You saw it happen?” asked Dolores.

      “It happened inside the agency,” answered Ruth.

      “You’re kidding?” I practically screamed, my heart lurching in sudden terror. “Was it Scarlett and Cameron?” If they got infected because they handled the bodies, Marcus could also be infected.

      Ruth gave me a tired look. “No. Just some concerned citizens. I think they were waiting to speak to Marcus.”

      “Was one of them Allison?” I asked before I could stop myself. What? I couldn’t help it.

      Ruth’s lips parted. “No.”

      Dolores gave me a hard stare and turned to her sister. “Where are they now?”

      “We’ve put them in the morgue with the others,” answered Ruth. “I came to get some more supplies.”

      “For the counter-curse, right?” I answered for her. Again, she didn’t answer. I looked at Iris, and she gave me her what the hell? look.

      “We, as in you and Marcus?” guessed Dolores.

      Ruth nodded as she turned and started to head down the hallway. “Yes. I need to get back.”

      “Wait.” I followed her into the hallway, with Dolores, Beverly, Iris, and Ronin joining me. “Who’re the new victims?” If they were people who weren’t in the Millers’ or Bernard’s immediate circle, my aunts’ theory of Bernard being patient zero and Candy being the one who started the damn curse, was wrong.

      Ruth reached the front door. She put her hand on the door handle but turned to me and said, “Anna Baker, Irene Spade, and Kosta Baros.”

      None of those names sounded familiar. “And?” I stared at my aunt. The way she opened and closed her mouth, I knew she was holding something back.

      Ruth looked at the ground before answering. “Eddie Deschamps and Mason McCormack. The two werewolf fathers who lost their sons a few months back.”

      “Courtesy of the Dark wizards.” The hallway started spinning, and I had to reach out and touch the wall for support. “Are any of these people related to the Millers or Bernard?” I asked, finding it hard to breathe.

      “I don’t think so,” answered Beverly. “Anna is from California. We do Pilates together. Irene is Martha’s ninety-six-year-old neighbor, who lets her bichon-Maltese poop on the salon’s front lawn every morning. And Kosta has no relations here in Hollow Cove. I know because we’ve dated a few times.”

      I let out a shaky breath. “Okay, so there goes our theory of how the others were infected, unless the other three were infected and passed it on to the werewolves at the agency. Our theory that Bernard was patient zero is starting to have holes in it.”

      Ruth looked at me. “You think Bernard was the first one to be cursed?”

      “We do. We did. Doesn’t feel like it anymore. We still don’t know who cursed him.”

      “Perhaps. But we know for sure we have a Black magic curse spreading throughout the town,” said Dolores.

      Alarm flashed in Ruth’s eyes. “I have to go.” She yanked open the door and rushed onto the porch and down the walkway.

      “What about the counter-curse!” I shouted after her, my thoughts on Marcus. “Ruth!”

      But my tiny aunt was already down the next block, running like Gilbert’s grocery store was having a mushroom sale.

      “Who knew Ruth was a real sprinter?” Ronin joined me on the porch.

      “Poor Ruth,” said Iris, her hands wrapped around her middle like she was trying to comfort herself.

      I turned to my Aunts Dolores and Beverly in the doorframe. “Is there a reason why Ruth won’t talk about the counter-curse? Is she not working on it?”

      “She is working on it,” said Beverly. “It’s just a hard and tedious process that requires tremendous concentration and skills, which she has to do at the same time as trying not to curse herself.”

      “Which is why we need to help her with the detection spell,” said Dolores. “The faster we know who’s infected, the faster we can separate them from the general population. Let’s go, Beverly. I’m not resting until it’s done. I want that spell done by tonight.”

      I watched my aunts disappear down the hallway. “I wish I could do something to help Ruth, but we all know I’m worse at potion making than I am in the kitchen.”

      Iris looked at Ronin and me. “I have a proposal.”

      “Is it for a threesome?” asked Ronin, for which he was awarded by a hard smack on his shoulder.

      “What kind of proposal?” I asked my witch friend, a smile tugging at my lips.

      “I can help Ruth.” Iris’s dark eyes rounded with excitement and determination. “I know how to make a counter-curse.”

      Well, paint me blue and call me Lester.
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      I stood next to Iris in Davenport Cottage’s living room, watching the Dark witch set a series of candles around a circle on the floor. I couldn’t stop shaking as though I’d just jumped out of a frozen lake fully clothed. But I wasn’t cold. I was hot, boiling hot, as though I’d just taken a dip in one of Ruth’s giant cauldrons.

      Truth be told, I hadn’t stopped thinking about Marcus since Ruth let out that bomb about the other deaths three hours ago.

      How long were they exposed to the magical curse before it turned them mad? Who else had been exposed? Was Marcus in danger?

      I shifted nervously, my armpits sweaty. It took everything in me not to jump a ley line and go looking for Marcus. I knew if Iris could come up with a counter-curse, that’s where I needed to be. She might need my help. Finding a counter-curse was paramount. I didn’t know what I’d do if Marcus was subjected to the Black magic curse.

      Marcus…

      I yanked out my phone again and tapped Marcus’s number. It went straight to voicemail again for the twelfth time.

      “I think the guy’s just busy,” said Ronin, standing on Iris’s other side, watching me. The small amount of worry in his tone said otherwise. “He’s the chief. He has to look after everyone. We’re his pack. Remember? It’s part of his DNA. To protect us. I’m sure he’s fine, Tess.”

      I swallowed hard. “I hope you’re right.” But the fact that a few paranormals infected with the curse had been at the agency, where the chief spent most of his time, didn’t make me feel any better.

      I clicked on the text app.

      Me: Marcus? U okay? I heard about what happened at the agency. Call me.

      Me: I’m worried. Call me.

      Me. Call me.

      Me: CALL ME!

      Ronin crossed his arms over his chest. “If anyone is resistant to this magical curse, it’s the chief. His looks’ll repel the damn thing. I promise you. Nothing can get past all that hotness.”

      I laughed. “You annoy me sometimes. You know that?”

      The half-vampire flashed me a dazzling smile. “It’s why you love to have me around.”

      I let out a long breath, letting go of some of the tension in my body. Ring be damned. If Marcus walked into this room right now, I’d jump him.

      He had to be okay. He had to be safe. We had to come up with a damn counter-curse.

      The silence seemed more profound, and all I heard was the nervous beating of my heart hammering in my ears. My pulse thumped with excitement and fear as I watched Iris flip the pages of an old book, a bulky tome. Some of the binding had been torn off the spine, and the smell of dust and old leather rose to my nose as I watched her eyes roll over the pages.

      She set the book down and began to draw squiggly runes and sigils with chalk on the wood floor—six symbols in all. Six symbols I’d never laid eyes on before.

      “Is this your demon back-door spell?” I asked. Most Dark witches needed the help of demons to call upon their powers, more like borrowing their magic to perform their own. But a few months ago, Iris had designed a spell that enabled her to call up a demon’s power without having to summon one physically. She called it her “back-door summoning.”

      “Yes.” She beamed, proud of herself. “It requires more work initially, but it’s worth it in the end.”

      “I do miss Gigi, though,” I said, remembering the cute, tiny, orange gremlin demon, the size of a house cat. “She was a feisty little creature. Like a wildcat.”

      Iris laughed. “She was. And powerful.”

      “She’d be perfect for Hildo,” I said. “He needs a female to put him in his place.”

      Ronin snorted. “Don’t we all?” His expression was dreamy as he glanced at Iris.

      Something nagged me.

      “Don’t you need one of the victims’ blood or something?” I asked Iris, trying to keep my mind off the chief. “We all know I’m as qualified as a rock when it comes to potion making and elixirs, but I’m pretty sure that’s an important factor. It’s what Ruth’s working with.” That I knew for sure.

      But what bothered me was why hadn’t Ruth come up with the counter-curse already? She was loads more experienced than Iris with potions, so how come my aunt, who had the blood from the victims, hadn’t produced a counter-curse yet?

      The Dark witch leaned back and looked at me. “I didn’t need to. I took some hair samples from Arlo, Trudy, and Bernard while going through their things. I took their toothbrushes too. You want to see?” she asked as she moved her hand toward her bag lying on the floor next to her.

      “It’s fine. Thanks.”

      My eyes found Ronin, who gave me a shrug like this was totally normal behavior.

      Iris was a strange one. And apparently clever enough to know that their DNA might have been significant. Important enough to conjure a counter-curse.

      Iris was a true proficient when it came to Dark magic. If anyone could find something to beat this Black magic curse, she could.

      I wrapped my arms around myself to keep from shaking and watched Iris as she grabbed a granite mortar and pestle she’d borrowed from Ruth’s potion room. She dropped what I could only guess was the victims’ hairs, sprinkled some dry red dust that looked suspiciously like dried blood, and began to grind with purpose.

      “She’s so fucking sexy when she’ll all magicked up,” purred the half-vampire across from me. “And she’s all mine. My naughty little witch.”

      “Stop,” said Iris, her face taking on a few shades of red. “I’m trying to concentrate. You don’t want me to make a mistake or forget to add an important ingredient.”

      Though I couldn’t be happier for my friends, who apparently, had a very healthy sex life, my tension rose. “Iris? Have you done this before? Black magic?” I watched as she sprinkled some dark sand around the floor that looked like ashes. “If that’s grave dust, you’re washing the floor after this.”

      Iris smiled and kept spreading those ashes around the floor in a circular pattern. “It’s not grave dust. It’s dry witch brain.”

      Right. Like that was any better. And where the hell did she get dry witch brain?

      “To answer your question,” said the Dark witch, looking at me. “I’ve worked Black magic before, just like a lot of Dark witches.” She made it seem like it was a normal thing, as though all Dark witches at some point played with Black magic. “But this is the first time I’m attempting to create a counter-curse or more like a magical antidote. It’s really not that complicated.” Her face wrinkled in thought as she added some rosewater to the mixture. “Think of it as medicine that can counteract the curse. Not sure why Ruth is having such a hard time.”

      “Let’s not forget, Ruth’s… a little older,” said the half-vampire

      I frowned. “What are you saying? That because she’s nearing sixty, she’s no longer capable of conjuring magic? Is that what you’re saying?”

      Ronin raised his hands in surrender at my glare. “What? I’m just saying that maybe she’s not as hot in the potion-making position as she used to be. It can happen. You can stop with the crazy eyes. I’m saying she’s probably just slower, that’s all. Just stating the obvious here. It makes sense. She’s tired and overworked. So it’s good that Iris can assist her.”

      True. But I still didn’t like what he’d implied about Ruth’s age. Vampires had that stupid longevity thing going. We witches might live a tad longer than humans, but only like ten years or so. I refused to believe her inability to produce a counter-curse was due to her age. No. It was something else.

      Iris dumped the contents of the mixture into another bowl, which she then placed in the middle of her ash circle before standing.

      She looked at me and said, “Once we say the spell, the mixture will become a magical antidote. Medicine. We can make enough to give to everyone in town.”

      “How are we going to do that, exactly?”

      “We can dry out the mixture and make pills,” answered the Dark witch. “Or we can add some to any beverage or meal. Whatever’s simpler.”

      “I like simple.” I thought I felt my phone vibrate. But when I yanked it out, I had no new calls or texts from Marcus.

      Iris took a deep breath and released it. “Okay. It’s ready.” She glanced around us. “I just need to set the mixture aflame and recite the incantation, and then the counter-curse will be ready.” Iris pulled out a piece of white paper scribbled with navy ink, from her pocket.

      “Do it.” My pulse was firing madly, and my gut clenched. This had to work. It had to.

      Iris looked over to Ronin and gave him a tiny smile, which the half-vampire then returned.

      I took a calming breath as a tiny thrill of excitement rushed in, knowing we were about to save the town from a Black magic curse. I still had to find out who this Candy was and have some words with her. But it could wait. At least for a few hours.

      Iris knelt down again. She lit a match, held it for a second, and then dropped it into the mixture. A tall, blue flame rose, reflecting in her dark eyes.

      “Coniuro tenebras et profunda umbrae,” chanted Iris as she stood up slowly, her voice pealing through the room like a bell. “Languor exstinguetur et sanguine purificetur. Hunc mundate sanguinem. Omnibus translationem.”

      My Latin was rusty, to say the least, but I did make out something about the purification of blood and transference.

      My pulse quickened at the sudden surge of Iris’s magic, or rather, what she’d borrowed from some demon in the Netherworld. Goose bumps riddled my skin as pools of magical energy poured into my living room. The air sizzled with it. My hair lifted in the sudden icy wind, carrying the scent of sulfur—the stink of whatever demon she was pulling it from.

      “Guys. What’s that smell?” said Ronin.

      “Shhh!” I hissed at him, not wanting anything to go wrong.

      But I’d spoken too soon.

      A visible shimmer of blue energy lifted from the bowl on the floor and streamed onto me. I jerked at the slight burning sensation of the magic over my skin. My eyes rounded as the blue stream of magic latched on to Ronin, like a tick jumping on a new host. His eyes widened, as did mine, as it flowed around him and into him, still connected to me like shimmering ribbons. I tracked the energy’s path as it flowed around us, confused as energy rushed between Ronin and me.

      Was this supposed to happen?

      I knew I wasn’t supposed to interrupt, but…

      “Umm… is this…”

      I struggled to keep my breathing even as something cold and unfamiliar seeped inside me. Dark, like Iris’s magic, but different. It was wild, and the scent of blood filled me. Black magic? I tilted my head to hide my unease as this new energy pooled into me, my fingers cramping.

      I jerked as searing pain screamed through my body. The shout from Ronin told me he’d felt something too. Hot damn, that hurt like a sonofabitch.

      Smothering darkness hit next, and I found myself closing my eyes just as a wave of nausea hit. Great. I did not want to throw up all over my new living room.

      But then, with a final pull, the energy faded and lifted. So did the feeling of being sick.

      The magical antidote was complete.

      I opened my eyes and took a deep breath. I blinked. Iris was on the opposite side of me. Strange. I’d never seen her move.

      “How did you get—” I clamped my mouth shut. The words were mine, but the voice was not. It was deep. Rough. And… male?

      Uh-oh.

      “Oh fuck!” screamed a female voice that sounded strangely like mine, but I hadn’t said it.

      I yanked my gaze to the person who’d screamed next to Iris—me.

      What the—

      I stared at myself, who, at the moment, was flailing my arms around in a wild panic. But if I was me, then who was that?

      I met Iris’s eyes. They were round with panic and utter disbelief. That didn’t help.

      Panic rushed in like a swell of adrenaline. I looked down at myself. I was wearing dark blue jeans that weren’t mine. My legs were longer, and I’d never in a million years match my pants with a pair of stylish sneakers. My chest was flat. My chest was flat? Okay, so I’d never been blessed by the boob fairy, but still, I had a rack. Marcus happened to love my rack. But it was gone. I had no more boobs.

      And when my hand slid down between my legs and felt a twig and berries, I knew something was most definitely wrong because I didn’t remember waking up with a penis this morning.

      My mouth fell open, flapping as I struggled to find the words.

      “Fuck me,” I said, my voice rough and familiar, though not my own. “I’m Ronin.”
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      I’d been in hairier situations than this one. Not really. Because I… Tessa Davenport, witch extraordinaire—was my half-vampire friend. How the hell did this happen?

      “Iris, why am I in Ronin’s body?” I flinched at the male voice that emitted from my throat. I would never get used to that. I stared at my wide-eyed friend, who watched us with her mouth hanging open like she couldn’t believe what was happening. She better start believing soon because she did this.

      “I have breasts!” squealed Ronin, in my voice, staring down at my chest. “What is this? I’m a freaking woman. A woman! Holy shit. Slap my ass and kick me in the nuts. I have a vagina!”

      Dear gods. What a mess.

      “Iris?” I hissed, stumbling toward her like a drunk and only just managing to stay upright. I was not yet accustomed to my new body and long new legs. “Iris? What the hell happened? Why am I in Ronin’s body and him in mine?”

      The Dark witch blinked a few times like she was coming out of a trance. “Uh… this is unexpected.”

      “Ya think?” I leaned over Iris, staring down at her from Ronin’s height. Very weird.

      Iris frowned. “Well, it seems as though… your consciousness, your souls have”—she interlaced her fingers together and said—“transferred.”

      “Come again?”

      Iris was shaking her head, her mouth opening and closing. “I don’t understand. It should have worked. The spell was correct. I had the hair strands. I tapped into Gigi’s magic. So why didn’t it work?” She stomped her foot on the floor.

      Dolores’s words of how unpredictable Black magic was came slamming into me. “It didn’t. Change us back. Now.”

      “Yeah.” Ronin-me glowered. I had no idea my face could do that. This was beyond weird. “Change us back right now,” he said.

      Iris blinked, a confused look on her face as her gaze slid from her Black magic concoction to Ronin and me.

      “Iris!” I growled. “You need to change us back.”

      “Don’t get me wrong,” said Ronin-me. “I’ve always wondered what it would be like to be a woman. I love vaginas. I just don’t want to be the one with the vagina.”

      I rubbed my eyes. “Enough about vajayjays. Iris?”

      Iris started to pace around the room, her fingers twitching at her sides and her lips moving like she was reciting the steps to her spell or the spell itself. She stood and met my eyes. “I… don’t think I can.”

      “What!” shouted Ronin-me and me at the same time. So weird.

      Click.

      The sound of the front door closing made me jerk. My heart slammed so hard in my chest that I thought it was about to break through, like a wild beast trying to escape its cage.

      “What’s going on?” Marcus’s voice thumped into me, and I spun around and saw him sauntering into the living room.

      “Ah!” screamed Ronin-me and me at the same time. This was getting ridiculous.

      But worse. This was a monumental disaster.

      “Hide!” hollered Ronin-me as he leaped over the couch, missed, because let’s face it, he was in my body, and clumsily fell over the side.

      The chief’s gray eyes moved to the candles and the bowl on the floor. Then finally, his gaze returned to Ronin-me, still hiding behind the couch.

      “I’m not infected,” said the chief, and the strain on his face pulled at my heart. “I’ve just seen Dolores and Beverly. They said I’m cleared of the curse.”

      “They’ve finished the detection spell?” I said out loud. It was the best news I’d heard all day. That, and Marcus was curse free.

      Still, I pressed my hands to my hips and glared at him. “I tried calling you like a million times. Why didn’t you pick up?”

      Marcus turned to me. “You called me?”

      Oh shit. He thinks I’m Ronin.

      “Uh… yeah. I—he—I mean, me...” Here I went again with the verbal diarrhea. I was going to need loads of therapy after this.

      Marcus swept his gaze around Iris’s spell work. “My phone died. I came to find my charger. What’s going on here?”

      “You’re not going to believe it,” I mumbled.

      Marcus ignored me and went straight to Ronin-me. “Tessa. Have you been drinking?” he teased. “I’m sorry I couldn’t call you back. It’s been hectic. Trying to get everything sorted out and people safe. I knew you’d be worried. I came as soon as I had a few minutes to spare.”

      “Huh?” Ronin-me struggled to get up just as Marcus reached down and pulled him—, me—God, this was complicated—to his feet.

      Marcus hauled Ronin-me to him, wrapping his big, muscular arms around his waist.

      “Ah! Are you crazy!” Ronin-me struggled out of the chief’s grip, pushing him away, and stumbled back. “I’m all for the manlove.” He raised a fist in the air. “But I’m into women, dude. Beautiful, sexy, vagina-wearing women.”

      Marcus’s face went slack. I could see the wrinkles at the corners of his eyes, the brewing of a storm inside them. His big hands curled into fists as the muscles on his neck bulged and popped, playing across his big frame and straining his lightweight shirt. His body was braced and taut, ready for action.

      Trepidation and confusion filled his eyes. I knew what would happen if I didn’t do something quickly. He was about to beast out.

      There was no way I’d keep this from Marcus. Ring or no ring. I wasn’t going to do that to him. Even if he’d be furious, I had to tell him.

      I took a breath, steadied myself for the wrath, and said as quickly as I could, “We kinda switched bodies.” I pointed between Ronin-me and myself to clarify things, though I knew nothing was any clearer. When he didn’t respond, I added, “Iris tried to do a counter-curse to help Ruth… and things didn’t go as planned. As you can see.”

      “Planned?” said Ronin-me. “It’s a disaster. I need a beer.” Ronin-me moved to the kitchen and opened the fridge in search of beer.

      Iris glared at Ronin-me, but she kept quiet. I knew she was angry at herself and probably feeling terrible that she’d accidentally switched our consciousnesses into each other’s bodies. Even though it was an accident, I wasn’t exactly thrilled with her at the moment.

      Marcus drew in a long breath and released it through his nose. “You and Ronin switched bodies?” His tone was all business, and I had no idea if he was angry or not.

      “Think Freaky Friday, and you’d be right,” I told him, tingles washing over my scalp and traveling up my spine.

      The chief moved my way. His intense gaze fell on me, traveling over my face and then moving down to the rest of my body. I knew this wasn’t the sensual way he usually rolled his eyes over me, like he wanted to lick me all over. Instead, he was staring at Ronin. Still, I couldn’t help the delicious tingles that fluttered over me.

      He leaned forward a bit, his nostrils contracting, the way an animal takes in a scent. I knew he was trying to see if he could sense me in Ronin’s body. I had no idea if he could or not.

      The chief’s brow pinched. “So, you’re saying you’re Tessa.”

      I swallowed as prickles of unease worked through me. So far, so good. “Exactly. And that over there,” I said, gesturing to Ronin-me drinking a beer straight from the bottle. “Is Ronin. Ta-da.”

      Marcus’s eyes sparkled with a predatory menace, his unwavering gaze piercing. “Is it reversible?”

      I looked over at Iris. “Iris?” I was hoping she’d changed her tune.

      The Dark witch’s face was pulled in anger. “I don’t know, okay? I just don’t know. I’m sorry. If I knew why it happened, maybe I could fix it.”

      “Maybe?” Marcus raised a brow. Thick slabs of muscles flared along his back.

      Iris lifted her chin at the chief, in defiance. “Sometimes, these things happen with magic. Unfortunately, it can be… unpredictable.”

      “Catastrophic, more like,” growled Ronin-me. “On a global scale.”

      It seemed as though Iris was not as well-versed in Black magic as she once thought.

      Iris picked up her ceramic bowl from the floor. “I could try it again, but that could produce worse adverse effects.”

      “Like what?” I asked, confused and a bit terrified. “What could be worse than this?” I pointed to myself, to Ronin’s body.

      Ronin-me made a grunt. “Hey, that’s a grade A specimen you’re riding there. Have some respect.”

      With a sudden pop of displaced air, the scent of spices filled the room.

      A beautiful red-haired woman was sprawled on my couch, a glass of red wine dangling in her hand.

      “Oh, thank God. Lilith.” I let out a breath of relief.

      “Goddess,” corrected the redheaded deity. Lilith looked between Ronin and me. “Oh. This is precious.” She laughed as though delighted.

      I frowned. Well, Ronin frowned; annoyance flashed through me. “Not funny, Lilith.” Obviously, the goddess could see right through us. She saw the clusterfuck.

      Lilith smiled and said, “I beg to differ. I had a feeling paying you a visit was a good idea. I just didn’t know how good and entertaining it would be.”

      I moved forward until I was face-to-face with the goddess, realizing I didn’t have to look up at her anymore, with Ronin’s body. “Can you change us back?” If anyone could, Lilith could.

      The goddess glanced over at Ronin, in my body, and then back at me again. “I don’t think I will. You seem to have had your wires crossed.” She laughed at her own joke. “I haven’t had this much fun since I changed Cleopatra’s milk bath to goat manure. Oooh. She was so mad.”

      I pressed my hands on my hips. “Please, Lilith. Ronin and I need our bodies back. Some weird Black magic curse has hit our town. I need to be able to function. Do my magic. I need my body back.”

      Lilith pointed a finger at Iris. “You did this. Didn’t you?”

      Iris’s mouth clapped shut, her eyes widened, and she seemed afraid Lilith might spell her or something.

      “Yes, she did,” I answered for her. “We were only trying to help Ruth with a cure.”

      “But we ended up like this.” Ronin-me raised her arms.

      “Are you going to change us back?” I pressed, wishing I had my body so I could magic her to do it. Maybe I could bite her? Or use Ronin’s vampire mojo to persuade her. Would that even work on a goddess?

      “No.” Lilith took a sip of her wine and crossed her long legs at the knee.

      Anger rushed through me. “I can’t believe this. Why the hell not?”

      The goddess shrugged. “Because it’s fun to see you all freaked. Besides, the spell will fade on its own. Just give it time.”

      “It will?” It wasn’t the solution I wanted, but if that was true, it was good enough. “How much time?”

      Lilith flashed me her teeth. “It’s hard to say.” Her attention homed in on Marcus; if I didn’t know any better, I’d say she was trying to see through his clothes. No. I know she was. “Maybe a few hours… maybe a week.”

      “A week!” Ronin-me and I cried at the same time once again.

      I rubbed my temples, feeling a migraine on its way. I looked at Iris. “Iris?”

      Iris stared at me but said nothing. “This is beyond my capabilities. I don’t know how to reverse it. I’m sorry.”

      “We need my aunts.” I answered the question in her eyes. “Dolores will fix us. Take everything you used, your spell, your ingredients, everything with you.”

      “Yes.” Ronin-me put his empty beer bottle on the table and slapped his hands together. “Let’s go.” He was out the door before he’d barely finished his sentence.

      My gaze fell on Marcus again. He was watching Ronin-me go, his brow wrinkled.

      He turned to face me again. I could tell he was trying hard to see beyond the shell of the half-vampire, trying to see me in there. But he couldn’t.

      “Let’s get this over with.” I started forward and stopped. “Oh no,” I said, shifting my weight.

      “What is it?” said Iris, rushing over to my side, her dark eyes traveling over my—Ronin’s body like I was about to morph into some creature.

      Lilith laughed harder, which only made it worse.

      I clenched my jaw tight. “Cauldron, no. This can’t be happening. No. No. No.”

      “What?” Marcus eyed me with the same wild expression as Iris’s.

      I took a breath, looked at them, and said, “I have to pee.”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

        

      

    

    
      I will skip the part about urinating with my new appendage. Trust me, no one needs to read about that.

      As usual, my plans tended to go sideways. Dolores and Beverly weren’t in Davenport House by the time we’d rushed through the back kitchen door.

      “Where are they?” asked Ronin-me, his face—my face—flushed, with another beer bottle in his hand. “I can’t keep living like this. I want to be me again.” He met my gaze. “No offense. Your body is lovely. But I’m half-vampire,” he added, like that was supposed to mean something.

      I wanted to point out that we’d only switched bodies a few minutes ago, but I kept my mouth shut on the subject. “Only one place they’d be.” I stared at Marcus. “At the agency. They went to see Ruth. They have the detection spell. Right? They’re probably using it now on some people.”

      I sent out my senses, trying to tap into the ley line that happened to be just below Davenport House—and nothing.

      No vibrations. No tingling. No pulse of powerful ley line magic. Nothing.

      “Damn. I forgot,” I said suddenly, tossing my hands up and not feeling any witchy vibrations.

      “What is?” The chief angled his head, watching me.

      I met his eyes. “I can’t do magic. Not while I’m in Ronin’s body.”

      I swallowed back the lump of fear. It felt like when Lucifer, Derrick rather, had stolen my magic. I felt empty and hollow. I was magicless again.

      Being in Ronin’s body meant I had no direct contact with my mojo.

      I couldn’t jump a ley line. I couldn’t do magic.

      Marcus kept throwing glances over at Ronin-me, and every time, some strange, possessive feeling erupted from my middle.

      I was jealous that he was looking at me. Basically, I was jealous of myself.

      Yup. I was losing my mind.

      Frustrated, we all climbed into Marcus’s Jeep and sailed down Stardust Drive and then Shifter Lane. I was barely aware of him killing the engine as we arrived at the Hollow Cove Security Agency moments later.

      Just as I clambered out of the Jeep, I heard the screaming.

      Marcus had already crossed the street and was running toward the commotion, away from the agency, before I shut the Jeep’s door.

      “What the hell?” came Iris’s voice, turning around and staring at where the chief was sprinting.

      The sun was nearly gone, leaving the streets covered in thick shadows and darkness. The streetlamps buzzed as they flicked on, beginning to glow in orange light. I caught sight of Marcus’s back as he took a quick right down the block and vanished.

      I hurried behind him, tripping more than once, still not accustomed to Ronin’s long legs. But my hindrance was the fear that I would squish the man-berries and stem. How the hell did guys run without smacking their junk? Must be another one of the world’s mysteries that I didn’t have time to think about.

      I discovered the reason behind the screaming as I rounded the corner.

