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For Tony.

Thank you for keeping me fed, and the house

afloat while my mind has been in Moonbeam Hollow

for the last few months.
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‘tis the damn season – Taylor Swift

My Moon My Man – Feist

Canyon Moon – Harry Styles

House Tour – Sabrina Carpenter

Cinnamon Girl – Lana Del Rey

Silver Springs – Fleetwood Mac

Downfall – Noah Kahan

Sympathy Magic – Florence + The Machine

Halloween – Phoebe Bridgers

Fade Into You – Mazzy Star

Maps – Yeah Yeah Yeahs

Cosmic Love – Florence and the Machine

Harvest Moon – Neil Young
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Chapter One

Blair Briarwood, eldest of the Briarwood sisters and owner of the Harvest Moon Café, the only café in the sleepy town of Moonbeam Hollow, knew deep in her bones that something wasn’t quite right in her little world. She didn’t know why things felt wrong – a glance around proved everything was in order. Her café was bathed in the warm glow of the afternoon sun, heightened by the orange and dusky peach colour scheme. Silver-haired members of the Moonbeam Hollow knitting society were crowded onto two sofas covered with crocheted throws and velvet cushions at the back, loudly gossiping over each other more than knitting or purling. Blair’s sister Bianca was curled with one leg under her at one of the honey-oak café tables, drinking a spiced maple latte while reading a book. Her long cherry red hair was almost glowing in the sun, blocking Blair’s view of what she was reading. Bianca shifted in her seat, and Blair’s stomach tightened when she noticed that her sister was holding a travel guide to India.

Her sister had finally returned to Moonbeam Hollow after travelling and earning her degree, and now she was going to India? Had Bianca’s urge to connect with their family roots returned? Blair absently fingered the pendant on her chest. How was she supposed to look out for – and protect – her youngest sister, if Bianca was on the other side of the world? And also, how would this connecting be funded, anyway?

But Bianca being difficult was hardly new, and Blair doubted it was the cause of her unease.

Blair glanced out the white-framed front window. The green grass of the town square was dotted with yellow dandelions and a small white gazebo gleamed against the clear blue sky. Also, the backside of a man was visible as he rummaged in an illegally parked green SUV. Who was that? Blair knew everyone in Moonbeam Hollow, and no local filled a pair of Levi’s quite like that. It was hard not to stare. The man’s legs looked long and strong in the faded denim, paired with tan leather boots and a blue plaid flannel shirt. As his head and arms were inside the car, Blair had no idea if he had a broad back or strong biceps to match his well-formed lower half, but that didn’t really matter. Blair wasn’t at all interested in dating, hooking up with, or even flirting with anyone, so admiring from afar was all that was going to happen.

Blair tried to predict his coffee order. She had owned a café long enough to know that rugged jeans and flannel didn’t always mean black drip coffee. In fact, there was nothing that pleased Blair more than a burly outdoorsy type ordering a lavender Earl Grey, or a honey-cinnamon latte. And since it was September and the café’s famous pumpkin spice latte was on the menu, it was entirely possible that this flannel-clad man would opt for a seasonal speciality.

If he was in front of Blair, she would know exactly what would soothe his soul and delight his taste buds. She’d be able to craft the perfect speciality drink, tailored specifically for him, using her instinct and years of experience. And a heavy dose of witchcraft magic, too.

A loud holler from the knitting group brought Blair out of her trance. She’d asked the members more than once to keep their voices to a reasonable decibel, but it was futile. Blair wouldn’t think of banning the Stitch Witches from the Harvest Moon Café, though, despite their boisterousness and inaccurate, honestly frankly offensive name. (There wasn’t one witch among them.) Members of the group each bought at least two speciality drinks and tipped well during their meetings. Plus, they gifted Blair cozy hats and scarves all year.

‘Blair darling,’ a voice in front of her said. It was Agatha, the leader of the Stitch Witches, giving Blair a pointed look. The sixty-something woman’s hair was dyed a silvery-lavender shade, and she always wore bright, purple-framed glasses. Blair noticed that behind Agatha was the group’s newest member, a shy teenage boy who Blair knew was only in the Stitch Witches because his mother had read that knitting would improve his math abilities. ‘Tyler here claims he doesn’t like pumpkin spice, but I told him that your pumpkin spice lattes are the best in the world. Be a doll and prove me right.’

Blair put on her customer service smile. ‘Of course!’ She looked into the boy’s dark eyes. He was shy, yes, but there was a boldness in there, too. She dug deeper to find his most cherished food memory – watching his grandmother bake treats for him. Blair focused harder on the image to see what the treat was . . . and bingo. The boy loved carrot cake, which meant a pumpkin spice latte heavy on cinnamon, vanilla and pumpkin. As Blair made the drink, a flick of her hand and a silent spell on her homemade pumpkin spice syrup ensured that those flavours would be in the forefront.

She handed the young man his warm orange mug and watched as he took a deep inhalation. And there it was – the moment when the scent of the custom brew brought him back to being a small child watching his grandmother ice cakes in her kitchen. It was a lovely memory, judging by the way his shoulders relaxed. Blair would never grow tired of gifting her customers that feeling.

‘I told you.’ Agatha beamed at Tyler. ‘It’s impossible not to love Blair’s pumpkin spice. It’s like it’s crafted by fairy magic!’

Witch magic, actually. Not that anyone in town knew that. Except of course the only other two witches in Moonbeam Hollow, Blair’s sisters Belinda and Bianca. Blair’s talent was in potions, which is what speciality drinks really were. She used the best quality flavourings and spices and a hint of magic to make her warm beverages elicit cozy and welcoming emotions in her customers. And she dabbled in healing potions, too – selling two-ounce bottles of homemade power shots from a fridge in her café, all from her mother’s recipes.

‘First one’s on the house, Tyler,’ Blair said. ‘I hope we’ll see you here for knitting group meetings every week!’

Tyler nodded awkwardly and headed back to the couches, but Agatha stayed. She was probably fishing for information. Agatha was both the best knitter and the best gossip in Moonbeam Hollow. Or the worst gossip – especially if you were the subject of her tea-spilling.

‘Have you heard the news?’ Agatha leaned close as though she was telling a secret, despite her voice being as loud as ever. ‘A new pâtisserie is opening next door!’ Agatha said pâtisserie with an affected French accent that Blair had to strain not to laugh at.

But wait . . . what pâtisserie? Blair had noticed that construction had started today in the space next door, but she didn’t know yet what type of business it would be. ‘I didn’t know a bakery was opening.’ Blair wiped down the espresso machine.

‘Construction started this week. Apparently, the baker is Cordon Bleu trained. Wish I could say more but have been sworn to secrecy! Don’t worry, my dear, the Stitch Witches will be on the Harvest Moon Café’s side. We do not let people come for one of our own in Moonbeam Hollow!’ Agatha said in a sing-song voice before heading back to her group.

Blair didn’t have a moment to process Agatha’s news because her sister Bianca was immediately standing in front of her. ‘I have all the dirt,’ Bianca stated, eyes wide.

‘Eavesdropping, Bianca?’ Blair asked.

‘Barely. Agatha’s loud enough to burst an eardrum. I used the weakest listening spell to listen to the Stitch Witches.’

Blair shook her head, disappointed. She wished her other sister Belinda was here. Blair and Belinda had been trying to convince Bianca to stop using magic to invade other people’s privacy.

‘Don’t go all judgy big sister on me,’ Bianca said. ‘You use magic every time you make someone a latte.’

‘That’s different. It’s my literal job. You’re just being nosy.’

‘Okay, and if I wasn’t being nosy then I wouldn’t know that a bakery called Shirley’s Sugar Mountain is opening next door to your literal job.’

Blair’s eyes narrowed. ‘That doesn’t sound like a French bakery.’

‘Maybe there’s a French pronunciation of Shirley. Are you okay with this?’

Blair shrugged. ‘A bakery would be good for Moonbeam Hollow.’ Blair ordered pastries and baked goods from a supplier in a nearby town to sell at the café, but they weren’t really moneymakers for her. Her beverages were her bread and butter, or rather, her milk and coffee.

‘I overheard Aarushi say she saw a man bringing an espresso machine into the place,’ Bianca said.

Oh. This could very well be why Blair had been feeling something was wrong all day. Moonbeam Hollow wasn’t big enough to support two speciality coffee establishments. And if one of them also had French pastries made on the premises? It would be very hard for Blair’s little café to compete with that. Even using magic.

Also, was the strong-legged man outside the one with the espresso machine? Blair glanced outside, and both the man and the car were gone. She assumed he wasn’t the actual proprietor of Shirley’s Sugar Mountain, unless his name was Shirley, which seemed unlikely. Maybe a contractor? Or handyman? Blair made a fist under the counter. This could definitely be a problem.

‘It’ll be fine,’ Blair said. ‘You don’t need to worry about it.’ Blair herself was worrying about it, but she didn’t want her sister to.

Bianca’s mouth downturned in a familiar expression – she was clearly holding herself back from saying something. But then she suddenly flashed a look of pure mischief. ‘I saw the man in there today. A burly construction man who I’m sure knows how to use his . . . hands.’

Blair couldn’t help it: she snorted a laugh. Her sister frustrated her more than most people, but no one else in the world made her laugh like Bianca.

‘Are you looking for a tryst?’ Blair asked.

Bianca snorted incredulously. ‘I’m not into lumberjacks. I was thinking about a tryst for you, Blair. You can’t stay single and grumpy forever. You pretend you don’t care about relationships, but I happen to know you still have a worrying addiction to mid-tier romance movies.’

Blair rolled her eyes. Easily said by an unemployed botanist considering running off to India. Blair wasn’t grumpy – she was responsible. She had to be. She was the eldest sister and had been put in charge of Belinda and Bianca when she was only eighteen. Now Blair ran her own business and was the only one of the three who worried about the condition of their house (which really needed a new roof in the next five years), while also worrying about their secret coming out in Moonbeam Hollow.

‘I’ll worry about my own love life,’ Blair said. ‘And my own business. Did I see you reading an India travel guide?’

‘Now who’s snooping?’ Bianca paused. ‘You know what you should do? Go visit the space next door. Be neighbourly while doing some reconnaissance to see if they’re only a bakery or a bakery café.’

That wasn’t a bad idea. Knowing what kind of establishment Shirley’s Sugar Mountain was would ease Blair’s mind and hopefully stop the Stitch Witches from loudly declaring allegiances already. And if Blair was honest – she did want to see the rest of the flannel-clad man. Just to admire, of course. Nothing else.

‘Okay.’ Blair placed a burnt orange mug on the counter. ‘I’ll bring over a pumpkin spice.’ Without looking into the man’s eyes, she couldn’t tailor the drink to his exact tastes, but her off-the-shelf pumpkin spice syrup was the best around, thanks to her skills with potions. ‘Can you watch the shop?’

* * *

After topping the pumpkin spice latte with a swirl of whipped cream and a light dusting of cinnamon and nutmeg, Blair took off her cream apron emblazoned with Harvest Moon Café in a curly orange font, and walked outside, taking the warm drink with her.

It was a crisp late-September day – the autumn equinox actually, when day and night were equal in length. It was an important day for witches for many reasons. To Blair, seasons changing always reminded her that the world kept moving, whether she moved with it or not. And autumn equinox was a particularly special day for Blair, because it was the official start of fall – Moonbeam Hollow’s most picturesque season. The Harvest Moon Café was on Main Street in the tiny town, with the post office on one side and what was an empty storefront on the other. Across the street was an adorable row of pale brick shops with peaked roofs adorned with white gingerbread trim and matching hand-painted signs. The Wolf Willow Bookstore, the largest of the shops, was where Blair’s sister Belinda worked. The idyllic Victorian architecture and massive trees lining the streets had resulted in Moonbeam Hollow being named the Most Autumnal Small Town in Ontario. The annual Moonbeam Hollow Fall Harvest Festival attracted thousands, and honestly, the little stall the Harvest Moon Café set up at the festival kept Blair afloat during the slower months after Christmas, when treacherous roads and bitter winds kept tourists out of Kawartha Lakes, the region Moonbeam Hollow was in.

Blair smiled as she inhaled deeply, the scent of fall leaves and crisp air warming her core. Blair loved fall. She loved cozy sweaters, warming spices and the brilliant shades of red, orange and yellow the town was blanketed in. Blair’s ancestry may have originated in a more tropical climate, but as far as she was concerned, she was born for this season.

The storefront next door had brown paper covering the windows, but the glass door was uncovered, so Blair peeked inside. It was clearly a construction zone and there was no way of knowing if the finished space would be a bakery or a bakery café. And it was empty. Leaning even closer, she was surprised when the door shifted. It was unlocked.

Blair shouldn’t go inside. Trespassing would be very, very wrong. But . . . there was no one in there. There could be someone in the back room, presumably where the actual baking would happen. But Blair was a witch. She could easily peek around the counter undetected.

She mouthed the words to a small spell, not of invisibility – she was pretty good at making herself invisible, but making her clothes disappear was trickier. And she suspected that someone seeing a floating cream cable-knit sweater with a brown corduroy miniskirt and tights would be much worse than someone seeing her. She instead cast a silence spell. All Blair needed was to get behind that counter to see if there was an espresso machine, then sneak out unheard by any burly men in jeans in the back room.

Inside, the first thing Blair noticed were large sheets of white paper taped to the wall. She stepped closer and saw that they were illustrated mock-ups of what the finished bakery would look like. Blair couldn’t help studying them, her heart falling a bit at the cream mouldings and pale green panelled walls. This place was going to be lovely. There were even glass chandeliers in the drawings. Blair had no issue with the cozy clutter of her café, but this chic new space was going to make the Harvest Moon Café seem old-fashioned. She’d have to renovate. Blair’s stomach tightened at the cost.

But she couldn’t spend too long looking at these plans that resembled a quaint little bakery in Paris – she was silenced, not invisible. She headed straight for the counter to see what equipment the man had brought in.

Then three things happened almost simultaneously. First, Blair tripped over something as she stepped behind the counter. Her tripping caused her to fall right on top of the thing, spilling the pumpkin spice latte on herself and on the obstacle. And finally, upon landing on the hardwood, she had the perfect view of a box with a photo of a high-end Italian espresso machine on it. The kind that Blair dreamed of getting when she’d first set up her café. The kind that would cost more than her current espresso machine, drip coffee machine and display fridge combined.

‘First day here and people are already throwing themselves at me,’ a voice drawled. A male voice. And that was when Blair realized what she’d tripped over – worn denim. The same legs she’d been admiring from her window. This person . . . man . . . was on his knees working under the sink behind the counter. And Blair was now sprawled on top of his solid calves. ‘What the hell!’ he added, probably when he felt the hot pumpkin spice latte penetrate his jeans.

Blair closed her eyes with embarrassment, crawling off the man. ‘I’m so sorry, I didn’t know anyone was here.’ She tried to sound light and chipper but was probably failing. ‘I came to deliver a pumpkin spice latte as a welcome-to-the-neighbourhood gift! I’m Blair, I own the café next door. Are you . . . I mean . . . I see that espresso machine. Is this going to be a café? Because there’s already a café in this town. Mine. I’ve been here six years, and Moonbeam Hollow is loyal to its locals, not to fancy Cordon Bleu-trained . . .’ She trailed off, conscious that she was being ridiculous. This guy was a delivery person or a plumber or whatever, so why was she telling him off? Blair was even more mortified.

The man let out a husky laugh, untangling his arms from under the sink. ‘Are you going to say something? Like apologize after breaking and entering and dumping hot liquid all over me?’

Blair winced. She’d forgotten about her silence spell – he hadn’t heard her rambling. She said the reversal incantation under her breath while brushing herself off. ‘I’m so sorry.’ She leaned down to pick up her orange mug from the hardwood.

But when the man emerged from under the sink and spoke again, she realized that his voice sounded familiar. Painfully familiar. ‘Blair?’ he asked. ‘Blair Briarwood? I know it’s been a while, but a simple hi would suffice. You didn’t have to fall at my feet.’

Blair looked at the man’s face with one side of his lip quirked up in a cheeky smirk, and her knees almost gave out. She’d know those brown eyes and dark wavy hair anywhere. The broad, strong, flannel-clad man in front of her was none other than Luke Caldwell, her high school rival-turned-boyfriend who she had not seen or heard from in over a decade. Luke had grown, but he was still handsome as hell. And he still took all the air from Blair’s lungs when he smiled wide, which is what he did next.

This was exactly why she’d had this impending sense of doom all day. Luke Caldwell’s return to Moonbeam Hollow was going to be nothing but trouble for Blair.


Chapter Two

Blair took her orange mug and rushed right out of Shirley’s Sugar Mountain without saying a word, ignoring Luke’s voice calling out, ‘Blair, wait!’

She was not going to wait. She was not going to look at that man one second longer than she needed to, because if she did, the image of the last time she saw Luke Caldwell would come rushing back to her.

Luke, a skinny teenager then but just as beautiful, looking at her with pleading eyes, begging her not to walk away from their relationship. Luke telling Blair over and over again that he loved her, and that he was willing to stay right here in Moonbeam Hollow with her if that’s what she wanted. Luke finally telling her that if she wanted him to leave, she would never see or hear from him again. The last thing Blair needed was to relive the moment when her heart had been ripped in two because she told Luke Caldwell that she didn’t love him.

It had been a lie. She’d loved him so, so much. More than she thought was possible.

And now he was here. Back in Moonbeam Hollow, and right next door. Doing . . . what exactly? Blair had stalked Luke’s social media after he left town. She may be a witch, but she was only human. Blair knew Luke had studied architecture like he’d intended to. She knew he worked in a top Toronto firm designing skyscrapers and hotels. He wore suits and ties to work, not perfectly fitting jeans and flannel. Why was Luke working construction in Moonbeam Hollow instead of designing skylines in the city?

To be honest, Blair didn’t really want the answers to those questions. It had taken years for Blair to finally get over Luke, and clearly she hadn’t done a very good job of it, based on her pounding heart as she rushed through the Harvest Moon Café straight to the privacy of her back room. She sat at her cluttered desk and put her head in her hands.

This was ridiculous.

She should not be responding this way. Luke was only a man. The fact that he was her first and truly only love meant nothing. So what if they had history? Blair had some sort of history with three-quarters of the permanent residents of Moonbeam Hollow, seeing as she grew up here. Mind you, her history with others wasn’t nearly as intimate.

The door to the back room opened, and her sister Bianca walked in. ‘Why are you wearing the pumpkin spice latte you took next door?’

‘Not now, Bianca. I came here to be alone. Someone needs to stay out front.’

‘Agatha sent me here, saying I had to support my sister. She’s guarding the counter and said she’d holler if someone needs one of us. I have no doubt we’ll hear her.’

Blair agreed. Not for the first time, Blair wondered if she should cast a silence spell on all the Stitch Witches.

‘What happened next door that made you look like the whitest Brown woman I’ve ever seen?’ Bianca asked. ‘Did you catch a glimpse of the sexy contractor’s . . . tools?’

Blair rolled her eyes at her sister. ‘This is not what supporting me looks like, Bianca.’

Bianca crossed her arms, leaning against the door. ‘Briarwoods are famously bad at the emotional support thing. What happened?’

Blair exhaled long before speaking. ‘Luke was next door.’

‘Luke . . . Perry? Evans? Skywalker?’

Why were little sisters so infuriating? Blair gave her sister an annoyed glare. ‘Luke Caldwell.’

‘Oh.’ Bianca’s forehead furrowed. ‘I think I would have been less surprised if you said Skywalker. Like as in your nerdy-ex-from-high-school Luke?’

Blair nodded.

‘So, you poured a pumpkin spice latte on yourself and ran away? That’s not what I would have done.’

‘Still not really helping, Bianca.’ Blair pulled off her cream sweater and put on the blue sweatshirt she kept at her desk. It didn’t really match her brown tights and skirt, but it would do. ‘I need to figure out how to calm myself before I go back out there.’

Bianca reached into her pocket and took out a small brown bottle. ‘Ashwagandha tincture. I distilled it in North Africa. Put three drops under your tongue.’

Blair raised a brow. Potions were really Blair’s thing. ‘You carry tinctures in your pocket?’

Bianca reached again into the pocket of her black skirt and pulled out a handful of similar tiny brown bottles. ‘You never know what can happen in a day. Go on, it’s not magic, just a good old-fashioned medicinal plant extract. It will calm your nerves.’

Blair did as instructed, trusting her sister because Bianca really did know her way around plants.

‘I need to go,’ Bianca said after Blair gave her the bottle back. ‘Got a call from Raj’s farm – there may be an issue with this year’s pumpkin crop, and Raj wants me to take a look. The festival will be screwed without enough pumpkins. Try not to crash into any more exes. Oh wait, you don’t have any others.’ Bianca smirked.

* * *

Blair closed the café late that night because her bakery supplier had got mysteriously lost on the one straight road into Moonbeam Hollow. He finally arrived with muffins, bagels and croissants for the next few days, muttering something about cats on highways in a kind of confused daze. All Blair could think of while she unpacked the baked goods was who would want these when the bakery café next door would presumably be baking in-house?

And that made her wonder again why the hell Luke Caldwell was back in Moonbeam Hollow at all. The man was an architect, not a plumber. Maybe that hadn’t been him? Maybe Blair’s subconscious brain was playing a nasty trick on her and superimposed Luke’s ridiculously handsome face onto the body of a lumberjack. (Luke’s physique had not looked like that when she last saw him.)

But no. Blair knew it in her bones – that was him. It wasn’t only his face and that smirk. He smelled like Luke. Smiled like Luke. And the particular way he said her name, sounding equally exasperated and enchanted by her. That was him. He was right next door . . . She wasn’t going to be able to avoid him.

Immediately after Blair turned her open sign to closed, her phone rang. It was Gladys, the owner of the bookstore across the street, the Wolf Willow Bookstore.

‘Blair dear, I saw your light on. Please don’t mention this to Belinda, but would you be able to pop over to the bookstore a moment? I stayed late to do inventory, but the lights are going absolutely haywire – I have no idea what’s going on.’

Blair glanced out the window at the bookstore. And yes, the store looked like a flickering candle.

‘I’ll be right there,’ Blair said.

After Blair locked her door, she rushed across the street to the bookstore, not even glancing in the direction of the bakery. Luke probably wasn’t there, anyway. Hopefully he took the hint that Blair didn’t want to talk to him.

The Wolf Willow Bookstore was a charming store packed with dark fixtures and bright windows. The moment Blair walked in, she was hit with the familiar scent of old paper and the black tea that Gladys was constantly sipping. The wood floors had a warm patina, and the narrow aisles were lined with dark shelves crammed with books, everything from romance and fantasy to sci-fi and historical novels. But the amber lights were flickering, casting the store intermittently in shadow.

Gladys was behind the counter at the computer, a worried expression on her kind face. She was a lovely, capable woman who’d run the bookstore for decades, but she was easily in her seventies now. She took off her glasses, letting them hang on a beaded chain around her neck and pushed her short grey hair behind her ears. ‘Thank you so much for rescuing me, Blair! I have no idea why the lights would be doing this, unless it is something to do with the breaker. The last time this happened was when we hosted a midnight release party for that hockey romance book, but that made sense considering the snow machine. But today has been full of mysterious nonsense!’

Blair glanced around the store. Other than the lights, everything looked fine. ‘What else happened today?’

‘A large order of a popular fantasy book came in with all the covers upside down! I had to cancel the pre-orders, almost causing a riot. You know how feral those romantasy readers are!’

Blair’s eyes widened. This was getting strange. First, Raj’s farm and now the bookstore? It was no wonder Blair had been feeling that something wasn’t right since she woke up. Equinoxes were supposed to be about balance, yet this town had been off kilter all day.

‘May I ask, why don’t you want Belinda to know?’

Gladys shook her head. ‘Oh, that girl would come right into the store if she knew there was a problem. Today is her day off, but she already came in once to deal with the defective book order. She can fret over Wolf Willow Bookstore tomorrow. Belinda stacked the boxes of defective books in front of the electrical panel, so I cannot reach it without using the ladder, which I am expressly forbidden to use. Hip-fracture risk, you know.’

Blair exhaled. ‘I know where the breaker box is – you stay and finish your work.’ Blair headed to the back stockroom of the bookstore. She’d been here before a few times when she’d helped her sister take inventory when large orders came in.

The back storeroom was small, with boxes covering the floor, including several in front of the electrical panel. Blair moved the stepladder and climbed it, reaching over the boxes to open the panel. The breaker switches were neatly labelled, and the one marked front of store was flipped off, which was strange. How could the light be flickering without power? Blair pushed the breaker up, but about a second later, it went right back down to the off position. Blair frowned. How could the power have surged the moment she flipped the switch? Then it flipped again, going back to the on position.

The air filled with a burning plastic scent. What was happening? A crash behind Blair startled her, and she turned to see a pile of books on the floor, and an empty shelf on the bookcase above it. As Blair watched, a book slowly slid off another shelf, hanging in the air for a fraction of a second before dropping to the floor with a thud. The next book did the same. Within seconds, the shelf was empty, with each book sliding one at a time off the shelf and crashing onto the floor, all while the switch continued to flip on and off, making the flickering even more intense.

Blair froze, terrified and confused. This was beyond troubling, now. Gladys burst into the storeroom, and the lights suddenly turned on, the books stilling in an instant. Blair might be losing her mind, but she had the distinct impression that someone was laughing at her.

‘What is going on?’ Gladys asked.

Blair blinked. She had no idea what was happening but had a good reason to think that whatever it was, it had a magical cause. But Blair couldn’t tell Gladys that.

‘Oh, I’m sorry. The breaker switch was sticking, so I had to flip it a few times.’

Gladys frowned, eyes moving from Blair on a stepladder at the far end of the storeroom, to the pile of books on the floor near the door.

‘Not sure why those books fell, though.’ Blair let out an awkward laugh. ‘Maybe I was using too much force?’

Gladys looked sceptical, but she was not the type to suspect someone of wrongdoings. ‘Oh dear. I just shelved those yesterday. Clearly I did a poor job of it. I’ll tidy them tomorrow.’

They left the storeroom, and the door to the bookstore immediately crashed open. Blair yelped aloud, her heart racing. Gladys also screamed, grabbing Blair’s arm tightly. And of course, because the disasters kept stacking up on each other tonight, Luke Caldwell burst inside. He was still in his flannel and jeans with the addition of a knit hat, looking like a lumberjack superhero here to save the damsels in distress. Blair’s heart was already in overdrive, but now it felt like it would beat right out of her chest. Luke had been a cute teenager, but he was a devastatingly handsome man.

‘Is everything okay here?’ he said. ‘I saw lights flickering . . .’ He paused. ‘Oh. Hi, Blair.’

Blair didn’t know what to say because Luke wasn’t supposed to be in her life anymore, so she wasn’t supposed to know how to talk to him. Her hands fisted.

‘You gave us quite the fright, young man!’ Gladys scolded. ‘All is well, though. Just some electrical issues, but Blair here has fixed them!’

Luke raised one sceptical brow. Did he think Blair wasn’t capable of flipping a breaker switch?

Blair stared at Luke, breathing deep in an attempt to calm her racing pulse. Why was this happening to her? ‘I . . . am going . . . to go . . .’ Blair walked right past Luke Caldwell and out of the bookstore. She crossed the street, planning to go back to her café and, like the grown woman she was, hide until Luke was gone.

Of course, he followed her.

‘Blair, wait up,’ his deep voice said as she reached the café door.

Blair didn’t want to embarrass herself by running a third time, so she forced herself to stop, turning to face Luke in the middle of the empty sidewalk. His handsome face was lit by streetlights.

Blair forced her expression to stay blank. ‘Luke. Why are you still here?’

One side of his lip quirked up. That adorably smug look had been her undoing once before, and she wouldn’t let it affect her now. ‘I was waiting for you. Google said your café is supposed to close at six on Tuesdays, but it’s almost eight.’

‘You waited for me to close like a stalker?’

He smirked. ‘No, I waited like a person who wanted to talk to you but didn’t want to bother you while you were working.’

‘How did you even know this is my café?’

He took one step forward, pulling his hat off his head. ‘Um, because you and I once daydreamed about opening a café in Moonbeam Hollow?’

Blair’s hand fisted, her fight-or-flight instinct in high gear. She wasn’t sure what to say . . . Why are you here? Why were you installing a sink in a competitor’s business next door? Why did Gladys’s lights take on a life of their own while an invisible force dropped fantasy epics on the floor?

Luke took another step forward so he was only a few feet away. His hair was shorter than he used to wear it. And his stubble told her that this Luke Caldwell could grow a beard, unlike the one she’d dumped.

Blair winced. She’d dumped him. Horribly. Why was he even willing to speak to her?

‘Can I walk you home?’ he asked. ‘I assume you’re still on Acorn Lane?’

He should be so angry with her, not smirking playfully. If he’d been the one to break up with Blair right after she’d told him she loved him, Blair would be plotting revenge worse than the Wicked Witch of the West. She would never set foot in the town where the relationship started and catastrophically ended. Ever.

Blair closed her eyes, wishing she’d spent more time practising that invisibility spell so she and her clothes could disappear.

But she couldn’t. She was an adult, and she would deal with this situation like an adult. Even if part of her was screaming to start snapping at him like they did when they were teenagers. She still needed to find out more about this bakery next door – the one that could very well put her out of business. And there was no better person to learn about it from than the contractor overseeing construction. Or the architect who’d designed it. Or the plumber who’d installed the sink. Or whatever Luke was to Shirley’s Sugar Mountain.

‘Yeah, I’m still on Acorn,’ Blair said.

‘Can you refrain from running away or tossing hot coffee on me during a five-minute walk?’ he asked. ‘Or are you planning to throw yourself at me again?’

Blair glared at him. Why had she ever liked this person? She started walking fast, and he jogged a bit to catch up.

‘It’s wild being back.’ Luke was next to her now. ‘The whole world changes, but Moonbeam Hollow stays the same.’

Was that a crack about the fact that Blair was still here?

‘What brings you back, anyway?’ She let out an anxious laugh. ‘I didn’t expect to see you . . . as evidenced by me spilling a pumpkin spice latte all over you.’

He chuckled, absently rubbing his leg where the coffee had spilled. ‘Was that what it was? Smelled amazing. I assume you make your own syrups?’

‘Of course I do. My pumpkin spice lattes are the best around.’

‘Same Blair . . . you used to make the best iced coffees. Yeah, I probably should have told you I’d be here. To be honest, I haven’t been to Moonbeam Hollow in so long, I assumed nothing would be the same. Including you.’ He turned to glance at Blair. ‘But you’re exactly the same.’

She wasn’t sure if that was a compliment or not, because Blair had changed in the last twelve years. True, she still had wavy black hair and preferred tights and skirts over jeans any day, but she was a hell of a lot stronger than she’d been back then. She’d had to grow up fast when she was put in charge of her sisters. ‘You’re not the same,’ Blair blurted out without thinking. ‘You look older.’ And more built. And hotter. But she wasn’t going to say those things. ‘Is your hair thinning?’ she added, mostly to prevent herself from mentioning his forearms.

Luke laughed again. ‘Yep, same Blair. Straight for the jugular.’ He made a stabbing himself in the heart motion.

Blair didn’t know what to say, so again she said nothing. It was scrambling her brain to see Luke being so animated, teasing her. She felt like an awkward teenager again and didn’t like the feeling.

‘I know it’s been a while,’ Luke said. ‘We have some history, but I hope we can be cool with each other?’

She looked up at him as they turned onto Acorn Lane. Could she be cool with him? He hadn’t done anything wrong – in their relationship that is. Before they’d started dating, though, he’d done plenty wrong. Luke Caldwell had been Blair’s academic rival for years. She was pretty sure he was the one who poured bleach in the seedlings she’d grown for the grade ten science fair, and she knew for a fact that he’d fed her grade eleven biology textbook into a woodchipper two days before her exam.

‘I can be cool. In fact, I know I can be cooler than you. I always was.’ Blair let her competitiveness into her voice. This was actually a great strategy. Blair had seriously disliked Luke Caldwell . . . until she didn’t anymore. She needed to remember the time she hated him, not the seven months when she’d loved him. They were in front of Blair’s two-storey house now. The house was an old Victorian; small but dripping with original features like ornate trim, a bay window and peaked roof. Blair could see the living room light on.

Luke smiled widely at Blair, like he was enjoying her snark. Which of course he was. There was a time when nothing amused Luke more than getting a rise out of Blair.

‘Excellent. I’m glad to hear that,’ Luke said. ‘And yeah, you were always the cooler one,’ he purred. Was he flirting? He should not be flirting.

‘So, you didn’t answer me – why are you even here?’ Blair asked. ‘And how long are you staying? Do you work in construction now? Or did you design that café for . . . who’s Shirley, anyway? Is Miss Sugar Mountain your sugar mama?’

He huffed a laugh. ‘Um, no. I’m not in construction. And I’ll be here for a bit. I own the place. I’m building it for my mother; she’s a baker. We named it after her grandmother.’

Blair blinked, not believing what she heard. ‘It’s yours? You’re opening a café literally next door to mine?’

His wide smile was the exact one he flashed when he’d won the grade eleven speech contest for his speech about hedgehogs, beating Blair’s well-researched talk on the spice route. ‘No, I’m opening a bakery café next to yours,’ he said. ‘It was the only open storefront in town. And I’m entitled to be here – I grew up in Moonbeam Hollow, too, remember?’ He smirked. ‘If your pumpkin spice lattes really are the best, then a little competition shouldn’t be a problem for your business.’

Angry heat rose from Blair’s body. Was this revenge for her dumping him? But would Luke do that? He’d been devastated when she told him she wanted to break it off not long after they’d graduated high school and her mother died. She’d asked Luke to leave Moonbeam Hollow, to go away for university like he’d intended to, and he’d angrily spat out that the town didn’t belong to her, and he could come and go whenever he wanted. She didn’t think he was petty enough to come back twelve years later specifically to ruin her business as revenge, but Luke had been a competitive prick before they’d dated. Maybe the seven months that he’d been a caring, protective and supportive boyfriend had been an anomaly.

Well, Blair could be competitive, too. He’d won the speech contest, but she’d been valedictorian. He may come close, but Blair Briarwood always came out on top when it mattered against Luke Caldwell. She smiled a winsome smile. ‘You being there won’t be a problem for me. But it will be sad for your mother when I crush you and your little bakery.’

Luke laughed again. ‘What makes you so confident, Blair?’

She put her hand on her hip. ‘You’ve been gone over a decade, and I’ve been in business six years. I have a reputation in this town. Loyal customers. If it’s going to be café against café, Harvest Moon will win by a landslide. If I were you, Caldwell, I’d leave before embarrassing yourself further.’

‘Well, I look forward to the challenge, Briarwood.’ He put his hand out to shake.

Blair looked at his hand. She didn’t want to touch him. Her brain remembered what that hand could do, and the last thing she needed to know was if her skin remembered, too. But she was going to be an adult about this, so she shook it. It was soft – it was clear he hadn’t been building a lot of bakeries. Looking into his eyes, Blair wondered if he was thinking of all the times they’d held hands before. But no, the only thing she could see in his smirk was competitive Luke.

She took her hand back and walked up her porch stairs. If Luke Caldwell wanted a battle, he would get it. Blair hoped winning against Luke Caldwell would feel as satisfying as it always had.


Chapter Three

When Blair walked inside, her sister Belinda was on their old, plush cream sofa in their living room reading a book. Kass, their cat, was watching Belinda from the plaid armchair, his black fur contrasting the muted fall colours of the chair.

Belinda smiled at Blair. ‘Hey! I made squash soup with grilled cheese sandwiches for dinner. Do you want me to warm it up for you?’

Blair nodded, a contented sigh escaping her lips. Soup sounded perfect to soothe Blair’s nerves right now. Belinda may not be the most adventurous cook in the house, but she made the best comfort food. Belinda got up from her seat and headed to the kitchen, Blair following.

Belinda, the middle sister, was the tallest of the Briarwood sisters, and easily the sweetest. She was wearing a sweatshirt and wide sweatpants with her hair in a messy bun tonight since she was off work, but Belinda normally wore floral dresses and kept her long wavy hair down. Even in sweats, Belinda looked ethereal and angelic, her warm brown skin glowing under the kitchen lights.

After pouring soup from the fridge into a bowl, Belinda put it in the microwave and put on a pan for a sandwich.

‘So . . .’ Belinda said as she put a pat of butter on the pan. ‘Anything interesting happen today?’

‘I’m assuming you’re asking because Bianca told you about my run-in at the new bakery next door.’

Belinda squeezed her lips together a moment, holding in a laugh. ‘Did you expect Bianca not to tell me?’

Blair huffed, pouring herself a glass of water. ‘No. Where is she, anyway?’

‘In the greenhouse checking on her night-blooming flowers. She mentioned we’ll need to replace the back fence soon.’

Blair exhaled, sitting at the kitchen table. She remembered when their father built that fence. This house on Acorn Lane was where the sisters had grown up, and sometimes Blair wondered if the fact that she still lived here with family meant her life was stagnating. But Blair loved this house. It wasn’t large, there were only three bedrooms and one and a half bathrooms, but the house dripped with charm and comfort. With wide mouldings, pine floors and lots of windows, it was bright and comfortable, and it reminded Blair of her parents, who she missed terribly.

Yes, the kitchen could use an upgrade, and there were still black marks on the ceilings and walls in the dining room after an adventurous conjuration spell went sideways last year, but there was nothing wrong with Blair wanting to stay in this home. Or in this town.

After putting the curried squash soup with crackers and a grilled cheese sandwich in front of Blair, Belinda sat next to her and smiled. ‘Okay, do you want to talk about it?’

Blair took a bite of the sandwich. It was only a tiny bit burned. ‘About what?’

‘About seeing Luke again. That must have been a lot. Bianca said you were spiralling.’

Blair put her sandwich down, annoyed. ‘Bianca should keep her commentary on my mental state to herself. I wasn’t spiralling.’

‘She was trying to help.’

‘Yeah, well I don’t need help.’ Blair paused. ‘And of course I was upset. Wherever I went today, Luke was there! He even came bursting into the bookstore when I was helping Gladys after hours.’

Belinda’s eyes flashed with worry. ‘What’s wrong with Gladys? Is she okay?’

Shoot. Blair wasn’t supposed to say anything to Belinda. ‘The lights were flickering in the store, so she called me. It was weird, a breaker was flipping on and off, and books flew off the shelf in the storeroom. Thankfully Gladys didn’t see that.’

‘Books moved on their own?’ Belinda’s eyes widened. ‘Maybe I should check on the store. I might be able to detect if there is a magical reason. There was a strange delivery today, too.’

Belinda started to get up, but Blair put her hand out, stopping her. ‘Leave it for tomorrow,’ Blair said gently, hoping to ease her sister’s anxiety. ‘Gladys didn’t want me to tell you because she knew you’d worry. I don’t think there’s a magical reason, anyway. Maybe astrological? Is Mercury in retrograde?’ Blair herself was worried about everything happening and had been feeling all day that something wasn’t right. The episode in the bookstore had scared her out of her wits. She didn’t remember there ever being unexplained magic in Moonbeam Hollow, but their father died after a series of events that started with unexplained magic somewhere else. Blair didn’t want Belinda to stress about it now, though, or she’d develop one of her debilitating migraines. This could just be an equinox glitch, and tomorrow everything would be back to normal.

Well, normal except for the presence of Luke Caldwell in Moonbeam Hollow.

‘Luke reappearing can’t be because of magic,’ Blair added.

‘You don’t know that. I mean, yeah, Luke’s not magic, but the timing is suspicious. On fall equinox. Let me at least get my tarot cards. Maybe we can gain some clarity.’ Belinda moved to stand again.

‘It’s fine, Belinda.’ Blair placed her hand gently on Belinda’s arm. ‘I don’t want to think about it right now.’ She paused. ‘Can you believe Luke Caldwell is opening a café right next door to me? The nerve. He hasn’t changed a bit – still cares more about winning than anything else. Remember my grade eight science fair? He smeared peanut butter all over the windows of the science room on my presentation day so all anyone could hear was squawking birds.’ Blair smiled to herself when she remembered that she’d still won the science fair that year, with the help of a small silence spell on the birds. ‘He doesn’t remember who he’s dealing with. I know this town and its tastes better than anyone. He’s an architect . . . This is my turf, and I’m a witch. There’s no way Luke can win this.’

At that, Kass the cat came into the kitchen meowing loudly at Blair. Blair rolled her eyes. ‘Everyone’s a critic.’

‘No, Kass has a point,’ Belinda said. Kass jumped onto the table, and Belinda scratched his head. ‘We’re not supposed to use magic to win petty disagreements. It’s unethical.’

‘This isn’t a petty disagreement, it’s to keep my café! Don’t worry, Belinda. I got this. Luke Caldwell isn’t going to know what hit him.’

Bianca came into the kitchen from the back door, wearing a black hoodie over black cotton pyjamas adorned with cutesy witches and black cats on brooms. Blair had once reminded Bianca how risky it was to wear literal witches on her clothes when they had promised their parents they would keep their identity a secret, but Bianca said to chill because they were just pyjamas. Kass was offended by the print, though. He glared at Bianca from the table, meowing loudly, as he did whenever he saw those pyjamas. Kass was a vocal opponent of stereotypical portrayals of black cats.

‘Oh my God, Kass, calm down,’ Bianca said. ‘I don’t need fashion advice from someone who gets startled by the bell on his own collar.’

Blair snorted a laugh. ‘Hey, Bianca, what happened at the farm today? Are the pumpkins okay?’

Bianca sat at the table, shaking her head. ‘It’s strange. The pumpkins themselves show signs of white blight, but the leaves and stems look fine. Raj said it only started today. I treated the plants with a fungicide, anyway. The festival is only six weeks away; the pumpkins had better recover. Did you hear what happened at the florist?’

