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  Author Notes 


Dear Reader,

The first version of this book was written back in 2021. Like many stories, it grew alongside me. As the years passed, I found myself returning to these characters and this world, realizing there was more to tell and better ways to tell it. What you're holding now is a revamped version, one that has been rewritten, reimagined, and given the chance to become the story it was always meant to be.

To my family and friends, thank you for your endless support, encouragement, and patience. Whether you listened to me ramble about plot twists, tolerated my disappearing acts while writing, or simply believed in me when I doubted myself, your support means more than I can ever put into words.

A small warning before you dive in: this version contains a bit more cussing than some of my previous work, along with a few hints of spice. Nothing too wild, but enough that I felt it deserved a mention.

Most importantly, thank you for taking a chance on this story. There are countless books in the world, and the fact that you've chosen to spend your time with mine is a gift I don't take lightly.

I hope these pages bring you adventure, laughter, a little magic, and maybe even a few surprises along the way.

Happy reading










  
  Dedication


To the readers who believe there's a little magic hiding in the ordinary,

This one is for you
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  Intro


There was no way in hell I was opening that door. 
Not yet.
The thing sat at the end of the hallway like it had a pulse of its own, quiet and patient, with secrets I was never meant to uncover. I had spent my entire life avoiding that room. Gram made sure of it. Growing up, the rule had been simple: never touch the door, never ask questions about it, and absolutely never go inside.
I listened mostly because I enjoyed being alive.
As a kid, my imagination turned that room into a hundred different horrors. Maybe Gram had some lunatic relative chained to a bed inside. Maybe there were stacks of cash from a life she never talked about. Bodies. Drugs. Treasure. Every possibility had crossed my mind at some point. The worst part was the silence. No noises ever came from behind the door. No movement. No voices. Just stillness.
That somehow made it worse.
Now the house belonged to me.
Even thinking those words felt unnatural. The house was hers. Every creaking floorboard, every faded photograph, every crooked kitchen cabinet carried her fingerprints. I was just the ghost wandering through it after she was gone.
Still, every time I passed that hallway, my eyes drifted to the door. It pulled at me like gravity, like something was waiting for me on the other side. I could practically hear Gram’s voice warning me away from it in that sharp tone that always meant business.
Some doors are locked for a reason, Dahlia.
I had enough problems without digging into whatever nightmare waited behind it.
The moving boxes scattered around the living room had gone untouched for days. Any psychologist would probably say I was struggling to move forward after losing her. Maybe they’d call it avoidance. Grief paralysis. Some polished medical phrase people use when they want pain to sound clinical and manageable.
Truth was, I simply couldn’t bring myself to unpack. Not yet.
Doing that would mean accepting this was my life now. That Gram was really gone. That this house belonged to me instead of her. My apartment back in Gainsbury still waited for me, along with my job, my routines, my carefully constructed life. Staying here felt temporary, like I was only visiting until the world started making sense again.
But the world didn’t seem interested in making sense anymore.
Two weeks had passed since the hospital called, though it felt closer to two lifetimes.
I still remembered staring at my phone in the dark, my stomach dropping before I even answered. The three hour drive to Eastcliff was a blur of speeding headlights and panic so thick it choked me. By the time I reached the hospital, my heart felt ready to tear itself apart.
The doctor said it was a stroke.
A neighbor had found her unconscious on the kitchen floor.
I will never forget seeing her in that hospital bed. Tubes everywhere. Machines breathing and blinking around the woman who had always seemed indestructible to me. Gram had been strength wrapped in human skin. She raised me when my own mother decided motherhood was more burden than blessing. She taught me how to stand on my own feet, how to fight for myself, how to survive.
And suddenly she looked so small.
So fragile.
I sat beside her for hours holding her hand, pretending I was strong enough to survive losing her. Hoping she would wake up long enough for one last conversation. One last story. One last lecture about working too hard or forgetting to eat properly.
Anything.
But she never opened her eyes again.
About an hour after I arrived, she slipped away quietly while I held her hand in mine. One moment she was there, and the next she wasn’t. No dramatic final words. No grand goodbye. Just silence settling over the room while I broke apart right there beside her bed.
I cried so hard I thought it might kill me.
Gram had spent years pushing me toward a bigger life outside Eastcliff. The second I graduated high school, I packed my bags and took a job in Gainsbury County. 
Over the next decade, I climbed my way up from coffee runs and filing paperwork until I landed a position as a publisher’s assistant. It wasn’t glamorous, but it was mine. I built something for myself there.
Now I stood in the middle of the only home I had ever truly known with no idea what came next.






