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      Exhaustion made sleep come easily, but it didn’t prevent my dreams from being stalked by strange creatures that were more at home in nightmares than in the real world. Unfortunately, I’d seen firsthand that sometimes those creatures crossed the barriers from dreams into existence.

      I flopped onto my other side, trapping myself in a twisted blanket burrito, only extricating myself after several complicated movements that left me even crankier and, unfortunately, more awake. I took a deep breath and closed my eyes, determined to get just five more minutes of sleep.

      Of course, that meant my brain took its cue to race, reliving every moment from yesterday. The day I’d faced down a demon, and with the help of my friends, won. The day my bar, the only tangible link I had left to my parents, was destroyed. Okay, that wasn’t helping me fall back asleep.

      I resisted the urge to turn over, knowing it would only lead to more complicated gymnastics of trying to get my blankets just right, and settled for staring at the ceiling instead. The sun wasn’t up yet or wasn’t high enough in the sky to shed enough light to penetrate the blinds in the window. That meant it was way too early to get up, right? I cracked my eyes and glanced in that direction, where I could see the faint outline of the plant my friend Meadow had gifted me. Had I watered it? I was a notorious killer of plants.

      A groan escaped my chest as I realized I definitely would not be getting any more sleep today. A soft thump from the direction of my bedroom door sounded, and I sat upright, heart racing, until the bed dipped as Penny hopped onto it. I narrowed my eyes at her as I sank back into the pillows.

      “That door was shut and latched. How did you open it?”

      Penny is currently a ginger cat who does not possess thumbs, which makes the whole opening-the-door thing a little strange. In case you’re wondering why I said "currently," it’s because she claims to be a dragon, cursed by an evil witch to wander the earth in feline form, a condition she swears is temporary. How do I know this? She told me. Several times. It was one of her favorite rants, right up there with why pineapple on pizza is an abomination. Yeah, I didn’t know that cats and/or dragons cared about pizza, but she holds some pretty strong opinions.

      “It didn’t feel locked to me,” Penny said, grooming the fur on her flank into place before getting comfortable next to me. “What are you doing up? Typically, you don’t grace the world with your presence until nearly noon.”

      “Hey, that’s because I typically work until three in the morning. Although until we can figure out how to get the bar fixed, that’s going to change.”

      The bar, Siren’s Song, was a legacy left to me by my parents, who died when I was a teenager. But I’d learned it wasn’t the only one. Nope, there was a lot of my background I didn’t know or understand.

      “Pssh,” Penny said, dragging my attention back to the present. “You’ll find out it’s going to be fixed sooner than you think. Have any interesting dreams about bird boy?”

      I narrowed my eyes at her as I scooted myself upright, leaning back against my pillows. Gabe Frost, who was definitely not a bird, was a shifter who’d recently rolled into Mysthaven. At first, he hadn’t known what kind of shifter he was and had hoped that someone in our paranormal community would have the answers. Even after he’d transformed into a winged hero who’d saved my bacon and killed a demon, we still weren’t sure what he was.

      Mysthaven was home to almost every type of paranormal being under the sun. Tucked away on the east coast, right off the ocean, it was invisible to humans and was literally a haven for those who wanted to live life free from the restrictions of the human world. Well, at least that’s what I’d always thought about my little town. Thanks to what I’d learned lately, I was wondering if that was true. If what we’d found out was correct, there were a few people in town who wanted to change our little hideaway. We still didn’t understand their motives or how many people were actively working to make their vision a reality.

      “He’s not a bird, Penny. He’s some sort of winged shifter, but he’s not a bird.”

      “Hey, if it has feathers like a duck and flies like a duck...”

      “He’s not a duck!”

      Penny chortled, deep within her chest, and I steamed as I realized she’d been baiting me. I may have neglected to mention that Gabe Frost was hot. His dirty blond hair, changeable eyes, and a body that could make angels weep had certainly caused a stir. And we had some pretty intense chemistry. I was still coming to terms with that.

      “You’re so much fun,” she said, rolling onto her side and thumping her tail on the bed. “I couldn’t resist. It’s about time you found someone special, though. Even if he is part bird.”

