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With love to Yasmine Galenorn and Terese Ramin. You two have been with me from the beginning of these books. You made sure I didn't give up in the beginning, and I only hope I've been able to return the favor by always being there for you.


“The only thing we have to fear is fear itself.”
â€”Franklin D. Roosevelt
“Are you a good witch, or a bad witch?”
â€”Glinda, the Good Witch of the North, to Dorothy,
The Wizard of Oz


Chapter 1
“Can you believe this absolute nonsense? I'm being sued!” Stasi stormed into Blast from the Past
with the force of a Category 5 hurricane. She held up a sheaf of papers that looked suspiciously like ancient papyrus with lines of gilded lettering streaming across it. The large, embossed seal stamped at the bottom made it official. “And in Wizards' Court, no less!”

“Uh, Stasi, love, I have customers.” Blair's gaze darted to the four people prowling her shop, who were now looking at Stasi with fascination. Blair's shop specialized in authentic retro items, from a 1940s Madame Alexander doll to a 1950s chrome table and tie-dyed clothing from the 1960s. It was easy for Blair to keep a varied inventory when her sister witches tended to clean out their closets of personal treasures every so often and were happy to have Blair sell them on consignment.

She quickly held up her hands. “Freeze frame, make it so!” She moved swiftly toward one woman who had frozen in the process of returning a tall Warner Bros. Roadrunner glass to the shelf, grabbing the glass just as it slipped from the woman's fingers. She placed it carefully among the other glasses and turned to Stasi.

Stasi's mid-length sunny brown hair flared around her with a life of its own as she stomped to the rear of the shop. She pulled herself up to sit on the waist-high counter and tossed the papyrus down on the polished surface. “This is insane,” she snarled, staring at the parchment so hard Blair was amazed it didn't burst into flames. “
Hic!
” A perfectly shaped iridescent bubble escaped her lips.

Blair stared at her best friend in amazement. Anastasia Romanov was known for her sweet, romantic temperament and calm, almost placid, demeanor. Right now she looked ready to go off into a major witchy hissy fit, as evidenced by those angry bubbles. This was not the Stasi she'd known for more than seven hundred years! Stasi hiccupped and two more bubbles floated into the room.

“Now isn't the time to get the hiccups! Take a breath,” Blair ordered, running a hand through her dark auburn curls. “And tell me what is going on. Slowly!”

Stasi closed her eyes, hiccupped again (three bubbles this time), and pulled in a deep breath, then another. When she opened them, she looked a bit calmer. And when she hiccupped again, only one tiny bubble slipped out. Blair relaxed a little.

“Carrie Anderson is suing me for alienation of affection. She's claiming it's
my
fault her rotten husband didn't come back.” Dark purple sparks shot out over her head.

“Stasi, you need to calm down!” Blair said firmly. She glanced at the front door and promptly set a
stay out
spell on it. The last thing she needed was someone walking in to find customers playing
Statue
and Stasi shooting off magickal sparks. “Everyone knows Carrie's totally delusional about things.” Blair glanced at the papyrus. “Why would she sue you for alienation of affection?”

Stasi's golden brown eyes glittered with unshed tears that had more to do with fury than sorrow. “She's claiming that I did something to the sachet I tucked into her package that made sure her cheating, lower-than-scum husband wouldn't return to her and that by giving her a charm that harmed her marriage I interfered in mortal affairs. The â€˜cheating and lower-than-scum' description is mine. She's claiming he's the love of her life and she just knows he would have come back to her if I hadn't done something horrible to make sure he wouldn't return. He's, what, her fourth husband? It's a well-known fact that every man she's been with has been driven to cheat on her! And I've never made a claim that the sachets I put in the bags do anything. I make it sound like a joke that they inspire romance, and the customers love it. And it's not as though I can do much more than that, anyway. If I did, Cupid would be on my butt faster than a flea.”

“Oh yeah, he's real protective of his job and doesn't like anyone interfering in his field,” Blair agreed.

“Like most of the people in town, Carrie knows I'm a witch and she thinks my romance sachet
should
have brought Kevin back to her.” Stasi crossed her arms in front of her chest, a full pout on her lips. “So now she's mad at me and wants vengeance. To top it off, she somehow persuaded a top wizard lawyer to file suit against me in Wizards' Court!”

