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            CECELIA AND THE BEAR

          

          SHIFTERS SERIES, BOOK ELEVEN

        

      

    

    
      As an apprentice witch, Cecelia is perfectly content to practice her folk magic and simple spells.

      Until touching a stoic polar bear shifter triggers her ancient powers, putting desire and magic on a collision course.

      Good news - Briggs is her conduit.  Bad news - their connection isn’t real.

      It’s supernatural.

      Afraid of her growing magic - and her feelings - Cece vows to avoid the sexy polar bear shifter.

      When a family of witches hellbent on revenge targets Cece, Briggs is assigned to protect her. He knows his feelings for her can’t be genuine, but there’s no convincing his polar bear that she’s not his mate.

      As their connection grows, it’s nearly impossible to remember their budding love is bogus.

      But when her enemies force them into the fight of their lives, Cece will need more than her witchcraft to save them…

      She’ll need Briggs’s love.
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        Read more about the Shifters series, HERE.
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      If Cece had known someone was trying to kill her, she never would have gone out for cake.

      Not an entire cake.  Cece had more self-control than that, even with how supremely shitty the day had been.  But the grocery store near her house sold individual slices of birthday cake, which Cece would not think about how depressing that was.  Nope, instead, she would think about how delicious the cake was with its fluffy insides coated in icing so sweet it gave Cece heart palpitations.

      Even better, the grocery store was within walking distance of her house, and with her car currently dead in the Sprouts Greenhouse parking lot, walking distance cake was exactly what she needed.

      She studied the slices of cake in their plastic containers lined up in a neat row in the refrigerated display case.  Did she want vanilla or chocolate?  A tough decision, since the vanilla cake had adorable candy balloons, but the chocolate had… well, chocolate.

      “If you’re trying to decide between them, my vote is for chocolate.”

      Cece turned to study the woman standing beside her.  She was tiny, although, to be honest, Cece’s height and weight made most women look small compared to her, and she had long dark hair pulled into a bun on top of her head.  She had a sweet and open face and looked about as dangerous as a chipmunk.

      Cece smiled at her.  “I’m leaning toward the chocolate.”

      “Great choice.”  The woman stuck her hand out.  “I’m Willow.”

      “Uh, hi.  I’m Cecelia.”  Cece gave her hand a brief shake.

      “Nice to meet you, Cecelia,” Willow said.  “So, I guess I don’t have to ask you the age old ‘cake or pie’ question, huh?”

      “Guess not,” Cece said.  Was the woman hitting on her?

      Willow hesitated.  “Hey, totally random, but would you like to go for coffee with me?  I saw a coffee shop not too far from here and -”

      “I’m not gay,” Cece said.  “Sorry.”

      Willow blinked at her.  “Oh, you don’t have to be sorry about that.  But for the record, I’m not gay, either.  I just thought maybe we could have coffee and talk.”

      Okay, this was getting super weird.  Time for Cece to step away from the nice but clearly unstable tiny lady.

      “I have to go.”  Cece grabbed her slice of chocolate cake and walked away.

      “Wait!  Just one quick coffee, what do you think?”  Willow chased after her, stopping a few feet away when Cece whipped around and glared at her.

      “Lady, leave me alone.  I’ve had one hell of a day, and I’m not interested in whatever it is you’re selling.”

      “I’m not selling anything,” Willow said quickly.  “I promise.”

      “Right,” Cece said.

      She started walking again, but froze when Willow said, “Cece, wait.”

      Cece turned around.  “How do you know my nickname?”

      “Oh, um…”  Willow toyed nervously with her jacket zipper.

      “How do you know it?”  Cece repeated, her voice rising.

      “Your Aunt Sybil told me,” Willow said.

      “You knew my aunt?”  Cece asked.

      “Yes,” Willow said brightly.  “Just had coffee with her a couple of weeks ago.”

      Her brain screaming out warning signals, Cece backed away.  “My aunt died over a month ago.”

      Willow’s head cocked, and she stared at a spot to her left.  Cece’s crazy meter notched up another foot when, after about thirty seconds of staring into space, Willow said, “Oh shit, I should have checked with you on the date.”

      Willow turned back to Cece.  “I mean, I had coffee with her a couple of months ago.”

      “Bullshit,” Cece said.

      She stalked away, yanking her arm away from Willow when the smaller woman hurried after her and touched her elbow.  “Stay away from me, lady, or I’ll start screaming.”

      “Cece, please, you’re in danger, okay?  There are people after you and your aunt - she wants me to warn you,” Willow said in a low voice.

      Cece barked harsh laughter.  “Right.  She’s what?  Reaching out to you from the beyond?”

      “Yes,” Willow said simply.  “I can communicate with the dead.”

      Cece’s laughter faded, and she stared at Willow.  “Holy shit.  You’re certifiably crazy, right?”

      “No,” Willow said.  “Look, I know how this sounds, I do, but you are in terrible danger, honey.”

      Cece laughed again, her emotions flip-flopping like a fish pulled from the water.  “Oh sure, I am.  Let me guess, my dead aunt was secretly in the mafia, and her death was a mob hit, and now they’re after me?”

      “No,” Willow said.  “But a family of powerful witches wants you dead, and your mother and aunt’s protection spell isn’t working anymore.”

      Cece’s mouth dropped open.  “Their spell?”

      “Yes,” Willow said.  “They were witches.  Please, give me half an hour, and I will explain everything.  I promise.”

      Cece shook her head.  “I don’t know who you paid to get this information, but you should ask for your money back.  My mom and my aunt hated anything to do with witchcraft.  Aunt Sybil and I fought all the time about me practicing witchcraft and -”

      She stopped, took a deep breath, and let it out.  “Why am I telling a crazy woman my life story?”

      Still clutching her container of cake, Cece said, “Stay away from me.”

      “Cece, please -”

      “If you approach me again, I will scream and have the cops here so fast your cute, crazy head will spin.  Do you get me?”

      Willow nodded, and Cece spun around and marched toward the tills.  She paid for her cake, her hands shaking so badly she could barely use her card before stuffing the container into her oversized purse and leaving the grocery store.

      She headed out of the parking lot and onto the sidewalk before glancing behind her.  The tiny, crazy woman was nowhere to be seen, and Cece let her breath out in a harsh sigh before slowing down a little.

      “You’re fine, Cece.  You’re fine,” she murmured as she walked down the street.  She hadn’t been in the store that long, but the air, which had felt brisk but refreshing on her walk to the store, now felt like it might freeze her damn face off in a matter of seconds.  She quickened her pace, pulling up her jacket hood and tucking her face into the collar.  She wished she had remembered her scarf and mittens.

      She walked briskly, her nose sticking together from the cold, and the icy air seeping through her sweatpants, numbing her legs.