      Was it, though? I’d been used to my lot in life. In case you didn’t know, I’m a siren. Now, typically, that would’ve meant the ability to make anyone fall in love with me with just a few notes of my song. Our ancestors had used their powers for evil. Many sirens still did, luring their victims to a grisly end. Our family was unique. Thank goodness.

      But back to the siren thing. I can’t sing. Not a note comes out of my mouth that isn’t discordant and awful. I was cursed as a child as part of an evil scheme by the siren council to take over the land my great-great-grandmother, Violet Waverly, had purchased. Oh, and of course, the relic she’d stolen from them and hid on the land. We hadn’t known about that until a few days ago as well.

      It turns out the siren council didn’t appreciate it when priceless artifacts that could control the weather were stolen and removed from their control. I tossed the covers off my legs and moved to the foot of the bed, heart racing. Speaking of priceless artifacts... I rushed to the chest at the bottom of the bed where I’d stowed it the night before.

      “Hey, watch where you’re tossing those blankets,” Penny griped from underneath the jumble of covers.

      I ignored her as I popped open the chest and breathed a sigh of relief. Poseidon’s Conch was still there. We were going to need to figure out what to do with this thing. Sleeping inches away from something that could call a tsunami didn’t seem like the best idea.

      I let the lid of the chest fall and flipped the covers back off Penny.

      “It’s still here. What are we going to do with it, Penny? With all of this? It’s just too much.”

      Penny glared at me as she set her fur to rights.

      “Well, I suggest having some of that awful bean juice you seem so addicted to. It seems to make your little brain work better. I think I hear Summer moving around. Maybe she can cook us breakfast.”

      Penny hopped down and padded through the door, leaving me alone in the dark. I walked over to the window and opened the blinds, spotting the glow off to the east as the sun peeked over the horizon. She was right. Coffee always helped. My arm brushed Meadow’s plant, and a little spark shot between my skin and one of its leaves. Odd.

      “I’ll water you. I promise. I’ll be right back.”

      Yeah, I talk to cats and plants. At least my cat talks back, I guess. So far, the plant hadn’t made a peep. Meadow, an earth witch, never mentioned actually talking to plants, but she could manipulate them. I hustled out to the kitchen, intent on my tasks of procuring water and delivering it to my plant. If I got distracted, chances were it would never get watered.

      “Morning, Autumn,” Summer said, her voice muzzy with sleep as she scratched at her scalp from her spot in front of the fridge.

      “Good morning. Gotta get water. I’ll be right back.”

      She shrugged and kept staring into the depths of the fridge, likely hoping something would leap out and assemble itself for breakfast. Neither of us was a skilled cook. We got by, but we weren’t creating marvelous meals from scratch.

      I poured water into the plant’s container and waited, watching it. I wasn’t exactly sure what I expected, but somehow, I expected something. I stood there and waited before giving up and turning away. Obviously, I needed to water the plants more often if I was expecting it to break into a song and dance routine, grateful for its sustenance.

      I slid the glass onto the counter and immediately opened the cupboard that held our coffee. I tossed in two heaping scoops before shrugging and adding a third.

      “Whoa. Someone must not have slept well. You okay, sis? I woke up a few times, but I heard you snoring, so I figured you were okay.”

      “I don’t snore!”

      She snorted and raised an eyebrow.

      “Okay, keep telling yourself that. But seriously, how are you doing?”

      “Me? I’m fine. I also wasn’t the one kidnapped by a necromancer and nearly sacrificed to a demon. How are you holding up?”

      “She had me,” Penny said, strolling into the kitchen with a flip of her tail. “She was never in any real danger.”

      Summer and I first exchanged a glance, followed by a shrug. With Penny, you never knew what was hyperbole and what was real. But on the positive side, my younger sister had been returned in one piece. I brushed her golden blonde hair off her forehead and tucked a strand behind her ear as I looked into her eyes, trying to find how she was really feeling in their depths.

      She stuck out her tongue at me before gently slapping my hand.

      “Geez. I’m fine. So, have you decided how we’re gonna take down Clement Broadwater and Serafina Jenkins yet?”