“It can't be done. It has to be prosecuted in Witches' Court.” Blair wasn't an attorney, but over the centuries she'd learned more than she liked about witch law.

Stasi shook her head. “Obviously it can, if that bottom-feeding wizard lawyer took the case and filed it. It would be bad enough if she'd hired that one that's on the late night paranormal channel. Herve Rovenal will take any case to defend innocent mortals from the ones who prey on them. But she hired Trevor Barnes!” Her lip curled as she glared at the parchment again. This time a thin wisp of smoke curled up from its surface but was quickly snuffed outâ€”not by Stasi, but by the parchment itself.

“We can't discuss it here,” Blair said. She checked the black Kit-Kat clock hanging on the wall. “It's almost closing time anyway. I'll herd these people out once I've unfrozen them and we'll see what's going on. Okay?”

Stasi nodded. “They'll have another thing coming if they think I'll put up with this insanity,” she muttered, hopping off the counter. “It's not my fault that Carrie's husband left her! Kevin used to be a nice guy, and she treated him like dirt. I'll make her sorry she started this.” She marched to the door, which opened and closed behind her without her hand touching it or the brass bell hanging over it making a sound.

Blair quickly unfroze her customers, made a sale to a bewildered woman, and ushered the rest out before they realized what was happening.

“Girlfriend's got a problem,” Felix, the black Kit-Kat clock Blair had owned since the 1930s, announced from his spot high up on the wall. His large eyes swept from side to side as his tail swung back and forth above a sign proclaiming him
Not for Sale.

“No kidding.” Blair emptied the old-fashioned cash register that had once resided in Moonstone Lake's general store back in the mid-1800s and tucked the checks, cash, and coins into a bank bag. With the spell surrounding the bag, no thief would dare try to steal it unless he wanted his hands covered in nasty itching powder that wouldn't disappear for years. Blair Fitzpatrick took her revenge spells seriously and did the utmost to protect her assets. No shoplifter would get away without some serious pain.

“You're going to tell me all in the morning, right?” Felix asked, always eager to learn any new gossip that cropped up out of his range.

“Good night, Felix.” Blair blew him a kiss as she headed for the front door. Judging from the sounds overhead, Stasi was upstairs creating havoc.

***

Stasi slammed the black iron pot onto the stove so hard it was amazing the appliance didn't buckle under the force.

“If Carrie doesn't watch herself, she'll end up a slug out in her disaster of a garden,” she threatened, reaching for the large crock that held the various spoons and spatulas they used for cooking. Her fury caused all the cooking tools to jump out of the crock and fly around the room as a visual display of her temper tantrum. Bogie, her magickal Yorkie/Chihuahua, immediately disappeared into thin air with a faint pop. “Or maybe a chunk of mucus.” With a twist of the wrist, she set the oven to preheat.

She headed for the refrigerator, violently pulled out a container that held beef stew, and set it beside the stove none too carefully.

“Or a scab. Yes, she'd make a great scab,” she ranted, opening the container and bringing it to the pot. “A scab spewing disgusting mucus.”

“
What are you doing?
”
Blair raced across the kitchen and pulled the container out of Stasi's hands, almost upending the contents onto the floor.

“What is your problem?” Stasi tried to grab the container back, but Blair held it out of her reach.

“Look at the pot you were going to put it in.”

Stasi turned back to the stove. Once she focused on the black pot, which very clearly didn't resemble any modern day cooking vessel, she sagged against the counter and gasped, “Oh no.”

“Oh yes.” Blair set the container down then carefully moved the pot off the stove. “I don't even want to think what would have happened if you'd used our best spell cauldron for warming up beef stew.”

Stasi's pale skin turned even paler as she realized what the consequences could have been. An exploding cauldron would have been the least of her worries. A missing roofâ€”or worseâ€”could easily have happened if mortal products were heated in an object strictly meant for magick.

“Iâ€””

“You're pissed off, and you would have blown us into another realm.” Blair turned her around and gently pushed her toward the square oak table and matching chairs with burnt orange cushions. On the wall, the coffee-pot-shaped clock ticked quietly and then perked the hour. “Just sit. I'll do this. What is wrong with you, Stasi? You're
never
like this. We count on you to be the calm one.”