  
  Chapter 1


Iwent into the bathroom and set to the slow task of curling my long hair. I’ve never been one for spending a lot of time on myself. Usually, a quick twist into a messy bun and I called it good. But today wasn’t a typical day. 
Today I had to stand among strangers and grieve my grandmother. Today, I had to say my final goodbye. The thought had my heart clenching tightly.
I had already said goodbye once. It was in the hospital as she slipped away. The moment was raw and final in a way nothing else could be. I took deep breaths trying to cling to my composure. This was different though. This was the kind of goodbye you have to dress up for as you brace yourself. It asks you to stand still as the weight settles around you. 
My last goodbye. At least publicly. 
I knew deep down that it wasn’t entirely true. That’d be the only reason the weight wasn’t smothering me. I still talked to her in my head. Talked to her out loud in the house. Heard her voice echoing around me. It felt right to show up as my best self for her. 
After all, I was the last family member standing. 
So, I stood in front of the mirror a little longer than I usually would, curling each strand of my thick locks to perfection like it meant something, because today it did. 
Cursing the curling iron, I set it down and pulled out my small makeup pouch. I had gone over every curl twice to be sure it stayed. Satisfied that nothing else could be done, it was time for my face. 
It was nothing fancy, and I had no actual idea what I was doing, but I put on a little bit of blush, as I looked pale and sickly. Losing someone does that to your complexion. I had been running on chocolate and wine, so my face was dotted with budding acne from the heaps of fat that I was using to sate my broken heart. I dabbed tiny dots of concealer on them and attempted to blend them in without completely wiping it off. 
Who called it concealer anyway? Instead of staring at red dots, people now get to see them through cream spackle. 
Love that for me.
I had way more time to get ready than I needed but standing there having something to do was keeping me calm. Apparently, everyone who knew her would be here to celebrate her life. I could handle clients with work. I could take strangers and idle chit chat, but standing around with people I didn't know while mourning the only family I had was not high on my list of things I love to do.  
After applying lip gloss and touching up some waterproof mascara, I stood there looking at myself in the mirror. I was in my fuzzy pajama pants and a tank top, so my hair and makeup contrasted. My green eyes seemed sunken in my face with all the lack of sleep the past couple of days. There was no hiding those bags. At least I got some curl into my hair before it became unruly. I put a hair tie on my wrist for when I inevitably put it up and walked to the bedroom.
It had been my room forever. At least since my mother decided that she’d rather not be a mom. 
That really should’ve been something she knew before she had me.
 Gram took me in. In a sense, she had been my mother, father, and grandmother all in one, raising me to be the woman I am today. 
I slid on the velvety soft dress. Even though it was summer, it had quarter sleeves with a cinched waistline. The dress accentuated my already curvy frame. I wasn't trying to dress up, but it was the only black dress I owned. I’d bought it for a cocktail party for work when my boss was promoted. I didn’t have the time or energy to buy something new. I couldn't decide on any heels, so I slipped on ballet flats, which was better for someone who tripped upstairs or fell over nothing. 
Standing around all day with an aching heart and aching feet was not my idea of a good time either. I checked myself in the floor-length mirror hanging on my closet door. It wasn't my best look, but it would have to do. I think Gram would approve of it.
I walked down the stairs and stood on the bottom step. As I glanced around, I realized I knew every nook, cranny, and even still, I loved its old character. Gram left the old place to me in her will. Not that anyone else was around to leave it to, and yet it still surprised me. Her pictures and knickknacks still lined the walls and the mantle over the fireplace. Her antique furniture sat serenely in the same place they had been my whole life. The only thing that hinted she died happened to be a thin layer of dust. She would’ve never allowed her house to look unkempt. I couldn't breathe through that realization. 
I hurried to the kitchen for a rag and furniture polish. The kind that smells like lemons. Something about it is oddly familiar and comforting. I set to work carefully, dusting every little thing before the living room was spotless. I let myself get lost in the task. I didn't have to think or focus. It was a chore I had quickly done for ten plus years and something I helped with every time I visited. 
A twinge of regret filled my belly, closing my throat in a painful knot as I thought about all the weekends that I could’ve come home to see her. All the time I wasted stuck in my head as her time on this earth slowly dwindled away. Everything I had accomplished in my professional life up to that point seemed so unimportant now. Grief overtook me until I breathed through it enough to straighten myself up. Grief was like glitter. Scattered around this house, each sparkling moment now enough to steal my breath. I know with time I will find that glitter less and less, but right now, my life was riddled with it. 