      Both Clement and Serafina were the town elders we believed were behind a plot to destroy our town and our way of life. But what we didn’t understand was why the shark shifter and powerful witch wanted to do that. Why would anyone want to spoil the perfection that was Mysthaven? It made little sense.

      “No. Not yet. I’m still trying to figure out the ins and outs and whys.”

      “Hmmm. I think the only way we’re going to do that is by asking them.”

      I blinked several times at my sister.

      “You’re right. You’re absolutely right, Summer. We’ve been pussyfooting around, no offense, Penny, while we should just go confront them. You’re a genius!”

      I grabbed two mugs from the cupboard before remembering I hadn’t fed Penny yet. I sorted through the cans and frowned when I saw we were down to her two least favorite flavors of food. I turned to see her glaring at me, her emerald eyes mere slits in the gingery background of her face.

      “Let me guess. Turkey or that stuff masquerading as tuna?”

      I nodded, biting my lip, while she heaved a long-suffering sigh.

      “What I wouldn’t give for a freshly singed sheep, straight off the hoof. Oh, those were the good old days. There’s something about the flavor of charred wool when mixed with freshly slaughtered mutton.”

      I’d have to take her word for it. Frankly, the combo sounded revolting. Summer gagged and shook her head.

      “Sorry, Penny. We’ll go to the store and get you some better food, okay? You can share some of my breakfast.”

      I know. I’m a giant pushover. It seemed to appease Penny, though, as she tucked into her food. Summer shook her head as I opened the fridge.

      “We’re out of everything. Not even a lone egg in there. We have one piece of bread left, and it’s the heel.”

      Sigh. Adulting never gets easier. You’d think after vanquishing demons and necromancers, the minor stuff would go smoother, but alas, that was not the case.

      “So, let’s go check on the bar, make sure everything is okay, and then we’ll grab some breakfast and make a plan for tracking down Clement and Sera.”

      I was almost certain Meadow could get me an audience with Sera. As the new head of the coven, she had access to everyone. Clement was going to be harder to pin down.

      “Sounds good to me. Dibs on the shower!”

      Summer jogged off while Penny finished cleaning her bowl. She might not like turkey, but she sure didn’t waste an ounce. Once she was done, I cleaned her bowl and leaned against the counter while I sipped my coffee. I hadn’t included meeting up with Gabe on the itinerary I’d given my sister, but I couldn’t help hoping I’d run into him. My heart gave a little fluttery leap, which I put down to not enough coffee, and I poured myself another cup while Penny looked on, her whiskers quivering in a smirk.

      “Take my advice, Autumn. Don’t fight it. Whatever he is, Gabe is good for you. And you’re good for him. Go with the flow.”

      I could only hope she was right. I’d had little experience in matters of the heart, and I wasn’t sure I wanted any. I sighed and drained my cup, rinsing it in the sink. First things first. I needed to figure out what Serafina and Clement were up to.
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      My damp hair clung unpleasantly to my neck as we headed away from our apartment complex. The choice between drying my hair, which meant waiting even longer for breakfast, and leaving the house with wet hair was a simple decision. Food was definitely more important. We’d driven about a quarter of a mile before I realized something was wrong.

      Summer had always been the upbeat one of our two-some, the optimist to my pessimist, the sunny side up to my over-hard egg. Driving was one of her favorite pastimes, along with blasting the radio and singing along to pop songs from the human world. Today? Today she was silent, frowning silently. This was strange, and I didn’t like it. Not one bit. Penny obviously didn’t either, and of course, she didn’t mince words.

      “What’s up, buttercup? Why the long face?”

      Summer shot Penny a distracted smile before focusing back on the road. Yep, my sister was preoccupied.

      “Nothing, Penny. Just thinking.”

      Penny let out an inelegant snort that held echoes of the dragon she might once have been.

      “Not buying it. You’re quiet. Too quiet. That usually means something’s wrong.”

      When my sister didn’t answer Penny right away, I leapt into the silence.

      “Are you thinking about what happened yesterday? It was a lot. If you need to talk about it, or maybe even see a professional, we’ll swing it. Things are tight, but not that tight.”

