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For anyone who needs a little more whimsy in their life…welcome to Seacliff 








  
  Chapter One

Ria


“You’re fired.” 
Ria blinked at the curmudgeon across the desk from her. A jaunty rendition of “Jingle Bells” was blaring throughout the office, so perhaps she hadn’t heard her boss correctly. 
“I’m sorry,” she replied, “but I don’t quite understand. Could you repeat that?”
Frank Mercer furrowed his already profusely wrinkled brow. “Apologies. You’re right. That damn memo just went out last week too. What was I supposed to say?” 
He tapped a finger on his desk, his yellowed nails strangely longer than even Ria’s. She focused on that gnarled old finger as if her fate lingered in the milliseconds between each tap. The blinking glow from the red and green lights hanging outside his office cast his face into a disturbing contrast of holiday cheer and demonic horror, each tap coinciding with a shift in color. 
Flash of green. Happy Holidays.
Flash of red. Steal your soul.
Tap. Tap. Tap. 
Flash. Flash. Flash.
Her own fingers itched to give a little flick toward Frank. Nothing major, just a tiny little spell to nudge his brain toward whatever he’d actually meant to say. Surely he couldn’t be firing her. Nobody fired a person in the middle of the office holiday party. Not even the Grinch was that callous. 
She twisted a finger through one of her long red curls as the itch in her hand grew stronger the longer her boss appeared to war with himself on word choice. She might have given in if it weren’t for the firm knowledge that handcast spells were not her forte. More often than not, they went horribly wrong. Handcasting was a “use it or lose it” type of magic, and Ria locked herself on the “lose it” track years ago. Right about the time she joined Mercer Marketing and put her witchy ways in the past. Potions were pretty much the only thing she could manage these days, since those were only a slight step beyond basic science, but she didn’t exactly carry little vials of revenge in the pockets of her pencil skirt. 
“Oh, right,” Mr. Mercer finally said. “Now I remember. You’re not fired.”
Ria breathed an audible sigh of relief.
“We’re letting you go.”
Ria sucked every last bit of oxygen back into her lungs. “You’re doing what?” she protested, still unable to fathom the words she was hearing. “But it’s Christmas, sir!”
“Oh, we don’t say that anymore either. It’s ‘the holiday season’ now.”
That’s what he was focusing on? 
“But it’s the holiday season, sir!” she shot back.
“Yes, yes, I understand it’s in poor taste to let someone go around this time of year, but the reality is that the world is changing, Miss Lewis. Big marketing firms like ours are losing out to these new young influencers. They’re cheaper and will shill anything for a few bucks. We have to cut costs, and unfortunately, that comes in the way of junior marketing agents like yourself.”
Of course she would be the one on the chopping block. She was just the person who did all the work for none of the credit. That alone should have been enough to have her shouting at Frank about how stupid and short-minded he was being. She willed herself to find that inferno deep within, the anger she knew existed at least a little bit even if it rarely came out. If she was going to be fired, then surely this was the time to tell her wretched little goblin of a boss exactly what she thought of him.
“But sir… I’ve been here almost five years.” Her words came out meek and pathetic. So much for the inferno. She’d summoned less fire than a matchstick in a windstorm.
“Almost being the keyword,” Mr. Mercer replied. 
Almost. Ria turned the word over in her head. Why would almost matter… Then it hit her. 
“Are you telling me I won’t get any severance pay?”
He didn’t even look the slightest bit ashamed. “Severance is only available after five years of employment,” he replied. “I’m afraid the holiday bonus is also only available to those still employed as of the December twentieth paycheck.”
Ria’s eyes flickered to the calendar on the wall behind her boss. December nineteenth. No severance. No holiday bonus. She was completely and utterly screwed.
Mr. Mercer reached into a drawer, then slid an envelope across the desk. “You’ll find Mercer Marketing isn’t completely without heart though. There’s a little something in here as a thank you for your years of loyal service.”
She glanced down at the envelope, at the handful of visible words peeking through the little plastic window.