 I shook off the melancholy and walked out to my favorite spot. It was my happy place. The one where I could go to think, relax, or just be away to enough to put a pause on things. I refused to bring the grief out here. 
The old porch swing was the perfect spot to curl up and get lost in a good book. The smell of all the flowers wafted up to the porch. The hotter it got outside, the more the honeysuckles permeated the air. The metal chains' soft creaking was my version of white noise, lulling me into a peaceful calm with its rhythmic sounds. I pulled a daisy-covered twine pillow to my middle, enjoying rocking back and forth in the comfort it had always brought me. I sat there for I don't know how long, lost in my thoughts of the past, wishing, more than anything, I would hear Gram call me in for lunch like she had every day when, out of the corner of my eye, I spotted a tall figure come around the side of the house.
"Holy Shi-shiitake mushrooms! You scared the crap out of me!" I yelled, a little louder than I intended, and grasped at my chest as my heart was trying to jump out of it. 
My veins coursed with adrenaline, but it was clear my fight or flight mode was broken, as my reaction had been neither. I didn’t quite fawn either, so really, I had the survival skills of an opossum.  Good thing he wasn't here to rob me, but then again, there were worse ways to die as I took a good look at him.
"Sorry, didn't mean to scare you," he chuckled. He leaned his tall frame against the railing, unintentionally showing off his glorious arm muscles as he crossed them over his chest. 
What is wrong with me? Besides the usual. Cue an eye roll. 
 This man damn near gives me a heart attack, and I'm checking him out like my latest library book. I had difficulty processing his striking features, taking note of his dark, disheveled hair, long enough to run his fingers through but short enough not to sit in his strikingly dark eyes. I must have stared longer than I thought because he cleared his throat, bringing my eyes back up to his chiseled face. Busted! My face flushed with  embarrassment. 
"I came to check on the porch stairs. Mabel said they were loose." he said, his voice low and gravelly. His words faltered on Gram's name. There was a flash of pain on his face before he hid it beneath a well-used impassive mask. 
"So, you're the reason the yard is still so pristine? She hates...hated when the yard was a mess." I glanced around the yard, hoping the moisture springing to my eyes wouldn't run down my face. The last thing I wanted was to cry in front of some stranger, especially one so manly. It would probably repel him. Yes, he was very handsome, so handsome that I was on the verge of babbling incessantly. 
"No, I'm a handyman of sorts. I painted these pillars, and I fixed the back door a while back." I wanted to laugh at the word handyman but realized how wildly inappropriate it would be to explain. I felt a small blush hit my cheeks when I caught him staring at me. Self-consciously I ran my hand along my mouth as if I had an itch. I hadn't eaten, so nothing could have been there. Maybe it was my hair. My long auburn hair had gone from a presentable curl to an unruly mess, already starting to tangle. 
"And you are?" I asked, my eyebrows raising as I leaned back into the swing, not surprised my shining personality started to show through. I didn't intend for it to be sassy, but that's just how it came off. Even with Gram's age, it was odd that she would have someone work on her prized possession. It made him all that much more mysterious knowing that she approved. 
"Judson Bordeaux and you're Dahlia," he said, extending his hand to me. His firm hand swallowed mine in a tight shake, and his chocolate brown eyes locked onto mine for a bit longer than comfortable. I’m horrible at keeping eye contact, let alone with a tall, brooding stranger who had just snuck up on me. If I hadn't been overly aware his eyes were the color of my favorite snack, I would have sworn there had been a tingle, a weird sensation that tickled my palm. Maybe just static or my wild imagination. I felt the spark crawl up my arm making my heart pick up its pace. I brushed it off. I’m going through a lot right now. Makes sense that my mind looked for any kind of distraction.
"Well, that's got to be the most southern name I have ever heard." I giggled, then quickly covered it with a cough when he raised one eyebrow as if to ask if I was serious. Yes, yes, I was. I listened for a twang in his voice but never caught it. It was one of my favorite parts of the south, all the accents from the different regions. The adrenaline that had spiked through my body was giving me the jitters. I could try to blame my outburst on too much caffeine, but as usual, that was just my normal or not so normal self.  
"Just call me, Lia." He had used my full name. Gram said it was special, but I never believed it. I started to shorten it around middle school and never grew out of it; even at work, I kept it short. 
"All right, Lia. It was nice to meet you. Mabel was always talking about you." His lips picked up into a soft smile as he seemed to remember her. They must have been friends. Gram was like that, though. She would take just about anyone under her wing to the point you felt like she had always been part of your family. 
