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For my beloved sister, Armida, who encouraged me early that it’s okay to be a generally silly and odd person, whatever the world might think, and who supports all my weird creations.
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(While there are some recurring characters, these are all stand-alones and can be read in any order you choose):

Unearthly Remains

“Things to Do at the British Museum When You’re Dead: An Unearthly Remains Prequel Short Story” 

Protecting the Dead

Moonlight, Magnolias, and Magic

(These first four are also available in the More in Heaven and Earth, Box Set 1, along with another prequel short story)

Cursed in White

A Wild Conversion

Children of the Gods

(These second three are also available in the More in Heaven and Earth, Box Set 2, along with a between-the-novels short story)

Sorcerers, Spirits, and Ships

Pride, Prejudice & Penguins

Postcards from Another World

(These three are also available in the More in Heaven and Earth, Box Set 3, along with a short story which takes you further into the life of some of the characters)

Shadows from Another Life

The Spectral Circus

The Eternal Hunt

Witches, Werewolves & Wombats

Frozen in Fairyland

Hollywood Ghost Trip
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Although Lizzy, her sisters, friends, and partners first had their adventures in Pride, Prejudice, & Penguins (and continuing adventures in The Eternal Hunt), and the members of the Outer Banks Irregulars first appeared together in Shadows from Another Life, this story can be easily understood without starting in any of these places. Consider those novels prequels. If you enjoy this work and wish to spend more time with these characters, you can always go back to them later. Any events required for understanding will be explained here.
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Chapter 1—In Which There are Strange Meetings and Stranger Offers

Shena
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It is a truth universally acknowledged, Shenandoah Montgomery thought, for about the millionth time, that when my mother gets involved, things are gonna get weird.

Although, granted, things had been odd for a while now. There had been that centaur who’d greeted her in the vegetable garden and the mermaid who’d floated around the pool. It wasn’t like she’d told anyone about either of those—although her sister, Blue, had been there when the second one had happened.

So unless we’re now having the same, vivid delusions . . .

Part of her current delusion was not a surprise. Sitting in one of the three parlors her mother might invite guests into (there were more than that for the kids and family) in the Bel Air mansion she and her adopted sisters generally loafed around in, her mother was acting thoroughly normally—which was to say, typical Hollyweird.

And it wasn’t like there was anyone in any part of the world with an ability to consume content who didn’t know who her mother was, as well.

Twyla Montgomery was a very beautiful white woman with light blonde hair—and every part of her had to have been tweaked and modified a hundred times by the best surgeons and hairdressers in the business, although even Shena didn’t know the details. How else could the woman always look so young? She was also an A-list movie star best known for various action movie heroines, who were admirably kickass and mostly hid the fact that the woman who played them had all the brains of a half-demented mouse. She was good at sniffing out the cheese of good roles and publicity but not for much else. As a mother . . .

Shena and Blue exchanged half-hidden glances, as they watched silently.

As she was so often, their mother was laid out on a chaise longue on top of a—thankfully fake—tiger-skin rug, as she spoke to her visitor. This time, it was a polite, professional white woman. Apparently, she was the Duchess of Something and had met her mother at a party somewhere, and Twyla seemed to feel comfortable enough with her to be merely wearing a peacock-blue, shimmering silk dress, which was her way of dressing down.

What any of this meeting had to do with Shena or Blue, though, and why they were here, Shena had no idea.

Still, her adoptive mother and the woman carried on their conversation about the beautiful wilds of Scotland . . .

For some reason.

. . . as Shena watched in confusion.

Unsurprisingly, she and Blue weren’t being paid much attention, but they were used to that. Twyla was flighty and not much of a mother—not unkind, simply the sort of woman who could forget you existed for about a month at a time. Thankfully, she had a lot of staff who’d remembered to feed them, when they’d been too young to do it themselves.

Now 19, Shena wondered if she’d ever get out on her own. Her mother had adopted her in the “designer baby” days, when all the Hollywood stars were accruing multiethnic families from around the world. Shena herself was black with dark-brown skin, and was rather embarrassingly tall at almost 6 feet. She kept her hair close-cropped, as she’d grown tired of her mother choosing new things to get her designers to do to it. She thought she’d maybe been born in England somewhere but wasn’t sure. Twyla wasn’t big on details.

As to her closest sister, Blue was also 19, Asian, possibly Vietnamese—although neither were sure their mother actually knew—and rather solidly pretty. Large-boned, she had very dark, straight hair she liked to braid into two plaits at the back of her head, as it kept it out of the way and let her tinker with car engines without it bugging her.