Sangria Christmas Lewis

Termination Notice


She had been holding onto a tiny sliver of hope that everything was some huge mistake. Frank Mercer barely knew her name after all. She was just Jim Ginatti’s assistant. Maybe he confused her with some other low-level employee. One who didn’t single-handedly design and execute over forty successful marketing campaigns in only five years. 
Seeing her name on that slip of paper, though, popped the hopeful balloon inside her, leaving only the tattered remains of a long-held dream. When she’d gotten the call to report to Mr. Mercer’s office, she’d thought it was for a promotion. She’d assumed Jim finally told everyone how she was the real brains behind his success, and she was about to get some much-deserved recognition along with a pay increase. Something she desperately needed, given her current situation.
Instead, she got fired. No, not fired. “Let go.” As if the softer verbiage in turn somehow softened the blow. One would think a marketing firm could have been a little more creative. Knowing they would suffer without her ingenious ideas did little to improve her mood though.
“What about my clients?” She had just put the finishing touches on a campaign that would catapult a small business in her hometown into a whole new level of growth. Without her there to implement it… 
“Jim has your files and will handle everything,” Mr. Mercer replied. “All the worthwhile clients will be assured of their continued representation. We will ensure the transition is seamless.” 
Nodding, she took the envelope and rose from the chair on unsteady legs. It killed her to think she wouldn’t be around to see her hard work pay off, but as long as Jim followed her plan, the campaign would still be effective. A small consolation, but something to cling to when she had nothing else.
Don’t slink away, a little voice in the back of her head whispered. Make a scene. This asshole ruined your life.
She lingered in front of Mr. Mercer’s desk, debating.
Don’t do anything irrational, another voice whispered. You’ll need to get a good job reference at least.
Frank steepled his hands and eyed her warily. “Once again, Miss Lewis, I do apologize for the timing of this news. Based on your middle name, I’m sure the holidays are something you find much joy in. Perhaps embracing that will help soothe some of the sting.”
It wouldn’t. In fact, Ria hated Christmas. Despite her mother’s frequent declarations that it was truly the most wonderful time of the year, Ria found the pressure to be cheery and bright far too overwhelming. An opinion currently being cemented as she warred with the decision to ease out of her old life quietly or go down swinging. 
Cast a spell, that naughty voice urged. Who cares if it goes wrong? Make his hideous crooked nose even larger.
Her fingers tingled again, like tiny little pinpricks under the skin.
You don’t cast anymore, the other, more rational, voice protested. Keep your dignity and exit gracefully.
“Now, if you don’t mind,” Mr. Mercer said, nodding toward the door, “please clean out your desk quietly and efficiently. I do have other matters to attend to.”
He waved his hand in a clear dismissal, and it was that small gesture that snapped something inside her. Five years of hard work reduced to a simple flick of the wrist. 
“You know what, Mr. Mercer?” she said, the spark inside her growing, her rage finally begging to be unleashed.
“What, Miss Lewis?” 
The words hovered on the tip of her tongue. All the things she could finally say. She could tell him he was making the biggest mistake of his life. She could tell him his company would crash and burn without her doing all the work of three executives. She could tell him he smelled like moldy brie, and people took a roundabout way to the break room just to avoid the stench from passing his office.
In the end, the fire blazing in her green eyes fizzled out. She wasn’t a fighter and would never be the type to make waves. 
“Happy holidays,” she said meekly, her shoulders drooping in disappointment that she couldn’t even manage a simple “Screw you.”
No wonder you got fired, the evil voice taunted. Nobody wants to employ a marketing agent with less passion in her veins than a drunken sloth.
“Yes, same to you,” Mr. Mercer replied, his attention returning to the computer in front of him. 
Slinking out of the office and back to her cubicle, Ria couldn’t remember a time she felt more disgusted with herself. Born a witch with a powerful birthright, she had given it all up for the chance at a normal life. She’d completely rejected her heritage—to her mother’s dismay—in order to focus on making her mark in the world. And she’d been successful thus far. She was genuinely happy with how things had been going, save for the fact her girlfriend dumped her a week ago, sticking her with the full rent on an apartment she couldn’t afford. Aside from that, though, she was happy with her life in Portland. She’d just never realized that life could be ripped apart in less than five minutes while Christmas carols played in the background. 
She tore open the termination envelope with shaky hands. Maybe they still gave her something she could use to tide herself over. A thank-you for years of loyal service had to be worth at least a few grand. If she could pay her rent for another few months, then maybe…
She stared at the green piece of plastic as if the longer she looked the chances of it changing might grow. Thirty seconds passed. After a minute, the laws of reality held firm. She flipped it over, noted the number on the back, then tossed it in the trash.
Her years of loyal service were apparently worth nothing more than a fifty-dollar coffee shop gift card. Ria didn’t even drink coffee.
She glanced at the framed photo on her desk of an older woman with long, braided brown hair smiling vibrantly as she looked up at the camera, a trowel still half planted in the garden dirt.
Tossing the photo in her messenger bag, along with the few other personal possessions she kept at work, Ria tried to shake off the feeling her night was about to get much worse.
Her mom was going to love this.
Exiting the building under the watchful eye of security guards—as if she was even capable of making a scene—she pulled her phone from her pocket and hit the first button on her speed dial. As the phone rang, she began the six-block journey back to the high-rise complex that had been her home for years. A home she now had to pack up, because the city no longer felt welcoming. She’d tried to make it and failed, like her mom always said she would. 
At least her suffering would bring somebody joy though. Because like it or not, Ria was heading back to Seacliff.






