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        This series is for those who have faced impossible odds and chosen to fight anyway.

      

        

      
        I hope Aran’s resilience inspires you.
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        Am I really angry or just having a midlife crisis?

      

        

      
        Life is easier when you’re younger. Mulan, the new bestie I never wanted, is in crisis. Rasmus left weeks ago and hasn’t returned, so I’m in crisis. I put a demon compulsion on my ex to make him forget he was evil, so my daughter is in crisis.

      

        

      
        All Conn seems capable of doing is laughing at me and my pain. We’ll see who gets the last laugh, though. Mulan thinks dating him violates everything in her life and negates the reason she was given her powers.

      

        

      
        Not that I would laugh at Conn’s pain—I wouldn’t. Okay, well, I would, but I’d feel bad about it. Maybe. Men in general aren’t high up on my “things that make me happy” list at the moment, and I confess my attitude is quite fair to my normally very helpful familiar.

      

        

      
        40 Ways to Tell a Lie is an exciting paranormal women's fiction tale from USA Today Bestselling Author Donna McDonald.

      

      

      
        
        You’ll like this book if you like the following:

      

        

      
        paranormal women’s fiction, midlife paranormal fiction, paranormal romance, witches and wizards, demons and devils, fairies and fae, women’s fantasy stories, women’s action and adventure, romantic comedy, strong women characters, humor.
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      People talk about optimists as if they have glitter-winged pixies circling their heads whispering the secrets of positivity to them. That isn’t the truth at all.

      A true optimist is someone like me—someone willing to repeat an action a gazillion times no matter what the outcome. It’s about believing in something so strongly that no one can convince ya things won’t work out.

      Okay... yes. A few people have accused me over the years of using my optimism to avoid admitting I might be wrong about something. I thought about them as I pushed Fiona to try conjuring fire for the hundredth time.

      Her first ninety-nine attempts had failed to produce even a tiny spark, much less a flame. But I knew she had magick in her. Conn and I both could feel it.

      And I was her mother. I refused not to be optimistic that we would find the proper catalyst to coax it out. My daughter possessed a lithe body and an elegance I never would, but beauty wouldn’t protect ya in a fight. Luckily, she had my knack for talking her way out of things, but that wouldn’t always save her.

      Fiona plopped down in the nearest lawn chair to whine... again. She did it every five tries, and by now, I was mostly immune to her complaints and theatrics. Eventually, I gave up standing with my hands on my hips and sat in the second chair.

      It was hard not to sigh about how much Fiona’s “I can’t do it attitude” mentally exhausted me.

      While my daughter whined, I tuned her out to make a mental list of all the things I needed to do. For one, I’d been meaning to ask Conn to get the other two chairs down from the garage storage so we could circle the fire pit with them. I only thought about asking when I was sitting out here, which was usually by myself—a situation that didn’t show any promise of changing soon.

      Rasmus seemed to stay on my list. I kept falling asleep in the guardian’s lap and waking up alone. My would-be lover kept saying all the right things to get my motor running, but I stayed parked in a garage because he refused to drive me anywhere. His mixed messages were frustrating not just in the obvious way.

      No, I take that back. He was frustrating all the time.

      I’m sure nearly immortal Rasmus had thousands of other more important things to deal with than me, but as a lowly human, I only had this one life to live. Was I supposed to live it without him? It would be easier to decide if I could have him by my side for longer than two hours.

      Fiona’s sigh was a heavy one and the kind only someone her age could summon. “Maybe Dad was right. Maybe I’m just not magickal.”

      “Stop feeling sorry for yerself. I feel the power in ya, even when we’re just sitting here. Conn has said the same. But I am wondering if yer father blocked yer power somehow. We may have to look into that.”

      To ask Jack what he’d done to our daughter during those seven years I was locked up, I would have to remove the demon compulsion I put on him. Why would I do that after what it had taken to make Jack forget he was a cheating, manipulative scoundrel? The current, demon-compelled version of my ex-husband treated me far more respectfully than the original one.

      I was nothing but happy to see that respect rolled naturally onto my daughter. Sure, Jack was in danger of losing both his jobs because he wasn’t his usual conniving self, but were his job challenges my problem?

      I was going with a definite no answer for now.

      Fiona sighed again. “It’s so odd that Dad had to take a leave of absence to recover from his ordeal. Maybe he needs to see a doctor. Do you think I should talk to him?”

      Calling it an ordeal was the catch-all word Fiona used to describe Jack turning himself into a half-guardian, half-bat monster. I regretted not getting a picture of her father in his monster form just so I could show her the horror of it whenever she felt sorry for him. Unfortunately, Jack had kept me too busy worrying about whether or not I was going to have to kill him to memorialize his worst walk on the dark side with a photo.

      A small, furry beast burst out of the back door of the house and ran toward us barking his head off. He vaulted from the ground into Fiona’s lap to look me in the eye while continuing his irritating yapping. I glared and barked back to annoy him.

