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For my beloved sister, Armida, who humors and encourages me in all my classic Hollywood obsessions.
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(While there are some recurring characters, these are all stand-alones and can be read in any order you choose):

Unearthly Remains

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

Protecting the Dead

Moonlight, Magnolias, and Magic

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

Cursed in White

A Wild Conversion

Children of the Gods

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

Sorcerers, Spirits, and Ships

Pride, Prejudice & Penguins

Postcards from Another World

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

Shadows from Another Life

The Spectral Circus

The Eternal Hunt

Witches, Werewolves & Wombats

Frozen in Fairyland
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If there were one thing Alle was utterly sick of, it was stupid blue bunnies.

As she wandered, disgustedly, through the house, the things were everywhere.

Some were nesting on the billiard balls on the pool table in the game room. Others had flown—the dumb things could apparently develop wings when they wanted—and had taken over the chandelier in the kids’ theater. A few had apparently melded with her sister, Blue’s, weird mechanical creations and were now stomping around the floor wearing the mechanics like they were Transformers.

Given Blue’s magical mechanical abilities, if they didn’t manage to take over the world, it was going to be a miracle.

But the most annoying was when she had rolled over this morning and felt something soft by her foot and discovered that a bunch of them had taken over her bed.

I draw the line at sleeping with rodents, however cute they are.

Actually, Blue had told her at least 20 times that rabbits weren’t rodents, but she also drew the line at having to microdefine scientific bunny classifications.

All in all, it was a-nnoying.

While none of this was all that unusual in the life of Allegheny Mountains Montgomery, otherwise known as Alle . . .

Because who wants to be known as a stupid mountain?

. . . it didn’t make it any easier.

Wandering down the sweeping, white-carpeted stairs in her mother’s laughably big Bel Air mansion—she would have stomped, but she’d have treaded on bunnies, and they gave off a weird blueberry scent when they evaporated, which she hated—Alle was trying not to mutter. With an effort, she kept her rant internal.

Stupid blue bunnies and their stupid cute sorcerer creator. Taking all of Blue’s attention away.

No wonder the bunnies were now arming themselves as Transformers. Blue’s mechanics were probably planning to storm her bedroom to try to get some attention again.

And her next-to-oldest sister wasn’t the only one who was being distracted by her cute boyfriend these days.

Or their partners or whatever.

Stupid, stupid witches and sorcerers. Getting to go off to college to find their magic and whatever.

It had been bad enough when Shena and Blue had been gone for a year at some sort of witch school, having all sorts of excellent adventures and coming home with hot new boyfriends. Shena had even discovered her real, actual family and had spent half the Christmas holidays with them, leaving all her adoptive sisters and mother behind like they were nothing.

And now Adira and Tain were going to go away to the very same school in the Fall and leave her behind, too.

And what am I supposed to do, all alone in stupid, boring Hollywood, anyway?

Why couldn’t mom have adopted just one more girl, so I could have someone to hang out with, too?

Granted, her mother—who was an actual goddess out of Greek mythology—had already adopted five daughters and named them after mountains, for no reason any of them had ever been able to discover. Shenandoah Mountains (Shena) and Blue Ridge Mountains (Blue) had been lifelong friends and had already gotten to go have their stupid, fun adventures in a magical Scottish castle. Now, Adirondacks Mountains (Adira) and Smoky Mountains (Tain) were going to get their chance, too.

And that leaves little Allegheny as she always is, the odd one out.

Granted, most people who saw all of the girls together had no idea they were family. After all, Shena was Black, Blue Asian, Adira Middle Eastern, Tain Hawaiian, and Alle was Latina. Only Tain being Hawaiian and Shena, who’d been lucky enough to meet her birth family, who seemed really happy to have rediscovered her, knew anything more specific than that. For the rest of them, there was a giant world map with a question mark over it. If their mother—Hollywood powerhouse, Twyla Montgomery, otherwise known in private as the goddess Hebe—knew more than that, she wasn’t telling them.

Stomping down the stairs, Alle accidentally trod on a magical blue bunny and ended up with a lungful of blueberry scent. She coughed.

C’mon, Blue! You’re the most sensible of any of us! Why did you have to bring home some hot sorcerer whose weird, wacked magic creates blue bunnies when he’s happy? And what the heck are you doing to the man to make him this delirious, anyway?

She had no answer to this and also knew that it wasn’t really any of it which was bugging her.

No. She was lonely. 

Blue and her man, Stan, and Shena and her man, Morgan, were always hanging out together and having fun, even now that they were home for the summer from their magical college. They didn’t even notice their youngest sister.