      The street was teeming with people, paranormals, maybe a dozen of them. Their eyes were wild and crazed, the same look I saw on Arlo. The madness. The Black magic curse. From this distance, I couldn’t tell if their eyes were yellow. But I was willing to bet they were. In their hands were an assortment of weapons: daggers, hammers, a sword, and one guy looked like he was holding a machete. They flailed their arms and hands aggressively at three figures—my aunts.

      Dolores, Beverly, and Ruth were huddled together on the opposite side of the street, their expressions grim but determined. An orange flame rippled above Dolores’s right palm. Beverly’s lips moved in what could only be a spell while Ruth held a vial in her hand as she clutched her bag with the other. Dim light cast dark shadows over her face. She looked as though she was about to collapse from exhaustion.

      From the shadows of the street came a low laugh. The creepiness of it had my skin erupting in gooseflesh.

      And then a tall man screamed in frustrated rage. “Kill the witches! Kill them all!”

      Four paranormals growled and hissed as they charged, which could have been totally normal in their beast forms but really creepy as their human selves.

      “Get back, you devils!” cried Dolores. Her hand shot out. A string of orange flames hit the ground where the crazed paranormals advanced. They halted, howling at the fire on the ground that kept them from proceeding.

      Of course, there was always the village idiot.

      A woman threw herself at the flames. And she lit up like a human bonfire.

      She howled as the flames scorched her skin while she flailed her limbs.

      “Facere aquam!” cried Beverly. Streams of water sprouted above her palms, and she hurled it at the burning woman. The water hit. The woman fell to the ground with a horrible smacking sound. She didn’t move, but at least the water had doused the fire.

      I didn’t know if she was alive or not. And I never got the chance to see as another paranormal threw himself at my aunts. Only this one ran over the woman on the ground where the fire had been extinguished.

      “Get back!” shouted Dolores, fire coiling around her palms and wrists. I knew if she wanted to, my aunt could roast these people easily. But these were our people, our Hollow Cove townspeople who’d been subjected to a terrible Black magic curse. They weren’t themselves, and we couldn’t kill them.

      But we had to do something before they hurt my aunts or worse.

      The sound of shoes scuffing the asphalt turned my attention to behind me.

      “The whole town’s gone mad.” Ronin-me was standing behind me, Iris next to him, her hand in her bag, like she was ready to throw something at anyone who came at them. I was still not used to seeing myself from Ronin’s eyes. It was weird as hell.

      “It’s spreading fast. Too fast,” I said. And we still had no idea who was causing it. “We have to help my aunts.”

      “You can count me out,” said Ronin-me as he adjusted his bra—my bra—around the girls. “This underwire is really uncomfortable. How do you guys live like this?”

      Iris rolled her eyes. “If I can get close enough, I have an immobilizing charm. But only the one.”

      “Better than nothing.”

      I stared down at my hands, my man hands, frustrated that I couldn’t do any magic with them.

      A flash of black caught my attention. I glanced up just as a four-hundred-pound silverback gorilla rushed to meet the group of paranormals. No matter how often I’d seen Marcus in his beast form, I still gawked at the magnificent yet terrifying beast. I think I drooled a little bit too.

      He stopped at the edge of the crowd and pounded his fists on the ground. He pulled back his lips and roared. The muscles on his chest flexed as he stood on all fours, his front hands resting on his knuckles.

      A male paranormal cried out in a frenzy as he faced the gorilla. An ugly grimace skewed his face. A growl bubbled from his throat as his bones cracked and popped, lengthening his arms and legs. His face pulled and stretched, his jaw elongating in a hideous blending of human and wolf.

      His skin flashed to gray, and a fluff of silky, thick, gray fur appeared. His eyes fixed on the gorilla, and nothing human was left in them. He was much bigger than the average wolf—a wolf on steroids. His lips curled in warning with a steady growl of rage.

      “That’s not good,” muttered Ronin-me.

      He was right. A few crazy humans were easier to control than a few crazy werewolves or any other type of shifter or were. They were much stronger, faster, and deadlier in their beast forms.

      With a powerful thrust of his back legs, the wolf sprang forward and rushed to meet the gorilla in a blur of fur and teeth.

      Marcus, the gorilla, caught the big wolf by the neck. But the force of the hit made the gorilla fall back to the ground, the wolf’s jaws dangerously close to the gorilla’s jugular. The sound of its teeth snapping as it repeatedly tried to take a chomp out of the gorilla’s neck sent chills rippling through my body.

      The gorilla kicked the wolf with his back legs in a flash of fur and muscles, and the animal flew back as though he weighed nothing. The wolf hit the ground hard, but in a blink, he was back up, accompanied by two other wolves—a red and a black.

      My lips parted as I looked around. “Where did they come from?” I’d been too busy staring at Marcus that I hadn’t seen them appear.

      “From the same group,” said Iris, her voice tight with anger. “They’ve just changed.”

      “Crap. Now we have three crazy werewolves.”

      “Sstaay!” shouted Marcus, the gorilla, as he gestured to the three werewolves with his hands.

      “You think they’ll listen?” asked Ronin, still working on my bra. Why did men have such a hard time with bras?

      I bit my lip. “I don’t know. Maybe.” But then the gray dived forward at the gorilla, followed quickly by the red and the black wolf.

      My stomach rolled as the three wolves threw themselves in a mad frenzy at the gorilla.

      “Guess not,” I said, my insides churning.

      The wolves tore and bit with voracious rapidity. Their powerful bodies were made for this, made to kill. Each crushing bite sent bile rising to my throat. A cry echoed along with the sound of tearing flesh. The wolves tore at the gorilla with insatiable speed. Their muscular bodies were perfect killing machines. The air smelled of blood, sweat, and animal.

      The gorilla howled and twisted around, shuddering under the werewolves’ onslaught as they tore at his back. The gorilla pushed to his feet. He had the red wolf by the throat, jerking it to its feet. The two others were still on his back, tearing at his skin. Marcus flung the red wolf like he was tossing a dead fish. He reached behind him, grabbed both wolves by the necks, and threw them.

      He could have easily ripped out their spines and killed them. I’d seen him do that before. Marcus didn’t want to hurt the shifters, but they would kill him if he couldn’t stop them.

      As soon as the wolves hit the ground, they were up again, unleashing another gruesome attack on the gorilla.

      The sounds of battle reverberated in a sequence of shouts and the boom of magic. I glimpsed over at the whirling masses of the paranormals still trying to get to my aunts.

      “Stay back, Clare,” shouted Dolores, her face red with exertion, as she waved her palm at a skinny woman with short black hair, hissing at her like a feral cat. “I don’t want to hurt you. Get back!”

      Clare raised her fingers like they were claws and tried to get through the wall of fire.

      “Don’t we have a sleeping charm?” shouted Beverly’s voice over the shrieks and cries.

      “I forgot it at home!” shouted Ruth and then tossed a glass vial in the air. It hit a short, stocky man who reminded me of Gilbert, except slightly taller. The vial exploded on contact in a shower of green goo. The Gilbert lookalike staggered, seemingly stuck to the spot where he was, like he’d been superglued to the ground.

      Just like Marcus, my aunts didn’t want to kill these paranormals. They tried to help them. But if I didn’t do something soon, they’d have no choice. I couldn’t let that happen.

      “Ahh!” squealed a girly cry, and I turned to see Ronin-me pointing to a new group of weres—a cougar, a black bear, and another black wolf. “Incoming!”

      “Damn it. There’re too many. I have to get my aunts out of here.” Anger. Fear. Tension. The tidal surges of my emotions propelled me and fueled me with adrenaline. If only I had magic… I would use it.

      But I did have magic… sort of.

      As soon as I thought of it, something inside of me clicked.

      I let my emotions drive the wave of adrenaline that hit and consumed me. An inner darkness, a cool sensation, took over.

      The cool sensation washed over my body, different and unfamiliar. My heart pounded as this cold, unknown feeling filled my blood. Fear hit, and I struggled at the sudden foreign sensation, feeling it pulling at me, invading my body like poison.

      My body became more relaxed and aware, my senses more in tune with everything around me. Whatever was happening made my senses crystalline, bringing me every sight and sound with a cold purity. Next, I felt a surge of strength, power, and ability, like I’d just become Spiderman or something.

      My hands tingled like millions of ants crawled over them. I lifted them to my face and saw black talons sprouting from each fingertip, like claws on a tigress.

      “Holy shit—” I flinched as I felt something sharp bite my lower lip. Rubbing a finger very carefully, I felt two razor-sharp canines where I used to have regular human teeth.

      Holy crispy crap on a cracker.

      I was a vampire.
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      I was a witch-turned-vampire. Well, half-vampire.

      And I was awesome.

      Strangely, I didn’t have a moment of panic. I felt invigorated, curiously confident, and euphoric, like I could achieve the impossible if I wanted. Could I fly? Possibly. Was this how vampires felt all the time? It would explain Ronin’s love for himself. This feeling was addictive.

      The street was filled with screams, shouts, and grunts. Chaos erupted. It was beautiful. I was beautiful. Yeah, my vanity was through the roof.

      My eyes, my awesome night-vision eyes, scanned the street. Marcus, the gorilla, had the gray and red wolf in each hand, and then he smacked their heads together. I heard a horrible crack, and the wolves dropped limply to the ground. They’d wake up later with horrific bumps on their heads.

      And it gave me an idea.

      I bent down and grabbed a loose stone, the size of an apple, next to a lamppost. Seeing as the gorilla had a handle on things from his end, I rushed to meet the new wave of weres. In a blur of motion, and I turned to see the cougar, bear, and black wolf setting out in pursuit.

      Even as the sun disappeared completely, I could see them slipping through and around parked cars, right behind where my aunts stood, busily trying to stop the other paranormals from reaching them.

      “Sneaky little bastards,” I muttered. But so was I.

      I moved like liquid night. If you blinked, you missed me. No kidding. If I blinked, would I miss myself? Yup. I was losing it.

      With my super-vamp speed, I threw myself at the cougar. I spun like a top around it. I couldn’t help myself. This was soooo much fun.

      The cougar flinched and hissed, batting its massive paws at me from the front.

      But I was already standing next to its rear end.

      I pulled on its tail. “Bad kitty.”

      The big cat twisted around to face me, its bared teeth gleaming in the dim light. Its yellow eyes pinned me. Yeah. It was cursed.

      It lunged, its massive teeth going for my jugular. With Superwoman speed, I sidestepped and smacked it hard on the side of the head with my rock.

      The cat’s head snapped back as it fell at my feet, on my feet. Its weight was crushing them and pinning me for a second. “Damn, you’re a big kitty. That’s a lot of kibble in that belly.”

      I stared at the beautiful, unconscious feline at my feet, its fur a glorious tawny color with a splash of gray. Regret tugged at me. I happened to love cats, especially the giant breeds, but this one had wanted to eat my face.

      “Attagirl,” came Ronin-me’s voice from a distance. I turned to see myself clapping with a broad, goofy grin on my face.

      “That does not look natural,” I called back. “Don’t ruin my face!”

      Movement caught my attention, as did the musk and heavy forest stink of a massive bear as it charged me.

      No way could I have moved this two-hundred-pound kitty if I was still in my witch’s body. Good thing I wasn’t.

      Using my newfound vamp strength, I rolled the giant cat off my feet.

      A massive bear charging at me would have made me pee my pants back in my old body. But in this vampire shell, I wasn’t affected by its teeth the size of my fingers or its sharp claws that could tear through metal. Instead, I was unperturbed, focused, and feeling strangely good about myself. A smile tugged at my lips. I felt unstoppable. I felt powerful. I felt like a badass.

      So, I decided to go with it.

      The bear lunged at me. I lurched forward and gave it a solid kick in the gut. Grunting in pain, it stumbled back. But it didn’t last long. It was a freaking bear.

      I swung my fist with the stone, but the bear struck out faster, catching me on my arm and slicing my skin open.

      I hissed at the pain, blood trickling down to my hand and making my grip on my stone slip. “Shouldn’t have done that. I’m about to bust open up a can of whoop-ass on you, Baloo.”

      Grinning, my leg came up, and the bear’s yellow, cursed eyes bulged as my shoe slammed into his head. The kick sent him scrambling back, and a second later, his body crunched as it hit the ground.

      “Look at me. I’m seriously getting the hang of this—”

      Something hard struck me in the back, just as I was assaulted by hot dog breath. We hit the ground together, me headfirst—with a mouthful of fur, dirt, and God knew whatever that’d been living on the street for years—and the wolf on top of me.

      I rolled, not waiting for it to slash me with its sharp talons or to sink its teeth into my flesh. I slipped from under its weight and pushed to my feet. The wolf swatted a hand at me, but I sidestepped and kicked it in the face.

      The wolf yelped in pain. It staggered back, shaking its head. Blood trickled from its nose. Its yellow eyes shone with fury and a savage hunger. No doubt if it killed me, the wolf would have me as a buffet.

      I grimaced at the stench of something putrid just when I spotted strings of slimy wolf drool that covered my shirt and jacket. It would take forever to get the smell out. Good thing these weren’t technically my clothes. I smiled. Ronin was going to be pissed.

      The wolf lunged with frightening speed, jaws snapping at my neck as I barely had time to retreat from its sharp teeth. The damn thing was big and fast. But so was I.

      I’d lost my stone in the struggle, but it didn’t matter.

      I spun, and a rush of vampire mojo pulsed through me. The wolf came at me without pause, heaving itself at me, its massive maw open with ropes of drool hanging from it.

      And then I sent a kick where I imagined its balls were, guessing it was male.

      The wolf let out a whimper, staggering back.

      “Hurts, doesn’t it?”

      I vaulted toward it and kicked it in the head. The wolf collapsed to the side and didn’t move again.

      “Ha!” I cheered. As I ran with my superfast legs, I did a quick look behind me. I could still see the wolf lying on the ground, so there was no—ouch. I slammed into a parked car in front of me.

      “Okay. Ow.”

      I started forward again, a little slower this time and more focused on the obstacles in front of me. I leaped over what I could only assume was an unconscious man and landed with the grace of a cat, next to Dolores. “Damn. I never knew how it felt to be a vampire. Ronin’s got a lot of explaining to do.”

      Dolores frowned at me. “Ronin. Are you experiencing any sudden feelings of uncontrollable anger? Feel the need to kill?” She raised her hands like she was about to spell me.

      I blinked. “No. It’s me. Really. It’s Tessa,” I said, smiling, my canines biting into my bottom lip.

      “What?” cried Dolores, looking flabbergasted.

      “Long story.”

      Dolores pressed her hands on her hips. “Give me the short version. Now.”

      I quickly retold our Black-magic-counter-course-spell-gone-sideways story. “So, it’s really me. Inside,” I said, hooking thumbs at myself. Beverly and Ruth stared at me like I’d grown a third eye in the middle of my forehead.

      “What possessed you to do something so stupid?” asked Dolores.

      I sighed. “Do you really want me to answer that?” I looked around, seeing a scorched black line on the pavement where Dolores’s line of fire had been. The group of crazed paranormals was piled on the ground, seemingly unconscious.

      “Sleeping spell?” I guessed.

      “Inebriation charm,” answered my tall aunt, and I noticed how tired she looked. “It’s the only thing I had at the moment.”

      “They’re going to have a killer headache tomorrow.” Beverly wiped a strand of blonde hair from her eyes.

      “Serves them right,” said Ruth, eyeing the fallen paranormals with as much anger as I’d ever seen on her cute face.

      “You stink.” Ronin-me stood with his hands on his hips. “I’ll never get that smell out. There goes my nine-hundred-dollar jacket.”

      I stared. “I never thought I’d utter those words in my life.”

      Iris’s eyes were wide as she focused on me. “That was incredible. You really homed in on Ronin’s body.”

      Dolores pointed a finger at Iris. “You can stop smiling, missy. Never. Ever dabble with Black magic. Especially when you don’t know what you’re doing.”

      Iris’s brows met in the middle. “I’ve worked Black magic before.”

      Dolores bent down over Iris like some giant. “Ever.”

      Iris opened her mouth to object, but Marcus cut in.

      “You guys okay?” The chief had turned back into his human form, meaning he was naked. His glorious muscled, golden body shimmered with a coat of sweat. I loved that look on him. Loved it.

      He caught me staring and frowned, forgetting for a second that I was inside the half-vampire. Just then, I noticed that my talons had retracted, and I couldn’t feel those canines when I flicked my tongue across my teeth.

      “A little rattled but fine,” said Dolores, straightening to her height of five ten.

      I flicked my gaze over the cougar, bear, and wolf I’d knocked out, seeing three naked men sprawled on the ground. “What do we do with them? They won’t be down for long.”

      “We should tie them up,” said the chief. “I have zip ties back at the office. We can keep them in lockup for now. Away from the others.”

      “I’ll get my sleeping tonic,” said Ruth. “It’ll keep them from trying to kill themselves.”

      “Chief!”

      We all turned to see Scarlett and Cameron running our way. Marcus spun around to face them, and they didn’t look fazed by the naked chief.

      “What is it?” Marcus commanded.

      “Some paranormals are getting restless at the bridge,” answered Cameron. “Your barricade isn’t going to last the night. It’s only a matter of time before they break through.”

      “When they get through, they’re going to go after the humans in the next town,” said Scarlett.

      “That’s not good,” I said.

      Marcus flicked his gaze over to my aunts. “You think you could put up a ward or something? To keep them in?”

      Dolores pinched her brows in thought. “Yes. It’s not going to be easy. We’ll need protection while we do it.”

      “You got it,” said Marcus. With a flash of light and fur, a gorilla now stood in his stead.

      “Let’s go, ladies. The night is not over yet.” Dolores ushered her sisters forward, behind the chief and his two deputies.

      “Wait!” I rushed after them. “I can help, but first, you need to change us back.” Being a vampire had been incredibly satisfying, but let’s face it, I needed my witch mojo back.

      Dolores put a hand on her hip. Her glare was enough to scare away puppies. “Are you in pain?”

      “No.”

      “Do you feel ill or suddenly nauseated?”

      “No. I feel kinda great, actually.”

      “Then you’re not a priority,” said my aunt. “Right now, we don’t have time to deal with your foolishness. We need to put up a new ward, which takes time and energy. All our energy must be put into creating that ward and keeping this madness contained within the borders of Hollow Cove.”

      “That’s just it.” I held up my hand and pointed to Ronin-me. “If I was in my own body, I could help you.”

      Dolores narrowed her eyes. “We’ll deal with you later.”

      Irritated, I glared at her right back. “So, what do we do in the meantime?”

      “You’re in charge of cleaning this up,” said Dolores, pointing her finger to the unconscious paranormals.

      I gritted my teeth as I watched Marcus, his deputies, and my aunts hurry away from us and head toward the bridge.

      “Is it me, or are your aunts pissed at us?” Ronin-me stepped up next to me and put his-her hands on his-her hips.

      “They’re angry with me,” said Iris, her voice bitter. “I did it. Not you. If anyone’s to blame, it’s me.”

      I shook my head. “They’re just stressed because we still haven’t figured out what’s causing this. If only we knew…”

      A sense of being watched came over me. I turned, honing my acute vampire senses on the feeling.

      My attention flicked across the street. A shape lingered in the shadows between two large trash bins about two hundred feet from us. Male, from the sheer size of his shoulders, but I couldn’t see his face. A dark hood hid most of his face. Call it my vampire instincts, but I knew without a doubt this was the guy—or at least, one of them—responsible for the Black magic curse. Why else would he be lurking there, watching the scene unfold, watching what his Black magic curse was doing to people?

      “There,” I said. “That’s him!”

      Before I’d even registered what I was doing, I sprinted forward, my long limbs carrying me at an impossible speed. A girl could get used to this.

      The stranger rose out of the shadows at my approach.

      “Gotcha, you sonofabitch.” I reached out to grab him and had a moment of fear that he’d curse me, but it was too late. My hands were an inch away from his neck.

      I felt a pull in my middle like a giant elastic band wrapped around me, dragging me back in the opposite direction.

      I felt my feet leave solid ground. I had a moment of pure suspension, and then the world blurred by me like I was in a ley line.

      Pain flared, like every bone in my body was shattered, and every cell in my body was on fire as I was being pulled in every direction simultaneously.

      I hit the ground hard, rolling until my back rested on something solid. Searing pain washed thoroughly through me, drawing tears from my eyes. I was dizzy and nauseated like I’d had three bottles of wine all to myself. I blinked as a face came into focus.

      Iris was staring down at me, confusion and worry on her face. “Ronin?”

      Wait. How did Iris get here so fast? And where was that guy…

      I raised my hands, my feminine hands to my face. “I’m back. It’s me. Tessa.”

      I was back in my body. Crap. And I’d nearly discovered him. The culprit. The one who’d infected our town with his Black magic curse. But it also meant that Ronin was back in his body, next to that madman.

      And then I rolled over and puked.
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      “And you didn’t see him?” I asked Ronin again as I shut the door to the holding cells. It had taken us nearly two hours to zip tie everyone’s wrists and ankles and then haul their unconscious asses on gurneys back to the Hollow Cove Security Agency.

      “No.” The half-vampire shook his head. “I was too busy puking my guts out to notice anyone.”

      At the time, I’d felt sick, too, and I had contemplated jumping a ley line back to the spot where I’d seen the guy in the hoodie. But once I tried to stand, another wave of dizziness hit. I was in no shape to face some sort of Black magic magician or whatever they were called.

      There was also the question of Candy and whether she was somehow involved in this. I still needed to find her.

      “You’re lucky he didn’t hex either of you,” said Iris, smiling. She hadn’t stopped smiling since Ronin and I were back in our own bodies. It kind of let her off the hook in a way. I was pretty sure Dolores was still going to rip into her, though. My aunt had been right. Dabbling in Black magic was a horrible idea.

      “Well, that’s the last of them,” I said, peering through the bars of the cells at the group of unconscious paranormals.

      “Hopefully, the last for tonight too,” said Ronin. He let out a sigh and stretched his arms. “It was fun being a woman and all, but I’m glad to be in my own body.” He cast a glance at Iris. “I’ve got plans, darling. You’ve been a very bad witch.”

      Pink splashed over Iris’s face. “Yeah… I’m tired. I think we should all get plenty of rest.”

      I stared at my friends, knowing exactly what kind of rest they would get. Me? I was filled with adrenaline. I was back in my body and still had things to do. Like catch that SOB. I’d seen him, sort of, and now I couldn’t let it go.

      “I’m going to have a chat with my father about Black magic,” I told them as I closed the door to the holding cells, and the three of us headed out the main doors. “But first, I need a shower. I smell… manly for some reason.”

      Ronin shoved me playfully, and Iris let out a laugh. “Dolores is going to kill me,” said the Dark witch. “Did you see how she was looking at me? That was murder right there. Her eyes said it all.”

      “I did. And I’m glad it wasn’t directed at me for once.” I smiled. “Don’t worry. She’s too busy to think about that right now.” I felt a pull of guilt that I wasn’t there with them, helping with the wards. Maybe I’d swing by after my chat with my dad.

      I waved goodbye to Ronin and Iris as I made my way up Stardust Drive. Curtains moved from a nearby window like someone was watching me. Wood boarded the windows on the next house, and the other had metal bars that I’d never noticed before. It was like Hollow Cove was preparing for a hurricane or tornado. A cyclone of crazy paranormals. That’s what this was.

      I opened the door to Davenport Cottage a moment later, flicked on the lights, and hurried for the basement door. Just like in Davenport House, the basement door was a portal, a private gateway to the Netherworld. More specifically, to my father’s home, where a replica of the same door existed.

      With a deep breath, I reached out, grabbed the basement door handle, and yanked it open.

      “Dad,” I called out to the empty stairs. “Dad. I need your help.” There was a possibility that he wasn’t back from his demon conference, but I was going to take a chance.

      Thirty seconds later, my demon father stood on the basement stairs. His usual perfect attire was disheveled. His white shirt was buttoned incorrectly like he’d done it in a hurry, and he wasn’t wearing a jacket. His usual flawless hair was sticking out on the ends like someone had run their fingers through it. “Tessa? What’s happening? It’s that Black magic curse. Isn’t it?”

      “It is.”

      My father’s jaw opened and closed, his silver eyes darting behind me. “Where am I? Oh. Is this your new place?” He scratched at his perfectly trimmed graying beard.

      Before I could answer, my father pushed past me and stepped into the kitchen. I thought about inviting him in, like the first time he’d crossed the basement threshold in Davenport House, saying that House wouldn’t allow him in unless I invited him. But seeing as he’d already made it to my kitchen and was inspecting the quartz countertop, I guessed since he was allowed inside the big house, that also went for the cottage.

      I watched with my hands on my hips as my father went from the kitchen to the small dining area, crossed to the living room, and finally poked his head into the small powder room.

      When he was done, he turned with a smile. “Magic is remarkable. Isn’t it?”

      “It is.”

      Obiryn glanced up to the ceiling, a faintly amused wonderment showing on his face like he was seeing ghosts. “This magical house will never cease to amaze me.”

      “Me too. Can I offer you a drink? Wine?” I just realized it was the first time I had my father over in my new home, and my chest was swelling proudly.

      “That won’t be necessary,” answered my father. “I had enough wine with your mother for the both of us.”

      I stared at him closely, looking for signs that he was a bit tipsy, but saw none. Maybe alcohol didn’t affect demons like it did the rest of us. “So it’s going well, then?”

      He looked at me with a dreamy expression. “Yes. Better than I’d hoped.”

      “I’m happy for you. How was the demon convention? What are they exactly?”

      My father sighed. “The usual. Displays on all the new torture weapons and spells. They’re colorful, active events that’ll bring out the inner demon nerd in you. The merchandise is overpriced. Demon collectors will sell and trade their magic. Long. Boring. I couldn’t wait to leave and join your mother.”

      “Listen, I won’t keep you long,” I said, realizing I’d probably yanked my father from his “bedroom time” with my mother. Damn. Not going there. “I need to ask you what you know about Black magic.” I pulled a chair from my dining table and sat. “So far, it seems like Ruth is having trouble coming up with a counter-curse, and it’s spreading fast. We don’t know who’s behind it yet, but I almost got a look at someone I believe was responsible.”

      My father came around to sit at my dining table. “Almost?”

      “Just when I was about to see his face, I got pulled away back into my body.”

      My father’s mouth fell open. “Back… into your body? Why do I feel I’m missing something of great importance here?”

      I sighed and folded my hands in my lap. “Iris was only trying to come up with a counter-curse. Instead, my consciousness or soul went into Ronin’s body and his into mine.”

      A tiny smile pulled the corners of my father’s lips. “Soul transference. I’ve tampered with that a few times.”

      “Well, when I was still in Ronin’s body with his super-vamp powers, I was about to grab this guy who was hiding in the shadows. But just as I reached out, I was pulled back into my body. I never saw his face.”

      “And you’re sure he’s the one responsible?”

      “Ninety percent,” I answered with a smile.

      My father bobbed his head from side to side as he thought about it. “Good enough for me.”

      “So.” I leaned forward in my chair. “What can you tell me about Black magic? Do you know any counter-courses? Deterrents?”

      “Well.” My father crossed his legs at the knee. “I’ll tell you what I told your mother. Black magic is fundamentally an art dealt with by humans, not demons. It’s also primordially evoked with taking life. A sacrifice. There’s lots of power to be had with Black magic. Essentially, this type of magic is different from your magic, your witch and demon mojo,” he added with a smile. “It has only one purpose—to destroy. To inflict horror, pain, and death. And it always swings back to you. And the payment is worse than any witch or demon magic.”

      I felt myself nodding. “What else?”

      “With Black magic, the practitioner will use objects to spread his curse.”

      “Objects?”

      “Like dolls or coins. Could be anything, really. They’ll be marked with special runes, which keeps the Black magic trapped inside until it’s released.”

      I felt the blood leave my face to pool somewhere around my feet. “So, you’re saying we may have these objects all over town? Right now?”

      My father nodded. “Yes. Very possible.”

      “That would explain how the curse spread without us knowing.” Damn. Damn. Damn. “The curse is not contagious?”

      “Highly unlikely.”

      It should have made me feel better, but it didn’t. “So we need to look for dolls or anything marked with runes.”

      “Precisely.”

      I rummaged through my tired brain, trying to recall if I’d seen anything like that at the Millers’ or at Bernard’s place, but I couldn’t. Looked like I wasn’t going to bed anytime soon tonight. First, I was going to take a shower, and then I was going out again.

      “Can you tell me anything else? What about a counter-curse? Do you know anything that could help? Ruth is struggling with the counter-curse. She’s making herself sick.”

      “Black magic counter-curses are a bit tricky,” said my father, sounding like Dolores. “You see, every curse is different, yet they all share the same properties.”