      I wouldn’t have done that to an actual animal, but the dog barking in Fiona’s lap was not a dog.

      The dog was Connlander of the Fir Bolg. Gifted with powers no other demon possessed, Conn was an imp—an imperial demon—and my familiar. Once the mightiest king of all demonkind, Conn sold himself into eternal service to my ancestor, The Dagda. The Dagda was the son of the Goddess Danu and the first and mightiest king of the Tuatha de Danann.

      Conn saved his species from annihilation with his sacrifice but was now consigned to spend eternity at the mercy of his keepers. Not all of them had been witches, but I was one. I’d inherited responsibility for Conn and his demon powers when I was just over twenty. Before that time, he’d belonged to my Grandmother O’Malley. No one had told me the history of my inheritance until I’d divorced the wicked man I’d married, not even Conn.

      The imp was officially my witch’s familiar, but mostly he was my friend. Conn and I had been a team except for the last seven years I had spent in prison. That was water under the bridge now, though, and something never to be repeated. My anger at Jack for putting me there still lingered, but I was working through it.

      I didn’t trust my ex-husband, and never would, which was the reason I had no plan to ever remove the demon compulsion that a demoness friend helped me put on him.

      I sighed and stared at a barking Conn. “If I swear not to ask about what happened between Mulan and ya, will ya shift back to human and talk to me? Yer constant yapping is getting on my nerves.”

      A series of irritated barks was my answer. Goddess only knew what I’d done to make Conn go canine on me. Maybe I should thank the stars he hadn’t chosen to be a goat or something worse. He’d done the goat thing only once before, but once had been quite enough.

      “Do not make me order ya, Conn. My patience has nearly reached its limit.”

      When he ducked his tiny, furry head, showed his tiny teeth, and growled fiercely, Fiona laughed and scooped him up to snuggle him close. He ignored me completely and licked her face while she giggled.

      “Is it normal for you to let a dog answer your door?”

      I swung in my chair and found Colonel Benson standing behind me. Before greeting him, I glanced back at Conn, narrowed my gaze, and whispered. “Ya could have gotten me instead of just letting him in, ya big traitor.”

      Conn barked twice before growling again.

      I rolled my eyes and turned back to speak to my visitor. Whatever had brought Colonel Benson here couldn’t be good, and I didn’t want any part of it. How rude would I have to be to get him to leave?

      “That dog is not a real dog. He’s a brooding shirker,” I explained.

      Colonel Benjamin Benson ignored my rant as his gaze cut to Conn. “Isn’t the dog your partner?”

      My mouth quirked at the corners. The man knew what Conn was. He’d seen him in full red demon glory, black curled horns included.

      “I come in peace today. I only want to talk,” he said, pulling his hands from the pockets of his pressed jeans and holding them up.

      Not only were the jeans and sneakers a surprise, but he was also wearing a Rolling Stones t-shirt with a motorcycle jacket thrown on over it. The colonel was quite good-looking in casual clothes. Maybe they were his retirement uniform. Ya could tell he was military because who else would bother pressing their jeans?

      The last time I saw the man he’d been in full military mode wearing camouflage gear and a matching hat pulled low on his head. He and his men had been prisoners held inside electrified cages by the wicked branch of the military both my ex-husband and the colonel had worked for.

      I knew Benson worked with Jack in some regard on the DNA manipulation stuff because he’d confessed to it. The two men seemed to share little else, though. To me, they seemed more like enemies than comrades-in-arms.

      Colonel Benson had handled Jack’s betrayal of him and his people much better than I had handled Jack betraying me, but I was an Irish witch with a terrible temper. Not being a soldier, I didn’t live life expecting people I cared about to betray me.

      Plus, Jack had been sleeping with me. Well, me and at least one other woman, but I didn’t know that back then. As my husband, I naturally had assumed all of Jack’s loyalty belonged to me. But I’d been completely wrong.

      Maybe my mistrust had spread to people like Benson.
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      Women don’t like to be betrayed. If ya don’t believe me, ask one. Even quiet, nice ones like my daughter Fiona would turn on a man given the right provocation.

      Fiona was the type to tie a man to the bed and gag him before she went to get her nails done. By the time her nails dried, she would have forgotten he ever existed. Goddess knew that once she removed a man from her social media accounts the relationship was over forever.

      Conn jumped from Fiona’s lap to mine, growled at me for not paying more attention to Colonel Benson, and then dove off my lap to scratch indignantly at the grass in front of me. He trotted over and yapped up at Fiona until she rose from the chair and followed him into the house. Since Conn had helped raise her, she knew when he was dropping a hint—even a doggie one.

      “I’ll make some lemonade,” she said, smiling at me and the Colonel before she left.

      I smiled back at my daughter. “Yer Gigi would be proud of yer manners, Fiona.”

      “And she’d be appalled about yours, Mom,” Fiona teased, laughing as she walked off.