‘No, what?’ Belinda asked.

‘All the roses mysteriously died overnight. Every other flower was fine, but each rose was dried and pitch-black this morning.’

Blair frowned. ‘What the hell? The pumpkins at the farm, the lights at the bookstore, and now the roses at the florist?’

Bianca swiped a cracker from Blair’s plate. ‘Don’t forget the return of Luke Caldwell. Raj said he heard Luke owns that bakery. You guys will be in competition with each other.’

‘I know,’ Blair said. ‘And I’m not at all worried. I got this.’ She wasn’t entirely sure she did have this, considering the effect Luke had on her when she saw him earlier, but maybe now that the initial shock was behind her, she’d be able to focus on their rivalry, not their short relationship.

Blair didn’t really remember how their rivalry had started. It had probably been inevitable since the schools in Moonbeam Hollow were quite small, and Blair and Luke had always been the best and second-best students in their grade. Blair honestly didn’t remember a time in school when she wasn’t striving to be better than Luke Caldwell.

Everything had changed at the end of grade eleven, though, when Blair and Luke had to work together on a project for the first time. It was for a robotics competition, and while building their battle-bot, Blair had realized that there was more to Luke than witty quips and (mostly) harmless pranks. He was whip-smart – but he was also fun. He could talk for hours about romantic comedies as easily as he could talk about Star Trek. Blair had realized that playfulness was missing from her responsible, driven life. And she’d realized that she liked the way her skin tingled, her breath hitched and her heart raced whenever she was near Luke Caldwell.

But Blair needed to push her old attraction down now. It was time to reignite their rivalry. It would be easy. All Blair had to do was pretend that Luke Caldwell wasn’t the only person in the world who Blair had imagined spending her life with. Pretend he hadn’t been the only person who made Blair feel valued, wanted and cherished. Pretend he wasn’t her biggest regret.

Shouldn’t be a problem at all.

But on second thought, maybe she wouldn’t need to pretend anything. She meant what she’d said when he walked her home – in a café versus café battle, there was no way Blair could lose. This was Moonbeam Hollow, and Blair’s family was a hell of a lot more established in this town than Luke’s family. In fact, Luke’s mother had been a bit of a loner and hadn’t really integrated into the Moonbeam Hollow community. And he and his mother had been gone for over a decade. While Blair undoubtedly had the support of the Stitch Witches, the trivia club, the Yummy Mummies and all the other social clubs in Moonbeam Hollow that used Harvest Moon as their cozy home away from home.

Tourists would be a bit harder to attract into her space when Shirley’s Sugar Mountain opened, especially if it ended up looking Parisian-chic like the plans Blair saw. But this wasn’t Paris. It was Moonbeam Hollow, the Most Autumnal Small Town in the province. Harvest Moon Café, with its warm decor and comfortable clutter, belonged here more than the European elegance of Shirley’s Sugar Mountain. (Also, what the hell was that name? It didn’t fit at all for a French Bakery.) If Blair’s café was filled with happy locals and warm cozy vibes, then tourists would flock to her busy café. They would ignore the cold, impersonal space next door that looked like it was designed by a focus group.

Blair knew what she had to do – step up her game and make the Harvest Moon Café even more welcoming, even more autumnal, and even more tailored to the particular tastes of Moonbeam Hollow locals, so when Shirley’s Sugar Mountain opened, no one in town would have any desire to check out the bakery café. And best of all, with this strategy, Blair could win without looking at, talking to, or even acknowledging the presence of Luke Caldwell. It would be a piece of cake. Specifically, pumpkin spice cake.

* * *

Blair was energized and optimistic on her walk to the café the next morning, ready to do whatever she needed to ensure that no new business, no matter who owned it, would dethrone the Harvest Moon Café as the best café in Moonbeam Hollow. She didn’t even glance in the direction of Shirley’s Sugar Mountain as she stepped up to her door and attempted to unlock it. Attempted, because despite using the same key she’d used almost every day for the last six years, today the key would not slide into the keyhole. Squinting, Blair examined it. There was nothing wrong with it. And the keyhole looked the same, too. What the hell was going on? She tried again, wiggling the key a bit, but it would not slide even a millimetre into the keyhole.

Blair frowned. Was someone playing a trick on her? This was exactly the kind of prank she would have expected of Luke Caldwell when he was fifteen. But yesterday he said he wanted them to be cool with each other, and sabotaging her lock was not cool. Blair looked around to see if anyone was laughing in a bush, watching her struggle. She even used a tiny seeking spell so she could see if someone was hidden, but the streets of Moonbeam Hollow were empty, which made sense. It wasn’t even eight o’clock in the morning. Inspecting the lock again, Blair saw the same brass fixture that her contractor had installed when the café was built six years ago.

‘Crudbucket!’ Blair said loudly, trying the key a third time with no success. How was she going to get inside? The back-door key was inside the café. She’d need to call a locksmith. Blair hoped whoever had done this was happy they’d ruined her day. But what if this hadn’t been a person? Yesterday the pumpkins in Raj’s farm, Dewy Bramble Acres, had a strange blight that only affected the fruit but not the leaves, and then there were the flickering lights in Wolf Willow Bookstore. Plus, the books flying off the shelves. And the black roses in the flower shop. Was it Harvest Moon Café’s turn to have an unexplained misfortune? Blair tensed. So much for it being an equinox-only thing.

‘Did you say crudbucket?’ A voice behind Blair said with a mocking lilt behind every word. Blair counted to three under her breath before turning around. So much for avoiding Luke Caldwell.

‘Yes. What’s wrong with crudbucket?’

Luke smiled his self-satisfied grin. ‘Nothing wrong with crudbucket. I’d hate to be deemed insensitive to crud. Just not a word I’ve heard you say before.’

Blair rolled her eyes. Why was grown-up Luke so aggravating? At least he was doing a great, actually, a fantastic job of reminding Blair of why she used to hate him. He was in jeans again, these ones fitting as well as the ones he’d been wearing yesterday. The solid forest green flannel he’d paired them with looked soft and worn, which was a bit confusing considering all his social media showed him in suits or dress shirts. But these clothes looked like he wore them all the time. Luke hadn’t been into the whole logger aesthetic when they were teenagers, despite the fact that he grew up in a town surrounded by farms and forests. In fact, his new look meant he fit in at Moonbeam Hollow more than ever before.

‘Why are you dressed like that?’ Blair asked. ‘I thought you were an architect, not a lumberjack.’

He smirked. ‘Why are you paying so much attention to what I’m wearing?’

Blair blinked. Why wouldn’t she notice his clothes? They were literally on the outside of his body. She turned away from him. ‘Go away, Luke. I’m trying to get into my café.’

‘Why can’t you get in?’ The mirth was gone from his voice now, replaced by concern.

‘My key is sticking. I got it. You shoo.’ She waved him away. Had Blair told Luke Caldwell to shoo? She needed to figure out how to hold herself together around this man.

‘Let me try.’ Luke put his hand out to take the key from her.

Blair shook her head. ‘I’m not some weak woman who needs a man to rescue her. I open this door every day. I can handle it.’ She tried again, but nothing happened. Ugh. If Luke wasn’t here, she’d use a lubrication spell, which was easily the worst-named spell in existence, so Blair hated using it.

‘It doesn’t look like you can. Look, Blair, this isn’t the patriarchy speaking, I’m an old friend who would like to help you. We said yesterday that we were going to try to put the past behind us, didn’t we?’

That’s not quite what Blair wanted – she wanted to pretend they had no past at all. But she was stressed and frazzled, and Luke showing up now looking like that, and smelling like him . . . was making it hard to think about much other than their past. Blair finally exhaled. She said she was going to be an adult about this and was failing miserably.

She handed him the key and took a step backward. There was no way Luke was going to be able to unlock the door, anyway. But Luke easily slid the key into the lock with seemingly no resistance. He didn’t even have to wiggle it. After pulling the key out, he tugged on the door, opening it easily. He handed Blair the key, a smile on his face.

Stupid smug sexy man. Why did the door open for him and not for her? Blair snatched her key back. ‘I don’t know what you did to my lock, but sabotaging my café before yours even opens is low. Even for you, Caldwell.’

Luke’s eyebrows raised. ‘I didn’t do anything to your lock.’

‘Then why could you open it when I couldn’t?’

‘Maybe your weak little hands couldn’t turn the key?’

Blair blinked. Amusement was shining in Luke’s brown eyes – the exact shade of brown as the skin on Blair’s arm. They’d compared once, and he’d said it was because he only had eyes for her. He shook his head, smiling small. ‘For some reason, you seem determined to see me as your enemy. But I have better things to do than mess with your locks, Briarwood.’ At that, he turned and walked toward the door of his bakery.

Blair sighed as she went inside the café and turned the lights on. Had she gone too far by accusing Luke of sabotage? But he had to have done something. There was no logical reason why Luke showed up and easily unlocked the door the moment Blair was struggling with it. And he had plenty of motives for trying to sabotage Blair’s café, considering he was opening one right next door. And she’d broken his heart.

But maybe Blair shouldn’t look for logic when there was unexplained magic in town.

Blair took her apron down from the hook behind the counter and slipped it on. After starting up her espresso machine, she tidied the cream and sugar station. While she went through the motions of her opening routine, Blair took stock of her café.

It was getting a little shabby, if she was honest. The café had been open for six years now, and while the cozy vibes were timeless as far as Blair was concerned, she did acknowledge that a coat of paint and maybe some furniture polish could go a long way in freshening it up. Maybe she could get coordinated bottles for her syrups instead of using mismatched mason jars? The bakery display was still pretty full. Her bakery supplier was a commercial bakery in a nearby city, and what they lacked in quality they normally made up for in reliability, until yesterday’s late delivery. There was no way Blair would even think about baking in-house, first because she was no baker, and second because it was a lot of work that would take away from her focus on speciality coffees and teas. Maybe she could use a bit of magic to make the Harvest Moon Café smell better to compete with the bakery?

The Harvest Moon Café could be turned up several notches in the cozy category to beat Shirley’s Sugar Mountain without Blair using any sabotage on her opponent. Because Blair was a bigger person than Luke Caldwell.


Chapter Four

The first step in Blair’s plan to Make Harvest Moon Café Harvestier (Blair needed to workshop her mission name a bit) was to get her sisters on board. The Briarwood sisters usually stayed out of each other’s professional concerns, for the most part. But this was not a usual situation. Blair was the only one who made enough money to keep the household afloat. Bianca was still calling herself a Botany Consultant, whatever that meant, and Blair was pretty sure she didn’t charge farmers to help with their crop issues. Belinda did make money as the manager of Wolf Willow Bookstore, but it certainly wasn’t a lot considering how much she spent on buying new releases to adorn their living room shelves. The Harvest Moon Café was the main Briarwood breadwinner, so Blair asked her sisters to join her in the café for lunch to discuss the situation. Unfortunately, Belinda and Bianca didn’t seem to understand how important it was to beat Shirley’s Sugar Mountain.

Belinda spread whipped honey on a multigrain bagel. ‘I don’t know.’ They were sitting at a table near the front window, and the sun penetrating the lace curtain looked like glimmering confetti on Belinda’s dark brown hair. She was dressed for the bookstore today, wearing an apricot-coloured floral dress with cream lace accents, her hair cascading down her back in loose waves. ‘A bakery could be good for the town. Anything that attracts people downtown will help all the businesses. Remember, a rising tide lifts all boats.’

Blair shook her head. ‘It’s a bakery café, Belinda. There’s a high-end espresso machine in there, which means speciality drinks. I need to make sure no one even thinks of getting their lattes and cortados there.’

‘They’re not even open yet,’ Bianca added. ‘They might suck – we should wait and see. You’re really freaking out because it’s Luke opening the bakery, right?’

‘It’s not because of Luke!’ Blair said, annoyed with her sisters. ‘I think it’s essential we do this now, so no one will notice or care about the bakery when it opens!’

Belinda patted Blair’s hand, and Blair didn’t know if she was patronizing her or being supportive. ‘I understand. But what exactly can we do? The café is your baby – I don’t know anything about cafés. I only know books.’

‘And I only care about plants,’ Bianca added.

Blair exhaled. If either of her sisters needed her, she would move the earth to help them. Hell, she’d sacrificed so much when she took custody of them after their mother died. But sometimes it felt like Belinda and Bianca didn’t feel the same way about Blair.

Maybe Blair could make use of what her sisters were good at, and Blair herself could take care of the rest of the Big Harvest Moon Makeover. (That name had potential, but Blair still thought she could do better.)

‘Books and plants are inviting,’ Blair said, smiling. ‘Bianca, maybe we could add more greenery to the space?’

Bianca shrugged. ‘Yeah, I can bring in some houseplants.’

Blair smiled. ‘And Belinda . . . I’m sure your book expertise could help. Could we do a shared promotion between the bookstore and the café?’

Belinda’s brows knitted together in thought before a wide smile transformed her face. ‘I’ve been trying to start a romantasy book club in the store, but we already have three book clubs and Gladys doesn’t want to stay open late four nights a week. What if we held it in the café? I can bring a little bookseller kit and sell the books here. Romantasy readers are loyal – I guarantee people will come from the surrounding towns, and you’ll gain lifelong customers. Romantasy is so popular!’

Blair thought about it. Letting a passionate private club meet at the store could do more harm than good, since a loud group excited about their special interest tended to make the café feel unwelcoming to people who didn’t share that interest. Before the Stitch Witches allowed all types of fibre arts, they’d been a knitting group only, and Blair had lingering trauma from the knitters versus crocheters brawl three years ago. She still had literal scars.

But Belinda seemed so happy about her book club idea, and Blair didn’t want to take that from her. ‘Okay, I’m game, but after the café is closed. I’ll figure out what else I can do to spruce up the place on my own.’ Maybe paint the walls orange? Macramé wall hangings? She could add a few new speciality drinks to the menu.

‘The Return of the Jedi has certainly freaked you out,’ Bianca deadpanned before taking a sip of her chai latte.

Blair tried not to roll her eyes. ‘Luke’s not a Jedi. He’s an architect. And it doesn’t matter at all to me that he’s the one who’s opening the bakery. I can’t . . . we can’t afford to lose customers to any competitors. Not if we want a new fence or a new kitchen.’ A customer came into the café so Blair stood. ‘I appreciate you both. My turn for dinner tonight – I’ll make Mom’s biriyani to thank you for your help.’

Bianca and Belinda both nodded, but Blair could tell that they weren’t really that impressed. She sighed. Their mother had always known the right thing to say. The right thing to do to make the sisters come together as one. But Blair wasn’t her mother. She was doing the best she could, but she wasn’t sure it was enough.

* * *

Blair was easily able to avoid Luke Caldwell for the rest of the week. True, it took the use of a few listening and enhanced smelling spells to make sure Luke wasn’t close to her when she left the café, but it was worth it. And her café refresh was progressing well too. Bianca had started propagating the plants from the house to make clones for the café, and Belinda said that Gladys loved the idea of holding the romantasy book club somewhere other than the bookstore, and Belinda wanted to start next Thursday evening. Perfect. Blair did worry a little about Gladys calling romantasy readers feral, but she pushed her unease aside. She even decided to read the book they would be discussing, so asked Belinda to pick up a copy for her.

On Friday evening, Blair was tidying the café about an hour before closing, when Bianca texted that she was at the back door with the new plants and needed help bringing them inside. Blair assumed her sister had used her powerful plant magic to grow them so fast.

Blair headed toward the back of her café and quietly recited an enhanced listening spell. She clearly heard Luke’s voice talking to someone on the other side of the wall. She texted her sister.

blair: Is there anyone else at the back door?

bianca: No. Why?

blair: No reason. Just leave the plants there – I’ll bring them in after closing.

bianca: Suit yourself. I’m going home.

It would be fine. Blair would wait until Luke was gone for the day to bring the plants in. After the café was closed and tidied, Blair headed to the back door and used her spells again. This time she didn’t detect Luke at all – hopefully he’d left the bakery. Blair opened the back door to get the plants.

But all she saw outside was a mess. Blair had no idea how Bianca had left the plants, but she had to assume they hadn’t been strewn all over the asphalt in shattered terracotta pots. Who would do this? Moonbeam Hollow was safe; there wasn’t a vandalism problem here. And there was rarely ever anyone in this little back area behind her café, other than someone from the only business that shared this space with the Harvest Moon Café.

At that moment Blair heard a loud noise, then distinct male laughing coming from the bakery back door. Luke was in there, and she couldn’t help but think he was laughing at her.

Surely he wouldn’t? It was one thing for Luke to mess with her lock but destroying innocent plant pots was childish. She knocked on the bakery back door. Yeah, she’d wanted to avoid Luke because her traitorous body reacted to seeing him in ways she wished it didn’t, but if he was resorting to plant-vandalism then it was time they hashed this out.

The door opened to Luke in a dark green plaid flannel shirt, ducking under the door frame with a confused expression. ‘Oh. Blair. Is everything okay?’

‘Was this you?’ Blair asked, teeth gritted.

He raised one brow. ‘What are you talking about?’

Why was he wearing a soft flannel again? ‘My poor plants!’ she said pointing to the shattered pots, sad root balls and piles of dirt littering the space behind their shops. ‘Did you do this? Are you a plant murderer?’

He looked completely confused. ‘Plant murderer?’

‘No one else has been back here today except you! And my sister; but considering she’s the one who propagated the plants for me, I’m pretty sure she wouldn’t smash them. I heard you laughing! This prank has Luke Caldwell written all over it. Just like what you did to my lock.’

Luke blinked, looking at Blair, but not saying anything. Which was proof enough that he was the one behind this destruction.

Blair pointed a finger at that stupid handsome face. ‘Sabotage me all you want, Caldwell, there is still no way you can win this battle.’ She turned away and started lifting the plants out of their broken pots, carefully placing them in a cardboard box that she’d left here this morning.

‘Seriously, Blair? You avoid me for days, and then when you do talk to me it’s to accuse me of more dumb shit? I take it back,’ Luke said. She didn’t turn to look at him. ‘You’re not the same person you used to be. Do you honestly think I haven’t grown out of stupid pranks like this? I don’t remember you ever being this paranoid. Or bitter.’ He went back into his bakery, slamming the door behind him.

Blair exhaled. She had no idea if she really believed a grown man would sabotage her like this. But the fact was all these problems started the day Luke got here, and the Luke she knew very well a dozen years ago would do anything to get one over on her.

Maybe this was a mixed blessing, because while the plants were nice, plain terracotta pots wouldn’t have done anything to elevate her new and improved café. This was an opportunity for Blair to get better pots. She smiled to herself. She could go to the flea market tomorrow since her part-timer Travis would be in the café. She could find pots, and maybe some more wall décor, too.

Blair was going to beat Luke and his fancy bakery, and she wouldn’t need to play dirty to do it. Well, she’d technically be in dirt when she transferred the plants into new pots, but that’s it. A sliver of guilt worked its way up her spine as a voice in the back of her mind whispered that she had no proof that Luke had done anything. But then she threw her shoulders back and reminded herself that only one thing would stop her spiralling over her first love being back in her life: winning.


Chapter Five

Despite the annoying reason for it, Blair was thrilled that she had to spend half of her Saturday at the Mossy Oak Flea Market. The flea market, located off the highway between Moonbeam Hollow and one of the neighbouring towns, was a busy outdoor market filled to the brim with antiques, handicrafts and discount housewares, and had a seasonal farmers’ market on Saturdays. There was a time when it was one of Blair’s favourite places in the world, and she would spend hours wandering the antiques, longing for a day when she could buy up all the beautiful solid wood tables and wardrobes to fill her house. Even as a girl, Blair preferred the old and comfortable over the new and glossy, and if she had the money, she’d replace all of the box-store furniture in their Acorn Lane house with timeless antiques from the Mossy Oak Flea Market.

It had been a while since Blair had wandered aimlessly through the market, though – these days she always felt there were more useful things she should be doing with her free time. And today, Blair’s brain was consumed with all that could go wrong in her café while she was away from it. There hadn’t been another mishap since her plant pots were destroyed yesterday, but that didn’t mean the strange plague causing tiny disasters in Moonbeam Hollow was gone. So, Blair stayed on her mission, not letting herself get sidetracked by adorable old cookie tins or china teacups. She needed eight plant pots between eight and sixteen inches in diameter, and maybe some wall hangings like framed prints, tapestries, or even old posters, as long as they matched the cozy aesthetic of her café.

After a quick stop at the market’s famous apple fritter truck for three fritters and a scoop of vanilla ice cream drizzled with salted caramel, Blair started her search of the antique vendor booths, looking for the perfect treasures for her café.

She found plant pots easily – there was a vendor whose entire stall seemed to be items rescued from a Victorian greenhouse. In addition to the eight pots, she bought a few iron signs for her walls. One said Secret Garden in curlicue script, and the other was an ornate sign that said On This Site Nothing Happened, which absolutely tickled Blair’s funny bone. After paying, she asked the vendor if he could hold Blair’s purchases until she was finished in the market, then went in search for more wall decor.

She came across a vendor with stacks of old pictures and paintings in antique frames. Perfect. After flipping through the first few stacks of frames, Blair was starting to feel less optimistic. Most of these were old, which was good. But none passed her vibe check. Black and white Dalí prints or urban photography were far from cozy, and Thomas Kinkade–type art was way too . . . predictable. But then Blair noticed an amazing piece, actually two pieces. Large oil paintings done in warm colours of very familiar buildings. ‘Oh! These are Moonbeam Hollow!’ she said aloud, delighted to see these early depictions of her quaint little town.

‘Yes!’ the vendor said. He was an older man with a faint Irish accent. ‘I got a big lot of art from a local collector.’

Blair grinned. These were perfect. She leaned close to inspect them. One painting was definitely the building across the street from her café, the one that now housed the bookstore and the florist. The other was of the post office, which had stood in the same place since the town was incorporated. The church and the building that was now the Chinese restaurant were in the background.

‘It was a set of three,’ the man said. ‘All done in the fifties by an unknown artist.’

Blair smiled. These paintings were exactly what the Harvest Moon Café needed. They matched her colour scheme, they were the right size, and the antique-silver frames were perfectly aged and lovely. And best of all, they honoured the town that meant so much to Blair. ‘I’ll take all three,’ Blair said. She couldn’t see the third painting, but she assumed it would be as beautiful as these two.

The vendor shook his head. ‘I’m afraid I sold the third painting not ten minutes ago. It was also of downtown Moonbeam Hollow – you’d know the building, the one with that busy little café? My wife loves the tea there. I would have bought her the painting if it was still here at the end of the day.’

Holy crap, the third painting was literally of her building? It had to be. The Harvest Moon Café was the only café in town. Blair needed that painting. ‘Who bought it?’

The vendor shrugged. ‘Young chap. Don’t remember what he looked like.’ He laughed. ‘I guess he wasn’t all that memorable. He was excited to see it because he said his mother was opening a bakery in the building. That will be rough for the café, don’t you think? But, ah well. What is life but a revolving door of new challenges?’

Blair’s jaw tightened. Of course it was the re-emerged bane of her existence, Luke Caldwell, who bought the painting.

‘I’ll take these two pieces.’ Blair pulled out her credit card. ‘Can you wrap them? I’ll be back to pick them up. The man who bought the third piece, did you see what direction he went in?’

The antique vendor looked reluctant to say anything. Blair was about to cast a persuasion spell on herself, but then the man shrugged and pointed to the right. ‘He went that way.’

Blair smiled. ‘Thank you! I really appreciate it.’

As soon as Blair paid for her paintings, she left the booth and took a right turn, keeping her eyes peeled for Luke. The market was busy today – as it was every Saturday when the weather was good, but Blair had no doubt in her mind that she’d find him. Maybe to the antique vendor Luke wasn’t memorable. But not to Blair. He’d never be forgettable to Blair. The exact wave pattern of his hair and his upright posture were burned into her brain from when they were teens. And now, after seeing Luke several times as a fully grown adult, she was pretty sure she could pick out the way he filled his jeans and flannel out of a lineup without seeing one hair on his head.

And yes, there he was. Several paces ahead of her, wearing another flannel, this one red plaid, with jeans, and that dark blue knit hat. He was at a booth that sold Depression glass in various colours, and the pink glass cake stand he was holding cast a pale pink glow onto his face.

Why was Luke Caldwell so damn handsome now? This was making hating him so much harder.

‘Luke,’ Blair said loudly. She heard the curtness, the anger, in her voice. She was going to have to figure out how to be pleasant if she wanted to convince him to let her have the painting without using magic. And she really didn’t want to use magic, namely because her sister was right – using magic to win this battle was unethical and went against everything her parents taught them about how to be a witch.

Luke turned, and there was what looked like a frame wrapped in brown paper under his arm. He was still holding the lovely little cake stand. That bakery was going to be beautiful if Luke displayed his mother’s cakes on pretty glassware like that.

But Blair’s café would still be better.

‘Blair,’ he said, a slow smile sneaking onto his face. ‘Have you been following me?’

No, but she had been looking for him. ‘The art vendor said you bought a painting of Moonbeam Hollow. I bought the other two, and I want to complete the set. Can I buy it from you?’

Luke shook his head as he put the cake stand down. ‘Not a chance. I bought it for the bakery. Looks like we’ll match.’

Blair blinked. ‘It’s a painting of my café. It should be mine.’

Luke huffed a laugh. ‘It’s a painting of the building that my bakery is in. There’s as good a reason for it to be mine as yours. And I got it first.’

Blair put her hands on her hips. ‘Okay, but your bakery isn’t open yet, and my café has been there for six years. So, I’m pretty sure I got there first. Plus, I just bought the other two in the set and I’m sure the artist would hate for them to be separated.’

‘Ooooh, she got you there,’ a voice said. It was the antiques vendor at the glassware booth. She was a forty-something blond woman wearing winged eyeliner. Blair gave her an appreciative smile.

Luke shrugged, unbothered. ‘I’ll take this cake stand,’ he said to the woman. ‘And sorry, Blair, my painting will be hanging in my bakery.’

‘What if I pay you double what you paid?’ Blair asked. She was willing to dip into her emergency fund for this.

‘I’d take that offer,’ the glassware vendor said. ‘Random art piece split off from a set won’t be worth much. And she’s right that it’s got more sentimental value to her than you because she’s been there longer.’

Luke rolled his eyes. ‘Can I pay for the cake stand?’

The woman smiled, maybe remembering that Luke was her customer and she shouldn’t be rooting for his opponent in this art battle. She held out her payment terminal for Luke to tap his card.

Maybe Blair should use a persuasion spell to get the painting. She didn’t remember Luke being so stubborn. Well, scratch that. She’d debated him several times in debate club – she knew full well that Luke Caldwell was as stubborn as she was. ‘Three times what you paid?’ she offered, cringing at the loss to her emergency fund.

Luke sighed and finally looked at Blair. His expression was so familiar. Like a mix of frustration and annoyance with a heavy dose of admiration. That was the look he always gave Blair when she beat him. She grinned. She loved that she could still affect him like this. ‘Okay, Briarwood,’ he finally said. ‘It’s yours for the price I paid, but one condition. Actually, two conditions.’

Oh. So . . . she didn’t win? ‘What are the conditions?’ Blair asked.

‘One, you stop accusing me of sabotage without proof, and two, we walk. One round of the flea market, twenty minutes, tops.’

Blair’s brows knitted together. ‘You want to walk with me?’

‘I want to talk to you. Without you running away or accusing me of sabotaging your life. Let’s clear the air so we can both exist in Moonbeam Hollow, because that bakery is opening whether you like it or not.’

Blair blinked. He was asking too much. She couldn’t walk around the market with him, not when her hair stood on end and her heart raced whenever he was near. Not when her body didn’t seem to dislike him nearly as much as her brain did.

‘Come on, Blair,’ Luke pleaded. ‘Wouldn’t this be easier if we weren’t enemies? I want to talk. That’s it.’ Blair couldn’t read his expression. Actually, she couldn’t trust it. Luke had technically never intentionally caused Blair pain once they’d stopped being rivals and started dating. He’d been the cause of a lot of comfort for her. Of pleasure. Even joy. But the pain, that was all self-inflicted. Blair had dumped him. She’d lied, telling him she never loved him when she had.

And that’s why she couldn’t trust him now. He said that the reason he was building his mother a bakery café next door wasn’t to get back at Blair, but how could that be true? If their situations were reversed, and Luke had been the one to break her heart, Blair would have turned Luke into a toad. Okay, maybe not, transmutation magic was really, really hard. But she would have at least made him smell like a toad for the rest of his life.

She should have done that, anyway. Because his familiar scent of pine, sandalwood and Luke was, so, so hard to endure again. ‘Okay,’ Blair said softly. ‘Twenty minutes. And no accusations.’ She hoped she wouldn’t regret this. She set an alarm on her smart watch, because she was not sure her heart could manage more than twenty minutes without beating right out of her chest.

* * *

The glassware vendor offered to hang on to Luke’s purchases during their walk, and Blair was pretty sure it was because she wanted an update afterward. After Luke stashed the painting and the cake stand behind the woman’s counter, Blair and Luke set out on a stroll around the flea market.

It was weird, walking with Luke Caldwell again. She didn’t know what to say. But maybe she didn’t need to say anything. This was his idea so he should be the one to initiate actual conversation. But he was quiet, too. Blair wondered if he found this as hard as she did.

‘Do you remember the first time we were at this flea market together?’ Luke finally asked.

Blair frowned. She’d never been here with Luke before, had she?

He chuckled. He was looking straight in front of him, not looking at the vendor booths on either side, or looking at Blair. ‘You don’t remember. Dan Sinclair wanted apple fritters after we won that battle-bot tournament in Peterborough, so he made his mom stop here on the way home. You were annoyed that his mom wouldn’t let us get ice cream because she didn’t want us making a mess in her car.’

Blair smiled. She did remember. It was late June of grade eleven. The four of them on the team had worked so hard on their battle robot – named The Moonbeam Massacrer, which despite its mouthful of a name, had been undefeated in the tournament. It was the first time Blair had worked with Luke instead of against him in school. Moonbeam Hollow High had only one robotics team, so they’d had to collaborate for the first time.

To be perfectly honest, it was the first time Blair saw Luke as anything but her aggravating rival in school. Since that day, Blair had ordered apple fritters each time she’d come to this market. But that wasn’t because of Luke.

‘We weren’t here long,’ Blair said. The four of them had ordered two dozen fritters, which they ate in the car on the way back to Moonbeam Hollow. Dan’s mother was mad that they got powdered sugar everywhere. Luke touched Blair’s skin for the first time when he wiped sugar off her nose. And she noticed that he smelled like sandalwood – despite spending the day in a sweaty high school gym surrounded by robotics nerds. It was a memory that Blair had pushed to the corners of her brain. But now Luke was here, and the memory was back, and Blair wished she could banish it to the corner again.

A memory that Blair hadn’t been able to banish was the shift between them after they won that tournament. They weren’t exactly friends – but they weren’t really enemies anymore, either. They actually spoke to each other with civility. Smiled when they passed in the hallways or on the street. And Blair had become strangely obsessed with Luke’s hands. With the curve of his shoulder. With how his smiles always started on one side before spreading to his whole face.

The following October, Luke had asked Blair to be partners for a physics project and Blair said yes. She told herself it was only because she wanted the best possible grade. After working on the project in Blair’s dining room one Saturday, Blair’s mother offered to drive them to the Moonbeam Hollow Fall Harvest Festival, since they’d been working so hard.

Blair was even more aware of Luke at the festival. He smiled more than almost anyone else Blair knew. And he smelled so good, like pine and sandalwood. Blair wanted to put her nose on his neck to know if the smell came from his clothes, or him. They did the hay maze together just as the sun was setting, and Luke’s enthusiasm took her breath away. Blair was quite sure she would explode if she didn’t touch him. And apparently, he felt the same way, because when Blair turned a corner, lightly bumping her hand into his, he stilled, then took her hand and squeezed it.

They were alone in a corner of the hay maze, their hands joined, and that slow smile transformed Luke’s face. When he stepped toward her, she gasped. And when he touched her cheek, she was sure her heart would race right out of her chest.

But when he kissed her, at sunset in a secluded corner of the Moonbeam Hollow Fall Harvest Festival Hay Maze, Blair knew in an instant that her life would never be the same again.

She’d been shocked at how her body reacted, instinctively pulling him closer and parting her lips so his tongue could explore her mouth. She held the back of his head so she could finally feel that wavy dark hair she’d admired so many times. He pushed her against the hay bales, prickly hay poking her back, and she didn’t care. Nothing in the world had ever felt as good as being surrounded by Luke Caldwell with his mouth on hers. But when they heard voices in the maze, they pulled apart quickly, both wide-eyed and shell-shocked. They finished the rest of the maze with their hands joined, and when they reached the end, Luke kissed the tip of her nose and said he’d wanted to kiss her for weeks.

Now, Blair exhaled long. Maybe she should practise a memory-wiping spell to get that day out of her brain forever. And maybe taking a simple walk with Luke Caldwell was impossible, because the way Blair felt about this person had never been simple.


Chapter Six

‘Do you want apple fritters? For old times’ sake?’ Luke asked as they passed the apple fritter food truck in the farmers’ market area.

No, she didn’t. She’d already had three when she first got here. If she ate more, she’d ruin her lunch. Not to mention eating apple fritters with Luke wouldn’t help her push all their shared memories to the outskirts of her mind. ‘Sure,’ she said because she was weak and Luke didn’t even need to use a spell to make her do whatever he suggested.

He smiled. ‘How many do you think you can eat? We can split a half dozen? With ice cream?’

Blair nodded, disappointed with her lack of self-control. After getting their fritters, she guided them to a secluded bench behind the food trucks. The farmers’ market was busy, and the last thing Blair wanted was to be the newest topic of gossip after being seen arguing with Luke Caldwell. And she was ninety-three per cent sure they would argue. After sitting, Luke placed the little cardboard container with six fritters in it between them. Blair decided she’d made the right choice because now they could eat and hopefully not talk – but they were also right next to each other, and the proximity was making her dizzy.

‘Man, I’ve missed these.’ Luke pulled the hat off his head then speared one of the fritters with a fork and bit into it. The fritters at the market weren’t doughnut style, but instead were apple slices cut into rings and dipped in batter before being deep-fried. They were light as air and tasted like fall. He took another bite and his eyes literally glazed over. ‘It tastes like coming home. You probably eat these all the time since you’re still in town.’ He popped the rest of the fritter into his mouth, then wiped the ice cream off his lips with a napkin.

‘Not really,’ Blair said, even though she did eat them all the time. She didn’t know why she lied – probably because of his comment about her still being in town. What did he mean by that? It was like that first day he saw her. He’d said you’re exactly the same.

It was true that Luke’s life had changed a lot more than hers. He’d left Moonbeam Hollow. He’d gone to the University of Waterloo for a degree in architecture, then earned his master’s at the University of Toronto. He worked in a big firm on high-profile projects, and he’d travelled to amazing places. And the whole time, Blair was here. She was supposed to do amazing things, too. In fact, she was supposed to go to the same university as him, but for an engineering degree. But life happened and she’d ended up with custody of her two sisters instead, so she fell into her backup plan – owning a café.

Blair was content with her life. Truly. Moonbeam Hollow was a wonderful place to live in, and yes, her sisters could be incredibly frustrating, but all the three of them had was each other. Owning the café was far from engineering, but it was still fulfilling for Blair. She loved using her potion magic every day to make customers happy and comfortable. She loved being the cozy community hub for so many people in Moonbeam Hollow. She stepped up and did her duty when her mother died, and her life ended up pretty good. She never, or at least she very rarely, felt anything was missing.

But this was Luke. Yes, they’d once daydreamed about opening a café here in Moonbeam Hollow, but that had never been a serious dream for either of them. For both of them, plan A had been to do bigger things. He was going to be an architect, and she was going to be an engineer, and they were going to put their own stamp on the world.

He’d done that. He’d designed buildings and made a difference. Blair hadn’t. Plan B hadn’t been that bad for her, but it wasn’t plan A.

But Luke wasn’t designing buildings now; he was here. And Blair still didn’t really understand why. He wanted to talk – maybe it was time for her to find out. ‘Luke, why are you here?’

He frowned. ‘Getting some things for the bakery. I’m working with a designer, and she said antiques would add personality.’

Blair shook her head. ‘No, I mean, why are you building a bakery for your mother? What happened to being an architect?’

He shifted in his seat, looking uncomfortable with the question. ‘I’m still an architect. But I’m learning how to build now, too. I’m working with a carpenter friend and hiring out subcontractors when I need them, but I’m doing most of it myself. It’s been fun.’ He put his fork back into the container of fritters and melting ice cream.

‘So where’s your mother?’

He ran his hand through his hair, fluffing his glossy waves that had been flattened by his hat. Blair wondered if he used hair products. Probably not. He was likely effortlessly perfect. ‘She works in a hotel in Toronto. Mom’s a trained pastry chef,’ he said. ‘She actually went to culinary school in France but gave it up to raise me. This is kind of my way of thanking her. When the bakery’s done, she’ll give her notice and move here.’

Blair frowned. She had a feeling there was something Luke wasn’t telling her – something about why he was really here in Moonbeam Hollow. This town wasn’t big, so she did remember Luke’s mother. She was a single mom, and Blair remembered her working in the grocery store. Actually, she’d worked in the grocery store bakery department. Blair remembered her bringing cakes or cupcakes for any school celebration. It was kind of sad that this trained pastry chef had to work in a grocery store, but Blair also remembered Luke’s mother being a little cold and reserved. Blair had been pretty sure she hadn’t liked Blair much, especially after she started dating Luke.

‘That’s . . . I mean, that’s nice of you. Building a bakery for your mom.’ She winced as soon as she said it. Should she be complimenting Luke Caldwell? But it was nice of him to build this bakery. Blair didn’t remember Luke having a particularly close relationship with his mother, but there was a lot she didn’t know about him.

An almost bashful smile slipped onto his face from the praise as he speared another apple fritter to take a bite. Gosh, he wasn’t just handsome, Luke could also be downright adorable, too. She swallowed. ‘So, you’ll be leaving after she gets here? Go back to being a big-city architect?’

‘That’s the plan.’ Luke took a bite.

‘Oh, thank God,’ Blair said. At least he wasn’t going to be here permanently.

Luke narrowed his eyes. He looked like he wanted to make some crack at Blair but didn’t.

‘Are you going to ask me why I never left Moonbeam Hollow?’ Blair asked.

He tilted his head. ‘Blair, I know why you stayed. I was here when your mom passed. It must have been so hard for you to pick up the pieces and be there for your sisters alone.’

Alone. That was a loaded word. Because back then she’d had the option of not going through it alone. Luke had offered to stay. To defer his university acceptance for a year or longer to help her sort through the mess of her and her sisters’ lives turning upside down in the blink of an eye.

But Blair hadn’t wanted Luke to stay. She hadn’t wanted him to give up his dreams because she had to give up hers. Not to mention Blair and her sisters were witches. Blair couldn’t let Luke get close enough to help her and her sisters with their grief without him finding out their secret. So, she told him to go. And when he didn’t want to, saying that he was allowed to make his own choices and he was making the choice to stay in Moonbeam Hollow, Blair told him that she wasn’t really that into him, and was planning to break up before they went away to school, anyway. She told him that even if he stayed, she was going to focus only on her sisters, not him.

It was true, she had needed to focus on her sisters. But Blair would have loved to lean on Luke during the hardest period of her life. But she’d promised her parents she’d never let anyone find out their secret. And she truly wanted him to chase his dreams. So, she lied to him. And he left.

And there hadn’t been a day when Blair hadn’t wondered what would have happened if she’d been honest with Luke that day.

Blair looked down at the apple fritters, blinking. This was a mistake. She had a lot going on right now. The harvest festival was soon, and it was the busiest time of the year for Blair. There were also clearly things happening in Moonbeam Hollow: the electrical issues in the bookstore, the blight in the farm, the roses dying in the florist, plus her smashed plant pots and faulty lock. Blair had been pretty sure that Luke had tampered with her lock and smashed her pots, but now she didn’t know. If it wasn’t Luke, then all these things happening could be a bad omen for a bigger issue.

Also, if Luke had been the one trying to sabotage her business, why was she sitting here eating apple fritters with him?

‘We’re not supposed to talk about the past,’ Blair said. ‘What happened to putting it behind us?’

That tiny smile came back on his face. He looked the most like her Luke with that little smile on one side. ‘It’s proving harder than I thought it would be. It’s quite a trip, seeing you again. Like going back in time.’

‘Is it a good trip or a bad?’

He huffed a small chuckle. ‘Both? You look the same.’ He paused. ‘Actually, you look the same, but better. It’s messing me up in a way I didn’t expect.’

Blair breathed out. He needed to stop complimenting her. For her, this was a bad trip down memory lane. All bad. Because as nice as Luke was to look at right now, and as much as he’d once meant the world to her, he was building a freaking café right next door to hers.

Blair used every molecule of energy in her to remove all the warm feelings from the past and focus only on the present. ‘Tell me the truth. Are you building that café as revenge? And were you the one who messed with my lock and plants?’

Luke exhaled, annoyed. ‘I’m building a bakery, Blair. It’s my mother’s lifelong dream, and I’m making it happen for her. And like I said that spot was the only vacant storefront in town. I’m not here to destroy your business. And I certainly didn’t . . . or wouldn’t do anything to your café.’

Blair shook her head. ‘Okay, but you get that a bakery that sells coffee will affect my business, right? This isn’t the city, Luke. Moonbeam Hollow is a small town. It can support one café, and probably one bakery, too. If you have tables and chairs and speciality drinks, then you’ll be taking my customers.’

‘That’s ridiculous, Blair.’ Luke rolled his eyes. ‘Your café is nothing like what the bakery will be. Our focus is going to be on breads, pies and French pastries. Coffee’s an afterthought.’