There had been too many times to count that she would bring someone over to work for a meal, and they'd stay for a week, or she would get a wild hair and pack up half the kitchen to take to a donation box to the local shelter. The ways she made sure to help those that couldn't help themselves filled me with pride. She always tried to make trades if she could, so they wouldn't feel like it was  charity. “Good things always come back around. Kindness is not something you do for something in return.” She had been like a walking fortune cookie with all her isms and knowledge.
"You can't believe everything you hear." I shrugged with a half-wit attempt at a wink, which came out more like a tic. Why had I done that? If the ground would open up and swallow me, that would be just fantastic. If my cheeks had been pink before, they were bright red now.
He chuckled again even though I could tell he tried to hide it as he walked to his old truck. As he walked down the walkway, I couldn't help but enjoy the view. The man filled out a pair of Wranglers too well. His backside could have featured on a calendar. Man, just thinking such thoughts told me I desperately needed a date. You don't go around thinking about your grandma’s handyman. Or maybe you do, but you don’t make it as apparent as I did.
It had been almost a year since my last disastrous date, and I didn't want to have a repeat, especially in a small town where I could run into said weirdo at the grocery store. I shuddered. He got to his truck and peeked back over his shoulder, prompting me to jump up and run into the house. My cheeks were burning with embarrassment for a long while. 
I stood there unsure of what to do with the time I had left before the food would be delivered. My work had put me on leave for a few weeks, so I didn't have any manuscripts to review. Coffee is always good. A giant cup of focus was exactly what I needed before all Gram's friends showed up. I grabbed my purse and made the short drive down a few blocks to a little cafe on the corner. The usual chain coffee was up on the town's main drag, and I didn't want to wait forever while dealing with more people than I have to today. 
The Roast, the cafe's name, was on a custom metal sign with a steamy coffee cup. It made for excellent curb appeal. When I walked in, the scent of roasting coffee and baked goods had me instantly drooling. Couples and friends occupied little tables enjoying the afternoon. Some were familiar and waved, which always made me want to hide; none of them had been friendly as kids, so getting to know them as adults wasn't my top priority. I had never been a big fan of the small-town vibe and everyone knowing everyone's business. Instead of making lifelong friendships, I had studied hard to get myself out of here as fast as I could. 
I was in awe of the cute decor and handwritten chalkboard menu when a voice interrupted my perusal. 
"Welcome in! Oh, it's you...have you opened the book yet?" a tall woman behind the counter was leaning towards me with a welcoming smile on her face. Her light blonde hair pulled back into a high pony showing off the bright pink bow on top. The nametag on her pink apron said, Hattie. Her lipstick and eyeshadow matched her bow, making me instantly like her. Her face was round and pixie like, only making her colorful choices suit her even more.
"What?" I asked, more baffled at what she was asking me than that she knew who I was. 
"It's nothing," she said, with a wave of her hand, "What can I get you?"
"Uh... what's good here?" She put me on the spot, making me nervous. The line behind me was growing, and I hated to be under scrutiny. No one likes to be that guy, well, girl. 
Social anxiety is the worst. Makes me pick something quickly and usually not what I actually want. 
"You seem like a hazelnut espresso frap and lemon blueberry muffin type to me." she said, "Your name?"
"It's Lia, and that sounds great." I handed her a ten and waved away my change. She had stopped what she was doing when I gave her my name. Her smile grew wider, and she nodded to herself. I had to have missed something. She acted like she knew who I was, but she was asking my name. I brushed it off as just her mistaking me for someone else. 
"Welcome back!" she said happily as she went about making my order. 
"Thank you..." I trailed off, not sure what to say to such an odd conversation. 
I slid to the side of the counter to wait for my order. I watched her flit around the kitchen making small talk with patrons while effortlessly keeping up with orders. You can always tell when someone truly enjoys their work.
"I'll see you around," she said as she handed me my order and waved me off. I couldn't help but notice all the TVs around the shop seemed to be broadcasting a missing girl in a bright yellow banner. I shook my head; probably time to invest in an alarm system for the house since it was just me now. 
I was never one for the news. It’s always so depressing. Seeing the banner and the girl's picture blasted on the screen was just one more reason why I didn’t. How sad. 
Sipping the coffee as I walked out of the shop, I almost moaned; it was so heavenly. Iced and cool, combating the heat of the day, and yet velvety rich hazelnut danced around my taste buds. She hadn't even asked if I was new in town or just visiting. I was now at two weird encounters for the day. 
If I make that three, I might lock myself in the house. The common denominator in that equation wasn’t lost on me.