      “You’re fine,” she murmured again, even though she felt far from it.  The conversation with the crazy woman had rattled her badly.  How did she even know Aunt Sybil, and why on earth would she think her mother and aunt were witches?  They’d both hated anything to do with magic, and as a kid, Cece had been forbidden to even watch any shows with magic or witches.  They both –

      The sharp retort of ice cracking behind her sent Cece’s heart into immediate overdrive.  She whirled around, staring into the darkness behind her.  The streetlights on this particular street were spread far apart, but she could still see the man walking behind her.  Her heart thumping and thudding, she slipped one hand into her jacket pocket, curling her hand around the pepper spray she carried.  She flipped the lid off with her thumb, then positioned her finger over the trigger and eased it out of her pocket.  She held it against her side as the man drew closer, her body trembling wildly.

      Squeezing the pepper spray in a tight grip, she sucked in a harsh breath as the man approached.  She could hear the music blaring from his earbuds, and he gave her a curious look as he passed by her on the sidewalk.  She eased her grip on the pepper spray, a shaky laugh escaping her mouth as the man walked on without a second glance.  She slipped the pepper spray back into her pocket as the man turned right at the corner ahead of them and disappeared into the darkness.

      “Get it the fuck together, Cecelia,” she said, her voice too trembly for her liking.  The rush of adrenaline faded, making her feel even colder and shakier.  She hurried down the street, tucking her head down as a blast of cold air made her eyes water.

      Christ, the sooner she got home, the better.  She didn’t fancy freezing to death for a piece of cake.

      Your house won’t be any warmer.

      Lord, wasn’t that the truth.  She’d had a few different companies in to look at the furnace, but they all said the same thing – it was on its last legs, not worth fixing, needed a new one, blah, blah, blah.  As if she just had a few thousand dollars lying around to install a new damn furnace.

      She shivered wildly as she approached the corner.  It would be a ‘sleep on an air mattress in front of the fire in the living room’ night for sure.  In fact, she might even –

      A hard hand curled around her arm and yanked her to a stop before she could step off the sidewalk and cross the street.  “Give me your purse, lady.  Right the fuck now.”

      Cece stared wide-eyed at the man standing too close and gripping her arm too tightly.  He was tall with a thick, bushy beard and hazel eyes that stared coldly at her.  He shook her hard.  “Lady!  Give me your fucking purse!”

      He must have come out from the side street, Cece thought.  She’d forgotten the number one goddamn rule for a woman walking alone at night – always pay attention to your surroundings.

      “Bitch, your fucking purse!” the man snarled.

      She handed it over without a word.  Still holding her arm, the man dropped her purse at his feet and sneered, “Christ, you could have at least tried to fight back.  Then I wouldn’t feel so bad about killing you.”

      Fear shot through Cece, sending another dump of adrenaline through her body.  She tried to pull away, crying out when the man’s grip tightened brutally and sent pain shooting up her arm.  “Too late now, sweetheart.”

      She fumbled for the pepper spray in her coat pocket, but the man wrenched her arm up until she screamed, the resulting pain in her shoulder nearly driving her to her knees.  She punched at him with her free hand, and the man cursed when her flailing hand caught him in the nose.

      He pulled on her arm again, and Cece screamed thinly, the pain now a white-hot agony that turned her thoughts hazy and distant.  She was going to faint, she realized with dim surprise.

      “Look, this isn’t personal,” the man said, his voice soft like it was fighting to reach her through the fog of pain surrounding her.  Cece stared dumbly at the switchblade the man now held.

      “I’ll make it quick for you, yeah?  Just one fast,” he made a jabbing motion with the blade in the frosty air, “to the chest, and it’ll all be over.”

      Cece gasped for air, the tears freezing on her cheeks, as the man grinned at her.  “It’s not personal,” he repeated.  “Now, just relax, and this will all be over in -”

      The low predatory growl behind him made him freeze in place.  He stared at Cece before releasing her and shoving her back.  She cried out, her feet slipping on the snow and ice.  She went down hard, her elbow smashing into the pavement and her hip taking the brunt of her fall.

      The man turned, his body tense, and the switchblade raised in front of him.  He stared at the giant of a man standing behind him.  “What the fuck, dude?  I thought you were a goddamn bear the way you growled.  Get the fuck out of here, this doesn’t concern you.”

      When the giant didn’t move, the man pointed the blade at him.  “Are you fucking deaf?  Get the fuck out of here before I…”

      His voice died in a faint, whispery moan when the man grinned at him.  The streetlights cast plenty of light to show off his long, wickedly sharp canine teeth.

      “Oh fuck,” her assailant said before dropping the knife and bolting down the side street, his feet slipping and sliding in the snow.

      Cece stared at the man standing above her.  She recognized him.  How could she not when she’d had his tongue in her mouth and his hand in her pants?

      Let’s do that again, her inner voice said gleefully.

      “It’s you,” she said.  “Briggs.”

      He didn’t reply and made no move to help her up.  Probably for the best, considering she’d nearly crushed him with a tree the last time he touched her.

      “Cece?”  Willow peeked around Briggs’s massive body, concern all over her face.  “Honey, are you okay?”
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      “Drink some coffee, Cece,” Willow said.  “You look nearly frozen.”

      Cece reached obediently for her coffee, stopping when her hands trembled so badly that she couldn’t grip the cup.

      Willow reached out and took both her hands, squeezing them tight before saying, “It’s the adrenaline, Cece.  You’re okay, honey.  Take some deep breaths, okay?”

      “I almost died,” Cece said in a low voice.

      She glanced around, her gaze lingering on Briggs, who sat at a table behind theirs in the small coffee shop.  His blue eyes met hers only briefly before he studied their surroundings, his big body stiff and alert.

      “Why isn’t he sitting with us?”  Cece asked.  Her voice sounded weird and muffled.

      “Don’t take offense,” Willow said.  “He’s a polar bear shifter, and they’re naturally grumpy and introverted.”

      “Right.”  Cece stared at Willow.  “I think I might faint.”

      “Deep breaths,” Willow said firmly.  “C’mon, Cece, do what I do.”

      She breathed deeply, and Cece mimicked her, until a dozen slow inhales and exhales later, she felt mostly normal.

      “Better?”  Willow asked.

      Cece nodded, and when Willow released her hands, they had stopped trembling enough that Cece could pick up her coffee and take a sip.  The hot liquid warmed her frozen insides, and the jolt of caffeine gave her some much-needed clarity.

      She watched as Willow sipped at her tea before grimacing.  “Ugh.  I miss coffee so much.”

      Unlike Cece, who was still bundled up in her winter jacket, Willow’s jacket was draped over the empty chair next to hers.  Cece stared at the gentle curve of the tiny woman’s belly as Willow stared longingly at Cece’s coffee.