      “Okay, you lost me, Obi-Wan.” Either my father was speaking in demon, or I was too exhausted to make sense of the words coming out of his mouth.

      My father’s silver eyes wrinkled up at the corners. “Every cursed object will have runes, but each is unique. They are tailored differently. It’s why I assume your Aunt Ruth is struggling with a counter-curse. Because they’re all different. This is not a one-size-fits-all kind of magic.”

      “Well, that’s not good.” A tired sigh sifted from me. My body ached as though being pulled back and forth into different bodies was taking its toll. I was still feeling queasy, like this was the morning of a hangover, and my liver was crying. “How are we supposed to beat this if we can’t come up with some sort of cure?” I wasn’t about to give up. If we couldn’t find a counter-curse for each Black magic curse, we’d have to come up with one that removed them altogether, like a more general counter-curse.

      “Can we destroy these objects?” I asked.

      My father shrugged. “I don’t see why not. Fire is best. If you can reduce them to ashes, it should destroy the curse.”

      Should destroy the curse wasn’t a definite yes, but I’d take it.

      I leaned back in my chair and puffed my breath out. “What else? What else can you tell me.” At that, I noticed my father’s face was a mask of parental horror. “Okay. What now? What are you not telling me? I can see it all over your face. Tell me.”

      “Tessa.” My father’s face was distant for a second as his eyes focused elsewhere. “The objects should be handled with extreme caution. The curse is spread through contact when someone touches the object.” Worry etched across my father’s face. My demon father interlaced his fingers on the table. “But with you…”

      “But with me… what?”

      “Please do not react too badly when I say this.”

      My heart sped up as I leaned forward in my chair. I searched his face. “Well, it’s too late for that now. What?”

      My father met my eyes and said, “You have a bit of Black magic in you.”

      My brain couldn’t keep up, so I had to rely on my mouth. “Uh… I’m sorry. What did you just say?”

      “Black magic, grave magic,” said my father, waving his hand around. “Doesn’t matter what you call it. It’s essentially the same thing. It deals with death. It draws its power through the taking of life, by drawing life from living things. It’s strongly associated with the devil and demons.” He pointed at himself. “Black magic is like a distant cousin to our magic, which you have inside you.”

      The room was spinning, and I felt like I was going to be sick. “So, you’re saying I have Black magic in me?” Like I said, I was a bit slow tonight. I blamed it on being in a half-vampire’s body for so long.

      “Indeed, you do. Same as me.”

      “And that means what? I can make voodoo dolls and make dead things come alive?” Dolores had said it was different than necromancy, but now I wasn’t so sure.

      My father scratched his chin. “You know, voodoo dolls have a bad rap. They’re not all bad. In fact, some voodoo dolls make people happy. I think they’re cute.”

      “Don’t try to change the subject.” I watched him for a moment. “Can I control the dead?”

      “Any demon can control the dead,” said my father, his tone matter-of-fact. “It’s one of the many benefits of being a demon.”

      I sat there stunned for a while, unsure how to feel about having Black magic in me. Especially after Dolores called it dirty magic, how would she feel if she knew I had some in my veins?

      My muscles protested as I shifted my weight in my chair. “Okay. I have Black magic in me. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I was afraid you’d be blamed for what’s happening.” His expression grew tense. “You said it yourself. No one knows who’s cursing your town. You know how humans react when under duress. When they’re frightened, they’ll look to blame someone. That someone will be you. You’ll be burned at the stake like the witches in Salem.”

      “Let’s not overact.” Though maybe he was right.

      “Your mother and I both agreed—”

      “My mother knows?” I think I shouted that part. “And you didn’t think of telling me?”

      “I was going to tell you.” My father looked down at himself and seemed only now to notice that his shirt wasn’t buttoned properly. “Tonight, actually. I’ve only just found out about the town’s situation.” He undid the buttons and began to button his shirt properly. “I was on my way. After your mother and I—”

      I raised my hands. “Don’t want to know.” A sudden scent of body odor filled my nose. Damn. Did the fact that Ronin was piloting my body make me sweat like a man?

      And I was going to have to tell my aunts and Marcus. No way was I going to keep this bit of information from them.

      “There is something else.” My father straightened his shirt. “Something that could be helpful in your investigations.”

      “A giant bottle of Merlo?” I smiled.

      My father laughed. “An exemption. But it could also make you a target if he finds out about you.”

      I rubbed my eyes. “Stop talking in Jedi and tell me exactly what you mean.”

      “It means,” began my father. “It means that you can’t get infected with any Black magic curse. You’re immune. It means you’re the only one who can touch or retrieve these objects.”

      Super.
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      I closed my eyes and let the hot, glorious water spray over my face and body. I’d been in the shower for at least twenty minutes, scrubbing Ronin’s consciousness away. Even though that wasn’t technically possible, it was still a violation in a way. Knowing my friend, I was pretty sure he was doing the same thing. Face it. Being in someone else’s body for a few hours was pretty traumatizing.

      I stiffened at the sound of the bathroom door opening. Jittery as I was, the first thought that popped in my head was, what if this was the Black magic magician? What if he knew where I lived? My imagination was running wild.

      Grabbing the first thing I could in my wet, slippery hands, I leaped out of the shower. “Ha!” I cried, pointing the shampoo bottle in my hand like a gun. “Marcus?”

      Marcus was standing in the bathroom’s doorway, wearing a frown of uncertainty and only a pair of snug jeans. He was hesitant. He looked like he wasn’t sure whether to enter or not. And then it hit me.

      “It’s me. Tessa. I’m back in my body.” I raised my arms like an idiot as though that was supposed to make it clearer.

      As he entered the room, I saw a visible tension leave the muscular chief’s back and shoulders. “‘Bout damn time.”

      I’d realized at that point I had jumped out of the shower naked. If it hadn’t been for Marcus, things would have been awkward.

      Marcus’s vibe was smooth and suave. A smile tweaked his lips. “Are you going to lather me with that?” His eyes dipped to the shampoo bottle I was still holding.

      “Yeah. Maybe.” I tossed the bottle into the still-running shower, a pool of water forming at my feet. No idea why I did that. I had my magic back, but I was still involuntarily thinking I was in Ronin’s body. “The ward? Was it successful?” I asked, feeling a flush on my face.

      He shoved a hand through his hair. “It was. Your aunts managed to do one quickly. And it’s holding. So far, none of the paranormals can get in or out.”

      “That means us too. Right?” Not that I was planning on going anywhere.

      Marcus stepped closer, and those gorgeous gray eyes went serious. “That’s right. We’re lucky to have such strong and capable witches.”

      My eyes kept dipping to his hard chest muscles. Soooo distracting. “Were there any new cursed paranormals?” I was tired, and my body was still not recovered from the body swap, but if some deranged paranormals were running through town, I would pop some Tylenol and get back to it. Maybe I’d down some of Ruth’s healing tonic too.

      “Only a few at the bridge. They’ve been taken care of. We put them in the holding cells with the others. I did a few perimeter checks around town, and all seems quiet for now. It won’t stay that way, but a bit of quiet is nice.”

      I cocked my brows. “I’ll take some quiet. Where are my aunts now?” I asked, shocked that I was standing there in my nakedness and not at all embarrassed with the lights on and this sexy-as-hell man only a few feet away. For some strange reason, I stuck out my chest a little.

      “Home,” answered the chief. “Ruth is in a bad way. She’s exhausted. I’m worried about her. I offered to carry her home.” He smiled, those pearly whites gleaming. “She wouldn’t let me.”

      I laughed, my heart expanding at his softer side. “I’m sure she didn’t. Poor Ruth. This is really hitting her hard. The fact that she can’t find the counter… Oh! I spoke to my father,” I said quickly, my conversation with him still fresh in my mind. “I know why she can’t find a counter-curse. It’s because this magician or shaman is using different objects to curse people.” That didn’t come out right. “He’s planting objects with curses around town,” I tried again. “And each of them has a different structure. Different curse.” If my father had told me sooner, maybe Ruth wouldn’t be so tired. I got that he was afraid for me, but he should have said something.

      “A shaman?” Marcus’s face went serious again. “A Black magic shaman? Are you sure?”

      I nodded. “I almost saw his face.” I told him about the moment my soul was pulled back into my body. “I was a second away from discovering who he was.”

      “He could have cursed you.” Marcus’s voice was harsh, which made me flinch.

      “But he didn’t. And he didn’t curse Ronin. But this is good.”

      “How’s that?” Marcus crossed his large arms over his thick chest.

      “If my father is right,” I said, still standing naked with a partially nude man in the bathroom, “it means the black curse is not contagious. It means we can search the town for these objects and destroy them. That way, the curse won’t spread. We can concentrate on finding this shaman before he has the time to make more.” It made sense that these cursed objects would take time and effort to create. I was hoping I was right.

      Marcus’s eyes narrowed along with the line of his mouth. “I can get a team ready to search for this shaman and another for the objects. This shaman is hopefully stuck in here with the rest of us. There’re only a few hiding places he could be. Somewhere concealed, where he has the privacy to create these cursed objects.”

      I nodded. “Makes sense. You’re good at this, you know. Detecting things.” Like detecting this horny lady right now.

      Marcus smiled, and it put pieces back together inside me that I never thought could mend. “I’m also very good at other things,” he purred, his eyes glazed with desire.

      He had a freaking doctorate in the other things. But I had to come clean about something before his damn muscular body was my undoing.

      I took a breath, preparing myself for what I was about to reveal next. “But it has to be me. I’m the only one who can find the objects and destroy them.”

      Yup, I was right. I could see the anger sizzling in his eyes where they’d been filled with lust a moment ago.

      “Come again?” His tone was like ice, and it gave me the willies. I could see the muscles on his shoulders bulge and his back’s stiff tension. His posture became feral, protective, and lethal, and I was totally turned on by it.

      I swallowed hard, both terrified and excited. “Listen, and don’t freak out or anything.”

      “I’m listening,” snarled the chief.

      I was smiling like a fool. I couldn’t help it. “I’m immune. Immune to the Black magic curse. According to my father, I also have Black magic in me because of my demon heritage, which means I’m the only one who can touch these cursed objects without going mad.” When the chief didn’t say anything, I added, “I have to find them. All of them. Then I’ll burn them. Fire destroys the curse.”

      Marcus’s clenched body slowly relaxed. “And you’re sure? You’re sure you can’t get cursed?”

      “Positive.” Not a hundred percent but close enough. “It’s still not a counter-curse or a cure for the infected, but at least I can stop it from spreading and getting worse. My aunts need to know. Especially Ruth. She needs to work a different angle for the counter-curse.” And if I could find the sonofabitch who was doing this and burn his ass before he had a chance of making more cursed objects, we could all go back to our lives.

      Even though most of the tension had left his body, I could see something dark in his expression. “What’s the matter? You look like something’s the matter.”

      The chief watched me for a moment. “You. The body-snatching thing really caught me off guard. I thought…” He gave a nervous laugh. “I thought I’d lost you.”

      My legs weakened as my heart did some crazy dives in my chest. “You didn’t lose me. It was just a temporary glitch. I’m back now. Safe and partially sound.”

      The chief laughed at that, the sound caressing me as though his hands were gliding over my skin. “I love living with you,” said the chief. “Never thought I’d be living in a house with a woman again. But everything’s different with you. You drive me crazy sometimes, but I can’t see myself anywhere else or with anyone else.”

      I grinned. “Because you loooove living with me.”

      “I do.” His gaze grew intense, and those gray eyes tracked over my nakedness. “Especially the morning sex.”

      Heat gushed in me like I’d fallen into some molten lava. It also made my nipples stand at attention. Damn. I was about to go all linebacker on him. One thing was for sure. The bathroom was too small for what I was about to do to him.

      Marcus’s eyes rolled over my body, slowly, from my firm nipples to my Lady V. His desire was obvious. The tent in his jeans could barely contain his manhood.

      I opened my mouth, my confrontation with Allison and the ring fighting its way into my mind. I tried not to let it occupy my thoughts, but I was a female, after all, and Marcus was mine, all mine. The question about the ring still bothered me.

      Yet, now really wasn’t the time to bring it up.

      Marcus stiffened, his concern obvious. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      I shook my head. “Nothing. Just glad to have a moment to ourselves.” Knowing that the moment would be the last in a while until we found the shaman.

      And I was going to make the best of it.

      Marcus took two steps forward, a distinct glint of devilry in his eyes, and I liked it. One of his large hands pressed against my lower back and pulled me hard to him. My breasts crushed against his solid chest. Oh, it was on.

      His eyes narrowed on my mouth. “Well then. I can’t just leave you naked like this,” he purred. “I’ve got just the cure for that,” he added just before his lips met mine, hot, demanding, and unyielding. His hand slipped up the back of my neck, holding me in place as he kissed every thought out of my head, leaving me with nothing but a hot sensation pooling in my core. Those big, manly hands were curiously as rough as they were tender. And I loved it.

      “Are we playing doctor?” I breathed, my heart skidding to high gear.

      He growled. His mouth was hard and demanding, just like the chief. I softened under his hold, letting him take control. I kissed him back, trying to tell him everything I couldn’t put into words. How worried I’d been. How much I loved him and that he meant everything to me.

      I slid my hands over his back, finding the firm, taut muscles and making him growl. I shivered as he pulled me harder against him. His rough hands moved down my back and cupped my ass. I pulled back to see his chest heaving, his lids heavy with lust.

      He needed this. I needed this. Hell, we needed to get on with this before I exploded into witch bits!

      The next thing I knew, he grabbed me, flung me over his shoulder, and slapped my ass. “The doctor is in.”

      I squealed like an idiot, kicking out my legs as Marcus walked out of the bathroom with me naked on his wide shoulder, the girls bouncing against his back.

      Then Marcus twisted me around in his arms and lowered me to the bed. Apparently, he’d lost his jeans around the same time I looked up from the bed.

      I frowned. “How’d you do that?”

      The chief grinned, a mischievous sparkle in those damn fine eyes with his manhood saluting me. “I’m a doctor.”

      I laughed. He growled.

      My laugh was cut short as he reached out, grabbed my legs, and pulled me to him. Our eyes locked, and the lust I saw in his eyes had my pulse beating in overdrive. Yup. This might very well be the end of me.

      He looked like a ruthless predator. Dangerous and muscled.

      I had no thoughts of rings. No thoughts of Allison or Black magic curses.

      Just him and me.

      My last coherent thought as he lowered himself on top of me was how lucky I was to have such a man love me. I wrapped my legs around him and got ready for his weapon of mass destruction.
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      I couldn’t sleep after the two rounds of earth-shattering orgasms with Marcus. After my second shower, I popped over to the big house, leaving a sleeping Marcus behind, sprawled naked over our bed, just the way I liked him.

      The clock on my phone said 10:45 p.m. I figured my aunts might be sleeping and hated the idea of waking them up. However, I found the three witches gathered around the dining table with a large cheesecake in the middle. Hildo lay on the island with his eyes closed, his chest rising and falling in a peaceful rhythm.

      The scent of fresh coffee filled my nose as I moved toward the counter and poured myself a cup. “Couldn’t sleep either, huh?” I said, enjoying the warm, bitter liquid down my throat as I joined them at the table and sat down.

      Beverly gave me a knowing look. “Well, we know why you couldn’t, with all those orgasms.”

      I stiffened in my chair, heat rushing from my neck up my scalp. I could even feel the tips of my ears go pink. How the hell did she hear that? Could she hear that? Had I forgotten to close the windows? The idea that my aunts could hear Marcus and me having sex was mortifying.

      “Never mind her,” said Dolores, waving her fork around.

      Beverly wrapped a strand of blonde hair behind her ear. “At least someone in the family is getting some.” She pulled her blouse from the collar and blew. “I’m so hot. If I don’t get some soon… I’m going to spontaneously combust.”

      Dolores snorted. “There’s no such thing. It’s a myth.”

      “Sure there is,” said Ruth, her eyes round with absolute certainty. “It happened to Freddie Pett. He was sunbathing in the nude in his backyard. One minute he was oiling himself up, and the next”—she made hand gestures—“poof. He was nothing but ashes.”

      Dolores shook her head. “How do you know this for sure? Were you there? Did you see it with your own eyes?”

      Ruth shrugged. “His wife found him. She told me the story.”

      “Sounds more like the wife spelled him and made up this story to cover it up,” said Beverly.

      Dolores cut a slice of cheesecake. “Here, Tessa. Have some cheesecake.”

      I grabbed the plate and took a bite. “Mmmm. Good. Did you make this, Ruth?”

      Ruth’s blue eyes glanced up from within dark circles, and my heart gave a squeeze at how tired she looked. “I did.” She gave me a weak smile. “Cheesecake makes me happy.”

      “Makes me happy too.” I took another bite.

      “So do orgasms,” added Beverly with a smug smile. “Lots and lots of orgasms.”

      Oh boy. It was going to be one of those nights.

      I swallowed, looking from aunt to aunt and seeing defeat written all over their faces. But what I had to share with them would change all that. “I’m glad you’re up. We need to talk about something.”

      Between chews, I summarized the conversation I’d had with my dear papa. First, about how the Black magic shaman was most probably using objects to spread his curse, which was most likely not contagious, and then how I was most probably immune to it.

      When I was done, I leaned back and waited.

      A piece of cheesecake fell from Dolores’s mouth. “Yes, of course. It explains the transference. It was never contagious. At least, not in the way we thought. They were cursed because they handled those objects. Damn it.” She hit the table with the palm of her hand, making me jerk.

      I stared at her. “I thought you’d be happy. Why the angry face?”

      “That’s just her face, darling,” commented Beverly.

      “Because.” Dolores’s frown turned my way. “Why didn’t I think of it?”

      Beverly rolled her eyes. “Here we go.”

      Dolores looked away from me. “I should have figured it out,” continued my tall aunt as though conversing with herself. “It was right there, the whole time. Staring at me in the face.” Her dark eyes found me again.” Obiryn had the answers. Why didn’t he tell us sooner?”

      “He was afraid to get me involved. Something to do with being blamed for all the curses because of the Black magic I have in me.” I waited for her to disagree with what my father said, but she just kept staring at me, which didn’t make me feel any better.

      I shifted in my seat. “Well, don’t beat yourself up. With everything that’s been going on around here, we were all under a lot of stress.” Especially, Ruth. “It’s why you were having such a hard time finding a counter-course,” I told her, searching her face. “They’re all different. Every single curse is unique.”

      Ruth was nodding, staring at her half-eaten piece of cake. “I can’t make a counter-curse if the curse keeps changing. It can never work.”

      I reached over and squeezed my aunt’s hand. “I know.”

      “I tried,” said Ruth. “I really did.”

      “I know that too,” I said, still seeing the tiredness pull at her fine lines and making her years older.

      Ruth put her elbows on the table with a thoughtful look. “It would take years to come up with all the counter-courses and hope to match the right one with the right curse.”

      “And by that time, everyone will be dead,” said Dolores, winning a scowl from Ruth.

      “I thought I was losing my touch.” Ruth’s eyes went bright with unshed tears.

      My throat constricted with the tears in her voice. “We don’t need a counter-curse. All we need is fire. And as witches, we’ve got plenty of that.” We didn’t have to wait around either. It was going to be point-and-shoot, which I happened to be really good at if the target was close enough.

      “Fire will burn away the curses,” said Beverly, like she was testing the theory on her tongue.

      “Exactly,” I agreed, and a thought occurred to me. “If we destroy these cursed objects, do those who are under the curse come out of it?” I was hoping for a yes. I didn’t want to have to think about those poor souls being cursed forever.

      “In theory, yes,” answered Dolores. “Destroy the cursed object or the original source of the Black magic, and the curse will be destroyed, lifting away the curse from those affected. This is Black magic, the most unreliable source of magic, so there’s a chance it won’t. But there’s still a good chance it will.”

      It wasn’t exactly a solid yes, but it was better than nothing, and right now, we didn’t have any other ways to remove the curse from the already infected people. Without a counter-curse, this was the only thing we had going for us.

      Dolores tapped the table with her finger. “This shaman is highly skilled to be able to produce signature curses like that. Nothing that I’ve ever heard of. But why? Why is he doing this? Why Hollow Cove?”

      Good question. And none of us seemed to know the answer. The silence was heavy.

      I pushed my now-empty plate forward. “I don’t know. But he’s taking his sweet time, going around town and leaving these cursed objects for people to find. The curses stay within the object until someone touches it. Then…”

      “Then all hell breaks loose,” said Beverly.

      “Who knows how many more of these objects are all over town,” I said. “I’m thinking they’re small. Maybe really hard to find.”

      “Or maybe they’re in plain sight,” said Dolores. “Think about it. How else are so many people cursed if these objects are kept hidden? No. They’re right in front of us.”

      “Where?” Ruth moved forward in her seat. “I don’t see anything.”

      “How long will the inebriation charm last?” I asked, thinking of all those people in the agency’s holding cell.

      “Until morning,” said Ruth. “But I can’t keep administering it.”

      I frowned. “Why not? If it’ll keep them from harming themselves or others.”

      Ruth sighed. “Because the more I do it… the more the chances they’ll never wake up. Too much, and it might kill them.”

      “Well, that’s not good.” I rubbed the back of my neck and shoulders, feeling the tightness of stress starting to create a knot. “It means we don’t have a lot of time.” I leaned forward and rested my arms on the table. “Do you think it’s someone you know? Someone from here? It would explain how easily he’s been going around town without anyone suspecting him. Because they know him.”

      “I don’t think so,” said Beverly. “Why would one of our own do this? Hollow Cove is a sanctuary, in a way. We take care of our own. We don’t curse them.”

      I looked at my aunts. “What about Candy? I haven’t had the time to look into that lead. She might still be involved. Maybe she’s paying off the shaman?”

      “It’s not her.” Beverly shook her head. “According to one of my sources, she’s been in England for the past two weeks with her new man. Someone richer than Bernard, apparently.” I couldn’t help but notice the annoyance in her tone.

      “Hmmm. Okay, so chances are it’s not her.” It wasn’t a hundred percent, but it didn’t seem likely that this Candy would be cursing our town because of Bernard, now that she had a new guy in her life.

      Remembering the conversation I had with Marcus earlier, I said, “To make Black magic, this guy needs a quiet place. Right? Somewhere he’s not disturbed, somewhere hidden, where he can concentrate on it. So he won’t be discovered.”

      “Yes,” said Dolores. “That sounds about right.”

      “I think he’s here. I think he’s been here the whole time.” I knew I was right. I felt it in my gut. “He’s in this town, doing his Black magic. The bastard’s here.”

      “Where?” asked Ruth. “Are we going to search every house?”

      “No, that would take forever,” I answered, knowing we didn’t have the luxury of time on our side. “We’ll just have to figure out where he’s hiding. We find him, and we stop him.” I had a few power words I’d like to use on this creep. We could burn him too.

      “Yes.” Dolores was rubbing her chin. “We have to stop him. But before we do that, we need to do something first.”

      “What?”

      “We must find the cursed objects and destroy them before more people get infected.” Dolores looked at me. “Fire destroys them, so that’s what we’ll do.”

      I nodded, grabbing my empty coffee mug. “I’ll start with the Millers, and then I’ll do Bernard.” I winced at how gross that sounded. But the words were already out. I did not make eye contact with Beverly.

      I stood up and went back to the coffee maker. I was going to need more caffeine in me since I wasn’t going to bed anytime soon. “I’ll check the Security Agency last. There has to be one there that infected those people.” Marcus’s building was huge. Perfect for hiding some cursed object.

      Dolores stood up. “If we go now, we might be able to find at least three objects before breakfast tomorrow.”

      “You’re coming with me?” I asked, surprised, though the four of us would work much faster at finding these damned objects than just me.

      Dolores stared at me like I’d just told her she wasn’t the cleverest witch in the state. “Of course we’re coming with you. You’ll need someone with my level of skill and strength. Unless you can tell a cursed object just by looking at it? Well? Can you?”

      Good point. “No. But my father did say there might be some sort of rune written on them. That’ll help.”

      “If the rune is visible, that is,” added Ruth. “Sometimes they’re not. Sometimes you need to pour water over them to see the runes. Sometimes it’s tomato sauce.”

      “It’s settled,” said Dolores. “We find these objects and destroy them. Then… then we find the shaman. And he’ll wish he never messed with us witches.”

      I smiled. “It’s on.”
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      All the way across Hollow Cove to the Millers’ house, Dolores and Beverly argued about the “correct” way to identify a cursed object.

      “It's the smell,” claimed Beverly. “If it smells like rotten eggs, we know it’s cursed. Every witch knows this.”

      I didn’t.

      “It's the keen sense of power,” disagreed Dolores. “That’s how you know it’s cursed. But if your skill in the magical arts is not as advanced as mine, you would walk right past it and never even notice it.”

      Once inside, we each searched our designated parts of the house, per Dolores’s instructions, and I didn’t mind her taking the lead. I wasn’t sure what I was looking for, but I was certain between the four of us, we were going to find something.

      Having downed my third cup of coffee, I was ready to face this shaman or levitate. Didn’t matter which came first. Coffee made me feel invincible.

      I hadn’t had the heart to wake Marcus before I left. He looked so peaceful and perfect in our bed. Part of me wanted to stay and rub my face all over his rock-hard abs. But he was tired, and the fact was, he wouldn’t be much help in finding the cursed objects. I knew if I woke him, he’d refuse to stay behind. The last thing I wanted was for him to get cursed. The town needed him. I needed him.

      Until we knew what we were looking for in terms of the cursed objects, it was better that my aunts and I handled it. Me especially, since I may or may not be immune to Black magic curses, which remained to be seen.

      The Millers’ place looked exactly like it did the last time I was here. The upstairs had three bedrooms, like my Davenport Cottage, but the rooms were bigger, organized, and tidy, just like everything else in the home. The only thing out of place were the four of us.

      “What is she doing?” I asked, staring at my Aunt Dolores standing in the middle of the master bedroom with her hands raised as she mumbled under her breath as though she were offering herself to the goddess.

      “One of her curse-revealing spells, I presume,” called Beverly from inside the master closet. She stepped out, holding a short, red cocktail dress to her chest that probably looked better on a ten-year-old. “What do you think? Does this scream slut or desperate?”

      I thought about it. “Both?”

      Beverly’s eyes gleamed. “Excellent. You think she’ll mind if I borrow it?”

      I looked over at Dolores, who was still mumbling with her eyes closed. “I doubt it. She’s dead.” Only Beverly would be thinking about how good she’d look in a skimpy dress in a house of the deceased while trying to find Black magic cursed objects.

      Beverly’s face fell. “Oh. That’s right.” She tossed the dress. “I’m sure I can find out where she bought it. Not many stores sell these kinds of dresses.”

      “The slutty-looking ones?” I couldn’t help myself.

      “Will you two shut up,” growled Dolores. “I’m working here. I need silence.”

      “You’ve been at it for half an hour.” Beverly moved over to the tall dresser and pulled open the first drawer. “If something was here, we would have found it by now.”

      Dolores opened her eyes and glowered at her sister. “Are you saying I’m incapable of a simple curse-revealing spell?”

      Beverly slammed the drawer shut. “No. Just that maybe it’s not here. We’re wasting our time.”

      “Maybe they were cursed by touching something that wasn’t in their home,” I said.

      “Both of them? Highly unlikely.” Dolores moved over to the bed, closed her eyes, and raised her hands once again. “It’s here. In this bedroom, I’m sure of it. And I’m going to find it.”

      I joined her on the side of the bed. “You think the bed is cursed?”

      Dolores opened one eye. “It’s only logical to assume that this shaman would want to curse as many people as possible. The bed would be the perfect spot while they…” She made hand gestures.

      “Sex, Dolores. Sex. Sex. Sex.” Beverly stood with her hands on her hips. “Sex is not a dirty word. For you, it’s fictional. But for the rest of the beautiful people, sex is wonderful and pleasurable.”

      Dolores let out a puff of air. “You mean for the whores.” She moved over to the bedside table and opened it.

      Beverly smiled as though she’d just gotten a compliment. “Just ask Tessa, who’s been getting some… and then some.”

      “Uh…” Was she saying I was a slut?

      “I don’t think sex is a dirty word,” said Dolores, rummaging through what looked like paper and pens. “Some of us treat it as something special, something that deserves respect, while others walk around with a mattress on their back.”

      “The foam ones are lighter,” said Beverly with a wink. “If you want to carry it on your back.”

      I snorted. “This beats searching alone.”

      “Wait a minute.” Dolores had spread out her arms like a home-plate umpire at a baseball game. She made a few hand gestures while muttering. “No.” She shook her head. “I thought there was a cursed object. But nothing is cursed in here.”

      I sighed. “There’s nothing in the other rooms either.”