      Summer shot me the same distracted smile before turning into the parking lot of the bar. While I’d hoped we were getting food first, I had more important things on my mind. I kept my head turned toward her, not willing to see the devastation in the broad light of day again. Besides, my sister was way too important.

      “Seriously, Summer. You were kidnapped by a creepy dude and his pet demon. It’s okay to admit it if it’s bothering you.”

      “Nothing’s wrong, silly. You know how terrible I am at keeping a secret. It’s been killing me since Meadow texted me the plans last night,” she said, taking my chin with her fingers and forcing me to turn my head.

      I’d expected to see the wreckage of my bar. Instead, I saw a huge crew of people milling around. What was going on? I got out of the car, nearly shutting Penny in the door as she leapt free, tossing me a baleful glare as she went.

      There, in the center of the activity, giving orders like a general, was Gabe Frost. His shaggy hair shone in the sunlight, as though a beam of light had come down from heaven to shine on him in particular. Maybe it had. My feet carried me toward him as if I were in a dream.

      Meadow joined Gabe, her freckled face breaking into a huge smile as soon as she spotted us. Her familiar, Winifred the squirrel, chittered loudly from her spot on Meadow’s shoulder.

      “You did it,” Meadow said, rushing over. “You actually kept it a secret, Summer. I can tell by Autumn’s face. Well, what do you think?”

      I didn’t know what to say as I looked around the parking lot of the Siren’s Song. Two enormous dumpsters were being filled by people I recognized as regulars of the bar, people I’d gone to school with, and even some townspeople I’d met only in passing.

      “How? I can’t... I mean...”

      I didn’t know what to say, and my words tumbled around as I sputtered, amazed that so many people had shown up to help. Meadow gave a delighted laugh as I folded her into a hug. Winnie’s little paws patted my hair as she nuzzled my ear.

      “I’m so happy right now,” Meadow said, taking my hands. “We’ve stacked all the cool stuff you had displayed behind the bar over there, so you can go through it all. I figured you wouldn’t want any of that thrown away. So far, we’ve just been trashing the broken tables, chairs, and wood from the building.”

      “Thank you, Meadow,” I said, looking back at my friend. “There aren’t enough words. At this rate, we’ll be able to rebuild in no time.”

      I felt my tongue glue itself to the roof of my mouth as Gabe approached. His eyes shifted between blue and the soft gray of a dove’s wing as he looked at me.

      “Morning, Autumn. Summer. I hope you don’t mind our surprise. I’ve been talking to a few local contractors. I hope you don’t mind. With my construction experience, it looks like I’ll be able to do a lot of the work for you and save you some money. I’ll do all the work for free, and I’m sure the stores will give you a discount on the materials. Everyone in this town is so nice.”

      Gabe Frost had come from Montana, where he’d been raised by wolf shifters. He’d already donated his time and skills helping us before the demon struck, but this was above and beyond. I couldn’t let him do this for free.

      “Mind? No,” I said, shaking my head. “We’ll pay you. I’ve got some money saved, and it will help.”

      It was as though the hustle and bustle around us faded as I looked into his eyes. Yesterday, he’d mentioned wanting to find a place to rent. Now he was offering to take on a project that could take weeks, if not months, to complete. Was he truly planning on staying? I’d finally found the one person who wasn’t affected by the enchantment. I didn’t know what I’d do if he left, but I couldn’t say that. I wasn’t ready for that kind of honesty.

      “We’ll figure out something. I’ve got some money saved, too.”

      A shout came from the building, and Gabe shot me a devastating smile before looking over his shoulder.

      “I’ll be right back. That’s Jerry, the guy I was telling you about.”

      He turned, and I’m not ashamed to say I watched him go. His faded jeans clung to his posterior nicely. Hey, I wasn’t the only one staring. Even Meadow couldn’t resist a quick glance before giggling and threading her arm through Summer’s.

      “I can’t believe you kept the secret. That’s gotta be a first.”

      “I know. Tell me about it,” Summer said before pointing at Penny. “And you nearly made me tell!”