      “Mal says I should just drink decaf.  He says there isn’t a taste difference, but he’s so wrong,” Willow said glumly.  “I can’t believe I’m mated to a guy who thinks it’s a good idea to tell his pregnant wife she should just drink decaf coffee.”

      She laughed and patted the curve of her belly, then smiled at Cece.  “Drink some more, honey.”

      Cece took another few sips, feeling a little more normal with each one.  “Is this your first baby?”

      “It is,” Willow said.  “I’m five months.”

      “Congratulations,” Cece said.

      “Thank you.”  Willow gave her a warm smile.  “I… oh, hold on.”  She reached into her coat pocket and pulled out her phone.  It buzzed loudly, and she gave Cece a one-minute gesture before answering it.  “Hi, honey.  No, I’m fine.  Yes, I’m talking with her now in a coffee shop.  It was a good job I didn’t wait because some guy tried to go after her tonight.”

      She paused and listened for a few minutes before she said, “No, you don’t need to leave.  Becky will never forgive you if you pull her from the game early.  Yes, I’m sure.  We’re perfectly safe.  It was a human, and he basically wet his pants and ran away when he saw Briggs.  Yes… No, it’s all good.  I promise, Mal.  Okay.  I love you.  Bye, honey.”

      She ended the call and then glanced over at Briggs.  She rolled her eyes when his phone rang, and Briggs answered it with a, “Hey, boss.”

      Willow sighed before giving Cece a grin.  “My husband Mal is a wolf shifter and, in general, overly protective.  Now that I’m carrying his little wolf baby, his protective instincts have gone over the top.  It’s both annoying and adorable.  Honestly, I’m surprised he even let me contact you tonight.  He had to take his little sister to her basketball game because his parents are out of town, so he couldn’t come with me like he usually does.  But I had a feeling that we couldn’t wait even a day later, so he assigned Briggs to go with me.”

      She smiled at Briggs, who was still on the phone.  “Mal also wanted to send Hudson, but Kat and Bishop convinced him that one polar bear shifter was more than enough.”

      Cece’s feelings of confusion were at an all-time high, and she stared blankly at Willow.  Christ, she was tired, and she really wished she had just stayed the fuck home tonight.

      “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re crazy, right?”  Cece said.

      “I am a bit loony,” Willow said cheerfully, “but not about seeing ghosts.  It’s a gift.”

      “Right,” Cece said.  “And you’ve been communicating with my dead aunt.”

      “That’s right,” Willow said.

      Cece glanced at Briggs again.  He returned her look, and she had a brief flashback to kissing him.  She blushed furiously before looking away.

      “So, if you’re friends with Briggs, then do you know my best friend, Elora?” she asked Willow.

      “Well, I’ve never met her personally, but I know of her,” Willow said.  “But I didn’t know who you were.  In fact, I had no idea you knew Elora until Briggs saw you tonight and told me.  Your aunt never mentioned Elora to me.  It’s just a total coincidence and a small world kind of thing.”

      Cece stared at her.  “I am so confused right now.”

      “Sorry, let me try to explain better,” Willow said.  “My husband, Mal, is one of the owners of Burke, King, and Frost Security.  I work as a receptionist at the security firm, and I see ghosts.  I help ghosts reconnect with their loved ones before they transition to the other side, and sometimes I use the security firm’s resources or employees to help me do that.”

      “I… I think I’ve met your mate,” Cece said.  “At Elora’s house, when the dark witch was trying to kill her.”

      Willow nodded.  “Yes, Mal was there.  But, as I said, I had no idea who you were until Briggs told me.  Anyway, your aunt found me about four days ago and begged me to talk to you.”

      She leaned closer, resting her elbows on the table and giving Cece a solemn look.  “In the wise words of Whoopi Goldberg in Ghost… you’re in danger, girl.”

      Cece stared wide-eyed at her before bursting into giggles.  She laughed until her stomach hurt and tears came to her eyes.  Some of the other patrons in the coffee shop stared at her, but Willow just sat serenely, one hand rubbing her baby bump and taking the occasional sip of tea.

      When her giggles finally subsided, Willow said, “Better?”

      Cece nodded.  “Weirdly, yes.”

      “Sometimes you just need to laugh or cry after a near-death experience,” Willow said.

      “I’m not trying to be rude, but you can understand why I don’t believe that you’re talking to my dead aunt, right?” Cece said.

      A blast of cold air washed over her, and she shivered, pulling her coat tighter around her as she glanced at the coffee shop door.  It was closed tight, and there was no explanation for that blast of cold air, but Cece could see her breath and Willow’s.

      Willow cocked her head, staring just behind Cece’s shoulder and listening to something only she could hear - or thought she could hear - before she nodded and turned to Cece.  “When you were fifteen years old, you and your aunt were watching a comedy show on TV, and you laughed so hard that you peed your pants.”

      Cece’s mouth dropped open, and the rest of the air expelled from her lungs in a harsh rush.

      “You were really embarrassed and begged your aunt not to tell anyone.  Made her swear she wouldn’t say a word.  And she never did, until now,” Willow said.

      She listened again before saying, “You had a stuffed dinosaur that your mother gave you when you were five.  You slept with it in your bed until you were seventeen.  You and your aunt once tried to clean the rust stains off the upstairs tub with a combination of cleaners, and the resulting fumes were so toxic that you had to call 9-1-1.  Your aunt -”

      “Stop!”  Cece’s voice was shaky and a little too loud, but she ignored the looks from the other customers. “Please, stop.”

      “I’m sorry, Cece,” Willow said gently.  “But I need you to believe me because, honey, you are in terrible danger.”

      “You really can see my aunt?”  Cece asked.

      Willow nodded.  “That cold air you feel?  That’s her presence.”

      “Does she look… is she…” Cece didn’t know how to finish her sentence.

      Willow gave her a sweet smile.  “She looks good, honey.  Worried, but good.  Your Aunt Sybil needs me to tell you something so important.  Will you listen?”

      Cece took a deep breath and glanced briefly at Briggs again, before turning back to Willow.  This was madness, it had to be, but she said, “I’ll listen.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Willow took another sip of tea before studying Cece.  “What made you decide to start practicing witchcraft?”

      Cece picked at her coffee lid.  “I’d always had a mild interest in it, but my mom and my aunt were both strictly against anything magic related.  Like, I wasn’t allowed to watch anything on TV with witches or have any magic-type stuff in the house.  When I was in high school, I used to go to my friend’s house every Thursday night to watch that witch and warlock reality show that was super popular.”

      “The Witch House!”  Willow said excitedly.  “Oh my God, I loved that show.  I was so sad when they cancelled it after the sixth season.  Do you remember the night that Oshana did that fire spell on her twin Oksana and nearly burnt the house down?”

      Cece nodded.  “Yeah.”

      Willow grimaced.  “Sorry, I interrupted.”