  
  Chapter 2


Igot out of my car just in time to help the caterer bring in all the platters. Gram would be rolling in her grave to think I hadn't cooked anything myself, but I couldn't have a bunch of her friends criticizing me over my recipes not being traditional to the south while I made small talk about Gram's life. I just wasn't in the mood. I had the local diner cook up some of the favorites for everybody to munch on. The fried chicken was juicy, crispy goodness that would placate the harshest critic. After setting it up buffet style, I double checked everything was as pristine as Gram would have it. I was not going to let her down. Not today. 
Before I knew it, everyone had come and gone, along with many hours of the day. I had a couple casseroles to tide me over, along with some leftovers of the catered food, as most of the older ladies showed their love through food. During the memorial, there were so many just stopping in with condolences with a hug or flowers. It seemed like most of the town had come through. At one point I had a long line of people just waiting to speak with me.
 No one had said a word about me not cooking myself. In fact, they hadn't blamed me at all. I had only cried a half dozen times, swearing to buy stock in the mascara that didn't smudge a bit with all the tears. Just about anyone that spotted a wobble in my lip, had a handkerchief ready. I had heard the stories of Gram and Pop Pop's renowned love, how sassy she had been in her younger years, and how dearly she would be missed.
After making sure the casseroles and leftovers were put away, I sat on the couch, drained from crying and from trying to make conversation for so many hours. It went way past the time I thought it would and I could feel every one of those minutes weighed heavy in my bones
Out of nowhere, the door popped into my head, and I couldn't get it out. I would face whatever it was hiding. I was already emotionally spent; whatever secrets it held, now was a good a time as any to find them out. The excitement was almost overwhelming by the time I made it up to the stairs. Being brave enough to open it, the heavy door opened with a creak, and I stood there in awe. It was a small sitting room. I took in the countless shelves full of jars, rocks, and other objects I had a hard time believing belonged to Gram. This was not an office I would expect of my grandmother. Or really anything I had pictured it to be.
Hesitantly, I walked into the room, taking in a small sitting chair by the window with a side table that held a massive worn-out book. It looked heavy. I ran my hand along the cover, feeling the soft velvet fabric. Turning it over, I noticed a worn clasp keeping it tightly shut and no key in sight. The cover had ripped along the edges where it had worn thin to tatters. The leather binding still held strong but needed some oil. There was no writing of a title or author on either side. 
I set it back down carefully, so I didn't bust the little wood table with the weight of it and made my way around the shelves. I couldn't believe it. The woman Gram portrayed to me and the one who would own these types of things were opposites. I could construe stuff she had done over the years as strange, but that's what made her my Gram. It almost made me sick to see all of it huddled together in a little room. This was overwhelming proof living with someone for your whole life didn't mean you fully knew who they were. 
It’s that realization that children get when they finally comprehend their parents aren’t all knowing beings or superheroes, but ordinary people living their first life too.
Looking at the different crystals and blowing the dust off the shelves as I went, I found it hard not to touch and inspect every little thing. Running my fingertips across the jars full of herbs from the garden along with other ones I was sure you couldn't get anywhere but the internet. The tiny labels handwritten with the names of their contents. I knew a little about some things like smudge sticks, but I didn't have the slightest clue what they did. Some candles had weird markings in them, and others had been burned until there was just a husk of it left. 
Propped up against some books on a desk against the far wall, there was a small envelope with my name on it, written in Gram's dainty cursive. I plucked it off the shelf hastily, but opened it slowly, unsure of what I would read, and yet my heart danced with the thrill of having the last bit of her talking to me. 
My Dearest Dahlia, 
If you're reading this, the worst has happened, and I've left you far sooner than I had planned. Please know, above all else, I love you. 
I know that you will second guess what I am about to tell you, but you, my dear Lia, come from a long line of witches. You were born with great power, a power that others envied. 
That is why your mother left you in my care. I was the only one that could lay a protection spell on you strong enough to hide it from the world and, sadly, from you. I feared that in the world I know, you would be in danger. I had to make a choice and still stand by what I chose.
I now know that I should have taught you how to use your gift, so you may protect yourself. I hope you can find it in your heart to forgive me. 
I have left the family grimoire in your care. It will stay locked until the fire within you burns its brightest. Then and only then will the key find you.
The Coven of the Crossroads will guide you in gaining and controlling your magic to claim your rightful spot among them. 
I wish I had more time to explain it all. My time, I fear, is ending. I could sit here all day and tell you the honor it was raising you. I wish I could see the witch I know you’ll become.
With all my love, 
Gram
The tears running down my face plopped messily onto the paper. My eyes blurred reading it. It was in her handwriting, but there was no way any of this was true. Gram didn't walk around casting spells! She went to church every Sunday, won the town's best garden award yearly, and made sure to help anyone in need, whether they asked for it or not. Someone was playing a sick joke on me, indeed. I couldn't think of any other explanation. Witches and magic don't exist, except in books and movies. Sure, you got the loonies playing fortune teller for twenty dollars or mediums on TV with high hair and ostentatious make up, but none of it was everyday normal for anyone. How many hours had she spent in here, living in this while I knew nothing of it? 
With that thought, I dropped the letter on a desk, marched out of the room, and slammed it shut. This was all too strange. Thrown into an alternate reality where nothing made any sense. My life didn't have dramatic twists. It was overly mundane with me working Monday through Friday and sometimes through the weekend. I didn't have many friends or go on fancy vacations, and I drove around in a hand-me-down Jetta. 