  
  Chapter Two

Lissa


“Fuck!” 
The sweat running down Lissa’s back had long since turned the light blue of her jeans into a dark swampy mess around the waistband, and now all her hard work was for nothing. She was tempted to toss the cracked hunk of glass across the workshop, but not even her temper could override her ironclad adherence to safety protocols.
Moving slowly so as not to create a bigger mess for herself, she rose up from the small stool that loved to give her a numb ass and took her failed project over to the reclaim pile. Dumping what should have been a beautiful glass ornament onto the heap of brightly colored shards, she sighed. Christmas was in six days, and she still had thirty more ornaments to make. 
Mr. Ginatti, their marketing rep, hadn’t been very forthcoming about what his exciting PR stunt entailed, saying only that she needed at least fifty ornaments ready to go by Christmas Eve. An endeavor that was proving challenging when she couldn’t get her mind off the party happening in the lobby.
A party where her girlfriend would no doubt be getting tipsier by the minute—something she should be there to monitor. 
Lissa ran a hand through her chin-length pink hair in frustration as the sound of laughter tugged at her to abandon the shop and join the celebration. She normally adored the Christmas season and all the food, lights, and festive cheer that came along with it, but this year she just couldn’t bring herself to embrace the fun. How could she sing bad karaoke when her entire livelihood was resting in the hands of some big marketing corporation in the city? Belting out “Grandma Got Run Over by a Reindeer” wasn’t magically going to erase her worries. 
So instead of joining Lexi in the lobby, with the rest of the coalition artists who rented space in the studio, she picked up her blowpipe and trudged back over to the yoke. 
“Lissa, baby, what are you still doing back here?” a syrupy sweet voice called out behind her.
So much for getting any more work done. 
Returning the pipe to its holder, she turned to face Lexi, grimacing when she noticed the slight sway to her girlfriend’s movements. “I thought you weren’t going to be drinking much tonight?” she demanded, probably harsher than was necessary, but her patience had started to run out somewhere around the tenth straight hour in front of a hot furnace. 
They had only been together a few months, but Lissa was starting to think she couldn’t offer Lexi the amount of support the girl needed. The vivacious potter had captured Lissa’s attention when she started renting space from Smooth Expressions, but the drinking quickly became a point of contention between them. Lissa loved fun as much as the next person, but when too much fun had caused her girlfriend to knock over a rack of ornate glass sculptures last week, it was time to re-evaluate the relationship. 
“Oh, don’t be such a stick in the mud. It’s Christmas,” Lexi whined, gesturing wildly with her half-empty champagne glass. A glass Lissa had blown last week and set aside to be sold in the shop. Smooth Expressions couldn’t exactly afford for any pieces to end up shattered on the floor when Lexi inevitably started dancing on a table and forgot she was drinking from a thirty-dollar piece of art.
“Lex, this isn’t cool. Hand over the glass.” Lissa reached for the drink, but Lexi skipped away before Lissa could snag the endangered flute.
“If you want it so bad, come and get it.” Lexi took a slow seductive drink then licked her lips. 
The action reminded Lissa of all the wicked things she knew that mouth was capable of, and in the past it might have been enough for her to hang up the blowpipe and pull out a different long thick object. 
Yes, please do that, her vagina argued, feeling neglected as of late.
You still have a lot of work to do, her brain pointed out in response. Blow now, fuck later.
On a better day, she might have let her nether regions make the decision, but tonight she was simply too tired to play Lexi’s games. “I’m not doing this, Lex. I need that glass.”
Lexi pouted and held the flute over her head. “You never want me to have any fun. I like drinking, Liss. I like how it makes me feel.”
Lissa rubbed at her forehead. Of course her girlfriend had no clue what she was holding. Lexi had never even shown the smallest inkling of interest in Lissa’s work. Seeing her glass waved around so casually solidified the decision Lissa had been struggling with for a few days. She’d hoped to stave off this conversation until after the holidays, but it was looking less and less like she was going to make it.
“Lexi, can’t you go get a different drink?” Lissa asked. “I won’t even stop you if you’re so dead set on messing up your life. Just hand me that glass.”
“This glass?” Lexi dangled it out in front of her. “This is what you want so badly?”
“Yes, now hand it over.”
“Fine.” Lexi held out the glass, but right as Lissa reached for it, she opened her hand.
The flute dropped to the cement floor, shattering into a thousand pieces. 
“Oopsie,” Lexi cooed, one brightly painted fingernail pressed to her lips.
Lissa’s mouth opened and closed, her Monroe lip piercing clacking gently against her teeth as she stared at the shards now littered across the floor. She could almost see the last vestiges of her patience mixed in with the other sharp bits. “Lexi, we need to break up.”