      “Hang on.” Dolores shoved her hand in the drawer. “What an odd thing. What do you make of this?” She pulled out a skin-colored, long, twelve-inch cylindrical object. She brought it closer to her face and inspected it.

      Beverly laughed. “No, you wouldn’t know.”

      “What? Why? What is it?” asked Dolores.

      I looked at her and said, “I think you’re holding a vibrator.”

      Dolores’s mouth fell open. There was a moment of sheer panic in her eyes, and then… “Ah!” She whipped the vibrator right at me as though it had burned her fingers.

      With a smack, it hit me in the forehead and rolled down the side of my face. “Great. Just great.” I did not want to think about where it had been now that it hit me in the forehead and touched my skin.

      A crash sounded from downstairs, pulling me around. The shatter sounded like someone had dropped a glass on the floor.

      “I’ll go.” I stepped over the vibrator and made my way downstairs, thinking I needed to find a bottle of rubbing alcohol to pour over my face.

      Ruth was on her knees with a dustpan and brush, sweeping up what looked like shards of glass.

      She looked up as I entered the kitchen. “Butterfingers,” she said, smiling. “I just wanted a glass of water.”

      “Let me do it.” I knelt next to her and took the brush and dustpan. “You’re tired, Ruth. You haven’t slept. You should be home in bed before you make yourself ill.”

      Ruth sighed, but she didn’t argue. “You’re right. I am tired. But it’s like they say, I’ll sleep when I’m dead.”

      I looked at her. “Not funny.”

      Ruth pulled out a wooden stool from the kitchen island and sat. “I wasn’t trying to be funny. But I can’t think of sleep. Not until we find one of the cursed objects. Any luck upstairs?”

      I finished sweeping up all the shards and stood. “No. I get the feeling that maybe it’s not here. Maybe the Millers were cursed elsewhere. But Dolores doesn’t think so.”

      Ruth was nodding. The bun that was once on the top of her head was now at the base of her neck, and wisps of white hair fell over her face. Her eyes had sunken into a permanent state of too little sleep.

      “Maybe my father was wrong,” I said, opening the lower cabinet doors as I searched for a garbage can. I didn’t want to admit it, but there was the possibility that he’d been mistaken. On the other hand, maybe we were looking for the wrong thing. Perhaps there never were any cursed objects.

      “If we can’t find the objects,” said Ruth with a yawn, “we have to find this Black magic shaman and stop him.”

      “We will.” Anger flared at the thought that this creep was still out there, hurting people and planning to hurt more. I opened the cabinet under the sink. “Urgh,” I said, wincing as the smell of rot and something sweet, like someone had forgotten to take the garbage out for more than two weeks, rolled up my nose. “You stink,” I said, seeing the garbage and the culprit for the nasty smell.

      “Sorry. I haven’t taken a shower today,” said Ruth.

      I looked back at her with a smile. “No. Not you. I’m sure you smell lovely. I was talking to the garbage.”

      She perked up. “You too? I do that all the time.”

      I laughed, knowing she was serious, and dumped the broken glass into the stinky garbage. “Well, maybe we’ll have better luck at Bernard’s—”

      A piece of tan-colored cloth buried under some lettuce and eggshells caught my attention. Instinctively, I threw out my witchy instincts. It wasn’t much, but I felt something. A cold throb that otherwise I wouldn’t have felt.

      “Something is here,” I said, remembering what Beverly had said about the smell of a cursed object. “There’s something in the garbage.”

      “There’s always something in the garbage,” said Ruth.

      “No. I mean… I think I’ve found it. The cursed object.”

      Ruth was next to me in an instant. “The lettuce?”

      “No. That cloth there.” I gestured with the dustpan. I couldn’t see anything written on it, no runes or that sort of thing, since it was buried under garbage. But I felt it. I needed a closer look. “I need to take it out.”

      “Careful,” warned Ruth, a hand on my arm. “We still don’t know enough about it. Try not to touch it.”

      “Right.” I thought about grabbing it, but then I didn’t want to get cursed. Even if my father was right and the Black magic curses wouldn’t affect me, I wasn’t willing to risk it. Instead, using the dustpan and brush, I pinched the tip of the cloth, pulled it out, and let it fall on top of the counter.

      Ruth bumped her shoulder against me as we both stood there, eyeing the object.

      It was a tiny bag, the size of an apple, tied with a string. Red runes I didn’t recognize marked the exterior of the cloth. Strange how something so small could be responsible for such a horrible and deadly curse.

      The Millers had tossed it in the garbage, not realizing what it was, and inadvertently had gotten cursed in the process.

      I swore. “My father was right. This is the cursed object he talked about.”

      “You did it. You found it. Let me get Dolores and Beverly.” Ruth ran out of the kitchen. “Dolores! Beverly! Come quick. Tessa found it!” she hollered from the bottom of the stairs.

      A moment later, my three aunts came barreling into the kitchen.

      “Stand back!” ordered Dolores as she stepped in front of the counter, her arms out. “Don’t get too close,” she warned.

      I opened my mouth to tell her I’d just taken it out of the garbage, but I changed my mind. “This is the cursed object. I know it.”

      “Oh my cauldron.” Beverly wrapped her arms around her middle like she’d just gotten a chill. “Where did you find it?”

      “In the garbage,” said Ruth proudly.

      “I think it was placed somewhere in the kitchen,” I said, thinking it through. “They both touched it right before they threw it out. Not realizing that they’d just handled a cursed object.”

      Dolores eyed the bag like she was staring at a grenade about to explode. “It’s not a cursed object. It’s a curse bag. It’s not the same thing.”

      I wasn’t sure there was much of a difference, but I wasn’t about to argue with her. One thing was for sure. It had weight. “Something is inside.”

      “Hair, teeth, blood, and most probably grave dust,” informed Dolores, her eyes grimly concerned. “It’s a curse bag,” she repeated.

      I shook my head. “I’m not following. What’s the difference?”

      Dolores kept her eyes on the so-called curse bag. “If it was a cursed object, it would have been something the Millers owned. Something of theirs.”

      “Like the vibrator,” said Beverly, a smile on her pretty mouth.

      Dolores cleared her throat, clearly still uncomfortable about touching the sexual instrument. “A hairbrush, a book, anything they owned.”

      “Okay,” I said, starting to understand. “And the curse bag?”

      “A curse bag means it was prepared in advance. And that he didn’t need to spend too much time in this house. He probably slipped in while they were sleeping and put the curse bag right here on the counter for them to find.”

      “And touch it,” said Ruth, a frown on her face. “This is a very bad shaman. Very bad.”

      “Yes, thank you for that, Ruth,” said Dolores.

      “Well, at least we know what to look for. This is good.” I took this as a win. Instead of looking for cursed objects that could be anything and anywhere, we needed to look for tiny tan cloth bags.

      I let out a breath. “Well, I don’t know about you, but I’m ready to burn this sucker.” I pulled on my magic, my fingers tingling with anticipation.

      “Not here.” Dolores cocked her head to the side as she walked around the counter, eyeing the curse bag. “We can’t risk burning down this house. We need to keep it contained under a controlled fire.”

      “There’s a perfect spot back home,” said Beverly, a sparkle in her eyes. “Where we did the ritual for Lilith. Right where I strapped a naked Gary on the altar.”

      “Uh-huh.” How could I forget poor, naked Gary, who had a hard-on for Lilith.

      “And we don’t know how the fire will react either,” added Dolores, more layers to her frown.

      I stared at the curse bag. “You don’t think the fire will destroy it?”

      “I do,” answered Dolores, finally pulling her eyes from the bag and looking at me. “But let’s be safe, just in case. You just never know when dealing with Black magic. It could lead to… complications.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her, not liking what she was saying. I was hoping she was wrong. “Well, we won’t know until we do it.”

      “How are we going to bring it back home?” Ruth stared at the curse bag with a mixture of anger and disgust. “If we can’t touch it.”

      “I’ll take it.” I pulled my messenger bag around to my front. “I’m the only one who’s immune. Or so my father says.” I reached out my hand but stopped, seeing the fear on my aunts’ faces. “Don’t worry. If I start acting crazy, just burn it, and I’ll be fine.”

      “Or so we hope,” said Dolores.

      “Dolores,” hissed Beverly. “You’re making her nervous.”

      Dolores shrugged. “I just want her to know the risks involved.”

      “I do.” My hand shook as I moved it closer to the curse bag. I wasn’t an idiot. I didn’t want to get cursed, and there was still a slight chance that the Black magic could actually affect me. But I had to do it.

      I took a deep breath. My heart raced as if I were closing in on a heart attack, and I grabbed the top of the curse bag. I closed my eyes, not sure why I did that, and waited. And waited some more.

      And nothing happened.

      I peeled open my right eye and then my left. “Nothing happened.”

      “Are you feeling the need to hurt yourself or us?” Ruth rolled her eyes over me like I was some new type of fungus she wanted to dissect.

      I opened my bag and dropped the tiny curse bag inside. “I feel fine. I feel like myself. My father was right. The curse didn’t affect me.”

      Dolores took a step back from me. “You’ll need to keep that away from the rest of us until we destroy it.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll use the ley line to get home.”

      Beverly let out a long breath. “Well, I haven’t been this nervous since I screamed out John while I was having sex.”

      Okay, I’ll bite. “What’s wrong with that?”

      Beverly blinked at me. “His name was Michael.”

      “There’s more,” said my tall aunt. “I wasn’t sure at first, but I am now.”

      I closed the flap of my bag. Something odd in her tone made me look up at her. “About what?”

      Dolores sighed. “All magical practitioners have their own mark. Their own signature. We all do, as do you, Tessa.”

      I had no idea. “Okay. Sure. And you recognize this?”

      Dolores nodded. “I do.” Her long face turned grave. “The HAM created these Black magic curses.”

      “Ham?” I let out a short laugh. “Sounds more like food.”

      Dolores narrowed her eyes at me. “Humans Against Magic. It’s an extremist human group. They hate all things paranormal.”

      Damn. “I had no idea such groups existed.”

      “They do,” said Beverly. “And more than you might think.”

      I felt a shiver at the tone of her voice. “What the hell do they want?”

      “To kill us all,” answered Dolores, fear coloring her voice. “And they won’t stop until every single person in town is cursed.”
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      Once we knew we were looking for small cloth bags, it didn’t take long before we found the one that had cursed Bernard.

      Ruth found it in the garage on top of a red toolbox.

      “I found the sucker! Found him!” she’d bellowed like the curse bag was a person.

      It was exactly like the one we’d found at the Millers, but the markings differed. Where the Millers’ bag had three runes that looked like capital A's, with three lines going through each one, Bernard’s had two runes that looked like upside-down P's, with a small circle below. This only cemented my belief that all the curse bags were filled with a different curse, making it harder to find a counter-course. Not that it mattered, now that we were about to fry these little suckers.

      I stared at the two curse bags on the grass, next to my aunts, wondering what was inside. I tried to open them once we got back, but Dolores wouldn’t let me.

      “What if you let the curse out? What if the bag is the only thing containing it? What if we all end up cursed? Then what? Did you think of that? No. No, you didn’t!” She’d practically screamed at me, waving her hands around hysterically.

      “Okay. I won’t. Good point.” What Dolores said made sense. I was a curious beast, and part of me thought if I knew what was inside, it could only help us further. But I didn’t want to be responsible for all of them getting cursed. We still knew very little about the Black magic curse bags. I was not about to gamble with their lives.

      At that precise moment, Marcus stepped out of Davenport Cottage, his gorgeous face still marked with sleep as he crossed the backyard.

      “What’s going on?” asked the chief as he pulled a shirt over his head, giving us a really quick but equally amazing view of his rock-hard abs.

      Beverly caught my eye and gave me a thumbs-up.

      “We’re going to burn the bad bags,” said Ruth, a wicked smile on her face. “Burn! Burn! Burn!” Her lack of sleep had started making her sound more unhinged than her usual nutty self.

      Marcus came to stand next to me, pulled me against him, and gave me a kick kiss on the mouth. It was quick, but it still had my heart racing and my lady bits thundering. The man had skills.

      “And these bags are the ones making people sick?” asked the chief, releasing me.

      “Yes,” I told him. “These curse bags are infused with Black magic.”

      Marcus leaned forward. “What’s in them?”

      Good question. “We don’t know. Dolores won’t let me open them.” At the questioning frown on his perfect visage, I added, “It could let out the curse. So we don’t want to take that chance.”

      “And you shouldn’t,” growled Dolores.

      Marcus gave Dolores a nod. “And you’d be right.”

      Dolores lifted her chin. “I’m also right that the Humans Against Magic are responsible.”

      Fury flashed in the chief’s eyes. “Really? The extremist human group?”

      “The very same.”

      I glanced at the chief. “What do you know about them?” With his extensive experience as a “law man” in the paranormal world, I figured he’d have some intel on this group.

      He clenched his jaw, and muscles pinched along his powerful frame. “They’re extremely resourceful and brutal. They’ll kill paranormal children just as they’ll kill adults. Makes no difference to them. I’ve never had to face any of them here in Maine. But I’ve had a few run-ins with them over the years.”

      I tracked my eyes along his handsome face. “Run-ins as in you pounded in their faces?”

      A smile played on his lips. “Something like that.”

      I cocked a brow. “I bet.”

      Dolores stood with her hands on her hips. “We should get started. Are we ready?”

      “As ready as a hot, single gal in a room full of eligible men,” answered Beverly with a smile as she gave Marcus a wink.

      The chief arched his brows, but a smile haunted his lips.

      “Ready.” I turned at the sound of Ruth’s muffled voice. She stood with a gas mask on, the ones you see on TV when there’s been a chemical spill. In her left hand hung a metal garbage can lid that she used as a shield and a pink spatula in her right.

      That brought a smile to my face.

      “Tessa, if you will.” Dolores moved back from the curse bags, giving me room to work.

      “Right.” I drew in a breath and stepped forward. The two tiny bags sat on the grass. A slight pulse of energy resonated from them, like the faint buzzing of bees. It wasn’t much. I had a feeling their curse was nearly spent. Maybe the curses were slowly draining themselves out? Or perhaps that’s exactly what they wanted us to think before they cursed more people.

      My heart sped up as I stared at the bags. If fire didn’t destroy them or if it released what was inside, we were in mounds of trouble.

      Only one way to find out.

      I reached out to the elements around me, gathering my energy around my upraised hands, and shouted, “Accendo!”

      Energy rushed out of me as a ball of yellow fire thrust out of my outstretched hand and slammed into the two bags on the grass.

      A tall, green flame rose from the spot where I’d hit the bags, and a strong hand pulled me back just as heat scorched my forehead. A nightmarish symphony of wails pierced the night air, like the sound of things that thrived in the dark and the cold.

      My skin was riddled with goose bumps as the wailing continued. The energy left me in a dizzying wave. I hadn’t used my powers in a while, and it showed.

      With a final earsplitting wail, the fire went out. All that was left of the curse bags were two piles of ashes.

      “It worked,” I said, panting as I leaned forward. “Just ashes.” I turned and looked at Dolores, who seemed just as relieved as me. “That sound? Was that the curse?” I could still hear it, like a lingering echo, even though it was gone.

      “It almost sounded like a dying animal,” said Marcus.

      “Yes,” answered Dolores, her eyes on the ashes. “And if we had opened the bag…”

      “The monster would have come out,” I answered for her. Okay. A major point for Dolores. She’d been right.

      Dolores pressed her hands to her hips, visible tension releasing in her posture. “You don’t have to worry about that anymore. It’s been destroyed. Your father was right. Good work, Tessa.”

      “Thanks,” I answered, proud that my demon father was able to help us in this way.

      “Now we know that the curse stays contained as it burns,” said Dolores. “It’s very good news.”

      Ruth pulled off her mask. “Boy, that was intense. I think I peed myself.”

      “Well, I’m just glad that’s over.” Beverly gently brushed her hair from her face.

      “It’s not over just yet.” I brushed my shoe over the ashes. “We have a lot more of these to find.” I thought about those paranormals we fought earlier and the ones who had died at the agency. I glanced at Marcus. “There’s one somewhere inside your agency. We should go and find it before more people get cursed.”

      “Tessa!”

      I turned to the sound of my name to see Iris galloping across the backyard.

      My pulse spiked. “What’s wrong?” I asked, judging by the look of fear on her face. “Is it Ronin?” The fear of my half-vampire friend cursed had me on edge, like a raw coldness scraping over my nerves.

      “No.” Iris bent over, seemingly with a cramp at her side as red blotted her cheeks. “It’s Martha.”

      “Martha?” Dolores’s face paled. “Oh no.”

      “She’s been cursed. Hasn’t she?” I guessed.

      “Yes,” answered Iris. “Ronin’s with her now, trying to calm her. But I don’t think he can. She’s…”

      “Crazy?” I prompted, seeing Marcus already jogging away toward the street, his broad shoulders swaying as he put on speed.

      Iris just nodded. Her eyes moved over to the patch of burnt grass and ash. “Uh… what’s that?”

      “The curse bags I fried.” I looked at my friend. “Come on. I’ll tell you on the way. You guys good?” I asked my aunts.

      Dolores clenched her jaw. “We’re fine. You go. And, Tessa? Be careful.”

      “Always.” I always tried to be careful, but things had a way of happening around me.

      Together, Iris and I rushed out of the backyard and hit the street.

      Adrenaline fired through my veins as we ran down Stardust Drive, my thighs burning from the effort as I pushed myself. Finally, we got to Charms Avenue and rushed toward Martha’s beauty salon, with my heart lodged somewhere in my throat.

      “Curse. Bags. At. Millers’. Bernard’s place,” I rasped as I ran as fast as possible while trying to converse with Iris. Speaking while running was not as easy as it seemed.

      “Kay,” wheezed Iris, lagging a bit behind.

      “Kill the bag,” I panted as I spotted Martha’s pink, two-story Victorian house. “Kill the curse.”

      “Got it,” huffed Iris, looking like she was about to implode. We were both seriously out of shape.

      Marcus was nowhere in sight. He was probably already inside, judging by his wereape legs moving unnaturally fast, even in his human body.

      Screams blared from inside the salon, drawing my gaze up. Shadows moved past the windows on the first floor, and I hurried up the front porch, where a large, flashing neon pink sign just above it read HOT MESS WITCH, BEAUTY SALON.

      The front door was open, so I rushed in.

      Ronin was pinned against the far wall, next to a row of shelves filled with shampoo bottles, conditioner, and an assortment of hair products. He held two hair-spray bottles in front of him, like guns.

      And hunched before him, with her hands up like claws, was Martha. Well, what looked like the witch.

      Her eyes were yellow and cloudy, her face sweaty and pale like she had a severe fever. Her blouse and skirt were ripped like she’d just come from a month of trekking through the woods. Foam dribbled from the corners of her mouth.

      “Shit. She’s like a rabid dog,” I said, stepping into her salon. Marcus stood right behind Martha. His body posed like he was about to tackle her. But this was Martha. Sweet, gossip-queen Martha. I didn’t want her to get hurt.

      “Help,” squealed Ronin. “She’s crazy. Do something before I do.” I glanced at Ronin’s hands. Black talons had sprouted from his fingers, much deadlier than his usual manicured fingernails.

      “She’s getting worse,” said Iris, coming up behind me. “She wasn’t foaming at the mouth before I left.”

      “Tessa,” said Marcus, looking over his shoulder at me. “If you have a plan, do it now. I can’t leave her like this. She could hurt someone.”

      “Yeah, me,” declared Ronin.

      Martha hissed at the half-vampire and then let out a horrible scream that had the hairs on the back of my neck prickling up.

      “She’s got some serious lungs,” I muttered.

      Before I could react, the witch charged. At Ronin, that is.

      In a blur, the half-vampire threw the two hair-spray bottles at Martha. With a smack, they hit her in the head. She teetered a moment, and then with her eyes rolling in the back of her head, she collapsed to the floor.

      She was going to have a nasty bruise, but it could have been worse. “Quick. Look for the curse bag before she wakes up.”

      “The what bags?” asked Ronin.

      I rushed to the nearest styling station, searching for the damn bag. “Curse bags. That’s what the shaman’s been using to curse people. It’ll be made of cloth. It’s small. But don’t touch it. Just let me know if you find it.”

      “Right.” Ronin walked over to the wall of magical beauty products on the shelves.

      As I moved over to the next styling station, Martha let out a moan. Marcus was there in a flash, standing over her, his body primed and ready to bring her down should she wake up.

      “Hurry. She’s waking up,” said the chief.

      “Found it!” came Iris’s voice.

      Heart slamming in my chest, I turned to find her standing behind the shop’s counter and pointing to something next to the cash register.

      I leaped over the unconscious Martha, amazed at how easy that was, and rushed over to Iris.

      “There,” she said, pointing to a small cloth bag sitting next to the cash register.

      Another moan, more like a growl, came from Martha. And when I flicked my sight over to her, she was stirring, like she was trying to get her body to listen to her.

      “Hurry, Tessa,” said Marcus.

      I stared at the little bag. “I’m not supposed to be burning a curse bag inside a house, but what the hell. If I burn it down, she can bill me.” I took a breath. “Everyone. Get back.” I waited once Iris was safely behind me and then pulled on the elements, gathering my mojo inside me. Heart pounding in my throat, I spun into action.

      “Accendo!”

      I hurled out my hand, and a ball of yellow-orange fire spewed from my palm, a perfect shot, straight at the curse bag.

      A tall, green flame rose, heating my face as that same horrible, cringeworthy wailing filled the salon.

      And then it was over. A small pile of ash sat scattered across a blackened, scorched counter beside a half-melted cash register and a few liquified beauty products that had the unfortunate luck of being so close to my fire.

      Iris bumped my shoulder as she came for a closer look. “The wailing was the curse. Wasn’t it?”

      “Yes.” My face wrinkled at the horrid rotting stench that lingered in the air.

      “Did it work?” asked the Dark witch. “Is the curse destroyed?”

      “Let’s find out.” I spun around and walked over to Martha, hoping we’d been correct in our theory that destroying the curse bags destroyed the curse.

      Marcus helped the witch to a sitting position on the floor. She held her head between her hands. “Oh dear. What happened?”

      “You were cursed. That’s what happened.” I knelt next to her, examining her face. “You don’t remember?”

      Martha shook her head, and I could see a large, red lump on the left side of her forehead where Ronin clocked her with one of the bottles. It was a good thing she didn’t remember that, or Ronin would pay for it.

      “What’s the last thing you remember?” asked Marcus.

      Martha looked over to the counter, frowning at the large scorch marks. “I… I was going over my list of orders for next week. And then… everything after that is just blank. I can’t remember how I got on the floor.”

      “Maybe that’s a good thing,” said Ronin, standing over us.

      With Marcus’s help, I stood and led Martha to one of her styling chairs. “We need to find the group before things get worse.”

      “What group?” asked Ronin as he held a pink scalp massager, with a strange smile on his face.

      “The Humans Against Magic extremist group,” I told them. “Dolores thinks they’re responsible for this. Says the curse bags have their signature marking.”

      “Oh dear. That is terrible news,” said Martha, her words slurred like she’d had too much to drink.

      Ronin was nodding, still hanging on to the scalp massager. “Yeah. Yeah, I heard of these guys. Real psychos. Apparently, they take great pride in killing paranormals. Heard they take heads as trophies.”

      Yikes. I glanced at Marcus, whose frown was reminiscent of one of Dolores’s. “We have to stop them before our entire town goes mad and kills itself.”

      I looked at Iris, and before I could open my mouth, she said, “I’ll stay with Martha. You go.” The Dark witch had read my mind.

      “And I’ll stay here just in case…” Ronin was watching Martha like he thought she might change back into that mad witch at any moment.

      It was pretty clear he wanted to be there just in case that happened. He wanted to protect Iris.

      “Okay. Fine. We’ll see you later.”

      My eyes landed on Marcus. “Where do we start?” I asked, remembering our conversation earlier about a few hiding places where the shaman or HAM could be hiding while concocting their curse bags. He’d know where to look.

      Marcus’s gray eyes darkened. “I have a few ideas.”

      “Then let’s go.”

      We headed out the door. I wasn’t sure what I’d do once we found them. Not true. I knew what I’d do. I just wasn’t sure it was legal.
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      “What is this place?” I whispered, looking around. I was getting the heebie-jeebies just standing here, like entering a fun house and not knowing who or what was lurking in the shadows about to jump you.

      Dust rattled down in the darkness around us, invisible grit for my unseeing eyes. The smell of mildew and something else, like roadkill, assaulted my nose as I moved along a slippery tile floor. The windows at the front of the building let in a strip of dim light from the lamppost outside on the street. The structure was the size of Gilbert’s grocery store and located just behind it on the next street. But unlike his, housing rows of shelves filled with dry or canned goods, cereal, and loads of fresh veggies with more of an open concept, this place was a multitude of hallways and rooms, all empty except for the mounds of dust I was inhaling.

      “It used to be a meat factory,” said Marcus, his voice low as he walked down a long, dark hallway with me right behind him, my heart hammering. “It closed down after repeated health violations.”

      “It smells vile enough.” I peered into a room on my left with a desk and a few boxes tossed around. It had probably been an office at one time. My mind treated me to a grisly collage of images of creepy monsters waiting in the shadows.

      “Old Pete Hardhide just couldn’t keep up with today’s regulations. He was an old-school werebear. Big guy with a temper to match. He liked his meat raw, so you can imagine.”

      “Ew.”

      A smile tugged at his lips, and his gray eyes raked over my face. “He passed away a year before you came here.”

      “And it’s been in this state ever since,” I guessed. I stared at a spot on the wall that looked suspiciously like a spatter of old, dried blood. I shook my head, trying hard not to think about all the animals’ carcasses that were sliced up here. “But why this place? Why did you think of it? Because it’s abandoned?” That would make sense. I’d probably come to the same conclusion.

      Marcus looked over his shoulder to the entrance, his eyes distant for a moment, like he was recalling a memory. “I thought I saw something move inside, through the window, yesterday. It was fast. And I could be wrong. Could be nothing.”

      “And it could be something.” I’d learned over the last year that Marcus had incredible instincts. It was best to listen to them. “It is the perfect place to dabble in Black magic without fearing anyone stumbling in for some meat patties.”

      “That’s what I’m thinking.” The chief turned his attention back to me, tension pulling his shoulders tight. “Keep your eyes open and your senses alert. They could be anywhere. This place is like a maze.”

      “Mmm hmm.” But I had my witch’s instincts on in full force, and I hadn’t felt anything. No Black magic vibes. No magic at all. But that didn’t mean they weren’t here, lurking in the shadows and keeping their magic hidden somehow with a powerful Black magic spell. These guys were powerful. I wasn’t about to underestimate them, not after what I’d seen.

      The chief stepped forward, his stride smooth, gliding easily on fluid joints. He moved with the grace of a predator, a killer—strong, supple, and deadly. I liked it.

      We advanced slowly, quietly. Me with my magic in tow—held just on the edges of my will, ready to fry those sons of bitches, should they appear—and Marcus with a predatory gait and purpose with a ridiculously silent step. How did he do that? The wereape’s eyes no doubt could easily see through the dim and creepy hallway. I wasn’t so blessed. But I couldn’t chance a witch light. The only thing we had going for us was the element of surprise. They didn’t know we were onto them. And I was planning on keeping it like that.

      Marcus stopped and spun around abruptly, and seeing as I wasn’t paying him any attention, I crashed into his chest.

      His hands locked on my arms, keeping me from slipping and falling on my face. He looked down at me, keeping his hold on me, but his fingers tightened. The heat from his fingers soaked through my shirt.

      “What is it? What’s wrong?” I peered over his shoulder, throwing out my witchy senses, but all I got back was a lot more of the stale odor of who knew what, mixed with a heavy dose of mildew.

      “These guys have no mercy. And they like to set traps. Magic and non-magic. Trust me, you don’t want to walk into one of those. So keep sharp.”

      The worry in his tone made my pulse increase. He was worried for me, just as I was concerned about him. I didn’t like the sound of these traps. Especially if they could hurt Marcus. Even if he had shown that he could be somewhat magic resistant, this was Black magic. And as Dolores kept repeating, it was dirty and unpredictable magic. I didn’t like the sound of that.

      “I’ll be careful. Don’t worry.”

      Marcus let go of me. “I can’t help but be worried. Should anything happen…”

      I pressed a hand on his chest. “It won’t,” I said, my face warming with emotion. “I’m ready for them. We need to end this tonight before more of our people die. We really need to find them.” I had no idea if the HAM were five douchebags, or even fifty. I was hoping for the former. I might have skills with defensive magic, but I wasn’t an idiot. Well, maybe sometimes.

      His eyes narrowed, and I could feel the anger pulsing through him. He wanted to get these pricks as much as I did. The chief nodded and then just stood there, staring at me for a moment. I could see questions in his eyes, something he wanted to say. But then, in a flash, it was gone.