Their mother had had someone build a garage for her, where she could work in peace. The property was big enough for it, certainly, and Twyla was not at all unkind when it came to money or things they wanted.

While they had three other sisters—Middle Eastern, Hawaiian, and Latina, Shena thinking more than once that their mother was trying to collect a full set—they were a year or two younger, and none of them had been asked to join the two women here.

“So . . .” Twyla wondered, her very red lips pursed. “I wouldn’t have to pay for their schooling? They’d be on scholarship?”

Although the woman was actually pretty fond of tossing her money around where she liked, she loved a good deal more than anyone Shena had ever heard of.

“That’s right,” the Duchess of Whatever smiled.

Shena pondered her. Her sort of brownish-blonde hair was shoulder length and really worked with her pretty face. Although currently dressed to be taken seriously and not for her looks—which, Shena thought, took some determined dressing down for the woman in a tan business suit which did nothing for her—there was still a natural beauty to her. She had an accent which seemed to mix a sort of Southern twang with uppercrust British tones and was a little weird, but it worked for her, too.

“We base our scholarships on test scores, and both Shena and Blue’s were off the charts.”

Their mother seemed extremely pleased and proud of them, which was nice. Granted, she was never disappointed, no matter what they did. She merely forgot they existed, from time to time.

Leaning sideways toward Shena and whispering very softly—a trick they’d established as kids, since Twyla’s hearing had been slightly damaged by a mistimed explosion on set—Blue wondered, “We took tests?”

“Could have,” Shena shrugged.

She’d been out of school for a year and mostly mooching around, but she barely remembered anything she’d done there, so it was always possible. The idea of college had never come up.

Because “finding yourself,” as the daughter of Twyla Montgomery, isn’t as easy as it seems.

Still, she suspected something more.

“Diiiiiid I also see a Yeti playing with a coyote last week? Yes, I did,” she went on while Blue stared at her. “Whatever’s happening lately, things are getting way more than just Hollyweird.”

Although they hadn’t spoken loudly enough for the Duchess of Whatsit to hear, she smiled at them as though she had.

“And they’d go to Scotland for this?” Twyla wondered, still pondering.

“Yes,” the Duchess assured her. “It’s a very pretty place, and they’d be around a lot of other students like them.”

As though remembering pleasant days—which she might be, Shena knowing little of her mother’s life—Twyla sighed, “I do love England.”

Blue leaned very close, her whisper even softer.

“Does she think England and Scotland are the same thing?”

“Better not to ask,” Shena agreed.

For a moment, everyone sat there in silence, until Twyla turned to them, her smile intense.

“My darlings! You’re going to school across the pond!”

Huh, Shena pondered. Maybe that’s why I keep remembering Pride and Prejudice lines?

But there was nothing for it now. Apparently, she and Blue were heading to Scotland with the Duchess of Whosit. Maybe Shena would get lucky, and there would at least be fewer centaurs and mermaids there.
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Chapter 2—In Which Werewolves Get Job Offers

Ines
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So far, today had sucked.

Ines D’Ambrisio lay upside down, hanging half off a table, whining. Her long brown hair hung down to the floor.

“But I don’t waaaanaaa go teach kids!”

Granted, she was already at the school, which was in a weird old castle-type thing, so she was clearly doing it, whether she wanted to or not. And Noah would be with her, so it wasn’t as bad as it could be. But . . .

“I like the Outer Banks Irregulars. I’m good at chasing demons,” she whined.

The rest of the Irregulars were here with her to settle her in, which was nice, but that they’d be leaving soon wasn’t.

What also wasn’t nice was that Tillie was here. As one of the heads of the Magical Council, she tended to give the Irregulars their marching orders and aimed them at whatever demon was currently causing problems. Given that Ines was a werewolf, she often felt like the woman was just pointing and ordering, “Sic ‘em, girl!”

Ines continued to hang upside down in protest.

I never was much good at stick fetching.

Her partner, Noah, looked supremely amused. In his usual, velvet suit—this one a midnight blue, which somehow went with his very dark skin and long braids—he looked dapper as always. Then again, being an angel probably made it easier to be both patient and well put together.

Tillie raised an eyebrow at her, which looked odder upside down. As always, the Indian woman was immensely beautiful and utterly unflappable.

“I’d think Joan of Arc would be a bit better at following orders.”

While Ines grimaced at this truth of her past life, she didn’t entirely comment on it. Although she knew it was real—it was where she’d first met Noah, for one thing, although he’d been presenting himself as a white man then and not an African-American, or African-French or whatever, one—it was a little odd going from being a 15th-century French peasant/warrior/saint to an average Brazilian-American girl.