      I turned to the good colonel who was looking more unsure by the minute. Two women bickering with each other was too much for most men to handle. Truthfully, I didn’t want to hear him out, but the man was already here, and he’d kept his employers from asking too many questions about us. Maybe I owed it to him to listen.

      Conn wouldn’t have let him into our house if he hadn’t thought it was important. This I knew for certain.

      Decision made, I waved to the chair beside me. “Ya might as well have a seat, Colonel.”

      “I have a real name, you know. It’s Ben.”

      “I know. Ben is short for Benjamin and Benson. Yer entire name rhymes. Conn learned it before we came to see ya. Since it seems to matter to ya, I’ll try to remember to call ya by it.”

      Fighting a grin now, the man walked in front of me to take the chair Fiona had vacated. As soon as Conn shifted back to human, I was going to make him fetch the other two chairs from the garage. It was ridiculous for only two people to be able to sit out here at once.

      “Is this visit about the werewolves ya mentioned the other day?”

      “Indirectly,” Ben admitted as he settled into his seat.

      I leaned back in my chair. “Ya got past my familiar, which is no simple task, even when he’s in dog form. That alone earns ya the right to state yer piece. So let’s hear it, Colonel.”

      “Wow—you’re less social than I am, and I know I’m terrible.”

      The mild way he delivered the insult to both of us had me grinning back at him. “I find ya entertaining, but I don’t want any part of helping yer military. Rules annoy me and they slow me down.”

      Ben shook his head. “This visit is not about the military. They let me and my men be caged. I won’t be taking any more contracts with them.”

      I nodded at his reasoning. “If I was retired, I’d spend all day in yer backyard if I had one as nice as yers.”

      Ben smiled at my compliment. “An independent organization looking for someone to help them do a startup approached me. When your name came up, no one seemed surprised that I knew you already.”

      If word of my magick was getting around Salem, Jack was surely the one to blame. We were divorced and done, but everything in my life still circled back to him and his schemes to control me.

      “Infamous is my middle name, Ben. Didn’t ya know that?”

      “No. It wasn’t in the intel they sent about you.”

      “Intel? Am I on some terrorist list then? Goddess, I hope not. Ma won’t be happy to hear it.”

      His chuckle was low and sexy. For a moment or two, I envied his wife. He wasn’t my type, not really, but Rasmus kept running off. I was as vulnerable as any woman would be to a handsome man laughing at every word she spoke.

      My sigh was quiet as I made myself quit flirting.

      Ben filled in the gap my silence caused. “The organization I’m talking about helped us disband the military group your ex-husband worked for, and they widely published the story of its failure to make sure they lost credibility. But you and I both know the program wasn’t a failure at all. It was wildly successful.”

      “Yes. That was the reason I made sure most forgot what happened,” I conceded.

      Colonel Benson spread his hands. “Let’s be honest, Aran. All you and I did was delay things that will come up again. Keeping balance in the world is an ongoing job.”

      “Ya’re preaching to the choir, Colonel.”

      “Ben,” he said reminding me.

      I smirked at him. “Well, Ben, I’ve been keeping the world in balance for a long time. It’s more than a job. My family has been doing it for centuries.”

      “What tasks did you and your partner do before your wrongful incarceration at the hands of the demon hunters?”

      It was Ben’s acknowledgment of my proclaimed innocence that softened my feelings enough for me to answer him properly. Maybe I would always be a sucker for validation that I hadn’t deserved to be imprisoned just for who and what I was.

      “Conn and I did little work here in the States because of Jack. When I wasn’t being a good little demon hunter’s wife, I sold potions and healing salves.”

      “You lead strike teams better than most generals and are braver than any soldier I’ve ever worked with. When did you last work in the field? It couldn’t have been that long ago.”

      “It was a decade. I was at my most active back in Ireland when Fiona was still a toddler. Back then, Conn and I hunted down rogues of all sorts: trolls, fairies, sprites, dark witches, and more.”

      “Were you a paranormal bounty hunter?”

      I thought about that moniker, then chuckled as I shook my head. “Those I tracked down might have described me that way but I didn’t collect a bounty to bring them in. I got paid by benefactors and the amount varied. A bunch of cattle farmers might contribute money to pay someone like me to convince trolls to stop eating their livestock. People with troll problems are very often desperate to pay.”

      “That tells me you worked for the original Shadow Breakers.”

      Though I still didn’t know where this strange conversation was going, I smiled at him for his research. “Yes, and I enjoyed working for them. I did a couple of jobs they sent me on when I first got here in the States but found it much harder to be effective.”

      “Why? What made working here different?”

      I thought for a long minute. “Well, in Ireland, there was always someone on the right side of the law to help ya find out what ya needed to know to get yer tasks done. When I initially joined the organization, I did so just to get more magickal training. I stayed with them because I soon realized I was doing something good with my powers. Isn’t doing good why ya served in the military so long?”

      “Yes. Also, life for enlisted men is simple. But as I advanced in rank, I discovered life for officers was the opposite. It was complicated and frequently wore me out with its politics. I applied for retirement the first chance I got.”