And Adira and Tain? They were off shopping for school and getting excited at all they might learn there.

And I’m stuck here for ANOTHER. STUPID. YEAR!

Mentally, she bounced down the stairs, evaporating magical, not-really-there bunnies.

But, physically, she didn’t.

‘Cause, say what you will about me, I really hate to hurt anything, especially when it’s cute.

There were times when she thought being at least a little bloodthirsty might make her life a lot easier.

Still, as she most certainly and sadly wasn’t, she instead picked her way very carefully past the dumb bunnies on the stairs. At least they didn’t cover the entire ground once you got down to the first floor, which allowed her to stomp again.

As she did, she passed by one of the floor-to-ceiling, gilded mirrors which her mother kept around the house. While she knew that Blue and Shena had thought of them as a necessity for Twyla’s vanity, before they’d discovered that she was really a goddess, they did keep up the vapid front she put on for visitors quite well.

Stopping for a moment to consider herself, Alle sighed.

She was still in her nightgown, which was more a giant nightshirt, like something made for the sumo wrestler-sized. It kind of flopped around on her tiny frame but whatever.

It was mostly dark blue with a red stripe across the chest which said, “Hollywood” in white letters. It was ridiculous and looked terrible on her, but it wasn’t like she was inviting anyone up to bed to notice.

Of course, it was now 2 p.m., and she still hadn’t dressed. Heck, she’d only just gotten out of bed, and that had only been because of the darn bunnies.

Her long, brown hair was seriously mussed and unbrushed and hung all around her, down to her waist. Her dark brown skin was not set off well by the floppy nightgown, and, right now, even she admitted that her tiny face and light brown eyes looked rather sullen.

Sniffing a bit, as she turned away from the mirror, she went in search of her mother, hoping she wasn’t in the middle of an interview or some other official A-lister duty. At the moment, she just wanted someone she could complain to.

Thankfully, she found the woman in what Alle had always thought of as the third-best living room, where Twyla was lying back on a new, hot pink chaise-longue in a flowing, silk, leopard-spotted dress, which clashed with the furniture terribly.

It didn’t matter, though. Her mother’s blonde, light-skinned beauty came through, no matter what. Alle had not been the least bit surprised to discover that her mother was the goddess of eternal youth.

Right now, Twyla was reading a script but looked slightly bored.

“Mom?” Alle called, her voice rather plaintive.

Looking over from the script, Hebe—or Twyla or whatever—stared up at her, her blue eyes wide. Alle always had trouble remembering to only think of the woman by her Hollywood name, for fear that she might slip up and someone might learn about her mother’s more magical powers.

“Sweetie!” Twyla cried, pointing to a new black leather chair. “What are you doing up so early?”

Biting her lips and sniffing slightly, Alle felt like crying. Only her mother noticed her enough to know what was normal for her.

Sitting down, Alle’s hands sank into the soft leather of the chair beside her legs, as she rocked herself slightly, staring at the floor.

Looking into her more carefully, Twyla put down the script and sat up.

“Alle, darling, you don’t look at all happy. What’s wrong?”

Not answering, Alle continued to rock, and Twyla’s look melted with tenderness. How all her sisters hadn’t known she was a goddess all along, Alle didn’t know. While the specifics were new to her, it amazed her that Blue and Shena had once thought that she was just some flighty actress with an obsession with collecting multiethnic kids. Their mom’s magic had been obvious to her from the start. She’d just never said anything, since she figured everyone else knew, as well.

Staring into her gently, Twyla smiled.

“Is it not getting to go to The Academy this year?”

Alle rocked faster, as her mother went on.

“Are you upset that Tillie decided you weren’t ready?”

While she still didn’t answer for a moment, Alle had to swallow heavily.

Tillie—who was apparently one of the big muckety-mucks at the Magical Council, who helped to run the school—had given invitations to Tain and Adira but not her, even though she was only a year younger and nearly 18. She’d already finished high school, too, so it wasn’t that.

“Is it just that I don’t have enough magic to be included?” she wondered, still rocking and trying not to let any tears fall.

“Oh, sweetness!” Twyla cried, her lovely blue eyes wide. “You are full to the brim with magic and then some!”

Staring at her daughter, her concern clear, she sighed, before she went on.

“I don’t know why she decided not to invite you this year, but I do know this. Tillie has a plan, and, whatever it is, it will be aimed at making sure that everyone finds their proper place where they’re happiest and of most use.”

While Alle had never met the woman, she supposed this was probably true. Certainly, Shena and Blue were a million times happier than they’d been before they went. So maybe there was some sort of reason, but it was going to be so lonely here without them all.