      “That’s okay,” Cece said.  Against her better judgment, she was starting to like tiny, crazy Willow.

      “Anyway,” Cece said.  “Magic was forbidden in my house, but, as I said, I was only mildly interested in it, and I’m not much of a rebel or anything.  I followed house rules growing up.”

      She took another sip of coffee.  “But then I met Elora, and she was just so… cool, you know?  And she loved magic, and she made me realize that what my aunt believed about witchcraft wasn’t true.  Elora is a fire witch, but I’ve always been into plants and gardening, and just nature in general, so I was drawn to the practice of green witchcraft.  I took an apprentice witchcraft course at our local college and started practicing.”

      “And your aunt knew you were getting into witchcraft?”  Willow asked.

      “Yes, and she hated it.  We fought more than once about it, but I was an adult, and she couldn’t dictate what I did,” Cece said.

      Her stomach twisted into a knot at the memory of her final conversation with her aunt, and her voice was harsher than she intended when she said, “Can you just tell me what she wants me to know?  I’m exhausted, and I want to go home.”

      “Of course, I’m sorry,” Willow said sincerely, making Cece feel even more like an ogre.

      She rubbed wearily at her forehead as Willow said, “Your mom and aunt were apprentice witches when they were younger.  Your mom was a green witch, like you, and your aunt was a water witch.  Witchcraft and magic were how your mom met your father.”

      Cece blinked at her.  “I… my father is dead.  He died before I was born.”

      “He did,” Willow said.  “He died saving your mother’s life when she was pregnant with you.”

      “No,” Cece said.  “He died in a car accident.  My mother said he died in a car accident.”

      “He didn’t,” Willow said softly.  “Your father was a blood witch.  And not just any blood witch.  He was the son of Adora and Werner Sylvan, one of the most powerful witch families on the West Coast.  His father works for the Western Witches and Warlocks Council.”

      “My father was a blood witch?”  Cece stared at Willow.  “That can’t be true.”

      “It is, honey,” Willow said.  “Your mother and father were in love, but his family disapproved because your mother was an apprentice witch.  They didn’t want to muddy the bloodline.”

      Willow made a face.  “God, I hate people like that.”

      Cece sat back in her chair.  “I can’t… are you sure he was a blood witch?”

      “Yes,” Willow said.  “But he didn’t realize just how crazy his family was and never suspected that they would try to kill you and your mother.  But when they found out she was pregnant with you, they came to your parents’ house, and they,” Willow looked a little sick to her stomach, “they attacked your mother with magic on a night they believed your father wasn’t home.  They knew she wouldn’t be able to protect herself against their attack.  But what they didn’t know was that your father was home, and he saved your mother and you by taking the brunt of their murder spell.  It killed him, and your mom escaped, and she and your aunt went into hiding.”

      A high-pitched ringing started in Cece’s ears, and the world went still.

      “Cece?”  The ringing muffled Willow’s voice.  “Honey, are you okay?”

      No, she was definitely not okay.  She was about to fucking faint or vomit, and there wasn’t enough air in the coffee shop, and -

      “Little witch, take a deep breath.”  Briggs’s deep voice spoke directly into her ear, pushing past the ringing with ease.

      She stared at the big man who was crouched next to her chair, her mouth opening and closing, and her hands clutching at the table edge.

      Briggs’s blue eyes held her gaze steadily, his voice full of calm confidence that demanded her obedience.  “Breathe, Cecelia.”

      She sucked in a gasping, wheezing breath, and he nodded approvingly.  “Good.  Another.”

      She took another breath and then another, Briggs’s gaze not leaving hers until the ringing in her ears subsided and her grip on the table eased.  Without speaking, he stood and returned to his table.

      “I’m sorry,” Cece said to Willow.

      “Don’t apologize,” Willow said, reaching to take her hand.  “I know this is really hard.”

      Cece nodded, staring at their clasped hands before she curled her hands around her coffee cup instead.  “Finish what you need to say.”

      “Your father’s family covered up his death.  The morning after they tried to kill you and your mother, your father’s car was found in the East River with his body inside.  They made it look like a car accident, like he’d fallen asleep at the wheel and driven off the bridge.”

      “Oh my God,” Cece said.

      “With your father dead, his family was even more determined to kill your mother.  They blamed her for his death, even though they cast the killing spell.  Your mom and your aunt used the car accident story to their advantage.  They did a powerful amnesia spell on your father’s family, making them forget about your mom and you and making them believe that your father actually did die in a car accident.  Then they moved to the East Coast and started a new life.”

      “They cast an amnesia spell?”  Cece said in disbelief.  “A couple of apprentice witches performed a spell on one of the most powerful blood witch families.  That’s impossible.”

      Willow looked uneasy.  “They, uh, they used a bit of dark magic.”

      Cece’s eyes widened.  “They did not.”

      “Only a little,” Willow said hastily.  “But the spell did take a lot out of them, especially your mother, since she did the brunt of the work for the spell.  It’s why…”

      “It’s why, what?”  Cece asked.

      “It’s why your mom got sick so easily, and why she tired faster than she should have.  Why she…”

      “Died so young,” Cece said dully.

      “Yes,” Willow said.

      A tear slid down Cece’s cheek, and she swiped it away as Willow gave her a sympathetic look.  “Banning witchcraft, telling you that you weren’t allowed to do it was your aunt and your mother’s way of protecting you.”

      “They should have told me the truth, instead of lying to me for my entire fucking life,” Cece said.   She suddenly glanced around wildly.  “Is my aunt still here?”

      “No,” Willow said.  “Spirits tend to fade in and out.  I think it requires a lot of energy for them to communicate with me.”

      “Right,” Cece said bitterly as she stood.  “Okay, well, thanks for letting me know that my family has lied to me and that I’m a blood witch.  I appreciate it, but I need to go now.”

      “Cece, wait,” Willow said quickly.  “There’s more.”

      She sighed and sat down.  “What?”

      “When your aunt died, the spell was broken, and your father’s family would have remembered who your mother was and that she was pregnant with you.”

      “And what?  Now they’re trying to kill me?”  Cece’s laugh died off at the look on Willow’s face.  “Shit.  Are they?”

      “Your aunt believes so,” Willow said.  “And tonight would suggest she’s right.”

      “That was just a random mugging,” Cece said, but her voice was soft and uncertain.

      “Maybe,” Willow said, “but I don’t think you can take that chance.”

      Cece stared at her coffee cup, her mind buzzing and her stomach churning.  If tiny, maybe she’s crazy, but maybe she isn’t crazy Willow, was to be believed, Cece’s entire life had been a lie. And now she had some insane and powerful blood witch family wanting to murder her.

      Bile rose in her throat, and she swallowed it down, grimacing at the bitterness.  The small coffee shop suddenly felt overwhelmingly claustrophobic, and she staggered to her feet.  “I have to go now.”