      I nodded again. “Have ya joined the Shadow Breakers then? I never knew them to recruit humans, but I only worked for them for a few years. I guess times have changed.”

      Colonel Benson smiled. “No, I haven’t joined yet, but they have asked me to create an East Coast branch here in the States that will operate out of Salem.”

      “Are ya going to do it?” I asked.

      Ben blew out a long breath he must have been holding. “Yes, I think I am. The local police investigated those alleged werewolf kidnappings. They concluded all the missing women were just runaways. I think a dozen missing women between the ages of eighteen and twenty-five is a lot of women to suddenly disappear without a single one of them contacting their families. Some of those families want to hire private investigators to get to the truth. The Shadow Breakers rep pointed out how that would be money enough to do whatever was needed to resolve the mystery.”

      I looked at a far-off spot in the yard while his words sank in. Was I interested in getting some paying work that was magickal? Yes, I was, but not right now. I was still healing from all the trauma Jack had inflicted on me. Working in one of Salem’s many magick shops would be a saner, more peaceful choice for earning a living. Goddess knew, I needed some peace.

      My ugly divorce had given me nightmares and caused me to stop trusting people. Rasmus hadn’t stayed long enough to give me any sweet dreams to replace them. Mulan was currently ignoring my attempts to call and text her. And Conn was avoiding me in his own special way.

      The only good thing I had going in my life at the moment was that my daughter and I were finally mending our relationship. Did I want to get too busy to be part of Fiona’s life? Both of us had ended up traumatized by the things Jack did to us. I couldn’t turn my back on her now.

      Fiona returned with two glasses of lemonade. Like the good hostess Ma had trained her granddaughter to be, she served Colonel Benson first.

      She only dropped into her true self when she turned to me. “I have online meetings with two of my teachers about what I can do to make up the tests I missed. Can we resume our training sessions later?”

      I took my lemonade from her fingers and nodded. “Yer training’s on hold until we figure out what’s blocking ya. I’m going to work on finding us some help to figure it out.”

      “Can I work with Mulan until then?”

      That sort of training hadn’t crossed my mind at all, but it wasn’t a bad idea. Maybe Fiona would respond better to Mulan. “That’s a great idea. When the Wu Shaman answers my calls or texts me again, I’ll ask her for ya.”

      “I’d ask her myself, but I noticed she and Conn are both distancing themselves from everyone. I assumed they needed privacy to work through things.”

      “Whatever is happening with them should work itself out soon. Thanks for the cold drinks.”

      Fiona nodded before returning to the house.

      Ben’s face crinkled in concern as he watched Fiona walk away. “This isn’t a good time for you to be thinking about your future career, is it?

      I sipped my lemonade and grinned around the glass. “There is no such thing as good timing in my life. A moment like this is the least chaotic things ever get.”

      Ben turned to look at me. “Then I’ll get straight to the point. Are you interested in working for my branch of the Shadow Breakers? You’ll get a regular salary and hazard pay. The position comes with other benefits too.”

      I shrugged and drank my lemonade before answering. “Yer offer is tempting, but I don’t know if I want a full-time job yet. Plus, I’d have to talk to Conn about it. We’ve rented this house for an entire year. I thought staying that long would give me enough time with Fiona to mend the damage Jack did to our mother-daughter relationship before I moved back to Ireland. I admit I was planning to talk to the Shadow Breakers when I got there.”

      Ben grinned at me. “The pay scale here in Salem could be just as rewarding for your wallet. And I also know they transfer contractors from group to group.”

      My shoulders all but shrugged on their own again. It was Conn’s fault that I wasn’t hungrier and more excited about the work. “I’m currently living off invested profits because Conn’s a financial wizard. That’s one perk of being truly immortal like he is. Ya can take centuries to gain experience in any enterprise ya choose.”

      Ben’s eyebrow lifted as he stared at me. “I didn’t know immortality was a real thing for any being.”

      “Consider it confirmed for ya then. Demons never die,” I said as I chuckled.

      The concept of living for an extended number of years was a strange thing to drop into a conversation with a fellow human. I wasn’t immortal at all. Sure, The Dagda had done a few things to extend my time, but it hadn’t slowed down my hair turning silver nor prevented how much slower I moved in the mornings.

      “Are you tempted by the money at all?” Ben asked.

      I grinned at him. Conn probably knew what the guy was about when he let him inside the house. My familiar was bored out of his black-horned skull. We both were. Maybe taking some temp jobs would be a good thing—if the good colonel was open to it.

      “Maybe I could help ya with yer werewolf mystery, but only on a part-time basis. I have irons in lots of fires at the moment and I need to be around to pull them out when they get hot.”

      “I can pay you as a contractor until you decide to join the payroll.”

      I chuckled at his quick answer. “And we’re for sure starting with the werewolves?”

      Ben shook his head. “No, we’re starting with the missing women. The werewolf angle is only a lead.”