He was seriously calling her main product, the thing that she spent years perfecting, an afterthought. Blair exhaled. He was an asshole. Not adorable, not sexy. Just an asshole. At that moment, the alarm on her watch went off, startling Blair and Luke both. ‘That’s twenty minutes. The painting is mine.’

Luke crossed his arms in front of his chest. ‘Not if I don’t sell it to you, it isn’t.’

‘Now you’re not selling it to me.’ Of course he wasn’t. Because Luke Caldwell had no problem playing dirty to win. Hell, him saying how affected he was by seeing her, and saying she looked the same but better was probably all part of his act. Confusing her emotions to get what he wanted.

‘Why should I? We haven’t cleared any air. And you’re still accusing me of sabotaging your café! Something tells me that letting you have the painting won’t make you stop thinking of me as your enemy.’

‘How the hell do you want me to think of you, Luke? We are enemies. We’ve always been, remember? We were voted most likely to hire assassins on each other in our grade ten yearbook. I still have it – I can show you to jog your memory.’

‘We weren’t always enemies, Blair,’ Luke said, voice low. He was looking right at her, angry. Furious, actually. His eyes were sharp and his jaw was set. She could feel heat radiating off him. ‘I don’t know why you’re insisting on this revisionist history, but you know it as well as I do.’

And Blair was furious, too. She was so furious she was shaking. How dare Luke Caldwell come back into her life now, looking like that, and confusing all her emotions. She made a fist with her hand, her fingernails digging into her palm.

‘In fact,’ Luke said, fire still in his eyes. ‘I think maybe I should be the one jogging your memory.’ In a swift motion, he moved the apple fritter box to the other side of him on the bench, and reached behind Blair’s neck, lightly touching her skin there. Blair gasped at the touch. His eyes were still fiery hot, but his touch was soft and gentle. Blair could feel the start of calluses on his fingers, and on her sensitive skin it caused goosebumps to erupt over her whole body. He leaned closer, focusing those furious brown eyes on hers, then her lips.

And Blair, as weak as she was, couldn’t help but lean into him. She was a moth, and he was a red-hot flame, and all she wanted was for him to envelop her, even if it destroyed her again.

He inhaled sharply as she moved even closer. They stared at each other for seconds that felt like hours, the green in his normally brown eyes brighter in the sun. Blair could see the pores on his face, the light curl of his eyelashes and the softness of his lips. She put her hand on his firm thigh and squeezed, and the worn denim and firm muscles made her want to get even closer to this infuriating man.

And then he pulled her to him, and his lips were on hers. And holy shit, she knew it was coming but she still gasped with surprise. She couldn’t wrap her head around it – this was Luke kissing her. Her first love. Blair’s fingers curled on his thigh as the kiss deepened, his tongue exploring her mouth as her hand inched upward on his thigh.

Blair’s lips tingled and his hand on the back of her neck made her skin want to combust. Somehow this kiss that started out furious was the hottest thing Blair had ever experienced, and when Luke’s other arm encircled her waist, bringing her even closer, Blair knew that if they weren’t in semi-public, this kiss would have led to a lot more than kissing. But this was wrong. This was Luke . . . It was way, way too risky to get involved with him. Not now. Honestly, not ever.

Blair tore away from the kiss, breathing heavily. He looked as shaken up as she felt. His brow was in a straight line and his lips were swollen. And it was easily the most arousing thing Blair had ever seen in her life.

Blair shook her head, then stood from the bench. She didn’t need the damn painting. ‘I’m not accusing you of being my enemy, Caldwell,’ she spat out. ‘You are my enemy. You’re the same cocky kid you were in high school, and I am going to enjoy crushing your bakery.’

She got up and walked away, leaving the half-eaten box of apple fritters. And leaving Luke Caldwell in the past, where he belonged.


Chapter Seven

Blair was shaking as she left the farmers’ market. As far as she was concerned, the fact that Luke wouldn’t sell her the painting was proof that he couldn’t be trusted, and that Blair should see him as one thing only: her rival, her adversary, and never her friend. And never, ever anything more than a friend, despite that scorching kiss. That ship had sailed over a decade ago, and it wasn’t coming back.

She went back to the art vendor to grab her purchases. When the man at the booth asked if she’d been successful at getting the third painting in the set, Blair made a non-committal noise, waving at the man before taking her paintings and plant pots. She wanted to get the hell out of this flea market before she ran into Luke Caldwell again, because this time there was no guarantee that she’d be able to stop herself from turning him into a toad.

Usually, when Blair was in a bad mood, driving on the road leading into Moonbeam Hollow cheered her up. The large wooden hand-painted sign never failed to make her lips smile and her heart warm.

Moonbeam Hollow

Inc. 1926

Where Nature is Our Strength

The sign didn’t do much to make Blair feel better today. Maybe it was the torrential rain that had seemed to come out of nowhere, or maybe it was because Moonbeam Hollow couldn’t be her refuge anymore. Not if Luke Caldwell was back, torturing her with his nice ass and lopsided smirk. The town sign was swaying in the rain, and it made Blair shiver instead of making her feel like she was coming home.

Also, there was a cat under the sign. A brown tabby that Blair did not recognize, sitting on the wet grass in the rain. That was weird. Cats weren’t supposed to like water, were they? The only cat Blair had ever lived with was Kass, and he was far from a normal cat. In fact, Kass was prone to taking long, hot showers to clear his head.

After Blair parked in the lot behind her café, she ran in through the back door in a vain attempt to keep her hair dry. It didn’t help, though; she was soaked to the bone by the time she made it into the back room. Blair kept a change of clothes in the café in case of spills, so she changed into jeans and a grey sweatshirt. After checking on her part-time employee, Travis, Blair spent the afternoon in the back room catching up on paperwork. Mostly because she knew she’d need to focus on these numbers, so her mind wouldn’t drift to reliving that hot-as-hell kiss with Luke Caldwell. She was deep in an Excel file when a text came from Belinda.

belinda: Have you seen your café sign?

Blair’s brow furrowed. Like, had she ever seen it? She’d seen it pretty much every day since she’d had the thing custom-made six years ago. Blair had ordered it from the same sign-maker who made the town sign, and most of the shop signs on Main Street.

blair: What do you mean?

belinda: Your café sign. Where is it?

blair: Hanging above my door?

belinda: It’s not. Go look.

Blair’s jaw clenched. What the hell was going on? Could the wind have blown it down? Blair hated rain – mostly because it made her wavy hair even more unruly than normal. But she had no choice but to head back outside. There were only a few people in the café – probably because of the weather. Melody was reading while drinking a tea. Looked like the romantasy book that Belinda’s book club would be discussing next week. Blair hadn’t started reading her copy yet.

‘Going outside for a minute,’ Blair told Travis as she headed out. The rain was no longer torrential, but still very uncomfortable to be in. When she stepped in front of her café and looked up, her heart sank as rain splashed on her skin. Belinda hadn’t been hallucinating. Blair’s custom sign wasn’t there. She could see the thick metal eye hooks that the sign normally hung from, but the sign itself was gone.

She called Belinda, who picked up on the first ring. ‘Where the hell is it?’ Blair asked. ‘Who would steal a sign?’

‘It’s so weird. Was it there earlier today?’

‘I have no idea. I was at the flea market all morning, and I came in from the back door at noon. Did you see it when you got to the bookstore?’

‘I didn’t notice it. But I was just setting up a display in the window and looked over and there was no sign. Are any other stores missing signs?’

‘Let me check. I’ll call you back.’

Blair scanned the closest businesses. The Wolf Willow Bookstore sign was there, swaying in the rain. Blair could see her sister in the window and waved to her. The florist, The Magnolia Magic Flower Shop, still had its colourful sign above its door. Blair even looked next door, and a brand-new Shirley’s Sugar Mountain sign was hanging there. There were large sheets of plywood and drywall leaning on the window, all wet from the rain. Blair should call the town by-law office – there was an ordinance in Moonbeam Hollow about keeping construction materials off the sidewalks. But no, she wouldn’t stoop that low by tattling on Luke. Even though he would definitely deserve it.

That’s when Blair noticed that the top piece of junk leaning against the window of the bakery had a very familiar oval shape. Blair stepped closer, and yep, that looked exactly like the back of her café sign. She lifted the now soaking wet sign to look at it. In teal, orange and black font, the sign read The Harvest Moo Café. Why was her café sign leaning on Luke’s bakery?

Wait. Harvest Moo?

This was her sign. It even had the chip in the paint from a rogue hailstorm three years ago. Blair ran her hand over the painted letters. Why, and also how, had Luke stolen her sign and somehow removed one letter from it?

A sound behind her startled Blair. ‘Meow.’

Blair turned. It was another stray cat – this one large and orange, standing on the sidewalk. Moonbeam Hollow did not have a stray cat problem. And now two in one day? And in the rain, too? ‘What’s going on?’ Blair asked the cat, but all it did was blink twice, then run away in the opposite direction from the café. Sighing, Blair took her sign back to the café.

Travis was with a customer when Blair walked in. He raised one questioning brow about the wet sign under her arm but didn’t say anything as Blair went straight to the back room. She propped the sign against her desk and snapped a picture of it, sending it to the group chat with her sisters.

belinda: Thank heavens you found your sign.

bianca: You lost your sign? How does that even happen?

blair: Belinda noticed it was gone. I found it with some construction trash outside Luke’s new bakery. Luke clearly did this.

belinda: But why steal a sign? That doesn’t make sense.

bianca: You both see that the sign now says Harvest Moo Café, right?

blair: It’s his idea of a joke. Like the lock and smashing my plants. This man is here to ruin me.

belinda: Don’t jump to conclusions. There could be another reason.

bianca: Maybe you should convert your café to an ice cream shop? Harvest Moo is actually a catchy little name.

belinda: Hey, kind of off topic, but have either of you seen any stray cats today? Weirdly saw three in the rain on my way to the bookstore.

blair: I did! A brown tabby and a big orange guy.

belinda: Those are the same ones I saw. Also a calico.

bianca: I saw a big solid grey one in the backyard near the greenhouse.

Bianca blinked. This was no longer a coincidence. Seeing cats everywhere confirmed to Blair that there was a magical reason behind these mishaps. Cats and magic have always been associated with each other since before cats were domesticated. This could be bad. Were the cats trying to tell them something?

belinda: I have more bad news. The mayor was just in and said the festival committee is having trouble finding large healthy pumpkins and the ones from Dewy Bramble Acres aren’t recovering from the blight. Without pumpkins she said they’d have to cancel the festival.

bianca: I know. I gave Raj some fast-growing seeds but those will still be pretty small by Halloween.

Blair tensed. The Moonbeam Hollow Fall Harvest Festival was the town’s biggest tourist draw. If it was cancelled, then her café wouldn’t be the only business losing out on the biggest moneymaker of the year. Not to mention new tourists who discovered Moonbeam Hollow through the festival visiting the town year-round. Moonbeam Hollow might not be able to keep its reputation as the Most Autumnal Small Town in Ontario without the festival.

They couldn’t let that happen. If there was a magic reason behind all this, then it was up to the only three witches in town to get to the bottom of it.

blair: We need to have a family meeting about this tonight. I’ll pick up a pizza on the way home. Seven o’clock in the dining room.

belinda: I agree.

bianca: Bring milkshakes from Harvest Moo, too.

* * *

Belinda was sitting in the living room reading a book with an ornate cover when Blair came in with an extra-large butter chicken pizza from Moonbeam Pizza, the only pizza place in town. ‘Where’s Bianca?’ Blair asked.

Belinda barely lifted her eyes from her book. ‘Where else? The greenhouse.’

‘I said we’re having a family meeting! You guys didn’t even set the table?’ Blair put the pizza on the dining table. Eating pizza during a family meeting was an old Briarwood family tradition. Once a week, on a night when the whole family would be home, their father would pick up a pizza, and they’d all eat together while discussing how each of the girls were doing in their spell training and then talk about issues concerning witches worldwide. It was a tradition that their mother had continued after their father died, but after their mother also passed, as hard as Blair tried to keep up with the habit, the tradition fizzled. If she could even wrangle her sisters to the table, Bianca would crack snarky jokes, and Belinda would either be reading under the table, or off in some fantasy land in her head, only paying attention to half of what Blair said. Blair had pretty much given up on it, but she thought that this time, when there was clearly something big to discuss, her sisters would take it seriously. But Blair simply wasn’t her parents.

She went to the backyard and yelled at Bianca through the greenhouse window that the pizza was here and they were starting their meeting soon.

Bianca gave Blair an annoyed face and wiped her hands on her garden apron. ‘Give me five to clean up.’

While Blair brought three plates and lots of napkins from the kitchen to the dining room, Belinda still stayed on the sofa with her book. Blair sat at the dining table alone, opening the box of pizza and putting a slice on each plate. ‘Come get it while it’s hot!’ she called out, trying to keep her annoyance from her voice.

‘Be there in a minute,’ Belinda said.

It was still another ten whole minutes before Belinda and Bianca were at the table with Blair. Blair had already made a list on her phone of all the weird things that had happened. She read it to her sisters. ‘Okay, so there’s the blight on the pumpkins, the electrical issues and books falling off shelves in the bookstore, the dead roses in the florist, my key not working on my lock a few days ago, my new plants smashed outside the café, and then my sign being taken down and somehow losing a letter today. Am I missing anything?’

‘The cats,’ Belinda said. ‘All three of us saw them, but only when it was raining. I asked, but Kass doesn’t know what it means.’

‘Literally raining cats and cats,’ Bianca added.

It was so strange. ‘Kass should be here,’ Blair said. ‘This is a family meeting and Kass is a member of the family.’

Belinda shook her head. ‘He passed out in front of the radiator upstairs after eating an entire can of turkey pâté. Leave him be.’

Blair nodded. Kass was quite grumpy when someone woke him from a food coma. Blair wanted to avoid more negativity at this meeting.

‘Why did you add the issues at the café to the list?’ Bianca said. ‘You said Luke did those things.’

Blair shrugged. ‘He denied doing anything to my lock or plants, and I assume he’ll deny taking my sign, too. But I can’t trust him. Not after what he did with my painting today.’

Belinda frowned. ‘What painting? What are you talking about?’

Blair told her sisters about Luke’s promise to sell her the painting in the flea market but then going against his word. She didn’t mention him saying that Blair looked the same but better. Or say anything about how her body still reacted to being near him. And she definitely didn’t mention the kiss. If she never spoke about it, she could pretend it hadn’t happened.

Bianca’s nose wrinkled. ‘Just like a man to make fake promises. He was probably never going to sell you the painting and felt entitled to your time.’ She paused. ‘I can’t decide if Luke being back is a good thing or a bad thing.’

‘It’s a bad thing.’ Blair paused. ‘And I know the painting thing wasn’t magic, just bad luck that he got to the flea market before me. But the other things . . . the lock, the plant pots and the sign? I really don’t know if they were Luke or magic. Or both.’

Belinda frowned. ‘You don’t think Luke Caldwell is a witch, do you?’

Blair huffed a laugh at that. ‘No, of course not. He grew up here. We’d know if he was, right? Dad was so good at sniffing out other people with witch abilities, even when they didn’t know they had them. But I still feel like there is something Luke’s not telling me.’

‘I agree that the rest – the roses, the books, the pumpkins and the cats – is magic,’ Belinda said, ‘but I can’t figure out where it’s coming from. I was reading a book on Celtic symbolism just now to find a connection between pumpkin blights, electric surges, roses and cats, but I haven’t found one yet.’

Oh. That was what Belinda had been so engrossed in reading. Belinda had been helping.

‘Why Celtic?’ Bianca asked.

Blair had the same question. All cultures had witches, or people born with abilities that fell outside scientific explanation, but since cultures around the world were so different, how each culture treated these different abilities varied enormously. The Briarwood family came from a very old line of witches originating from what was now western India, but their people had been quite nomadic, living in East Africa before settling in small-town Canada. It was quite common for witches to change their surnames when they moved to make it difficult for witch hunters to track families and their descendants.

‘Most of the early European witches in this area were Scottish,’ Belinda said. ‘I don’t know why, but I had a feeling this was coming from witchcraft of European origin. If I don’t find anything, I’ll look at local Indigenous, Asian and African witch traditions next.’

There were many immigrants in the area, so if a witch was behind this, they could be from anywhere. Which would only make it harder to find out what was going on. But Belinda’s gut instincts were usually right – it was related to her soothsaying gift.

‘I’ve got samples of the roses and the pumpkins,’ Bianca added. ‘I’ve been running tests in the greenhouse to figure out if the disease was natural or unnatural. Takes a while, though.’

This was great. Blair was worried that her sisters weren’t taking this situation seriously, but they’d both started researching on their own.

‘We should go to the town council meeting Monday,’ Belinda added. ‘Gladys is planning to bring up the electrical issues; maybe others will mention their problems. We could learn something.’

That wasn’t a bad idea. Whatever was happening was clearly happening all over Moonbeam Hollow. ‘Okay.’ Blair paused. ‘I think we can safely say that all this stuff can’t be coincidental. It’s either Luke or magic. I’ll see what I can find out about Luke and the bakery while you two are looking at possible magical causes.’

Belinda and Bianca both agreed. Blair felt good. She and her sisters had a plan. They were going to get to the bottom of this mess.


Chapter Eight

Blair finished her facelift of the café early on Sunday, starting by repainting the n and rehanging her sign. She then added a coat of paint onto the walls (using a fast-dry spell to speed up the drying time), then hung the new art from the flea market, which looked amazing in her space. Finally, she transplanted the plants into the new antique pots. She took stock of the new and improved Harvest Moon Café. It did look better. Less shabby, more polished, but it still maintained its rustic charm that kept people happy with their warm drinks and great company. And speaking of warm drinks, she had also developed some new drink syrups. She started with a salted caramel hazelnut, which she used a spell on to invoke the feeling of warm Italian autumns. Then she made an apple cinnamon syrup, using magic to re-create the exact flavour of apples caramelizing in butter and real Ceylon cinnamon. She also perfected a new scent spell, blending the scent of the two new syrups with her famous pumpkin spice. Cast only once a day, this spell would make the café smell like a warm fall hug. There was no question in her mind: the Harvest Moon Café (now with all letters) was even better than it was before. Blair hoped it was enough to trounce Shirley’s Sugar Mountain.

Monday afternoon, the mayor of Moonbeam Hollow, Hazel Fairwood, came into the café. Mayor Hazel was a sharp woman in her early sixties who still ran marathons. She was a bit of a hero to Blair, because she always wore fall colours. Today she was in a long orange printed floral skirt with a T-shirt, denim jacket and dark green scarf around her neck. Her grey hair was cut in a spiky pixie cut.

Hazel had been mayor for over fifteen years and was well liked with no scandals in her past. It was under Mayor Hazel’s leadership that Moonbeam Hollow went from being a pretty nondescript little town to the quaint, adorable tourist attraction it was now. Not only had she championed the town focusing its image on the autumnal aesthetic, but she’d been the one who transformed the small harvest festival into the large attraction that drew thousands of visitors every year.

After ordering a vanilla lavender latte to go, Mayor Hazel made small talk about the unpredictable weather the last few days while Blair crafted the drink, bringing the floral notes forward because that’s how Mayor Hazel liked it.

Blair slid the to-go cup across the counter. ‘I’ll see you at the town meeting tonight. My sisters and I will be there.’

‘We’ll have a big turnout,’ Mayor Hazel said. ‘So many have stopped me to discuss this string of bad luck the town’s been facing. I’ve told everyone to bring their concerns to the meeting.’

Blair frowned. ‘My sister mentioned that you’re considering cancelling the festival because there might not be enough healthy pumpkins?’

The mayor shook her head, a serious look on her face. ‘Possibly, but not just because of the pumpkins. I’ve uncovered some troubling history that makes me think the problems will keep coming.’ The mayor paused, looking like she thought she’d said too much. ‘It probably won’t come to that, though. The Fall Harvest Festival is such an important event in this town, I’ll do whatever I can to ensure we don’t lose what makes Moonbeam Hollow special.’ She smiled her politician smile. ‘I’ll be glad to see you and your sisters tonight, Blair!’ The mayor waved, before leaving the café.

That evening, Belinda and Bianca met Blair in the café, where Blair made them some tea to sip while she cleaned up. When she was done, she took off her apron and joined her sisters.

Belinda had overturned her orange teacup on a saucer to drain off the liquid and was peering at the leaves left inside.

‘See anything?’ Blair asked. Blair didn’t usually serve tea loose, instead she spooned her tea blends into little teabags herself because most customers didn’t want to choke on loose leaves. But Belinda always preferred her tea loose, since as a soothsayer, she was adept at reading the future in spent tea leaves.

‘Not really.’ Belinda lifted the mug to look closer. ‘I see a heart, and maybe a hammer.’ Blair looked in the cup, but all she could see were dark brown leaves. She did not have this gift. ‘I think I see a snake,’ Belinda continued, frowning.

‘Are snakes bad?’ Bianca asked.

Belinda raised one eyebrow. ‘When in mythology or magic are snakes ever a good thing?’

Blair exhaled. This kind of fortune telling was too vague to be of much use. ‘I’m done here. We should get to the town hall now if we want decent seats.’

Moonbeam Hollow Town Hall was a small building about a five-minute walk from the café. It was actually a decommissioned church – one of several in town. Blair had always wondered why the early settlers in the area felt the need to build so many churches. There was a brisk chill in the air, even though there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. Blair tightened the cream cable-knit sweater she was wearing with a corduroy miniskirt and tights. Fall was well and truly here now. She’d have to dig out her lighter coats soon. That would normally bring excitement to Blair, but tonight she didn’t feel the comfort and optimism that fall usually elicited in her. Instead, all she felt was dread and unease. There was nothing to love about the fall season if she didn’t have her café, or if Moonbeam Hollow lost the spark that made it so lovely.

Belinda looked up. ‘It’s going to rain.’ In addition to her ability to read tea leaves and tarot cards, and sometimes seeing eerily accurate prophecies in her sleep, Belinda sometimes knew things that she shouldn’t know.

‘Good,’ Bianca said. ‘Maybe that means we’ll see more cats on the way home. Should have brought Kass to ask them why they’re here.’

The town hall was packed when the sisters got there, so after getting some burnt coffee and grocery store pastries from the refreshment table, they took three seats together in the back row. Everyone seemed to be chatting with whoever they were sitting with, and while several people did wave to the sisters, no one came over to say hello.

Normally, Blair never felt out of place in Moonbeam Hollow. Her café was welcoming to the whole town, and she added important value to the everyday lives of so many here. But, still, sometimes when she wasn’t in her café, Blair felt that she and her sisters were outsiders, despite growing up here. There was nothing outwardly different about the three sisters. True, most of the older generations here were of European ancestry, but there was plenty of immigrants and lots of diversity among the under-fifty residents. The Briarwoods didn’t even dress all that eccentrically – other than Bianca.

But the Briarwoods were the only witches in town. And even though that was a secret that only the three of them knew (well, the three of them plus their cat), it added a level of distance between the sisters and everyone else. They’d always had to keep people at arm’s length, fearing discovery. They rarely dated or became particularly close with locals. It was hard to have a healthy relationship with anyone when they had to keep a huge part of themselves a secret. It was one of the reasons, if not the main reason, why Blair had pushed Luke away twelve years ago. In fact, before her mother died, when Blair and Luke were getting ready to move to the same university residence, Blair had seriously considered giving up magic completely after leaving Moonbeam Hollow. It would have been a huge change, but she’d intended to stay with Luke, and it would have been easier without hiding her witchcraft from him.

Blair pushed those thoughts out of her mind. She wasn’t an outsider. Neither were her sisters. All three had been raised in the home they now lived in and were as much a part of this town as anyone else here.

‘Order,’ someone said at the front. It was Alex Liu, who worked for the city and acted as chair for the town meetings. ‘We’re ready to start. I know many of you have concerns you want to raise with the council, so please be patient as we take care of financial reports and old business before bringing up anything new. Madam treasurer, you have the floor.’

The town treasurer went over the town budget, discussing how much they had paid for lawn and garden service all summer, when the door into the town hall opened. Everyone turned to look, and Blair winced when Luke Caldwell strolled in holding a reusable metal coffee cup.

‘Sorry.’ He ducked into the last row, taking the only empty seat. Which was next to the Briarwoods, Bianca specifically. Belinda was next to Bianca, then Blair, so there were two whole people between her and Luke. There was no reason at all for Blair’s heart to speed up like this.

Bianca turned to the man, smiling widely. ‘I finally get to meet the prodigal son returned,’ she whispered loudly, then put out her hand. ‘Bianca Briarwood. My sister Belinda, and of course you know Blair. You might not remember Belinda and I – we were kids when you left.’

Luke was all friendly charm to Bianca, even after Blair had told him she intended to crush his bakery. ‘Of course, I remember you, Bianca! Great to see you again. And Belinda was so great to recommend several books when I was clueless in the bookstore earlier today.’

Wait – Belinda saw Luke today and didn’t tell Blair? Blair glared at him, trying very hard, and honestly failing, not to look at the lush lips that were on hers not two days ago. Someone in front of them shushed them loudly, so Bianca and Luke ended their little reunion chat. Blair tried to focus on the town treasurer, but all she could think of was Luke, sitting three seats away. Why could she still smell him with her sisters between them? She was actually surprised he was at this meeting at all. He was new here, and he wasn’t going to be in Moonbeam Hollow permanently. At least with two people between them Blair wouldn’t have to speak to Luke.

After the treasurer was done talking about the dwindled summer budget, there were a few moments of disorganization as they prepared for the mayor to take the podium.

Luke leaned over Bianca to speak to Belinda. ‘I’ve been reading all afternoon. That’s why I was late. The book is phenomenal.’

Belinda beamed, always delighted when someone liked one of her book recommendations. ‘Yay! We have more books with the same vibe. There’s a great Middle-Eastern-inspired series that just released its third book. It’s similar to the Polynesian fantasy.’

‘Since when do you read fantasy?’ Blair blurted out, nose wrinkling. So much for not talking to the guy.

Luke raised one brow. ‘How would you know what I do or don’t read?’

‘I don’t remember you reading anything but video game guides.’

‘Okay, but people are allowed to change, aren’t they? I’ve always liked trying new things.’

‘Are you implying I don’t?’ Blair turned away from him. ‘Whatever, Luke. You keep saying I haven’t changed, but you’ve been gone for years. We clearly know nothing about each other anymore. And we should keep it that way.’

‘Children,’ Bianca interrupted with a patronizing tone. ‘Listen to the teacher.’

The women sitting in front of them, two older ladies who were members of the Stitch Witches, turned.

‘Luke,’ one of them said. It was Dottie Cornflower, Blair’s friend Melody’s mother. ‘Are you the same Luke who lived here years ago? Calista’s son?’

Luke nodded. ‘Yes, that’s me.’ His jaw was tense, maybe angry about what Blair had said.

The other woman narrowed her eyes. ‘I didn’t know you were back in town.’

‘It’s temporary,’ he said curtly.

Dottie smiled. ‘Oh, that’s a shame. Are you married? In a relationship?’

‘No. Single,’ he said.

Dottie liked to think she was the town matchmaker, despite the fact that she’d never made a successful match. ‘I had heard that your mother was returning to Moonbeam Hollow. I’m surprised. She always kept to herself when she lived here. Is she still single, too?’

Blair thought about saving Luke from these nosy busybodies, but he didn’t deserve to be rescued.

The mayor finally stepped to the podium, shushing the crowd.

‘Okay, that’s enough old business,’ Mayor Hazel said. She was dressed the same as when she’d been in the Harvest Moon Café earlier. ‘We are now open for new business. Raise your hand and Alex will give you the floor.’

Luke’s hand shot straight up with several others. What business could he have with the town? He’d barely been here a week. Blair didn’t have to wonder long, though, because Bianca flat-out asked him what his question was.

‘I want to launch the bakery at the festival,’ Luke said, ‘but all the vendor booths are already taken. I said I’d build my own, but the festival committee said the city would have to agree to that for insurance reasons.’

‘You can’t launch your bakery at the festival!’ Blair whisper-shouted. ‘Harvest Moon is the only café at the festival!’

Luke rolled his eyes. ‘You’re going to have to get used to a little competition, Blair. The bakery is going to open.’

‘Okay, but are you planning to serve drinks at your festival booth?’

‘I told you I don’t have a festival booth yet. But yes, I’d love to—’

‘So first you try to sabotage my café, then you steal my store sign and now you’re going to steal my festival customers?’

‘I didn’t steal your store sign! Or do anything else! As if I have time for any of that while I’m building a bakery!’

‘In grade ten you managed to find the time to break into my locker and fill it with rubber snakes!’

The busybodies in front of them shushed them again, so Blair raised her hand. She was furious, and she was going to request that any new festival booths would not be able to sell something an established business already sold.

Agatha and Raj had the floor for the first question. Agatha, in addition to being the leader of the Stitch Witches and the biggest gossip in town, was the head of the Moonbeam Hollow Fall Harvest Festival committee. Raj, a local farmer, was also on the committee, in addition to supplying all the pumpkins for the decor and pumpkin-carving contest. Agatha and Raj outlined all the problems they’d been dealing with for the last week in the festival and the farm. Blair had known about the pumpkin blight, but she didn’t know that some of the festival signs had gone missing, or that someone had splashed red paint on the scarecrows they used in the hay maze.

This was alarming. The situation was much worse than Blair had thought.

Agatha and Raj requested extra funds from the town to pay for surveillance cameras for the festival shed, where the scarecrows and signs had been locked up. Blair wondered if she should mention her stolen sign, broken plant pots and tampered-with lock, too.

‘I’m a little confused,’ Mayor Hazel said after Agatha and Raj’s passionate plea. ‘What exactly are you talking about?’

‘The festival,’ Raj said. ‘The Moonbeam Hollow Fall Harvest Festival. It’s in its one hundredth year.’

‘I know Pine Falls Landing has been tampering with our signs and scarecrows!’ Agatha added. ‘They’re holding their own festival this year. All we need is a camera to catch them red-handed!’

Mayor Hazel nodded. ‘Of course, of course, we can’t be accusing anyone without evidence, but I don’t recall being told about this festival. Am I to understand that you are planning a festival in Moonbeam Hollow for this year? Have you applied for the necessary permits?’

What was going on? How could the mayor have forgotten about the Moonbeam Hollow Fall Harvest Festival since this afternoon? An event going back a century? Blair’s stomach tied in a knot. This was bad. A quiet hum passed through the room as townspeople murmured with concern. Alex Liu stood and whispered something in the mayor’s ear, which made the mayor look even more confused. ‘What are you talking about, Alex? Moonbeam Hollow has never had a town festival of any kind. I’m a second-generation Moonbeam Hollow resident, and I’ve been the mayor of this town for fifteen years. I think I would know if there was a festival every year.’

‘What’s happening?’ Belinda whispered to Blair. ‘Could it be dementia?’

It was possible. The mayor was getting on in years, but Blair had never heard of any dementia that only affected one topic in a person’s mind. Everything else the mayor had said tonight had been normal. And Blair had talked to her about the festival only this afternoon.

The mayor’s wife, Moonbeam Hollow’s only dentist, Dr. Fairwood, walked up to the front and whispered something in Mayor Hazel’s ear. She looked so worried – everyone at the front did. When the mayor still looked confused, Dr. Fairwood spoke to Alex. Alex nodded and stepped up to the podium. ‘Unfortunately, this meeting will need to be adjourned early. Please have patience while the mayor gets some much-needed rest. Thank you all, and please stack your chairs before leaving, as usual.’

* * *

Blair had a lot of trouble sleeping that night, worried about the mayor, the town and, most of all, worried about her sisters. The mishaps were no longer harmless pranks. The mayor’s mind had somehow been tampered with. One thing that all three of the Briarwoods agreed on during their walk home was that magic had to be behind these things. There was no way a normal person could wipe the mayor’s memories like that, especially since it seemed only her memories about the festival were affected. But knowing that there was a magical culprit didn’t really help much. It would be harder to find a magical being trying to destroy the harvest festival than it would be to find a normal person doing it.

Eventually at about three in the morning, Blair gave up trying to get any more sleep and went downstairs to research on her laptop. Everything she searched was a dead end, though. She looked up if it was possible for someone to lose memories selectively, and while she found some evidence that it was possible, it was only when the event they were blocking had severe trauma associated with it. The last festival had been fine. Blair didn’t know of any trauma the mayor may have experienced there. In fact, Mayor Hazel and Blair had talked about last year’s festival only two weeks ago when the mayor asked Blair if she was going to serve pumpkin spice boba tea again.

Blair added the mayor’s memory issue, the festival signs going missing and the destruction of the scarecrows to the already long list of mishaps in Moonbeam Hollow that had only started a week ago. There was no through line – no commonality between these things, other than signs going missing from more than one place. Belinda had found no mythological or magical tie in library books or online connecting the mishaps, either. That didn’t mean that witches weren’t behind this, though. Real witches weren’t in the habit of putting their secrets online, so any information about witches and magic on the internet was second, or third hand, or complete fabrication. Maybe they could find something in their father’s old books?

Blair heard a noise from above. ‘The festival is theirs,’ a monotone voice said. Oh no. Belinda was on the stairs in her long white cotton nightgown with her wavy black hair loose around her shoulders. Belinda had sleepwalked pretty much all her life. And most nights that she did, she recited a prophecy while in her sleepwalking state.

Kass meowed loudly at Belinda’s feet, telling Blair to help Belinda down the stairs so she wouldn’t fall. Blair rushed to her sister, gently guiding her until she was downstairs sitting on the sofa. Kass stayed close to Belinda, his large yellow eyes full of concern for his favourite Briarwood. Sleeping prophecies were hard on Belinda. Without fail, she’d have a migraine for several days after one. And she was at risk of hurting herself when she sleepwalked. It was extra irritating when the prophecies were useless, like Belinda’s last one, which predicted that Bianca’s hairdryer would break soon, which it did.

But this prophecy seemed more significant. Belinda had said the festival is theirs. But what did that mean?

‘Who does the festival belong to?’ Blair asked gently, so as not to wake Belinda. She had seen this blank, emotionless look on her sister’s face many times, but Blair would never get used to it.

‘The three sisters. Witches.’

Blair frowned. The three sisters were clearly them: Blair, Belinda and Bianca, but how was the festival theirs? This didn’t make sense. ‘How is the festival ours, Belinda?’ Blair asked.

‘They want to destroy it. They want revenge on those who took their lives and legacy. It is justified.’

Blair stilled, her heart beating heavily in her chest. How could this be true? Blair, Belinda and Bianca loved the festival. They would never destroy it. They weren’t seeking revenge. Not from anyone. But Belinda’s prophecies always came true.

‘How can we stop this destruction?’ Blair asked. Kass looked at Blair, dipping his chin in agreement with the question.

‘Trust must be earned again. Go to he who makes tall buildings. He is the key.’

Blair shook her head. ‘What do you mean? How can he be the key?’ This didn’t make any sense. ‘What should I do?’

‘He who makes tall buildings is the key,’ Belinda said, voice fading. She slowly closed her eyes and curled herself onto the sofa, resting her head on the armrest. The prophecy was over. Blair stood to get the hand-quilted throw from the armchair and laid it over her. Kass immediately curled next to Belinda.

Blair exhaled. She knew from experience that Belinda wouldn’t remember this prophecy in the morning. Blair and Bianca often recorded these episodes on their phones to show Belinda when she woke. If they hadn’t recorded the prophecy, they always told Belinda about what she had said.

‘Kass,’ Blair said quietly so Belinda wouldn’t wake. ‘Don’t tell Belinda about this. At all. Okay?’ Kass narrowed his eyes at Blair, clearly not approving. ‘I’m serious, Kass. It would crush her if she thought that somehow this is all our fault. I can’t do that to her. I’ll figure this out on my own. I don’t want to upset Belinda and Bianca.’

Kass blinked. He was a stickler for rules, ethics and honesty, but above all else, Kass wanted to protect the Briarwood sisters. And it was no secret to any of them that he favoured Belinda over Blair and Bianca.

Finally, Kass’s chin dipped in agreement. Blair exhaled. Blair couldn’t put her sisters at risk right now. The prophecy said the three witches, the Briarwoods, wanted to destroy the festival. Blair had no idea how they could be causing the problems, intentionally or unintentionally, but if others learned that the Briarwoods were behind it, they could be discovered as witches. If witch hunters found out, they could be hurt, or worse. Blair’s parents had put her in charge of Belinda and Bianca. They’d always told her that as the oldest sister, it was her job to protect them.

Blair made a silent promise to figure this out on her own. Her sisters’ wellbeing was the most important thing, and for their happiness and safety, she’d leave them out of the search from now on. She would start by doing what the prophecy said. Go to he who makes tall buildings.

The only person Blair knew who made tall buildings was Luke Caldwell. He may not be the person who created this mess, but Luke played an essential role in stopping it. And Blair needed to find out what that role was.


Chapter Nine

The café was weirdly busy on Tuesday. Blair would like to think the increased volume of customers was one hundred per cent because of her little facelift on the weekend and the new drink syrups and scent spell, but the likely reason was that everyone had decided to leave the house today since the last few days had been so rainy. Now the sun was shining bright in the perfect blue sky, and Blair had needed a light jacket over her sweater this morning, which was delightful. The few changes Blair had made to her café were popular, though. Several had mentioned the new wall colour, and the new artwork was a hit, too. Many said the paintings looked like they’d been made specifically for the Harvest Moon Café. And the new drinks on the menu were beyond successful. In fact, in the first hour of the day Blair sold almost as many apple cinnamon lattes as her famous pumpkin spice lattes. Blair took a moment to gaze out the café window after the morning rush, and seeing all the bright leaves on the maple and oak trees brightened Blair after a difficult night.

But despite it being an absolutely lovely morning in the café, the mishaps in Moonbeam Hollow weren’t far from the front of Blair’s mind. She hadn’t seen any cats today, other than Kass who had breakfasted with Blair in the kitchen before she walked to the café. Her sign, and the n at the end of the word moon, were both where they were supposed to be when she arrived. And she couldn’t see anything else amiss on Main Street, either. But just because no calamities were in front of her, that didn’t mean that everything in Moonbeam Hollow was the way it should be. The mayor’s memory issues last night proved that the situation had escalated.

Blair was still determined to solve this mystery alone, though. She couldn’t put her sisters in harm’s way. The answer had to be in Belinda’s prophecy. Blair had written down everything her sister had said at three a.m., so she stared at the words now.

The festival is theirs. The three sisters. Witches. They want to destroy it. They want revenge on those who took their lives and legacy. It is justified. Trust must be earned again. Go to he who makes tall buildings. He is the key.

She had to go to Luke. The prophecy said he was the key to stopping the destruction of the festival. And Blair knew he was hiding something from her about his true reason for being back. But Blair was afraid of talking to Luke again. Mostly because she was afraid that if she asked to speak to him, he would assume it was because she wanted to finish what they’d started when they’d had that angry, but hot-as-hell kiss at the farmers’ market.

Finishing what they’d started wasn’t what Blair wanted. Or, rather, it was kind of what Blair wanted, but she wasn’t going to let it happen because she had self-control and getting involved with Luke Caldwell was an even worse idea now than it had been when they were teenagers. But if Blair wasn’t going to get physical with him (which she absolutely wasn’t), how was she going to get information out of him? They’d argued every time they’d seen each other since his return. They’d even managed to argue with both her sisters between them at the town meeting last night. And arguing with Luke, with tensions flaring and adrenaline surging, felt as dangerous to Blair as kissing the man.

That’s all they’d ever been – rivals or lovers. Neither option was something Blair could handle right now. Not when she was so worried about the festival. And worried that Bianca wouldn’t settle down and get a real job instead of playing with her plants, and worried that Belinda’s loyalty to Gladys and Wolf Willow Bookstore would stop her from finding her own path in life. Not when Blair was worried about needing a new roof, and a new fence in the yard, and most of all, worried that the Briarwoods’ identity would be discovered.

No. Blair needed to ensure her emotions wouldn’t get out of hand again. She needed to somehow keep her own distance from Luke Caldwell, while at the same time encouraging him to get close enough to her that he revealed whatever secrets he was keeping so she could find out how he was the key to stopping the destruction to the festival.

Blair knew the answer. She was a witch. It was time to use magic on Luke Caldwell. This wasn’t just about saving her café anymore, it was about saving the festival and all of Moonbeam Hollow. If Blair wasn’t able to get to the bottom of these strange occurrences, the entire festival would be ruined, and the Fall Harvest Festival was what made Moonbeam Hollow special. Blair needed to find the perfect spell.

Blair ended up too busy in the afternoon to brainstorm spells. It was Stitch Witches’ night, and the group seemed thirstier than normal. Agatha was back at the counter only half an hour after Blair had made her first drink. ‘How was the apple cinnamon latte?’ Blair asked. When she’d made it, Blair had tapped into Agatha’s early memories, learning that her father used to sprinkle cinnamon on her vanilla ice cream. So, Blair made sure that Agatha’s latte had cinnamon and vanilla flavours in the forefront.

‘So soothing!’ Agatha said. ‘I would love another!’ She was wearing a hand-knit cardigan in shades of blue, orange and purple over a floral skirt. Agatha’s signature purple eyeglass frames perfectly matched her short nails. ‘This is why I will always be loyal to you, my dear. Your drinks are simply magic!’

Blair beamed. Even after doing this for so long, she still felt warm and satisfied when one of her drinks made someone happy. ‘I’m glad you enjoyed it.’ Blair took the bottle of syrup down from the shelf.

‘Have you heard anything about how the mayor is doing?’ Blair asked. If anyone knew, it would be Agatha.

‘I’m afraid there’s no good news there,’ Agatha said. ‘She’s lost more memories – Dr. Fairwood said Hazel doesn’t even remember Moonbeam Hollow at all anymore! They are trying to get her in to see a neurologist in the city. I almost wonder if the whole business is related to the festival sabotage, but I can’t see how.’