      Penny flicked her tail while she gazed over the site, appearing for all the world like a queen surveying her subjects. My sister and best friend joined the people helping sort through the bar’s contents while Penny remained at my side.

      “This is going well. Great idea, Meadow. Now, before we rebuild anything, I need to discuss my bed. Now that we’re starting from scratch, I have a few design requests.”

      I listened with half an ear as I saw Ray Miles, the town’s sheriff, walking towards us. The were-jaguar was in human form, but his cat-like grace was very apparent. His tawny eyes gleamed as he nodded at me and winked.

      “Told you everyone would pitch in.”

      I spun in a circle, still taking in all the activity.

      “I can’t believe it. You were right, Ray. How’s Misty taking the news about Steve’s death?”

      Steve Cooper was a were-rat who’d been murdered by a demon in the bar in an attack meant for me. Misty, his wife, was the deputy mayor, and she’d been the one to tell us about Clement and Serafina’s plans. I wondered if she’d made the connection that two of the people on the town council and development board played a role in the death of her husband.

      Ray grimaced and shook his head, hands on hips.

      “As well as expected. She had a few interesting things to say, though. Things that backed up what you were saying yesterday.”

      “About Serafina and Clement? Can you arrest them? Maybe on suspicion of abetting a murder or something?”

      “It’s not that easy, Autumn. It’s not like those shows in the human world. I’ve got to have evidence. Hard proof. So far, I’ve just got suspicions.”

      “I was thinking about it this morning. What if we just talk to them? Maybe it’s not as secretive as we think. Maybe they’ve got a good explanation for what we’re hearing. I’d like to hear it if they do.”

      Ray nodded slowly before taking off his hat and scratching at his scalp.

      “It’s worth a shot. You know how, um, well, prickly Miss Serafina can be. Clement’s alright, though. You could probably catch him in his office or out on the water.”

      Clement Broadwater was a lot like my sister and me. As creatures with deep connections to the sea, we were never far from water. Ray was right. If all else failed, I could probably track down the shark shifter in the nearby bay. I wasn’t sure I wanted to do that alone, though. Serafina, however, was a different matter.

      “I’ll ask Meadow for help with Serafina.”

      “That might not be the best idea, but then again, I don’t know how you’ll get her to talk to you if you don’t go through the regular coven channels.”

      It was going to be a tightrope walk, that was certain. I stuck my hands in my pockets and looked over at the crowd of people slaving away. I needed to help them instead of standing around, talking all morning.

      “Well, let me know what you hear,” Ray said, sensing my shift. “I’ve got a few things to do this morning, but I’ll stop by later and lend a hand.”

      “Thanks, Ray. I appreciate it.”

      He tipped his hat, and I looked down at Penny.

      “Well, let’s go pitch in. At this rate, we’ll be done before lunch.”

      “But I barely had breakfast,” she said, lashing her tail, but leading the way into the fray. “I don’t know if I’ll have the strength to do much. Besides, no thumbs, remember?”

      I found my sister and Meadow in the crowd inside the bar and began working beside them, sorting through the piles of things I’d kept behind the bar. I had dozens of framed pictures of the area, and their frames were covered in a thin film of sticky stuff that made my skin crawl. Summer noticed me brushing my hands on my jeans.

      “We’re calling that demon gunk. It takes a lot to get rid of.”

      Ew. I glanced down at my jeans in horror before grabbing a bottle of nearby cleaner and paper towels.

      “Demon gunk is a pretty good word for it. So, Meadow, do you think you can get me a meeting with Serafina Jenkins?”

      If my friend was surprised by my request, she didn’t show it. Only I knew her well enough to see the tic in the corner of her eye, which meant she was stressed.

      “Um, sure? I guess? Why?”

      “Well, we were talking about this morning, and I think I favor the head-on approach. Instead of hanging back, wondering what’s going on, we need to storm in and figure it out. Ask the hard questions. Make them answer us.”

      “Okay, who are you and what have you done to my friend?” Meadow asked, elbowing me in the side. “But I like this Autumn. You’re acting like a boss, and I’m here for it.”

      My cheeks colored slightly as I focused on the glass of the painting I was cleaning. This one
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