      I smiled at his cleverness. And he was right. “That’s a very enlightened view for a man with no paranormal powers of his own.”

      “Two outstanding teachers keep educating me,” he said, saluting me with his lemonade glass as he rose. “I’ll drop this in the kitchen on my way out. There’s a packet already on your kitchen table with all I know about the case. We’ll do a contract-for-hire agreement to cover your pay. Call the number on the card inside the packet. Better still—add my number to your phone and Conn’s. He’s welcome to call me too.”

      I mock-saluted him, which made Ben laugh.

      Normally, I saluted no one unless it involved the middle finger on one of my hands. He’d learn that soon enough.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      I wasn’t a female who kept a diary, but if I was, I would keep track of how many days and nights it had been since I last saw or heard from Rasmus. And I would have written the same things about Mulan because I’d wasted the same amount of time worrying about her.

      The only thing I could do about Rasmus remaining incommunicado was to curse him under my breath. Tracking Mulan down would be easier, but I loathed the idea because I wasn’t the type to meddle in another woman’s life decisions—romantic or otherwise. The only problem with my don’t-get-involved strategy was that I’d already given Conn advice about courting Mulan. I had never, ever crossed that line with him until now.

      Not that I had any secrets from Conn. When he became my familiar, I’d already been married to Jack, but he knew about the previous men I’d gotten close to—all four or five of them. He and my Grandmother O’Malley had followed my life decisions closely but they hadn’t interfered. I’d married Jack, gotten pregnant, lost my grandmother, and gotten Conn all within the space of a few short months.

      My parents hadn’t liked Jack but they’d pretended to for my sake. Until I got out of prison and had a heart-to-heart with Ma, I’d stayed blissfully oblivious to how deep their dislike ran. There was no protesting when we married, though Ma had issued a slew of warnings to me. I had been so optimistically naïve back then that my face burned even thinking about it now.

      The only war my parents ever fought with me was the one where they convinced me to keep Conn being a demon secret from everyone not named O’Malley. They’d so rarely asked me to do anything that serious that I never questioned giving them my vow to do just that. It was wise of them to force me and wise of me to have kept that promise because I had certainly not been wise at all about loving Jack.

      My parents had spoken vaguely about all of Conn’s previous caretakers. Recently, though, I learned they feared Conn’s powers and feared telling me it was Grandmother O’Malley who’d passed him on to me. What no one guessed was that I’d never been afraid of him, not even when I saw how powerful Conn was. Gaining Conn was like going from being a lonely only child to having a beloved twin who shared everything with me.

      As we adjusted to each other, I decided what Conn did in his free time was his business and none of mine—hence our unspoken privacy agreement. Conn frequently mentioned that I allowed him a range of personal freedoms he hadn’t had in centuries.

      Conn insisted I be trained in more than witching, so he trained me to fight with magick and the powers his presence provided. When I outgrew Conn’s tutelage, he visited the mound where the ascended soul of his original keeper had gone after his physical death. My imp familiar returned soon after with my ancestor, The Dagda, walking beside him in a physical form once more.

      The Dagda found a place near my parents to live and stayed for a year to train me before announcing that he was going to explore the world while he was on this plane again. I was sad to see my ancestor go, but happy that he’d done so much for me. After The Dagda left, I joined the Shadow Breakers to use all that I’d been learning. It was intense work but I loved every minute.

      That had been a very special time in my life—one I didn’t realize would never be repeated. For those precious first two years of Fiona’s life, I had everything it took for a woman to be happy.

      Goddess, what blinders youth puts on a person.

      Imperial demons normally didn’t take advice from others or seem to need it, but I truly thought I was helping when I told Conn how Mulan felt about him. Now Conn refused to be anything other than a dog in my presence and Mulan wasn’t responding at all to my efforts to communicate. I was sick of both of them being so childish, but that wasn’t why I was determined to break through Conn’s nonsense.

      The truth was that I didn’t want to talk to the werewolves by myself. I’d not dealt with that species much, but the one time in Ireland had been enough to teach me some valuable lessons. For any living, breathing female, walking alone into one of their gatherings was the equivalent of walking into a frat house naked and shouting ya were ready to take them all on.

      Shifter wolves were bawdy and always ready to engage in a quickie. It was their favorite sort of activity. Even the married ones who restricted themselves to one partner out of loyalty would still flirt with ya mercilessly. In the past, I’d had to threaten to cut off their private parts with my sword to get my point across.

      So no... I wouldn’t be tackling my first American werewolf pack alone. I was going to make Conn go with me, but first I needed to know how to handle him in his latest brooding dog mood. To figure that out, I had to confront Mulan and find out what had gone wrong between them.

      This was why I was going to get involved in their romance again, even though I’d rather be set on fire.

      But whining about not wanting to get involved would not make it any easier. I needed to suck it and start looking for real answers.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The hair shop was a busy place when I got there. I stepped inside and found myself in a line waiting to be greeted. There was another line of people waiting on haircuts. And from what I could see, all the chairs were full. It took ten minutes to get to talk to someone.