      We kept going like that for a while, Marcus leading the way, me close enough behind him to grab his fine ass. What? I couldn’t help it. It was asking to be grabbed, and I was so, so close.

      But in all seriousness, after about twenty minutes, I didn’t feel any magic vibes, and we never stepped into any traps, magic or non-magic.

      “The place is deserted,” said Marcus, once we searched the entire second floor. “There’s no evidence that anyone was here. If the HAM were here doing their spells and curse bags…”

      “We’d see some proof,” I answered for him. “Some half-done curse bags or scraps of Black magic. Nothing is here, Marcus. And I haven’t felt any kind of Black magic or magic of any kind since we stepped inside. This isn’t their hideout.”

      The chief let out a sigh. “You’re right. Let’s go. We’ve wasted enough time,” he said, his voice louder, now that we were sure we were the only ones in this place.

      “Where to, hot stuff?”

      The wereape flashed me a smile that “might” have had me rip off my clothes right here in this god-awful place. Yeah, he was good.

      “There’s an empty house on Phoenix Avenue. The owners left. They’ve already bought a house in New York. The group may be using it. Worth checking out.”

      “Yeah. Makes sense.”

      I followed the chief back down to the first floor, anxious to get the hell out of the stuffy, mildew-infested place and take some gulps of the cool night air.

      Marcus stopped at the bottom of the stairs and pulled out his phone. “Yeah,” he said, the phone on his ear. I’d never heard it buzz.

      I watched his expression closely, the tightness of his jaw telling me that whoever was on the other side was not giving him good news. I crossed my arms over my chest, not liking that clenching of his jaw or the narrowing of his brow.

      “Be right there,” said the chief as he slipped his phone back into his pocket.

      My blood pressure rose. “What’s going on?”

      Muscles popped along his shoulders, something I’d come to understand meant he was about to beast out.

      “There’s a fight at the bridge with a group of paranormals trying to get out. It’s getting brutal. One dead.”

      “Damn. I thought my aunts took care of that with their wards?”

      “They did,” said the chief. “This is a new group. Scarlett and Cameron are there, but they need my help.”

      “Of course,” I said, pressing my hands on that rock-hard chest and pushing him. “Go.” I noticed that his T-shirt was a thin cotton, practically molding to his torso like a glove.

      “You sure?” Marcus hadn’t moved an inch.

      I kept my hand on that drool-worthy chest because, why not? “Yeah. I can go to the empty house. I know where it is. Phoenix Avenue is not far by foot.”

      “Okay. It’s Eight Phoenix Avenue. I shouldn’t be long. I’ll meet you there.”

      “It’s a date.” I smiled.

      Before I realized what was happening, his lips were on mine.

      It was a tentative kiss, passionate, soft, and filled with meaning, which left me clambering for breath when he pulled back.

      Without a word, the chief took off at a fast jog. Me? I stood there staring at this fine piece of man until he veered left down the block and disappeared into the night.

      “Be safe,” I whispered to myself. “You stupidly handsome man.”

      “I thought he’d never leave,” said a harsh voice behind me.

      My blood ran cold.

      I kept myself from letting out a shriek, which would ruin my reputation as a badass witch. It would have been very unwitchy, if not un-Merlin.

      With my heart lodged in my throat and my hands up instinctively, I spun around to find a man facing me.

      He was tall and thin with a heavy robe draped over his shoulders that made him hunch over, and a cowl over his head. The skin around his chin and jaw, the parts I could see under his cowl, were dry, cracked, and filthy with thin dribbles of pus. If I didn’t know any better, he looked like he had an incurable disease, possibly Ebola.

      Sick or not, I didn’t like that he’d sneaked up behind me, and I’d never heard him coming.

      I couldn’t see any more of the HAM members, but that didn’t mean they weren’t here, hiding, apparently waiting for Marcus to leave. Why was that? I was the bigger threat with magic. Wasn’t I?

      “What are you supposed to be? A Jedi?” I asked, glad that my voice was even, though my pulse was running on high. Note to self. Always appear in control when facing an alleged enemy, even if you’re scared shitless inside. Now I was a little disappointed that Marcus had left. He knew this group better than me.

      I heard a soft chuckle. “Always with that smart mouth,” said the stranger.

      “Always? Have we met?”

      “Many times,” said the stranger.

      “I think I’d remember someone as ugly as you.” Yet something was disturbingly familiar about him. That voice… where had I heard it before?

      He lowered his cowl, and I nearly vomited.

      “You should put your hood back up. Trust me. No one needs to see that.”

      I didn’t know how long we were going to play this game. I knew his buddies could jump me anytime, but I couldn’t help but stare at his face. It was gaunt. His eyes were bloodshot and sunken, giving him a skeletal appearance. His cheekbones were high and protruding. He had weird markings on his face, but with all the sores and lesions, it was impossible to determine what they were. But again, I was struck with a sense of familiarity. Surely, I would remember a dude with a face that looked like he’d fallen into a meat grinder?

      “I’ve been waiting for this moment,” said the stranger, a spiteful, frustrated edge to his tone that made my pulse race. “A long… long time.”

      I pulled my magic closer. “Good for you.”

      His gaunt face spread into a toothy smile with teeth that filed down to sharp picks, like a fish’s mouth.

      And then, when he stepped closer, a streak of streetlight from outside hit his face, and a violent shudder shook down my spine.

      “Holy shit,” I breathed. “Silas?”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            19

          

        

      

    

    
      There was no mistaking that face now and the voice. As one of the witch arbitrators from the Merlin trials, the ones I had to complete and pass to get my Merlin license, he was the one who repeatedly called me a loser.

      But he was different. That tall, lean, tattooed witch didn’t look like himself. Long, dark hair hung in clumps around a partially bald head. I couldn’t make out a goatee either. And then I realized those strange, dark markings all over his face were the tattooed magical runes and sigils he used to draw his magic from. Now, he looked more like a seventy-year-old, frail man, suffering from smallpox.

      He looked like he hadn’t showered in months. The streetlight flickering on his face made his features angrier and more gruesome. I hadn’t seen him in weeks. Since I’d kicked him in the ass. Guess he was still mad about that.

      “You got fat,” he said after a moment.

      I pursed my lips. “You’re still stupid.” I blinked at him. “Where the hell did you come from?” When he didn’t answer, I cast my gaze behind him.

      A faint flicker of orange light seeped from a panel in the wall. No, not a panel, but a door. I could barely make out a set of stairs leading to a basement level. Marcus and I had passed that way many times, but this was the first time I’d noticed a door. He’d spelled it somehow and kept it hidden from us.

      “So, it’s you. You’re the one who’s been putting curse bags all over town? Looks like whatever Black magic you’ve been playing with took some serious payment out of you,” I told him. His body had deteriorated quickly. And would continue to if he didn’t stop. Maybe it was already too late for him.

      Silas raised his hands. The robe slipped, revealing bone-thin arms with the same blisters and sores on his face. “You have no idea of the power,” he said, taking a breath through his nose like he was smelling the air. “Unimaginable power. And it’s all mine.”

      “That’s great.” I shifted my weight, getting ready in case he tossed something at me. Even if my father said I’d be immune to Black magic curses, I wasn’t taking any chances.

      Silas grimaced. “Too long has the witch community lifted their noses at Black magic when they don’t even know the true extent of its power. They dismissed it. Called it taboo. Black magic is the only pure source of magic. And I took it. I took it all.”

      I cocked a brow. “I can tell.” If Silas was the result of dabbling in Black magic, I was glad I’d never touched it.

      The witch narrowed his eyes. “You’ve always thought you were special. Because you could bend the ley lines to your will.” His face spread into a smile, and the skin around his mouth cracked and started bleeding. “I know about you. I know.”

      “Know what?” I cringed as one of the sores on his cheek started to leak. “You kiss your girlfriend with a mouth and teeth like that?”

      Silas blinked and said, “I know you’re part-demon filth.”

      Uh-oh.

      Silas darted his gaze to me, his yellow eyes gleaming with a deep hatred that scared the crap out of me. He was not a happy camper. Too bad. “A mutt with diluted blood that’s worth nothing.”

      “Nice.”

      “You cheated in the trials. Being part demon gave you an advantage over the other witches. You would have never passed without that monster part of you. You’re a loser. Always a loser.”

      “Don’t you think it’s time to let that go? It’s really not healthy.” Crap. Who else knew if he’d figured out that I was part demon? Did he tell Greta? The White Witch Council? Not only would I be ostracized in the witch community for being part demon, but I’d lose my Merlin license all over again. And this time, there would be no getting it back.

      Silas sneered maliciously at me. “I knew something was off about you. I’ve always known it.”

      I flashed him my teeth. “If this is about kicking you in the ass… well… you need to get over it. It’s over. But I don’t get it. Did you join the HAM because of a grudge? That sounds a little crazy, even for you.”

      At that, Silas chuckled a sick, wet laugh that ended in a cough. “There is no HAM, you stupid half-breed.”

      Oh. No. He. Didn’t. “Careful, Silas. I didn’t come here to kill you. No, wait. I did come here to kill you.” The realization of the situation hit me like a kick in the gut. He’d wanted us to think it was the HAM to steer us away from him. But it was Silas the entire time. Still, it didn’t explain why he was doing this.

      He took another step forward, standing close enough for me to smell the rot and carrion. “You can’t kill me.” His eyes rolled over me. “You might have the devil in you, but I’m immortal.”

      I snorted. Couldn’t help it. And the anger that flashed across his face made me smile. “Listen. If you agree to come with me, maybe we’ll let you live out the rest of your life in some witch prison. Judging by the looks of you… I’m guessing that won’t be long.”

      His gaze held mine. “You’re a fool. A stupid witch. You let your eyes deceive you when you know nothing. Nothing of the power I yield. The darkness has brought me gifts. It has blessed me.”

      I shrugged. “Sounds great. So. Are you going to tell me why you’re doing this?”

      “I wanted you to suffer,” he growled, his voice like sandpaper.

      “That’s nice.”

      “I wanted your friends and family to die while you couldn’t save them.” He glanced around. “This town. These people. They harbored you. Protected your secret. And for that, they all deserve to die. They laughed at me. But no more. It will give me great pleasure to watch them all die. With each mortal sacrifice, I become stronger. The more the curses spread, the more deaths, the more powerful I become.”

      “With each murder,” I corrected. I frowned at how inhuman his voice was becoming the longer I stood here listening to this madman, witch, whatever. It was ghoulish. Unnatural. Totally creepy.

      “You’re sick,” I told him. Bile rose at the thought of him drawing some of his powers from killing the people of our town. “The Black magic has corrupted you. Those people who died are innocent, you moron. People I didn’t even know. How’s that getting back at me?”

      Silas made an ugly noise deep in his throat. The long exhalation set my insides quivering. “You’re an abomination. Let’s not forget, insufferably annoying.”

      I grinned. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      “Your death will profit me,” he said with a sneer in his voice. “But I want your family to die first. I want you to watch. And then, you will die.”

      Feet wide for better control, I said, “All this because of a grudge. Because you didn’t like me?” I felt sick. People had died. And it was my fault. “Don’t you think that’s pushing it a bit far?” I hated this bastard. “If you wanted a duel, let’s duel. Leave the town alone.”

      “Or what, little witch?” laughed Silas. “What do you think you can do? Use a ley line to disappear?” He wiggled his fingers in a mock version of doing magic.

      I could feel the pounding of magic rolling off him. It wasn’t like before. This magic was different. Cold. Wild. Dangerous.

      The power he held, he had it in spades. He smiled nastily at the reaction he was getting from me, and anger trickled in my gut.

      “Tell me where the other curse bags are, and maybe I’ll let you live,” I said, feeling a little bold and stupid. “Tell me what else you have planned, and you might see another day.”

      Silas just looked at me. “You’re finished. Once I kill every miscreant in this pathetic little town… I’ll kill you. I’ll enjoy killing you. I’m going to do it very slowly.”

      I gritted my jaw at the confidence in his voice. “I’m not that easily killed.”

      Silas made a sound like a snort. “Oh, but you are. You all are. You are a stupid witch, if you think you can match my power.”

      Feeling bold, I took a step forward. “I’m not going to ask you again, Silas,” I said, waiting to see the full effect of my words. “Where are the other curse bags?”

      He threw back his head and laughed, long and deep. “Ignorant, idiotic witch. But you’re not a witch. Are you? You’re an abomination that should have never been born. Defective creature of blood and bone. You are nothing.” Then he let out a rasping giggle. “I can smell your fear, witch,” he rasped, baring his teeth. “I’m going to enjoy this.”

      “Not as much as I’m going to enjoy kicking your ass,” I said, pulling on my magic. “Again.”

      His yellow eyes fixed me with such intensity. It was as though nothing else mattered in the world at this very moment. It was all about me. Me. Me. Me.

      Under other circumstances, I would have been flattered.

      But not when my ass was on the line. I had no idea how powerful he was now. I could pull on a ley line and disappear.

      Yes, I was exhausted. But I wasn’t a coward. I needed to finish this. I needed to stop him.

      Every fiber of my attention went to Silas. A wicked smile spread on his gaunt face as he waited, and anticipation brightened his expression at the idea of fighting me.

      If he wanted a fight, he was going to get one.
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      Silas’s lips moved in a chant, his voice low, steady, and strong. A ripple of cold energy stirred the air, swirling around, and forming a constant, intimidating pressure over me. Pinpricks of power rolled over my skin.

      He reached inside his robe and threw tiny bones on the ground. And then, I shit you not, a skull. A human skull.

      “Please tell me that wasn’t your ex-girlfriend?” I laughed.

      A sudden cold wash in the air set my skin in goose bumps. He was about to curse me with his Black magic.

      I took a step forward, challenging him while spindling my magic from the elements around me.

      With his hands reaching inside his robe again, guttural words spilled from Silas, and I felt a cold pulse of magic rippling in the air, dark and powerful as it wove around us. He snarled, and the skull and bones on the ground glowed red. Black magic. It reminded me of how he drew his magic from his tattoos, in a way. It didn’t seem he could do that anymore. Instead, he was pulling his magic through the bones.

      Okay, this was all very instructional. I was tired of waiting for him to draw first. Might as well get this over with.

      I pulled on my will.

      With a flick of his wrist, Silas sent a shoot of black dust at me.

      Shit.

      I threw myself to the side. Not fast enough.

      A searing blast of Black magic smashed into me, pushing me nearly to my knees. Oh God, it hurt. The air tightened around me and pressed against my chest. Gasping, I gagged at the choking smell of rot and sulfur. I clenched my teeth as waves of pain hit and then subsided.

      Guess my demon father was mistaken. I could be cursed by Black magic. Maybe not the curse bags, but true Black magic seemed to work on me just fine.

      I looked up at Silas. His smile said it all. This was just a fraction of what was coming. He was just teasing me. Playing with me, like a cat plays with a mouse, tearing out its guts before it finally kills it.

      “I’ve made a few adjustments to my magic,” he said, as though reading my mind. “I wanted to make sure your demon blood wouldn’t affect it, seeing as demonic magic and Black magic share a common ancestry.”

      “Glad you know your magical history.” I pushed myself back up, my legs shaking and body still trembling with the aftermath of the Black magic dust, but otherwise not too bad.

      “Yes,” said Silas. “I’ve been reading up on you and your history.”

      Gross. He made it sound dirty.

      Okay, so the witch was very powerful, but I’d kicked his ass before. I was going to do it again. I wasn’t done yet. I, too, had some skill with magic.

      Before Silas could react, because I was hoping his frail-looking body was just as slow, I flung out my hand.

      “Accendo!” I shouted, sending a fireball straight for the witch. For an instant, the ground floor lit as brightly as if we’d turned on the lights.

      Silas brought his right hand to his lips and blew.

      I heard a loud crack, like someone had just fired a shotgun next to me. And then a cloud of black dust enveloped the witch like a shield.

      My fireball went through the wall of dust, and then nothing. It just disappeared.

      “Well, that was unexpected,” I mumbled as fear pounded in my chest. How was I supposed to fight magic that I didn’t know?

      Silas chuckled. “I don’t know why Black magic has such a bad rap. It’s fun and easy.”

      “Like a ten-dollar hooker. And then you wonder what all those spots are on your penis.”

      A growl sounded from Silas. His yellow eyes narrowed on me. The bones at his feet glowed with more intensity.

      And then they did something I did not expect.

      The bones stretched and grew and multiplied until there were three human skeletons instead of a few bones resting on the floor. They stood, swaying slightly, and waiting. Sightless, hollow eyes watched me. Creepy. But impressive.

      But I wasn’t here to congratulate a fellow witch on his skill.

      Heart thrashing, I pulled on the elements again and cried, “Inspiratione!” Fractures of red energy fired from my extended hand.

      It hit the first two skeletons in an explosion of bones and sparks. The skeletons broke apart, bones flying in every direction like pins from a bowling ball.

      “Ha,” I said, proud of my witch mojo. Take that, I told Silas with my eyes.

      But the witch stood there with a confident posture and a look of satisfaction.

      After a moment, I knew why.

      The scattered bones rolled and slid along the floor of the building, magically finding their way back to the others like they had a built-in GPS system. They clustered together, assembling, and then leg bones snapped into pelvic bones, spines into rib cages until I was staring at two reformed skeletons again.

      “Huh. I was not expecting that,” I said, not sure if I was telling myself or him.

      Drawing himself up, Silas hissed in words I couldn’t quite catch, his hands taking on a threatening manner.

      And then all three skeletons rushed me from all sides.

      I flung myself to the side, but something grabbed my leg, and I was thrown in the opposite direction. I was airborne for two seconds, and then I hit a wall.

      “Ow.” I slid down, and pain flared in my back. Before I could push myself up, cold, hard skeletal fingers shot out and wrapped around my neck, cutting off my air supply.

      I gagged, jolting as one of Silas’s skeletons squeezed my neck with its bony fingers. I kicked out hard, contacting what I thought were knees, but it didn’t let go. Roaring pain surged from my core and up my throat as I continued to gag. I couldn’t breathe, and I couldn’t find enough air to fill my lungs. The world was tilting and spinning. Darkness spread at the edges of my mind. I could barely make out that skeletal face that was in mine.

      Laughter reached my ears through the pounding of blood. “Pathetic,” spat Silas. “I told you you’re a loser. You should have stayed away. Should have stayed a human. You’re nothing special.”

      If I didn’t do something soon, that skeleton was going to snap my neck.

      It was an effort of will, and pain spiked down the tendons in my neck, but I raised my chin, turned my head at him, and smiled a defiant grin. “I’ll always be better than you,” I wheezed.

      Silas grimaced. He snapped his fingers, and the skeleton squeezed harder. Blackness spilled into my vision and grew with each blow from the pain. I couldn’t die like this. It was way too embarrassing. Death by zombie skeleton? I’d lose all credibility.

      With strenuous effort, I tried to pry away the skeletal fingers that were crushing my neck, but it was like trying to lift a car with my baby finger.

      Cold fear hit, scrambling my mind as I tried to breathe. But no air was coming through. Panic took hold. I couldn’t think of anything else. I could only think of air. I needed air, or in a few seconds, I was dead.

      Silas laughed. “I changed my mind. I think I’ll kill you now, and then I’ll kill every single paranormal in this town.”

      Despite the agony shooting through me, I thrashed in the skeleton’s grip. “Fuck you.” I gagged as I felt my own spit dribbling down my chin.

      “I’ll kill that beast you call a boyfriend, first. I’ll kill him nice and slow.”

      Something snapped inside me. Call it love. Call it the overwhelming feeling of protecting the man I deeply care about. Call it whatever the hell you want, but it ate away the fear and panic and was replaced by good ol’ rage. Lots and lots of rage.

      “Finish her,” I heard Silas command impatiently. “Kill her now.”

      The skeleton wrapped its other hand around my neck. It was going to snap my head off. I liked my head, especially when it was attached to my neck.

      But I was ready for it.

      I shut the pain away and closed my eyes. Gathering my will and using my rage to fuel my magic, I called to my demon mojo. I let the cold, familiar, wild magic rush through my veins, waiting to be released. Abomination? I think not.

      My demon mojo throbbed through me like adrenaline, only a thousand times stronger. My eyes snapped open.

      And then I let my magic rip.

      Black tendrils of demon energy roared forth from my outstretched fingers. And I placed my palms on its chest, throwing everything I had, and then some, at the skeleton.

      It hit the skeleton in the chest, wrapping around it like a web of black snakes, and then it exploded in a cloud of bone confetti.

      I fell to the ground as glorious air filled my lungs, and I took a gulp. But it hurt. Every gulp of air was like swallowing shards of glass. I sat without moving, listening to my heartbeat, which was the only indication that I was still alive. If I didn’t get moving soon, I wouldn’t be alive for long.

      I lifted my head and met Silas’s eyes. For a split second, he halted, and I saw the confusion and then the fear in them as he recognized that power. Take that, you sonofabitch.

      I lifted my hand and gave him a finger wave.

      Silas made a frustrated sound in his throat. “It seems you’ve inherited more of that demon beast you call a father than I had first thought. Unexpected but not invincible.”

      I coughed. “Did you just hit on me? Silas, you naughty witch.” I wrinkled my face. “Sorry, you’re not my type. I don’t like the skinny, shriveled-up kind. I love me some big muscles.”

      A smug grin split his face. “Make no mistake. You will die. I’ve been fantasizing about this very moment, planning how I was going to do it.” He laughed. “I’m going to take my sweet time killing you, abomination.”

      I blew out a breath. “Being called an abomination is starting to piss me off.” With the rage still pounding in my core, fueling in me a deeper hatred for the witch, my arms shook, and my legs trembled. Still, I rose to my feet, though barely supporting my weight. My stomach rolled, and I grimaced as nausea set in.

      Silas snarled, not in a frustrating way but more like he was enjoying this. Like he was going to win. His yellow eyes shone with magic.

      “Zac ir oxrt ut!” he shouted in a strange tongue.

      The sound of the bones grinding reached me, which was still creepy. I looked up just as the two remaining skeletons rushed me.

      They were scary and strong, but they weren’t invincible. I’d just proven that.

      I kept my demon mojo near, feeding it with everything I had in my soul. I tapped into my will, demanding complete focus and concentration. My head pounded, and my neck felt raw and loose, like I had no bones supporting my head.

      But I was nowhere near finished.

      Just when the first skeleton reached me, I flung out my hand.

      Black tendrils blasted from my fingers and hit the skeleton with a blast. Chunks of bone and bone dust exploded around me. Yeah, I got some on my face and in my mouth. But I couldn’t think of that right now as the other skeleton was almost upon me.

      The earth beneath my feet trembled with my demon power as I tapped into it. Again, I thrust my demon mojo at the last skeleton. The black vines made contact with its body, and just like the other ones, number three evaporated into a cloud of bone dust.

      I spat on the floor, my eyes finding the witch with the same hatred in his eyes that I had for him. “What? Not what you expected, again?”

      “This is not over yet,” said Silas.

      “Bet your ass it isn’t,” I snarled.

      He moved so fast, I never had time to react.

      He blew a cloud of black dust at me, temporarily blinding me. I even inhaled some. Gross. I really had to stop doing that.

      I wiped a hand across my eyes. “What the hell was that?” I felt a tingling over my skin but no pain.

      Silas just stood there with a satisfied grin on his face. “You’ll see.”

      “Yeah. I’d rather not.”

      The witch’s lips moved, and a haze of darkness rose around him, coiling like rings of smoke until he disappeared under it. The swirling mist of darkness swayed and wavered. The air shifted, and then the haze lifted.

      I blinked and looked around, but he had vanished.

      Silas was gone. He was just gone.
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      With my adrenaline still coursing through my veins, I walked all the way back home, sweat dribbling down my back and my temples. The cool night air was welcomed and soothed my hot cheeks.

      My anger stirred. It was Silas. It had been the witch all along. And he’d done this to our town because of me. People had died because of me.

      I shook with guilt. Maybe things would have gone differently if I hadn’t been so nasty with him. And maybe the moon was made of cream cheese. This guy was plenty crazy to dabble in Black magic, enough to corrupt him way beyond any reason.

      “Shit,” I breathed, my neck still throbbing with pain, a constant reminder that Silas nearly had me.

      A scream pulled me to a halt.

      The hairs on the back of my neck prickled. The scream came from somewhere off to my left as I blinked into the shadows and darkness. It was close to one in the morning, and even with the streetlights, it was impossible to pinpoint its location. What was that? Another cursed person?

      A struggling sound was followed by a few startled cries before another scream ripped through the night air, closer this time. The cry rose in tempo like the screams and groans of the dying and injured melded together into an unbearable cacophony.

      I started moving again. The screams kept coming, all at once and in all directions. Finally, when I reached the corner of Charms Avenue and Stardust Drive, my jaw dropped open.

      It was like watching a neighborhood brawl where everyone decided it would be fun to come out in the middle of the night and pound on their neighbor’s head.

      Too many to count, paranormals kicked, punched, pulled hair, and even scratched at each other. They all circled around one another in a dance of death. Bodies flew, and the scent of blood and rage made me gag. A male werewolf, the size of Marcus, was on the ground with his hands around the neck of another male while a female witch was playing spin the bottle, with her female victim twirling in the air above her.

      Horrified, I realized they were going to off each other. Pressure clasped me. My chest constricted. Around me, the cursed townspeople fell, screaming in pain.

      “Crap.” I hurried along. I could do nothing to help them. Not now, that is. My thoughts went to Marcus, and my chest tightened. He’d be okay. He was the chief after all.

      I pulled out my phone and tapped his name. It went straight to voicemail.

      “Let’s not panic. He’s big and strong and capable. He’s okay. He’s okay.”

      My fingers tapped the screen as I wrote him a text.

      Me: Don’t go to 8 Phoenix Ave. The shaman is Silas. I’ll explain later.

      The shouts and screams rose rapidly, growing louder and louder until they were cries of madness with no dignity in the sound. No self-control. They’d all lost their damn minds.

      “Damn you, Silas,” I whispered.

      Next, I texted Iris to stay at Martha’s and lock the doors. Then, sliding my phone back into my pocket, I started jogging, keeping to the shadows. I didn’t want to be spotted. The last thing I needed now was to hurt a crazed paranormal.

      I had to stop Silas before his Black magic curses infected the entire town. But I had to find my aunts first. I had to tell them about Silas, and hopefully, we’d devise a plan to stop him together.

      When I reached Davenport House, the windows shone with a soft yellow glow. They were up. Or at least one of them was. Dolores, if I had to guess. Using the railing to support me, I pulled myself up the steps, but I nearly collapsed as I hit the front porch. The door swung open magically.

      Hanging on the doorframe, I said, “Love you, House.” I pinched the cramp at my side as I waddled into the entryway. I really did need to work out more.

      Angry, distraught voices sounded from the direction of the kitchen. I shuffled that way, my thighs burning from the abuse I had just put them through.

      My three aunts were seated at the dining room table. Books, scrolls, and potions were scattered haphazardly over it like someone had just dumped all the contents and left in a hurry. Hildo was busy knocking some candles off the table. Cats.

      Red blotches marred my aunts’ faces, and they all shared the same frown.

      “Why are you guys fighting?” I asked, leaning on the back of an empty chair for support. “God. I think my lungs are broken. Might need a transplant.”

      Dolores sprang to her feet at the sight of me. “What on earth happened to you?”

      “Mmmm?” I looked down at myself. My shirt, arms, jeans, practically every inch of me was covered in bone ash, and whatever black dust Silas had thrown over me. “Yeah. Well. I can explain.”

      Dolores crossed her arms over her chest. “You better.” Her eyes rounded. “Your neck. What happened to your neck?”

      “Uhhh.” I raised a hand to the sensitive skin on my neck. It was warm, and I was sure there’d be a nasty bruise tomorrow if I didn’t put some of Ruth’s healing ointment on it. But my bruises could wait.

      “Give her a break,” snapped Beverly. “She looks like hell. No warm-blooded female wants to look and…” She moved her chin my way and sniffed. “Cauldron help us. What’s that god-awful smell?”

      “It’s Silas,” I blurted.

      Ruth leaned her elbows on the table, a huge smile on her face. “Is that a new perfume?”

      “No, the witch Silas,” I said again. “The one from the Merlin witch trials. The tattooed prick.”

      “He has a new perfume?” asked Ruth, her brows twisted in confusion.

      “No, you half-wit,” snarled Dolores. I even saw some spit. “She’s talking about the witch.” Dolores gave me her bulldog stare. “What about him?”

      “He’s here.” I took a deep breath and blurted, “He’s the one responsible for the Black magic curses and curse bags. He’s the Black magic shoman.”

      “Shaman,” corrected Dolores.