Her now ex-girlfriend gaped at her for a second, then let out a small shriek of indignation and stamped a stiletto on the floor, looking less like the hot blonde Lissa had first been attracted to and more like a petulant child. The cutesy red and green dress with color-changing sequins she’d donned for the party only accentuated the image. 
“You’re breaking up with me right before Christmas?” Lexi wailed. “Because of a stupid glass?”
“No,” Lissa replied through gritted teeth, the tight leash on her anger slipping a little. “I’m breaking up with you because you care more about partying than you do about me. I’ve been busting my ass at this shop for years as an apprentice, and right when I finally get to start designing my own pieces, you come along and destroy one. Do you have any idea what I’ve been going through lately? How much I’ve been struggling to keep this shop afloat? Briggs couldn’t care less if it goes under since he’s about ready to retire, but this place is my home. If it doesn’t start showing a profit soon, he’s going to shut it down.”
“So what?” Lexi said dismissively. “You can go work at another studio.”
Lissa took a step forward, wincing as glass crunched under her combat boots. She’d been with Lexi long enough that a proper breakup explanation was due, but sometimes it felt like she was talking to a two-year-old who just wanted to play in the mud. 
“Do you even know how many glassblowing studios exist in Seacliff, Lex?” she asked once she reigned in her annoyance. “Two. This one and Marge’s shop. And I’d die before going to work for Marge. Which means I need to save Smooth Expressions, and I can’t do that when I spend every night making sure you stay sober enough to get home safely. I care about you, Lex. I really do, but I can barely take care of myself right now, and you need more than I can offer.”
Lexi put her hands on her hips, her chin jutting out defiantly as she scoffed. “More than you can offer? Please, Lissa. You’ve never been able to offer anything. You live in this studio lately and forget about the whole world out there. I enjoy my pottery, but I don’t make it my entire identity. Sorry if I want to have fun while I’m still young.”
Lissa sighed. She was pretty sure a few years ago she would have sounded exactly like Lexi, but she was starting to accept the party couldn’t last forever. “We’re not kids anymore, Lex,” she said, rubbing at the spot above her left eye where the stress headaches always began. “I’m turning thirty in a few months, and maybe I’m tired of bouncing from job to job. I love blowing glass, and I want to keep doing it. If that means I don’t have time for a relationship right now, then so be it.”
Lexi’s lower lip trembled as if she might start crying, and it tugged at Lissa’s heart. She knew full well Lexi often used that pouty look to get what she wanted, but there was a reason it worked. She looked so helpless Lissa couldn’t resist cuddling her in her arms. 
“Look,” Lissa began, closing the distance between them to take Lexi’s hands in hers. “Maybe if this mysterious marketing campaign works and things calm down, we can try again.” Lissa waited for the sniffle and nod that usually ended their arguments, but it never came.
Lexi yanked her hands away from Lissa’s, anger flaring in her eyes. “Try again? Like you can push pause on us or something? Sorry, Liss, but I have too much life to live. Have fun dying in this sweaty studio.”
Lexi spun on her heels, wobbled for a heartbeat, and stomped back to the lobby. 
Lissa stared after her for a moment before turning her back on the party. She could hear Lexi shouting for everyone to do shots, but it was no longer her concern. Somebody would make sure she got home safely. They always did. That was life in a small town like Seacliff. People looked out for one another. Lissa just couldn’t be the sole one responsible for Lexi anymore.
She should have been sad she was now staring down the barrel of a very lonely Christmas, but the only emotion left in her body was frustration. Frustration Briggs had let the studio flounder to the point they had to hire a fancy-ass Portland marketing firm to revive them. Frustration she was the only one dedicated to saving the shop most days. But mostly frustration at a world that cared more about buying cheap garbage online than supporting local artists. 
Maybe she was naive to try so hard to save Smooth Expressions, but that wasn’t going to stop her. Mercer Marketing promised they had created a one-of-a-kind marketing stunt that would save their business. She didn’t love the fact they kept it secret from her and Briggs, and she didn’t love how Briggs was such a pushover he allowed it, blindly jumping onto their hype train that touted secrecy would only make it that much more exciting. They told him if anyone leaked the plan, it would be ruined, and he stupidly accepted that without question.
Well, whatever they were planning had better work. Smooth Expressions couldn’t close down. It just couldn’t. She’d moved to Seacliff five years ago, and from the moment she set foot in the town it felt like home, like a place where she belonged. Selling her cottage and relocating to another city would devastate her, because if she didn’t have Smooth Expressions, what else did she even have these days?
That depressing reminder of just how empty her life was had her snatching up the blowpipe instead of sweeping up the broken glass. The mess could wait, but thirty ornaments weren’t going to blow themselves.
The sound of “Jingle Bells” drifted through the studio, and she stuck her earbuds in to block it out. She hated giving up her favorite holiday, but it would all be worth it in the end. 
It had to be.