For the whole of Alle’s life, even if she were always kind of the fifth wheel, she did have her sisters with her. Sometimes Twyla was here and sometimes she wasn’t, as her A-list life and movies kept her ridiculously busy, but her sisters were at least always there. And, even if they didn’t include her in everything, if she wanted to tag along or join in, they always let her without a second of complaint or snark or anything. It was just that they didn’t always see the way they broke into pairs as clearly as she did—pairs which would never include her.

The fact that one of these pairs had now grown into two offshoot pairs with the addition of Stan and Morgan only meant there was 10,000 times less room for her.

As she rocked, Shena, Morgan, Blue, and Stan all came in the room. For a moment, they clearly didn’t even see her, Shena speaking.

“Hey, mom, we’re gonna go out for a while.”

Alle sniffed much more loudly than she’d intended to, still trying not to cry.

“Oh, hey, Al,” Shena added, noticing her at last.

While Alle stared at the floor, she saw Shena and Blue exchange a glance out of the corner of her eye, before Shena went on.

“I didn’t know you were up. Would you like to come, too? We’re going over to the Hollywood Roosevelt to hang out and maybe get some food.”

Although she was still rocking, Alle looked up to them. She really wasn’t trying to be pathetic.

Nope. Not trying. It just comes naturally to me.

“I won’t be in the way?” she wondered, looking over to the hot guys her sisters had acquired.

Shena’s man was sparkly—as usual. As the son of Apollo—although his dad was apparently a really big jerk—he was not only a seriously pretty white guy with blond hair but he had an aura which outshone the sun.

Still, Alle actually thought Blue’s man was hotter. He, too, was white with light hair, but he had those kind of high, Slavic cheekbones which created a face made for the runway.

Glancing back to her sisters, she could see that they were genuinely concerned.

There was this to say for them. Although they didn’t always naturally include her, they did love her. None of them were ever mean or snarky, or didn’t want to be around her. They just had a tendency to forget she was there.

At her question, Shena knelt down. She was wearing a pair of jeans and a sleeveless shirt with the name of Morgan’s new band on it, The Flying Monkeys, but, as always, she was incredibly pretty. Her very dark skin was flawless, and her hair was short and natural. She had high cheekbones, too. While Alle had met the rest of Shena’s birth family briefly—their mother was Indian, and their father Nigerian—and knew she wasn’t the most gorgeous of the bunch, they were all lookers.

Behind her, Blue also looked on in concern. Where Shena was tall and thin, Blue was shorter and thickly-set, her face round. But, even if she wasn’t the current fashion, she was beautiful, too. Whatever part of Asia she might have come from—Shena guessed Vietnam, but it was really only a guess—it shone in her light brown skin and dark brown eyes. Her night-dark hair, as always, was divided into two long braids behind her back. She was wearing a rugby shirt, a pair of jeans shorts, dark blue leggings, and Doc Martens. Twyla often despaired at her lack of style.

Right now, Shena’s dark eyes were on Alle in concern, as she took her hand.

“Sweetie, we want you to come. We’d like to have you with us.”

While she really, really wanted to go, there was a reason Alle tended to stay in, as her sister well knew.

“Even if . . .” Alle started, not actually wanting to finish in front of their two guys.

But Shena smiled.

“Are you kidding? Having you with us is like having some sort of walking history lesson!” When Alle started to open her mouth, Shena continued, “And if you communicate with a ghost or two, even better!”

Smiling, Alle knew that she meant it—weirdly. Personally, Alle thought that her abilities at psychometry—being able to read the history of a thing or place through touch—and being able to talk to ghosts was embarrassing, at best. But if they and their men were willing to put up with it . . .

Looking over them all, she could see that they were.

She had stopped rocking and wanting to cry, at least, as Shena went on.

“You just need to go get changed. I mean,” Shena went on with a shrug. “. . . you can come like that if you want, but you’d probably be more comfortable in something you don’t have to keep pulling back onto your shoulders.”

Alle couldn’t disagree.

“Give me five minutes,” she grinned, hopping up from the chair, and saw that Twyla was smiling at all of them.

But Shena’s smile was even deeper.

“We’ll be here till you’re ready,” Shena assured her.

And, with finally something to do and with her sisters maybe remembering she existed for a little while, Alle dashed out of the room and jumped past blue bunnies up the stairs back to her room to get dressed.
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Chapter 2
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It wasn’t too long before Alle and her oldest sisters, and their pretty boy additions, were settled at a table of The Spare Room at the Hollywood Roosevelt Hotel. Granted, it was really supposed to be for adults, as they served cocktails, but Alle and her sisters had all learned early that very few rules applied to the children of A-listers like Twyla.

