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Brace yourself.

“Huh?” I glanced up from the counter where I was pricing a stack of used books. Elvira­ had dropped them off earlier. To say they were steamy was an understatement. Who knew the eighty-something-year-old town librarian was into erotic romance?

Enki, my familiar, who looked like a black cat but wasn’t, leaped on the counter, attention firmly fixed on the elegant staircase that swept up through the first two stories of the old Victorian that housed my bookshop—Belle’s Books and Candles (and Coffee)—and my attic living space. I’d only just finished wrapping the banister in silver garlands. Footsteps thudded overhead then pounded down the steps. Angry footsteps.

My stomach gurgled. I hated confrontation. Even my new-found magic hadn’t quite gotten me over that. “Oh, dear.”

Understatement of the year, Enki said dryly. He sounded exactly like Alan Rickman, accent, attitude, and all. He spoke telepathically and with a great deal of sarcasm most of the time.

The owner of the stomping feet came into view. She had an impressive bosom which defied the laws of gravity (I made a mental note to ask where she got her bras) and strained the front of her green coat, salt and pepper curls done up in a messy bun, and a beet-red face. Pretty sure the last one wasn’t normal.

“Hello—” I searched for her name. “Tullia. How’d your reading go?”

You really aren’t that bright, are you? Enki drawled.

I ignored him. I couldn’t ignore Tullia Edgewood, who was looming over me, practically billowing smoke from her ears. Which was more of a possibility than you might think. After all, this was Miracle Bay, and in this town, anything could happen. 

“If you think I’m paying for... for that nonsense, think again! She’ll get hers.” She stormed out, slamming the door so hard the windowpanes rattled.

A second woman descended the stairs. Her long, dark hair, with its single stripe of silver, hung nearly to her butt. Her voluptuous figure was robed in emerald silk that matched her eyes and her name. Like me, she was middle-aged, but she carried it better. Or at least I thought so. She sighed heavily and propped her elbows on the counter next to the stack of books. “That went well.”

“What happened? Cards not cooperating?”

Emerald Merriweather read tarot in one of the Victorian’s upper rooms. She was in high demand since her readings were astonishingly accurate. I didn’t know if that was normal in the witch world or not—being new to all things magical, as I’d only discovered I was a witch a short time ago at age forty-six—but based on the amount people were willing to pay, I guessed it wasn’t.

“Cards are fine. I think it’s me that’s off.”

You think? Enki said snarkily.

He was my familiar, but everyone in town could hear him, including Emerald. Since he wasn’t shy about speaking his mind, it could get incredibly embarrassing.

She ignored him. “I’m making a mocha. You want one?” She shuffled toward the Victorian’s old kitchen, which served as the bookstore’s coffee shop. She didn’t even mention the mistletoe ball I’d hung in the middle of the doorway.

“Sure,” I said, following her. She was a whizz with the espresso machine. I might be a coffee addict, but I could barely manage a French press, and I had a bad tendency to make coffee pots explode. Let’s just say my magic is unpredictable at best.

Emerald fiddled with the espresso maker, tamping grounds and twisting knobs. Soon steam was erupting from the thing, and Enki had taken off for quieter pastures.

“So what happened?” I asked, hoisting myself onto one of the bar stools in front of the long counter. Customers could sit there or take their coffee out on the wide front porch that overlooked the beach. “Am I even allowed to ask?”

“It’s not like attorney/client privilege,” she said with a laugh. “Discretion is important, of course, but in this case... I don’t know.” 

The machine let out a final hiss, and she slid a tall glass filled with frothy liquid at me. I took a tentative sip. Delicious as ever. “Okay, so why is Tullia so pissed off?” She was one of Emerald’s regulars, and she’d always seemed satisfied after her readings.

“I told her if she didn’t stop cheating on her husband, he’d leave her for a mermaid.”

I almost spewed coffee. “Seriously?”

Emerald shrugged. “That’s what the cards said.”

“I didn’t realize tarot was so specific.” It was usually You’ll meet a tall, dark stranger or I see a journey in your future. Never mind that the stranger was the cop who pulled you over for speeding while you were journeying to the post office.

“Not the usual tarot, but mine is. I made the cards myself.”

I suppose that explained it. Emerald, like me, was a witch. If I understood how things worked, she would have imbued the deck with her magic, and since reading was one of her particular witchy skills, its accuracy would be dialed to ten. 

“But a mermaid? Really?”

She eyed me over the rim of her glass. “It’s not like you don’t know mermaids are real.”

I’d met a woman who had a teensy bit of mermaid blood shortly after I moved to Miracle Bay, but in her case, it was so infinitesimal, she didn’t have any magic and looked totally human. “Okay, yes, they’re real, but they live out there.” I pointed in the direction of the Pacific Ocean. “Even a man as pissed off at his wife as Tullia’s husband can’t live in the ocean.”

Emerald rolled her eyes. “Mermaids can walk on land when they want to. We really need to
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