  
  Chapter Three

Ria


Six Months Later
“Ria, you can’t miss another coven meeting. They’re going to kick you out if you don’t show you’re committed.” 
Ria rolled her eyes at her mother’s dramatic assessment as she placed a pinch of lemongrass in a mortar and started grinding it up. As if getting kicked out would even be the worst thing to happen to her. She only joined the Seacliff coven to make her mom happy in the first place. “Disconnected” was the word used to force her into attending that first meeting nearly six months ago. Since then, she’d only been a handful of times. The women were nice enough, a few she could even see herself being friends with, but they all looked at her like she should be something special—a powerful witch. Ria wasn’t certain she had ever felt particularly powerful, but she definitely didn’t feel it these days, that was for sure.
As the daughter of Susan Lewis, the witch next in line for High Matron, they all expected great things from her—things she couldn’t deliver. Hence the hiding. 
“Can’t I wait and go next week?” Ria muttered, hunching further over the workstation in her mom’s shed. Was she embarrassed to be living at home again at age thirty? Absolutely. Did she appreciate the access to her mom’s potion-making supplies? Also absolutely.
“Ria, you’ve already squandered all but the tiniest dregs of your magic. Do you really want to become nothing but a boring old human?”
Yes, she thought but wisely kept that opinion to herself.
“I’m using my magic, Mom. I am literally using it right now to make this potion.” Setting the crushed lemongrass aside, she reached for the next ingredient on her list.
“Oh, pishposh,” her mom said dismissively, waving her hand and nearly knocking over a jar of dried juniper berries. “Potions are the lowest form of magic. Hecate’s lost trousers, Ria, even a vanilla human could stumble into an effective potion if they weren’t looking.”
Ria ignored her mom’s bizarre cursing and incorrect observation. A real potion required a spark of magic to make it effective, something only a witch could provide. It was an art form, really, and the only kind of magic she’d felt comfortable embracing when she’d moved back home, her tail tucked firmly between her legs. She’d planned to focus on finding another marketing job, but her mom was firm in her statement that only magic users lived under her roof. When given the choice between brewing potions or brewing tea in a barrel under a freeway overpass, she’d gone with potions. The more time she spent working with the herbs she’d always loved, the more she remembered how much potion-making always lifted her spirits. That didn’t mean she was going to dive into other witchy ways though.
Her mom sat down on the bench beside her and pulled Ria into a side hug. “I love you, Sangria, and it breaks my heart to see you withering away here. When was the last time you tried a handcasting? Or even a ritual? You could still become something special, you know.”
“Thanks, Mom,” Ria remarked sarcastically, squirming out of the hug so she could start trimming the leaves off the feverfew plants in front of her. She liked to preserve the flowers as best as possible, but it was the leaves she used for her migraine potion. The longer she spoke with her mom, the faster she needed to get the potion brewed, sacrificing more and more petals to sloppy speed trimming.
“Oh, you know I didn’t mean you’re not special right now. But you could also be…more. That’s all I’m saying. You just need to embrace your magic. Can’t you feel it all around you?” Her mom slid off the bench and began dancing around the workroom, her long brown and gray hair whipping about her face as she twirled.
Ria kept her attention on the task before her. It wasn’t the first time her mom “embraced the magic” around her carefully organized space. Despite pushing sixty, her mom was more of a child than she was. Whether or not that contributed to a young Ria needing to grow up far too fast was anyone’s guess. 
Well, except for her therapist. Dr. Huang didn’t need to guess. She was firmly convinced that was the reason why Ria was the way she was. 
“Come on, Ria. Dance with me, baby. Surrender yourself to Hecate and be one with the earth.” Her mom began spinning faster, swooping from one side of the small shed/potion workshop to the other. 
“Ouch,” Ria cried, when her mom lost control and crashed into the worktable, jostling the entire station. Ria glanced down at her bleeding finger and groaned. She dropped the herb scissors that had claimed their pound of flesh—okay it was only a drop of blood, but Ria was a wimp, so the cut felt like more—and turned to glare at her mom. 
Susan Lewis just beamed up at her daughter from the floor of the shed where she’d collapsed, a picture of innocence amidst the swirl of her colorful skirts. “I think that’s Hecate’s way of telling you to stop working and come to the meeting.”
“I think it’s Hecate’s way of telling you to slow down or else someone gets hurt,” Ria replied, eyeing her injured finger and the increasing swell of blood along the cut.
Her mom pouted up at her and Ria sighed. She never could say no to “the Pout.”
“Okay, fine. I’ll go. Let me just grab a bandage first.”