      “Cece, wait.”  Willow stood and hurriedly threw on her jacket.  “We’ll give you a ride home.”

      “No, thank you,” she said.  As nice as Willow was, Cece couldn’t spend another minute with her.  She needed to be alone.  She bolted for the door, pulling up short when Briggs blocked her path.  “Get out of my way.”

      “We’ll give you a ride home,” Briggs said.

      She glared at him.  “I don’t want your help.  I’m walking home.”

      “No, you’re not,” he said calmly.

      Her magic flared, and she clenched her hands into fists as the knuckles glowed a soft green.  “I could make you get out of my way.”

      Something that looked like amusement flashed in his eyes, and she bared her teeth at him.  “Move, asshole.”

      “No,” he said in that same calm voice.

      Her anger disappeared as quickly as it appeared, and her voice trembling, she said, “Please let me go.”

      “I can’t, baby,” he said quietly.  “It isn’t safe for you.”

      Willow touched her arm.  “Let us drive you home, Cece.”

      She sighed and swiped away the tears again.  “Yeah, okay.”
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      Briggs glanced at his phone before sipping at his coffee.

      Hudson raised his eyebrow.  “That’s the third time you’ve checked your phone.  You waiting for a message?”

      “Just checking the time,” Briggs said.

      “You got someplace to be?”

      “The same place you need to be.  Work.”

      “We’ve still got half an hour,” Hudson said.

      “I’m new to the firm,” Briggs said.  “I need to make a good impression.”

      Hudson just rolled his eyes before drinking his coffee.  Briggs studied the sugary sweet drink Hudson was sipping.  “Christ, you’re giving me diabetes just watching you drink that sweet shit.”

      “Drink that bitter shit you call coffee and mind your fucking business.”

      Briggs laughed, and Hudson grinned at him as Briggs said, “Fuck, I’ve missed you, man.”

      “Missed you too,” Hudson said.

      “You ever think of moving back to Wellington?”  Briggs asked.

      “Nah,” Hudson said.  “I don’t love the city, but my mate is happy here, and that’s all I care about.  Plus, there are benefits to not living in a remote community in the middle of fucking Alaska.”

      “Like your shitty sweet drinks?”  Briggs said.

      “Yep,” Hudson said.   “My parents flew here a few months back to meet Rosalie, but I’m taking her to Wellington this summer.”

      “Your parents liked Rosalie?”  Briggs asked.

      “They loved her,” Hudson said with a look of pride.  “I knew they would.  And she really liked them, too.”

      “That’s good,” Briggs said.

      Hudson studied him for a minute.  “Mom told me what Lucille did to you, Briggs.”

      Briggs grunted in annoyance.  “Can’t get away from the fucking gossip, even here.”

      “She wasn’t gossiping,” Hudson said.  “I asked her specifically why you’d moved to the city since you weren’t telling me.”

      “I wasn’t telling you for a reason, asshole.”

      “She’s the cheater, Briggs.  You don’t have to hide that from me.  You did nothing wrong,” Hudson said.

      “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      Hudson just stared at him, and Briggs sighed.  “I’m still in love with her, even if she did cheat on me, and it’s fucking humiliating to be that guy who can’t get over a girl, no matter how bad she fucked him over.”

      “Still in love with her,” Hudson said.

      “Yes,” Briggs said.

      “Huh.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Hudson shrugged, and Briggs glared at him.  “What, Hudson?”

      “You just seemed into that little green witch.  The one who kicked your ass with the tree.”

      “One, she did not kick my ass with a tree, and two, I’m not into her.  She did something weird to me with her magic.”

      “Right,” Hudson said.

      “I’m not into humans.”

      “I wasn’t either until I met Rosalie,” Hudson said.  “But you’ve been acting off since you helped Willow with her ghost mission a few days ago.  Did you try to dry hump the witch again in front of the boss’s mate or something?”

      Briggs growled under his breath.  “I didn’t touch Cece, and if I’d known that’s who Willow was trying to talk to, I would never have gone with her that night.  The witch has put some kind of spell on me, and I just need to avoid her until it wears off.”

      “I don’t think that’s how it works, bud, but you can try," Hudson said.

      He sipped at his drink again, and Briggs hoped like hell that time apart had dulled Hudson’s ability to read him like a fucking book.  They’d been good friends in high school and remained close even when Hudson worked construction in Canada.  They hadn’t drifted apart until Hudson moved to the city, and he had cut off contact with everyone from Wellington except for his parents.  And even that had been limited to phone calls and texts.

      Not that Briggs could blame him.  He would have done the same thing if a crazy ass grizzly shifter had been trying to kill him.

      He sipped at his coffee and checked his phone again.  He’d straight-up lied to Hudson about the little witch, and he felt like a piece of shit for lying to his friend.  But admitting that his bear was obsessed with a woman he barely knew felt strange and a little embarrassing.

      His lie about still being in love with Lucille had come easily enough.  Up until the moment he’d met Cece, he had still been in love with his ex-fiancée.  But the little witch had driven every thought of Lucille straight out of his head, and now, instead of nights dreaming about a life with Lucille, those dreams were filled with images of thick, dark forests and lush grassy meadows and one curvy, golden-haired witch wearing next to nothing and moaning his name.

      His cock went half-hard just thinking about it, and he cursed inwardly.  It was a spell and nothing more, and just because his bear was too fucking obsessed to realize it was magic didn’t mean Briggs had to fall in line with his bear’s absolutely insane belief that Cece was their mate.

      Hudson stood, and Briggs grabbed his coffee.  He and Hudson headed toward the door, both of them ignoring the looks they got from the other shifters and humans in the coffee shop.  They were both over seven feet tall and thick with muscle.  Being stared at by others whenever he wasn’t in Wellington felt as natural as breathing at this point.  Still, annoyance at being stared at like an animal in a cage poked at him.

      He ducked through the doorway and followed Hudson down the street in the brisk cold.  Hudson took one look at him and said, “You gotta get used to the staring.  It happens a fuck of a lot more here than it did in Wellington.”

      “Because the population of Wellington is almost entirely polar bear shifters,” Briggs said.

      Hudson laughed.  “Good point.  Still, if you’re going to live here, you can’t let the attention get to you.”

      “Yeah, I know,” Briggs said.  “I’ll adjust.”

      The coffee shop was only a few doors down from the office, and less than five minutes later, they were standing in the foyer of the Burke, King, and Frost Security office.

      “Morning!”  Willow smiled cheerfully at them from her spot behind the reception desk.

      “Morning, Willow,” Hudson said.

      The door opened, and Garth, a muscular bull shifter with dark hair and a pierced septum, walked into the office.  He was followed by a lean blond cheetah shifter named Fenton.

      “Swear to God, Fenton,” Garth said.