Although granted with a bit of a hidden, hairy side.

Partly, too, she wanted to point out that—despite her power in the Council—Tillie wasn’t The Lady. Her orders were still merely human and not godly and ineffable ones.

Instead, she groaned, “Yeah, and look where that got me.”

It wasn’t as though she wished to be burned at the stake again.

Predictably, it was Teena who got her going, her old college roommate—and now Irregulars’ teammate—coming up to pat her arm before physically forcing her to sit up.

“Come on, Ines.”

Ines pouted but accepted the change in position, her long brown hair flopping half into her face.

“You can do this. You can do anything you set your mind to.”

For a moment, Ines simply stared at her.

Teena was African-American with shining brown skin, short curls, and a very pretty face. Finally getting back together with her boyfriend, William—who was a white, English, aristocratic revenant who had been dead for around 100 years and was part of the team, as well—had only added to her beauty.

Although William stood behind Teena, smiling gently, his ever-present bowler hat in hand, he was letting his partner do the talking.

Teena’s gaze became more eloquent.

“Besides, the kids need you.”

Sighing, Ines finally got to her true objections.

“Those ‘kids’ are only a few years younger than me.”

After all, Ines was only 23 and had trained in environmental science, not teaching.

“And I’m not even a witch!” she went on, before they could answer. “What good am I going to be at a witch school with no magic and no knowledge of magic?”

Coming up and rubbing his hand along her back, Noah smiled at her. It seriously wasn’t fair that he was so handsome.

“I have enough blessings to help you. It’s not quite the same as magic,” he shrugged in acknowledgment of the point only her eyes made. “. . . but I’ve been around enough witches to know what I’m doing.”

While she loved him, Ines still threw her hands up in the air.

“And I’m here because . . .?”

For a moment, Tillie and Gillian—the Outer Banks Irregulars’ leader—exchanged a look. Then Gillian walked up to Ines and put her hand on her shoulder. As always, the white, black-haired woman had an air of power to her which Ines didn’t want to contradict. While very sweet and a good friend, Gillian could also guide them when needed.

“Because this is supposed to be a haven for young witches learning who they are and what they can do.”

She shook her head.

“But there’s something lurking here, something that’s waiting to strike.”

Her dark gaze moved deeply.

“And all these kids need someone to protect them.”

As always, her grin was infectious.

“And I can’t think of anyone better than a werewolf Joan of Arc to do so.”

Sighing heavily, Ines rolled her eyes.

“Geez, you talk to God and start one little revolution in a former life, and it follows you forever.”

Of course, she had given in. Everyone here knew she would—including herself. But she did demand the right to be able to complain about it first.

Giving her a nod, Tillie moved to speak to Noah, and Ines was kind of glad it wasn’t her. It was the first time she’d ever had to get the orders for a mission from anyone besides Gillian.

As Gillian’s partner, Nassar, came up to her, Gillian smiled at Ines.

“You’ll do fine. You’re here to teach the kids physical self-defense and how to hone their physical skills, which you can do in your sleep. They’re not allowed to use magic while you do so, and, if they do, Noah will be there to stop them.”

Nodding resignedly, Ines said nothing.

Teena hugged her.

“I’m gonna miss you.”

Ines returned it. For the eight months or so they’d been in the Irregulars together, Ines had had her best friend with her daily. Now, she was gonna have to make it through with texts and some face time?

“It suuuuuuuucks,” Ines whined, and Teena laughed against her.

Still, she let her go, her hands now on Ines’s shoulders.

“Noah will take care of you. And I’ll call.”

Nodding, Ines tried to accept and let her go, as William patted her on the arm with a smile. Keeping to his revenant nature, he could sometimes be rather quiet.

“Thanks,” Ines told them both, as they walked a little away, but her eyes did follow them. Being alone with Noah was great, but she was going to miss her teammates.

“You’ll do great,” Gillian told her confidently, distracting her, and, for a moment, Ines actually believed her. Gillian was that kind of leader.

Then Nassar handed Ines a large ball of glowing silver clair-lumes. When she took it tentatively, the magic shone on the palm of her hand.

“Wow,” she murmured and looked up to him.

Smiling kindly, he nodded.

“It’s only for if you need it.”

While Ines had heard of being gifted magic before, it was kind of odd. She sat there, staring at it.

“Um, where do I put it? And how do I use it?”

Smiling, Nassar seemed kind as always. He was a formidably-attractive Jordanian sorcerer and Gillian’s always-supportive partner, and he looked after the whole team’s safety very well.

“Wherever you’d like. As to using it . . .”

For a moment, he opened his mouth and then closed it.