‘Do you really think the festival issues are sabotage?’

Agatha nodded. ‘Definitely. Pine Falls Landing is getting desperate. They know no one will come to their festival when the established, superior Moonbeam Hollow Fall Harvest Festival is only an hour away. There’s going to be another town council meeting on Monday – to finish the items on the agenda that weren’t covered before the mayor’s illness. Hopefully, the council will find some money for us to get cameras. You should come.’

‘I might just do that.’ Blair steamed the milk for Agatha’s latte. ‘All of these things started happening when construction began on Shirley’s Sugar Mountain. Do you think they have something to do with it?’

Agatha looked confused, shaking her head. ‘I don’t see how.’ She paused, thinking. ‘Actually, maybe. Were you aware that the new pâtisserie is owned by Calista Caldwell and her son? Calista used to work at the Moonbeam Market years ago.’

‘Yeah, I know. Luke’s building it for his mother.’

‘I didn’t trust Calista when she lived here. She made no attempt to fit in. But I can’t see how Calista could be causing these issues. Her son maybe.’ Agatha paused again, thinking. ‘You dated him in high school, didn’t you?’

Blair exhaled, nodding. She’d hoped the town had forgotten about her history with Luke.

‘He really grew into a handsome man.’ Agatha made a sour face. ‘I don’t trust handsome men.’

Blair swallowed. Yes, Luke was handsome. And yes, he couldn’t be trusted. She squeezed caramel sauce over the whipped cream on Agatha’s latte, then sprinkled it with cinnamon sugar. She handed the mug to Agatha.

Agatha inhaled deeply. ‘You’re a sorceress, my dear. I am positive that you could convince anyone to do anything with your enchanted lattes.’

Oh. There was an idea. Blair had used potion magic on all her syrups to invoke cozy and nostalgic feelings, but maybe she could add a few more emotions to the mix?

After Agatha returned to the Stitch Witches, Blair poured some of her famous pumpkin spice syrup into a little metal bowl, then cleared her mind of all emotions. Finally, she focused on sympathy and agreeableness, imagining herself feeling empathy for everyone. And she added a dash of lowered inhibitions. With the small chant of a spell and a wave of her hand, Blair had her potion. This was why Blair would always win a café against café battle. Blair had the secret weapon to beat all secret weapons. Potions magic.

Blair was soon able to test her new syrup. When Melody, who occasionally joined the Stitch Witches when she needed help with a crochet project, ordered a pumpkin spice latte, Blair used the syrup she’d added a few extra emotions to. Blair knew that Kass would have many words, or meows, about what she was doing – using an untested potion on an innocent person, but Blair’s potions weren’t really that strong. And what harm could come from an agreeableness potion? Blair pushed forward cardamom and nutmeg when making the drink, because Melody enjoyed those flavours.

She slid the mug across the counter to Melody. ‘Enjoy it!’

Melody immediately inhaled the latte, then smiled widely. ‘I absolutely will. You’re always so kind, Blair. Working so hard!’

Blair beamed. The potion was already working. ‘Aw, that’s sweet. Thank you, Melody! I have a bit of a headache this evening. Would you mind ensuring the Stitch Witches keep their voices low?’

Melody’s head tilted with sympathy. ‘Of course. I’m happy to. Is there anything else I can do? Pop over to the pharmacy for painkillers? Let me brew you some tea. You do so much for this town; allow us to give back.’

Okay, maybe this potion was working a little too well? Blair’s lattes didn’t usually have this strong an effect. Maybe she’d compounded the syrup with too many emotions?

But the effects of Blair’s lattes only lasted as long as the person was drinking, or smelling the beverage, so Blair decided it was fine. She could dilute the syrup a little with her regular pumpkin spice syrup and she wouldn’t use it on anyone but Luke. And using magic to get Luke to do what she wanted wasn’t unethical, because the festival was at stake. She would make sure not to ask anything else of Melody until she had finished her latte, though.

Blair shook her head. ‘No, I’m fine. Go join the Stitch Witches!’

Even if Blair was a little unsettled at how well her potion succeeded, she had to admit it was wonderful to have a quieter than normal Tuesday night in the Harvest Moon Café. When she saw Melody shushing Aarushi who was counting stitches loudly, Blair smiled to herself. This was fine. She was using magic for good.


Chapter Ten

On Thursday Travis was working with Blair in the café, so it was time to put her plan in motion. She first cast a small listening spell on herself to confirm that Luke was next door. Blair then made a pumpkin spice latte in a to-go cup using her special syrup, finishing it with a swirl of whip cream and dusting of cinnamon. She made herself a drink, too, a chamomile lavender tea to calm her racing heart. She then told Travis she was taking a half-hour break, and took both drinks to Luke in the bakery, ready to suggest a truce.

Blair smiled as she knocked on the glass door of Shirley’s Sugar Mountain. A woman in coveralls with a hammer in her tool belt opened the door, and Blair asked if the owner of the establishment was in.

Luke came up behind the woman. ‘Blair. What do you want?’ He looked annoyed, which made sense considering Blair had accused him of sabotage the last few times she saw him. But she didn’t think he was sabotaging her business anymore, thanks to Belinda’s prophecy. She took a deep breath.

‘A truce.’ Blair held out the pumpkin spice. The woman in coveralls snorted a laugh, looking between Blair and Luke. Luke did not take the coffee from Blair’s hand.

‘It’s a pumpkin spice latte. Harvest Moon’s speciality.’

Luke glared at Blair. Maybe she’d taken things too far at the town council meeting? ‘I thought . . . I thought maybe we should talk? Clear the air, you know?’

He raised one brow, mouth still a straight line. ‘Clear the air.’

Blair nodded. This wasn’t working. The woman in coveralls was still watching their conversation, clearly amused.

‘You’re not going to throw it on me like you did the last time you brought me a coffee?’ he deadpanned. Which made his companion huff a laugh again. Luke looked at the woman. ‘Iris, can you leave us, please.’

‘Sure thing, boss.’ The woman waved to Blair, then disappeared into the bakery.

‘I’m sorry I spilled coffee on you,’ Blair said. ‘It was an accident. I didn’t know you were . . . you.’

‘But now you know it’s me, so you’re even more likely to do something shady. Is the drink poisoned?’

Blair shook her head, despite the fact that Luke was pretty close to the truth. The drink wasn’t poison, but it was magic. ‘I’m trying here, Luke. You said we had to learn to co-exist, and I agree. I thought we could have a chat? Here, or in Harvest Moon?’

He looked at Blair, eyes narrow. Blair had no idea what he was thinking. She knew what she was thinking – that this was the exact expression on his face right before they kissed at the farmers’ market.

Luke shook his head. ‘I’m busy. And truthfully? I don’t want to talk to you.’ His eyes narrowed even more.

Blair blinked. She’d never seen him look at her with that much disdain. He sounded like Blair was nothing to him. This hadn’t been what Luke was like when they were dating, but it also hadn’t been what Luke was like when they were rivals, either. She’d been an annoyance, his nemesis, his adversary, but she’d never been nothing.

Maybe she’d imagined it, but Blair always assumed that Luke enjoyed their rivalry. There had always been a bit of mischief in his eyes. And when she’d broken up with him, he’d looked at her with gut-wrenching sadness, not disdain. Blair almost cried at the sight of real animosity in his eyes now.

Blair’s hand fisted. This was ridiculous. She needed to get her emotions in check when it came to this man. This was too important.

‘Okay. I’m sorry I bothered you.’ It looked like she wasn’t going to get the information she needed from Luke today, but she was more upset because . . . Luke couldn’t actually hate her. It seemed wrong.

She turned, afraid that if she said anything else her voice would crack. She was one step away from the door, when a warm hand landed on her shoulder for one long second, stopping her. Luke didn’t want her to leave.

His expression was softer now. ‘It’s not a good time,’ he said. ‘I just had a double espresso, and we’re working on detailed trim.’

Okay. That was better than a heartless I don’t want to. ‘How about later?’ Blair suggested. ‘I’m closing at six today. You haven’t seen my place yet! My café, I mean. If you’re available. We can do it another day.’ Blair needed to stop talking. She squeezed her lips together.

Luke blinked. ‘I have a thing at seven, but we can talk before it. I’ll meet you at your café.’

Blair nodded, relieved that maybe Luke didn’t hate her after all.

‘And, sorry about the coffee,’ he added. ‘I really did just have a double espresso.’

‘It’s fine.’ She laughed awkwardly and held out the tea. ‘Want this instead? It’s a chamomile lavender herbal tea. No caffeine.’

Luke stared at Blair for a few seconds, maybe wondering if Blair was actually trying to poison him. Which she wasn’t. There was nothing at all unusual about the tea she was offering. Finally, he took the cup from her. ‘Sure.’ He smelled it through the opening in the lid.

‘Smells good,’ Luke said.

Blair smiled. ‘I make my own tea blends.’

‘I’ll see you later, Blair. Thanks for the tea.’ He turned and walked back into the bakery, leaving Blair standing alone with a magical latte in her hand. She was going to have to dump it down the drain.

* * *

After closing, Blair wiped down the tables while telling herself that she wasn’t nervous at all about the fact that Luke Caldwell would be in her café at any moment. Maybe. Then again, maybe he’d stand her up. Blair had no idea – he’d seemed so angry when she brought that latte over. Maybe this was his way of getting revenge on her for all the accusations, for all the times she’d laid into him for building the bakery. And for ending that kiss.

He said he had something to do at seven . . . Did he have a date?

Blair exhaled. She was spiralling. She needed another chamomile lavender if she was going to get through this night. Finally, there was a knock on the glass door. It was Luke, in his now trademark jeans and flannel. Blair put away her cleaning cloth, took a deep breath and opened the door.

And there he was. He didn’t look angry this time. Maybe a little tired. Closed off, to some degree. His eyes swept the café for the first time as he stepped in. Blair was strangely self-conscious about Luke seeing the inside of her café. Maybe because the bakery he was building was going to be so beautiful. But her café was beautiful, too. Just in a different way. It was especially beautiful now with the fresh paint and new art.

‘So, what can I make for you to drink?’ Blair asked. ‘After almost trying it twice, I’m sure you’re curious about my pumpkin spice latte.’

‘I’m fine.’ He looked at his watch. Yeah, he didn’t want to be here. ‘I don’t have much time.’

Blair put on a persuasive smile. ‘C’mon, Luke, I know you love pumpkin pie, and you’ll love my latte. First drink is always on the house for locals.’

Luke gave Blair a pointed look, clearly wondering why she was being so insistent. Maybe this was a bad idea. There had to be another way to figure out Luke Caldwell’s role in the festival sabotage than cozying up to him. His eyes . . . they were so deep. She could stare at them forever and she still wouldn’t see the bottom. This close, Blair could see the scruff on his chin. She wondered if he’d ever grown a full beard in the last twelve years. ‘How do you know I like pumpkin pie?’ he asked.

‘Because I’ve known you since you were six.’

He rubbed his chin. ‘Actually, five. We were in the same senior kindergarten class.’

Blair grinned. ‘I can do decaf if you can’t do caffeine at this hour.’

He finally exhaled, nodding small. ‘Yeah, fine, why not. Caffeinated is okay.’

Blair smiled, walking around the counter and taking down the special pumpkin spice syrup from the shelf. While making the drink, she focused on Luke, peeking into his past to figure out what flavours in pumpkin spice appealed to him. But the first memory Blair found was from when they were a couple, when Luke borrowed his mother’s car so they could go to a farm store that had an eggnog ice cream for the holidays. Blair tensed, pushing past that memory until she found another one – Luke helping his mother make fruitcake. She highlighted nutmeg and cloves to the forefront in his latte. She needed him to love the drink so he’d drink the whole thing. If it worked as well as it had on Melody, then she had no doubt she’d find out how Luke was the key to stopping the Moonbeam Hollow mishaps.

Blair slid the finished latte across the counter. He took it but didn’t inhale or taste it. ‘Aren’t you going to try it?’ Blair asked.

‘Are you hoping I’ll burn my throat?’

Blair exhaled, her hand fisting. He was not making this easy for her. It took all her self-control not to snap right back at Luke, because she suspected that if she did, he’d throw the coffee on her this time. ‘Should we sit down?’ Blair asked.

Luke shrugged but still followed Blair to a two-seat table near the wall. The café seemed eerily quiet, only amplifying the tension between them. It was fine. As soon as he started drinking that latte, Blair would start asking questions.

But Luke actually asked the first question. ‘Okay, so what’s going on, Blair?’ He didn’t sound as angry as earlier, but he was still clearly suspicious. ‘What’s your motivation for this? The last time you were this nice to me it was because you’d put ghost pepper flakes in my poutine when we were seventeen.’

Blair tried to smile. ‘I’m not . . . I mean, I’m sorry about that. I don’t have a specific motive, just wanted to talk. Maybe even find a way to be friends. I feel bad for accusing you of sabotaging my business. Since the festival signs also went missing, I have to assume it wasn’t you.’

His eyes narrowed. ‘Or you could know it wasn’t me because I told you it wasn’t me.’

Blair really, really wanted to snap at him. What else should she have thought when she found her missing sign in front of his bakery? She needed him to drink that latte. ‘You’re right. I promise, no more accusations. Drink your latte, and we’ll talk.’

He finally took a small sip, and his eyes immediately widened. ‘This is amazing. You really make the syrups yourself?’

Blair nodded, feeling that familiar warmth at the compliment. ‘All my drinks are completely homemade. No store-bought syrups at all.’

He took another sip, and Blair could practically see the tension ease in his shoulders. Blair wasn’t sure if it was the regular effect of her pumpkin spice syrup, or if it was because of the extra magic she’d added. ‘Okay, I’m impressed,’ he said. ‘Any chance you’d be willing to share your recipes?’

Blair huffed a laugh. ‘As if I’m going to give my competition my secret recipes.’ Even if she did, his drinks couldn’t match hers, not when she used magic to make the syrups. And also customized every customer’s drink to their exact tastes.

Which reminded her, it was time to figure out if her special pumpkin spice syrup was working. ‘You’ve been back in town for a few weeks now, right? What do you think of Moonbeam Hollow?’

He frowned. ‘Um, I told you? It’s exactly the same.’

Blair laughed awkwardly. ‘Right? Like why doesn’t anything change around here?! But why did you pick here over any other town in Ontario? Was there a specific reason? Because of the festival, or—’

Blair was interrupted when there was another knock at the café door. Who could that be at this hour? Blair got up to answer it, surprised to see her sister Belinda and seven other women with her, all carrying the same book.

Blair’s shoulders slumped when she remembered. ‘Crap. It’s Thursday. It’s book club night.’

‘Did you forget?’ Belinda looked over Blair’s shoulder. ‘Oh amazing, Luke’s here!’

‘Yeah, we’re having a chat. C’mon in.’ Blair moved out of the way so the women could get past her.

Luke smiled, standing. ‘Nice to see you again, Belinda.’

Belinda beamed at Luke. She looked lovely in a long white skirt and light blue T-shirt, her long hair in a ponytail. The other women had all lined up at the counter for drinks, so Blair had no choice but to leave Belinda and Luke alone to brew tea and make lattes for the book club members. Blair wasn’t worried – Belinda probably wouldn’t say something inappropriate to Luke. It would be much worse to leave him alone with Bianca, as her youngest sister would definitely tell Luke how much Blair freaked out when she first saw him. Or she’d tell him something about Blair not having a serious relationship since him.

But then Blair remembered that he was under the effect of an untested potion. Or rather a potion that had only been tested once and had proved to be quite potent that one time. This was fine. She’d diluted it, and it didn’t seem to have kicked in before her sister got here. Once the book club all had their drinks, Blair could keep talking to Luke alone while the potion did its magic.

But when Luke joined Belinda and the women who already had their beverages on the sofas, Blair started to worry. As soon as the last drink was made, an apple cinnamon latte for Melody, Blair rushed to the back of the café, surprised to see Luke holding a copy of the book.

‘What are you doing?’ Blair asked. Luke had a goofy grin on his face. Was that because of the magic latte? ‘They’re here for a book club,’ Blair said. ‘We can keep talking over there.’

Belinda looked confused. ‘Um, Luke’s here for the book club.’ She was standing, taking money for a book from one of the other women. ‘I told him about it on Monday when I recommended the book to him.’

‘It’s such a great book!’ Luke said. ‘I’ve wanted to get into reading more, and what a fantastic way to make new friends!’ He was still grinning like a fool. Ugh – the potion was working. ‘Your sister’s a delight, Blair. She recommended so many books!’ He beamed at all the other women. ‘Everyone in Moonbeam Hollow is so welcoming. It’s so cool to buddy-read with so many amazing people! You should sit, Belinda. You’ve probably been on your feet in the bookstore all day.’

Blair blinked. She’d created a monster. A sympathetic, agreeable and happy monster who wanted to read fantasy books with new friends, but a monster just the same.

‘It will be so great to have a man’s perspective on a romance,’ Aarushi said. She was wearing a sweatshirt with the Moonbeam Hollow Fall Harvest Festival logo on it, her perfect black bobbed hair shining under the café lights.

‘I don’t see why a man’s perspective would make a difference,’ Melody said. ‘This book was written for the female gaze.’ Melody was clearly recovered from drinking the same potion yesterday. ‘Don’t you agree, Luke?’

Luke nodded enthusiastically like an obedient smiling puppy.

‘Are you joining us, Blair?’ Belinda asked, finally sitting. ‘I know you didn’t read the book – we’re not going to avoid spoilers.’

‘Yes!’ Luke said. ‘Join us, Blair! We’ve cleared the air. We’re friends now, right?’

Blair exhaled. ‘Oh. Yeah, I’ll join, and it’s okay, I don’t mind spoilers.’ She hadn’t even cracked the spine on her copy of the book yet, but she could not leave Luke alone with these women in the state he was in now.

But when Belinda had told Blair about the book, she said it was about a princess who went undercover as a servant girl and falls in love with the prince of a rival kingdom. Belinda had failed to also mention that the book was spicy. Very spicy. Blair was simply not mentally equipped to discuss whether sex against a tree was practical considering the possibility of bark burn with her ex-boyfriend, her old rival and the person who might be the key to stopping the destruction of her town festival.

‘I see no issue with it!’ Luke said. ‘If they’re into it, then more power to them. It’s a deserted forest; it’s not like they’ll be caught. They should do what makes them happy! Everyone should do what brings them joy!’

Most of the women agreed with Luke, delighted with their enthusiastic member.

‘But isn’t the servant/master dynamic a little problematic?’ Melody asked.

‘She’s not really a servant, though,’ Belinda said. ‘And the prince knows who she is by the tree scene.’

‘Exactly!’ Luke said with so much exuberance that Blair wondered why Belinda hadn’t suspected he was under the effect of magic. ‘It’s so great they found each other! Fate! It’s wonderful!’

‘And it’s so hot,’ Aarushi added.

‘Yes!’ Luke said. ‘I love outdoor sex!’

Oh God, this was such a bad idea.

‘It’s unrealistic,’ Melody added. ‘It’s supposed to be her first time, and she’s against a tree. And she screams his name! I mean, what woman orgasms on their first time?’

Luke looked at Blair, an even wider, almost proud smile on his face. ‘I know someone! Blair—’

Blair quickly cut him off. ‘Belinda, you said this story is loosely set in ancient Polynesia; is it based on a known myth?’

Belinda seemed to get Blair’s hint that the topic of discussion needed to change immediately and steered the book club toward a discussion of the cultural specificity in the story. Luke was still enthusiastically agreeing with whatever anyone said. Blair needed to toss out the rest of that ‘special’ pumpkin spice syrup. Agreeableness was obviously too potent a trait to play with. Also, she’d learned nothing tonight, other than the fact that Luke Caldwell apparently enjoyed outdoor sex now. Which, honestly, was knowledge Blair preferred she didn’t have.

But . . . something did seem to have shifted today, thanks to her potion. Blair and Luke Caldwell were apparently friends now.


Chapter Eleven

Unfortunately, the strange mishaps didn’t end with the missing signs. On Saturday, the Moonbeam Hollow Fall Harvest Festival website was somehow hacked, with all images turning to negative. It freaked a lot of people out – children carving pumpkins and riding waggons looked downright demonic in reversed colours. Thankfully, the festival committee was able to fix the problem quickly. But it served as a reminder to Blair that she needed to focus on getting to the bottom of this. She still didn’t know how Blair, Belinda and Bianca were somehow responsible for all this festival sabotage, or how Luke was supposedly the key to stopping it. Agatha seemed to think Pine Falls Landing was behind these pranks, but Blair couldn’t see how. The small town was about an hour north of Moonbeam Hollow, and yes, they were having their first ever fall festival this year, but it didn’t seem anything like Moonbeam Hollow’s. It was going to be considerably smaller and looked like it was really geared toward kids and trick-or-treating more than anything else.

Blair did a bit of online snooping on Luke Caldwell, and other than the fact that his recent social media posts were all scenic pictures in or near Moonbeam Hollow instead of his usual cityscapes, there was nothing that told Blair what he was hiding about why he was really here. Blair even did a little search for his mother, but the woman didn’t have much of an online footprint. Blair did find her listed as a pastry chef at a Toronto hotel, though.

Blair had no choice but to go to the rescheduled town council meeting. She wasn’t sure she was going to learn anything, but any discussion about the festival sabotage might give Blair some clues. She wasn’t going to bring Bianca and Belinda this time, though. She needed to figure this out on her own.

But as soon as Blair walked out of the café toward the town hall, she saw Bianca coming out of the florist across the street. Bianca waved to Blair and immediately jogged over.

‘The chrysanthemums are all dead,’ Bianca said when she reached Blair. Bianca was wearing a short black dress with a long black satin embroidered jacket over it, along with platform boots and her bright hair loose.

‘What do you mean?’

‘You know the potted mums that Maggie the florist sells every fall? They’re all dead. They were fine yesterday.’

Great. More problems. ‘Same thing that killed the roses?’ Blair asked.

Bianca shrugged. ‘I’m going to run some tests.’ She held up a plastic bag containing soil and dried orange flowers. They looked like they’d died and dried out weeks ago, not died overnight. ‘Where are you going?’ Bianca asked.

Blair shrugged. ‘Nowhere. Just walking.’

Bianca raised one brow, clearly not believing her sister. ‘Okay. We’ll walk together.’

Crap. But Bianca almost immediately started to talk about some basil seeds someone had sent her from Italy. When they passed the little parkette next to the town hall, Bianca indicated to the large oak tree next to the gazebo – the one everyone in town called the Moonbeam Oak. ‘There’s Belinda.’

Blair sighed. There was no way she was going to avoid her sisters knowing she was going to the meeting. Bianca waved at Belinda, who was reading on the bench under the tree. It was her favourite reading spot when the sun was shining, which it was right now.

Belinda waved, then got up and came toward them. ‘Where are you two going?’

‘Nowhere,’ Blair said, annoyed. Blair suddenly stilled, a thought coming to her. Was it possible that Bianca and Belinda were knowingly behind the festival sabotage? Maybe the prophecy was confused when it said three sisters, and really only two of the three witches in town were doing this? But that was ridiculous. What motive would Bianca and Belinda possibly have for harming the Moonbeam Hollow Fall Harvest Festival? Or the mayor? Not to mention, neither of them knew magic strong enough to affect someone’s memories. Their father had dabbled in magic that strong, but after he died, there hadn’t been anyone to teach the sisters.

But Belinda and Bianca were acting so strange tonight. Blair wished that her ability to peek into people’s minds was stronger, then she might be able to figure out what was going on. But usually all Blair could do was unearth a memory about food, and that wasn’t much help now.

There were a lot of people walking into the town hall for the meeting, which was supposed to start in about fifteen minutes. There was no way Blair was going to be able to go inside without her sisters knowing.

‘You going to the meeting?’ Belinda asked.

‘Maybe,’ Blair said.

‘Anyone in particular you want to see there?’ Bianca asked.

Blair raised one questioning brow at her sister. Who did her sisters think she wanted to see at the town meeting?

Bianca grinned. ‘You don’t mind if we join you, do you?’

Blair sighed. ‘Fine. Let’s all go to the town meeting.’

The three of them went inside and took seats in the back again. They were earlier than they had been last Monday, and a steady stream of people were still coming in, filling up the seats fast. It was clear that a lot of Moonbeam Hollow residents were concerned after what happened at the last meeting. Blair looked around. Agatha, Raj and Aarushi were standing together near the front, talking to the treasurer. Melody was here, too, standing with her mother. Blair couldn’t see Mayor Hazel or Dr. Fairwood.

Gladys came to talk to Belinda about something in the bookstore. Someone sat in the empty chair next to Blair. Luke – she smelled him before she saw him.

This was fine. They were supposedly friends now, thanks to that agreeableness potion. Blair had poured the rest of that bottle down the drain – she’d had no idea agreeableness would be so dangerous.

‘Hi, Blair!’ Luke looked light and pleasant, but not exaggeratedly so. She hadn’t seen him since she gave him that latte, and it was interesting that his friendliness wasn’t reversed after the potion wore off. Now Blair might be able to actually get useful information from him. So long as she was able to focus on anything except his sandalwood scent or his soft skin or his strong muscular forearms.

‘Um, hi, Luke. Surprised to see you here,’ Blair said. Which, for some reason made Bianca snort a laugh next to Blair, before Bianca and Belinda wandered over to the snack table with Gladys.

‘Yeah, well I didn’t get to ask my question about the festival booth on Monday.’ Luke paused, maybe waiting to see if Blair was going to snap at him again for even thinking about launching the bakery at the festival.

But Blair didn’t say anything. Not because she didn’t want to – she was still quite irritated that he was going to take her customers like that, but Blair’s priorities had changed since the last council meeting. She shouldn’t be fighting for festival customers when the festival itself was hanging on by a thread.

A loud crash startled everyone, Blair included. What the hell was that? It sounded so close, like the ceiling had been cracked in two.

Suddenly, there was chaos. Some people screamed, some ran. Blair looked to the back where her sisters were, but there was too much confusion and commotion, so she couldn’t see them. Her heart was racing. What was happening? Were Belinda and Bianca okay?

‘Everyone, take cover!’ Someone yelled from the front of the room, and Blair suddenly found herself wrapped in strong arms pushing her down to the floor in front of their chairs.

It was Luke. He was completely covering her with his strong body, protecting her. Blair closed her eyes, terrified, but the warmth, the comfort of Luke’s large body surrounding her calmed her breathing.

Luke had her. Everything would be fine.

Blair had no idea what was going on. She didn’t know what that loud noise had been. She didn’t know if she and her sisters were safe. All she knew was that being wrapped in Luke’s arms was the most comfortable, the most protected she’d felt in years. She held on to his strong chest and buried her face into his soft flannel shirt, his familiar and enticing scent calming her better than any tea ever could.

But Blair wasn’t safe. No Briarwood ever really was. ‘My sisters, I need to—’

‘Shhh, they’re fine,’ Luke whispered, rubbing Blair’s back while he cradled her. ‘Belinda and Bianca are under the snack table.’ His voice was low and a little shaky, like he was scared, too. And the voice was close. So close that it seemed like it was coming from inside her instead of next to her. She hadn’t been this close to Luke in a long time, but it felt familiar and right. Had Luke made sure her sisters were okay before or after he covered Blair with his body?

They stayed like that, curled on the floor with Luke’s arms cradling Blair, and her hands clutching his chest for what felt like a long time, but was probably only about five or ten minutes. The commotion around them had quieted. She heard soft talking and maybe crying. Blair had never experienced anything like it before – terrified and comforted at the same time. She focused on nothing but Luke’s heart beating and that sandalwood scent of his. She had no idea what was going on, but deep down she knew that Luke would keep her safe. She didn’t have to carry the weight of the world by herself right now.

‘Attention, we ask that everyone go straight home,’ Alex’s shaky voice in the microphone said. ‘The Moonbeam Oak has been hit by lightning. The fire department says it’s safe to go outside, but we ask everyone to please leave the area. No gawking and stay away from the parkette.’

Blair blinked. The tree was hit? Awkwardly, Blair untangled herself from Luke’s grasp. He looked as shell-shocked as she felt. Was she supposed to thank him now? Or . . . say anything at all? Why had he covered her like that? Blair had to get away from the charged air she could feel between their bodies, so she turned to find her sisters.

Bianca and Belinda were crawling out from under the snack table along with about five other people. Everyone was talking loudly, checking each other to see if they were hurt. ‘We need to see the tree,’ Bianca said, clearly shaken.

The three sisters rushed outside, where a crowd was already gathering in the small parkette next to the town hall. There was a scent in the air – a mix of ozone and earth with a heavy addition of burned wood. The trunk of the Moonbeam Oak was split in two, and half had fallen on the park bench under it. The tree was old – apparently it had been planted when Moonbeam Hollow was incorporated a hundred years ago. It had been a symbol of the strength of their community since the town was created. It was huge, healthy, and now its thick trunk was severed completely in half.

The town sheriff and fire chief were doing their best to keep people away, telling everyone to go home, but the sight of the tree on the bench was hard to look away from. There was a light drizzle now – but the clouds weren’t nearly dark enough for thunder or lightning. Thunder usually happened a few seconds after lightning, but Blair was almost positive she hadn’t heard thunder at all. Did lightning ever strike without thunder?

Blair looked at her sisters. Bianca’s brow was furrowed, clearly pained to see the tree that had been a part of their lives since birth destroyed. Bianca had loved that tree for years, since she first discovered her affinity and interest in the plant kingdom. Belinda looked devastated, too. That bench was one of her favourite reading spots. She’d been sitting on it less than twenty minutes ago. She could easily have been under it when the lightning struck. Blair’s fist made a tight ball.

‘Look around,’ Belinda said quietly.

At least a dozen cats were in the parkette. Some licking themselves nonchalantly in the gazebo, some sitting and staring at the tree. More than one was asleep. And none of them looked familiar.

Something magical and dangerous was happening in Moonbeam Hollow. Blair was determined to find out what it was before someone else was affected. Or hurt.


Chapter Twelve

Blair was a mess that night, the image of Belinda sitting on a bench that was later crushed by the Moonbeam Oak not letting her sleep. She was supposed to be keeping her sisters safe and was failing miserably. She’d had no progress on solving this mystery, no leads, and no idea of what to do next, except for a cryptic prophecy.

The festival is theirs. The three sisters. Witches. They want to destroy it. They want revenge on those who took their lives and legacy. It is justified. Trust must be earned again. Go to he who makes tall buildings. He is the key.

Why on earth would Blair, Belinda and Bianca want revenge? And why was it justified? Blair and her family had always been treated well in Moonbeam Hollow. Their parents had moved here after fleeing Zanzibar when witch hunters were closing in on them. They had been scared and had a lot of anger for how witches were treated in the place where they were born. But they never sought revenge.

Maybe this had something to do with their father? Blair didn’t think about his death often, mostly because it was too painful. Their father, along with two other witches, had travelled to the southern US on learning that a witch family had gone missing after being accused of a ritualistic murder. Her father and the others intended to help disprove the allegations so the family could come out of hiding, but the entire thing had actually been a trap by witch hunters who had killed the witch family. The witch hunters killed Blair’s father along with the witches he had travelled with. And of course, the local authorities had called it an accident.

It had been such a hard time for the Briarwood family, and Blair remembered how strong their mother had been through it. She put on a brave face, still going to work every day as a pharmacist in the drugstore on Main Street, and carrying on with her routine to support her daughters, but Blair had heard her crying alone at night several times. Mom did so much to protect Blair and her sisters, making them promise never to put themselves in harm’s way like their father had. Mom never, ever wanted revenge on the witch hunters, despite having every right to after her husband had been killed. It just wasn’t her way.

Blair had no way of finding out if the witch hunters that had killed her father were behind what was happening here. She didn’t even know who those witch hunters were. Blair’s mother had not kept any reports, any documentation about their father’s death for fear that someone would see it and connect the surviving Briarwoods with the incident. If the problems at the festival were somehow related to her father’s death, then Blair and her sisters had a very good reason for wanting revenge. But how could they want revenge if they didn’t know what was happening or what was causing it?

Go to he who makes tall buildings, the prophecy said. But Blair had done that. She’d seen Luke twice since she first heard the prophecy. But other than managing a sort-of truce between them, she still didn’t know how Luke Caldwell was the key to stopping the destruction of the festival. But there was nothing else for Blair to do. No other options to try. All she could do was go to Luke again. After finally getting some sleep, she called Travis in the morning to ask if he could cover the café. Travis agreed easily, saying his boyfriend could study there while Travis worked.

Blair had no choice. It would be awkward to go to Luke today after neither of them said anything about them holding each other for dear life at the town hall yesterday, but she’d manage. The conversation couldn’t devolve into an argument though, and Blair didn’t want to use a potion to help her, either. The tree getting destroyed solidified it for Blair – if the Briarwoods’ magic was somehow causing the issues like the prophecy said, then it was best to stop using it until she knew what was going on. Also, to be honest, she was still a bit weirded out about how malleable Luke had been under the effect of her agreeableness potion.

Blair got dressed in her lucky grey and white sweater, grey tights, a black A-line miniskirt and black boots. After putting on a little make-up and fluffing up her shoulder-length waves, she left the house, walking straight to Shirley’s Sugar Mountain and knocking on the glass door.

Blair had no idea what she was going to say when Luke answered the door, but it wasn’t him who answered it. It was the same contractor who’d opened the door last time she knocked, the woman with a hammer in her tool belt. She thought Luke had called her Iris.

‘Oh. Hi, I’m Blair from next door. Is Luke in?’ Blair smiled.

The woman snorted a laugh and then motioned to a solid door on the other side of the bakery. Blair knew it led to a small unit upstairs, but she didn’t know that Luke had leased both spaces. ‘Oh, is that his office?’ Blair asked.

The woman shook her head. ‘His apartment. Go on up. He’s there. Don’t bother knocking; he won’t hear it. He’s doing paperwork and always wears headphones when running numbers.’

Blair frowned. ‘I can’t go up without knocking.’

The woman pulled out her phone. ‘Sure, you can. I’ll tell him you’re coming and unlock it from here.’ She did something on an app. ‘There’s a second door upstairs – knock on it when you get to it.’

Blair wasn’t sure what else to do, so she went toward the door, hearing the woman closing the bakery behind her.

Blair opened the door and was met with narrow stairs with grey industrial carpeting and matte white walls. Clearly Luke was focusing all renovations on the bakery downstairs and not on this space. Would he fix it up for his mother to live in after the bakery was done?

There was no door at the top of the stairs, instead Blair found herself in a cramped living room. An old couch, a TV on a table and a small round table with two chairs were on one side, with a very basic kitchen on the other. Everything was old, without personality, and honestly, a little shabby. She couldn’t believe a fancy big-city architect was living here. But he clearly was. This place smelled like Luke.

There were three closed doors in the apartment, Blair assumed the bathroom and two bedrooms. Maybe she was supposed to knock on one of these doors? But which one? Blair exhaled. She shouldn’t be here. Blair didn’t know why she’d listened to that woman. Blair turned toward the stairs, ready to get out of the apartment, when one of the doors opened and Luke came out.

Wearing a towel.

Nothing else, just a thin white towel wrapped around his waist. His hair was wet, and his eyes were wide with shock, probably about the fact that Blair was standing in the middle of his apartment. And he wasn’t wearing clothes. Blair swallowed. She’d seen him enough times since he’d been back in town to know that Luke Caldwell had filled out considerably in the last twelve years. He wasn’t the scrawny teen he’d been the last time she saw him at this level of undress. She didn’t know where to look, overwhelmed by the sight of him. His hips were still narrow, but now he had muscles on his chest. And arms. She swallowed. His biceps were unreal. And he had hair. Dark chest hair, plus a line of dark hair from his navel heading down to—

‘Blair!’ Luke said. He blinked a few times, then the look of shock on his face was replaced with humour. One side of his lip quirked up in a smirk. ‘Did you take a wrong turn somewhere?’

Ugh, why did Luke have abs now? Luke Caldwell wasn’t supposed to have abs. Blair squeezed her lips together, then gave an apologetic smile while forcing her gaze downward, which wasn’t exactly helping because holy calf muscles. ‘I’m sorry . . . I needed to talk to you. The woman downstairs said you wouldn’t hear me if I knocked. She told me to come up . . . I shouldn’t have, though. I’ll go . . .’ Blair pried her eyes away from Luke’s everything and started to walk down the stairs, still babbling away. ‘I’m sorry for intruding. Please forget—’

‘Blair, wait,’ Luke said. She stopped on the stairs but didn’t turn around. Mostly because she was afraid that if she had to see Luke’s rather delicious bare chest and stomach again, it would be impossible to ever wipe the image from her brain. So, Blair stood halfway down the stairs without saying a word.

‘Will you come back up?’ Luke asked after a few long moments, a smile still in his voice.

‘Why?’ Blair said. And why did he sound so amused?

‘I need to talk to you, too. I was actually about to get dressed and go find you.’

Blair didn’t move or say anything. Why would he need to talk to her? She wanted to speak to him because her sister’s prophecy said he was the key to stopping the sabotage that nearly hurt her sister last night.

Did he want to talk about throwing himself on her when they heard the crash of the tree getting hit by lightning? Maybe. But Blair didn’t think she could have that conversation with Luke only wearing a thin towel.

‘Okay, how about we do it this way,’ Luke said, slowly. ‘I’ll go into my bedroom and put some clothes on. In about a minute, you come back up the stairs and wait for me in the living room, and we can pretend that the last five minutes didn’t happen. Does that work for you?’

Easy for him to say. He hadn’t just got an eyeful of what was easily the best-looking nearly nude body she’d seen in years.

‘Blair, does that work for you? Because I really do think we should talk.’

Blair sighed. She also thought they should talk. That was why she was here. ‘Okay,’ she said quietly. She set a one-minute timer on her watch.

‘Perfect.’ She heard footsteps, a door open and then close. Blair stood on the stairs for a full minute, then went back up. Luke was presumably still in his bedroom, so she perched on the edge of his stiff peach-coloured sofa and waited, quite sure that she was as red as a tomato.

Life was so much easier before Luke came back to town.

Luke came out of his bedroom about a minute later wearing his perfectly fitted Levi’s jeans and a black T-shirt. The shirt wasn’t exactly tight – it hung off his square shoulders. Every other time she’d seen him since he’d come back to town, he’d worn a collared shirt – either a flannel or denim one. It was weird. In a too-big T-shirt he looked more like the Luke she remembered, because he’d worn a T-shirt pretty much every day in school. Except now Blair knew that under his clothes he looked nothing like the Luke she used to know.

Ugh. She needed to stop. The image of the dark line of hair under his navel was burned into her brain, and she wasn’t sure anything could exorcise it.

‘Can I get you a coffee?’ he asked. ‘I have an espresso maker, but it won’t be as good as yours. Or I can make—’

‘No, I’m fine.’

He pulled one of his dining chairs out from under the table and turned it so it faced Blair. He sat.

‘Why did your contractor tell me to come up without knocking first?’ Blair asked.

‘That’s Iris. I’ve known her for years. Excellent carpenter, complete shit disturber.’

‘So . . . that was a prank?’

Luke nodded, a smile behind his eyes.

‘But why? She doesn’t send anyone who comes looking for you upstairs while you’re in the shower, does she? Because that’s—’

He shook his head, chuckling. ‘No, she doesn’t do that for everyone, Blair.’

What did that mean? Why did he say her name like that? Blair let out a shaky breath. This was a mistake. Why had that damn prophecy told her to go to her sexy ex-boyfriend who gave Blair her first (and possibly best) orgasms? How could Luke be essential to saving the festival, Moonbeam Hollow, her sisters and her café?

Blair closed her eyes and counted to three in her head, hoping that maybe she would miraculously stop thinking about Luke in that towel during those three seconds. She opened her eyes and he was smirking at her. The strange charge between them from when his body was covering hers at the meeting was back.

Maybe it was a mistake to not seriously date in the last twelve years. Blair had never had a problem with the fact that she hadn’t really been in a relationship since Luke and never fallen in love again. It had always seemed too risky to get that close to someone. Yeah, she had a few dates here and there, and she’d even hooked up with some of them. They were mostly tourists, not men settled here in Moonbeam Hollow. It was better that way. Tourists left. Tourists wouldn’t think the way that Blair prioritized her sisters was strange. They wouldn’t think it was weird that Blair didn’t invite anyone into her home. They didn’t seem to care about the walls Blair put up around herself.

But Luke . . . Luke was different. He knew her before her walls had been quite this high. Blair had been herself with him once, or at least closer to herself, in a way she hadn’t been able to be since him.

Things were easier when they’d argued every time they saw each other. She remembered the look on his face before she gave him the potion – he thoroughly disliked her until her special pumpkin spice latte did its magic. But dislike wasn’t the expression Luke was giving Blair now. Something else had changed between them yesterday and they both knew it. When they’d been huddled together, clutching each other with fear, protection and comfort, they’d shifted something between them. This time without magic. The fact was, Blair didn’t dislike Luke. At all. And he didn’t dislike her, either.

‘What happened last night, Luke?’ Blair asked softly.

He huffed an awkward laugh. ‘That’s what I was going to talk to you about. I looked for you after . . . Were you and your sisters okay?’

‘Yeah. We wanted to get home before the rest of the crowd came outside. Belinda and Bianca were pretty shaken up. You got out of there okay?’

He nodded, then ran his hand through his hair in a nervous gesture. ‘I wanted to find you to apologize. I know I was overstepping, grabbing you like that. I heard the loud noise and didn’t know what was going on, and my instinct was to—’

‘Throw yourself on me?’

He looked at her, his brown eyes serious. ‘My instinct was to ride out the apocalypse with you.’ His expression was so open. Genuine. Like he really felt that Blair was the person he’d want to be next to during the end of the world. And Blair understood. She might even feel the same way.