      “Fuck.”  Fenton shook his head.  “Wildebeest shifters are crazy.”

      “Hell, yeah, they are,” Garth said before winking at him.  “But totally worth it.”

      “I’ll take your word for it,” Fenton said as the door opened and Bishop King, a grizzly shifter and one of the three owners of the firm, walked through the door.

      “Hey, boss,” Garth said.

      “Morning.”  Bishop clapped Garth on the back before heading into his office.

      Mal was next through the door, and he placed one of the two paper cups he carried on Willow’s desk.

      Willow smiled at him.  “Thank you, honey.”

      “You’re welcome, my mate.”

      Kat, a jaguar shifter and the third owner of the firm, stepped out of the boardroom.  “Can we get the meeting started?  I have a client meeting in half an hour.”

      Mal nodded, and Briggs followed the others into the boardroom.  They sat around the table as Bishop closed the door and sat beside Ronin, a phoenix shifter with a smart mouth and Kat’s mate.

      “Big guy,” Ronin said, holding out his fist.

      Bishop bumped it.  “You watch last night’s episode?”

      Ronin nodded.  “Yep.  Mario and Isa are horrifyingly toxic, but fuck if I don’t love it when they’re on the screen.  It’s goddamn magic.”

      Fenton laughed.  “Your addiction to 90 Day Fiancé is somehow both hilarious and sad.”

      Bishop growled at him, but Ronin just grinned.  “No more than your Big Brother addiction.”

      “Harsh but fair,” Fenton said.

      “Okay, listen up,” Mal said.  He stood at the head of the table with a tablet in his hands.  “We have some new assignments to hand out.  Fenton, you’re working the Holson job this week.”

      Fenton groaned.  “Shit, can I do anything else?”

      “It’s your turn,” Mal said.

      “It feels like it was just my turn,” Fenton grumbled.

      “I know it’s shit work, but it’s just for the week,” Mal said.

      Fenton nodded, and Mal turned to Hudson.  “You’re assigned to the Carter job.”

      “Shit,” Fenton said.  “The Holson job isn’t looking so fucking bad now.”

      Garth laughed.  “Hey, at least you’re not doing the mall security job.  That’s boring as shit and…”

      He trailed off as Mal gave him a look.  “Fuck me, I’m on the mall security job, aren’t I?”

      “Yeah, sorry, man,” Mal said.

      “Win some, lose some,” Garth said.

      “Briggs, I want you on our pro bono job,” Mal said.  “Willow is convinced that the witch, Cece, is still in danger, and wants her to have a security detail.  She doesn’t think Cece will agree to it, though, so this is strictly observation work.  Sit outside her house, her workplace, follow her wherever she goes, but keep a low profile.”

      “Do we have someone for overnight?”  Kat asked.

      Mal nodded.  “Davis finished up the Morris job last night.  I’ll talk to him later today when he’s in the office and assign him for overnight.”

      “He’s gonna be pissed,” Ronin said.  “You know he hates the night shift.”

      Mal didn’t reply, and Briggs cleared his throat.  The wolf shifter glanced at him.  “What’s up?”

      “I’d like to be reassigned if possible,” Briggs said.

      Hudson kicked him under the table, but Briggs ignored it.  He didn’t care if he was jeopardizing his job.  He couldn’t accept the assignment.  He needed to stay the fuck away from the little witch.

      No!  His polar bear roared angrily.  We’re the best ones to keep our mate safe.

      She is not our mate.  Chill the fuck out.

      “Briggs?”

      He forced himself to focus on Mal.  “Sorry.  What was that?”

      “I asked if there was a particular reason you wanted to be reassigned.”

      “Maybe it’s because he got his ass kicked by the tiny tree witch,” Ronin grinned.

      Briggs curled his lip at him, and Ronin’s grin widened.  “Don’t be embarrassed, my guy.  I saw the tree witch in action, and she’s pretty deadly with those tree branches.”

      Mal was still waiting for an answer, and sweat sliding down his back, Briggs said, “I just think it’s best if I’m assigned to a different job.”

      Mal studied him for what felt like a fucking eternity before saying, “Garth, you’re on the pro bono job.  Briggs, you’re doing mall security.”

      His polar bear growled so loudly, it made his fucking brain reverberate against his skull.  Before he could stop himself, Briggs said, “Are we sure Garth can handle the assignment?”

      “What the fuck did you just say?”  Garth’s horns poked through his forehead, and his stocky body swelled.

      “Garth, cool it,” Bishop said.

      “The asshole just insulted me,” Garth said before snorting loudly.

      “Knock it off,” Bishop said.

      Garth took a few deep breaths as Mal, his gaze way too sharp for Briggs’s liking, said, “You can have the pro bono job or the mall job.  Take your pick, Briggs.”

      Ignoring his bear’s growls, Briggs said, “Mall job.”
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      “This is bad, Cece.”

      “Kinsley!”  Maisie gave the pretty brunette a pointed look.

      Kinsley leaned back in the booth.  “Look, I’m not going to sugarcoat it if I think our best friend is in danger, Maize.”

      “I’m not asking you to sugarcoat, I’m just saying there’s a better way to express our worry.”  Maisie tugged on a piece of her auburn hair, a sure sign that she was stressed out.  “Cece, you have to go to the police.”

      “And tell them what?”  Cece poked at the pasta on her plate.  “That a woman who communicates with ghosts says my dead aunt believes a powerful witch family is after me?”

      Maisie wrinkled her nose.  “That does sound…”

      “Crazy,” Kinsley said.

      Cece waited for Maisie to chastise Kinsley again, but she stayed silent.  Probably because it did sound crazy.

      “I mean, I don’t even know for sure that this Willow woman isn’t crazy, right?” she said.  “It really could have been just a random mugging.”

      “Maybe,” Maisie said, but her dark brown eyes didn’t lose that sheen of worry.  “But what if she isn’t crazy?”

      “We need Elora,” Kinsley said.  “If there are a bunch of witches after you, Elora can stop them.  She’s, like, the most powerful witch in the world now.”

      “One, she’s more powerful, but she isn’t the most powerful witch in the world,” Cece said, “and two, you know as well as I do that we can’t contact her right now.”

      She stared at her plate again, hoping that Maisie and Kinsley couldn’t see how close she was to tears.  Fuck, she missed Elora with an intensity that gave her a stomachache, but nothing could be done about it.  Elora and her boyfriend Jonah had spent Christmas in the old country with Elora’s grandmother.  Once Helen realized how much Elora’s power had grown in the last few months, she had insisted Elora stay to do the Rituals of Azeri.  They had gone deep into the mountains where cell coverage was nonexistent, and Cece had no idea when Elora would return.

      “There has to be some way to contact her,” Kinsley said.  “A satellite phone or something.”