      [image: ]The Seacliff Coven was not a large coven by most standards, and Ria was perfectly happy with that. Having eight pairs of eyes staring at her was bad enough; she couldn’t imagine belonging to one of those twenty witch covens. Not that she really belonged to this coven; there’d been no joining ritual or anything. It was more like she was doing a campus visit for a college she had no intention of applying to, but it made her mom happy, so she’d go through the motions for now.
“Ria, it’s so lovely to see you again,” chirped a bubbly young witch with a black pixie cut whose name Ria had forgotten since attending her last meeting over a month ago.
“Uh, hi,” she replied, waving a hand at the circle of women in the living room of the small cottage. There were a few different places their meetings were held, but this home was by far the coziest. Stepping through the door was like stepping into perpetual autumn, a challenge given the summer heat ramping up outside. 
Ria glanced around the room, taking in the pumpkin-themed decor, a circle of chairs all featuring maple leaf cushions, a vast assortment of hanging ivy plants dangling from exposed wooden beams, and copious amounts of candles scattered throughout the room, each one lit and flickering. Ria half expected to see the floor littered with crunchy red, orange, and yellow leaves, but the oak hardwoods and acorn-shaped rugs were just as effective in relaying a very clear “we love fall” message. All in all, she actually found herself relaxing a bit in the welcoming atmosphere. It was hard to stay mad about being dragged away from one’s plants when there was an orange tabby cat winding between everyone’s legs and the smell of apple cinnamon permeating the air.
Her gaze dropped to the coffee table in the center of the circle and the plate piled high with scones.
The bubbly witch—Corinna was it?—took hold of Ria’s hand and pulled her over to the circle, gesturing at an empty chair. 
“Please, sit,” Maybe-Corinna directed. “And help yourself to a scone. Trust me, they are to die for. Mixie’s, that incredible new coffee shop on Main Street, sells the dough so you can bake them at home and fill your house with the scents of autumn.” The witch took a deep inhale then let out a little coo of happiness. “We also have my famous apple cider if you want.” She gestured toward the pitcher beside the scones.
“Oh, don’t overwhelm the girl, Cordelia,” an older witch chimed in.
Cordelia! So close.
“Right, my bad,” Cordelia said, backing away. “Please make yourself at home in whatever way suits your aura.”
“Um, okay,” Ria replied, taking the only empty seat left in the circle. She scanned the room, trying to remember who all the various witches were. She was fairly confident the older stocky witch was the High Matron’s wife, but Ria had yet to meet the actual High Matron who hadn’t been at any of the few meetings Ria attended. 
Continuing along the circle, she racked her brain for any tidbits she could recall about the women. 
There was an early twenties Asian witch named Hailey who taught first grade. Or maybe it was second, something that involved small children and therefore was unappealing to Ria. 
The twins, Jess and Jenna, sat beside Hailey, though Ria could never tell which witch was which. They both had stunningly smooth dark skin, tall athletic frames, and long, beaded braids. The only notable difference was one had purple beads in her hair and the other had blue.
A perfectly plump blonde around Ria’s age was the next in line, and Ria only remembered her name was Bootsy because it sounded like booby, and damn, did Bootsy have attention-stealing breasts. She had the kind of body shape doctors would call overweight, but everyone else would call sexy because she wore it so well. She also wore most of it on the chest, an aspect Bootsy was likely proud of, given her penchant for extremely low-cut peasant blouses and push-up bras.
Dragging her eyes away from the tits that made flat-chested Ria green with envy, she focused her brief scanning on the tiny, elf-like creature beside Bootsy. Willow was pure human, of course, because everyone knew elves weren’t real—or if they were, no one told Ria—but the small witch still radiated an ethereal beauty. From the long snow-white hair that was shaved on one side, to her ears that didn’t quite curl over like most people’s did, not to mention the fact she dressed in flowy gowns that made Ria assume she danced with woodland creatures on the weekends, it was obvious she was more than average.
The last chair was occupied by possibly Ria’s favorite witch in the group. Kelly, currently dressed in ripped jeans and a faded Linkin Park T-shirt, was the most normal of the witches in Ria’s mind. Kelly worked as an office manager for a dental practice and tended to keep quiet during the meetings, a fellow mouse in a room full of very outgoing quokkas. 
“Ria?” 