Even if Alle had had no psychic abilities, the space was made to make the customers dream. It was decorated to bring out all the images of the era which had originally built the place. While the hotel had been created back in the silent era of Hollywood, the room did give off more of a 1940s vibe, which made sense, since the ‘30s-‘50s were when some of its most famous ghosts were from.

Squeezed—or “squozen,” as Alle tended to think of it—onto a soft leather couch on one side of a black, leather-covered table along with Shena and Morgan, all of whom were pretty thin, Alle looked out the huge windows to the giant chandeliers of the lobby. The place had beautiful, ornate woodwork everywhere, from the floors to the walls to the ceiling, all of it lovingly restored and polished. Every bit of it was made to cater to a tourist trade who were searching for old Hollywood glamour, and it gave it to them in spades, as did the rest of the hotel.

For Alle, she both loved it and hated it.

The love was simple. It was beautiful, and it spoke of years of Hollywood glamour and history, which she’d had a pretty good graduate course in all her life, being Twyla’s daughter.

But the hate was even simpler.

The ghosts were everywhere, as were the thousands of impressions she could get from touching nearly every surface in the place.

Mostly, she was really good at keeping her hands to herself. About the only place she willingly touched stuff was at home. Although she’d never asked about it, Alle suspected her mother used her magic to tamp down any impressions which might hurt her daughter, and she definitely generally kept out the ghosts.

But out in public was a different story. Around here, if Alle wasn’t careful, all the ghosts and the impressions could drive her mad.

It’s no wonder I’ve always been the odd one out.

Of course, before most of her sisters had realized that magic was real, they had at least somewhat thought that she was making up stories when she’d tell them about the entire history of an object or place or start having a discussion with invisible people. The look they’d given her was always filled with concern that she was delusional and needed special psychological care and possibly a well-padded room. It had always made her wonder if she was someday going to end up wandering the streets wearing a tinfoil hat.

But Twyla had always told her that what she felt was absolutely real. It was just that she had to be very careful who she told about it and when, as most people—even some of her sisters—couldn’t handle those sort of truths.

Eventually, too, Alle had won them over, often by telling them right before something was going to disappear or occasionally start to float. By about the third time Shena had watched her pencil float off across the room just after Alle had told her that was going to happen, when it was clear Alle had no ability to make such a magic trick work, she’d started to realize that ghosts were real.

Blue, on the other hand, along with Adira, had believed her instantly. Apparently, Blue had seen the ghost of a woman hovering near her since she’d been in the cradle, so it wasn’t hard to convince her that there were others, too.

Of course, Alle had seen her, as well—a beautiful Asian woman who watched over Blue and protected her. While Alle had wanted to talk to her, as she had many other spirits, there was something about her intense concentration on Blue which said that the only reason anyone else should speak with her was if Blue wanted a translator, so Alle had let her be.

As to Adira’s belief in Alle’s abilities, her official motto was, “Life is weird.” It was even tattooed across her upper left arm, along with an image of a crystal skull. That her sister saw ghosts and could tell her a place’s whole history at a touch simply confirmed that belief.

Right now, Alle and her sisters and their guys were sitting around and waiting for one of the room’s two bowling lanes to come free, while sipping various cokes or non-alcoholic cocktails. While they could have made a fuss to get a lane as A-list kids, all of them hated using that particular example of overprivilege except in an emergency.

Still, staring at Stanislav—or Stan—who sat beside Blue on the other side of the table and whose blue bunnies she was very happy to be away from for awhile (thankfully, they didn’t often follow him in public), Alle wondered, “Didn’t you want to get a drink?”

After all, while everyone else here was 20 or younger, Stan was in his mid-twenties.

But Blue’s boyfriend just smiled.

“Definitely not. First,” he went on before she could ask. He had a perfect English accent, like something only announcers and actors might cultivate, although his seemed to be natural to him. “. . . if I’m the only one day drinking while the rest of you are teetotalers, that’s more a cry for help than a fun day out. Second . . .”

For a moment, his gaze wandered the place.

“I don’t know.”

He shrugged.

“Perhaps it’s just akukar’s paranoia, but it’s always better to have a clear head.”

While Alle was not an akuma karyuudo, or demon hunter, like Stan was aspiring to be for the Magical Council, she kind of got it. In many ways, the hotel felt like it always did, like something out of another time, for better and worse. But there was also something . . . off in the air which she couldn’t put a name to.