      “There isn’t,” Cece said.  “The rituals work better when they’re cut off from the outside world, so they deliberately don’t allow themselves any technology to communicate.”

      “I still don’t understand why she even has to do the rituals,” Maisie said.

      “It’s to help her control her new power better,” Cece said.  “There’s more to it than that, but…”

      “But you’re scared and sad as shit and don’t feel like explaining the details,” Kinsley said.

      “I’m okay,” Cece said.

      “No, honey, you’re not.”  Kinsley reached across the booth and took her hand.  “And it’s okay that you’re not.  You’ve lost your aunt, your best friend, temporarily, and found out your family was lying to you for your entire life, just in the last few months.  No one would be okay under those circumstances.”

      Her bottom lip trembling, Cece took the tissue that Maisie shoved into her free hand and wiped at the tears sliding down her cheeks.

      “If this Willow woman isn’t telling the truth…” Maisie said hesitantly.

      “She is,” Cece said.  “I keep wanting to pretend that she’s completely nuts, but I know she’s telling me the truth.  And if you had met her, you would have believed her, too.”

      “Sometimes crazy people are very good at sounding normal and believable,” Kinsley said gently.

      “It isn’t just that,” Cece said.  “The stuff she knew about my aunt and me, that no one else knew… how do you explain that?”

      “She could have been a friend of your aunt,” Kinsley said.

      Kinsley was the practical, logical one in their friend group, and Cece had always admired that about her, but right now, she really just wanted her best friend to believe her.

      “It’s true, Kins,” she said wearily.  “At least the part about me being a blood witch and my father.  But whether his family is actually after me is still up for debate.”

      “What do you mean?”  Maisie asked.

      “I did some research on the Sylvan family.  Willow was right.  They are one of the most powerful witch families on the west coast, but they’re also very…”

      “What?”  Kinsley asked.

      “Respectable,” Cece said.  “Adora Sylvan runs two non-profits, and Werner is a member of the High Council in the western WWC.  They have two children, my father and another son, Alistair.  Alistair owns one of the most prestigious law firms in the country.  They’re well-liked, from what I can tell, and I can’t find a single complaint against them or any negative press.  Most of the information is on their non-profits, Werner’s position at the WWC, and on my father’s death.”

      “How does it say he died?”  Kinsley asked.

      “Car accident,” Cece said.  “While I believe that Willow is communicating with Aunt Sybil, I’m not entirely sold on the idea that my father’s family is trying to kill me.  The mugging was three days ago, and there hasn’t been anything since.  Maybe it really was just random, and I got lucky that Willow chose that day to speak to me so Briggs could save me.”

      She blushed just saying his name, and Maisie immediately said, “So, you gonna hit that or what?”

      “Of course not,” Cece said.

      “Why not?”  Maisie asked.  “You told us he’s a polar bear shifter.  You love polar bears, and if you slay his world in the bedroom, maybe he’ll be willing to shift to his bear form for you.  Then you won’t have to go all the way to Alaska to see a polar bear.”

      “He’s not attracted to me,” Cece said.

      “Hold up,” Kinsley said.  “Let’s recap for a second… a couple of months ago, this guy, Briggs, and his polar bear friend were trying to save Elora’s life, but you didn’t know that, so you - very bravely, I will add - took on two giant polar bear shifters -”

      “I didn’t know they were polar bear shifters at the time,” Cece said.

      Kinsley waved her off.  “You took on two gigantic shifters, and when Briggs touched you, your magic went haywire, and you nearly crushed him with a tree before making out with him.”

      “I nearly crushed both of us with a tree,” Cece said.  “Not just him.”

      “Right.  And while you were making out, your magic went even crazier and this guy, this Briggs who you say is not attracted to you, shoved his hand down your pants and asked you if you wanted to be fucked to which you said, ‘yes, please’, and the only reason you didn’t actually fuck this guy thirty seconds after meeting him is because you needed to save Elora’s life.  So, yeah, that guy?  He’s not attracted to you.  Is that what you’re telling us?”

      “You’re leaving out the very important detail that I’m ninety-nine percent positive that he’s my,” Cece swallowed hard, “conduit.”

      “Yeah, I’m going to need you to explain this whole conduit thing again,” Maisie said before popping a fry into her mouth.

      “A conduit is a human or a paranormal who, when a witch touches them, it feeds their magic and makes it stronger,” Cece said.  Blushing again, she said, “The more intimate the touch, the stronger the magic becomes.”

      “And you’re automatically attracted to the conduit?”  Maisie asked.

      “Sometimes, but not always.  A witch has no idea that a person is their conduit until they actually touch them.  But once they touch them, the attraction usually amps up between them.  Especially to the conduit because they’re getting a hit of the witch or warlock’s magic, too, and it feels good.”

      “So fucking weird,” Maisie said.

      “It’s awful,” Cece said.  “The attraction isn’t real.  It’s only because of magic that the conduit and the witch feel the attraction, and yet the conduit is forced to stay with the witch the rest of their lives, serving them sexually so the witch can increase their magic.”

      “So,” Maisie chewed on another fry, “you’re telling me that the only reason you’re attracted to him is because of this conduit thing.  There isn’t any part of you not ruled by your magic who would bang that giant polar bear shifter like a screen door?”

      “That’s right,” Cece said before looking away.

      “Hoo, that’s some bullshit right there, isn’t it, Kins?”

      “Yep,” Kinsley said.

      “Fine!”  Cece said.  “Maybe I was attracted to him when I first saw him in the hospital, but any red-blooded woman would be.  He’s giant-sized with broad shoulders and gorgeous blue eyes, and these beautiful, thick thighs, and his biceps are bigger than my head.”

      “What about his ass?”  Maisie asked.

      “Spectacular,” Cece sighed.

      “Nice,” Maisie said, giving Cece a thumbs-up.

      “No, not nice,” Cece said.  “Now that he’s my conduit, it doesn’t matter that I was attracted to him beforehand.  His attraction is still not real.”

      “Well, you don’t have to stay with the conduit, right?  You can, like, set them free or whatever,” Kinsley said.

      “Most witches find it impossible to stay away from their conduit.  They get addicted to that extra magic, too,” Cece said.

      “Magic is messed up,” Maisie said.

      “It can be.  But it’s why I need to stay the hell away from Briggs.  As rare as it is to have a conduit, how my magic reacted to touching him, how quickly we were, um, into each other, makes it pretty clear that he’s my conduit.  As much as I don’t want to believe it, it’s the only logical explanation.  And I definitely can’t fuck him.  Just touching him that day outside the hospital made my magic stronger than I’d ever imagined possible.  I don’t even know what would happen if we had sex and he gave me his…”

      “His what?”  Kinsley’s brows raised.

      Her cheeks a fiery red, Cece mumbled.  “Seed.”