He chuckled softly. ‘Honestly, it’s been wild seeing you again. A little overwhelming. I’d wanted to clear the air between us so I could, I don’t know, close that unfinished chapter in my life. Find out what really happened, but—’

‘I don’t want to do that,’ Blair said, interrupting him. Luke tilted his head, confused, so Blair clarified. ‘The past is behind us. We were kids, and we’ve both done a lot with our lives since then. That chapter is long closed for me, and I don’t need to open it up again.’

Luke stared at her. Blair couldn’t read his expression. Was he upset? The truth was, Blair knew exactly what happened between them. She had asked him to leave Moonbeam Hollow and told him that he hadn’t meant that much to her. She’d done it to protect herself and her sisters. If he wanted to open up the past again, she’d have to admit that she’d lied to him, and she didn’t want to. Because it was too big. Too catastrophic and painful to admit that she’d known they’d both loved each other so much, and she still asked him to leave. They hadn’t been able to be together.

But Luke’s expression now was a little heartbroken. He was definitely disappointed that Blair didn’t want to open up old wounds. And his disappointed face broke her heart a little, too.

‘Okay, but can we talk about the present? The way I see it,’ Luke said slowly, eyes locked onto hers, ‘after the flea market, and last night, too, you and I can’t ignore this . . . thing between us anymore. We’re still drawn to each other, but you’re always running away. What are you afraid of, Blair?’

Blair was afraid of so, so much. She closed her eyes and rubbed her temples. The prophecy said to go to Luke, so maybe that’s what she should do. But she couldn’t pick up where they left off. The risks to her and her sisters’ safety were too high. And the risk to her heart, too. But he was sitting there, so tall, brown eyes heating her skin. She wanted to touch him so much that her fingers hurt.

‘What if . . .’ Blair swallowed. ‘What if instead of reopening that chapter, we start a different one.’

Luke blinked. ‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean . . . we were kids then. But we’re adults now. I’m not . . . I mean, I can’t commit to anything serious at this point. For my own reasons, but also, you’re only here temporarily. So . . . we could start a more casual chapter.’

‘Casual.’ His voice was gravelly. ‘You’re suggesting a casual fling. Friends with benefits.’

Blair nodded. ‘Let’s not get caught up in the past and heavy feelings and just . . . enjoy each other.’ She exhaled. She couldn’t believe she’d suggested a friends-with-benefits fling with Luke Caldwell. But she needed to do something about this sexual tension if she wanted to be the slightest bit functional to figure out what was happening in this town. Plus, the prophecy said to go to he who makes tall buildings, so that’s what she was doing. Going to Luke. Spending time with him, even if that time was naked time, could help her figure out his role in all this.

Luke finally laughed, shaking his head in disbelief.

Blair frowned. ‘You don’t want that?’

He smiled an almost roguish smile. How did anyone manage to work with this man without turning into a pile of goo? ‘No, Blair. I want that very much. But are you sure about this? Be sure that you’re positive, because if I come over there, I promise you won’t be able to think straight.’

She already couldn’t think straight. In fact, she was kind of hoping that him coming over here would help her make sense of things again. She locked on to his eyes. ‘I want it. You.’

Luke got up from his chair and moved toward Blair. His eyes looked intense. Almost predatory. Luke had really, significantly, upped his seduction game since their last time together. He sat next to her, leg touching hers. Blair could feel the heat from his body and smell his soap. She exhaled slowly. He put his hand on her thigh, his long fingers gently moving on her grey tights, wiping all thoughts and objections from her brain. Something that felt so good, so right, could never be wrong. And being this close to Luke had always felt this right. Being even closer was better.

Blair put one hand on the back of his neck, taking a second to appreciate how soft his skin was there, and pulled him down until his lips were on hers.

And, holy hell, they should have done this the minute Luke moved back to town. He tugged her close, immediately deepening the kiss. Luke was just the right amount of forceful, letting Blair stop being the person with too many responsibilities and too much to worry about, and let someone else lead for a while. He was a man starved, kissing almost desperately while his stubble rubbed against her cheek, the friction delicious against her skin. Eventually Luke wrapped his strong arm around Blair’s waist and pulled her onto his lap, using his other hand to place her thighs exactly where he wanted them, so she was straddling him, her skirt bunched up on her waist. She could feel his erection against the seam of her tights, dragging across where she needed him most. When he reached into her sweater and pinched her sensitive nipple hard, she rolled her hips into him, throwing her head back with pleasure.

‘Blair,’ Luke murmured as he lavished attention on her neck. ‘You have no idea what you do to me.’ He raised his head to look at her, hands dragging up her thighs to the waistband of her tights. ‘Do you want me to take my shirt off?’ he asked, eyes dancing with mischief. ‘You looked like you wanted to lick me like an ice cream cone when you got here.’

‘I did not.’

He laughed. ‘You did.’ He dipped his chin to run his tongue down her neck and onto her chest. ‘It’s okay,’ he said against her skin. ‘I’ve wanted to lick you since you first threw that pumpkin spice latte on me.’ His fingers hooked under the waistband of her tights, tugging them downwards so he could squeeze her bare ass.

‘Luke?’ She pressed into his hardness, aching for release.

‘Yes, Blair?’

‘This would be better on a bed.’

He chuckled. ‘You always were the smarter one.’ In one smooth motion, Luke stood from the sofa, lifting Blair with him, and taking her the two steps to his bedroom.

This wasn’t a mistake. Not even a little bit. Blair deserved to feel this good.


Chapter Thirteen

Luke pulled Blair’s sweater off her head the moment they were in his bedroom, leaving her in the small tank top she wore under it. Grinning, he pulled that off, too. The look on his face was like a kid unwrapping a present on his birthday. Blair had no idea how Luke made everything more fun than anyone else.

‘You mentioned something about taking your shirt off?’ Blair asked, voice husky. She was feeling a little self-conscious about the way he was looking at her wearing nothing but her black bra, black skirt and grey tights.

He shook his head slowly. ‘Nope. You’re going to have to wait. First, I want to look at you the way you looked at me.’

Blair bit her lip. She couldn’t argue with that logic. She reached behind her back and unclasped her bra, sliding it down her sensitive arms and letting it fall to the floor.

Luke’s jaw tightened, still keeping her at arm’s length so his eyes could take her in. Blair didn’t feel self-conscious anymore. How could she when he was looking at her like she was a goddess sent from the sky? Like he was in awe of her. Luke finally wrapped his arms around her, pulling her in for another bruising kiss. All the thoughts left Blair’s mind, leaving nothing but sensitive nerves and the warmth from his hard body on hers. Why had she ever resisted this man?

Blair fumbled with the hem of his T-shirt, trying to get her hands under it. She was going to combust if she didn’t feel that skin against hers. He pulled away long enough to finally take off his shirt, and then his mouth was on hers again.

It was feverish and intense. It was like a continuation of the desperate kiss in the flea market; except this time no one was holding back. When Luke’s lips trailed down her neck, Blair arched her back, feeling secure in his grip. When his lips made it to her breasts her knees gave out as she called out his name.

Luke. It was him making her feel this good. Only him – no one else had ever come close.

‘I got you, Blair,’ he whispered into her ear, making goosebumps appear across Blair’s whole body.

Blair fumbled with the button of his jeans, which was difficult considering the sizeable bulge there. And considering her shaking hands. But Blair needed to touch him. Now. She finally got his button open, dismayed to find more buttons under it.

‘Seriously? Button fly? Are you trying to torture me?’ Blair groaned.

Luke laughed, pushing her hand away and unbuttoning his jeans himself. Blair pushed them down, followed by his black boxer briefs, and there he was. All of Luke. Blair swallowed, taking a step back so she could see every inch of his big, beautiful body.

This was real. Her Luke. She couldn’t wrap her head around it. She wanted to touch him. To taste him. She wanted to let him consume her in every way.

‘Are you just going to look at me,’ Luke murmured. ‘Or—’

Blair stepped forward, swallowing his words with another kiss, open-mouthed and messy. Her hand ran down his chest, relishing the feel of smooth skin over hard muscle. Luke slid her tights, skirt and underwear down her hips, then gently pushed her onto his bed, peeling her clothes off and tossing them to the floor. He stood over her, smiling softly.

‘What is it?’ Blair asked.

‘Wish I could take a picture. You look so perfect on my pillow.’ He fanned out her hair like he was composing the shot.

Blair laughed. ‘Don’t you dare take a picture!’

‘There’s no need. The sight of you is burned into my mind.’ He leaned down to kiss her again, pressing his body against hers. This time the kiss was less urgent, less desperate. But just as hot. Blair ran her hands over the planes of his chest and dug her nails into the skin of his back. His hands were everywhere on her, too, lightly grazing the sides of her breasts and teasing her nipples. But the more they kissed, the more they refamiliarized themselves with each other’s bodies, the more Blair wanted to feel more.

He was clearly reading her mind, because his hand trailed down her stomach before finally ghosting between her legs.

Blair moaned, head lolling back against the pillow. ‘That . . . that feels . . .’ Her words left her when his talented hand played in her wet folds.

‘You like that, Blair?’ he asked, teasing her clit with slow circles.

‘You . . . you know I do. More.’ He pressed with a little more pressure, but still not nearly enough for Blair. She was throbbing with want, and the playful smirk on Luke’s face told her he knew exactly what he was doing to her. Leaning down, he bit her nipple lightly, then licked it, all while he continued his too light touch between her legs. Blair let out a muffled moan. ‘You’re killing me, Luke.’ Blair closed her eyes as she squirmed beneath him.

He chuckled. ‘Patience, Blair,’ he said darkly before taking her other breast in his mouth. Blair bucked against his hand, and he finally slid two fingers into her. Blair gasped, her teeth dragging against Luke’s shoulder.

It was all so good. He drew his fingers out and thrust them in again, circling his thumb until she was whimpering desperately. Her breath came faster, her body tightening around his magical fingers. She was so close, but this wasn’t how she wanted to come. ‘Condom?’ she breathed against his neck.

He grinned wickedly, then slid off her. Blair immediately missed the press of his body on hers. But when he started to roll the condom on, she propped herself onto her elbows to watch.

He was such a beautiful man. Never in a million years had Blair thought she would have the chance to be with him like this again. She wanted to pinch herself to prove this was real. Luke Caldwell, her first love.

After he rolled on the condom, he returned to Blair, guiding her on top of him. ‘I want to watch you above me.’

Blair straddled his hips. With a dark smile, she pinned his wrists above his head, causing his biceps to bulge. Blair was a small woman, and she absolutely adored the feeling of a burly man under her spell like this.

But this wasn’t a spell. Blair didn’t need magic to make Luke putty in her hands. She leaned down and kissed his lips gently, rolling her hips until he was teasing her entrance.

‘Blair,’ he whispered against her lips. ‘Do it. Fuck me. Now.’

Still holding his hands above his head, Blair lowered herself onto him. And oh, it felt so amazing. She moaned, eyes rolling back in her head. He was big, stretching her, filling her completely. Letting go of his hands, Blair fell forward, her forehead meeting his. With each thrust of her hips, Blair was sure she would come undone. When he cupped her breast, she threw her head back in ecstasy, picking up her pace. She was going to lose herself in this man, and it was going to be glorious. Had it been this good when they were younger? True, they were both older and more experienced now, but no one had ever felt as good as Luke Caldwell. He was muttering praise, telling her she was taking him so well, with one hand squeezing her hip. When he pinched her nipple, pressure became too much for her. She reached down to press where they were joined, and she came undone, the waves of pleasure rocking through her while he simultaneously shuddered through his climax, repeating her name like a vow.

Blair collapsed onto his chest, breathing heavily. He was also panting, arms around her back, stroking her skin.

‘Blair?’

‘Yes?’ She was still out of breath.

‘I love Moonbeam Hollow. I knew coming back was a good idea.’

Blair laughed, burrowing her face into his chest. She was glad he was back, too.

* * *

If someone had told Blair that her fact-finding mission to speak to Luke today would end with her naked in his bedroom clutching his chest like he was some sort of architect teddy bear while catching her breath after what was probably the best sex she’d ever had, Blair would have laughed. Or . . . maybe not. Because the more she thought about it, the more she realized that this was inevitable. A part of her knew it would happen the moment she tripped over his legs in the bakery that day.

She absently played with the hairs on his chest and then ran her hand through the line of dark hair on his stomach below his navel.

‘Mmm,’ Luke said. ‘That feels good.’

Luke had significantly increased his skills in bed in the last twelve years. Before he’d been an inexperienced teen, as excited to learn how to make her feel good as he was to feel good himself. But now, holy hell the things he could do with his mouth, his hands and the rest of his body, too. And he’d also been clearly impressed with Blair’s upgrades. When she’d been on top of him, she’d clearly heard him murmur, ‘Where have you been my whole life?’ In fact, Luke was so relaxed and boneless right now she could probably get him to do anything she wanted, even without the use of that agreeableness potion.

Maybe that’s what she should do now. Ask him what he knew about the festival sabotage, and if he had a role in it. Hell, she could even ask him not to open the bakery.

But . . . that seemed wrong. Just like it had been wrong to use a potion to get information from Luke, using sex wasn’t right, either. But she couldn’t forget that the reason she came here today wasn’t for a much-needed orgasm. It was to figure out his part in the mess in Moonbeam Hollow.

‘Luke?’

‘Mmm?’

‘Do you mind if we keep this . . . situation . . . between us only? Moonbeam Hollow’s a tiny town, and I don’t want to be the topic of gossip. My sisters can be a little . . . possessive.’

‘Sure, I’ll be your dirty little secret.’

She chuckled. ‘Another question, this wasn’t like, danger sex because you thought the world was ending last night, was it?’

He didn’t say anything for several seconds, then said, ‘Maybe.’

‘What? Seriously?’ Blair got up from his chest to look at his face. And his face was so, so gorgeous, all soft and satiated with it’s after-sex glow that she wanted to kiss him and go for another round. Maybe it was Luke who’d put a spell on her.

‘I mean, not really, but last night, when we were . . .’ His voice trailed off.

‘Hanging on to each other for dear life?’

‘Yeah, that.’ He hesitated, like he wanted to say a lot more. ‘It made me realize that life is unpredictable.’

‘And we should seize the moment?’

He grinned and squeezed her bottom. ‘Yes, lots of seizing. Seizing, conquering and ravishing. Are you worried that I won’t be into you anymore when all this apocalyptic stuff ends?’

Blair exhaled. She didn’t like thinking about these mishaps as apocalyptic. But maybe mishaps wasn’t the right word anymore, either. She tensed, remembering that Belinda had been under the tree only minutes before it had been hit by lightning.

‘What’s that necklace you’re always wearing,’ Luke asked when she didn’t answer him. ‘You used to wear it in high school, too.’ His eyes were on her gold pendant, a small lotus flower that her father said was the symbol of his family.

‘Family piece. My father gave me and my sisters identical necklaces before . . .’ Her voice trailed off. She wasn’t sure she wanted to get into her father’s death now. ‘Luke, can you be one hundred per cent honest with me about something?’

His brows knitted together with concern. ‘Of course. What is it?’

‘I’ve been trying to figure out what’s happening in town. That day my lock didn’t work, and then my plant pots were destroyed and my sign was tampered with. At the farm the pumpkins developed a blight, the roses in the florist shop all turned black one night, the bookstore’s electrics went haywire and the mayor lost her memories. Last night the chrysanthemums all died, and you saw what happened to the Moonbeam Oak.’

‘I didn’t do any of that, Blair.’

She nodded quickly. ‘I know, I know. I do trust you. But everything started happening when you came to town.’ Blair knew for a fact he was related somehow, but she couldn’t tell him about her sister’s prophecy. ‘Do you know anything at all that I don’t know about any of these things?’

He shook his head. ‘Honestly, Blair, I don’t.’ He paused. ‘I don’t blame you for asking, because I get it, everything was all fine and then I show up and everything is in chaos. But it must be a coincidence. Plus, how could a person have been behind the mayor’s memory loss or the lightning hitting the tree?’

Blair didn’t say anything, because she couldn’t tell him that a person using magic could easily have caused those things. Well, not easily. It would have to be a powerful witch. ‘There are ways. Hypnosis and . . . no one actually saw the tree getting hit. Practically the whole town was inside the town hall. All we know is that the damage looked like lightning.’

‘Well, I was in the town hall, too, so I don’t know what to tell you.’ A slight defensive tone had snuck into his voice.

Blair rested her head back on his chest. ‘I know. I don’t think it was you. I just . . . I don’t know where else to look.’ She lightly trailed her fingers over his skin, loving the shiver it caused in him. Luke’s skin had been this sensitive twelve years ago, and she’d been delighted with it then, too.

‘Why are you worrying so much about it?’ Luke asked. ‘Law enforcement and the festival committee can handle it.’

Blair exhaled. She couldn’t tell him why she needed to get to the bottom of this. ‘I don’t know. The festival . . . it’s what makes this town special, right? I hate that it’s being targeted like this. I have this feeling that I should do something.’

He didn’t say anything for a few moments. ‘I get it.’ He paused. ‘I kind of feel like I should do something, too. Can I help you?’

Blair lifted her head again to look at his face. Letting him help research probably wasn’t a good idea. Blair was looking for the magical cause behind the incidents, and if they found it, he might learn that Blair was a witch. But he looked so hopeful – so earnest in wanting to help her. ‘You’d do that? Even after I accused you of sabotage so many times?’

He tightened his arms around her, bringing her head back to rest on his chest again. ‘Of course. It’s the perfect strategy – you won’t suspect the person you’re working with.’

Blair laughed. ‘I don’t know why I thought it was you, anyway. You’re the furthest thing from a dastardly villain.’ She paused. ‘Thanks, I’d appreciate the help.’

Luke kissed the top of her head. ‘I think you’ll find that there aren’t a lot of things that I wouldn’t do for you, Blair Briarwood.’

Blair smiled, burying her face in Luke’s warm chest.


Chapter Fourteen

The following week was pretty anticlimactic. Well, that wasn’t true – Blair climaxed many times in the three visits she’d had to Luke’s apartment. But there was little progress in her search to find out what was happening with the festival or in Moonbeam Hollow.

It was probably because Blair’s secret fling with Luke Caldwell was keeping her busy. It surprisingly wasn’t sex only. They’d also watched Star Trek reruns like they used to as teens, and they’d talked. A lot. Mostly after sex, while they were still wrapped in each other’s arms. They didn’t talk about their personal lives or about anything deep, but covered pretty much everything else – current events, music, even food. They debated which was better – romcoms or interior design shows to pull one out of a bad mood, but then agreed that travel shows worked best. They talked about places they wanted to go to, and even about art and design – something they’d both become interested in since they were last together.

Blair had forgotten about this. Just . . . existing with Luke Caldwell had always been easier than existing with anyone else in the world, even if they never went in too deep. They didn’t see each other outside of their secret trysts in his apartment after the café closed, but Blair was having so much fun. She honestly didn’t remember a time when she’d been this content.

But despite this, Blair hadn’t forgotten about her intention to figure out what Belinda’s prophecy meant, and how Luke was going to be the one to save the festival. She and Luke did some brainstorming and googling in his apartment, but all avenues were a dead end. Bianca’s tests on the pumpkins, roses and chrysanthemums came back officially inconclusive. And Belinda had given up on her mythology search after finding nothing.

Blair didn’t know what to do next.

On Tuesday, Blair had a chat with Aarushi during the Stitch Witches meeting. Aarushi had lots of information about the festival issues, since her husband was on the planning committee. Apparently, the security camera that the committee had finally bought themselves was hit by lightning the day after it was installed and already needed to be replaced. And then the haunted house bouncy castle went missing. No one had any idea where it went – it was large, and had three blowers to keep it inflated, and those were gone, too.

Blair went straight to Luke’s after closing the café, excited to tell him that she’d learned something, but he kissed her senseless the moment she walked up the stairs. When he started peeling off her clothes before even getting to the bedroom, Blair decided discussing the festival could wait.

She eventually told him about her chat with Aarushi while they were getting dressed again. Blair couldn’t stay long today – it was Bianca’s turn to make dinner, so Blair was expecting something delicious. She’d already told her sisters that she had paperwork too many times this week, and she was afraid they’d get suspicious.

‘Most of the bad stuff has happened on the festival grounds, right?’ Luke asked. He was buttoning his dark green plaid flannel over a grey T-shirt. His hair was messy, and his face was already scruffy even though he’d shaved yesterday, but Blair couldn’t get over how good he looked. Even after they’d been sneaking around all week, the novelty of being with Luke Caldwell again hadn’t worn off. In fact, sometimes it felt like Blair had gone back in time, because when they were eighteen, they’d also had to sneak around to have sex.

Blair nodded. ‘Yeah. I mean, my sign, the flower shop and the bookstore were affected, but we’re all businesses that have a presence in the festival.’

‘Why don’t we take a look at their storage space and see what we can learn.’ He paused, stepping behind Blair and wrapping his arms around her waist from behind. ‘I need to talk to the festival committee, anyway.’ He started kissing Blair’s neck. He was very touchy-feely, which Blair loved, but she was slightly worried about going out in public with him if he was this affectionate.

‘Why do you need to talk to the festival committee?’ Blair asked, trying to keep her legs upright. It was hard to focus with his lips on the curve between her neck and shoulder.

‘I need to find out . . .’ he kissed her neck again ‘. . . if they approved my . . .’ he kissed her, then lightly sucked on her sensitive skin ‘. . . proposal to build my own market stall.’ He lightly bit Blair’s neck, sending a jolt of electricity straight to her core.

Blair couldn’t help it – she leaned back against Luke, letting him take her weight. What had he been talking about? He turned her in his arms, and the smile on his face was downright proud at how she was putty in his hands. She wrapped her arms around Luke’s waist. They’d just got out of bed and Blair could easily go again. What had this man done to her?

But she could affect him, too. She pulled him tighter, sneaking her hand under his shirt to get to his bare skin. She ran her fingernails down his back with the exact amount of pressure that he liked.

Luke groaned. ‘Why are you so irresistible?’ he asked, voice rough with desire. The look in his eyes told Blair that he was as addicted as she was. He leaned down and they were kissing again, his soft hungry lips drawing out any conscious thoughts Blair had.

Blair just barely managed to disentangle herself from Luke before they were naked again, because she really did need to go home. ‘I’ll ask Agatha.’ Blair slipped her boots on over her tights. ‘Maybe we can go on the weekend? Travis is closing the café Saturday.’

Luke nodded, buttoning his shirt again. ‘I can do Saturday. Want to come over after?’ He wagged his eyebrows and it was adorable.

Blair gave him a quick kiss. ‘I’d love to.’

* * *

Blair didn’t need to call Agatha, because she came into the café early Wednesday for an apple cinnamon latte. While Blair made the drink exactly to Agatha’s taste, Blair asked how the festival planning was going.

Agatha shook her head. ‘Oh, it’s still one problem after another.’ She was in a bright green hand-knit pullover, paired with orange pants. ‘As soon as we put out one fire, another one ignites. Now the tablecloths and some of the pop-up tents have been slashed! We’re going to have to replace them . . . and our budget is already in the negative.’

‘Oh no! Did the new camera catch anyone?’

Agatha shook her head. ‘Not at all. Strangest thing in the world. But we ordered the cheapest we could find after the last one was ruined. Dr. Fairwood is donating some money that will help.’ She shook her head. ‘Even while her wife has an unexpected neurological issue. Moonbeam Hollow supports our own like no other place.’

That was very true. Blair passed Agatha’s drink across the counter. Agatha picked it up and inhaled. ‘Smells like heaven.’

‘Where were the tents and tablecloths?’

‘In the locked shed on the festival grounds. The camera was pointing at the shed door all night.’

This was troubling. In theory, cameras could be tampered with without the use of magic, but it was easier to do with magic. All one needed was a blurring spell. ‘Hey, Agatha, would you mind showing me the festival shed?’ When Agatha looked confused, Blair shrugged awkwardly. ‘I hate that all this is happening to the festival and I’d love to help. Maybe I’ll notice something there?’

‘Of course! We would love more young people getting involved with the festival. In fact, there is an opening on the planning committee.’

‘Why is there a vacancy?’ As far as Blair could remember, the committee had very little turnover.

‘Oh, it’s the strangest thing. Earl Hawkins developed a nasty rash on his arms. Had to go into the city to see a dermatologist who suggested it might be environmental. So he’s not leaving the house until he figures out what it is.’

That sounded very much like another act of magic sabotage against the festival. Earl Hawkins had been the smiling face at the festival welcome table as long as Blair could remember. ‘Are you free Saturday? Maybe around two?’

Agatha nodded. ‘Absolutely. We can meet at the festival grounds. I’m happy to take you around for a looky-loo.’

Blair smiled, even though her stomach tied in a knot. But if Earl’s rash was magical, Blair knew an excellent potion to cure it. She could get the ingredients at the Moonbeam Market and bring some to Earl. Blair was glad there was finally a problem she knew how to fix.


Chapter Fifteen

Luke met Blair behind the café on Saturday afternoon, and together they drove to the fairgrounds in his Subaru. It was another clear day with perfect blue skies, which Blair was thankful for. She loved cats, but those stray cats who only came out in the rain were unsettling. And a trip to the festival grounds in the middle of farmland was better in picturesque weather.

On the way, Blair told Luke that she’d brought over an anti-inflammatory power shot to Earl Hawkins for his rash. The pumpkin, turmeric and ginger power shot was Blair’s mother’s recipe, made with an anti-rash spell. Blair’s mother had been a gifted healer, and her healing potions had been more effective than Blair’s, but this was a relatively simple one that was extremely effective on magical rashes, and pretty good for regular ones, too. Blair had been happy that she was able to do something to help, instead of flailing around feeling useless whenever she thought of the festival problems.

‘This rash might not have anything to do with this sabotage, though,’ Luke said. ‘I mean, unexplained rashes are common, aren’t they? Are you suggesting someone tampered with his soap or clothes or something?’

‘Someone could have exposed him to an allergen like poison oak or ivy.’ Bianca would probably be able to tell if the rash was from a plant or magic. But Blair was still determined to keep her sisters out of it.

‘Maybe.’ Luke paused. ‘Hopefully, I get the approval for the vendor stall soon. The city and the festival committee have been making me go in circles all week to get the thing approved. The whole point of me starting the bakery now was to get it open by the festival. Mom’s already made the menu for the stall.’

Blair frowned. It was strange – in the last week and a half she’d barely thought about the fact that the bakery he was working on every day would soon open. Well, it wasn’t that she’d barely thought about it, more like she’d consciously stopped herself from dwelling on it. ‘What is she hoping to sell?’ Blair asked, even though she wasn’t sure she wanted the answer.

‘She wants to do a fall afternoon tea box with a finger sandwich, a small pumpkin tart, a little apple pastry and a cranberry walnut scone with clotted cream. Served with a cup of gourmet tea.’

Blair tensed. She’d thought about serving afternoon tea when she opened her café, but because she didn’t bake, she didn’t bother. But she did always get extra tarts, muffins and scones from her bakery supplier for the festival.

Was there any point when Shirley’s Sugar Mountain would have freshly baked afternoon tea boxes? With gourmet tea?

She exhaled. What was Blair doing, sleeping with Luke Caldwell again? Yeah, she didn’t think he was actively sabotaging her café anymore, but he was still opening a bakery. Maybe she should have listened to her instincts when he first got here. She’d been sure that he was here to ruin her. Opening a bakery café right next to her would take away from her sales, and wearing jeans that hugged his shapely rear made it hard for Blair to think about anything when he was close. And look at her now – she wasn’t even fighting him when he talked about his mother’s perfect little afternoon tea boxes. Blair knew he was still keeping something from her, and she didn’t even care anymore because the orgasms were great. And the companionship, too. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d watched old reruns with her sisters or talked politics with friends. Luke had come along and filled all the empty spaces in her life, making her forget her priorities. He had ruined her.

This was a mistake. Luke was her rival . . . He had been for years. She had to remember that he was still her rival, even if they’d fallen into bed again. The bakery he was building for his mother could very well result in Blair losing her café. All the bad things that had happened in this town started when he got here, and Blair still didn’t know why. Somehow, he was also the key to stopping it all, but again, Blair didn’t know why.

And Luke was still the man who painfully reminded Blair of her biggest regret: the lie she’d told that had broken both their hearts.

‘I haven’t been this way in years,’ Luke suddenly said, pulling Blair out of her thoughts. They were on the road toward the festival grounds. It was only fifteen minutes from town, but there was nothing at all between Moonbeam Hollow and the Moonbeam Hollow Fall Harvest Festival grounds, just Dewy Bramble Acres on one side, and a forest on the other. ‘We should stop for ice cream on the way home. Isn’t there a farm store around here that sells Kawartha Dairy? We went for eggnog ice cream together once.’

Blair shook her head. ‘They stop selling ice cream in late September. We can grab some from Moonbeam Market, though.’

Luke laughed. ‘I love that you still go nuts for ice cream.’

Blair smiled, looking out the window. It was a small thing – Blair’s preference for ice cream over most other desserts, but still, Luke remembered it about her.

‘Every year at Halloween I’ve thought about coming back to Moonbeam Hollow for the festival,’ Luke said, voice almost wistful, ‘but I never did.’

He didn’t say why he hadn’t come back. They’d had their first kiss at the last festival he’d been at. Maybe the memories were too much for him.

‘You always loved the festival,’ she said. She remembered the first year that he’d beat her at the Halloween costume contest. She and her mother had worked very hard on a homemade costume – Padmé Amidala from Star Wars, expecting that he’d also have a Star Wars costume since he did every year. But Luke showed up wearing a to-scale cardboard re-creation of his favourite skyscraper. And now he was an architect who worked on projects like that. He who makes tall buildings.

‘It was my favourite time of the year,’ he said. ‘My mom always refused to go, so I’d come with friends.’

That was weird. ‘Why would your mother refuse to come to the festival?’

‘Her tree allergy is the worst in the fall. She always used to say it wasn’t something to celebrate.’

That sounded torturous. Why would Calista Caldwell move back to Moonbeam Hollow now, a town surrounded by farmland and forests, if she was allergic to trees? Blair didn’t remember Luke’s mother much, other than the vague feeling that the woman hadn’t liked Blair, but Blair had always chalked it up to her not approving of her son dating the girl who’d been better than him at most academic achievements. What would his mother think about what Blair and Luke were doing now?

Not that they were doing anything. Casual sex, that was all. There was no way he’d tell his mother about Blair, would he?

‘Is your mom excited the bakery is almost done?’ Blair asked.

He nodded. ‘Yeah, she is. Her last day in the hotel is in a week.’

‘Then she’ll move here?’ Would his mother be staying in that tiny apartment with Luke? Because that would definitely put an end to their fling. Which might be a good thing.

‘Not right away. She’s going to take some much-needed rest first. I don’t want her here until the construction is one hundred per cent done. It will be too stressful for her.’

Blair looked at him. Her own complicated thoughts about Calista Caldwell aside, it was admirable how much Luke looked out for her wellbeing. ‘You’re a good son, Luke.’

Luke smiled, his eyes not leaving the road in front of him. ‘We’re all each other have. We’re not co-dependent or anything, and I’m not really a mama’s boy. And she’s not overbearing, either. Mom’s been through a lot, though, so I like to ease her burden whenever I can. To thank her for being there for me.’

‘Been through a lot because she’s a single mother?’ Blair asked. She wasn’t sure what the story was with Luke’s father, or if he had a relationship with him at all. He never spoke about him when they were young, so Blair figured it was a difficult topic for him, and she hadn’t wanted to push.

‘No, not that. I mean, yeah, it couldn’t have been easy to raise me alone, but I mean because of her illness.’

Blair frowned. What was wrong with his mother? Blair didn’t want to pry, so didn’t ask.

‘Mom has multiple sclerosis,’ Luke said after a pause. ‘MS. She’s in remission now, but her last episode was while her department at work was understaffed. Stress like that isn’t good for her health.’

Oh. That’s why he was doing this. It was heartbreaking, but very sweet of him. Blair put her hand on Luke’s leg. ‘I’m so sorry, Luke – that must be so hard for her.’

He looked down at Blair’s hand on his leg. ‘I’ve been offering to build her a bakery for years, and she finally agreed. Small-town living will be a lot better for her – even with the trees.’ He chuckled. ‘Antihistamines have come a long way. Maybe I’ll tell her to drink your power shots, too.’

Blair kept her hand on Luke’s leg, hoping it was telling him that she cared about what he and his mom had been through. Sick mothers always reminded Blair of her own mother’s death. Her mom had died from an undiagnosed heart condition, and a part of Blair was grateful that Mom, or the rest of the family, hadn’t known she was sick, because it would have put a dark cloud over their childhood. Bad enough that their father had been killed by witch hunters, but if they knew that they wouldn’t have long with their mother, either? ‘It must be hard for you,’ Blair said, ‘but she’s lucky to have you as a son.’ Blair’s voice cracked. She looked away.

‘At least I have a mother.’ Luke put his hand over hers and squeezed. ‘I thought about you a lot after I went away to school. I wanted to call you so many times to see how you and your sisters were doing. I was so worried about you. And sad. I always loved your mom, she used to make the best tea and I loved those Indian cookies she always had in the house. Remember when we used to watch old Bollywood movies together and she’d translate?’

Blair didn’t say anything, looking at the dense forest outside the window. She had been worried about telling her mother when she and Luke started dating, figuring Mom wouldn’t approve because Blair needed to focus on her schooling and not on boys. Blair’s mother may have been a witch, but she was an Indian mother first. But Mom didn’t disapprove of Blair dating Luke. She was always kind and welcoming to him.

It killed Blair to push Luke away after her mother died. She knew Luke cared, not just for Blair, but for the whole family, and she knew he could have supported them when they needed it, but Blair had no choice. Those hard first couple of years after Mom died may have been easier with support and concern from someone as kind as Luke. But she couldn’t have had that, because she couldn’t let him know what she and her sisters were.

‘We did fine,’ Blair finally said. ‘It wasn’t always easy. Bianca was a handful for a while. She was so angry . . . but she was so young, it made sense. Then she was travelling for so long, refusing to come home. At least she’s back now. And Belinda had a rough go, too. Her sleep was completely messed up for years, and she had basically a two-year migraine after Mom passed. She’s a lot better now, most of the time.’ Blair sighed, remembering Belinda sleepwalking almost nightly after Mom died, most of the time delivering completely inconsequential prophecies. Belinda ended up missing a whole year of school because of migraines, and she still hadn’t fully recovered, mentally or physically, from those years. Blair understood why Luke was willing to do so much to keep his mother’s stress levels low, because Blair was always trying to do the same for her sisters.

‘And what about you, Blair?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘You’ve told me how your sisters have been in the last twelve years, but what about you? Have you been fine?’

Blair didn’t know what to say to that. She was healthy – she always had been. She had her café, which she loved, and she adored Moonbeam Hollow, but was she fine? Was she okay? Yes. Mostly. She was tired, but she ran her own business, so that made sense. She wasn’t lonely – she had her sisters, and she knew pretty much everyone in town. She was fine. Fine enough, anyway.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I’ve been fine. What about you?’

He nodded, not looking at Blair at all. ‘Yeah, I’ve been fine.’

Blair was glad for that. But she also knew that there was a world of difference between fine and happy. And it was interesting that neither of them had asked if the other had been happy in the last twelve years.

* * *

The Moonbeam Hollow Fall Harvest Festival grounds were on a four-acre field right next to the Dewy Bramble farm. The festival grounds were owned by the town, although they were only used for a few weeks a year. Agatha met Blair and Luke in the gravel parking lot at the entrance. She was wearing a long floral jacket over wide green pants and a white button-up, her bright purple rhinestone cat-eye glasses glimmering in the sun. ‘Blair! And . . .’ Agatha frowned. ‘You brought Luke!’ Agatha gave Blair a sideways look, clearly questioning why Blair would be with her professional rival. Or her ex-boyfriend. Maybe this was a mistake. Blair had no doubt the entire town would know about Blair’s road trip with Luke by tomorrow morning.

‘Luke was kind enough to drive me here,’ Blair said.

‘Hmmm . . .’ Agatha side-eyed Luke, and Blair couldn’t help but smile. Agatha hadn’t been kidding when she said the Stitch Witches would be on her side in a bakery versus café battle.

‘We both want to find out what’s going on so it won’t affect our businesses,’ Blair said. ‘So can you show us the storage shed?’

‘Yes, of course.’

They followed Agatha to a large barn-shaped shed at one end of the parking lot. Using a key, Agatha opened a padlock and then slid the barn door hanging on rails open to let them in. Inside the shed were metal shelves, big plastic bins and stacks and stacks of signs, chairs, tables and other fixtures. Blair had no idea how anyone kept track of anything with so much stuff in here.

‘Here, these are the tablecloths that were ruined.’ Agatha showed Blair and Luke a stack of thick plastic red gingham tablecloths in a neatly folded stack on a shelf. She took the top tablecloth and unfolded it, revealing a slash going almost from corner to corner. ‘They’re all like this.’

Luke stepped closer, running his hand along the cut in the plastic. ‘Clean cut. Were they all folded up like this?’

Agatha shook her head. ‘No, they were in a pile on the floor. Three vendor tents had the same damage. It will all need to be replaced – the festival has a standard to uphold.’

‘What about the signs?’ Blair asked. Agatha showed them where the signage for the festival attractions were stored. She flipped through the first three: a sign for the carnival games, the hay maze and the pumpkin-carving corner. Except instead, the signs read Car ival Ga es, Ha M ze and Pu pki Carvi g Cor er.

‘Is there any pattern to the missing letters?’ Luke asked.

Agatha shook her head. ‘Not that we can see.’

Blair nodded. ‘My sign said Harvest Moo Café after it was tampered with.’

‘How on earth can anyone erase a letter on a hand-painted sign?’ Luke asked, running his hand over a space where a letter should be.

None of this made sense. Whoever or whatever had done this was clearly trying to send a message, but what was that message?

‘Did anyone other than Earl develop a rash?’ Blair asked. ‘And what’s Earl’s normal role in the festival?’

Agatha waved her hand. ‘A little of this, a little of that, like the rest of us on the committee. Earl’s also always been in charge of the opening ceremony. I’m going to have to learn how to perform his part this year. And no one else has any skin irritation.’

‘The festival has an opening ceremony?’ Blair asked. In all the years she’d been attending the festival or working at it, she didn’t remember an opening ceremony.

Agatha nodded. ‘The same ceremony has been done every day the festival is open before the vendors and the public arrive since the very first Moonbeam Hollow Fall Harvest Festival. Apparently, they used to do it in front of an audience, but now it’s usually just town council members and the festival organizing committee.’

‘What happens in the ceremony?’ Luke asked.

Agatha smiled large. ‘Oh, it’s so . . . powerful. I get chills every year. A bowl is carved out of a pumpkin and filled with rainwater. Earl holds it on the stage. And the Moonbeam Hollow mayor says the town motto: “Where Nature is Our strength.” Then she takes the pumpkin and pours the water onto the ground, saying: “Shadows banish, the night is bright, this place is safe, both day and night.” It’s to represent the coming winter, and how Moonbeam Hollow is still a safe, bright place even in the dark nights.’

A shiver went down Blair’s spine. That little chant sounded suspiciously like a spell. Or rather, the English translation of a spell. But the mayor wasn’t a witch, so saying the words shouldn’t do anything, should it? Was it possible that the mayor’s memories about the festival and town were wiped so she wouldn’t be able to carry out this opening ceremony? ‘If the mayor isn’t recovered,’ Blair asked slowly, ‘who will say this in her place? Another council member?’

Agatha shook her head. ‘It must be the mayor, and it must happen each day the festival is open. It’s written in the town charter. But if she’s not recovered, someone else will have to do it. It won’t be the same. The mayor of Moonbeam Hollow has opened the festival since the town was incorporated!’

Blair bit her lip. She didn’t know what that phrase meant, but she knew one thing – that was a spell. She’d been confident that the issues in the festival were somehow caused by magic, but now she realized that the festival, and maybe even Moonbeam Hollow itself, had always had some sort of magic in it. This ritual, one that went all the way back to the town’s incorporation, was proof of that.

‘Agatha, this is my opinion, but I think it’s important that the opening ceremony happens exactly as it always has.’ Blair let out a nervous laugh. ‘I mean, it might be bad luck if it doesn’t.’

Agatha nodded. ‘I agree, completely. We must not forget our traditions, especially now.’

Blair had no idea what the ritual meant, but this could be bigger than she thought. She was in way over her head.


Chapter Sixteen

Blair was quiet on the ride back to town, the hundreds of thoughts swirling through her mind giving her a headache. After seeing the damaged festival equipment in the shed, and after hearing Agatha’s description of the festival’s opening ceremony, Blair knew now, without a shadow of a doubt, that there was magic in the festival somehow. And that magic had been there since the fall festival started one hundred years ago. The mayor literally opened the festival with what sounded like a spell. Did that make the mayor a witch?

That was enormous. Blair’s parents had come to Moonbeam Hollow pretty much as unofficial refugees, fleeing an area of the world that was not tolerant to witches just living their lives and harming no one. They’d left their friends and families, changed their name and settled in a place with an unfamiliar culture. Their father had always told Blair, Belinda and Bianca that he picked Moonbeam Hollow because the name sounded like a fairy tale, and when he saw the quaint little town that was open and accepting to newcomers, he knew this would be a safe place for his family. He said it was better for witches to be alone, to have no community of their own, because they could escape notice in smaller numbers. One or two different people in a place was tolerated, even accepted. But once there were enough of these different people, enough that they could gather and make a community, then people saw them as suspicious. People thought they would harm the status quo.

But apparently, Moonbeam Hollow had magic of some sort the whole time. Did that mean there were other witches here, too? It was a strange feeling. On one hand, Blair had always wondered what a relationship – whether it was a romantic one or even a friendship, would feel like if she didn’t have to lie. If she could know other witches and even celebrate the things that made them different together. But Blair had always resigned herself to the fact that it wasn’t possible. History had shown repeatedly, all over the world, that where there were many witches, there were witch hunters.