And there was no such thing as magic.
I paced my room before grabbing my laptop and plopping myself down onto my bed. The last thing I wanted to do was sit around and think about it anymore. Work would easily distract me enough to calm down. I opened a half dozen emails, browsing through the customers asking for results of applications. I needed to review a few before giving confirmation on acceptance. I opened the first one, and it had a plot featuring the supernatural. I slammed my laptop and set it down. Leaning back on the couch, I came to terms with being entirely distracted by all this. I didn't want to believe it, but part of me was curious enough to seek out the answers to who my gram was. 
I walked back into the room, scooping up the book before sitting in the worn wing-back chair. 
“Okay book, open.”
I couldn't believe I was talking to a book like it might understand me. I hoped that some words would make this magical key appear to figure out what was going on. Magical key. Talking to books. Magic. I shook my head. This was just ridiculous. 
"Gram said the key wouldn't show itself until I was ready. I am so not ready for this, but I need to know what secrets you hold, so...open sesame...please open...abracadabra..." 
Well, magic words weren't helping. Feeling idiotic for talking to a book, I went to the bookcase and took out any other book that seemed like they could help. Already on the verge of a freak out, and yet here I was talking to books, searching for spells. It was all complete and utter nonsense. 
I started with one that claimed to have healing magic with a dark green cover with embossed leaves in the pages. I flipped through some pages that held lists of plants to use to others that had actual spells. A spell! Maybe I could spell the key into showing up. I still didn't believe any of this to be reality, but I wanted answers and couldn't get them if the book stayed locked. I searched through her old books for hours and came up empty-handed. As far as a spell went, I didn't know where to start, and all the books had been specific spells from healing, summoning to protection, and other things I couldn’t quite wrap my head around.
If I couldn't find the book's answers, I would go to the internet, which had to have a spell to help or some answers, or at least I hoped it did. Could I even cast a spell? With my luck, in trying to find my so-called “flame” I would set myself on fire. She had cast a spell over me to stop my powers, and here I was, acting like I could snap my fingers and start playing the part of Glinda the Good Witch. I didn't have a puffy pink dress, so that was out. Not that I would ever willingly wear one, anyway. Pink just wasn't my type of color.
My internet searches came up with odds and ends of random cuckoos’ babblings and blogs. I couldn't distinguish serious writing from fan fiction. Angst riddled teenagers rebelling against their parents hilariously must have written many random spells, as they were just ludicrous. The icing on the cake was when random messages would pop-up with a lady called Madam Zelda, offering to read my fortune or tell my future. Good lord, it was exhausting. Searching just about anything I could think of to explain all the nonsense or why a mostly sane woman would randomly believe she was magic before her death. The possibilities were endless. I was sitting there pulling my hair out, grasping at straws. 
Mold! This house was so old it was likely to have mold, causing hallucinations! Maybe we weren't so crazy. That would explain why I had never heard about any of this until now. It was a good theory, but even I was skeptical about it being my answer. I warred with myself on what to believe, wanted to explain away why this was happening. My quirky yet respectable grandmother had laid a doozy of a bomb on me in a letter in a room filled with many strange things in it, along with some mysterious book that wouldn't open. She had even written that my mother had left me because of it. That had me searching for medical or psych issues she could have had. 
I had to be delirious. I wiped the tiredness from my face, shuffling to my room. The late afternoon coffee had me crashing hard I was too tired to cook dinner. Mostly since it was only for me. After all the food at the wake, I just couldn’t find it in me to eat anything. I changed quickly and laid in my down comforter, trying to relax. The day's events kept me from falling asleep. My eyes were burning from staying up later than I should have. It was all mind-numbing. My everyday existence was changing, and I couldn't come to grips with it. It was taking a turn I couldn't comprehend as being real.
 As I was drifting off to sleep, another thought about Gram lying to me my whole life by omission would twist my insides and squeeze my already broken heart. Betrayal was not even an excellent description of how I felt, knowing that most of what I thought I had known about those around me was all wrong. I tried not to, but thoughts of my mother leaving me behind popped up into the surface of my mind, following the melancholy track of my thoughts. She had dumped me onto Gram, not because of the small town, but because she couldn't handle who I was. My inner child, the little girl who always wondered if this would be the day one of her parents would come to see her, cried. There was no good reason for her to leave. Knowing a sliver of truth was too much for my heart to handle. Sometimes not knowing was just more comfortable on the feelings.
I couldn't help but think of all the times where this kind of thing could have come up. She could have told me the truth about everything, including my mother. Gram would avoid talking to me about her at all costs. Not that I brought her up a lot anyway, but when I did, she would steer the conversation elsewhere. She would get a distant glint in her eye before moving on. It must have been painful for her too. Raising a daughter who wanted nothing to do with her grandchild showed the exact opposite maternal traits Gram excelled at. I think she partially blamed herself. I would have too if I were in her shoes. I could see why she wouldn't want me to know, but in the same breath, I had gone almost thirty years in my life with no kind of understanding of who I was, who my distant relatives were, who or where my mother was. I would have to relearn everything. With that thought, I closed my eyes and drifted into a restless sleep, dreaming of a woman I had never officially met beside the supposed two months before she dropped me off to leave me behind.