      The woman’s eyes widened in recognition.

      “Hello,” I said, smiling at her. “Is Mulan here?”

      Her head moved side-to-side. “We haven’t seen Mulan in two weeks. Do you know where she is?”

      I looked around and blinked. What could be so horrendous that Mulan would ignore the successful hair shop she couldn’t stop bragging about? “Do ya think she went home to China to visit her family?”

      The woman shrugged. “I have no idea. She hasn’t been in touch.”

      I had another unpleasant thought. What if some antiquities person turned Mulan in for hocking Jack’s god statue? What if she was on the run or in jail? Would she have called me?

      “Did ya notify the police that she was missing?”

      The woman bit her lip. “No. Should I?”

      I sighed loudly and shook my head. “Let me see if I can find her first. She hasn’t answered my texts or calls, so I came looking for her. Do you know where she lives?”

      The woman made another slow head movement from side to side. “She preferred for us not to know so we wouldn’t invade her personal space.”

      I didn’t blame Mulan for that, but I didn’t want to scare the woman more. “Can I look at her office for a minute? Maybe she left a clue there.”

      “I don’t know if I should let you. She might get really mad.”

      I blew out a breath. “Ya can tell her I blew past ya and wouldn’t take no for an answer. And ya can trust me when I say she’ll believe ya. Mulan and I are gut-wrenchingly honest with each other.”

      Ignoring her wide eyes, I made my way through the rooms until I found Mulan’s private area. I glanced around at its tidiness. Her private hair wash bowl was as dry as the Sahara and too clean to have been used recently.

      I invaded her office and looked around. There was nothing there, not even the box of turtle shells she’d used when she tried to break the demon compulsions on Rasmus. I also found no shaman tools or any sign of her magick. The only scrap of her was a cloth ponytail holder with some of Mulan’s dark hair still trapped in it.

      “Well, at least now I can scry for her,” I said, shoving the hairy ponytail holder into my pocket.

      I hadn’t made it out of Mulan’s private area before a powerful vision of her hit me. My knees gave out and I sunk to her polished concrete floor without stopping. I was down on all fours with my eyes scrunched shut when suddenly I saw Mulan in a garden setting. The vision was as clear as if I was standing a few feet away.

      Sweat dripped from the Wu Shaman’s face and arms. Most of her was bloody and bruised. She battled with an unmarked man in a pristine white robe and pants. He swept her staff out of her hands and used his own to bludgeon her as she tried to escape him. She magickly called her staff back to her hand and used the end of it to send him retreating.

      My anger ignited at seeing her getting the crap beat out of her. It was the principle of it that offended me. Why was Mulan punishing herself?

      I crawled to the nearest chair and used it to get to my feet. The vision remained as I stood. When I was sure I could walk, I stumbled my way back to the front of the shop. The woman at the counter stared at me until I stopped in front of her. Pulling the hair-covered band out of my pocket, I showed it to her. “I’m taking this to help me find her.”

      She chewed her lip but nodded as I limped by.

      Outside on the street, I leaned against the bricks that made up the front of the building. Where had that powerful vision come from? Had I developed some new power that was finally manifesting? Normally, the only visions I had were while I was scrying.

      Then I remembered.

      I pulled the scrying necklace Sarah Templeton had gifted to me out of my t-shirt to examine it. The necklace had felt so natural against my skin the day she gave it to me that I rarely went without wearing it now.

      Could the necklace have caused the vision when I got intensely focused on finding Mulan? If that were true, the new-age scrying tool was certainly more powerful than it looked.

      Snorting at myself for having been caught off-guard, I tucked the scrying tool out of sight again and fished my phone out to call for a ride. Before I could do that, I saw a text from Mulan.

      I see you found me. I’m staying at Abundant Life Temple. Visiting hours are seven to eight. Be respectful to people here. They are helping me. Do not bring High Demon with you.

      So Mulan wanted me to come alone and not to bring Conn. Was I surprised by that command? Not really. She gave me commands all the time.

      The real question was whether or not I’d do what she said.
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        * * *

      

      “Dad wants to have dinner with me. I told him I had plans with you.”

      “Ya can’t keep lying to yer father, Fiona.”

      “Please, Mom. I caved and turned on my location finder app since he’s still paying for my phone.”

      I blew out a breath. “So let me understand this. If I let ya go with me, Jack will know where I am as well.”

      My daughter shook her head. “No, no... there’s a way around that. I’ll turn it off when we get outside of Salem and turn it back on when we return to the city limits. I’ll play dumb about what happened between those times.”

      Her strategy didn’t sit well with me because Fiona also could be lying to me and I’d never know any different. “Ya’re encouraging yer father to be controlling by giving up yer privacy.”

      “I know, but it’s temporary. I have a plan to wean him off tracking me. So can I go or not? If I had a boyfriend, I’d call him instead of bothering you.”