“That’s more something you have to figure out. But I’m sure you will once you need it.”

Deciding to take this in the spirit it was meant, Ines pulled up a bit on the green fabric near her hand. Then, she smiled back to him.

“I always did want to have a few spells up my sleeve. Thanks.”

Laughing, Nassar and Gillian patted her on the arms and walked away.

That only left one of the members of the Irregulars most people least expected.

Lady Stephanie walked toward her, resplendent in silver sequins, her talking Highland terrier, George, tucked under her arm. Then the vampiric drag queen hugged her fiercely tightly with the other.

Smiling, Ines returned it.

“I think I’ll miss you most of all, Scarecrow,” she murmured, and Stephanie laughed.

“Promises, promises,” she grinned, as she let her go, and George looked both of them over.

Granted, George was a human, but, as a magical parolee, he was being forced into doggie form, which made his sort-of relationship with Stephanie a bit weirder. At the moment, his tail was drooping, which made Ines wonder whether he was actually gonna miss her.

Eventually, he said, “I’ll get Nassar to send you some popcorn from time to time. This place doesn’t look like it knows the meaning of it.”

Ines couldn’t argue. The castle was huge and medieval, although more comfortable on the inside than she’d have guessed.

“Thanks, pooch,” she grinned, ruffling the fur on his head.

Weirdly, George let her, which kind of spoke to the fact that she might actually be missed.

Huh. Weird.

Granted, the Irregulars were the only job which had ever seemed to actually want her, but she didn’t think she’d managed to charm the always grumpy George.

I guess miracles do exist.

Which, given that she was dating an angel, was kinda a given.

As everyone finished their goodbyes and headed out through the portal, Ines swallowed back the lump in her throat and braced herself, as she looked back to Noah.

“So. I’m some sort of wizard PE teacher now, huh?”

Smiling, Noah returned to her.

“Looks that way.”

He put his hands on her shoulders, and his gaze grew more tender.

“Are you going to be okay?”

Sighing heavily, Ines put her arms around him.

“So long as you’re with me, angel? Always.”

And, when he kissed her on the head, she knew he always would be.
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Chapter 3—In Which Arrivals By Winged Chariots Cause No Disturbance

Shena
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For many years, Shena had thought that being raised by an A-list Hollywood mom had made her jaded to just about anything. After all, when the guy who was the latest heartthrob every teen girl was screaming and fainting over on the internet was casually hanging out in your living room, you learned not to freak out too much.

Thus, when she’d started seeing things such as Big Feet (she’d discovered that she was on the wrong continent for Yeti) playing frisbee with the local coyotes, she’d merely waved and thought, Huh. I wonder if I’m losing my mind. Cool. But now . . .

Standing on a tiny island in Scotland which was way smaller than her mother’s home—in fact, her mother’s closet alone might have given it a run for its money—with dozens of other kids who all seemed equally clueless, while efficient-looking students with clipboards wandered from person to person, she felt a little overwhelmed.

But that wasn’t the weird part. There were also these small, blue, furry creatures running from person to person to get information from them and, sometimes, burrowing under a giant suitcase—which had to be ten times their own weight—and hoisting it above their heads to guide the bewildered-looking students inside.

It’s like a Pixar movie came to life or something.

But even that wasn’t all.

There was an actual castle beside her—like, a real castle, not CGI or anything. It rose a few stories above their heads, looked to be . . . well, ancient, and its gray, weathered stone was so old that she expected it to fall down on them at any moment.

Forget that Pride and Prejudice line I’ve had stuck in my head . . .

Which was weird enough, anyway. She’d never been a fan. Darcy was enough of a jerk to give the Hollywood privilege boys a run for their money.

. . . I clearly should have been thinking Edgar Allan Poe. That thing is straight out of “The Fall of the House of Usher.” We’ll be lucky if it doesn’t all crack apart and disappear into the water—although hopefully I won’t bury my still-living sister in a casket in the basement before that.

For a moment, Shena’s eyes moved to Blue, but Blue made Shena look hyper and excitable. When her sister had seen the mermaid in their pool, she hadn’t stood there and stared. She’d walked up calmly to ask about the physiology of her tail.

Of course, the Duchess of Whatchamacallit had explained some of this to them, although it was hard for Shena to take in.

So Blue and I are witches somehow? We have magic?

It seemed hysterically unlikely. The closest she’d ever gotten to magic was her mom’s AMEX card, with a nearly untouchable limit that could probably buy a mountain or two.