  
  Chapter 3


Iwoke up way too early for my taste. The sun was shining through my blinds, making my already foul mood even worse. I rolled over and shoved the covers over my head, trying to bring back sleep. I had tossed and turned all night, leading me to wake up feeling exhausted. I wasn't leaving the bed until I got a good eight hours of sleep. Otherwise, I would be grumpy all day, and even I didn't want to deal with me in a mood like that. 
I shuffled my slipper clad feet into the kitchen to start some coffee. I grabbed the creamer and leaned against the counter as I listened to my machine percolate, wishing it would be quicker. The short few minutes between waking up and drinking a dark-roasted brew was too long for me. Magic… give me a break. I shook my head, trying to get rid of the craziness bouncing around in it. Yesterday had been too much, and yet here I was waking up to it.
 As I poured the steaming cup of my morning pick me up, a loud banging started coming from outside. Grumbling to myself about hearing this racket first thing in the morning, I stomped to the front door, as much as you can in slippers, and out to the stairs. Judson was hammering away on the steps, oblivious to my incoming temper. I stood there staring at him, wondering how long it would take for him to notice my presence.
He glanced up. His eyes made a slow perusal of me, from my fuzzy slippers to up to all the way up to my face. I felt every lingering second of it. I had my arms crossed over my chest with my favorite mug hanging from my hand, and it was a good thing since I was standing scantily clad in my little pjs. 
I didn't let his gaze calm the storm of a mood I had brewing. He had just made my already irritating morning worse, and no amount of evident appreciation from a man as hot as he would stop it. 
"Do you mind?" I asked, glaring at him. If looks could kill, his ass would be toast. 
"Do I mind what?" he asked, standing up and stretching before the ghost of a cocky smirk graced his full lips.
Ugh. He knew what he was doing. Two could play this game.
"Making all that noise at this ungodly hour!" I stamped my foot, driving the point home. No one wanted to hear that kind of racket any time of day, let alone when they were just waking up. 
"It's 8:30, and I have other jobs to do after this." He half shrugged as if that was a good enough reason. I mean, it was, but I wasn't happy with it. 
"The least you could have done is wake me up before starting."
"I tried. You didn't hear me, sleeping beauty." I blushed. It wasn't a flirty type of blush. It was my temper ready to flare. Sleeping beauty? Really Rico Suave?
"Listen here, Judson..." I was pointing at his chest but let my hand drop. I was ready to give him a piece of my mind, but a weird buzzing noise cut me off. 
Obnoxious, in a swarm of angry bees' sort of way with an underlying hum that instantly started grating on my nerves. I pushed past him, leaving him on the steps, trying to figure out what was going on. It sounded like it was coming from the street where his truck sat. 
“Now what’s this?” I ask him. “Do you hear that? Why is it when I would like to sleep in that the whole world wants to be noisy as all get out?”
I could blame my exhausted state, lack of ingesting a full cup of coffee or being teased by a hot man who chose violence in the form of banging around first thing in the morning. 
Whatever the noise is, it has got to go. Right along with Judson’s hard working self. I need peace this morning and everyone and everything seem hellbent on doing the exact opposite.
"Lia, stay here!" he said, reaching out to push me back. I sidestepped his arm. The buzzing continued as I made my way down the sidewalk, getting louder as I got closer. "Lia!" Why was he yelling? I was the one in a foul mood.  
I walked to the end of the walkway, only getting to the gate, when his truck exploded, throwing scraps of fiery hot metal about the street. The blast threw me onto my back, knocking the air out of my lungs. The back of my head, where it slammed into the sidewalk, pounded with my pulse. But I could only focus on the ringing in my ears.
 The cuts from glass and metal burned into my skin along my arms and legs. I stared up into Judson's face. 
How’d he get above me? Didn’t I just walk past him?
He tried talking to me, but all I heard was the ringing in my ears. He had appeared at my side quickly. That or I wasn't processing things in real-time. He picked me up, carrying me inside before laying me gently on the couch. In my frazzled state of mind, winking in and out of consciousness, I thought about how mad Gram would be if I bled on her couch. With that, I closed my eyes and slipped into the void.
I awoke to my muscles protesting the smallest movements as they sent white-hot pain down my limbs. I felt like a truck had hit me. 
Oh wait. One did. 
I slowly opened my eyes to find Judson wiping the blood from cuts on my arm. His face tight, lips pursed into a thin line. He sat on his haunches, focused on his task, and didn't notice right away that I was awake, which gave me time to get a good glimpse at him as he worked at cleaning me up.  
His face was smooth, except for a few small scars. One ran through his right eyebrow with a bright white line that caught your eye first. His cheekbone also had a slight scar, but it was so faint you could barely see it. Scars could make someone’s appearance creepy, but it added a depth of intrigue to him. His eyes held flecks of gold that were striking, set against the deep brown. 
"Ow! What the hell!" I protested, trying to pry my arm from his grasp. It didn't work. His warm hand held me like a vice grip. As much as I didn't want him cleaning them out, the slight tingle I had felt when he shook my hand, now caressed my arm. Static doesn't do that. 
If there were no burning pain overlapping it, I might want to hold onto the warming sensation.