At the sound of her name, Ria glanced up to see her mom standing in the center of the circle, peering down at her, the eyes of the other coven members similarly fixed in her direction.
“Sorry, I missed that,” Ria squeaked out, blushing. “What did you say?”
Of course they’d been talking to her while she was struggling to remember names. Because she didn’t feel awkward enough as it was.
African Violet, Alder, Amaranth. Listing herbs alphabetically in her head always helped calm Ria when she felt nervous.
“I was saying,” her mom announced loudly as if there was anyone who wasn’t already watching their interaction like a hawk, “that you should stand up and tell everyone what’s been going on in your life. We missed the opening chant, but they were still in the middle of catch-up time when we arrived.”
Ria didn’t miss the pointed look in her mom’s eyes that informed Ria of just how she felt about their late arrival.
“Right, okay,” Ria said, climbing to her feet. “Well, as most of you know, I’ve been back in Seacliff for about six months. Mostly I’ve been trying to get my online potion business up and running. I used to do marketing, so I’ve managed to create a decent presence on social media.” She tried not to cringe as she told the coven how she basically embraced the technology that had been the reason she lost her job to begin with. Her boss wasn’t wrong that times were changing, and if you can’t beat them, you might as well join them.
“That sounds so exciting,” Cordelia gushed. “How’s it going? Jess and Jenna, weren’t you talking about doing something similar?”
The twins both nodded their heads enthusiastically, their beads bouncing wildly around their faces. 
“We thought it would be a fun way to get Hecate’s name out to the world,” Purple Beads said. 
“The more we get people worshipping her again, the more she might bless us,” Blue Beads added.
“So true,” Cordelia agreed as the rest of the coven murmured their agreement. “Maybe Ria could help you.”
“Uh, yeah. I probably could help,” Ria said, actually feeling a little flare of excitement in her stomach that she might get to use her marketing skills again.
“So you only sell potions?”
Ria shifted to face Booby, the witch who had spoken. No, not Booby. Her name was Bootsy and Ria knew that. She needed to stop thinking about the woman’s boobs. 
While Bootsy was a lesbian like Ria, there was a firm no dating within the coven rule to prevent messy relationships from destroying the supportive dynamic. A rule that was needed, given they were all either lesbian or bisexual save for Jess. Or was it Jenna? She was a hair’s breadth away from asking if they’d consider name tags.
The lack of heterosexuals in their group wasn’t abnormal either. Most witches tended to find females considerably more attractive than males. One could only participate in so many naked moon rituals without feeling the pull toward the feminine form. 
“Yeah, just potions,” Ria confirmed, answering Bootsy’s question. “Unfortunately, most people think it’s a gimmick, so I’m having trouble generating actual sales.”
“Oh,” Hailey piped up. “Have you tried offering destiny love spells? Everybody wants to find love these days. It might help bring in customers who would then buy potions.”
Ria opened her mouth to object, then paused. If she recalled correctly, the destiny love spell was fairly easy. It was a handcast spell since there was no such thing as a love potion, but the gestures weren’t too intricate, and she could probably find the words in one of her mom’s books. Susan Lewis’s spell library was something impressive, so much so that it even brought in witches from other towns who wanted to peruse the collection. 
Although, her mom would tell her a proper witch should know every spell by heart. Like anyone could realistically memorize a thousand rituals and handcastings. That’s why potions were better. As long as a witch knew each herb’s properties, they could brew up just about anything.
“That might actually be a good idea,” she told Hailey. “I could try offering a destiny love spell on a trial basis and see how it goes.” All that mattered was how she marketed it. If one knew how to appeal to the public’s base desires, they could be nudged in whatever way she wanted. Marketing was pretty much its own kind of magic.
“Hecate’s popping buttons, I think this is a perfect plan,” her mom crowed, clapping her hands. Of course she would be thrilled at anything that got Ria handcasting again. 
“How exciting,” Cordelia exclaimed. “You simply must attend next week’s meeting and let us know how it goes.”
“Sure,” Ria agreed, lowering herself back into the seat as Cordelia continued on about their upcoming full moon celebration. 
Destiny love spell, she mused, tuning out the conversation about who would bring wood for the bonfire. It would be the first time she tried a handcasting in years, but it was worth a shot. Worst case scenario was it didn’t work and she’d have to refund her client’s money. Yeah, definitely worth a shot.
What could go wrong?