      My irritation deflated. That happened a lot with my daughter. I hoped my guilt about being a terrible mother wouldn’t last for her entire lifetime as well as mine. Seeing how easily Fiona could finagle me made me doubly glad I let Ma off the hook for not being honest about Jack. Mothering could cost ya the love of yer offspring if ya made a wrong decision. After all I’d suffered, I didn’t begrudge Ma for protecting me from Jack with some careful lies that had kept me cautious.

      I looked at my child, grateful that there was mostly truth between us. “Ya’re not bothering me, Fiona. I enjoy yer company. It’s just that I never know what I’m getting into with Mulan. The Wu Shaman is predictably unpredictable, but maybe ya need to see her strangeness in action since ya’re determined to train with her.”

      “I can certainly see why the two of you are such good friends,” Fiona said.

      “Well, it’s not like we’re besties or anything,” I said.

      “You are totally besties, Mom. Why else would you be tracking her down?”

      When I stopped the car at a light, I turned to face her as I answered. “I’m tracking her down to see if she can shed any light on Conn’s refusal to shift into human form.”

      “Why not just ask him?”

      “I already asked him a dozen times or more. Sure, I could order him to shift to human and talk to me, but that would make me seem like an arse. I refuse to abuse my Dagda-given powers for something as silly as a tiff between him and the overly sensitive shaman.”

      Fiona laughed. “You sound like Gigi when you say things like that. Don’t you think something big must have happened between Conn and Mulan?”

      “Yes, I do. Mulan’s gone into seclusion and Conn’s staying in dog form. At least he’s a small dog this time. When he’s a big dog, his food ends up being stored in the car.”

      Fiona wrinkled her nose as she inspected the car. “This thing will get terrible mileage.”

      I was offended on behalf of the older Chevy I’d purchased and her lack of faith in me. Conn had rolled his eyes at the car as well. “That fancy Jeep yer father bought ya may look nicer, but it’s as fuel inefficient as my car and costs ya a lot more to insure.”

      Fiona shook her head. “How did you get me talking about cars?”

      I snorted. “Well, ya insulted my new one so I had to defend it.”

      “This car is not new,” Fiona said in a scathing tone.

      “It’s new to me,” I countered with a grin.

      She waved her hand in the air. “Let’s go back to our original argument. You made me clean up Conn’s dog poops so the lawn maintenance people wouldn’t complain. Feeding him is the better job and you know it. Any time you want to trade jobs with me, I’m willing.”

      I snorted louder this time. “After the last time he did this, I decided Conn was a grown creature who could clean up after himself. Be grateful he didn’t choose to be a goat. That was the worst shifted form ever. Believe it or not, it was way easier to take care of him when he chose to be a horse. I could tie him to the fence where the mess could happen all in one place.”

      “I can’t imagine taking care of Conn as a horse,” Fiona said, laughing as she scrubbed her face. “I had no idea he was such high maintenance.”

      “The only blessing was that we lived on Grandmother O’Malley’s farm then. We had enough land to spread out and I could ignore his big poops without feeling any guilt.”

      Fiona started giggling. A smile formed on my mouth even though I had no idea why. It was hard to drive because I kept wanting to look at my daughter’s happy face. “I’m glad ya think Conn brooding in dog form is funny.”

      “No, I was laughing at how strange our family is. This conversation is beyond bizarre. I can’t imagine having it with anyone but you.”

      I soberly nodded because it was a profound truth. “With the O’Malleys, not laughing is the surest way for the craziness to get to ya.”

      Fiona turned to look out the window. “Do you think I’ll ever find a guy who can handle all this?”

      Ah... the mystery was now solved for what was eating at Fiona. I glanced her way. “Are Conn and I why ya broke up with yer Daniel fellow?”

      “No,” Fiona admitted with an even deeper sigh. “Daniel wanted to know everything. Since he hadn’t handled Dad well, I decided meeting you was out of the question. I pretended to be interested in Murray and that was the end of things.”

      I frowned at her confession. “Yer father was good about the crazy stuff from the beginning. Of course, now I know it was all part of his work, but back then I believed he didn’t mind who and what I was. It was a serious blow to my ego to discover yer father was drawn to my powers more than he was to me. It was another sadness to learn that he was sleeping with his demon hunter girlfriend before, during, and after we married. That woman is probably his true love, Fiona, but it still makes me mad I fell for him when he would never be mine.”

      “Your stories about you and Dad make me feel bad for you.”

      I chuckled dryly. “I swear I’m not telling ya sad tales of my love life to discourage ya from dating. One day ya’ll find plenty of men who won’t blink at what ya consider to be yer crazy life. But I do hope ya’re a lot smarter than I was, and that ya wait to commit to one until after he’s shown his true nature to ya.”

      Fiona shrugged. “Murray was great. And very good looking for a man with pointy ears.”

      My grin was wide. “Good Goddess, Murray’s nearly as old as The Dagda. Ya can’t even do the math on how much older the fairy folk are than us.”