Although this could have been a casual remark, Blue, Shena, and Morgan all stared at Stan in concern.

“You think something’s up?” Shena wondered.

Apparently, they’d had a really eventful school year which included a murder investigation, a few magical attacks, Shena’s conversion into a full sorcerer, and a million other things. There was so much to their stories that Alle found them hard to follow, but, clearly, her sisters were now ready to believe when weird happened.

Stan’s mouth opened and then closed, before he looked over to Alle.

“You’re the expert here.”

Alle felt her eyes widen.

Stan was the sorcerer, after all. She just hung out with the occasional ghost and was really good at magically finding provenance.

“What is it that I’m missing?” he wondered.

Although blinking a bit at suddenly being seen as an authority, Alle tried to focus.

Still, for a second, all that came out was an “umm . . .”

Taking a deep breath, as they all stared at her, waiting, she looked around, telling them what she saw.

“A lot of it’s pretty normal. Errol Flynn’s ghost is down in the lobby looking up women’s skirts.”

“Creep,” Blue and Shena said at the same time, which, given what Alle knew about the swashbuckling actor, did kind of sum him up. Still, he was an annoyance but not a real threat.

She went on.

“Marilyn Monroe has been floating around and going up to all the patrons, especially the men, to ask, ‘Do you think I’m pretty?’ Poor thing.”

Every time she came here, she wondered if she could get the ghost a really good therapist. Clearly, she needed it.

Alle had even asked her mother once if her fellow goddess, Aphrodite, were likely to extend her Goddess Rescue to the spirit world, although Twyla seemed to think she already had her hands full, which did kind of make sense. Basically, Aphrodite and her hubby, Hapi—who was apparently the Egyptian god of the Nile—went around rescuing women from Greek mythology who were in bad relationships with abusive gods. They’d started first with freeing Persephone from Hades and had gone on from there. Even Alle’s mom, Hebe, had gotten their help in freeing her from Hercules, whom she always described as a “big bag of hammers.”

But, okay, none of that’s really the point.

Besides, Shena was staring at her, confused.

“I thought Marilyn usually stayed in her mirror.”

And Alle remembered that she did. In fact, Errol Flynn rarely left the hotel’s ballroom.

Glancing around, she swallowed heavily.

“Um, you’re right. They’re all out of place today.”

In fact, the room was as packed as a Taylor Swift concert, except with far fewer screaming teenage girls.

Across the room, too, there was a figure in a black hoodie. But the hoodie was up, making it hard to see much of him. He just sat there, alone at a table, while everyone around him ignored him.

Well, except for the ghosts, who stayed well away.

As she didn’t know what to think of him, but he wasn’t actually a ghost as far as she could tell, Alle drew herself back to the conversation.

“The homeless ghosts are here, too, and they usually only stay in the odd corners.”

While her sisters nodded, Stan and Morgan looked confused, so Shena explained.

“The hotel was kind of left to rot for many years around the 1970s and became a center for L.A.’s homeless population. I don’t know if that many particularly died here, but, even if they did, it wasn’t like anyone was going to pay much attention.”

As a group of homeless ghosts came by and stared at them, all of them shuddered, even if Alle wasn’t certain whether her sisters and the men actually saw them.

But that wasn’t the point. Suddenly, this wasn’t just a fun afternoon out anymore. Something was going on.

Still shivering, as a female homeless ghost came behind her and played with her hair, Alle asked her sisters and their beaux, “This is the sort of thing the school is training you to investigate, isn’t it?”

After all, Shena, Morgan, and Stan were all in training or practice to be akukars. Well, Stan was on the road to being a Guardian for the Council, but that was only a more advanced version of the same thing. Granted, Blue was working with magical mechanics, but Alle had never known her sister to back down from a challenge.

All of them were staring at each other, having a thousand silent conversations. And, given that they were witches and sorcerers, she knew they really were talking to each other in a way she couldn’t hear.

“It’s the kind of thing you definitely shouldn’t ignore, at least,” Shena agreed for them all.

Staring around at the various ghosts, although Alle didn’t know how many she could actually see, Blue wondered, “Where do we start? Contact the school? The Council?” Staring behind her, as a ghost she might or might not have seen came up very close, she added, “Call mom?”

But, as she was looking around, Alle spotted an extremely attractive man by the bar who was gesturing for her to come closer. He was white with brown hair swept back in a style out of the ‘40s or ‘50s and was wearing a white Oxford shirt, gray slacks, and brown shoes. Clearly, he was dead, and even more clearly
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