Granted, Blue was pretty amazing, especially when it came to anything mechanical. The only reason Shena had never said to her, I bet you can’t turn that old truck into a Mecha-Godzilla was because she would have. Then it would have set her mom’s house on fire, and Shena didn’t feel like having to move.

But that they were here now and were supposed to learn how to be witches . . .

For one of the first times she could remember, she was entirely overwhelmed.

Say what you will—being stupid wealthy means that nothing surprises you anymore, good or bad.

After all, whatever it was, you could usually buy your way out of it.

But now . . .

To make matters worse, their mother had packed for them. They each had, like, three giant trunks and two huge, freaking suitcases. After that, Mom had said, “I’ll send the important stuff later.”

We might have to move out half the school to make room. I sure hope this place IS magical, ‘cause we’re gonna need another dimension for our closet.

Still, the whole magical thing did seem likely, given the weird blue creatures and the fact that the ancient castle hadn’t fallen into pieces yet.

Oh, yeah, and some of the kids who can’t fit on this teeny little island seem to be hovering over the water. Sheesh.

But none of this was the strange part. Various kids were stepping onto the island from nowhere, but one made an especially big splash with his arrival.

It started with something very far in the distance, a streak of light, as though there was a comet dashing toward them low to the ground, in daylight. Still, it took on a weird, zigzaggy path, like it was afraid of running into air molecules or something. Then, as though this were a cartoon, it zoomed right up to the side of the island and came to a rocking halt. She nearly expected a screech.

Shena stared.

The thing was an actual chariot—a golden chariot with wings.

For a few long moments, it stood there, letting out a putt-putt-putt noise like there was a motor running, and Shena heard a “hmmm” from Blue, who no doubt wanted to take it apart and see what made it tick.

From this ridiculously over-the-top conveyance, a pretty boy around Shena’s own age opened a door in its side and hopped down.

Shena grunted slightly.

He was absolutely stupid attractive. A white guy with—as much as she could see of it in his jeans, shirt, and coat, at least—a nice, toned body, he had golden hair which the meager sun through the many hovering rainclouds overhead shone off of as though the lighting director had designed his entrance. In fact, even as he leaned back and took out a not-very-large bag from this ridiculous ride, all of him shone.

Great. I get to go to school with Golden Boy.

She wasn’t the only one staring, either. He was that kind of guy.

Once he was fully out, he patted the side of the chariot twice, said something—it was too far away to hear—and the thing stopped putt-putting and took off in another weird, zippy course into the sky.

Shena couldn’t help it. She’d known way too many guys like him in L.A.

“It is a truth universally acknowledged that a guy that hot has to be a total douchebag.”

It was the girl to her side who let out a yelping laugh. Shena stared at her, and she shrugged.

“Sorry. Probably, you’re right, but, hey, give him a chance first, okay?”

“You know him?” Shena wondered.

The girl was . . . well, something. A little darker than generic white but not discernably anything else . . .

And how American is it of me that I have to know her race? Curse you, American history!

. . . Laughing Girl had long hair which was sort of brownish and reddish and blonde all at once, depending on which way you looked at her or the sun shone. Her eyes were this kind of weird, bright blue, though, which didn’t match with any other part of her. She was mid-height and not particularly prepossessing, though attractive enough, in a non-Hollywood way. But it was her smile and the bright intelligence in her eyes which made her so appealing. Although Shena didn’t want to admit it, she kinda wished she’d be her friend.

And that was weird, because—for most of her life—the only people she’d ever wanted to have as friends were her own sisters.

“Never met him before,” Laughing Girl admitted, shrugging. “But we’re in a magical school, so it’ll probably be a happier place if we don’t all hate each other at first sight.”

While this was a lovely sentiment, it sooooo went against everything Shena had learned as a Hollywood brat.

Not at all seeming to notice, the girl grinned and held out her hand.

“I’m Kiral Binici. Just found out that Hogwarts is apparently real.”

Despite herself, Shena smiled and shook it, then pointed at herself and her sister.

“Shena. Blue. Same.”

Blue gave her a nod.

As she was about to try to start a real conversation . . .

A skill I soooo don’t have.

. . . and was wondering what in heck they were all supposed to be doing here, other than standing around staring and seriously shivering . . .

Jeez. It’s August! What is it, 30 degrees here? No one told me it was gonna be cold!

Only a very small part of her—the one she thought of as her “Hollywood Brat Monitor”—pointed out that it was Scotland, probably wasn’t much below 60, and she should get over it.

. . . a very pretty Latina girl around their age walked up to Shena and her sister, clipboard in hand, and Laughing Girl or Kiral or whatever shrugged an accepting shrug at the interruption.

The very first thing the newcomer did was stare at the tower of
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