But none of this proved that the mayor was a witch. Witches, and the ability to use magic, were hereditary – and the mayor’s office wasn’t a hereditary position. Hazel Fairwood had been mayor for over a decade, but before her it was someone unrelated to Hazel.

When they got to the Moonbeam Hollow town limits, Blair looked at the sign: Moonbeam Hollow, Where Nature is Our Strength. Was the town motto part of the spell, too?

‘So . . .’ Luke said. ‘Am I taking you to your home or mine? I can make you dinner. Nothing fancy.’

He’d been quiet on the drive home, too. Maybe also preoccupied with everything they’d learned today. Or maybe weirded out that Blair was being so quiet.

And it was a good question . . . Did she want to go to his place, or go home? She’d enjoy herself at his place. A lot. Like, a lot, a lot. But again today, something had shifted in her feelings for Luke. When he’d told her about his mother, and about why he was building her a bakery, it had melted Blair’s heart. How could she be mad that he was building a competing business when it was for such a kind, caring reason? Luke had truly grown into a remarkable man. And he had a lot in common with Blair. They’d both made sacrifices for the family they loved to ensure they were safe and comfortable. What would it be like to be loved by a grown-up Luke Caldwell?

It was dangerous to grow emotionally attached to him. Blair couldn’t let him in to her life the way she could when they were teenagers. She was responsible for too much now. She’d have to lie, and that wasn’t fair to him. Luke would be an amazing partner. Not only was he spectacular in bed, but he was caring, funny and loyal, and he deserved someone who could be all in. And that wasn’t Blair.

But he was only here temporarily, so maybe he knew to keep his heart protected. Plus, after the bombshell realizations about her town today, Blair really wanted to turn off her brain. ‘Let’s go to your place,’ Blair said.

Luke smiled so wide that his cheeks probably hurt. Blair took out her phone and texted her sisters’ group chat, telling them that she got to talking with Melody and Aarushi in town, and they decided to go for dinner at the Chinese restaurant. She didn’t feel any guilt for lying to Belinda and Bianca. Blair deserved this.

When they got to Luke’s apartment over the bakery, he turned on the lights and tilted his head with concern. ‘You okay, Blair? You were quiet on the way home.’

Blair took off her knee-high boots. ‘Yeah, just worried about the festival.’

Luke went into the small kitchen and opened the fridge. ‘Do you eat fish? I picked up some cod yesterday.’

‘Love fish.’

‘Excellent.’ He took a tray of fish out of the fridge along with some cherry tomatoes and green beans.

‘Can I help?’ Blair asked.

After giving her some potatoes to peel and slice, Luke prepared the fish by seasoning it and placing it on a bed of vegetables. ‘Are you thinking about joining the festival committee?’ he asked.

Blair shook her head. ‘No.’ Putting on the festival was a ton of work, and right now she wanted to focus her free time on figuring out who was trying to destroy it.

‘Good. After what happened to the mayor and to Earl, I think it’s safest to stay far away from the festival.’

Blair raised one brow at Luke. ‘I mean, I’m not staying away from the festival. I’ll still have my stall there. And aren’t you launching the bakery at the festival?’ Ugh, she needed to stop reminding herself that this bakery was going to be her direct competition.

He nodded, then frowned. ‘Yeah, I mean, that was the plan. I just don’t like the idea of you being in an organizing role after what happened to the others.’

Blair put her knife down and stepped close enough to Luke that she could smell his sandalwood scent. ‘Aw, Luke Caldwell, it almost sounds like you care about what happens to me.’

He chuckled, then leaned down to kiss her forehead. ‘I’ve always cared about what happens to you, Blair.’

She blinked. Always? Blair went back to her cutting board to finish slicing the potatoes. What was she doing? Now they were making dinner together. This wasn’t casual, it was cozy and domestic.

When she didn’t say anything for a while, Luke looked at Blair with a light-hearted smile. ‘We’re friends, right? I’d hate for my bedroom buddy to be hit with a mystery ailment. I prefer your body in working order.’

Blair laughed. This was fine. They were fine. Friends cooked together all the time. Luke was keeping to their original agreement: casual only. Friends with benefits. He was doing what he needed to protect his heart, and it was up to Blair to do the same for hers.

* * *

After a perfectly light and delicious meal of oven-baked cod with tomatoes, green beans and potatoes, they had their ice cream. (They’d grabbed her favourite flavour, Muskoka Mocha, on the way home.)

‘That dinner was nice,’ Blair said after polishing off her bowl of ice cream. The whole day had been nice. Yes, Blair was disturbed about what she’d learned at the festival grounds, but making and eating dinner with Luke had been lovely. It gave Blair the whisper of what a real relationship would be like with the man.

Luke chuckled. ‘I don’t know if I should be flattered. Nice? Is that the best you can do? My mother taught me to cook. She’d be devastated if she heard you calling my skills nice.’

Blair rolled her eyes. ‘Always fishing for compliments, Caldwell. Fine, you’re a great cook. And even better at running into the grocery store to get me ice cream. Now it’s your turn to shower me with praise.’

With his lopsided smirk, Luke’s eyes narrowed. ‘With pleasure, Briarwood. You’re . . . gorgeous.’ He took her hand in his. ‘Your pumpkin spice lattes are the best in the world.’ He pressed a kiss to the back of her hand. ‘But do you know what the best thing about you is?’

Blair melted, just like she always did when he used that dark gravelly tone. ‘Mm?’

‘Your mouth.’ He licked the inside of her wrist, sending a current straight to her core. ‘Your tongue, too.’

‘Why do you like my mouth?’ she asked with a shaky voice.

‘I like it when you lick me like a popsicle.’ He leaned forward and placed a quick open-mouth kiss on her lips. ‘Your lips are full and exquisite, and you’ve never had a problem using them to call me out on my bullshit. You use those lips to debate me, or even just talk to me for hours, but then your tongue peeks out to lick your bottom lip when you’re eating ice cream and all I want to do is maul you. Your lips are a wonder, Blair Briarwood.’ He paused, clearly loving the effect he was having on her, then leaned forward to suck lightly on her neck. Luke was the one with talented lips.

Blair put her hand on his cheek – in awe of this solid, remarkable person who had somehow found his way back to her – and kissed him. Hard. And he responded with equal ferocity. Those nice things he said about Blair weren’t really her, they were just what Luke could bring out in her. He’d always inspired her confidence and even fearlessness. That little voice inside her that normally told her she wasn’t capable of really getting close to someone vanished around Luke.

Before long they were lying on the sofa with Luke’s hands everywhere, under her sweater, down her tights. Blair groaned into his mouth, her nerves firing in overdrive. She rocked against his erection, loving the rough drag of his stubble against her cheek.

‘More,’ she said. Luke gave her a feral grin before disappearing only long enough to get a condom, and then he was inside her even before they’d managed to get all their clothes off. She held on to his shoulders for stability while he pumped into her, her legs wrapped around his waist. He seemed to know the exact tempo that she needed right now. It was fast, hot and honestly incredible. Her orgasm came with a scream (gosh, she was glad the bakery downstairs wasn’t open yet), and after he shuddered through his own, they lay intertwined on the sofa, catching their breath.

‘So . . . do you have any more praise for me now?’ Luke asked.

Blair laughed, smacking his shoulder. ‘You know you’re good, Caldwell. You don’t need me to tell you.’

‘Maybe I do.’

Blair chuckled, then leaned up to whisper into his ear. ‘You’re not just good, Luke, you’re the best I’ve ever had.’ That probably wasn’t a wise thing to say to a friend with benefits, but the hum of contentment from Luke as he hugged her close was worth it.

As much as Blair hated to leave, it was late. She had to go. ‘My sisters will worry.’ She disentangled herself to look for her tights.

‘So, when will I see you again?’ Luke asked. He was still lying on the sofa with most of his big, beautiful body on display. It was taking all of Blair’s self-control not to climb back on top of him.

Blair slid her tights back on. ‘I don’t know. But the café closes at six tomorrow.’

He grinned. ‘Can I ask . . . is there a reason we can’t do this in your house? My bed is so small. If you think I’m good now, then I’d love to show you what I can do with more space.’

Blair laughed. Actually, she’d love to see what they could both do with more space and more comfort. But bringing him home would mean telling her sisters.

‘I don’t think your sisters would disapprove of you enjoying yourself,’ Luke said, maybe reading her mind.

Blair exhaled. It wasn’t that Blair thought they’d disapprove, in fact she suspected that they’d be thrilled that Blair was having a no-strings-attached fling with Luke. It was more that Blair kind of selfishly wanted to keep this to herself. Wanted these trysts with Luke to be an escape from the huge weight on her shoulders, and she couldn’t deny that Belinda and Bianca were a lot of that weight.

‘It’s . . . complicated.’ Blair noticed the hint of disappointment in his face. She went back to the sofa and sat on the edge, Luke shifting over to give her more space. ‘Believe me, this is so much more fun if we keep it uncomplicated.’

He nodded but didn’t say anything. Blair leaned down, meeting his lips, hoping to show Luke how much fun uncomplicated could be. But when his hand went behind her neck to pull her in, she had to pull back, or she was never going to get home. ‘I’ll see you soon, okay?’

He smiled. ‘Okay, Blair. Text me when you’re home safe tonight.’

‘It’s Moonbeam Hollow. What could happen to me here?’ She’d been wandering the town alone at night since she was old enough to cross the street.

‘A lot. Just text me, okay?’

‘I will.’ Blair put on her boots and left.

* * *

When Blair walked into her house on Acorn Lane, Belinda, Bianca and Kass were all in the living room. Belinda had a heavy book and stacks of paper on her lap, Bianca was sitting on the floor in front of her computer on the coffee table, and Kass was perched on the armrest of the chair Belinda was sitting on. All three looked deep in thought.

‘Look what the cat dragged in,’ Bianca said, which made Kass let out a disapproving meow. Kass was not a fan of idioms involving cats. ‘Chill, cat,’ Bianca said, glaring at Kass.

‘What are you guys doing?’ Blair asked. She didn’t remember the last time Belinda and Bianca looked so focused together.

‘Comparing notes,’ Belinda said. ‘I found some illuminating information in some online archives today. Did you know that before Moonbeam Hollow was incorporated, there was a whole community of witches living here? At least we think they were witches.’

Blair’s eyes widened. ‘What? Seriously?’ Blair pulled off her leather boots and sat on the sofa. ‘How . . . why . . . where did you find this out?’

Belinda raised a brow at Blair. ‘Um, I just said? Online archives? I’ve been searching old records since my mythology search went nowhere, and Bianca told me that the mayor isn’t a witch.’

Blair looked at Bianca, blinking. How did Bianca even know that Blair had wondered if Hazel Fairwood was a witch? Blair was very confused. ‘Back up, both of you. You guys have still been researching on your own?’

Bianca glared at Blair. ‘Of course we have. We were all supposed to be trying to figure out what was going on, weren’t we? I know you’ve been busy bumping uglies with your ex every spare moment, but the rest of us haven’t been slacking off.’

Blair froze. Bianca knew about her and Luke?

‘Close your mouth, Blair,’ Bianca said. ‘You look like a fish.’

Belinda laughed at that.

Blair’s head whipped to Belinda. ‘You knew too?’

Belinda raised one brow. ‘I mean, it wasn’t hard to figure out. We were actually at Jade Garden picking up kung pao when you texted that you were there.’

‘Yeah, but we knew before tonight,’ Bianca added. ‘Raj saw you two making out at the farmers’ market. We followed you a few times until we finally saw you sneaking up to Luke’s apartment.’

Blair closed her mouth, taking a few deep breaths. ‘I . . . I mean, we’re . . .’ If Raj knew, then his wife Aarushi definitely knew, and that meant Melody probably knew, too. If Melody told Agatha, then the whole town would know. Was that why Agatha was looking at Luke strangely earlier?

‘Don’t deny it, Blair,’ Bianca said. ‘We don’t have a problem with you and Luke. Seriously, we both like him. It’s fine. Wish you would have told us, though.’

Blair squeezed her lips together. Why hadn’t they told her that they knew? ‘I’m not surprised that you two got back together so quickly,’ Belinda added. ‘Luke was always your one and only.’

‘We’re not back together,’ Blair said quickly. ‘It’s casual. Friends with benefits.’

Bianca snorted a laugh. ‘You can’t FWB an ex. It’s impossible. Too many feelings.’

Blair exhaled. ‘Okay, how about you stop interfering with my private life. Change the subject – what did you learn in the archives? And how did you figure out that the mayor isn’t a witch?’

Bianca looked up from her computer. ‘There’s this old Irish myth that blackthorn twigs can expose witches, but it’s hard to make it work. I’d heard that crossing it with a specific Asian plum variety makes it more reliable. My hybrid shrub was finally big enough to make an extract, so I brought some to the mayor’s house today. And she was fine.’

Blair had never heard of anything that could identify a witch. ‘How does it work? What happens to the stuff if it’s near a witch?’

Bianca shook her head. ‘It’s not what happens to the extract, it’s what happens to the witch. Here, this is blackthorn extract.’ Bianca handed Blair a mason jar that contained a brown liquid. Blair unscrewed the lid and was almost immediately bombarded with the most vile scent she’d ever smelled. Like poop mixed with vomit. Kass hissed at the jar.

‘Close it!’ Belinda stood to light a scented candle on the fireplace mantel. ‘Can you not bring that thing in the house, Bianca?’

Bianca waved her hand. ‘It’s fine. The smell will dissipate.’

‘I’m still confused. It smells bad to witches?’ Blair asked.

Bianca nodded. ‘Only witches. The mayor, or the dentist for that matter, didn’t flinch when I opened it in their house. Mayor Hazel’s memory is still gone. She knew who I was, even remembered when she hired me as a kid to water her garden, but didn’t know a thing about the festival, or the existence of Moonbeam Hollow. It’s very weird.’

Blair’s nose wrinkled. The smell was still lingering in the air. ‘That seems like a dangerous thing to exist. What if it gets in the wrong hands? Witch hunters could use it to—’

‘Relax,’ Belinda said. ‘The shrub is under a locked glass case in my greenhouse. And I don’t think the potency will last long. But this tells us that the mayor isn’t a witch, and the little chant she does to open the festival isn’t a spell.’

‘Wait, how did you know about the opening ceremony?’ Blair asked. ‘Agatha only told me about it at the festival grounds today.’

‘I read about it in the town charter,’ Belinda said. ‘Gladys told me it’s been done the same way since the festival started.’

‘Why were you at the festival grounds today?’ Bianca asked. ‘I thought you were hooking up with Luke?’

‘We went to the festival grounds first.’ Blair rubbed her temples. There was too much stuff to keep track of. ‘Agatha told me that signs, tablecloths and tents were damaged, so we went to see them. Did you know Earl from the festival committee had to drop out because he has a rash on his arms? I gave him some of Mom’s rash-curing power shot.’

‘Seriously?’ Belinda asked. When no one said anything for a while, Belinda sighed. ‘Figuring all this out would be a lot easier if we actually talked to each other.’

Blair tensed. She had a good reason for not wanting her sisters to get involved. ‘We’re talking now, aren’t we? Who were the witches that lived here?’

‘Don’t know,’ Belinda said. ‘I found evidence of a village or something in this spot before Moonbeam Hollow was incorporated. I can’t find the name, but it’s referred to as the settlement in the archives of the area.’

‘And why do you think the settlement was filled with witches?’

‘Because of what the town charter says.’ Belinda took some printed pages and passed them to Blair. ‘It was a pain to get a complete copy. The one in the town hall and in the library are missing a few clauses. I asked the town council for the full version, but they kept giving me the run-around, telling me only the mayor has it, and she’s on leave right now. And of course, when Bianca went over to the mayor’s today, she had no idea what a town charter even was. I finally found it in the archives of another town.’

Blair took the printed pages. ‘Why were you looking for the charter?’

‘After the tree got hit, I wondered if the charter might have some information, since I know the tree was planted after the charter was signed. You know the town motto, right?’

‘Yeah, Where Nature is Our Strength. It’s said at the festival opening ceremony, too.’

‘It seems that it doesn’t mean that trees and rivers are Moonbeam Hollow’s strength,’ Belinda said.

Blair frowned. ‘Okay, then what did they mean by Nature?’

‘Think about it, Blair,’ Bianca said. ‘The opposite of natural is unnatural. And what did they think was unnatural in 1926?’

Blair’s eyes widened, a chill going down her spine. ‘Witches,’ she said softly.

Belinda nodded. ‘Exactly. Moonbeam Hollow was incorporated after all the witches in the area were murdered. It was literally founded as a no witches allowed town. It’s in the charter. And I suspect that there is a vengeful witch trying to destroy the festival because of it.’

Blair’s eyes widened. This was much, much bigger than she had thought.


Chapter Seventeen

Blair said nothing for several long moments, the weight of this news heavy on her chest. How could her hometown, the place her parents had immigrated to when they faced danger in their home country, actually have been built on a foundation of hating . . . murdering witches? Blair felt sick to her stomach. She loved Moonbeam Hollow. She always had. This place had been a refuge for her family, the place where she and her sisters had grown up, made friends and had mostly thrived in. The idea that it had hatred of witches built into its town charter was too much to wrap her head around.

Blair looked at the printed pages of the charter that Belinda had given her. And right there, in section one, it said:

Rights of Inhabitants: All residents of Moonbeam Hollow shall declare themselves to be of natural constitution, and shall thus enjoy the right to fair governance, the use of public infrastructure, and the protection of their property, subject to the ordinances and by-laws passed by the Council. If any man or woman be found to be unnatural or a witch, that is, hath or consulteth with a familiar spirit, they shall lose all rights to governance in Moonbeam Hollow and shall be banished.

‘Is this real?’ Blair asked, voice shaking.

‘As real as the three of us sitting here,’ Bianca said. ‘It says banished, because government-sanctioned killing was frowned upon in 1926, but we think witches were actually killed, not banished.’

‘But 1926 wasn’t that long ago,’ Blair said. ‘There were no sanctioned witch hunts in North America in the twentieth century, were there?’

‘Yeah, that’s what I thought,’ Bianca said. ‘But I did some research, and there were pockets of violence against witches here in Ontario in the 1920s. A lot of it was swept under rugs and hidden even back then. I have no doubt that the handful of cases I found was only the tip of the iceberg.’

Belinda nodded. ‘Remember – the law against “pretending to practise witchcraft” was only repealed in the Criminal Code of Canada in 2018.’

Blair did know that. She’d always found the addition of the word ‘pretending’ to be telling – the Canadian government couldn’t make practising witchcraft illegal, because then they’d have to admit that witchcraft was real. So they’d added the word pretending so they could still punish witches without acknowledging that witches had power.

‘At least it doesn’t appear Moonbeam Hollow is proud of this history,’ Belinda said. ‘That’s probably why the council wouldn’t share the charter with me.’

Bianca’s nose wrinkled. ‘If they aren’t proud of it, then why didn’t they change the charter in the last hundred years? Towns update their charters all the time.’

That was true. And Blair had to assume that everyone in the town council knew about this charter.

‘If it makes you feel any better, Moonbeam Hollow hasn’t executed or banished any witches since it was incorporated,’ Belinda said. ‘That I can find, at least.’

‘Doesn’t make me feel a whole lot better, no,’ Blair said. ‘Why did you say witches were seeking revenge?’

Belinda took the pages back from Blair. ‘A feeling I had. I didn’t make a prophecy or anything, but when I was near the tree, and when the mayor lost her memory at the festival, I got a strong sense that revenge was behind it.’

Blair stilled. Belinda did make a prophecy – she just didn’t know it. At the time, Blair had a good reason for not telling her sister. Belinda knowing that the Briarwood sisters were somehow the cause of the destruction of the festival would be devastating for her. Belinda internalized a lot, and Blair hadn’t wanted to distress her.

But her sisters had been working on this mystery, anyway. In fact, they’d had better results in their searches than Blair had. She glanced at Kass, who was glaring at Blair with his squinty, judgmental face. He clearly thought Blair should tell Belinda about the prophecy.

Blair sighed. ‘Actually, you did make a prophecy.’

Belinda’s eyes went wide. ‘What? When?’

‘The morning after the council meeting when the mayor lost her memory.’

Belinda’s eyes narrowed with anger. ‘And you didn’t tell me? I had a headache for days after that! I even wondered if I’d made a prophecy and no one noticed! And you knew I had and didn’t tell me!’

‘I didn’t want to upset you!’ Blair said. ‘I thought I could handle it on my own. That’s why I went to the festival grounds today.’

‘Blair, you need to stop treating us like kids,’ Bianca said, shaking her head.

‘I wanted to keep you safe,’ Blair said. ‘Both of you. Mom told me to keep you both safe before she died . . . I made a promise.’ Blair’s voice cracked. She looked down.

‘Blair,’ Belinda said, voice still cold. ‘I’m an adult. I deserve to know what’s happening in my own body. Not telling us about bad things doesn’t keep bad things away from us.’

Blair bit her lip. Belinda was right. She was an adult. So was Bianca. Blair was no longer their legal guardian.

Blair looked at Belinda. ‘I’m sorry. I should have told you. I was so scared after what happened to the mayor, and I wanted to keep you two safe. You were so unsteady when you were sleepwalking. Kass and I were so worried. But . . . it’s your body. I was wrong – we shouldn’t have kept it from you.’

Belinda’s head whipped to Kass who was still on the armrest of Belinda’s chair. ‘You knew, too?’ She looked even more upset that the cat would betray her than Blair.

Kass’s big yellow eyes looked apologetic. He rubbed his face on Belinda’s arms, clearly feeling a lot of regret for hurting his favourite person.

‘Don’t blame Kass,’ Blair said. ‘I asked him to keep it from you.’

They were all silent for a while. Blair felt terrible. All she’d wanted to do was protect them.

Finally, Bianca closed her computer. ‘New Briarwood rule – we are no longer allowed to keep anything from the other two—’

Kass meowed loudly.

‘Sorry, Kass, new household rule. We’re not allowed to keep anything from the other three if it relates to the attacks on the Moonbeam Hollow Fall Harvest Festival. We have to trust each other, or we’ll never get anywhere in finding the cause. Deal?’

‘Deal. I’m sorry, guys,’ Blair said. She meant it.

Belinda didn’t say anything, only nodded. She was clearly still hurt.

‘What did the prophecy say?’ Bianca asked.

‘I wrote it down.’ Blair took her purse and found the note. ‘The festival is theirs. The three sisters. Witches. They want to destroy it. They want revenge on those who took their lives and legacy. It is justified. Trust must be earned again. Go to he who makes tall buildings. He is the key.’

Bianca frowned. ‘Who are the three witch sisters?’

‘Us,’ Blair said. ‘We’re three sisters, and we’re the only witches in town.’

Belinda shook her head. ‘It’s not us,’ she said. ‘I know it’s not. The revenge feeling I’m getting is definitely from someone else.’

Bianca raised one eyebrow at Blair. ‘Why’d you automatically assume it was us? I mean, Shakespeare wrote the three witch sisters trope because it happens a lot. Witch families often have three girls for an unknown reason.’

Bianca was the only one of them who had travelled extensively, and who’d met many other witches, so she’d know. For the first time ever, Blair wondered if her sheltered life here had been worth it. ‘Even if three witch sisters are common, we’re the only ones here, aren’t we?’ Blair asked.

‘Yeah, maybe, but the town hasn’t taken our lives and legacy,’ Bianca said. ‘Our parents died while they lived here, but Dad was killed by American witch hunters, not Moonbeam Hollow ones. And Mom died of natural causes. There is no reason the festival needs to earn our trust again.’

‘I thought it was us because I didn’t know, until today, that there were ever any other witches in Moonbeam Hollow,’ Blair said. She looked at Belinda. ‘Or any witch history at all. If the culprits are three witches who want revenge on the town for murdering them before it was incorporated, then they’re long dead. Do you think it’s their descendants?’

Bianca shook her head. ‘Can’t be. It said their lives and legacy have been lost. I’m thinking there are no descendants. It sounds like we’re dealing with vengeful spirits, not living witches. And I’d bet that opening ceremony is a ward to keep witches away. I’m going to ask around, but I think that’s why the spirits went after the mayor and Earl – to prevent the ceremony from happening.’

‘I agree,’ Belinda said. ‘We’re looking for spirits, not living witches. Who is he who makes tall buildings?’

‘Luke,’ Blair said. ‘He’s an architect, and he primarily works on skyscrapers.’

Bianca snorted a laugh. ‘Oh my God, I can’t believe a prophecy told you to hook up with your ex-boyfriend. Apparently, you were helping when we thought you were just getting laid.’

‘I didn’t hook up with him because of the prophecy.’ Blair had gone to see him that day because the prophecy said he was the key, but that’s not why she’d ended up in his bed, was it? If so, did that mean that this relationship, or whatever it was, was foretold, and not something Blair chose with her own free will? But why couldn’t the prophecy have known she would make this choice? Blair rubbed her temples. This is why she was glad to be a potions specialist instead of a soothsayer. ‘I haven’t learned anything from him, though. I have no idea why he’s the key to stopping this.’

‘Keep sleeping with him, anyway,’ Bianca said. ‘May as well have some fun now before these spirits destroy everything.’

Blair rolled her eyes.

‘This all started when he came back to town and started construction on the bakery,’ Belinda said.

‘I know,’ Blair said. ‘And I still feel like there is something he hasn’t told me about why he and his mom decided to come back here specifically. It sounds like his mother didn’t even like Moonbeam Hollow much.’

‘You shouldn’t be in a relationship with someone who keeps secrets,’ Belinda said.

‘That’s why we’re not in a relationship,’ Blair said. ‘This is casual because I’m keeping secrets from him, too.’

They were all quiet for a while.

‘Now that we know we’re looking for spirits from the past, we actually have a direction,’ Blair said. ‘Maybe I can ask for a tour of the bakery. I’ve really only seen Luke’s apartment over it. I might find a clue as to how this all started, and how he’s the key to stopping it. Bianca, reach out to your witch contacts to see if they know anything about wards or spells to keep witch spirits away. But don’t tell them what’s going on here. I think we should keep this as quiet as possible. And Belinda, search the archives to find out who these three witch sisters were. There must be something. Where could you find records from before the town was incorporated? Maybe Gladys knows something. She used to be a librarian before opening the bookstore, right? Or I can ask—’

‘You’re doing it again, Blair,’ Belinda said, her voice flat.

‘Doing what?’

‘Treating us like children,’ Bianca said. ‘Bossing us around. We should make another rule – we all must communicate with each other, and Blair’s not allowed to be overprotective and bossy.’

Blair blinked. She wasn’t bossy, was she? ‘Of course I’m going to take the lead; I’m the oldest!’ Which made Kass meow loudly. He had a point. ‘Okay, Kass is the oldest, but I’m the oldest Briarwood.’

Bianca crossed her arms. ‘But you’re not our guardian anymore. We should work together to decide what to do next.’

Blair exhaled. ‘Fine. I’ll talk to Luke and look around the building to determine if him starting construction released these spirits. You guys decide what you’ll do.’

‘I’ll look through the archives and other records to find out who the three witches were,’ Belinda said.

‘And I’ll try to find out if that festival opening ceremony is a ward to keep witch spirits away. There are also specific plant experiments I can do on the pumpkins, roses, chrysanthemums and the Moonbeam Oak to determine if the damage was done by someone dead or alive.’

Other than the plant research, everything Belinda and Bianca had said they would do were the things Blair had suggested, but Blair knew better than to point that out now.

‘Okay,’ Blair said. ‘We have a game plan. And we’ll keep each other in the loop from now on, okay?’

Belinda and Bianca both nodded, but Blair wasn’t sure things were okay between the three of them. Blair put her fingers around the gold necklace she always wore. She wished her parents were here. They’d know what to say. Blair didn’t remember clashing with her sisters even once while their parents were alive other than the usual sibling squabbling. Mom and Dad had always said that as the oldest, she had to look out for her sisters. But they weren’t kids anymore, and Blair didn’t really know how to look out for them while treating them like adults.

But she’d have to figure it out. Belinda and Bianca were all the family Blair had, and she didn’t know what she would do if her sisters pulled away from her.


Chapter Eighteen

Luke texted Blair the next day, telling her he was getting takeout, and she could come over as soon as the café was closed. The moment Blair finished climbing the stairs into his living room, she found herself pushed against the wall and kissed like she’d never been kissed before. It was hot and messy with tongues tangling. Luke tugged her hair to expose her neck and gently bit then sucked on her skin there. Blair was glad for the solid wall behind her because there was no way her legs would be able to carry her weight right now. He stole every thought from her brain, and all Blair could do was melt into him. Finally, Luke pulled away, his lips red and eyelids heavy. ‘I’ve needed that all day. God, I’ve missed you.’

Blair grinned, hanging on to his soft flannel. ‘You saw me last night.’

He nodded, then leaned down to plant a gentle kiss on her nose. ‘Still missed you,’ he said.

Blair felt exactly the same way. But also, it wasn’t a very friends-with-benefits thing to say.

‘We should eat, because I want lots of time with you before you have to go home.’

Blair smiled, sliding her hands down his back. ‘There’s no rush. I don’t have a curfew tonight.’

Luke tilted his head. ‘Seriously? Won’t your sisters wonder where you are?’

Blair shook her head. ‘No, they’ll know exactly where I am. Apparently, they’ve known since the beginning.’ Blair laughed self-consciously. ‘We’re not very good at sneaking around. It’s possible everyone in town knows.’

Luke laughed, leaning down to kiss Blair’s forehead. ‘Dinner will get cold. Let’s eat.’

Luke had picked up a feast from Jade Garden, so they made themselves plates of salt and pepper squid, General Tso’s chicken, vegetable lo mein and barbecue duck, and sat on the sofa with their plates and chopsticks.

‘This is good!’ Luke said after his first few bites.

‘You’re surprised?’

He chuckled. ‘I am. The Chinese place that was here when I was a kid was nowhere near as authentic. This tastes like the Cantonese spot near my condo in Toronto. Actually, maybe better. This squid is so tender!’

‘You haven’t turned into one of those city people who think anything from a small town won’t be as good as from the city, have you?’

‘No, not really. I mean, there are a lot of things better in a small town. I don’t think I’ve ever tasted a pumpkin spice latte as good as yours.’

Blair beamed. ‘And you never will. I told you I’m the best.’

‘Change your mind about sharing the recipe?’ Luke asked, a glint of competitiveness in his voice.

Blair shook her head. ‘You’re going to have to accept that no matter what you do, Harvest Moon will have the best speciality drinks in town.’

He shrugged. ‘Shirley’s Sugar Mountain will have better croissants.’

That was probably true. ‘Question, why is the bakery called Sugar Mountain? It’s a strange name for a French bakery.’

Luke looked at her, head tilted. ‘You really don’t remember?’

Blair frowned. ‘Remember what?’

‘Back in high school. About a month before graduation, you and I were talking about how hard it was going to be to leave Moonbeam Hollow. We said that if our plan A’s didn’t work out, we were going to come back and open a café together. We argued about names . . . you liked Harvest Moon, and I liked Sugar Mountain. They’re both—’

‘Neil Young songs.’ Blair chuckled. The full conversation came back to her. They’d been talking after fooling around in Luke’s bedroom. The café plan was a bit of a joke – not something either of them seriously thought they would do. They’d picked names based on Neil Young songs because Neil Young’s hometown wasn’t far from Moonbeam Hollow, so his music was popular around here. This was before Moonbeam Hollow was christened the Most Autumnal Small Town in Ontario. When Blair finally opened her café, she’d gone with the name she’d thought of years ago because it suited the town now, and she’d always loved it. But she’d forgotten that she’d come up with the name with Luke. Or what was more likely, she’d pushed the memory away because of the pain surrounded by it.

Blair’s mother died about two months after that conversation. leaving eighteen-year-old Blair guardian to her younger sisters. Blair dropped out of university before she’d even started and worked at the local coffee shop until she scrounged up enough money to open Harvest Moon, fulfilling her plan B alone. Blair closed her eyes a moment, remembering that every time she’d missed Luke, she’d chastised herself for thinking of a boyfriend after her mother had just died.

Plan B hadn’t been that bad for Blair, though. The café did well. Her sisters were mostly fine. In fact, until this fall and the sabotage attempts on the festival, she would have said that the life she carved out for herself here was ideal for her.

‘Funny how both places are going to exist now,’ Luke said. ‘Sugar Mountain and Harvest Moon.’

‘Life takes unexpected turns. And Shirley, you said that’s named after your grandmother, right?’

‘No, Mom’s grandmother. She was a force of nature. You think your drinks are good, that woman could brew a tea for every ailment. Whenever I’d visit her, she’d brew tea and teach me songs. She died when I was fifteen.’ Luke paused. ‘Mom always wanted to name her first bakery in honour of her, but we compromised and ended up with Shirley’s Sugar Mountain, using both the names we wanted.’

‘That’s sweet,’ Blair said.

Luke nodded solemnly. ‘Of course it is. I’m a sweet person.’

Blair rolled her eyes. ‘Modest, too.’

Luke shrugged, that proud smile still on his face while he ate a bite of noodles. Had Luke always smiled this much? Had he always had this lightness that illuminated everything around him? He was the opposite of Blair. He was sunshine, and she was . . . not.

‘Luke?’ Blair asked.

His mouth was filled with noodles. ‘Mmm?’

‘Do you think I’m bossy?’

He raised one brow while finishing chewing the food in his mouth. ‘Like in bed? No. Not at all. You can be bossy if you want to, though. I’m always game for role-play. We could play sexy master and underling. Or, oooh, do you have a riding crop?’ The look on his face was pure eighteen-year-old Luke. They’d had so much fun back then.

Blair slapped his arm. ‘Not in bed. Like . . .’ She sighed. ‘My sisters said I’m bossy. We had a bit of a fight yesterday. That’s how I found out that they knew about you and me. They said I still treat them like children.’

Luke tilted his head. ‘I . . . I don’t know. I haven’t seen you interact with your sisters much. I remember you being quite bossy when we were in the same group for our grade eleven biology project, but—’

‘I had to be bossy then! I was stuck in a group with three dumbasses.’ Luke feigned a look of outrage. ‘Okay, two dumbasses and one smug boot-licker.’

Luke grinned. ‘That’s better. I wasn’t a dumbass – my grade in that class was higher than yours.’

‘Yeah, because you stole my textbook before the midterm exam!’

Luke huffed a laugh. ‘No comment.’

Blair rolled her eyes. It was also because she’d missed an assignment after Bianca’s pothos plant had grown out of control, blocking the entrance to Blair’s room the night before a test. That’s when their mother had the greenhouse built in the backyard so Bianca’s experiments could be contained outside the house. Honestly, between Luke and her sisters, Blair wasn’t sure how she managed to win valedictorian at all. ‘My sisters think I’m overbearing. They were mad I didn’t tell them right away about our trip to the festival grounds. But they were looking up things about the festival too and didn’t tell me, either.’ Blair exhaled. ‘Honestly, I just didn’t want to worry them.’

Luke put his plate on the coffee table and turned so he was facing Blair. ‘Blair, you’re not overbearing, you’re confident. Actually, you’ve always been the most confident person I know. You give off this aura of being enormously capable and knowing it. It’s one of the . . .’ He paused. ‘I mean, it’s kind of why I always wanted to be better than you.’

‘To bring me down a notch?’

Luke shook his head. ‘No, to reach your level.’

Blair blinked.

‘Seriously, Blair. I wouldn’t have done nearly as well in school if it wasn’t for you.’

‘I should take a cut of your architect earnings,’ Blair deadpanned.

Luke laughed softly. ‘Send me an invoice.’

Blair’s plate was empty, too, so she put it next to Luke’s. ‘I wonder if I was too tough with them. I had to be their parent instead of their sister.’

‘You were eighteen,’ Luke said. ‘They were younger than you, and like you said, they were struggling, but you were young, too. Of course you had to be the responsible one, to be the tough and stable one.’

‘Yeah, but they’re not kids anymore. They said I have to start treating them like adults.’ She sighed. Bianca and Belinda were right – the dynamic of the Briarwood sisters was messed up, and Blair didn’t know how to change it. ‘It’s a hard habit to break.’

Luke took Blair’s hand and sandwiched it between his big hands. ‘You love your sisters and want the best for them. It’s amazing what you did for them. Give yourself credit where it’s due.’ Blair nodded, but she couldn’t keep her eyes off Luke’s hands completely enveloping hers. Both on top of her hand and under. Supporting her. ‘Maybe . . .’ Luke paused. ‘Maybe it’s time to prioritize you instead of them.’

Blair shook her head. ‘I prioritize all of us. We’re family.’

He sighed. ‘I know.’ He gently pushed her hair behind her ear, lingering to stroke the soft skin there. He did know, maybe too well, where Blair’s priorities had always been. Her family was more important than her future, her dreams, and more important than him. Blair closed her eyes, leaning into his touch.

‘Blair,’ Luke whispered, leaning to kiss behind her ear. ‘God, you’re so beautiful. Take the weight off your shoulders for a while.’ He kissed her neck. ‘Let someone take care of you, okay?’

Blair couldn’t make words while he was kissing her neck, so she moaned and let herself fall into him. She needed this so much. Smiling, Luke nudged her to stand, bringing her straight to his bedroom. Blair sat on his bed.

He lifted the hem of her short floral skirt. ‘Now that this isn’t a secret,’ he said as he peeled off her tights, ‘maybe we can go to your place next time.’

Blair exhaled. Bianca and Belinda weren’t the only reason why Blair couldn’t invite Luke to her house. Blair was about to make an excuse, when Luke slid down her underwear.

Blair started unbuttoning her cardigan, but he stopped her.

‘Leave it on. I love your cardigans,’ he said. ‘You’re letting me live out my sexy librarian fantasies.’

Blair started to laugh, but then Luke parted her legs and pressed a kiss to her inner thigh. She shuddered, eyes rolling back. He kissed her other thigh, letting his teeth drag against the soft skin there, and Blair drew in a sharp breath.

He was teasing her – slowly kissing and licking her thighs, everywhere except where she needed him most. Blair squirmed, trying to shift herself closer to his mouth, but he only laughed gently. ‘Patience, Blair.’ He held her hips down, pressing a kiss a little higher on her inner thigh while his fingers made slow circles on her hips.

This was the sweetest torture Blair had ever experienced. She propped herself on her elbows to look, and the picture of Luke in his flannel shirt and jeans, crouching between her legs with her skirt wantonly tossed up over her T-shirt and cardigan was an unexpectedly arousing sight that only made her more desperate.

‘You’re a tease,’ Blair said.

He laughed softly, face inching closer to where she wanted him. ‘Do you want more, Blair?’

‘You know I do.’ His warm breath between her legs made her shudder. ‘Please, Luke.’

‘Well, since you’re asking so nicely.’ He draped her legs over his shoulders and licked straight up her centre. Blair moaned, her head falling back on the pillow. He was so, so good at this. He licked again, his tongue parting her folds, and Blair fisted the bed sheet, biting her lip to prevent herself from screaming. Every stroke of his tongue sent ripples of pleasure coursing through her. How was he doing this to her? She put a hand on the back of his head, fingers running through his soft waves, as he feasted on her. He was still teasing though – still being soft and gentle when Blair wanted so much more.

‘Harder, Luke,’ she panted.

‘Yes, ma’am,’ he said before plunging two fingers inside her while sucking hard on her bundle of nerves. Blair was finally pushed over the edge, her back arching off the bed. Her orgasm seemed to go on forever, her hand clutching the back of his head as she cried out his name over and over.

This particular act wasn’t something they’d tried when they were young and figuring out how to make each other feel good, and as she caught her breath, Blair said a silent thank you to whoever Luke’s teacher had been.

He gave her a smug look, resting his chin on her thigh, like he’d climbed a mountain for Blair. She laughed as she pulled him up to her so she could come back down to earth while hugging him. How had she ever let this man leave her life? Maybe a better question, how was she going to let him leave again?

* * *

Later, Blair was wrapped in Luke’s arm with her head on his chest. They’d finally removed their clothes, and she was running her fingers very lightly over his skin, just as he liked it. ‘So, question, Luke,’ she said.

‘Yes?’

‘Um, we haven’t been in touch since you left Moonbeam Hollow . . . and I have to assume that, based solely on your levelling up in certain skills, you’ve dated a lot?’

He beamed, tightening his arm around her. ‘I’m glad you’ve noticed my skill-ups.’

‘Oh, I definitely have.’ Blair didn’t have an issue with the fact that he’d been with other women since they were teens, because it had been twelve years, and she’d been the one to break up with him. And Blair wasn’t the jealous type, anyway. But she still wondered about his past. Had he been in serious relationships? Had he been in love? Had he had other friends-with-benefits arrangements? ‘Just . . . wondering where you acquired them.’

He didn’t say anything for a few seconds. ‘Um,’ Luke finally said. ‘Are you looking for names, or other defining characteristics?’

Blair wasn’t doing this right. ‘Never mind,’ she said.

‘No, Blair, what are you really asking here?’

She propped herself on her elbow so she could see him. ‘I guess I’m curious. Have you been in a relationship since you left Moonbeam Hollow?’

‘I’ve dated here and there. Lived with someone for a while.’

‘Why’d you break up?’

He shrugged. ‘Didn’t feel right. What about you?’

‘Same. Except I haven’t lived with anyone except my sisters. But I’ve dated. Nothing super serious.’

‘Do you see yourself ever . . .’ He paused. ‘I mean, I know you’re a secret softy who loves her romance movies, but you said your life is too complicated for a relationship right now. Do you think you want a happily ever after one day?’

‘Define happily ever after.’

‘Commitment,’ he said. ‘Marriage. Mortgage. Maybe kids.’