  
  Chapter Four

Lissa


“Wrong, wrong, wrong,” Lissa muttered, dropping her forehead and letting it thunk on the desk. The brief jolt of pain barely registered, so consumed was she by the overwhelming task at hand. She was going to murder Briggs. That was the only option left: maim, murder, spend her life in jail, and never look at another spreadsheet again. 
“Going that well, huh?”
Lissa dragged her head up and gave Daria a withering look. “Funny,” she replied sarcastically.
Daria just shrugged, plopped down in the sagging guest chair, and propped her sandal-clad feet on the desk. She tugged at her jean shorts that covered less skin than most women’s underwear. “Oh, come on,” she complained. “Why haven’t you gotten rid of this awful thing yet?” She twisted in the chair, and the high-pitched sound of bare flesh rubbing on vinyl filled the room.
Pulling her gaze away from her best friend’s exposed thigh, Lissa collapsed back into her seat and shook her head. “We can barely afford to pay the electric bill, and you think we have money for a nicer chair? You’re welcome to sit on the floor.”
Daria eyed the cement floor of the pseudo-office space that had been created by nailing together a few slabs of drywall at the back of the studio. “Yeah, I’m good. You can listen to my ass squeak.”
“Charming,” Lissa replied sarcastically, wishing her friend wouldn’t bring up her ass so much. She hadn’t gotten laid
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