      Fiona smirked. “Maybe he’s older in years, but Murray doesn’t look older. I could live with his advanced age in those circumstances.”

      My laughter filled the car. “Look, daughter, I wouldn’t normally tell ya about my woman business, but ya need to heed my advice about Murray. He asked to bed me, which was only one of the many reasons I specifically warned him not to flirt with ya. Fairy males are randy and sometimes irresistible. But they aren’t loyal to women by nature—not even their own kind. Nor do they bother to pretend to be when they woo ya. They are what they are.”

      Fiona groaned. “Couldn’t you let me keep my illusions about him?”

      “Not and call myself yer mother. Ya need to use extreme caution when choosing magickals for bed partners, Fiona. I won’t judge ya for sampling, though. Goddess knows I did my fair share of that before yer father came along.”

      “I don’t need to hear this. Please stop ruminating,” Fiona begged, cupping her hands over her ears.

      My smile was wide. “Would ya rather I let ya find out about wicked men on yer own?”

      “Yes,” Fiona declared, dropping her hands. “I’d like to date someone I find attractive and not have to worry about his ulterior motives.”

      Fair enough, especially when ya were fairly innocent and twenty, instead of being jaded and forty. When I honestly thought about dating from my daughter’s perspective, suspecting every male wouldn’t be amusing at all. And didn’t I feel the same way about how difficult it was to find a good man?

      My regretful sigh was loud in the confines of the car. “I’m truly sorry that life is not easier for ya. Dating comes with all kinds of challenges, but it also should be fun. Never forget that. Yer father wasn’t the only challenging male in my life. I’m still optimistic, though.”

      Fiona, who’d inherited many of Jack’s worst traits, smoothly turned me into the topic of conversation. “Speaking of dating, Mom, why hasn’t Rasmus returned?”

      I let my shoulders rise and fall. “Maybe he decided the same things about me that ya decided about Daniel.”

      “Yeah—no,” Fiona said sternly before she laughed. “Rasmus was totally gone on you. It was in his whole body.”

      “Well, maybe I’m too young for him then. I know ya think I’m ancient at forty, but to someone like Rasmus I probably seem like a whiny teenage girl.”

      Fiona turned wide eyes my way. “How are you acting like a teenage girl?”

      “It’s not so much what I say as all the thoughts I seem unable to control in his presence. My thoughts are like a teenager’s, Fiona. Since he reads my mind, I can only imagine what he thinks of me.”

      Her giggle filled the air. “Are we talking dirty thoughts?”

      My lips twitched. “No, I’m talking thoughts even worse than my dirty ones. I don’t think he’d mind the dirty ones.”

      “Explain yourself,” Fiona ordered.

      Grinning, I pitched my voice higher to explain. “Where are ya going, Rasmus? When are ya coming back to see me? What are ya doing when ya’re not with me? Are ya hanging out with women prettier than I am? Tell me I’m beautiful and I’m the only woman in yer life. No, I don’t want to sit in yer lap. Well, okay, I do want to sit in yer lap, but I don’t want to kiss ya. Wait... that’s a lie as well. Please, Goddess, don’t let the man be reading my mind again.”

      “O.M.G, Mom,” Fiona exclaimed while crossing her arms. “No one I’ve ever known has had thoughts like that. I’m sure that’s just your unique brain doing its thing.”

      I rolled my eyes because all women thought things like that. My daughter was lying to herself if she denied partaking in that ultimate female humiliation. But I wouldn’t lecture her about facing the truth today. There was no need when a strong warning should scare her.

      I grinned at my daughter. “Wait until ya find a man ya want to keep. The right man has a way of digging out all those emotional needs ya keep hidden. Honestly, I envy yer Gigi having a booty-call man.”

      Fiona swung her scrunched-up face to glare at me. “My well-behaved grandmother does not have a booty call man in Ireland. You’ve scarred me for life.”

      “According to Conn, Gigi’s gentleman farmer is a very manly man for someone his age, which I think is late fifties or early sixties. Conn said he and Gigi were keeping things light.”

      Fiona grunted and crossed her arms again. “Are we there yet? Because I need out of this car.”

      “Sorry. Ya’re out of luck. We’ve barely left Salem’s city limits.”

      “The women in my family are scandalous and unruly.” Fiona’s sigh after her statement was loud. She sounded so much like me when she was uncomfortable that it me chuckle.

      “Did ya just call me unruly? Hmm... that’s a new one. Colonel Benson called me infamous. That was a new one too. I’m feeling quite proud of my scandalous midlife reputation.”

      Grunting, Fiona glared at me. “Yes, well, scandalous reputations seem normal for the women in our family.”

      I glanced her way and grinned at her tone. “Ya can only hope to one day be lucky enough to have earned yer own bad reputation.”

      “Can we stop talking now? Because I need to stop talking. I’m going to stare out the window and pretend I was adopted.”

      I directed my amused smile at the windshield and didn’t say another word until I swung the car onto the temple grounds.
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