"I need to clean these out before they get infected." He mumbled to himself about some escalating or something. I didn't catch much over my whining. Whatever he was using burned worse than when it all happened. 
"It hurts! Stop it!" I tried to sit up, and my head started to pound. I laid back down into the pillows and let him continue to clean them, although I still voiced my discomfort. 
"I have a friend coming to check you out. He says not to let you go back to sleep." Concern creased his face with worry lines. The most dramatic one sat right between his eyebrows. Part of me struggled not to touch it. There were slight frown lines when his eyebrows relaxed, enough to show me it was something he did often.
The explosion must have hit me harder than I thought if I was contemplating touching this guy's face. 
"Lovely. I don't think I could if I wanted to." Waves of dizziness had me clenching my eyes shut until I heard the door open. 
A guy with startling salt and pepper hair walked in. It was slicked back but long enough some tendrils hung in his face. His facial hair had him looking like some kind of muscled Santa Clause in his younger years before all the sweet treats caught up to him.  His frame was lean and seemed to glide into the room towards me although it was the gait of someone muscular
"I'm Ulric. It's nice to meet you, Lia, although I wish it were under better circumstances." 
He studied me thoroughly, checking all the scrapes for shrapnel with his slender hands. He pulled a bag off his back and went to work. 
He dabbed on strong-smelling concoctions and ointments out of unmarked jars. Great, just great! This guy would poison me on top of all my other injuries—someone needed to call an ambulance instead. I felt the tension leaving my stiff muscles, the more he dabbed stuff on. It started to  numb some pain in the cuts, but not before it burned just as the stuff Judson used had. 
"Lia, I need you to drink this. It'll help you heal faster." 
The liquid in question impersonated a kale smoothie that had sat on the counter for a day. The ointments and such had been enough home remedies for me. 
"No offense, but drinking swamp water first thing in the morning is not on my to do list." I gagged as it sloshed around. If it looked that bad, I couldn't even think about how bad it would smell, let alone tasted. 
"We can't tell if you've had any internal injuries. It's drink this or head to the hospital to explain how you were twenty feet from an explosion, followed by a million questions from the authorities. None of us want that."
That's right! A truck had blown up, and yet no emergency personnel had shown up. Shouldn't someone have seen the flames or at least felt the shock of it? Not one firetruck or officer showed up, unless I had been out a lot longer than I thought. 
Did I miss the theatrics? My fuzzy head told me it was likely for the best.
"I have my own damn questions." I looked at Judson with my eyebrows raised. I was trying to channel Gram with her impenetrable stare that could crack the strongest of wills. He just stared back at me. "Why didn't the paramedics show up to help me? Surely all the neighbors saw. And why-this is the most important question- did your damn truck blow up?" 
"The wards on your grandmother's house are strong. No one, but us knows that happened." 
Excuse me? Wards? The glare I gave him must have explained my thought process because he let out a sigh. The men exchanged a silent conversation composed of shoulder shrugs and eyebrow lifts. My lack of understanding had my frustration mounting. 
"The wards protect the whole yard and then some, but there are stronger ones around the house. It's why nothing hit the house. Had you been standing on the porch, you would have sustained no injuries." 
Go figure. 
So, this guy was crazy, and somehow Jud over there was in on it. More witchy mumbo jumbo to add to my growing list of crazy information after gram’s letter. I was well over my quota. I wanted nothing to do with it. 
A truck.had.blown.up! 
Then I had these two who wanted to chat about magic.
"Lia, if you don't drink that, then it will take weeks for you to heal properly, and I don't have the time to sit around and baby you," Judson grabbed the glass vial, uncorked it, and held it out. 
"How do I know it's not poison? And how is that sewage supposed to heal me anyway?"
He stood there regarding me for a moment before shoving it to my lips and dumping the thick sludge into my mouth. I didn't even have time to react. I swallowed it before I could taste it and sputtered at the intense cooling sensation as it made its way down my throat. 
I smacked Judson on the arm as I coughed and gagged. There hadn't been an awful taste, but it wasn't the best either. 
My breath smelled like I had been licking Christmas trees. Ulric brought me out a glass of water, which I downed in two gulps, trying to get the taste out of my mouth. 
I ran my tongue over my teeth repeatedly, sure there was an evergreen forest coating them.
"You are an asshat!" I squeaked at Judson. My throat was still tingling and betrayed the aggressive tone I was going for. 
"I did what was necessary," he shrugged. He didn't even have the decency to seem apologetic. His usually stoic demeanor remained, even with forcing me to take medicine. 
"Obviously not, or she wouldn't have been hurt," Ulric muttered, rolling his eyes. His pale face showed his irritation. 
"Shut your mouth, fairy," Judson growled back. What did he just call him? Fairy? That man was far from looking like he could sprout wings. Tall and slender, but jacked if the sleeves on his shirt had anything to say about it. As far as I can remember there’s no bearded men listed in tales told to children. Besides the aforementioned fat man in a red suit. 
Judson stood up, a few inches taller, making Ulric glare up at him. Men were so