“Oh yeah, that's me. Calm, cool, and collected Stasi.” She used her fingertip to idly sketch a rune on the table's surface. “Everyone expects me to be the nice one. I'm supposed to be the sweet one. The peacemaker. Not anymore. No more Ms. Nice Witch.”

Blair immediately moved to her side and erased the rune from the table.

“You're asking for trouble if you use that one. I'll be the first to say that Carrie's a vindictive bitch, but getting back at her that way isn't a good idea.” She turned on the heat under the stew, which now resided in a proper copper-bottomed pot, and then went to work pulling out the makings for dumplings to go with the stew.

Bogie rematerialized and ventured close to the stove in case something tasty should happen to fall his way.

“Where's the parchment?”

“Under the couch.”

Blair rolled her eyes. “All right, we'll forget about it during dinner, but I want to look it over later, okay?”

“Fine.” Stasi pulled her hair up into a twist that stayed by itself. “But it will only make you mad.”

Blair walked over and gave her a quick one-armed hug. “Eurydice won't allow them to get away with this.”

Stasi wanted to remind her that with the case under the auspices of the Wizards' Court, the head of the Witches' Council wouldn't have any choice in the matter, but she knew Blair was already aware of that. Plus there was always that little matter from back in 1313 to haunt them the rest of their lives. One of their graduating witch class had cast a nasty curse on a member of the local nobility, causing the entire class to be banished to the outside world, to return to their realm after on hundred yearsâ€”as long as they behaved. Seven hundred years later, they remained in the outside world. Which was why Stasi and her friends were still on the outs with the Witches' Council.

Stasi wondered what it would take to make the banishment go away. Fellow witch Jazz Tremaine had destroyed a killer of vampires and openly stated that Angelica, the director of the Protectorate and seated on the Vampire Council, was trying to pretty much take over the supernatural world. And that the wizard who'd created her famous bunny slippers, Fluff and Puff, was plotting to drive Jazz insane. Jazz was already on probation at that point after destroying Clive Reeves and his mansion of evil, but it never seemed to inhibit her. She dove right back into another pool of trouble.

Stasi had always been lovingly accused of being Eurydice's pet, since she had rarely gotten into trouble at the academy. But when the head witch had insisted the culprit step forward, Stasi had stuck with her friends and the banishment that followed. While the outside world was not at all how she'd expected it to be, the centuries she spent roaming the world and her friendship with Blair made it all worthwhile.

Now if she could just make this damned lawsuit go away!

***

Stasi tossed and turned in the elegant four-poster bed that was supposed to be her haven for sleep. Normally she had no trouble sleepingâ€”of course, she had never had a lawsuit hanging over her head before. Her bedroom was decorated in soft pastels, with linens in shades of pale green, powder pink, cloud blue, and hazy lavenderâ€”solid colors on sheets and pillowcases, in misty swirls on her quilted duvet and pillow shams. The cream-colored walls were covered with artwork in the same color scheme, and fat pastel candles were scattered on tables and her dresser.

Except tonight she wasn't feeling the peacefulness of her surroundings. After turning her sheets into knots, she finally slipped out of bed, wrapped a soft woolen shawl the color of rich sapphires around her shoulders, and donned a pair of warm slippers before heading for the outside stairs that led to the roof.

Stasi was proud of what she and Blair had done with their building. Its facade spanned about half a block. The downstairs was divided into their two shops, and the upstairs had been totally renovated years ago. There was so much space that each was able to have a large master suite complete with roomy bathrooms, and they shared several guest rooms, an extensive kitchenâ€”since they both enjoyed cookingâ€”and a family room decorated for comfort. They had even set up a couple of rooms in the basement for certain friends who had trouble with the sun. Nick, Jazz's vampire boyfriend, could tolerate cloudy days, but direct sun was still his enemy, and the basement quarters gave him vital protection the few times he stayed there.

Thanks to their building's flat roof, they were able to fix up one corner as a small garden in the spring and summer, with chairs, a table, and a couple of chaise lounges along with a comfy swing.

Stasi settled in the swing and used one foot to push it idly back and forth while she stared out at the woods not far up the hill behind them and imagined she could see over the trees to the small lake for which the town was named.
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