      “Whatever,” I said. “The point is, it’s him, but he looks different. Deteriorated and emaciated. Like the Black magic he’s been playing with took a pretty big chunk out of him for payment. He looks like death, basically.”

      “I can imagine.” Dolores sat down.

      “I could tell that it’s affecting his mind too. He sounded crazy. Talking about immortality and being all-powerful. He’s lost it.”

      Dolores was nodding. “Black magic will do that to a person. It’ll spread into him like a disease, and eventually, he’ll become a different person. The Silas we knew will no longer exist. Replaced by a creature, a wraith, so infected with the Black magic, he will become Black magic in the end.”

      “Okay.” No idea what she was talking about.

      “More often than not, it causes rapid degradation of the user’s body,” Dolores stated. “Requiring more Black magic to maintain their physical body.”

      “Why is he doing this?” asked Ruth, turning in her seat to better face me. “Why is he hurting us? We haven’t done anything to him. He’s a witch, like us?”

      I sighed, grabbed the chair I was leaning on, and sat with a heavy plop. “It’s my fault.” At the shared confused expressions, I added, “He’s doing this out of spite. He’s angry that I made a fool out of him. Remember when I kicked him in the ass? This is his payback.” My mouth felt pasty, my voice filled with guilt. I strained to focus and not let myself drown in despair, thinking of all those people who died because of me. I didn’t want to be responsible for a madman’s revenge. If the town found out why Silas was doing this, even if we did manage to stop them, that wouldn’t bode so well for me. I might be forced to move. I’d lose my new home. I’d lose everything.

      “You better tell us,” said Dolores. “Don’t leave anything out.”

      I took a deep breath and blurted out what had happened after Marcus had left, all the way up to me going through the mob of crazy paranormals until I finally got to Davenport House.

      When I was done, I leaned back in my chair, and my hands gripped the table’s edge like I was trying to hold it together. “So you see? He’s doing this because of me. I knew he hated me from the moment he laid eyes on me, but the guy took it to the next level. He’s always had it in for me because of the ley lines.”

      “You can’t blame yourself, Tessa,” soothed Beverly. She turned in her chair to face me, her perfect blonde hair swinging off her shoulders. She reached over to tap my hand in comfort but stopped, staring at my grime-covered hand, and thought better of it. “You didn’t ask for this, and you certainly didn’t encourage him to curse our town.” She withdrew her hand and placed it on her lap. “The witch is clearly insane.”

      “She’s right,” said Dolores, a frown in her words. “This is the work of a madman.”

      “A crazy, crazy man,” agreed Ruth, her eyes widening.

      I gave Ruth a weak smile. “There’s more.”

      “What?” asked my three aunts in unison.

      “Somehow, he figured out that I had a demon father,” I said after a moment.

      My three aunts stiffened and went still.

      “I have no idea how he figured it out or if someone told him.”

      “Impossible,” growled Dolores. “Only we know. And none of us said a word.”

      “I believe you.” I bit my bottom lip. “But somehow, he figured it out. I’ve used my demon magic in the past. It’s possible someone saw me and blabbed. It’s not every day that a witch sprouts black tendrils of demonic magic from her fingertips.” My insides churned as I thought of the repercussions. “I don’t know who he blabbed this to. Who else knows? The White Witch Court? The Merlin Association? Greta?”

      “That is a problem.” Dolores was silent as her brows knotted together in the middle. “If the White Witch Court or even the Dark Witch Court got hold of this rumor, I’m afraid it would not go well for you… or for us.” She let out a long sigh. “We can’t think of that now. The truth is, we don’t know if anyone else knows. Maybe Silas kept his mouth shut. Maybe not. But right now, we need to focus on our real problem. We must find Silas and stop him.”

      “Maybe we could talk to him?” asked Ruth hopefully. “He might listen if we convince him to stop.”

      I shook my head. “Trust me. I tried. No way he’d listen now.”

      Dolores nodded. “Maybe if we’d caught him a few weeks back when he wasn’t so infected by the Black magic. But it’s too late now. He’ll never listen to us. To anyone.”

      “Okay.” I leaned my elbows on the table. “So, how do we find him? I doubt he’s still at that abandoned meat market. He’ll have to look for another hideout. Somewhere in Hollow Cove since he can’t get past those wards you put up. He could be anywhere by now. And we’d have to get past that mob too.” All those cursed townspeople were a problem.

      “Those poor people,” said Ruth, and she hugged herself like she’d gotten chilled. “We have to help them.”

      “Yes, we do,” said Dolores, her eyes narrowing in thought. “We made some sleeping potions we could use. We have two dozen vials. Let’s hope that will be enough.”

      I pursed my lips. “I hope. But honestly, I don’t think so,” I said, thinking back to the mob I passed to get here.

      “Oh! I know how to find him!” Ruth jumped to her feet, rushed to the kitchen, and hurried back with a pink spatula and small ceramic bowl. “Come here, Tessa,” she ordered.

      I slid from my chair and stood. “Okay. And how are we going to find him?”

      Ruth beamed at me. “Simple. If what you have all over you is his residue from his Black magic, all I need is some extract, and we can make a locator spell with it.”

      My lips parted as I stared down at my tiny aunt. “Really? That easy?”

      Ruth nodded her head. “Well, you’re covered in it. We shouldn’t have a problem.”

      Dolores tapped the tabletop with her finger. “She’s right. We’ll use the Black magic dust, and we can find him in a matter of minutes. Good thinking, Ruth.”

      Ruth froze, her eyes rounded.

      “What’s the matter, Ruth?” I asked, worried that she felt sick or something.

      Ruth’s eyes moved and settled on Dolores. “It’s just… she’s never said that to me before.”

      I laughed. “It is good thinking.”

      Relief had my shoulders slumping a bit while Ruth scraped some of the skeleton ashes and black dust from my top and jeans.

      She stepped back when she was done. “There. That should be enough. It shouldn’t take long to do the locator spell with this. I’ll just need to prep it, and I should have something ready in a few minutes.”

      I smiled down at her. “If I wasn’t so disgustingly dirty, I’d hug you right now.”

      Ruth giggled like a little girl and then rushed out and disappeared into the potions room off the kitchen.

      I sat back down, only now feeling more tired than before. My neck throbbed, and my lower back ached.

      “What do you want to do when we find him,” I asked in the sudden silence.

      Beverly frowned at me. “What do you mean?”

      “She means, do we obliterate the bastard or not,” said Dolores.

      I lifted a shoulder. “We could capture him and send him to the witch prison.” I didn’t want my aunts to have to kill a person and live with that. Granted, he was a bad, bad witch and had killed his share of innocent people. But once you killed someone, it stayed with you forever.

      Dolores stared into space for a moment. “Let’s see what happens. As Merlins, we cannot kill another witch unless it is in self-defense. I want nothing more than to kill that rat bastard, but if we can, we’ll immobilize him and let the Grimway Citadel deal with him.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” I said. “His magic, this Black magic, is different.”

      “I told you,” said Dolores.

      “I know. The only way I could defeat it was by using my demon mojo. It won’t be easy to defeat him.”

      “But we will,” said Dolores. “We’ll figure it out. With a few adjustments, anything is possible.”

      A scream erupted from somewhere outside, and we all jumped in our seats.

      “Damn, that sounded close,” I said.

      “It’s getting worse,” said Beverly, her green eyes settling on the window in the living room. “The curses are spreading faster than before. I fear that by morning, there might be nothing left of our peaceful town but raging, mad lunatics.”

      “And death,” added Dolores, her voice morbid and ominous.

      The three of us sat there for a long moment, lost in our own thoughts, preparing ourselves mentally for the witch brawl we were about to face. Silas’s Black magic was strong. We’d have to be smart to defeat him. Good thing I was surrounded by the most clever and capable witches in the state.

      I grabbed my phone from my pocket and tried Marcus again. After a few rings, it went straight to voicemail again.

      “Did any of you see Marcus recently?” I placed my phone on the table.

      “Yes,” said Beverly as she took a sip of coffee. “I just saw him go to your place right before you arrived here.”

      I blew out a breath of relief. “Good. Let me run over there and give him an update. I’ll be back in about ten minutes.” I also needed a shower, but I didn’t think I’d have the time.

      “Be quick about it,” said Dolores.

      I opened my mouth to answer but instead jumped to my feet and rushed out the kitchen’s back door. Good thing we were neighbors. Ridiculously close neighbors. Thank you, House!

      I ran across the lawn—okay, maybe not ran, more like a fast shuffle—and pushed open the door.

      “Marcus?” I called, stepping into the living room. The light from the kitchen was on, but otherwise, it was dark. “Marcus, I found the guy. It’s Silas. Marcus?”

      The floorboards creaked as the big chief stepped into my line of sight.

      “Thank God, I was so wor—”

      My blood turned cold, and I felt like a bucket of ice water had been dropped over my head.

      Marcus stood in the living room. But something about him was… off.

      Bloodlust dripped from his posture, brutal and unrelenting. He oozed ferocious power and strength as he stared at me. A look of pure, primal hunger raced across his face. His mesmerizing gray eyes that could spell me just by looking at them, were yellow. His lips thinned, and his eyes shone with insane malice. He snarled in fury and hatred so pure, it was painful to hear. It was like looking into the eyes of a hungry beast emerging from the darkness.

      My heart thundered against my chest, and I couldn’t breathe as though that skeleton’s hands were on my neck again.

      Marcus was cursed.
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      What does a witch do when the man she loves is cursed with Black magic?

      She panics. She panics a lot.

      Oh shit. Oh shit. Oh shit.

      I stood there with my heart slamming so hard against my rib cage I was sure any second now it would burst out of my chest like the creature in the Alien movies.

      “Marcus?” I ventured, my voice shaking with adrenaline. “You still in there?”

      His look hit me like a physical blow. Worse maybe. His fingers curled into fists, and a deep, vicious growl emanated from his throat.

      The man I loved was gone, replaced by a beast, a well-muscled killing machine. And it wanted to kill me.

      My eyes swarmed with tears, and I quickly blinked them away. Crying now would only get me killed. I sniffed and refocused. If he was infected, was a curse bag in here? Or did he get infected somewhere else?

      I clenched my jaw until it hurt. Silas had done this on purpose. He wanted me to fight Marcus. He’d said he wanted to hurt me. Well, congratulations, prick. You did it.

      The adrenaline that kept pounding through me made me dizzy. I had to get that curse bag and destroy it. But how was I supposed to do that with Marcus looking at me like he couldn’t wait to pound my head in?

      “I’m going to kill you,” he said suddenly, his voice rough and unstable like he was speaking in his sleep. He took a step forward.

      “Stop!” I held up my hand, and to my surprise, he halted. Maybe he was still in there? Maybe I could still reach him. “It’s me, Marcus. It’s Tessa. Don’t you recognize me?”

      Marcus’s chest rose and fell as his breathing increased. A small muscle twitched on his cheek as if his face wasn’t sure what expression it wanted. His shoulders jerked, and so did a muscle along his jaw. Damn. If I hadn’t known any better, it was as though he was trying to control his inner beast. And he didn’t look like he had it under control either. If he transformed into his gorilla form, his alter ego, King Kong, I wasn’t sure I could control him.

      Marcus shook his head like he was trying to get rid of an annoying wasp that kept buzzing around his head. A brief look of confusion passed over his features. His eyes met mine. I saw no trace of the man I loved in there, only a stranger. A wild beast. I knew at that moment I could never reach him. Marcus was gone.

      He snarled and moved forward.

      “Stay where you are!” I warned, those damn tears returning.

      But this time, he didn’t listen.

      I tapped into my will and pulled on the elements around me, feeling the tug on my will and my aura as they answered.

      He rushed forward.

      I raised my right hand and shouted, “Ventum!”

      A gust of wind rushed from my outstretched hands and hit Marcus on his side. I was aiming for his chest, but I was distraught, and my body couldn’t stop shaking.

      Still, the burst of wind pushed him back, and the wereape crashed into the opposite wall, shattering the drywall on impact. He fell to his knees, shaking his head again. Then slowly, he lifted it, his eyes searching until they landed on me.

      “You’re dead,” he snarled, spit flying from his mouth.

      “If you’re smart, you’ll stay down,” I cried, wiping the tears from my eyes. “I don’t want to hurt you, Marcus. Please. Please stop.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Witch.” He’d said it like he loathed all the witches in the world as though we were some sort of parasite that needed to be eliminated.

      “Yes, I’m a witch. And you’re my boyfriend. Remember?”

      The wereape leaped in the air and settled on all fours, his hands resting on his knuckles. I’d seen that pose so many times before when he was in his gorilla form. “I’m going to kill you, witch.” His voice held no traces of recognition, and it tore a hole in my chest.

      His features rippled, his skin swelling and stretching his body to impossible proportions. I saw a flash of black fur and heard the tearing of flesh accompanied by the breaking of bones. I got a glimpse of his four-hundred-pound silverback gorilla—and then his body shifted, and he was back looking like a human. He was shifting back and forth like a cartoon character. The Black magic curse was screwing with his inner beast. He couldn’t control it.

      Marcus roared, the sound disturbingly part human, part gorilla, which set my teeth on edge. Whatever was happening to him looked extremely painful.

      “Marcus, stop. You’re hurting yourself.” I stayed where I was. I didn’t go to him. I wasn’t an idiot. He looked like he wanted to eat me. On any other night, I would have been totally turned on and willing to let my gorgeous wereape nibble my skin. Just not when a nibble was actually the tearing out of my jugular.

      His face warped and pulled, his body elongating and intertwining. The sound of breaking bones made me sick, but it was nothing compared to what I was staring at.

      Instead of looking at a human or a full-fledged gorilla, I was staring at a half-man, half-beast, like a demented artist’s rendition of some villain from a Marvel movie.

      I stood there like an idiot, unable to move and too freaked out to do anything else but stare at this grotesque creature.

      The half-man, half-gorilla opened its mouth and let out a terrifying growl, flashing a mixture of carnivorous and human teeth.

      And then he came at me.

      Straining to focus my will, I threw up my hands like I was batting away flies, and shouted, “Inflitus!”

      Blasts of kinetic force hit the kitchen wall and cabinets. Plaster dust and splinters of wood exploded where my magic hit, showering the kitchen for a moment in white flakes.

      And, of course, I’d totally missed Marcus.

      I blinked, and he was there. Just there.

      The next thing I knew, I was thrown across the living room. I hit the TV unit first, and I think I hit the wall next. Hard to tell when your body is being used like a pinball.

      I fell face forward, my limbs entangled in the television and a side chair. I rolled to the floor, the pain from my joints and hip going almost unnoticed as a cry of misery escaped me. Agony vibrated through me, and every nerve ending throbbed into a burn. The pain went all the way from my skull to my toes.

      This was not my night.

      “Get up. Fight,” challenged my unstable and mutated boyfriend.

      “Hold your horses,” I wheezed, using the chair next to me to pull myself up, the pain in my bones humming to my head.

      Marcus, well, his mutated version, stood in the middle of the living room, poised like a disturbing version of a hairy sumo wrestler.

      I could barely look at him. It was painful. Creepy as hell too.

      “Fight to the death, witch,” said Marcus, his voice so guttural he didn’t sound like himself anymore.

      I didn’t move from behind the chair, not that it would save me, but I needed some sort of mental barrier between us. The chair it was.

      “I guess this is some alpha territorial thing?” I panted. Damn it. Every breath hurt. Hot pain throbbed in my side. I was pretty sure I’d broken a few ribs.

      “Your magic can’t save you,” said the twisted version of Marcus. His features rolled like they weren’t sure what shape to stay with. “I’m stronger than you. Your death is very near, witch.”

      I raised a shaking finger. “I think I want a divorce.” I laughed. Okay, not funny, but I was seriously losing my mind right now.

      I was exhausted from my ordeal with Silas, and having skipped one of Ruth’s healing tonics, I wasn’t up for a fight with one of the most powerful wereapes in the country.

      Marcus let out a long, irritated breath. “Come here and fight. Or are you afraid because you know I’m going to kill you?”

      “Yes. That’s exactly it.” I wasn’t going to lie. “But I’m not just going to let you kill me, beast.” If he was calling me "witch," I thought it only fair to call him "beast."

      Marcus’s face pulled into a grin. If I thought he looked creepy before, well, this was the stuff of nightmares.

      “I’m going to enjoy ripping that pretty head of yours off those pretty little shoulders.”

      I shrugged. “Since you called me pretty, I might go easy on you. Then again, maybe not.”

      The next thing I knew, Marcus was moving.

      With inhuman speed, he came at me like a deranged wild animal. I barely had time to leap out of the way as the big half-man, half-gorilla swatted the chair I’d been holding on to like an ant.

      My foot caught on something. I stumbled and lost my focus. Just then, something hard, like a rock, hammered into me, the force knocking me off my feet. I fell hard. I looked up to see teeth and eyes above me, a face that wanted to kill me.

      Vomit threatening, I scrambled backward, trying to formulate a spell but failing as my concentration was replaced by primal fear. I didn’t want to die. I definitely didn’t want Marcus to kill me.

      I spun and got to my feet amid a flash of teeth and fur. I slipped on something—and went headfirst into the kitchen table and chairs. Chairs flew, and pain exploded on my forehead, the throbbing already foreshadowing a giant bruise.

      I rolled over to the side, grabbed the legs from the nearest chair, and came back up, swinging in time to catch my boyfriend on the side of the head. Yeah, that didn’t sound right.

      There was a loud crack, and he went down. I wasn’t an idiot. I knew it wouldn’t keep him down for long. He’d be back on his feet with that killer look in his eyes.

      My hip burned with pain, which I supposed was better than the dull numbness of more serious injuries like death. But at the moment, it was the least of my worries. Movement flashed in my peripheral vision.

      My instincts suddenly screamed, and I flung myself around. With the chair still in my grasp, I swung it like a baseball bat and smashed it against the open maw of the gorilla side. The chair exploded into pieces, but this time Marcus didn’t go down.

      He stood there for a second and then pulled what appeared to be a shard from the side of his head on the gorilla side. I saw a bit of blood on the tip before he tossed it. Then he focused on me, his eyes narrowing and gleaming with fury.

      “Told you I wasn’t just going to let you kill me,” I said, taking a careful step back. My heart sped up, and I winced at the throbbing pain in my ribs.

      “You’re stronger than you look,” said Marcus, the words mashed up as both gorilla and the man tried to formulate words simultaneously. Trippy. “It’ll be much more enjoyable when I kill you.”

      “It’s me, Marcus. Don’t you recognize me? Come back to me.” I couldn’t help myself. I knew it was useless. But… maybe I could still reach him.

      A malicious grin spread across Marcus’s face, chilling my blood to ice.

      “Marcus… don’t.”

      And then he lunged.

      Shit.

      I clutched the chair’s leg, the only piece left of my pathetic weapon. I swung and missed.

      Marcus crashed into me with the force of a moving truck, and I fell back. Before I could move, he pinned me to the floor with his massive gorilla hand, cutting off my ability to breathe. His supernatural strength told me it could have just as easily pushed its paw right through my chest.

      Okay, time to panic. Time to panic big.

      Hot breath assaulted my face as Marcus leaned forward, and he wasn’t about to kiss me with that half-human, half-gorilla mouth. Nope. He wanted to take a chunk out of my face.

      Either that or he was gauging how to get my entire head inside his mouth.

      He hovered above me, his yellow eyes glistening with fever from the madness, the curse. His body jerked and quivered in anticipated delight at killing me. Swell. This wasn’t going so well.

      Panicked, the lack of oxygen was screwing with my focus. I couldn’t think. I couldn’t breathe. There was just Marcus and me. The warped version of him.

      My eyes burned as the waterfall of tears spilled out and fell on my temples. I moved my lips, forming his name. I didn’t even have enough air to say a single word.

      I stared into the face of the man, the beast, the person I’d grown to love, a love I never thought I’d ever feel.

      And he was going to kill me.

      Marcus extended his free hand, reaching for my throat—

      Something flew in my peripheral vision.

      It hit Marcus, enveloping him in a mist of blue. The floorboards vibrated as the big wereape, twisted half-human, half-beast, crashed to the ground face-first, two feet from me.

      “Tessa!”

      I turned as Dolores and Beverly came rushing in. Ruth stood with her legs splayed, hunched a bit over, her hands moving like she’d just thrown something. She’d thrown something at Marcus.

      I coughed, gulping buckets of air. My eyes rolled over Marcus. His eyes were closed. “Is he… Is he…” My heart thrashed in my throat. I couldn’t tell if he was breathing or not. Without a doubt, I knew he would have killed me if my aunts hadn’t interfered, but this was Marcus we were talking about. I didn’t want him dead.

      “He’s not dead,” said Dolores, standing over the fallen Marcus, her mouth slightly open as she took in the warped half-man, half-gorilla. “Just asleep.”

      Beverly helped me to my feet. “What in the cauldron’s name happened to him? He looks… like there are two versions of him. I’ve never seen such a thing.”

      “Not two versions,” said Dolores, inspecting Marcus more closely. “The better of both halves—part-man, part-beast. Truly remarkable. And he was able to function like this?”

      “Uh… no. He was deranged, if that’s what you’re getting at.” I put a hand on my bruised or broken ribs, struggling to breathe. I stared at the unconscious, twisted human-beast. “He’s been cursed. I don’t know. It’s like he couldn’t control his shifting. And then he just kinda split in half.” It sounded lame, but that’s how it looked to me.

      “Well, there’s nothing we can do for him now,” said Dolores, stepping around Marcus. “I’m just glad we got here in time.”

      I nodded. The words wouldn’t come.

      “Here. Take this.” Ruth produced a small glass vial of green liquid from her bag. “It’ll help. You’ll feel better in no time.”

      Knowing what it was, I grabbed it and took a large gulp. “Thanks. I needed that.” I smacked my lips together, feeling the healing tonic’s warmth working through my bloodstream. I could already feel it working on my ribs. The pressure lessened, and I could take a deep breath.

      “How did you know to come here?” I asked, taking another sip.

      “With all the racket you two were making?” huffed Dolores. “I’m surprised the crackheads outside didn’t come pounding on your door.”

      “We would have come sooner,” said Beverly, a smug smile on her face. “But we thought you were having… you know… some delicious, rough sex. Didn’t want to intrude and interrupt your ferocious lovemaking,” she said, raising her eyebrows suggestively.

      “When we heard something crash, like your kitchen was being trashed, we came,” said Dolores. Her dark eyes traced the kitchen. “It looks like it was trashed.”

      The said crash was probably me hitting something. “Thank you. You saved me from…” I looked back at Marcus, only now seeing his chest rising and falling in a steady rhythm. “I don’t know. It was happening so fast. I thought I could reach him. But Marcus wasn’t there. It was like he was a whole different person. I didn’t want to hurt him. But…”

      “He could have killed you,” said Dolores, her face grim and her eyes sad.

      “I know. I’m just glad it didn’t come to that.” He’d never recover from that. Once we found the curse bag that did this to him, he’d hate himself for doing this to me. But then I remembered Martha. If she didn’t remember what had happened to her while under the curse’s effects, maybe it was the same with Marcus. Maybe I just wouldn’t tell him.

      I downed the last of the tonic. “I need to find that curse bag,” I said, looking around. “It could be hidden in here somewhere. I’m not sure. But what if Marcus was already cursed by the time I got here? Maybe he’d been cursed before he came to Davenport Cottage.” Now that the living area and kitchen were trashed, it would be harder to find the stupid little curse bag. And if it wasn’t here? Then I didn’t know what I’d do. Without it, I couldn’t reverse the effects of the curse. I needed to find that damn bag.

      Dolores moved from Marcus and joined me. “There’s no time for that. We need to stop Silas. Marcus will be down for at least three hours. Hopefully, we’ll have found Silas by then and stopped him. Then we’ll come back to help him. We’ll find the curse bag that infected him, and we’ll destroy it.”

      “He’ll revert back to himself. Right?” I was dying to figure that question out. “He can’t be stuck like this. Can he?” The idea that Marcus would forever be mangled had my panic levels rising again. It was a horrible thought, but I was thinking it. The other shifters had shifted into their beast forms without a problem. Well, the ones I had seen.

      “I’m sure he will once we destroy the bag,” said Dolores, though she didn’t sound convincing, and the worried frown on her face didn’t help.

      “Let’s go,” ordered Ruth. “The locator spell is ready. Let’s find that witch who’s destroying our town.”

      And with that, my aunts marched out of Davenport Cottage. My legs felt like metal rods as I hobbled to the front door, sweaty and anxious. I had an empty feeling in my chest like something was wrong. Something was missing.

      With my hand on the door handle, I glanced back one last time at Marcus, my eyes swimming in tears. The memory of his face, the way he’d looked at me like I wasn’t there, would haunt me for a while. I knew it was the curse, but once you go through something like that, it’s hard to forget.

      And then I pulled the door closed.
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      “He’s at Highland Park,” said Ruth, leaning over a map of Hollow Cove spread over the kitchen island, back in Davenport House.

      “You sure he’ll stay there?” I dipped my head back and swallowed another gulp from my second vial of Ruth’s healing tonic.

      “He hasn’t moved since we came to get you,” answered Ruth as she stuffed the vial in her large cloth tote bag.

      I frowned. “What’s he doing in the park?”

      “Who cares. The point is we know where he is. Let’s take the Volvo.” Dolores stared at me. “You’re thinking about using the ley lines to get there.”

      “I am.”

      “Please wait for us before you do anything…” She paused, a word on her lip.

      “Stupid?” I prompted.

      Dolores sighed. “I’m not saying you’re not a capable witch. You are a very capable witch. But we’re dealing with Black magic. It’s unpredictable. It’s—”

      “Dirty, I know.” The worry across her brow tightened my chest. “I promise, okay? I’ll wait. I’ll just stick to the shadows and make sure he doesn’t go anywhere before you get here.”

      “Like a secret agent!” cried Ruth excitedly.

      I smiled at her. “Exactly. But if you’re willing to travel the ley lines with me…”

      Dolores dismissed me with a wave of her hand. “That won’t be necessary. We have a car.”

      Beverly walked into the kitchen. “It’s because she’s old and scared.”

      “I heard that,” grumbled Dolores.

      “It’s been a while since any of us used a ley line, so we don’t know how our bodies will react,” agreed Ruth. “Better take the Volvo.”

      “Okay,” I answered, feeling a tad sorry that we couldn’t all use the ley lines together. It would have been really special.

      “So, how do I look?” Beverly did a sort of catwalk spin like the models on the runway, showing off her beautiful physique in a pair of skinny jeans and a loose tee under a black fitted jacket. She looked amazing.

      “Who cares how you look,” snapped Dolores. “We’re going to apprehend a mad witch, not going on a date.”

      Beverly shrugged off her sister’s comment like it meant nothing, curling a strand of hair behind her ear. “It’s important to look your best when confronting a man. Even if he is insane, you must always look your best.”

      I set the empty healing vial on the counter. “I’ll see you there.”

      Dolores looked up at me. “Remember what I said.”

      “Yes, master,” I teased, enjoying the frown on Dolores’s face. “I won’t do anything until you get there.”

      Not waiting for a response, I walked out of the kitchen and made my way to the front door where I knew and had used the ley line that ran under Davenport House countless times.

      Facing the front door, I drew in my will and reached out to tap the nearest ley line. A surge of energy hit me as it answered. Readying myself, I reached out and pulled the ley line toward me, feeling its power vibrating in my bones and bending it until it was nearly there.

      With a sudden jerk, the ley line’s power quivered and then disappeared, like the line had been cut.

      What the hell?

      With a new sense of determination, I drew up my will again, reaching out to the ley line’s power. It felt shaky and uncertain, coming to me in drips, like a faulty faucet.

      Crap. This had happened to me before with the demon Vorkan. Somehow, the demon had prevented me from using the ley line’s power. And it seemed that Silas had done the same thing.

      “That sonofabitch,” I snarled.

      “What’s the matter?” called Dolores from the kitchen.

      I narrowed my eyes as I turned around, seeing my three aunts huddled together in the hallway.

      “Silas,” I growled his name. “He threw some black powder at me. I wasn’t sure what it was, but I know now. I can’t use the ley lines.” Now his comment of “you’ll see” made sense. The bastard always hated the fact that I could use and bend the ley lines when he couldn’t. He was envious. And he’d come up with a Black magic spell to keep me from using them.

      Concern drew Dolores’s face in. “Let’s all take the Volvo.” She grabbed the set of keys in the wicker basket and headed for the front door.

      Ruth and Beverly hurried behind her, trying to keep up with her long legs, which was impossible. Even at her age, I had the impression that Dolores could beat us all in a race.

      Dolores pulled open the front door.