Blair exhaled. ‘Honestly, I don’t know. You?’

‘Commitment, yes. The rest of it? I thought I did once. But now? I don’t know, either.’

Blair didn’t say anything to that because she didn’t really like where this conversation was going. It was steering too close to relationship talk for their casual fling. This situationship had been going on for a while now, and the fact that they’d had to steal moments here and there, hoping that Blair’s sisters wouldn’t find out, meant that they’d spent most of their time together here in his apartment. It didn’t feel like a relationship – they hadn’t even had a meal together until this weekend. They’d never fallen asleep together. There was no getting to know each other and no promises for a future.

But still. Her sister’s words from last night rang in her ears: ‘you can’t be friends with benefits with an ex.’

Bianca had meant that it’s impossible to get physical with someone who you once cared deeply for without those feelings coming right back. Blair had thought she was protecting herself by keeping this fling physical only. She was letting out some sexual tension and having fun with someone who knew how to make her body sing like no one else had ever managed to do. But two weeks into this fling and Blair wasn’t sure her heart had been protected at all.

And also? She wasn’t sure Luke was considering this casual, either. He cared about her – in addition to the lovely things he’d said about how she sacrificed for her sisters, he always prioritized her in bed. And he always moaned her name like it was sacred.

But there were layers and layers of reasons why falling for Luke again was a bad idea. He was building a bakery that could ruin her café. Also, he was only in town temporarily. And of course, she still didn’t know what his part was in all the things happening in town. Whoever this vengeful spirit was, they weren’t done wreaking havoc on Moonbeam Hollow and the festival.

Blair took a deep breath. She needed to put her feelings for Luke, whatever they were, aside, and figure out what his role in all this was. ‘So . . . how is the construction coming downstairs?’

He shrugged. ‘Fine. There was a bit of a slowdown last week – Iris couldn’t come for a few days because of jobs in the city. I’m leaving all the complicated woodworking to her.’

‘The festival opens in two weeks. You still on track to open then?’

He nodded. ‘Yeah, I think so. Still don’t have a stall, though.’ He huffed a laugh. ‘May just have to go ahead and build it.’

Blair bit her tongue. She still wasn’t happy that he was launching the bakery at the festival. But . . . if they didn’t figure out what the hell was going on, there wouldn’t be a festival at all. ‘Any chance I could see it?’

‘The stall? I haven’t started it yet.’

‘No, the bakery.’ She laughed self-consciously. ‘I mean, I’m curious about your progress. I’ve been up here so much, but haven’t seen the actual bakery downstairs.’

‘Of course.’ His eyes narrowed. ‘Is this like a know your enemy strategy?’

Blair laughed, then kissed him briefly. ‘I think we’re far beyond enemies at this point.’

‘I’m glad you see it my way.’ He paused. ‘What are we then?’

‘Friends.’ Blair brushed her lips against his.

‘I’ve never quite had a friend like this before.’ He pulled her closer. ‘But I like your definition of friendship.’ Luke kissed her.

‘So . . . can I see the bakery?’ Blair asked when she came up for air.

‘Like, now?’

Blair nodded.

‘Of course.’ Luke got out of bed. ‘Your grand tour awaits, friend.’


Chapter Nineteen

After quickly getting dressed, Blair followed Luke down the stairs and into the bakery. This was the first time she’d been inside the space since she snuck in weeks ago to snoop. It was wild to think about how many things had changed since that day. And after Luke unlocked the door and they stepped inside, Blair saw that the bakery had probably changed the most. It was a dusty construction site before . . . now it was breathtaking. She remembered the mock-ups she’d peeked at that day, and the almost-finished bakery was even more beautiful than the plans had been.

The white-panelled walls, pale green countertop and lit glass display case all looked fresh and chic. Glass chandeliers hung from the tray ceiling, and rows of white-painted baskets lined shelves behind the counters. Blair spotted her nemesis, the pricey stainless-steel espresso machine behind the counter, gleaming under the pot lights. Blair exhaled. Maybe she shouldn’t have come in here. It was easier when the bakery was some abstract thing – something that she would have to worry about at some point, but not yet. But this was real. And it was so inviting. It was fine. Blair’s café was cute and rustic and fit in better in Moonbeam Hollow. Everything would be okay.

‘There will be banquette seating on this side,’ Luke said, pointing to the far wall, ‘and a handful of bistro tables in the middle. The white baskets are for breads and rolls, and pastries and pies will go in the display case.’

‘Why is she selling pies?’ Blair questioned. ‘That doesn’t sound like something a French bakery would serve.’

Luke nodded. ‘Mom’s French trained, but her pies are legendary. Wait till you try her pumpkin. Do you want to see the kitchen?’

After showing Blair the clean and modern space where his mother would make her perfect breads and pastries, he brought her to a small storeroom and ingredient pantry. Blair hadn’t seen or heard him mention anything that answered any of her questions about why he’d chosen Moonbeam Hollow specifically for the bakery, or anything that told her why the witch spirits started their reign of terror the day he started building. ‘Did you find anything weird here when you started construction?’ Blair asked as they made their way back to the kitchen.

‘What do you mean, weird?’

Blair had no idea. She shrugged, running her hand over the shiny industrial-sized mixer. ‘It’s such an old building,’ she said. ‘I found old newspapers and these weird symbols on the walls when I started work in the café.’ She hadn’t found anything of the sort, but maybe this would spark a memory for Luke. She was pretty sure that the building predated the incorporation of the town, so it had been here when the witches were alive in the area. Maybe he’d done something to the building that released the spirits?

Luke shook his head. ‘The frozen yogurt shop that was here before had pretty much removed any original features.’

The yogurt place had been very modern. Something familiar caught Blair’s attention – a picture frame leaning against the back wall with some other decorative items not hung up yet. She went to look closer. It was the painting that Luke bought at the flea market the day they ran into each other. The place they had their first kiss in twelve years. ‘This is the third painting in my set!’ Blair said, excited to finally see it.

Luke grinned. ‘No, it’s my painting that’s similar to your set of two.’

Blair lifted the painting from the floor and placed it on the big butcher-block worktable. The oil painting was in the same style as her two and was done in similar colours. It was obvious that this one was a painting of this building – the rectangular structure with little ornamentation was unique in Moonbeam Hollow. Blair leaned closer. The building’s bricks were now painted a rich grey, but they looked lighter, maybe unpainted, in the artist’s rendition. She’d known it had been some sort of factory at one point, but she didn’t know what they’d made here. But in the painting, she could clearly see a white sign with black block letters. STORMVALE TEXTILES. ‘Textiles?’

Luke leaned against the worktop. ‘Yeah, apparently this building used to be a weaving mill,’ Luke said. ‘I keep meaning to look into the company in my spare time, but I . . . um, haven’t had a lot of that, lately.’

The name Stormvale didn’t mean anything to Blair, but it still felt vaguely familiar. ‘This had to have been built when the old settlement was here, not Moonbeam Hollow.’

‘What settlement?’

‘My sister discovered that there was another village here before Moonbeam Hollow existed. This building predates Moonbeam Hollow’s incorporation, so this factory was from that village.’

‘That’s so cool! What was it called?’

‘I have no idea.’ This didn’t really answer Blair’s question about Luke’s role, since he’d only bought this painting after the weird stuff had started. But still, the Briarwoods agreed to communicate if they learned anything at all. She snapped a picture of the painting and sent it to her group chat with her sisters, telling them the building used to house a textile mill called Stormvale Textiles. Belinda immediately wrote back.

belinda: Interesting! Gladys said she has a book of her mother’s about the early settlers in the Kawarthas. We might be able to find out more about that factory in it.

Gladys was easily in her seventies, so her mother could have been around one hundred years ago when the town was incorporated.

blair: Yes! Ask her to bring it to the bookstore and we can take a look.

‘Belinda’s excited,’ Blair said to Luke.

‘Any particular reason she’s researching the town’s history now?’ he asked. ‘I thought you guys were searching for who was sabotaging the festival.’ He chuckled awkwardly. ‘You don’t think someone from the past has been doing it, do you?’

Yes, that’s exactly what they thought. But Blair couldn’t tell Luke that she and her sisters believed vengeful witches from one hundred years ago were the ones trying to sabotage the festival.

And that was the biggest reason why no matter how complicated Blair’s feelings for Luke were now, Blair couldn’t be in a real relationship with him. She didn’t want to hide who she was from her partner in life.

Blair’s text tone rang. It was Bianca, messaging in the group chat.

bianca: What’s this?

She had attached a zoomed-in screenshot of the picture Blair had sent of the painting. There was a symbol painted in black on each of the dark double wood doors. It looked a bit like a simplified Celtic knot.

belinda: Some sort of family crest? Blair, ask Luke if he’s seen that anywhere.

‘This symbol.’ Blair pointed to the door in the painting. ‘Have you seen it anywhere in this building?’

‘What do you mean?’ Luke asked.

‘Like on a wall, or the floor or anything like that? Before you started construction?’

Luke shook his head. ‘No. Not that I recall. Do you think it’s the company logo?’

Her text tone went off again.

bianca: There is soot over the windows. Fire damage?

Blair asked Luke about it.

‘Yeah, there was a fire here at some point,’ he said. ‘The realtor told me that’s why the bricks were originally painted. There are still some soot marks near my back door. Do you think it’s important?’

Blair wasn’t sure. A chill went down her spine. She didn’t know why, but she had a feeling she was looking at something significant in this painting.

* * *

The following evening after all the shops were closed, Blair and Bianca met Belinda in the bookstore to look at Gladys’s mother’s book.

The three sisters were in the small reading room called The Burrow at the back of the store that Gladys had set up to encourage customers to stay and read. It was like a cozy living room with floral chintz sofas, a burgundy velvet armchair and a low pine table. Blair had brought tea for her sisters, and all three were sitting on the floor with the large hardcover book open on the low table.

‘Here it is,’ Belinda said after they’d been flipping through the pages for a while trying to find information on Stormvale Textiles. ‘Stormvale Settlement was named after the Stormvale family, who ran a textile mill. The Stormvale family were the primary employers in the settlement.’

‘So the village had the same name as the factory!’ Blair said. ‘Does it say anything about the family?’

Belinda continued to read. ‘Founder Alastair Stormvale came from Scotland. He and his wife died of influenza in 1910. His three daughters took over operations of the textile mill, as he had no sons. The mill specialized in—’

‘Wait, Belinda,’ Bianca interrupted. ‘Three daughters. Are they the witches from the prophecy?’

Belinda’s eyes widened, looking over at Gladys at the front of the store, who was closing out the register and tidying.

‘It’s fine, Belinda,’ Bianca said. ‘Gladys couldn’t hear a bagpipe playing right behind her.’ Bianca’s voice lowered to a whisper. ‘Plus, I didn’t say we were witches.’

‘Gladys’s hearing is fine,’ Belinda snapped. She was very protective of her employer. ‘And especially with everything going on, we can’t be too careful—’

Which made Bianca snap back about how paranoid Belinda was. Blair shushed them both. The last thing they needed was for Gladys to come over to break up an argument.

‘Keep reading, Belinda,’ Blair said.

‘The mill specialized in fine woven cottons. When sisters Hecate, Ysadora and Nestis took over, they devel—’

‘Holy shit,’ Bianca interrupted. ‘They’re all mythological witches. Those are witch names. And one matches the symbol . . .’ Bianca pulled out a small notebook where she’d copied the symbol from the door in Luke’s painting. ‘I’d seen it before, so I did some research last night. It’s called Hecate’s Wheel, and it’s used to draw upon the power of the goddess Hecate for protection. It’s a common protection talisman for witches.’

‘Hecate,’ Blair said. ‘The name of one of the sisters.’

Bianca nodded. ‘Hecate is an ancient Greek goddess. Hecate Stormvale was likely named after her.’

‘And the symbol on the door was there to protect the witches who worked inside,’ Belinda said. ‘Maybe she’s back because the symbol is gone?’

‘That door was long gone before I even leased the space,’ Blair said. Instead, there were glass doors on either side of the building. One into the café, and one into the bakery.

‘Have you seen it anywhere else?’ Belinda asked. ‘In your back room? In Luke’s apartment?’

‘I’m sure she hasn’t seen anything in Luke’s apartment but Luke’s bare ass,’ Bianca deadpanned.

Blair rolled her eyes. ‘No. The painting is the first time I’ve seen the symbol. And I asked Luke if he’d ever seen it. He hasn’t.’

No one spoke for several moments. It was clear they’d found the witches from the prophecy. It was too much of a coincidence not to be them.

Finally, Belinda continued reading from the book. ‘They developed a reputation for being fair employers, especially to their primarily female and immigrant workforce. That’s all it says about the Stormvales.’

‘Honestly, kind of love these witches,’ Bianca said.

‘I don’t love them if one or all of them are our vengeful spirit,’ Blair said. She couldn’t believe they’d found three witches, whose parents had both died, and who owned a business in the same building Blair’s café was in. The parallels between the Stormvale sisters one hundred years ago and the Briarwood sisters today were too many to be coincidental.

‘Do you think the fire in the building happened while they were in it?’ Bianca asked. ‘And maybe it wasn’t an accident?’

Blair shuddered. Could witches have been killed in the building her café was in? ‘I hope not.’

‘What year were the paintings made?’

‘The vendor told me the 1950s. Long after the founding of Moonbeam Hollow. I wonder if the building was left empty after the fire because it belonged to witches?’

Belinda picked up her phone. ‘I can access the town archives here. Let’s see if there is anything about a fire in the Stormvale building.’ After a few moments, she shook her head. ‘Nothing.’

‘Yeah, because Moonbeam Hollow probably hid it,’ Bianca said. ‘Check nearby towns. Search Stormvale Fire.’

Blair looked back at the book while her sister searched. The small paragraph about the Stormvale family and the painting was all the evidence they’d found that these people existed. Blair had worked in their building for six years, and she’d never heard of the Stormvale family. They died only a century ago, but they’d been pretty much erased from Moonbeam Hollow’s history. Witches or not, that was a little sad. She remembered the prophecy: They want revenge on those who took their lives and legacy.

‘I found something,’ Belinda said. ‘It’s not a lot . . . a small newspaper article from a Toronto paper. Factory Fire, Blaze at Stormvale Textiles. A textile mill in the Kawartha Lakes region was set ablaze last week, killing at least ten. The fire was discovered in the early morning by an employee and was promptly extinguished by the fire brigade. There was little damage to the brick exterior, but the timber interior was destroyed. At least ten died of smoke inhalation, including the owners of the factory and their families. Two of the deceased were children.’

Blair felt a wave of nausea deep in her stomach. The Stormvale family . . . a witch family . . . died in her building. Children, too. It was devastating.

‘What’s the date on that?’ Bianca said, voice shaky. She was clearly affected by this news, too.

‘September 29th, 1926.’

‘Just a month or so before Moonbeam Hollow’s incorporation,’ Blair said. ‘Why did it say set ablaze? Was it arson?’

‘Also,’ Bianca added. ‘Why were the Stormvale sisters and their families inside the factory in the middle of the night?’

Belinda was still searching on her phone, but finally looked up, shaking her head. ‘I can’t find any other mention of this fire. At all. Maybe if we went into the city to look at the Ontario archives, we could find something, but there’s nothing online.’

‘Seems that protection talisman didn’t really work,’ Bianca said. ‘Now I remember where I’ve seen it before!’

‘Where?’ Blair asked.

‘It’s drawn in marker on one corner of my greenhouse and in our basement. I noticed it when I was cleaning the greenhouse after getting back into town, so searched the rest of the house. I think Mom drew it.’

Blair exhaled, feeling a wave of affection, and sadness, that their mother had drawn these symbols of protection in their home and in Bianca’s greenhouse. Mom and Dad tried so hard to keep the sisters safe, not knowing they had settled in a place that was founded after the witches in the area had been killed.

Blair could not reconcile her adorable, quaint, accepting small town with the knowledge that they’d murdered three women and their families for being witches. Of course, she knew of witch hunts. In many parts of the world, including where her family was from, people suspected of witchcraft faced great danger and often painful death. But this was Moonbeam Hollow. This wasn’t supposed to happen here.

Bianca and Belinda were quiet too – no doubt also because of the weight of what they’d learned about their hometown.

‘What’s our next step?’ Belinda finally asked.

All three sisters looked at each other. In truth, none of them were equipped to solve this. They had a vengeful spirit, or three of them, who may or may not be the Stormvale sisters, who might have been killed in a fire in their own factory. And somehow, they had to put all this together to stop the spirits from destroying the festival and town?

Blair’s instinct again was to tell Belinda and Bianca not to worry about it and that Blair would figure it out herself. She had to protect her sisters above anything else. But they wanted her to treat them like equals.

‘We can try to summon the spirits,’ Belinda suggested. ‘We could find out if it’s really the Stormvale sisters. And we can find out what they want.’

Blair immediately shook her head. ‘Summoning spirits is dangerous.’

Bianca snorted. ‘You think everything is dangerous. I’ve summoned spirits loads of times.’

Blair’s eyes widened. ‘What? When? Where?’

Bianca waved her hand. ‘Don’t worry about it. I agree with Belinda. We need to go to the horse’s mouth, so to speak. We know their names now, so we should summon them. I say we do it tonight.’

Blair didn’t like this idea at all. Summoning spirits was not only dangerous because when a spirit is called to the mortal realm, there was no way of knowing what it would do. But also, it was a very hard spell to cast. The three of them had never attempted it together as adults, but they had done it with their parents when they were kids, and even with five of them, it rarely worked. But after their father had died, they no longer attempted advanced magic as a family.

But what choice did they have? The festival was at risk. And Blair had no other ideas. ‘Okay.’ Blair sighed. ‘Let’s go home.’


Chapter Twenty

Within half an hour, Blair, Belinda and Bianca were making the preparations to summon the spirits of the Stormvale witches to determine if one, or all of them, was behind the festival sabotage. Blair had no idea what they would do if they did manage to summon them. She was hoping the spirits themselves would tell them what to do.

They first pushed the coffee table from the living room into the dining room, then rolled up the area rug, revealing the large white circle with a cross through it painted on the hardwood floors in white. Blair tensed seeing it again. As a child, the Briarwoods would sit in this circle once a week for magic practice – not just for summoning, but also for protection spells, seeing spells and even healing spells. The sisters had used the circle only a handful of times since their parents passed. Seeing it always reminded Blair of Mom and Dad, and she always felt a pang of guilt that she hadn’t been able to keep up their traditions with her sisters.

‘I’ll light the candles,’ Belinda said, taking four white tapered candles in simple silver holders out of a cabinet. After placing them on the circle at north, east, south and west, she lit them with a match. Bianca brought a box of salt from the kitchen and sprinkled it along the white outline of the circle.

While her sisters were preparing the circle, Blair lowered the lights and took down her parents’ old magic book from the cabinet, opening it to the section on summoning spirits. She hadn’t used it in years, so she wanted to refresh her memory with the incantation.

When the circle was ready, the three sisters sat inside it, hands joined. They closed their eyes and focused their minds, as they did whenever using a tricky spell.

Finally, when the room fell silent, Blair started the summoning.

‘Guardians of the north, east, south and west, hear our pleas. We seek the spirits of the sisters Stormvale: Hecate, Ysadora and Nestis,’ Blair said. ‘We mean no harm to the sisters Stormvale: Hecate, Ysadora and Nestis. We invite the sisters Stormvale – Hecate, Ysadora and Nestis – to communicate freely with us, should they wish.’

Blair then recited the summoning spell in the First Language.

When she was done, Belinda repeated the same words Blair had said, first the English, and then in the First Language. Bianca then repeated the entire incantation.

The room was silent. Blair didn’t feel anything out of the ordinary for several long moments. They tried saying the spell a second time in both languages, but again, nothing happened. When it was Bianca’s final turn, she said the words with more feeling, more intensity than her older sisters, but Bianca’s incantation was also unsuccessful.

Blair exhaled, opening her eyes. They’d failed. ‘Either the Stormvale witches don’t want to talk to us, or they don’t exist,’ she said.

‘Or our circle wasn’t strong enough.’ Bianca let go of Blair and Belinda’s hands. ‘I think there aren’t enough of us. Only powerful witches can summon with three. Five, or seven witches would be better.’

Belinda leaned down to blow out the candles. ‘Maybe. But we’re also completely out of practice in using advanced magic. We really should make a habit of practising in the circle once a week.’

Blair agreed, but it was rare that all three of them were even home at the same time. ‘Okay, so summoning the spirits didn’t work. Anyone have any other ideas?’

‘I can research the symbol,’ Belinda suggested.

‘And you should go back to Luke,’ Bianca said to Blair. Her face was straight this time, the normal teasing that was usually there whenever Bianca mentioned Luke was gone. ‘If you think about it, he’s the only part of the prophecy that is actionable. Go to he who makes tall buildings.’ Bianca paused. ‘Actually, maybe we can . . . No, never mind.’ She got up to get a broom to sweep up the salt.

Belinda raised an eyebrow. ‘What were you going to say?’

Bianca squeezed her lips together, then smiled. ‘Okay, this is an idea, and we don’t have to do it, but maybe you should invite him here to dinner.’

Bianca wanted to invite Luke over? They never invited people over to their house. For several reasons, some of which were the sentient cat and Bianca’s mutant plants everywhere. True, the living room rug covered the circle, but there were still soot marks all over the dining room.

Bianca nodded. ‘Maybe Belinda will be able to see something in his future, or you will see something in his past. You know our abilities are stronger together, and in this house.’

Blair knew what Bianca meant. As a soothsayer, Belinda often got feelings about someone’s future, even without using her normal tools like reading tea leaves or tarot cards. And Blair had a similar ability but could see into a person’s past. All Blair usually detected were emotions and a handful of core memories, plus what their favourite flavours were. It was how Blair was able to customize her lattes for her customers.

‘It’s a good idea,’ Belinda said. ‘If you’re going to spend so much time with Luke, then I think we should get to know him better. We’re not supposed to keep relationships secret from each other.’

Blair shook her head, annoyed. ‘It’s not a relationship! It’s casual! And you’ve both known him since you were children! And he’s been coming to Belinda’s book club for weeks!’

‘Yeah, and he’s a delight,’ Belinda said. ‘Such great insights on how to recognize toxic masculinity in genre fiction. He’s truly doing the work to challenge society’s biases.’

That was news to Blair, but she wasn’t surprised.

‘We want to see your dynamic together,’ Bianca said. ‘Plus, Kass should meet him, too. He’s a member of the family.’

Both Belinda and Bianca gave Blair knowing glares. Blair sighed. Her sisters were right. She and Luke had been ‘just casual’ for two weeks now, which actually made him one of her longest relationships ever, even though this wasn’t a relationship. And yes, Blair was still emotionally preparing herself for when it would end, but the fact was, casual or not, Luke was a huge part of Blair’s life right now. And the Briarwoods had a reason not to keep people who were big parts of their lives a secret.

‘Okay, I’ll ask him. When? I can do it Thursday.’

Bianca smiled. ‘I’ll need a bit more time to prepare.’ She looked at the calendar app on her phone. ‘Next Monday night? That will give me time to cook.’

Blair nodded. It was cutting it close before the festival started on the following Saturday – Halloween, but Bianca was a much better cook than Blair was. And Blair needed time to de-magic the house by cleaning the soot from the dining room, and hiding the magic books, tarot cards and strange plants everywhere. It looked way too much like witches lived in this house.

Blair texted Luke the moment they’d finished cleaning up after the failed summoning, asking him if he’d like to come to the house for dinner in one week – next Monday. He texted back immediately.

luke: Seriously? You want me over for dinner? To your house?

blair: Yes, seriously. I told you my sisters know about us now. Bianca’s cooking. You said you wanted to come to my house.

luke: I wanted a bigger bed for sex. Not a dinner party.

blair: Why not both?

Maybe this was a bad idea. It was a few minutes before he responded. Blair stared at the little three dots on her phone, not sure if he was writing a novel in response, or if he didn’t know what to say. Finally, his text popped up.

luke: Sorry. I was surprised. Yes, I’d be honoured to join the Briarwoods for dinner. Can I bring dessert?

Blair exhaled. This was fine. Just having a friend over to her house for dinner and a little magic-fuelled interrogation. What could go wrong?


Chapter Twenty-One

The next week was so busy for Blair that she was only able to see Luke in his apartment twice. She also cleaned her house top to bottom, getting rid of or hiding anything that hinted magic, witches, or even eccentric sisters and their cat. There were no new festival calamities, thankfully, other than the fact that the entire committee, not just Earl, now had rashes on their arms. Blair’s secretly magic pumpkin, turmeric, ginger power shots were effective, though, so Blair was making a fresh batch every morning to maintain the anti-inflammatory effects of the fresh turmeric root. She told everyone in the festival committee they could come to the café anytime for power shots, free of charge.

As for their research, Belinda learned that the Hecate’s Wheel was used all over the world to protect witches, dead or alive, so it couldn’t help them now since it was a witch the festival needed protection from. Also, it tended to be effective protection against natural threats and didn’t work well to protect against people like witch hunters, which explained why the Stormvale witches were killed in the building with the symbol on the doors. Bianca was able to determine that the disease that destroyed the original pumpkins at the farm did have a death marker in it, which meant that it was magic likely done by something no longer alive.

Finally, Monday came and the doorbell rang at the Briarwood house at exactly seven p.m. Blair jumped. Her heart was beating loud, and she had no idea why. She’d seen Luke so many times over the last few weeks, the novelty of having Luke Caldwell in her life again should have worn off by now. But this – having him in her house – felt different. He’d been here before. Back when they were dating, they’d hung out at Blair’s house many times, watching old movies while having Blair’s mom’s famous masala chai and Indian nankhatai cookies. But they’d actually been a couple then, and things were different now. Tonight might complicate her feelings for Luke Caldwell even more. Taking a deep breath, Blair opened the door to a smiling Luke, holding a glass container in one hand and a bouquet of sunflowers in the other.

He’d brought flowers. Sunflowers were friendship flowers, but still.

Luke looked neater than usual. Blair was used to him in clothes meant to be in a construction zone all day. But he was wearing a slim blue sweater over a black dress shirt. And his jeans weren’t his normal worn Levi’s. These were darker and looked newer. Was he dressed up for Blair? He looked . . . hot. Devastatingly sexy. Blair swallowed.

‘You brought flowers,’ she said. Why was this so awkward?

‘I checked. Sunflowers are non-toxic to cats.’ He kicked off his shoes. ‘I think cats might be attracted to them, though – I saw three strays on my way here.’

Blair frowned, looking out the window. And yes, sure enough, it was raining. She wasn’t sure what this meant. Blair took the flowers from him. Kass knew better than to eat random plants, especially in this house, but it was a kind gesture for Luke to confirm his gift was okay for their pet, even if he wasn’t really a pet. Blair motioned Luke in, and he held out the container. ‘I made my mom’s famous Earl Grey ice cream,’ he said. He sounded as nervous as Blair felt.

‘You made ice cream?’

He nodded.

‘I can’t wait to try it.’ Blair took the carton to the freezer. She couldn’t believe he made ice cream from scratch for her. And she had no idea why this gesture was making her emotional.

‘You look nice,’ Luke said after she’d stashed the ice cream in the freezer. ‘Different.’

‘I normally don’t look nice?’

He shook his head, leaning to speak into Blair’s ear. ‘No, you normally look beautiful. You still look beautiful, just different.’ Blair shivered from the feel of his warm breath on her neck.

Blair was wearing a dress. Not for Luke, though – she wore dresses and skirts a lot. But this one was different from her normal ones. Blair usually wore shorter skirts with tights and boots, but this was a long floral dress in shades of burgundy, orange and yellow that was really more Belinda’s style than Blair’s. In fact, Belinda had ordered it online, but it had been too short on her, so she gave it to Blair.

Blair didn’t know why she’d put it on today.

‘C’mon.’ Blair took the flowers to the dining room. ‘Bianca’s been cooking all day.’

‘It smells delicious.’

Bianca had made Indian food – breaking out their mother’s recipes that they only made for special occasions. ‘Hope you like curry.’

‘Love it,’ Luke said.

The dining room looked lovely, thanks in part to Blair scrubbing the walls and ceiling to remove most of the soot stains. Bianca had decorated the table, making a centrepiece of leaves, flowers and pinecones. She’d even lit a cinnamon-scented candle, so the tantalizing scent of Indian spices was mingling with fall aromas.

Bianca was setting wine glasses on the table and grinned at the sunflowers in Blair’s hand. ‘That’s exactly what the table needed,’ she said, taking the flowers from Blair. ‘Hi, Luke! Blair, can you pour the wine? I’ll get these in water. Belinda called, she just left the bookstore and will be here soon!’ Bianca took the flowers to the kitchen.

Blair narrowed her eyes at her sister as she walked away. Why was Bianca being so . . . hospitable? It wasn’t that Blair expected her sister to be necessarily rude to Luke, but for the first time, Blair wondered if her sister had an ulterior motive for wanting to have Luke over. Other than to have Blair and Belinda look into his mind to learn about his past and future, of course.

‘Um, I guess I’ll pour the wine,’ Blair said. ‘Red or white?’

‘Red,’ Luke said. Blair took the bottle from the sideboard and poured two glasses. After handing Luke his, he held it out for Blair to clink glasses with before he took a slow sip, eyes on Blair the whole time.

‘What?’ Blair said, self-conscious. Why was he looking at her like that?

‘Nothing. This is nice.’ He chuckled. ‘Just realized that this is the first time that we’ve had a drink together since prom night.’

Blair laughed. ‘Don’t remind me!’ They’d ended up at an after-party in the forest with some of the more rebellious members of their high school class, and both Luke and Blair drank so much, they’d vomited together under a tree. ‘I can hold my alcohol much better now.’

He nodded, still looking at Blair with that same unreadable expression. ‘Why are you looking at me like that?’ Blair asked.

He shook his head, a tiny smile on his lips. ‘You’re going to think I’m ridiculous.’

‘I already think you’re ridiculous.’

‘When I first saw you here in town you looked so much like you did when we were kids, that it kind of messed me up. Sometimes when we’re together it feels like I’ve gone back in time. I think this might be the first time I’m seeing more adult Blair than teen Blair in you.’

Blair raised a brow. ‘So, I look old? You’re full of compliments tonight, aren’t you.’

Luke laughed, then stepped closer to her. ‘You look mature,’ he said. He stepped even closer. ‘You look stunning, actually.’

His face was inches from hers now. And he looked beautiful, too. She knew exactly what he meant – with his dress shirt and sweater, he looked like a man, not the kid who she’d butted heads with so many times. Also not like the lumberjack she’d been having a casual fling with for the last three weeks. Luke’s hand reached up to touch her cheek, making her shiver. She wanted to kiss him, but not for the same reasons she usually wanted to kiss him. Not because of their simmering tension, or because she wanted to get him in bed, either. She wanted to kiss the full-grown adult man who had put on a nice shirt and brought flowers when she invited him to dinner. She wanted to kiss him because she liked being close to him. And maybe it showed on her face, because he smiled small, then leaned in and he kissed her.

Goosebumps erupted from Blair’s toes to her face. He tasted like red wine and outdoors and she wanted to unzip this man and climb inside. Every kiss had been amazing, but this one felt almost . . . reverent. Slow, and soft, and when she put her hand on his waist, he hummed. He pulled her closer, tongue dipping into her mouth. Okay, maybe now she wanted to get him in bed.

‘MEOW!’

Blair pulled away and glared at Kass in the doorway. Stupid cat was so old-fashioned about relationships and didn’t think the Briarwoods should even kiss someone without commitment. Living with a judgmental cat was so frustrating. Belinda was behind Kass, a smile on her face. ‘Hi, Luke!’

Luke grinned, wiping his lips. ‘Hi, Belinda! I finished the book, ready for Thursday’s discussion!’

Thursday was the romantasy book club in the café. Blair hadn’t gone back, letting Travis work during them, but Luke never missed a meeting. Belinda and Luke spoke animatedly about the book, and about the one the club would be reading next. Luke even suggested some titles that he thought they might enjoy. This was surprising to Blair because the Luke she remembered hadn’t been a reader. But also . . . he wasn’t supposed to be here long enough to start another book.

Bianca finally brought the food to the table, and they all sat down to eat. As usual, Bianca’s cooking was delicious, but a bit spicy for Blair’s palate. Luke didn’t seem to have a problem with the heat level, though. He ate the chicken curry, daal, palak paneer and roti with his hands like a pro. Which Blair supposed made sense. He lived in the city. He probably ate more Indian food than Blair did, and she was Indian.

‘So, Blair tells me you mostly work on skyscrapers?’ Bianca asked Luke.

‘Yeah. I was part of a team that designed a condo complex that will be the tallest in the country.’

Belinda frowned, looking at Luke. Was she detecting something in his future? ‘Are you . . . are you intending to always work on tall buildings?’

Luke chuckled awkwardly, ripping off a piece of roti to scoop some palak paneer. ‘I don’t know. I’ve been thinking of moving to more single-family projects.’ He put his roti-wrapped bite in his mouth. ‘This is amazing,’ he said after chewing. ‘I don’t normally even like spinach.’

Bianca beamed, then spooned more palak paneer onto Luke’s plate. He immediately took another bite.

‘Blair, I remember you saying that Luke was into tall buildings when you were young,’ Bianca said. ‘Was he also into house design then?’

Bianca was hinting that it was time to try and read Luke’s past. He was eating one bite after another, not speaking, so Blair took the opportunity to focus her mind on him. After peeking into her customers’ minds to see their tastes for years, Blair could do it without that much effort. But she doubted learning Luke’s favourite food would help them much in their objective tonight. She needed to see if there was anything about witches or magic in his memories.

But the only thing that Blair could find in Luke’s memory was an intense hatred for spinach. She even saw a memory – his mother forcing him to eat it as a child, convinced it would make him strong. Blair poked around a bit to find anything else, but all she found was his dislike of spinach and a handful of memories of eating the leafy green. The revulsion was so strong. It was almost tangible. And he was now happily eating his second helping of palak paneer – a curry made with spinach and cheese.

‘Bianca, what did you do?’ Blair asked slowly. His revulsion was so strong, and he was practically shovelling food in his mouth at this point. There was magic in the curry – Blair didn’t know what kind.

Bianca gave Blair an innocent smile. ‘I didn’t do anything.’ She spooned more curry onto Luke’s plate. ‘More spinach, Luke?’

Something strange was happening. Luke’s emotions, his tastes, radiated out of him. Blair didn’t have to focus to read his past and learn what he liked. Or rather, what he disliked. Because all she saw was spinach. She could almost touch his visceral dislike of the vegetable. She could taste it through his taste buds. Blair’s ability to see into someone’s mind wasn’t normally anywhere near this strong.

She looked at Belinda, whose eyes were wide. Was she seeing Luke’s future as clearly as Blair was seeing his past? And did Belinda see anything other than spinach?

‘Bianca, what did you do?’ Belinda repeated.

‘What she did was make the most amazing dish I’ve ever had.’ Luke shovelled more food in his mouth.

Blair pushed her plate away. She certainly wasn’t going to eat this enchanted vegetable. ‘Bianca . . . this is wrong,’ Blair said. ‘Make him stop eating.’

‘Just do what we discussed,’ Bianca said, annoyed.

Blair exhaled. Hopefully Belinda was more successful at looking into his future. Because all Blair saw in Luke’s past was hatred of spinach. It was like the memory part of his brain was playing all his negative emotions in a loop, attempting to overcome whatever magic was making Luke gorge himself of his most disliked food.

But Belinda looked disturbed, too. Blair wished she could ask what she was reading in Luke’s future.

Suddenly, Luke dropped the roti in his hand, and his eyes rolled back in his head. His mouth was open, and his face went as pale as the rice on his plate. Something was very, very wrong.

‘Bianca, what’s in the curry?’ Blair yelled, taking Luke’s hand in hers. Was he choking? An allergic reaction?

‘Nothing! It’s just spinach!’

Kass let out a string of angry meows from the floor. Blair tried to look into Luke’s mind again, but this time she was pushed out violently. It was the strangest sensation, like someone had put their palm on her face and pushed. Belinda yelped. Maybe she’d been pushed out, too? Luke’s eyes were wide and bright green instead of their normal green-tinged brown.

‘Stay away,’ Luke said, his voice flat.

‘Bianca, what’s going on?’ Blair asked. ‘What’s happening to him? He’s cold as ice!’

‘I have no idea!’ Bianca said. ‘This isn’t how it’s supposed to work. Unless . . .’ Her voice trailed.

‘Unless what!’ Belinda yelled.

‘Unless the paneer, the cheese was bad? I don’t know! Aarushi gave it to me. But I think it was in her fridge for a while. She’s—’

‘Leave,’ Luke said. But it wasn’t Luke. Blair looked at him. It was Luke’s face, but not Luke next to her.

‘He’s possessed by someone,’ Belinda said, eyes wide.

Blair had never seen a body possession. But it was clear that’s what was happening. Another being was inside Luke.

‘They told me this was incredibly rare,’ Bianca whispered.

‘What? Who told you?’ Blair was so angry with her sister, but even more concerned about Luke. His hand was changing temperature, and fast. Going from icy cold to burning hot.

‘The witches who sent me this strain of spinach,’ Bianca said. ‘It’s been bred to make someone more susceptible to mind magic. I added a bit of addictive kale to the curry, too. To make sure he’d eat enough to make the spinach work. Possession is apparently a rare side effect, but—’

‘Leave this place,’ Luke, or whoever had taken over Luke’s body, said.

‘What place?’ Belinda asked. Kass jumped on the table then, looking intently at Luke. He had more experience with this kind of magic than the sisters did.

‘Are you telling us to leave this house?’ Belinda asked Luke.

‘Leave this town. It will not allow you to live. It has murdered those like you and me.’

‘Who are you?’ Blair asked.

‘I am Hecate. I will destroy this place for what it has done to my love, my kin, to my progeny! It’s not safe for you here. Leave, witches! This place will never accept you.’

‘We’re not going anywhere,’ Blair said. ‘This is our home.’

‘It was our home! They burned us like vermin! My love! My baby! I must destroy this place.’

‘You can’t destroy Moonbeam Hollow,’ Blair said. ‘We will stop you.’

‘You cannot,’ Luke said.

‘We will,’ Belinda added. ‘It has been prophesized.’

‘Get out of this man,’ Bianca said. ‘Now.’

‘Only we can,’ Luke said, voice much quieter. At that, Luke’s head fell face-first into the mound of spinach on his plate.

Blair was still holding Luke’s hand, which was now burning hot. She gently turned his head so his nose wasn’t in the food. Looking into his mind, only Luke was there. She found his pulse on his neck. ‘He passed out, but he’s breathing,’ Blair said. ‘He’s burning up, but Hecate has left him.’

Kass let out a series of loud, scolding and judgmental meows that honestly weren’t really helping the situation.

‘Shut up, cat,’ Bianca said. ‘We don’t need your sarcasm now. We need to get Luke’s fever down.’


Chapter Twenty-Two

After Blair wiped Luke’s face with a cool washcloth, he regained consciousness enough for the sisters to guide him upstairs, first to the washroom to get most of the curry off of him and to clean the small cut on his forehead from falling onto his butter knife, and then to Blair’s bed. He was shivering, smelled like an Indian restaurant, and was muttering something about how no one could trust spinach.

‘Should we take him to the hospital?’ Belinda asked.

‘It’s just a fever,’ Bianca said. ‘His body increased in temperature to push the invading spirit out, like it does with viruses. I’d try normal fever reducers first. Blair, is Luke allergic to any painkillers?’

‘I don’t know,’ Blair said. ‘Ask him.’ He was conscious, just a little spacey. Blair pressed a damp washcloth to Luke’s forehead.

‘Blair,’ Luke said, a dreamy smile on his face.

‘Luke, are you allergic to painkillers?’ Belinda asked loudly.

Luke’s eyes closed. ‘Not allergic to anything except being away from Blair.’

Great. Now he was having fever delusions.

‘Luke,’ Bianca said forcefully. ‘Wax poetic about my sister later; this is important. Do you have any drug allergies at all?’

Luke shook his head, then winced in pain. ‘Everything hurts. Blair, kiss it better.’

‘We’re going to have to trust him and give him fever reducers,’ Bianca said. ‘I’ll get something.’

A few moments later they had encouraged Luke to sit up and take two pills with a glass of water. Bianca had also brought an infrared thermometer that she kept in her greenhouse and took Luke’s temperature. ‘If it doesn’t start coming down in twenty minutes, we’ll take him to the hospital.’ She looked at Blair. ‘I need to speak to my friend who gave me the spinach seeds. Are you okay with him, Blair?’

Blair nodded. She was sitting on the edge of her bed, still holding Luke’s hand. She wasn’t going to leave his side. ‘Yeah, go. I’ll stay with him.’

Bianca looked at Luke, and then Blair. ‘I’m sorry. This wasn’t what was supposed to happen.’ Bianca’s voice cracked; she was clearly upset about what she’d done. Blair had to stop herself from telling her sister that it was okay, that she knew Bianca didn’t mean it.

Because it wasn’t okay. Bianca had acted incredibly irresponsibly by giving Luke that untested magical spinach without telling anyone. Bianca wanted Blair to treat her like an adult, but it was hard when Bianca acted like a child. Blair looked away from her sister, not saying anything, so Bianca left the room.

‘I’ll talk to her,’ Belinda said. ‘And I guess, clean the dining room. Yell if you need us, okay, Blair?’

Blair nodded. She couldn’t keep her eyes off Luke’s face, which was scrunched up with discomfort. This was why witches couldn’t have relationships with normal people. The very first time she had her boyfriend over to dine with her family, and he was potentially poisoned by his least favourite food, then possessed by the spirit of a one-hundred-year-old witch hell-bent on getting revenge on his hometown. He’d never forgive Blair for this. Blair wasn’t sure she’d forgive herself.