      “Seed?”  Maisie repeated, her voice way too loud for the busy restaurant.  “I’m sorry, did you just say his seed?”

      “Hush, Maize,” Kinsley said absently.  “Explain, Cece.”

      She sighed again.  “Look, this part could be complete bullshit because it’s not like I know a witch with a conduit, so I’m getting all of my information from the goddamn internet.  But according to my research, while the physical touching and the actual act of sex with their conduit can and does increase a witch’s magic, if they’re fucking and the conduit comes in the witch, then that gives the most powerful boost of magic.”

      “Huh, magical cum.  Neat,” Maisie said before eating another fry.

      “It could just be bullshit,” Cece repeated.  “Conduits are incredibly rare, so there isn’t a lot known about them, plus they only happen to blood witches, not apprentice witches, and a lot of blood witches are weird about sharing any magic information with, like, the general public or even apprentice witches.  They prefer to keep it to themselves.”

      “I guess that lends credit to you being a blood witch,” Kinsley said thoughtfully.  “If what Willow said wasn’t true, then this Briggs guy couldn’t be your conduit.”

      “Exactly,” Cece said.  “If I didn’t have any natural magic ability, and it was all just learned through apprenticeship, then I would never have a conduit and I wouldn’t…”

      “What?”  Maisie asked.

      “My moods are starting to affect my magic.  Like, if I’m afraid or upset, it sets off my magic, and that doesn’t happen to apprentice witches.  Their moods don’t affect their magical abilities at all.  It’s why blood witches going through puberty often have such a hard time controlling their magic.  It’s growing stronger anyway, and then you add in messed-up emotions and hormones, and next thing you know, you’ve got fire witches accidentally setting fires in the cafeteria and water witches flooding the entire second floor of your high school.”

      Maisie laughed.  “Oh my God, that’s both awful and hilarious.”

      “So, if you’re actually a blood witch, why didn’t your magic flare up during puberty?”  Kinsley asked.

      “Maybe she’s a magical late bloomer,” Maisie suggested.

      Cece shrugged.  “It’s a good enough explanation as any.  Who the fuck knows what or why magic decides to do what it does.”

      “Cece,” Kinsley gave her a solemn look, “what if that witch family is after you?  What if you’re in danger like your aunt says you are?”

      “I have to hope she’s wrong,” Cece said.  “I can’t go to the police without any proof.”

      “Maybe you could hire the security firm,” Maisie said.  “That’s what they do, right?  They keep people safe.”

      “Hire them with what money?”  Cece asked.  “My house is falling apart around me, and my furnace is on its last legs.  It’s supposed to get super cold next week, and not freezing to death in my own home is, honestly, more of a pressing concern.”

      “You can stay at my place,” Kinsley said.  “Do you need me to drive you to your house to get some things?  I don’t trust that your piece of shit car will get you home and back to my place.”

      “Hey, my car is doing just fine,” Cece said.

      “Is it, though?”  Maisie asked.

      “For now.  The mechanic did mention that if I didn’t fix… something else… it would just crap out again,” Cece admitted.  “But it would be over six hundred to fix, and even the mechanic said the car wasn’t worth that much.  But for now, I’m hoping the damn thing lasts me through the winter.  And as much as I appreciate the offer to stay with you, I can’t.  Knowing my luck, my furnace would quit completely while I’m at your place, and my pipes would freeze and burst or something.”

      “Not sure it would make much of a difference,” Kinsley said.  “As you said, your house is falling apart, Cece.”

      “I’ve been watching some DIY home repair videos on YouTube, and I think there’s a bunch of stuff I can fix myself,” Cece said.

      “We can help, too,” Maisie said.

      “Or, you can just sell the house and buy a cute condo,” Kinsley said.

      “With everything that needs to be fixed in the house, I wouldn’t even get enough to pay off the mortgage,” Cece said.

      “I still think you should stay with me.  At least while it’s so damn cold next week,” Kinsley said.

      Cece squeezed Kinsley’s hand.  “If I really am in some kind of trouble with this witch family, I won’t put you in danger, too, Kins.”

      “But we’re supposed to be okay with leaving you alone and in potential danger?”  Kinsley asked.

      “You don’t have any magical ability,” Cece said gently.  “I would at least have a chance to fight back.”

      “I don’t like this plan,” Maisie said.

      “Ditto,” Kinsley said.

      “Honestly, I don’t think we have anything to worry about,” Cece said.  “I think Aunt Sybil is wrong about the family coming after me.  It’s twenty-five years.  No one holds a grudge for that long.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 6

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “No one holds a grudge for that long,” Cece muttered to herself as she turned onto the road leading to her house.

      One of the things she, her aunt, and her mom loved most about their house was the privacy.  They lived in a small subdivision on the north end of the city, bordering Parsons Woods.  Their house was the last on the street, with a long, tree-lined driveway and a backyard overlooking the forest.

      Cece’s mother had loved that there was enough space for a garden, and Cece’s plant-loving self was tickled pink that the forest was practically in their backyard.  Her aunt had loved that the Hayes River, which ran through Parsons Woods, was only a mile or so in.  Knowing now what she did about her aunt being an apprentice water witch, her aunt’s frequent trips to sit by the river made more sense.

      She sniffed loudly and blinked back the tears.  She couldn’t tell Kinsley or Maisie this, but she was crushingly lonely.  She missed her aunt and now Elora, and the privacy of her house, which she used to love, now felt like isolation, and maybe even a little dangerous.

      “Don’t be silly,” she told herself, glancing at her reflection in her car’s rear-view mirror.  “Everything is fine.  You don’t have a witch family after you, and the only thing you have to fear at your house is freezing to death.”

      She sighed, tempted for a minute to turn the car around and drive to Kinsley’s small but, no doubt, deliciously warm apartment.  Instead, she glanced in the mirror again, pretending she couldn’t see that pinched look of worry on her face.  “It’s fine.  You can sleep in front of the fireplace tonight.”

      Of course, that would require chopping more firewood, and while Cece was grateful for her neighbour giving her that huge pile of trees he’d cut down from his property, chopping firewood was her least favourite chore.  She sucked at it, and it hurt her arms, and sometimes being a strong, independent woman who couldn’t afford to hire someone to chop firewood for her really sucked.  She especially wasn’t going to do it tonight in the dark and the cold.  She’d just have to add extra blankets to the bed and hope for the best.

      A flash of light caught her attention, and she studied the headlights that were a few car lengths behind her.  It wasn’t unusual to have cars on this road, she did have neighbours afterall, but it was a little weird that they hadn’t turned off yet.  As she watched, a second car pulled out from behind the car and passed them.  The vehicle was moving fast, and as it approached her, she squinted in the harsh glare of its headlights.

      She waited for them to pull into the left lane to pass her, reflexively slowing a bit as they approached a sharp
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