      Immediately, we were hit by the cries of rage, growls, and thumps of fists on flesh. Paranormals were out in the street, running and attacking each other. A horde of wolves, foxes, and cougars spilled into the street. They rushed out, animal-swift, in a blur of teeth and fur and growls. Their maws were full of sharp teeth, ready to rip into the soft flesh of the other paranormals.

      I counted thirty before I lost count. Some rushed toward the screaming, angry paranormals while the others disappeared down the dark street.

      “This is worse than before,” I muttered, cringing as a big, black bear threw itself on a much smaller wolf.

      “Hurry. Don’t let them see you.” Dolores rushed to the parked Volvo in the driveway.

      Following Dolores’s direction, we all piled into the Volvo. I sat in the back, next to Ruth. The old smell of leather and something like herbs assaulted my nose.

      My thoughts went to Marcus. I knew the creature that attacked me wasn’t him. I was worried about the ramifications of him being split apart, both man and beast.

      Dolores slid the key into the ignition and turned. The Volvo made a strange coughing-like noise, and then nothing.

      “Damn it.” Dolores turned the key again, stepping on the gas at the same time and trying to kick start the motor. But this time, she didn’t even get a peep from the Volvo.

      Beverly, sitting next to her in the front passenger seat, leaned over. “What’s wrong?”

      The sound of leather pulling squeaked as Dolores turned around in her seat. “Ruth! You forgot to turn off the lights again. And now the battery is dead.”

      Ruth made a face. “Oops.”

      “This is just great.” Dolores slammed her hands on the wheel.

      I looked out the window at a naked man rushing down the street. There’s always a bit of nakedness in our town. Running, naked people was our normal.

      “How do we get to him now? Steal a car?” I didn’t know where Marcus parked his Jeep, and the idea of roaming around town trying to find it while trying not to be eaten by a group of crazed werebears wasn’t ideal. “There has to be another way.”

      “There is,” said Dolores suddenly. She turned around, and I saw a mischievous twinkle in her eye. She only got that look when she was planning something big. “Ladies,” she said, glancing at her sisters, “it's time to go old school.”

      I had no idea what she meant, but judging by the enormous grin on Ruth’s face, I was guessing it was good.

      I twisted in my seat. “What are we talking about?”

      “Let’s go.” Dolores rushed out of the Volvo, leaving the door open, and sprinted toward the back of the house.

      “Can someone tell me what’s happening here? I’m suddenly getting an overwhelming feeling of being left out,” I said in a low voice. I scrambled out of the Volvo and left my door open as well, not wanting to alert any paranormals down the street. I caught a glimpse of Dolores running across the backyard.

      “Where is she going?” I hurried next to Ruth, running in the same direction as Dolores.

      “You’ll see,” said Ruth excitedly, holding on to her bag like it was a child as she darted along the grass.

      “Urgh,” lamented Beverly as she jogged in her red kitten heels. “This is not the right outfit for this.”

      Now I was really curious.

      At first, I thought we were heading for my place, Davenport Cottage. But then Dolores passed it and kept going until she reached the garden shed and disappeared inside.

      Loud crashing noises came from inside the shed, along with a few curses as we all huddled together outside, waiting for my tall aunt and whatever she was going to bring out.

      “What’s she looking for?” I asked, my curiosity making me impatient. “A barrel of whiskey?”

      “Just wait,” answered Ruth, that same smile on her face, rocking on her heels with her eyes wide in anticipation.

      I stared as Beverly kicked off her heels and looped them around her fingers. Okay, now I was even more curious.

      And then Dolores stepped out of the shed. In her hands were four old-fashioned brooms, the kind with a gathered clump of sticks at the end.

      The brooms were similar, as they were all made of the same wood and had the same cluster of sticks sticking out at the end. But they were different. One had a pink bow on it, and another was bedazzled with glitter. The third one had runes and sigils covering most of the broomstick. The last one was plain, like no one cared to put any personal touches on it.

      Ruth clapped her hands and rushed over to grab the broom with the pink bow, just as Beverly took the bedazzled one.

      Dolores stepped toward me and handed me the plain-looking broom, keeping the one painted with runes for herself. “Here. This one was your mother’s, but she never used it.”

      I closed my mouth, realizing it was hanging open, and took the broom. I’m not sure what I’d expected to feel. Magic or something? But I felt nothing except the cool wood against my palms.

      “What am I supposed to do with this?” I asked, grabbing it with both hands. I could use a broom to sweep the back porch.

      Dolores raised her chin. “Have you ever seen a witch fly?”

      I felt my eyebrows reach my hairline. “You can’t be serious? With these? These things can fly? Like in Harry Potter?”

      Dolores stared at me like I was a simpleton. “Harry Potter is fiction. This is real life. Of course, these brooms can fly.”

      I stared at my broom—well, my mother’s broom—with a new kind of fascination. I turned it around in my hands, even gave it a sweep on the grass, getting the feel of its weight. “Where’s the magic? I’m not sensing anything.”

      “You will when you climb on it,” encouraged Ruth. “Like a switch. It’s waiting for you. Isn’t it exciting?”

      “Yes.” I was excited, a bit terrified, petrified, and nauseated—all of the above.

      “Come on, ladies.” Dolores climbed over her broom. The runes and sigils carved into the wood glowed gold. Sure enough, a tingling rolled across my skin, and the air thickened with a pulsing of warm energy. The broom’s magic. “It’s been a while. But it’s like riding a bike.” Her eyes met mine. “Don’t worry, Tessa. Just keep a tight grip, and you won’t fall off.”

      “No, ’cause that would be bad.” I started to panic, not sure how I’d feel once I was in the air. Was I afraid of heights? Guess I was about to find out.

      “Tania Titball fell off her broom once,” said Ruth, a bit of annoyance in her tone. “She was showing off. Trying to do a triple loop.”

      Did I dare ask? “What happened to her?”

      Ruth lifted a shoulder. “Nearly broke all the bones in her body. She had to stay in the hospital for a year.”

      “Nice.”

      I stood there waiting as both Ruth and Beverly climbed onto their rides. I was hit with another wave of magic thrumming in the air. Runes and sigils that I couldn’t see in the darkness suddenly glowed gold, the same as Dolores’s broom, and lit their faces in soft light before dimming to a more subtle gold. I could still see the runes, but it was more of a soft glow.

      “Come on, Tessa, get on your broom,” encouraged Dolores. “We must leave now before Silas decides to move.”

      I nodded. With my heart batting against my chest, part excited and part terrified, I did what I was told and climbed over the broom until I stood with the long stick between my legs—yes, I know how that sounds. A wash of energy rippled through me. The broom pulsed to life, warmth tingling my fingers. I felt the broom’s magic throbbing through the wood, like the beating of a heart, as though the broom was alive.

      A gold flash sparked from the broom as energy crackled and flowed around me. I felt a faint tingling on my skin and a heavy sensation in my will. It was working.

      Magic soared in me, prickling through my core, from the top of my head to my toes.

      The broom vibrated and jerked, like a racehorse, anxious to be let loose to run the tracks. It wanted to fly.

      I wanted to fly.

      “Follow me,” ordered Dolores. She kicked off the ground and soared into the air, leaving a trail of golden dust in her wake. Hovering twenty feet above us, she sat on her broom like a seasoned pilot—confident, strong, capable. She looked like she’d been flying on her broom for years. I smiled. There was still so much I didn’t know about my aunts.

      With her heels hooped around her fingers, Beverly kicked off the ground and climbed into the air to join her sister. The same golden dust trickled down like glowing snow.

      “Hiya!” cried Ruth, as she smacked the back of her broom as though she were urging a horse to go faster.

      Okay, my turn.

      My hands shook with adrenaline. I could barely contain my excitement and my fear of falling off. I didn’t have a power word for floating.

      “How do I tell it to go up?” I asked, panting like I’d been running.

      “You need only to give it a bit of a tug upwards,” answered Dolores. “To turn is the same thing. You angle your broom the way you want to go,” she said, tipping her broom to the left to give me a demonstration as it sailed slowly to the left. She brought her broom up with her hands, and the broom halted.

      “Okay. Simple enough.” I hoped. “Here goes nothing.”

      Clasping both my hands around the neck of the broom—I didn’t know what else to call it—I gave it a tug up.

      “Ahhhh!” I cried as my broom soared into the air, me with it. My body rolled over to the right. So did the broom.

      It kept rolling, me with it, until I was upside down. Straining to keep my head up, I felt the weight of my body pulling me down, gravity and all.

      “Keep it steady,” called Dolores. “Stop fidgeting, or you’ll fall off.”

      Easy for her to say. She’d probably been flying on her broom since she was in diapers.

      Gritting my teeth, I gave the broom another tug, using my stomach muscles, which I barely ever used if you didn’t count getting up off the couch. Lo and behold, it swung me back upright.

      “Ha,” I said proudly. “Piece of cake.” Not exactly, but I was beginning to get the hang of it.

      Ruth laughed. “I love cake. Carrot cake is my favorite.”

      It took a moment to get used to the feeling of me hovering in the air, my legs dangling over a broom, about ten feet off the ground.

      I was flying on a freaking broom! I didn’t care how cliché that sounded. It was awesome. All I needed was a cape and a pointy hat, and I was set.

      This was not the same feeling as traveling with ley lines. With ley lines, I had more control. It felt like I was riding inside something, albeit invisible. I always thought of it like I was driving a really fast car or a jet. I wasn’t afraid to fall over. It had more stability. With a broom, it felt more like walking on a tightrope. One wrong move, and I’d plunge to my death.

      Dolores watched me with a proud kind of smile on her face. She didn’t give me those often, so I knew it meant a lot.

      “This way, ladies. Tessa, try not to look down.” Dolores angled her broom westward, and then with a burst of golden dust, she was off, followed by Beverly.

      Ruth turned to look at me. “Don’t worry. Your broom won’t let you fall. It cares about its rider.” She let out a laugh and zoomed past me.

      I wanted to tell her that she’d just told me about her friend who’d fallen off her broom, but she was already too far away.

      Keeping my core muscles tight, I gave my broom a little tug. “Giddy up.”

      I went soaring in the air as laughter escaped me. Wind brushed my face, my hair and clothes rippling behind me as I caught up pretty quickly to my aunts. I stole a look over my shoulder and grinned at the beautiful trail of golden dust.

      Yeah, I could get used to this.

      We climbed higher and higher until we were far above the rooftops, and then we were sailing even above the trees. What was that? Like fifty feet? A hundred feet?

      When someone told you not to do something, you did it because, why the hell not? After racing across the sky for a few seconds, I looked back and down.

      “Holy shit,” I squealed in the wind.

      The rooftops were miniature, like houses in a game of Monopoly. I had no idea we’d flown this high. The houses shifted and then rolled. Damn. Vertigo hit, and my stomach rolled. I could sense Ruth’s healing tonic wanting out. Straining, I forced myself to look straight ahead. I didn’t want to be sick on my first broom ride. Talk about an embarrassing moment for me—a Merlin witch who couldn’t handle a little flying. My career would be over.

      It was terrifying yet exhilarating at the same time. It wasn’t every day you flew on a broom. It was pretty special.

      Silas thought he’d gained an edge over me by disabling my ability to use the ley lines. But the witch had no idea my aunts drove flying brooms.

      Get ready, Silas. We’re coming for you.
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      We reached Highland Park in about eight minutes. Because, one, we were awesome, and two, we rode on awesome flying brooms.

      I’m not going to lie. It took some serious discipline and focus to maneuver a flying broom a hundred feet in the air with nothing to save you if you slipped. I had no time for daydreaming or thinking about my unconscious boyfriend on the living room floor. One wrong jerk or twitch, and it was over.

      But something was also exhilarating about feeling the wind on your face, being free, being untouchable, and being a badass.

      I could see why my aunts loved it. So why didn’t they do it more often? Hell, if I’d known about the brooms, I’d be flying on one at least once a week. Okay, three times a week. Okay, seven.

      Behind my aunts, I had a pretty good view of the three of them, which is why I saw Ruth motion to Dolores and point to a spot down in the park. At night, being nearly completely covered in darkness, except for the moonlight surrounding the park in shades of silver and grays, I could make out clumps of trees, clusters of woodland, and a few glades nestled around groves. The park looked to be about twenty acres or more, with plenty of spots for Silas to hide.

      Dolores looked over her shoulder at me and pointed down. Unfortunately, if there was a clearing where she indicated, I couldn’t see it.

      “Down. I got it,” I cried in the wind as she turned around and started to descend.

      Down!

      Oh no. Nobody coached me on the landing part.

      My insides cramped as I followed my aunts and dipped the front of my bottom downward toward a clearing in the park, my body taut with fear. My eyes watered as I took on speed, squinting against the wind. Now that I was closer, I could see Dolores dipping slowly toward a small clearing between some trees. A moment later, she touched the ground expertly and walked to a stop.

      Showoff.

      Beverly was next, and she, too, landed softly, even barefoot.

      Ruth came in next, landing at a run, and I swear I could hear her laughing. She hopped to a stop and turned to wave at me. The light of the moon gleamed on her teeth.

      My heart had lodged in my throat as the ground came zooming up closer. I could barely feel my hands and fingers because I was hanging on the broomstick so damn hard. Instinctively, I kept the front of the broom leveled and tipped up every few seconds, thinking that was the way to do it. As I said, no one had trained me on the descent.

      The ground came in hot. It was now or never. My muscles tightened all over my body as I braced myself for the landing. Or impact, depending on which way you were looking at it.

      “Pull back!” I heard Ruth cry.

      “You’re coming in too fast!” shouted Dolores.

      “Bend your knees!” hollered Beverly.

      Three.

      Two.

      One.

      I hit the ground.

      Pain flared in my legs and ankles as my feet smacked against the ground, vibrating all the way to my skull. The next thing I knew, I was flipping end over end. I was airborne again for about four seconds and lost all sense of direction. Was I up, or what was down? Until I hit the ground again, headfirst, and with a mouthful of grass and dirt. My hip bone seared in pain as it smacked against something hard like a rock.

      My first thought was, thank the cauldron I’m alive. The second was that this wasn’t exactly the cool landing I had pictured in my head.

      Spitting out some grass and dirt, I rolled over on my butt. I stared at my mother’s broom lying in the grass ten feet from me. I’d never even remembered letting it go.

      “Well, that was fun,” I grumbled.

      Dolores stared down at me. “You need to work on your landing.”

      I glared at her. “Yeah, well, it’s not like I had any training.” Beverly laughed as she slipped her tiny, perfect feet into her heels. Part of me wanted to grab them and pitch them into the forest.

      “You did great.” Ruth grasped my arm and pulled me up. “How are you feeling? Anything broken?” She rolled her eyes over me, looking for any injuries, her free hand around a small glass vial with thick, pink liquid that looked a lot like Pepto Bismol, which I suspected was some sort of “bone repair” potion.

      “Apart from my broken pride, I’m fine.” Which was a miracle. My legs were still shaking, either from the adrenaline or the impact, but otherwise, I was in one piece.

      “Which way, Ruth?” asked Dolores.

      Ruth dropped the vial back inside her bag. After rummaging in it for a second, she pulled out what looked like a flat, gray river stone. She held it in her palm, moving her hand slowly to the left. When nothing happened, she moved it to the right. The stone glowed a bright orange, lighting up her face like she was holding a candle.

      Ruth gestured with the glowing stone. “This way.”

      “Let’s go. Keep your voices down. We don’t want to alert him.” Dolores moved off to the left, her broom in her grasp.

      I wanted to mention that my landing had been a little loud with their hollering, but I snapped my mouth shut.

      We all followed Ruth and her locator stone, me with my mother’s broom in my hand, though I wasn’t feeling the love anymore. The damn thing could have helped me out a little. It was magical. Part of me wanted to toss it, but it wasn’t mine to throw. I also had a strange feeling it would find its way home if I did.

      We walked in silence for what felt like five minutes, the crunching of leaves and branches the only sound. There were no crickets, tree frogs, or any other night critters. It was utterly silent.

      And then that’s when things got weird.

      The more we walked, the more the trees felt scarce. I stared up at what I presumed was a large oak tree. It was leafless, which wasn’t normal at this time of the year. Its bark was peeling, and cracked, like it was diseased or infested by bugs. The more I looked around, the more I noticed that not a single tree had leaves on its branches. Even a young pine had lost all its needles. The trees and shrubs were bare and blackened, and the grass and wildflowers had dried to ash. It seemed like some toxic spill had infected this whole area of the park, and the air was thick with the scent of decay.

      I stopped and pressed my hand on the nearest tree trunk, feeling its brittle and dry bark against my palm. “Is this because of Silas?”

      Dolores’s face was a mixture of sadness and anger. “Yes. Black magic is fueled by drawing life from living things and beings. It consumes their energies, utterly destroying them in the process. He’s drawing on the life energies of the park. The trees, the flowers, everything. Everything is dead and will never return.”

      Ruth swore. “I hate him. How could he do this? The trees never did anything to him. Some of these trees are two hundred years old. That’s murder.”

      I had to agree with her on that. And then it hit me. All those dead plants I’d seen at the Millers’ place and Bernard’s place weren’t because they weren’t watered. It was Silas.

      “Once he gets a taste of the power of every living person and animal, he won’t stop,” said Dolores. “It won’t be trees and grass. It’ll be people and entire cities.”

      We continued to follow Ruth. The deeper we went into the park, the more desolate and dead the trees and shrubbery were, until it felt like we were trekking through a desert.

      I heard the chanting before I saw him. The voice was dark and sinister, the words either unintelligible or in a language I didn’t know. But I’d recognize that voice anywhere.

      The density of the forest thinned, and we stepped into a clearing of what had probably been tall grasses and swaying wildflowers but was now dirt and ash. The land was barren and sickly, like the effects of radiation.

      In the middle of the clearing stood a man, hunched over a fire with tall, green flames. He wore a dark robe over his emaciated body. The hooded figure stood and turned. It had a humanoid shape, wearing a heavy, black cloak and cowl that hid any possible details of its face. However, it did nothing to hide those gleaming yellow eyes. Silas.

      He seemed even less human than the last time I saw him, which wasn’t that long ago. Even under the cloak, I could see that his body was withered and distorted. A wraith of the Netherworld. A thing.

      He stood in a circle of what appeared to be bones, human bones, after closer inspection. Two bodies lay next to the fire. I say bodies because they looked like two-hundred-year-old corpses, exsanguinated, drained of all their blood and life force. It was impossible to tell if they were female or male. Their faces were so badly sunken in.

      But Silas leaned over a third body. Thin, green, veil-like filaments were pulling away from her body like a giant hand and into his mouth. I felt sick. It reminded me of Derrick the incubus and how he drew on the witches’ power, how he’d nearly killed Iris.

      The woman’s body shrank before our eyes, bending over on itself, and the cracking of bones sent a chill through me. And then the green tendrils vanished. The life energy from that person had been drained completely.

      “Bastard,” I said, probably too loudly.

      Silas looked up. He grinned, stretching his face grotesquely to make it look more animalistic. His cheeks protruded, cutting through his flesh, and his eyes were sunken, like he’d skipped his meals for the past year. “Ah. The Davenport witches. We meet again. I gather this is not a social call?” His voice was guttural, sounding more like a creature trying to learn to speak our language. It was like he was losing whatever humanity was left in him.

      I stepped forward between my aunts. “Love what you’ve done to the place. What do you call this? After-radiation delight? Wasteland retreat?”

      Silas’s yellow eyes moved over us. “You bring brooms as your weapons of choice? What are you planning on doing? Sweeping?” His tone was derisive, poised, and seething with absolute conviction.

      I cocked a brow. “If it can sweep your ugly ass to hell, I’m all for it.” I reached out to that source of my power. Cold surged up as my demon mojo awakened, and I let the icy, wild magic rush through my veins, waiting to be released.

      Another wave of energy that I recognized hit me.

      My aunts’ lips moved, their hands gesturing as their clothes and hair lifted and blew in an invisible breeze. The hair on the back of my neck pricked at the sudden rise of power, a crap load of it. Power touched my skin like the flowing of a rushing river—a strong, powerful current.

      “You think you can stop me?” laughed Silas, the sound wet like his throat was full of mucus. “You can’t stop me. I’m too powerful.” He thrust out his arms. Green filaments stretched across the clearing, past all the dead trees to the healthy ones beyond. His eyes shone with the same green light as he drank in the trees’ energies.

      “We need to stop this,” I said.

      With a crack, the green tendrils disappeared. Silas drew himself up, his eyes shining with a green light for a moment before they darkened back to red.

      And then he flung his hands out.

      A blast of black dust volleyed from his palms.

      And it came straight for us.
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      Instinctively, I pulled on the elements around me, even if some of them were gone, thinking of a protection shield for me and my aunts. Then I realized my mistake. He’d killed the elements on purpose. And my elemental magic didn’t work on him.

      I panicked for a moment, not knowing my demon mojo well enough to conjure some sort of makeshift protective wall. My father’s lessons hadn’t reached that level yet.

      Dolores shoved me back and leaped in the way of the Black magic dust ball. Then holding her broom like a baseball bat, she let it swing.

      The broom made contact with the black dust ball. We heard a crack like thunder, and an explosion of golden light illuminated the forest clearing for a few seconds like it was daytime. And then tiny flakes of gold fell from the sky, covering the ground in aureate flecks. Silas’s Black magic ball had been literally swept away.

      Relief and pride filled my chest, and the look of shock and disappointment on Silas’s face was the icing on the cake.

      I stared at my broom with a renewed sense of admiration. “How did you know it would work?” I asked Dolores.

      She looked at me and said, “I didn’t.”

      Okay then.

      I flicked my gaze over to Silas, well, what was left of him. He looked more and more like a thing born from the Netherworld’s bowels and less like the tattooed prick witch I’d come to hate.

      A dark chant issued from Silas. And again, green filaments sprouted from him and stretched across the clearing to whatever blade of grass, tree, or animal he could reach. If he kept going, all of Hollow Cove’s trees and greenery would die.

      A wind rose violently, sending dust and dry leaves scattering throughout the area. I pulled the hair out of my eyes, trying to see.

      “Z’ac ick na’im,” he shouted. He clapped his hands together, and a wall of black dust rose from the ground, reaching high above the dead trees like a giant wave. Shoots of ice crawled up my spine as I stared into a rolling mass of darkness. The black tide of dust sighed and opened like a hungry mouth. It was going to swallow us whole. Probably suffocate us to death with its Black magic.

      “Get ready!” shouted Dolores, broom in hand.

      Beverly and Ruth joined their sister with their brooms in their hands like they were about to smack that wave.

      Following their example, I grabbed my broom with the end up and rushed to meet the Black magic wave.

      The wave moaned—it really did—like a giant beast as it came crashing down over us.

      Together, my aunts and I took our brooms and swung at the wave.

      An unseen force slammed into the wall of black dust like a cannonball. The cloud of dust solidified for a moment, crystallizing, its big mouth just above our heads like the giant mouth of a beast. And then the wave shattered with a deafening boom, sending pieces of sharp rock falling from above.

      “Get back!” I shouted, tackling Ruth as I leaped out of the way. A large stone, or whatever it was, slammed into the ground where we’d been standing a second ago.

      Another great boom reverberated around me at my feet. I whipped around. And through the dust and debris, I stared at the mounds of the remains of Silas’s black wave on the ground like a massive coverlet.

      Beverly coughed and waved her hand in front of her face. “I’m going to need a shower after this.”

      Dolores gave a snarl and kicked one of the crystallized shards out of her way, a proud sort of satisfied look on her face.

      Yeah, we were awesome.

      “We witches are stronger than you thought, eh?” I shouted at Silas, twirling my broom like a baton, and very poorly, I might add. We were a tide of destruction, and Silas had nowhere to go. In about two minutes, I was going to hit him in the ass with my magical broom. But his smug smile was not what I’d expected to see on that withered face.

      “The forces of the worlds granted your family a mighty gift,” said Silas. “The forces are strong in you.”

      “What is this? Star Wars?” I laughed. I couldn’t help it.

      His eyes settled on me. “Still, even this great gift,” continued the witch, creature, whatever, “will not save you tonight. Tonight you will all die.”

      “Yeah, I don’t think so,” I told him, lifting my broom to my shoulder. “It’s four against one. I’d say the odds are in our favor.”

      Silas’s eyes glowed a dark emerald as he pulled on some invisible life force somewhere nearby.

      I was getting tired of this. He’d done enough damage to our town. “What do you want? To destroy all of Hollow Cove because I live here? Because I kicked you in the ass?” It had been an awesome kick. And he’d totally deserved it at the time. “Don’t you think you’ve gone a little overboard?”

      “I will never stop,” continued the witch. “Not until every single soul in this pathetic little town is dead. And the name Davenport is erased. No one will ever remember you.”

      “This guy is mental,” said Beverly, rolling her eyes. “Like that could ever happen.” She pressed a hand on her hip. “Use your spell, Dolores. It’s time.”

      I looked at my aunts, not knowing what spell they were talking about. “What spell?” I muttered, not sure if Silas had super hearing with his Black magic mojo.

      Dolores kept her focus on Silas. Heavy lines marred her face as she thought about it. “A little something I worked on while you were with Marcus. You said your elemental magic didn’t work, so I made some improvements.”

      “Nice,” I said, impressed at my aunt’s cleverness.

      Dolores retrieved a small leather pouch from the folds of her jacket. “It’ll take a moment to conjure the new spell and extreme concentration. Tessa, I need you to keep an eye on him. Let me know if he tries anything. Ladies. I need you.”

      I stood back while my aunts began chanting as they formed a line, facing Silas. My skin tingled with energy as I felt the magic of the elements soar into the night air, driven by my aunts.

      And Silas just stood there, his eyes watching and waiting. It was creepy. I didn’t like it. But clearly, he didn’t consider us a threat.

      My aunts’ chanting grew louder. From the leather pouch, Dolores dumped a small crystal into her palm. The crystal blazed and shone with an inner white glow, lighting the lines on Dolores’s face.

      She made a series of swift gestures with her free hand, and the crystal burned a bright white.

      And then she threw it.

      The crystal flew straight and true like she’d been practicing for years.

      It hit.

      Silas disappeared in an explosion of bright white light, illuminating the entire park in what felt like sunlight without the warmth.

      I was expecting some screaming. Maybe a bit of crying. But nothing.

      I blinked at the bright light. A moment later, it subsided. Silas stood at the exact same spot. A web of white light enveloped him like a magical net, pinning his arms and legs together. His head was down, so I couldn’t see his face, but I could imagine the scowl. It made me giddy inside.

      I stared at Dolores. “What is that? And… can I please have one of those?”

      Dolores smiled smugly. “It’s a web charm. Exceptionally high-level magic.”

      Ruth snorted, rolling her eyes.

      Dolores gestured with her finger at Silas, who still hadn’t looked up. “I made a few changes to adjust it to the Black magic.”

      “It worked.”

      Dolores flashed her teeth. “I know.”

      “Well, well, well,” I said, walking forward. “Looks like we caught something.” I looked over my shoulder. “Nice work, Dolores.”

      Dolores brushed a strand of hair from her eyes, her chin proud. “Never doubt a clever mind.”

      Ruth sighed, shaking her head. “Now, we’ll never hear the end of it.”

      “She does love to take everyone’s thunder,” commented Beverly.

      I laughed. “True.” I didn’t care who’d captured the witch. I was just glad he was trapped. And I hadn’t even broken a sweat. It didn’t look like Silas was going anywhere soon.

      I crossed the clearing until I was face-to-face with my old, tatted buddy. “I’ve got questions for you,” I told him, trying to spy his utter failure frown on his stupid face below his thick cowl, but all I saw was shadow. I looked over the net. “You look like a Christmas tree. I like it.”

      Silas didn’t move.

      “Is there a curse bag in my house? The smaller cottage?” I doubted he’d answer, but it would save me time if I could find it and destroy it. Then again, I doubted House would have let him in, sensing the Black magic. But I had to be sure. “Hey. I’m talking to you.”

      Slowly, Silas lifted his head, and I bit down a scream.

      Folds of skin, stretched and pulled, drooped over what had once been a face—a face I wanted to kick, yet still a face. His left eye was abnormally lower than the right, somewhere near his cheekbone. He looked like he was melting. Either that, or he was changing, morphing into a creature consumed with Black magic. He was much worse close-up, and I felt myself taking a step back. Trust me. You would have too.

      “Not so pretty anymore, am I,” he said, his breath foul, like nothing I’d ever smelled.

      I held my breath. “You were never pretty. You were always an ass.”

      Silas laughed, the sound like sandpaper on my skin. “And you were always a prickly little bitch.”

      I smiled. “You can call me whatever you like. I don’t care. You’re finished. We’ve got you. And you’re going to have a nice long life in the witch prison. You’ll be somebody’s bitch in no time.”

      Silas laughed again, and this time it churned my stomach. “You think you have me? You don’t have me.”

      Before I could react, the web charm shifted and dissolved until nothing was left. It was as though it had never been.

      Oh. Crap.

      I stumbled back. “Guys! It didn’t work! The web’s down!” I shouted, scrambling back as fast as I could, too terrified to look at anything else but Silas’s satisfied face… or what used to be his face.

      I pulled on my demon mojo, cursing myself for letting it go before. I half expected Silas to toss me one of his black balls—yeah, that sounds weird—but he just stood there.

      I managed to get to my aunts. “Now what?”

      “Why is he just standing there?” asked Beverly.

      Good question. Very good question.

      “He’s not even afraid of us,” said Ruth.

      “I don’t like how cocky he is,” said Dolores. “It looks as though… he’s not done.”

      “Like he’s planning something big,” I told them.

      Silas started chanting once again, and his voice took on an edge of vicious, spiteful satisfaction as he continued the incantation. Black magic syllables thundered from his lips.

      And then I heard the sound of many feet coming our way from behind us.

      I spun around. “Okay, I hate surprises,” I said, staring into the darkness. “Can someone tell me what this is?”

      “Sounds like a herd of rhinoceroses,” said Ruth.

      I wasn’t sure about that, but she had one part right. This was most definitely a horde of some kind.

      The hair on the back of my neck rose as cries poured out from somewhere behind the clearing. The wind rose to a howl, and still, Silas chanted. Louder and louder until shapes and things began to crest around the opening of the clearing.

      People, shifters, and weres stumbled into the clearing. About forty strong, spitting and hissing like rabid animals, until we were surrounded.

      “Well. This isn’t good.” I whirled on the spot. “This was his plan. The bastard wanted us to show up here. It looks… it looks like he’s controlling them.”

      “Like a necromancer,” agreed Dolores, real fear on her face. “He’s piloting them.”

      “Now what?” asked Beverly. “Our magic doesn’t work on him. But I’m not letting the cursed ones kill me.”

      “She’s right,” I said, looking around, a sick feeling formulating in my stomach. My eyes recognized one of the cursed. “I like Mr. Pratt. He makes a mean veggie hot dog. But if he tries to eat my face, I will have to protect myself.”

      “But we can’t hurt them,” said Ruth. “These are our friends. Our neighbors. It’s not their fault. They’re cursed.”

      “We need a plan.” Dolores narrowed her eyes, and I could see her mind working in overdrive.

      Silas laughed manically. “Kill the witches!” he shouted. “Kill them all!”

      As one, the cluster of paranormals, some in human form, some in their beast forms, turned their attention to us. Their yellow eyes were wide and searching as though trying to decide who to devour first.

      “There’re too many.” My heart thrashed in my chest. “Wait—is that? Is that Gilbert?” I asked no one in particular.

      Sure enough, the small, grubby owl shifter, wearing his usual brown suit and bow tie that belonged in the eighties, pushed his way forward. His eyes were crazed as they searched for something. Someone.

      He howled and made a mad dash.

      “Oh shit.”

      And you guessed it. He was coming straight for me.
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      I won’t lie and say I hadn’t had this dream before of kicking the crap out of the little shifter owl. He did warrant a good ass whooping.

      But unfortunately, this wasn’t the annoying, snotty grocery owner. This was like his evil twin. And Gilbert wasn’t in control of himself. It wouldn’t be fair. Well, kind of.

      I heard the mutters of a few chants, and a blue, sphere-shaped shield of protection sprouted from the ground and rolled up over my aunts’ heads, enveloping them—without me.

      “Hey? What the hell?” I cried, seeing Dolores through the semitransparent sphere.

      She pointed at me, not looking guilty at all. But behind her, Ruth was red-faced and looked guilty as hell. “You are the only one who can defeat him now. With your demon magic,” she added, like that explained everything.

      Still, it would have been nice to be inside a protective bubble while I formulated some kind of plan. Unfortunately, things weren’t working out like we’d first thought. As it was, I couldn’t think straight while a crazy version of Gilbert made his way around my aunts’ sphere while other paranormals threw themselves at the globe, pounding and kicking. The only good thing about this was that the horde focused on the sphere, not me. All except for one.

      Gilbert’s eyes locked with mine. And then he snarled like a wolf. With a growl, he leaped at me, his fingers bent into claws.

      “Seriously? Aren’t you supposed to be an owl? Don’t you hoot?”

      Hands out, the tiny shifter attacked. He was going for my throat. But being so short, his hands grabbed my boobs.

      At another time, I might have laughed. This wasn’t it.

      “You little perve!”

      I smacked his hands away and pushed him back. He was a lot heavier than I thought, and he barely moved. His face twisted with a grimace of berserk anger. Again, he snarled and dove at me. Instinctively, I pulled on the elements. “Inflitus!”

      At my will, a blast of kinetic energy leaped up from my outstretched hands toward Gilbert.

      It hit him smack in the chest. The force of it threw him back thirty feet, and he crashed into the trunk of a thick tree.

      He rolled over, his eyes moving everywhere at once. Blood dripped from the corners of his mouth and ears.

      “Crap.” Guilt hit. I didn’t want to hurt him. Damn it. This was Gilbert. He was annoying as hell but harmless.

      I looked over across the clearing to see Silas watching, a smug look on his face. He was enjoying this. He wanted me to kill Gilbert and possibly the others.

      “Have you thought of a plan?” I shouted over to my aunts.

      “Not yet,” answered Dolores, raising her fist at one of the paranormals, who was busy trying to eat through the sphere.

      Gilbert pushed to his feet and coughed a bit of blood. His eyes narrowed at the sight of me. “You owe me money!” he cried and came at me again.

      Okay, this was all kinds of weird.

      If I hit him again with my magic, I might kill him.

      I searched the ground for something, anything to keep the little shifter off me. Finally, my eyes landed on a large wooden stick. Not a stick. My mother’s broom.

      I leaped to the side and grabbed my broom, feeling the wood handle humming with power, just as Gilbert lunged.

      “My money!” he howled.

      “You’re insane,” I shouted back. I spun and whacked him in the head with the broom. Just a tad harder than I’d intended. Whoops.

      Golden sparks flew from the contact. The shifter’s eyes rolled back. He swayed for a second and then fell like a dead tree.

      I leaned over him. “Stay down.” Part of me feared I’d killed him. I knelt and checked his neck. A steady pulse met my fingers. He was alive.

      I gripped the broom tightly. “Aren’t you full of surprises?” As if in answer, I felt a vibration in the handle. Maybe riding it had awakened its power.

      My relief was cut short as movement caught my eye. Two paranormals broke from the sphere and were coming straight for me. And then three more.

      “Great. Your friends want some action.” I straightened with my broom in hand. I was ready. “It’s sweeping time.”

      A paranormal female, who in the seconds she was advancing, I recognized as the pretty redheaded waitress at Hairy Dragon Pub, threw herself at me.

      I let my broom fly. It smacked her across the head. Just like with Gilbert, golden sparks flew where the bristles made contact, and she fell unconscious.

      “That’s for staring at Marcus with lust in your eyes. Don’t think I didn’t notice. I did.”

      “Bitch. Gonna kill you,” said a voice to my right.

      I spun around, my broom out like an oar, and it struck some big, burly paranormal’s head.

      Just as he wobbled and collapsed, another male paranormal lunged.

      And I responded with another whack with my awesome broom. He twitched like he’d been electrocuted, and fell, face-first in the dirt.

      “Ah-ha!” I said, thrilled at my remarkable skill and strength. I even performed a little dance with my broom.

      But my dance was premature.

      I heard someone scream, possibly Ruth, but it was too late.

      Something cold, dark, and dusty hit my face. This time I inhaled it too.

      He’d moved so fast, I never had time to react.

      A cold, icy pain seared my insides, the feeling as though my blood were molten lava, scorching me from the inside. The bones in my legs couldn’t support me, and I fell to my knees like they, too, had been melted.

      I couldn’t breathe. That Black magic dust wrapped itself around my lungs, suffocating me. I could feel it pour into my body, my blood, like some fast-acting deadly virus. This time, I wasn’t sure I was going to make it.

      A shape loomed over me. I looked up and blinked at Silas’s face.

      “You can’t use your magic on your people without killing them,” snarled the witch. “You can’t use your ley lines. You can’t do anything anymore. You’re finished.”

      His words rang true. Silas had been at this magic thing a lot longer than me. He was bigger, faster, and more powerful. I didn’t think I could destroy his Black magic. And now he’d cursed me, poisoned me with his Black magic.

      Guttural words spilled from Silas, and I felt the cold throb of his Black magic intensify. I coughed, trying to breathe. And fear hit as I saw blood splatter on my jeans.

      Silas gave me a wicked smile, his Black magic pulsing inside me like a living thing. He was controlling it. “You’re weaker than I thought. Practically human without your ley lines. The bastards always are. I’m here to remedy that. Blood will be spilled. Yours, not mine. Your death is inevitable. No one will ever remember you.”

      I tried to challenge him with words, but the words wouldn’t come. I couldn’t take a breath to formulate them.

      He watched me, and his smile became wider, more ghoulish and sinister.

      A dark laugh rumbled in Silas’s chest. “Yes. Better than I imagined.”

      “Screw… you…” I managed with the last of my breath.

      The witch let out a low chuckle and said, “Maybe I will. You’d like that. Wouldn’t you?”

      He muttered in a strange language, and I cried out as my organs felt like they were liquifying.

      “Tessa! If you’re going to do something, do it quick!”

      I looked over at my aunts’ sphere. Ten paranormals stood around the globe, green-and-red energy pouring from their outstretched hands. Witches. The shield shifted. Tears spread around it like a web. It was going to fall.

      A savage desperation hit me. It was all over. I’d failed. Everyone I cared about was going to die. All because of a grudge. Without me, none of this would be happening.

      I tapped into my will and funneled my anger and pain into my well of magic, to the core of my cold power within me—my demon magic. With a burst of will, I pulled on it, all of it.

      My back arched as the power flooded in, delicious and abundant. My body quivered as a giant slip of energy ripped through me. High on its strength, I held nothing back.

      And then something I did not expect happened.

      My black tendrils of demon energy slipped from my hands and wrapped themselves around the broom, which I apparently was still holding. They formed a pattern of black ringlets around it until it looked like a black-and-brown version of a candy cane.

      Power hummed from the broom, a new power, a combined power of witch and demon.

      “How are you doing this?” cried Silas, his voice rising to a high-pitched shriek. “This is not possible. No. You are nothing but a loser. You can’t manifest this kind of power. You can’t create magic. Only I can. I’m the only one.”

      Pain forgotten, a smile twitched my lips, and I managed to stand. I gripped my broom with both hands, and I let it go.

      A mix of golden sparks and black tendrils flew as I whacked Silas in the chest with as much strength as I could muster.

      Silas went sprawling back in a blur of limbs and dark cloak, crying out in pain. I watched as he began to convulse.

      My head throbbed, and I watched as the witch made horrible hacking sounds while he convulsed on the ground. His hands tore at the skin on his face, his legs flailing and writhing. He thrashed around for a moment, his face and the skin on his hands darkening until it was completely black. Then, the skin cracked and peeled, flaking. My nose wrinkled at the stench of burnt hair.

      I’d expected him to pass out, not convulse.

      “Bitch!” howled the witch. “Stupid bitch. I’m going to kill you.”

      “Shouldn’t have said that.” I gritted my teeth and walked over to him. And then I smacked him with the broom again.

      Another blast of gold and black sparks exploded. Silas cried out as his body stiffened, like he’d been spelled with one of Dolores’s “turn to stone” spells. His body solidified until he looked like he was made of stone.

      And then it exploded into millions of black, crystallized shards, just like his wave of Black magic dust.

      Silas was no more.

      With a huff of exhalation, I let go of my demon mojo and collapsed to my knees, my broom still in my grasp. My body shook with the aftermath of working so much power, and I had a sudden feeling of light-headedness.

      I felt a pop of displaced air, and I turned around in time to see my aunts’ protective sphere fall.

      But that’s not what had me do a double take.

      Everywhere I looked, people were standing with the same confused, dazed expressions on their faces. Even the witches who wanted to roast my aunts with their magic stood with their hands on their heads, looking like they just woke up from a bad dream.

      “What in the blazes am I doing here?” cried Gilbert. I was glad to see his annoyed expression and eyes clear of the curse. He still had blood around his mouth. But if he didn’t remember who’d caused it, that was good enough for me.

      Voices rose as more and more people came around, until every single person in the clearing, those who’d come to kill us, seemed to be themselves again.

      “Looks like you broke the curse, Tessa,” said Dolores, coming my way. Her gray hair was messy, but otherwise she looked perfectly fine.

      “Looks like she broke Silas too.” Beverly was staring at the pieces of crystallized Silas. If Iris were here, she’d have bent down and taken a few pieces for Dana. Should I save her a piece?

      I didn’t need to. Ruth bent down, grabbed a handful of Silas, and stuffed it in her bag. She caught me staring and said, “For my garden compost.”

      And then it hit me. Dolores had compared Silas’s magic to necromancers. He was piloting the townspeople with his Black magic. I knew, like any witch, that when the necromancer died, so did the connection and control he had over the dead. It seemed true for Silas’s Black magic.

      It meant Marcus would be okay.

      “Can I see it?” Dolores pointed to my mother’s broom I was still hanging on to.

      “Sure.” I blinked the sudden wetness from my eyes and gave her the broom. The black ringlets were faded, and I was sure they would disappear soon, but you could still see traces of them.

      Dolores held the broom up with both hands, inspecting it closely. “Remarkable. I’ve never seen such a thing. Your demon magic combined with the magic of the broom.” She gave me back the broom. “What made you think of it?”

      I shook my head. “I didn’t. It just sort of happened.” Just like most of my life.

      “Well, it worked,” said Beverly, a smile on her face. “Now we don’t even have to bother with getting the White Witch Court involved. Can’t send a witch to prison if there’s no more witch. Can you?”

      I sighed. “So, what do we tell them?” I gestured at the cluster of paranormals still in a stake of shock.

      Dolores looked over at me and then at the paranormals. “Nothing. They won’t remember anything anyway.”

      “But won’t they wonder why they’re all standing here? In the middle of the night?”

      Dolores gave me a tiny smile. “It’s the full moon. We paranormals do strange things when that big silver disk is in the sky.”

      And then she walked off toward Gilbert as though that was the end of that conversation.

      “Let’s go home,” said Beverly, reading my thoughts. “I just need four hours of sleep, and I’ll be fabulous for my date tomorrow with Antonio.”

      I smiled. Only my Aunt Beverly could be thinking about dating men at this moment. And it felt natural. “Yeah. I need to see Marcus.” I was tired. I just wanted to go home and wrap myself in some Marcus.

      Beverly arched a perfectly manicured brow. “I bet you do.”

      I laughed. She laughed. It was definitely a strange night.

      Ruth rubbed her stomach. “I’m hungry. Who wants cheesecake?”
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      What do the Davenport witches do after they defeat a narcissistic, crazy, evil Black magic witch? They throw a party, of course.

      I cast my gaze around the grounds. Four large garden pavilions housed tables piled with food and every alcoholic beverage you could think of. Cheerful conversations soaked the air, and Harry Belafonte’s “I Do Adore Her” blared as though he was here performing with a live band.

      I spotted Martha chatting away at the expense of the two young witches who worked in her salon. I recognized many faces, most of which were the ones cursed, who’d found themselves in the middle of Highland Park at two in the morning.

      I caught a glimpse of red, gleaming hair, and there was Lilith in a tight leather pantsuit ensemble with the top mostly unbuttoned, sitting on the lap of a thirty-year-old male, whose rare attractiveness screamed vampire. The goddess was truly statuesque and beautiful. She let out a smoky laugh, toying with the vampire’s man-bun. I didn’t recognize him. Probably one of her vampire boyfriends, no doubt. One of many. Guess she and Lucifer had an “open relationship” when it came to their amours. No judging. Whatever made them happy.

      I closed my eyes, feeling the sun on my face and drawing the energy from the surrounding elements—the water from the ocean, the earth beneath my feet, the wind on my face. And let’s not forget, the ley lines.

      Yup. It seemed killing Silas—though that hadn’t been my intention, but he kinda deserved it—lifted the Black magic curse to all those infected and restored my ability to use the ley lines.

      What wasn’t restored was what Silas had touched and destroyed with his Black magic. All the plant life, the critters, and creatures in the park were indeed gone. But I’d promised I would find a way to restore the once lovely park. I’d clean it myself and plant new baby trees and wildflowers. I’d make it beautiful again. I would.

      I noticed Iris and Ronin beside one of the pavilions Ruth was working, conversing with my aunt. Ruth leaned over and handed something small, shiny, and black to Iris.

      No!

      That was Silas. Well, a piece of him.

      “Let’s hope it’s a piece of his pecker.” I laughed to myself, wondering what I’d do if I had a piece of Silas. No doubt the Dark witch had something in mind.

      I decided to join them and headed their way, taking in the fresh air, the normalcy, if you wanted to call this normal for a bunch of witches, werewolves, shifters, and all manner of the paranormal community.

      It was our normal. And I wouldn’t change a thing.

      I took a sip of wine and walked across the lawn, my bare feet enjoying the squishy, cool grass.

      Marcus stood with a beer in his hand, talking with none other than my mommy dearest. Her left hand latched on to his arm while her right pointed at him.

      A frown marred his face. He looked… uncomfortable? Yeah, my mother would do that to a person. I laughed softly. Interesting. I wonder what the hell that was about? I’d have to ask him.

      It turned out I was right about something else. The Black magic curse was lifted following Silas’s death—still not sorry about that. As a result, all those who were cursed suddenly woke up as though awakened from a long sleep. And none of them remembered acting crazy or hurting others, including Marcus. I’d decided to keep it that way.

      Even though I knew the curse bags that remained were now rendered useless, the curse destroyed, I still wanted to know how Marcus got cursed. So I’d searched Davenport Cottage from top to bottom, looking for that damn curse bag, only to be told six hours later by Scarlett that she’d witnessed Marcus grabbing one of the curse bags at the bridge, which explained how he got it.

      My eyes went back to my mother. She was giving Marcus a look that said she thought he was crazy. I knew the look. It had been my best friend for many years. I squinted, trying to read her lips.

      My mother whirled around in my direction as if she could hear my thoughts.

      So, I did what any resourceful and competent witch would do. I ducked and hid behind Martha.

      “… she stepped out of the bathroom with her dress all messy, and then Martin stepped out thirty seconds after her,” she was saying to the other witches.

      “Noooo,” said one of the witches whose name I could never remember for the life of me.

      “Yes,” continued Martha, glee in her voice. “And then Dilan came out next.”

      Time to go. I leaped sideways and made a beeline for Iris and Ronin.

      Just as I neared, a familiar voice rose above the music and the idle chatter. My eyes followed the sound.

      “… illegal construction. I’d like to see your building permit for it,” said Gilbert, pointing at my house, Davenport Cottage.

      Ohhhh crap!

      “You are not the queen of Hollow Cove, Dolores,” spat the tiny shifter at my tall aunt. “You don’t ordain this town. You’re not all that.”

      Dolores glowered. Her back was straight like a sergeant major. “Like hell, I’m not.”

      Oh dear.

      I tiptoed closer.

      Gilbert’s face turned another shade darker. “There are rules to follow. Everyone must respect them. Otherwise, it’s chaos!” He threw his tiny arms in the air, which reached his head. “You need a permit to build anything. Even a shed.”

      Dolores crossed her arms, her white linen skirt flowing in a breeze. “Your point?”

      “This house is not in accordance with the Urban and Rural Planning Act,” he said, pointing to the cottage. “I never issued the permit for this new construction because I would never have given one!”

      “I didn’t need a permit,” argued my aunt, not looking one bit afraid of the shifter.

      Gilbert’s eyes widened. He took a breath and said, “One building per lot. It’s the law.”

      Dolores shrugged and looked like she was enjoying torturing the little shifter a little too much. “I told you. I didn’t need a permit.”

      “Everyone in Hollow Cove is required to have one.”

      Dolores gave him a smile that would have made little children cry. “Not if the building is built by magic.”

      Interesting. Was that true?

      Judging by the purple color rising in Gilbert’s face, I was going for yes. Good one, Dolores. She’d just saved me from paying five thousand dollars.

      I laughed as I made my way to Iris and Ronin.

      Iris beamed at the sight of me. “Look what Ruth gave me,” she said, showing me her palm. Sure enough, a piece of Silas’s crystallized body lay in the middle of it.

      “Yes. I saw that.” I looked over at Ruth, who was pretending to be busy stroking Hildo’s head too forcefully, her cheeks turning a deep pink, which raised her cuteness level to high.

      Iris brought the piece closer, admiring it like it was a giant black diamond. Might as well be for her.

      “So, you kicked Silas’s ass,” said Ronin. He tapped his beer bottle against my wineglass. “I’m glad,” he said, his handsome face pulled in a smile. “The guy had some serious issues.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      “And an unhealthy fascination with you.”

      “I noticed.”

      Ronin took a sip of his beer. “Glad to be rid of him.”

      “Me too.”

      “But I have a piece of him,” said Iris, a strange little smile on her pixie-like face.

      My curiosity got the better of me. “What are you going to do with that, exactly?”

      Iris slipped Silas’s piece (I did that on purpose) into her bag. “A witch never reveals her secrets.”

      I snickered. “Just don’t bring it near my house.”

      Iris smiled. “Promise.”

      Laughter interrupted us, and I turned my head to see Beverly, a glass of red wine in her hand, while the other was massaging the chest of a handsome forty-year-old male. Her blue dress hugged all her curves. Damn. She didn’t look tired or like she’d only slept for a few hours. She looked like she had just taken a weekend trip to the spa.

      “Tessa?”

      I turned to find Marcus standing behind me. I practically moaned as he leaned in and wrapped a big, strong arm around my waist. Okay, I did moan. But only a little.

      “Can I talk to you?” said the chief, his deep voice rumbling over my skin like he was touching it. It sent tiny pools of delight to my core.

      “Sure.” A tingle of fear washed over me. What if he was remembering?

      He took my hand and pulled me along with him, away from the pavilion and prying ears.

      And then I came face-to-face with Allison.

      “Allison?” I spat the word like it was dirt in my mouth. “This is a private party.” I, for one, didn’t invite her. And I knew my aunts wouldn’t have either.

      Allison gave me the once-over. The look on her face at my favorite black dress I got from Banana Republic, suggested I was dressed to work on a farm. “Marcus. We need to review the security detail for the Trinity of Terror festival. If we leave now, we might be able to finish before dinner.”

      Wow. The nerve of this wereape. I glanced at Marcus, who, to my delight, looked just as pissed as me.

      I cast my glance back on Allison, who was ignoring me, as usual. I stared at her tight, white blouse, with too many buttons open to be classy, her damn black pencil skirt matched with her black, high-heeled Louis-whatever shoes.

      I’d had enough of her.

      “Allison? Can I talk to you?”

      The wereape turned around, an annoyed expression on her perfect face. “What do you want?”

      “I forgot to give you something.”

      She raised a skeptical brow. “What?”

      I grinned. “This—”

      I leaned forward and kicked her in the vajayjay.

      The wereape made a sound like “ooff” as she fell to her knees, her pencil skirt ripped past her thigh, showing off her black G-string undies.

      I smiled down at her. “Hurts like a gorilla bitch. Doesn’t it?”

      To my surprise and relief, Marcus was smiling. He looked down at Allison. “Allison. You’re fired.”

      Yay! Best day ever! This felt almost as good as sex with Marcus. Almost.

      Before I could do my happy dance at her feet, the chief pulled me away again until we were in the middle of the garden area.

      Then the big, muscled man went down on one knee.

      I sucked in a breath. So did Iris, if I recognized her “sucking in breath” sound from that far away.

      Marcus held out a hand. “Don’t say anything,” he began and then rubbed the back of his neck, struggling with his emotions. “Just let me get through this.”

      I clamped my mouth shut.

      He studied me a moment, his face serious as my stomach fluttered. “From the moment I laid eyes on you, I knew you were special.”

      “I could have told you that.”

      “When you came charging in that day up at the Allegheny Tionesta Creek Campsite because you thought I was banging someone else… I knew.”

      “I didn’t come charging in.” Yeah, I did.

      “After that, I never wanted to leave your sight. You’re beautiful. Smart. Stubborn as hell. You keep me on my toes. You make me crazy. I didn’t believe in mates or soul mates. Until I met you.”

      Okay, cue the tears.

      “You make me feel whole again. My feelings are deep, strong, final.” He produced a small, velvety black box and opened it. “So, if you’ll have me, I want to spend the rest of my life making you the happiest woman in the world. What I’m asking is… for you to be my mate, Tessa Davenport.”

      I heard a sob coming from behind me. I looked over my shoulder and saw Allison facedown in the grass, crying as she hit the ground with her fist.

      “Will you be my mate?” repeated Marcus.

      I turned back around as he held out a ring to me. I blinked my tears away. Otherwise, I couldn’t see anything. My heart was hammering as I took the ring from him and held it. Made of white gold, it had an intricate leaf and vine design with a single diamond in the middle. I angled it to see the inscription inside. The word MINE was engraved into the gold.

      It was phenomenal. The attention to detail was like a freaking Michelangelo sculpture. But…

      “This is not the same ring,” I muttered.

      Marcus frowned as he stood up. “You saw the ring?”

      Whoops. “No. I mean, yes. Don’t try to wiggle out of this. I saw a ring three weeks ago. It was different than this one.” No point in telling him about Allison with the ring. “Why didn’t you give me the ring all those weeks ago?”

      A smile curled the corners of those damn fine lips. “I wasn’t sure if you’d like it, so I went to see your mother. Ask her for her opinion.”

      “You didn’t.”

      He sighed, running his fingers through that lush, dark hair. “She told me you weren’t into diamonds.”

      I shook my head. “I bet she did.” I looked over his shoulder and found my mother staring at us, her arms crossed with a sort of satisfied grin on her face.

      “She said you hated the flashy stuff. She told me you’d hate the ring.”

      I stared at the glorious man in front of me, picturing how disappointed he must have been when my mother told him I’d hate the ring he’d carefully made for me.

      I needed words with that woman.

      “So, she told me she’d help design the ring for me.”

      My mouth fell open. “Wait. She what?” I stared at the ring. “She designed this?”

      Marcus nodded. “It’s why it took so long to get a new ring. Your mother is a bit of a perfectionist.”

      “More like a narcissist.”

      The chief laughed softly. “She worked hard on the design. She wanted it to be perfect. To reflect who you are.”

      That woman never ceased to amaze me.

      I stared at the ring. My mother always had an artistic side. It’s where I got mine from. But she’d nailed it. The ring really did represent me.

      Marcus grabbed my waist and pulled me to him. “What’s your answer?” asked the chief. I could hear the tension, the nervousness in his voice.

      The silence hit me. I looked around, seeing Iris, Ronin, Dolores, Beverly, Ruth, Martha, and even Gilbert watching, waiting for my answer. Even Davenport House and Davenport Cottage seemed to be leaning more toward us, if that was even possible.

      I raised a playful brow. “I don’t know if I’m even a ring kinda gal.” Yes. Yes, I was!

      The chief pulled me harder against him, sending my hormones on fire.

      I looked into his gray eyes, knowing I’d never get tired of them. Ever.

      “Yes. Yes, I’ll be your mate.”

      Marcus crushed my lips with his as an explosion of applause and cheers went up around us, Ruth’s loudest of all. Love my Ruthy.

      We held each other in silence. We didn’t need to talk.

      I had everything I needed. I had a wonderful, albeit crazy, family. I had loyal friends. I had a brand-new home, conveniently located on my family’s property. I had a great job. And I had a sexy-as-sin man, who wanted to spend the rest of his life with me. Me, awkward with a bit of a tummy and cellulite to go around, but with loads of sass and hardheadedness. Me.

      My life couldn’t be more perfect.

      And that, ladies, is my happy ending.
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      Accepting my new gig could be my doom…

      After fifteen years of marriage, I catch my husband cheating on me. What do I do? I laugh, which probably wasn’t the reaction he expected.

      And then I laughed some more.

      So, when a job comes my way from The Twilight Hotel—a paranormal hotel in midtown Manhattan that serves as a sanctuary and residence—I take it.

      Cue in tattooed, sexy as sin, grumpy restaurant owner Valen, who can’t do drama or high-maintenance women. The problem? He’s cruel and dangerous.

      And he’s hiding something.

      Rumors arise of a dark spell that would mean the hotel's closure, and I don’t know who I can trust. Do I have what it takes to fight this new evil? We’ll see.

      Brace yourselves. It’s going to be a bumpy ride.

      Try it now!
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