Not for the first time in Blair’s life, she wished the Briarwoods’ existence in the world was simple.

‘Blair?’ Luke said softly. He opened his eyes, but they were cloudy and unfocused.

‘I’m here, Luke.’ She rubbed his hand. ‘How are you feeling?’

‘My head hurts, and I’m cold.’

‘Yeah, you’re feverish.’ She pulled up her duvet under his chin. ‘You took some medicine – it should bring your fever down.’

He nodded, looking around Blair’s bedroom. ‘I lost my virginity in this room.’

Blair couldn’t help it – she smiled. ‘I know, babe. You need to get some rest, okay? Let the pills kick in.’

He was quiet for a few minutes, eyes closed. Maybe he’d fallen asleep. ‘I need to tell you something,’ he suddenly said.

‘What is it?’

He didn’t say anything for several long moments. Finally, he sighed. ‘I don’t like spinach.’

Blair ran her hand over his cheek. ‘That’s okay. You won’t have to eat it again. I promise.’

He opened his eyes. ‘Forever?’

‘Forever.’ She leaned down and kissed his forehead. It didn’t feel as warm to her now.

‘I’m sweaty,’ he said.

The fever was breaking. ‘Let’s get you out of these dirty clothes.’ Blair sat him up, helping him take off his sweater and dress shirt, and then his jeans. He smiled, looking at Blair with those warm, brown eyes. ‘You’re always undressing me.’

Blair took his temperature. It was almost back to normal. He was only in his boxer briefs now, so Blair covered him with her duvet again. ‘Get some rest, Luke.’

His eyes drifted closed. ‘Okay. Stay with me, though.’

‘Always.’ She took off her dress and put on some flannel pants and an old sweatshirt, then climbed into bed with Luke, letting him spoon her. He was back to his normal body temperature. Blair was so relieved. He was going to be okay. And she was so, so sorry for putting him through this.

‘Luke, I’m sorry. Your night was ruined.’

He hugged her tightly. ‘It’s ending well, though.’ When his breathing slowed behind her, she knew he was asleep.

* * *

Blair lay with Luke in her bed for a while, listening to him breathe softly, her mind replaying everything that had happened tonight. How had it all gone so monumentally wrong? She was mad at Bianca, yes, but she was also mad at herself. Blair let this happen to Luke. True, she didn’t know that her sister was going to feed him some strange, enchanted spinach, but she did know that they had invited him for dinner because they wanted to use magic to get information from him. And that wasn’t right. Luke wasn’t a witch. He hadn’t chosen any of this. And tonight the Briarwoods had put him at real risk.

Blair believed in her sister’s prophecy, because Belinda’s prophecies had never been wrong before. Somehow, Luke was the key to stopping Hecate from destroying the festival. But it felt wrong that Luke didn’t know about his involvement. Blair cared for this man, more than she was willing to admit to others. To herself, even. And he deserved to know his role in Hecate’s revenge. But how could Blair tell him without admitting that she and her sisters were witches?

This was a secret that the Briarwoods had to keep. They couldn’t let anyone know they were descended from a long and powerful line of South Asian witches. They couldn’t let anyone know that Belinda could read the future, that Blair could manipulate liquids for magical effects, that Bianca understood and could control plants to do powerful things, and that all three of them used spells that were passed down from their parents.

Many witches that came before the three of them were dead because of their powers. Their own father was killed because he was a witch. The Stormvale witches were killed in their own factory. If regular people knew what the Briarwoods could do, then eventually witch hunters would find them. And it could put everyone they loved in danger, too. Kass. Their friends here in Moonbeam Hollow like Gladys, Agatha, Melody, Aarushi and Raj. And Luke. Ten people died in the Stormvale fire, and two of them were children. They may not have all been witches.

‘Blair,’ a voice whispered from Blair’s doorway. It was Bianca. Her sister was in her pyjamas, and she looked sad. She may have even been crying. ‘I spoke to my friend who gave me the spinach,’ Bianca said. ‘If he’s asleep, can we talk?’

Blair turned to Luke. He was fast asleep. She put her hand on his forehead. His temperature was normal, and his breathing was slow and steady. He was fine. Blair exhaled. ‘Okay.’

‘We’re in Belinda’s room.’ Bianca left Blair’s doorway.

Blair wrangled herself free from Luke’s arms and got out of bed. He barely stirred, his body exhausted after what he’d gone through. She squeezed his hand, then quietly went to the room next door.

Belinda’s bedroom was a lot like Belinda herself – ethereal, feminine and delicate. Belinda still slept under the wispy canopy bed their father had bought her as a girl, and her walls were still painted a pale pink. Belinda was curled up on her reading chair, a pale floral armchair that Belinda had found in the flea market. Bianca was sitting cross-legged in the middle of Belinda’s bed. Seeing her again, it was clear that Bianca had been crying.

Blair sat on the edge of the bed and looked at Bianca.

‘Okay, talk,’ Blair said.

‘I’m sorry. I didn’t know that would happen.’

‘Yes, you said that. Tell me about the spinach. Where did you get it?’

Bianca exhaled. ‘A friend of mine in Sweden sent the seeds to me. Her family bred the strain. Eating it causes one to be more susceptible to . . . invasions.’

Blair’s eyes widened. ‘What do you mean, invasions?’

‘Some witches call what you two do, reaching into someone’s mind to see their past or future, an invasion.’

Belinda’s nose wrinkled. ‘But why spinach?’

Bianca shrugged. ‘I dunno. Swedish witches are weird. Super health nuts.’

Blair frowned. ‘So what was the point? Belinda and I do these . . . invasions or whatever, all the time without enchanted vegetables.’

‘The festival starts in a few days – I needed to make sure this worked. We’re no closer to finding out how to stop Hecate from destroying everything.’

‘Actually,’ Belinda said, ‘we’re a lot closer. We didn’t know for sure it was Hecate – until tonight. We thought it was all three of the Stormvale sisters.’

‘Yeah, but we don’t know how to stop her!’ Bianca said. ‘We don’t have a clue why Luke is the key. I finally got an answer about that opening ceremony today. A friend of a friend connected me to a witch in Scotland who’d heard it before. Shadows banish, the night is bright, this place is safe, both day and night, combined with spilling rainwater on the earth is old magic designed to be used by a non-magical person. One hundred years ago, someone, likely a witch or some sort of magical being, put an enchantment in the mayor’s swearing-in ceremony that gives the mayor limited magic powers, basically the ability to do just this one spell. The words and the ritual, when recited by a person sworn in as the mayor of Moonbeam Hollow, protects the festival from witchcraft.’

Blair’s eyes widened. ‘Why would a witch do something to keep witches away?’

Bianca shrugged. ‘Maybe a witch-for-hire. Or maybe not a witch at all.’

Blair exhaled. There was a lot she didn’t know about the magical world. ‘So, if the mayor doesn’t do the spell—’

‘Then Hecate is free to use that lightning magic of hers to destroy the festival,’ Bianca said. ‘This was probably why wiping her memories was one of the first things Hecate did.’

‘Is it too late to get someone else sworn in as mayor?’ Belinda asked.

‘I doubt us three can insist the town has a swearing-in ceremony,’ Blair said. ‘Maybe if one of us was on the town council. And we don’t know for sure that the ritual would protect the festival, anyway. Not to mention, that only protects the festival. Hecate has been wreaking havoc on the town, too.’

‘The spinach was our only option, so I used magic to grow it from seed in only a week,’ Bianca said. ‘I got the seeds in the mail the day I suggested the dinner.’

‘Okay, the Swedish spinach explains why we could see into Luke’s mind easily,’ Blair said, ‘but why was he eating so much of it? He hates spinach.’

Bianca nodded. ‘Yeah, I wish I’d known that before. I added an addictive kale strain to the curry. I bred it after I overheard someone saying they wished kale was as addictive as crack.’ She paused. ‘I think my kale is more addictive, though.’

Belinda huffed a laugh at that, and Blair couldn’t be mad at her – addictive kale was kind of funny.

‘This doesn’t explain why he was possessed,’ Blair said.

‘That’s why I called Lotta – she’s the one who sent me the spinach seeds. She said that the increased susceptibility to invasions can also result in an increased susceptibility to spirit possessions. But Lotta said it had only happened twice, and both times, the spirit was someone who died recently. And they were related to the living person they possessed. I have no idea why this happened to Luke. Even Lotta said it shouldn’t have.’

‘But it did.’ Blair exhaled. She could feel a knot in her stomach.

‘Kass knows more about spirit possessions, but he’s in a terrible mood,’ Belinda said. ‘He’s not talking. I’ll speak to him in the morning.’

Blair shook her head. ‘Of course Kass is in a bad mood. He’s here to stop us from doing stupid things like this! We shouldn’t be putting anyone at risk! If nothing else, you should have told me what you were planning, Bianca. It was irresponsible, dangerous and careless!’

‘I know,’ Bianca said quietly.

Blair could see it in Bianca’s face that she really was sorry. But maybe sorry wasn’t enough here. ‘You want me to treat you like an adult, and then you go and give some magical vegetable to my . . .’ Somehow friend-with-benefits didn’t seem like the right term here.

‘You kind of did the same thing when you gave him that potion at his first book club meeting, though,’ Belinda said.

Blair looked at her. ‘You knew about that?’

‘I mean, it was pretty obvious.’

‘No, what I did was worse,’ Bianca said. ‘He actually got sick because of me. Blair made him a little . . . happy.’

Blair sighed. She didn’t know what to say. Luke Caldwell had been back in town a mere month and look at the effect the Briarwoods had already had on him. He should leave – go back to the city and work on tall buildings and be safe from witches, both dead and alive.

But Blair and her sisters needed him here. He was the key to stopping Hecate.

‘I think you should tell him,’ Bianca said. ‘About Hecate and her sisters, and about the prophecy. It’s time to tell Luke what we are.’

Blair shook her head. ‘No. Not an option.’

‘What are you afraid of, Blair?’ Belinda asked.

‘Um, we’re supposed to be secret witches? We promised Mom and Dad we would never tell anyone so witch hunters won’t find us.’

Bianca shook her head. ‘I’m not saying we should tell just anyone, I’m saying we should tell Luke. We’ve known him forever. And he’s your . . .’ Her voice trailed off.

‘My what?’ Blair asked.

Bianca looked at Belinda. ‘Tell her, Bel.’

Belinda smiled small. ‘I’ve seen it in both your futures. It was clear as crystal tonight after he ate the spinach. Hell, I saw it back when you were teenagers, too. Luke’s your person, Blair. Your soulmate. No one will love you like he does, and you’ll never love anyone like you love Luke.’

Blair shook her head. ‘I don’t love him. It’s casual.’

Bianca smiled. ‘Liar.’

‘And you know he loves you,’ Belinda said. ‘He always has. You two are like . . . Anne and Gilbert. You pretended to be rivals, but you’ve always had feelings for each other.’

Of course, Belinda would have a literary reference to compare them to.

‘When he was gone for so long,’ Belinda continued, ‘I knew he’d come back. I didn’t know when, but it was destined. I think you can tell him the truth. This won’t scare him away.’

Bianca snorted. ‘Yeah, if falling head first into a plate of palak paneer didn’t scare him away then nothing will. You heard what he said when he was feverish.’

Blair did hear him, but she’d thought it was the fever talking. Not allergic to anything except being away from Blair. And as much as she’d been fighting it, her sisters were right. Blair did love him, too. As much as she ever had. Actually, more than she ever had. Because the Luke she knew now was all the good parts of teenage Luke – smart, hilarious and optimistic, but now he was an adult. A capable, caring, loyal and incredibly sexy adult who could not only make her body feel better than anyone else in the world but also make her laugh. He brought her sunflowers and ice cream. She could talk to him for hours about everything and nothing. He made her forget the weight of the world on her shoulders and just let her be Blair. Best of all, he understood why she loved this town so much, because he was from Moonbeam Hollow, too. There was no one else in the world who she fit with like Luke.

And Bianca’s prophecies were never wrong.

‘I can’t tell him,’ Blair said softly. ‘It’s too big. I can’t tell him because . . .’

‘He won’t hurt you,’ Belinda said. ‘He’d do anything to protect you.’

‘Yeah, maybe but . . . he’d see me differently. He’d realize that we can’t ever be on the same plane. Maybe he won’t even trust me, especially after he finds out what really happened tonight.’ She looked down at her hands. To open herself up like that . . . to tell Luke who she really was, was too terrifying to even consider.

Bianca sighed. ‘Okay. We’re not going to force you. You know what you’re comfortable with. And we have less than one week to figure out how the hell Luke is going to stop Hecate.’


Chapter Twenty-Three

Blair washed her face and brushed her teeth before going back to her bedroom. She had a fleeting thought that maybe she should sleep downstairs on the couch. If she went back and slept in her own bed, then it would be the first time she and Luke ever actually slept together. And she wasn’t sure that was such a good idea, especially right after her realization that she was in love with him. But at the same time, she couldn’t leave him alone – not after what she and her sisters had put him through tonight.

One thing was clear in Blair’s mind. This relationship, situationship, or whatever it was, had to end. She couldn’t keep going this way, because the longer they pretended that they didn’t have huge feelings for each other, the harder it was going to be when it inevitably ended. Blair barely survived the last time she’d asked Luke to walk away from her. True, she’d thought her grief at the time was only because of losing her mother and losing her dream of going to university. But her grief was also because of losing Luke. Because of losing the future she’d thought she’d have with him.

When she walked back into her room and gently closed the door behind her, she thought Luke was still asleep. But he immediately sat up.

‘There you are,’ he said. His voice sounded one hundred per cent like normal Luke. Mischievous, light-hearted and sounding like there was a little smile behind it.

Blair turned on her bedside lamp so she could see him properly. His eyes were bright, and the colour had returned to his face.

‘How are you feeling?’ Blair asked, putting her hand on his forehead. He felt fine. It was past midnight, so the painkillers would have worn off by now, and his temperature hadn’t gone up again. This was good – it meant the invading spirit was definitely gone.

He laughed softly. ‘Embarrassed. I can’t believe I passed out and ruined your dinner party. I feel better now; I should probably leave.’

‘Don’t,’ Blair said. ‘Please stay.’

He tilted his head, smiling small. ‘Okay. Can I use your shower? I think there’s spinach in my hair.’

Blair chuckled, then gave him a towel, her bathrobe and a spare toothbrush. While Luke was in the shower, Blair changed her bedding because she found spinach on her pillow.

Luke came back into her bedroom wrapped in her plush white bathrobe looking like a big cuddly polar bear. ‘I . . . I feel like I should apologize again.’ He sat on her bed. ‘I really don’t know what happened tonight.’

‘It wasn’t your fault. Like at all.’ She hated that he felt guilty about this. She sat next to him on her bed.

‘I don’t know what was wrong with me. I was so nervous, and when I saw your sister had made spinach, I told myself that I needed to suck it up and eat it, even though I don’t like it, and I think my nerves and dislike overwhelmed me until I just . . . crashed out.’

Blair shook her head. ‘No. Something outside your control happened tonight. You developed a high fever – it wasn’t because you were nervous.’

He gave her a hopeful look. ‘Maybe I’m allergic to spinach?’

Blair sighed. She had to lie. ‘Maybe. I’m not in the least bit upset about this. Well, I’m upset that you were sick, but that’s it.’

He nodded, but he clearly was still blaming himself. He looked around the dim room. ‘Not how I wanted to see this room again, though. I like what you’ve done in here. I do miss your Twilight movie posters, though.’

Blair laughed softly. Unlike Belinda, Blair had redecorated her room since high school. She had a new bed – a light wood frame with a bright green and blue duvet cover. All her furniture was blond wood antiques, and her walls were white with one accent wall wallpapered in a bright, sunny print of leaves, branches and flowers. And she had pops of colour everywhere – from her throw cushions to the art prints on the walls. Bianca called Blair’s style coastal boho-grandma, but to Blair, everything in this room made her happy. It was her refuge from all the stress and responsibility outside her room. It was actually funny that Luke had immediately recognized it as the same room she’d had as a teen.

‘What would you have expected my room to look like?’ she asked.

‘I don’t know. Fall colours. More . . . classic style. Less eclectic. More . . .’

‘Practical? Boring?’

He shook his head, eyes intense. ‘Blair Briarwood, you have never, ever been boring. Not even a little bit. You’re multifaceted. I feel like I could spend the rest of my life getting to know you and I would barely scratch the surface.’

Blair squeezed her lips together, trying to reign in her emotions. He didn’t know how right he was. And it was because Blair could never, ever let him see more than what was on the surface of her. Last night in the dining room when he’d kissed her, she’d wanted more than anything in the world to be as close as possible to this man, both physically and emotionally. But she couldn’t have that. This was all she was going to get.

‘Blair, are you okay? You don’t blame yourself for what happened tonight, do you? Because I don’t blame you. And look at me, I’m one hundred per cent fine.’ He smiled his big Luke Caldwell grin, and it almost made Blair scream at the unjustness that her perfect person was out of reach.

Blair had to look away from his open expression. She should end this now. She loved Luke. And Belinda was right – he loved her, too. They kept playing this game, the charade that this was just casual, when they both knew it wasn’t. But how could Blair walk away? Not just because of what Blair and her sisters had done to him tonight, but everything before this, too. Blair knew the moment Luke came back into town that things between them could never be simple. Couldn’t be casual. But that didn’t stop her from going back to him again and again. The way he looked at her was full of affection . . . admiration, truthfully, full of love. And she’d just let him fall in love again. She’d let herself fall in love again.

‘Blair, look at me,’ Luke said, teasing gone from his voice.

She did. Warm brown eyes, soft skin. She could stare at that face for the rest of her life and never get tired of it.

‘I know things were supposed to stay casual with us,’ he started, his voice low and gravelly, ‘and I understand why you made that boundary. I truly do. And I don’t regret agreeing to your limits, because I’ve had a ton of fun these last few weeks, but I don’t think it’s fair that I keep going like this without telling you the truth about how I really feel about you. Blair, I—’

Blair swallowed Luke’s words with a kiss. Because she didn’t want to hear them. Because if he told her he loved her then she would either have to tell him the same lie she’d told twelve years ago, tell him that she didn’t love him, or she would admit the truth: that she was more in love with him than she’d ever been.

Both options would ruin her.

So she kissed him, pouring all her pain and her love into an action because she couldn’t say the words. Actions were better, anyway. Simpler. And he kissed her back. gently at first, his hand coming to her cheek, but as it always did with them, it took no time at all for the kiss to deepen. This wasn’t sweet and slow like their kiss in the dining room.

This kiss was hot, urgent and intense. Blair pushed open his bathrobe, and ran her hand over his chest, up his neck before finally digging her fingernails into the back of his head. Luke’s head lolled back as a small growl escaped from the back of his throat.

‘Fuck yes,’ he said, as Blair gently bit his neck, then kissed away the sting. He smelled amazing – like her own soap but also like Luke. But it wasn’t enough. It would never be enough for Blair. She kissed him fiercely, untying the belt of his robe so she could touch every inch of him. Luke was already hard, and when she tightened her grip around him, he thrust into her hand, groaning softly into her mouth. Blair smiled to herself. She loved this, turning Luke into nothing but a quivering ball of desire.

‘Let me take care of you,’ she murmured, guiding Luke so he was sitting on her bed with his back against her headboard. Once he was positioned, Blair got up quickly to get a condom from her desk drawer, which she left on her night table. She looked at him on full display on her bed.

All that golden skin. His mischievous smile. Not breaking eye contact, Blair started removing her own clothes, doing it slowly since he seemed to be enjoying the show. His cock twitched when she removed her T-shirt, letting her hand brush against her breast on its way to the waistband of her pants.

‘God, you’re beautiful.’ His hand drifted to his own hardness, pumping slowly. Blair slid her pants and underwear down, feeling powerful. It was a heady sensation, being wanted this much. She climbed back onto the bed, and he immediately kissed her hard.

‘Blair,’ he whispered. ‘You don’t know what you do to me. I want you.’ He wrapped himself around her, the heat and friction making all her rational thoughts disappear.

She licked his neck. ‘I’m yours,’ she said against his skin.

And it was the truth. Even though she knew she couldn’t keep this, right now she was his, and only his. And he was hers. Forget magic – this was alchemy. Two separate energies coming together to create something more powerful than anything they’d ever experienced before. When he found her nipple and pinched, Blair wanted to scream with pleasure, but instead she quickly cast a soundproofing spell under her breath so she and Luke could make as much noise as they wanted without her sisters or judgmental cat hearing. Blair arched her back, aching to feel some release. He grinned at her. ‘You’re so sensitive, Blair. I love that.’ He gave her other nipple another pinch, making Blair writhe under him. ‘You’re perfect.’

He was the perfect one. She wanted him in every conceivable way, inside and out, and the intensity of her feelings made her want to cry. His bare skin felt amazing against her live-wire nerves. His hands were everywhere, and his erection was at her entrance, and she wanted nothing more than him inside her immediately.

But she was supposed to be taking care of him this time. She climbed off him and slid down to crouch between his legs to face his mouthwatering erection. His eyes were wide with awe as she slowly lowered her head and kissed the tip. ‘Blair,’ he groaned, squirming with need.

She smiled, running her hands up his thighs, feeling him shudder under her touch. Then she planted another kiss on him, this time adding a little swirl of her tongue.

‘Holy fuck, you’re killing me, Blair,’ he muttered.

Blair was enjoying this too much. She lowered her head and deliberately dragged her tongue over him slowly. He tasted so good. She continued to tease him with her tongue until he was panting, gripping her bed sheets with white knuckles.

‘Just suck it,’ he whispered.

Blair chuckled and finally opened her mouth wide and took him inside. And oh God, he tasted so good. He always had. Blair loved the feeling of a person quivering with unrestrained pleasure in her mouth. She had one hand holding the base of his erection, and the other gripping his thigh as she moved up and down, working him slowly. One of his hands moved to the back of her head, holding her there with fingers through Blair’s hair as he muttered words of encouragement. Words of affection. When his muscles tensed even tighter, she flicked her tongue against his tip before sucking deep. He nudged her off him. She looked up at him, her lips still tingling.

‘You’re too good at that,’ he said, a glint of humour in his eyes. ‘Of course, Blair Briarwood has to be the best at everything she does, but I want to see your face when I come.’

Blair grinned, sliding back up and kissing him. They broke apart long enough for him to put a condom on, and then he climbed on top of her, sliding inside her in one smooth stroke. Blair called out, wrapping her legs around him so she could take him deeper. And he was right – staring at his gorgeous face made this even better. His warm brown eyes, soft lips and that smile. She wanted to memorize his expression now, because she wasn’t sure she’d ever see it like this again.

‘You’re so beautiful, Blair,’ he said.

They moved slower than normal. Blair didn’t want it to end, so she was holding herself back to make the moment last. Luke seemed to pick up on that, so their eyes stayed locked as he moved in her. But when the friction was too much, she tightened herself around him, making his back arch. He reached down and rubbed where they were joined, reading her body’s reactions perfectly. That was all she needed. She screamed in ecstasy as the orgasm crashed through her, not holding back her words one bit. His climax came seconds later, and he shuddered as he clutched her tight and repeated her name like a promise.

Luke collapsed next to Blair, and she rested her head on his chest as she caught her breath. His arms tightened around her.

‘Blair?’ he said, panting heavily.

‘Yes, Luke?’

‘I love you, too.’

It took Blair half a moment to process what he’d said. Both her sisters had said it was clear that Luke loved her, but it was the word too that gave her pause.

And holy crap, she had screamed I love you when she orgasmed. She was an idiot. She should have cast a silence spell on herself instead of a soundproofing spell. Blair groaned. Luke Caldwell now knew that she was in love with him. And he was in love with her, too.

It would hurt them both even more when she asked him to leave her this time.


Chapter Twenty-Four

Blair slept in Luke’s arms that night. It was the first time she’d ever done it, and she slept more soundly, more comfortably than she had in a long time. An unfamiliar feeling stirred in her when she woke. Luke’s arms were around her and his phone alarm went off. He let go of her to hit snooze, then wrapped his arms back around her, humming with contentment. Blair nuzzled into him. He was warm and solid, and Blair was . . . happy. Not fine. Not okay, but truly happy. All her fears were still there. She was still worried about her business, about keeping her sisters safe, and worried they wouldn’t stop Hecate from destroying the festival. But the worries seemed more manageable with Luke’s arms around her. It was as if his optimism had cocooned her, wrapping itself all around her, telling her everything would be okay because she and Luke were in this together. She knew it was a temporary feeling, though.

But Luke did eventually have to get up, as he had suppliers coming with baking equipment this morning. When he got out of bed and looked for his clothes, Blair had a fleeting thought that he might have forgotten their declarations of love last night, but the lingering kiss he gave her after pulling on his pants told her that he remembered it all.

‘Love you,’ he said after pulling away from the kiss. ‘Last night was amazing. Wish I could stay but it’s going to be a busy day. We’ll talk tonight, okay?’

Blair nodded. ‘Okay. Love you, too.’ Blair was really bad at keeping an emotional wall between them.

The smile on Luke’s face as he left Blair’s bedroom made her feel like the most horrible of horrible human beings. If she ended this, she was going to destroy this man. And doing it was going to destroy Blair.

* * *

Blair was busy at the café that day. It was a beautiful day, and the whole town was abuzz with the upcoming festival. Travis was in, so Blair focused all her energy on the preparations for her festival stall. The festival was still at risk but if Blair and her sisters were able to stop Hecate, then Blair would need a lot of syrups and supplies. Today she needed to make at least three batches of all of her syrups, plus pre-portion her custom tea into little bags. She also had to inventory her nut milks, regular milks, cream, sugar and coffee beans, plus make sure she had enough cups, lids and stir sticks to get through the festival.

Luke didn’t come into the café all morning because he was busy with his own preparations. He did text a few times, though. Short messages, telling Blair what he was up to, which she responded to similarly. Midway through the day, she got a longer text from him.

luke: Can’t stop thinking about last night. I know it was chaotic and intense, but I don’t want you to think that I said what I said because of the intensity. I love you. Honestly.

blair: I know. And I love you, too. Truly.

luke: I’m the luckiest man in the world. I’ll try and squeeze away tonight so we can talk.

Blair stared at the texts for several long seconds before slipping her phone in her apron to continue filling teabags with her chai blend. What was Luke going to say when they talked later?

Was he going to ask Blair to come with him to Toronto now that they had admitted they were in love? Or was he going to tell her that he was going to stay in Moonbeam Hollow with Blair? And what would Blair say to that?

Luke loved her. That smart, sexy, loyal man loved Blair. And she loved him, too. They fell in love as teenagers despite clashing at school for years. They’d planned a future together and were incandescently happy before fate pulled them apart. But Luke came back. And he was an even better person now than he was then. And he loved her again.

Why exactly was Blair going to walk away from this?

Belinda said she’d seen in both hers and Luke’s futures that they were going to be together. That they were soulmates. And Belinda’s prophecies were never wrong.

But how could Blair be with Luke without lying? Maybe she could stop practising witchcraft. Lots of witches did it – they stopped using magic or spells so they could be with the person they loved. But Blair didn’t think she could give up a huge part of who she was, even for Luke. Blair loved being a witch. Loved making people happy with her potions and loved the memories she had of learning spells from her parents as a girl. After everything her parents had done, had sacrificed for her, giving up witchcraft seemed like a betrayal to her mom and dad. Not to mention, she couldn’t ask her sisters to give up magic. And Blair couldn’t not have Belinda and Bianca in her life.

But maybe Blair wouldn’t have to give magic up. No one in town had figured out the Briarwoods’ secret. Luke hadn’t discovered it when they were a couple for seven months when they were eighteen. And Luke and Blair had been back together for three weeks now, and again he hadn’t discovered her secret – even after she’d given him an agreeableness potion and fed him magic spinach that caused him to be possessed.

Blair smiled, warmth filling her body. It was time for some blind faith. Belinda’s soothsaying gift said that with Luke’s help, they were going to stop Hecate. And it said that Blair and Luke were going to be together. Blair wouldn’t be lying to him, just keeping a little bit of herself private.

And just maybe, Blair was going to get the chance to wake up happy every day.

* * *

At around two, Bianca and Belinda came into the café and found Blair in the tiny back room inventorying sugar. Both looked pale. ‘What’s wrong?’ Blair asked.

‘Bianca discovered something.’ Belinda glanced at the door. Clearly whatever they’d learned needed to stay between the three of them.

Blair closed the door. ‘I can put a soundproofing spell on.’

Bianca huffed a laugh. ‘Like the useless one you did last night? Let me do it.’

‘You guys heard us?’ Blair asked, wide-eyed. She was secretly pleased that Bianca was back to her sarcastic self, though.

Belinda shrugged. ‘You were slightly muffled.’

Blair sighed. Bianca said the soundproofing incantation, then Bianca and Belinda sat on upturned milk crates while Blair sat on her desk chair.

‘Okay, what’s going on?’ Blair asked, concerned.

‘We know why Hecate was able to possess Luke,’ Bianca said.

‘Wasn’t it the spinach?’ Blair was confused.

‘It was the spinach but . . . remember I said that Lotta told me that the only times a possession happened after eating it, the spirit was related to the person possessed?’

Blair’s hand went to her mouth. ‘Holy crap. Are you saying—’

Belinda nodded. ‘We think Luke is a descendant of Hecate Stormvale,’ Belinda said.

Blair’s eyes were wide. ‘How do you know?’ It was very difficult to research genealogy on witch families because they moved so many times and often changed their names.

‘I had a hunch, so I took the cloth that we used on the cut on Luke’s forehead and did an ancestry test on it, comparing it to the magic marker I found on the pumpkin blight,’ Bianca explained. ‘It’s a magical test, and it doesn’t always work on human genetics, just plants. But there was a direct relationship. Luke is descended from whoever created the pumpkin blight.’

‘I looked him up on one of those ancestry websites,’ Belinda added. ‘The records are very sparse and vague. Lots of people and names missing, but I’m pretty sure Luke’s father was Hecate’s grandson.’

This was huge. ‘Hecate said her baby was murdered,’ Blair said. ‘I assume in the fire.’

Belinda shook her head. ‘Luke’s father’s grandmother is listed as S. Caldwell, an orphan, who was born a year before Moonbeam Hollow was incorporated. She was adopted and lived not far from here. We think S. Caldwell was Hecate’s daughter. That newspaper article said two children died, but Hecate clearly said she had a baby, not a child. Maybe the children who died in the fire were her sisters’ kids? We can’t be positive because you know how unreliable genealogy is, and one of the children who died in the fire could have been a baby, but the dates make sense.’

‘The ancestry test can’t lie, though,’ Bianca said. ‘Luke is descended from whoever left that death marker on the pumpkins.’

Blair didn’t know what to say. Did Luke know he was a descendant of witches?

‘It doesn’t mean he’s a witch,’ Bianca said. ‘Only that he was descended from one through his father. It usually takes two witch parents for a person to have powers strong enough to practise witchcraft. But that’s why Hecate could possess him.’

This was . . . huge. Blair thought back to everything she knew about Luke. ‘He has never mentioned his father to me. Ever. I’ve never asked him, because I thought it was a sore spot for him and his mother.’

‘His father’s name was David Caldwell,’ Belinda said. ‘Date of death says he died when Luke was a year old.’

Oh. That was heartbreaking. Did Luke have any contact with his father’s side of his family at all? ‘So, how can we use this information?’ Blair asked. ‘Is there some magic to stop Hecate that needs a relative to complete?’

Belinda shrugged. ‘I don’t think so. Honestly, we have no idea what to do with this; we just thought it was important that you know.’

There had to be a reason why Luke was a descendant of Hecate. There were no coincidences. This could very well be how they stopped this whole mess. But how?

Blair pulled out her phone and read the prophecy again. ‘The festival is theirs. The three sisters. Witches. They want to destroy it. They want revenge on those who took their lives and legacy. It is justified. Trust must be earned again. Go to he who makes tall buildings. He is the key.’

The prophecy said trust must be earned again. But whose trust? Blair’s, Belinda’s and Bianca’s? Luke’s?

Or maybe the Stormvale witches’ trust. Hecate’s. The people who founded Moonbeam Hollow definitely broke her trust when they killed her and her family. And it was up to Blair and her sisters to make Hecate trust the town again.

Waking up with all that optimism wrapped around Blair was why she knew the answer. She smiled. ‘I know how to stop her.’

‘How?’ Bianca asked.

‘Remember what Hecate said when she was in Luke?’ Blair said. ‘She said it wasn’t safe for us. That this place will never accept us. Moonbeam Hollow destroyed Hecate and everything she loved because she was different. Of course, she doesn’t trust that this town is safe for the witches who live here now. I think . . .’ Blair paused. ‘If Hecate lived here today, she’d be welcomed in Moonbeam Hollow.’

Belinda shook her head. ‘If Moonbeam Hollow is so accepting, then why have we been hiding who we are for so long?’

‘How could people here accept us as witches when no one knows we are witches?’ Blair asked. ‘Mom and Dad made us promise never to say anything. And they had a good reason to live in secret – witch hunters. But regular people in Moonbeam Hollow? I don’t think people here would hurt us for being witches if they knew the truth. I mean, there might be a few bad apples who hate witches, which is why we have to live in secret, but I doubt it would be the majority of residents, the way it was in Hecate’s time.’

Bianca nodded slowly, maybe understanding Blair’s point. ‘You want to convince Hecate that Moonbeam Hollow has changed.’

‘Exactly. Hecate has a good reason for being mad, and the town back then deserved her revenge. But Moonbeam Hollow today doesn’t deserve this. We need to convince Hecate of that.’

This town had been built on a foundation of hating witches, but it had been nothing but kind, welcoming, and a home to the Briarwood family since their parents first arrived here and bought their house on Acorn Lane. Mom and Dad had been immigrants, escaping a place that wasn’t kind to people like them. They were Brown – they didn’t look like the majority of the residents of Moonbeam Hollow at the time. They even spoke with accented English. They were also witches, but no one knew that.

But it didn’t matter that the Briarwoods were different in Moonbeam Hollow. They were not only accepted in this town, but they were also welcomed. They became valuable members of the community. Mom worked in the pharmacy for years and became known for the home remedies she made for long-time customers. And when Blair, Belinda and Bianca were born, the three sisters fit perfectly into the quaint little town, making lots of friends, and rivals, too. Blair even managed to be valedictorian. Blair loved Moonbeam Hollow because the town had always loved her and her family. That’s why she’d never regretted staying here after her mother died. Why she was okay with giving up on her life dreams, most of the time. Because Moonbeam Hollow was her home.

‘Think about it, Belinda,’ Bianca said. ‘If we told Raj, or Gladys, or the mayor and Dr. Fairwood that we are witches, what do you think they would say? Do you think they would kick us out of town? Announce to witch hunters that we’re here? They’d be on our side.’

Blair smiled. ‘This town has always been on our side.’ She remembered something Agatha said when she first found out about the bakery next door. We do not let people come for one of our own in Moonbeam Hollow.

And Blair wasn’t going to let anyone come for Moonbeam Hollow.

‘Okay, so what are you suggesting?’ Belinda asked. ‘We tell the whole town we’re witches?’

Bianca snorted at that. ‘No. Absolutely not. Even if we could guarantee there are no witch hunters here, I know a few witches who live openly, and people will not leave them alone. “Make someone fall in love with me; improve my harvest; kill the mice in my house.” It sounds exhausting.’

‘I’m not suggesting we tell the town we’re witches,’ Blair said. ‘Remember, Luke is the key to stopping Hecate. I think . . .’ She paused. ‘I think we should get Hecate to possess him again. She can only possess someone related to her. Luke. When she’s in him, we can earn her trust like the prophecy says. We can convince her that Moonbeam Hollow is different now. It’s not what it used to be, and it doesn’t deserve this anymore.’

Belinda’s eyes widened. ‘But that fever! This seems dangerous.’

Bianca shook her head. ‘We had no idea what was going to happen last night. If we do this expecting a possession, we can take steps to protect him. I can give him fever-reducing herbs before we start, and we can also cast protection spells on him.’

‘And I can make a potion to keep his temperature down, too,’ Blair added. ‘The moment his temperature rises, we’ll push Hecate out.’

‘How?’ Belinda asked.

‘Actually,’ Bianca said. ‘Getting a witch spirit to leave the host is the easiest part. I asked Kass, and all it takes is a witch to tell the spirit to get out. Remember, I told Hecate to get out of Luke, and she did. As insurance, we can all say it together.’ Bianca turned to Blair. ‘This is the best chance we have, at this point. I think we should do it.’

Belinda nodded. ‘Yeah, okay. If we’re careful.’

In truth, Blair hated the idea of putting Luke at risk again. But this had to be the solution. Luke was the key – they had to use him to stop Hecate somehow. ‘I have no idea how we’re going to get him to eat the spinach. He hates spinach. Like it’s a passionate disgust. And I don’t want him eating that addictive kale again.’

‘We could try telling him what we’re doing,’ Bianca suggested. ‘I’m sure he’d do it if we explained why.’

Blair immediately shook her head. She may have developed a kernel of hope that she and Luke would have a happy future together, but all the objections she’d had about telling him still held. ‘I can’t tell him I’m a witch. I won’t do it.’

Belinda smiled. ‘Last night you also said you couldn’t tell him that you loved him, but I clearly heard—’

‘Belinda don’t you start on me,’ Blair snapped. ‘I swear, the longer Bianca’s been back in town the more you’re turning into her.’

Bianca rolled her eyes at that. ‘And what’s wrong with being me? I’m not trying to hide things from people I love.’

Blair shook her head. ‘I’m not telling him. It’s not negotiable. We need to figure out a way to make this happen without Luke knowing. And we have to monitor him to keep him safe the whole time.’ She looked at Bianca. ‘Can you make a spinach dish that doesn’t taste or look like spinach?’

‘Probably.’ Bianca paused. ‘Would he drink a spinach smoothie?’

Belinda shook her head. ‘I wouldn’t drink a spinach smoothie.’

Blair frowned, thinking. ‘Leave it to me. I’ll find out what his favourite green food is. Then we can sneak some spinach into the dish. I can even use magic to bring the flavours he likes to the forefront.’

Bianca nodded. ‘Okay. Try and find out soon. We’re going to need to work quickly on this, the festival opens on Saturday.’


Chapter Twenty-Five

Blair finally got a phone call from Luke not long after turning her open sign to closed.

‘I’m so sorry I fell off the face of the earth today,’ he said. ‘I’ve had a ridiculous day with one issue after another. But the good news is Agatha was able to borrow a handful of market stalls from a nearby town that has a spring festival, so Shirley’s Sugar Mountain is officially in the festival!’

‘That’s amazing!’ It really was. True, Blair had once thought the bakery getting a festival booth meant that the Harvest Moon Café would lose business, but Blair didn’t think that anymore. Moonbeam Hollow wouldn’t let her café fail, and acceptance and supporting one’s neighbours would always win over competition. After seeing how hard Luke had been working to build the bakery, and how much he wanted this dream for his mother, Blair wanted Shirley’s Sugar Mountain to be right here, thriving right next door to her café.

‘It is. But now the bad news. I’ve had nothing but problems with suppliers. Our dough sheeter is delayed, and our oven is stuck at the US border. I’ve been on the phone all day, but I can’t find a way to fix this without going there myself. It’s a three-hour drive to Niagara, so I’m leaving in the middle of the night to be at the border first thing in the morning.’

‘Oh no! That sounds exhausting.’

‘Yeah, but after it’s sorted, I can help Mom pack up her place in the city.’ He laughed awkwardly. ‘I know I promised we could talk but—’

‘It’s fine, Luke. Of course you have to deal with your business now.’ But if he was going to be out of town until the festival, when would they arrange the Hecate possession? ‘Do you know when you’ll be back?’

‘Probably Thursday night. Maybe Friday morning. Mom’s boss at the hotel in Toronto is letting her use the kitchen Thursday and Friday for the festival baking since we won’t have all the equipment here. I’ll probably help her bake on Thursday then come back here to finish painting the trim Friday, and she’ll drive up late Friday night after she’s done. She still hasn’t decided what to make for the tea boxes. I want her to do these pesto pinwheels that I love, but she’s leaning toward red pepper—’

Blair interrupted him. ‘Pesto!’ She’d forgotten until now how much Luke had loved pesto when they were young.

He laughed. ‘I’m glad you see things my way.’

Blair laughed nervously. ‘No, I just remembered, I’m supposed to ask you if you like pesto pasta.’

‘Love it. Why?’

‘Bianca wants to make it up to you for the whole spinach thing. Her homemade pesto ravioli is the best.’

‘Honestly, it’s not necessary. I feel like I should be the one apologizing to you three, not the other way around. Still can’t believe I passed out during dinner.’

Blair took a deep breath. She hated this. Lying to him. Letting him think what happened was his fault, not the Briarwoods’. ‘Nonsense. If Bianca knew spinach would make you crash out like that, then none of it would have happened. But it sounds like you’ll have a busy week and could use a home-cooked dinner. Maybe Thursday or Friday? We can bring the pasta to the bakery and eat together.’

‘How can I say no? Let’s say Friday. If I come home Thursday, it will be late.’ He paused. ‘I’ll have to go to bed early tonight – I hate that I won’t see you this week.’

‘Me too. But it’s just a few days. I’ll be super busy with festival prep, too.’ Blair paused. ‘Maybe you can squeeze away for a few minutes now? The café is closed and I’m alone.’

His voice lowered. ‘All alone?’

Blair giggled. ‘We can have a little fun in five minutes, can’t we?’

‘I’m sure we can,’ Luke said. ‘I’ll be right over.’

Luke was at her door three minutes later, and the moment he was inside, his lips were on hers. She melted into him, letting him take control and losing herself in the kiss.

This would never get old. And there was no way in hell that Blair was going to walk away from this man again. Or let him walk away from her. They could figure out logistics later, but this time Blair was keeping Luke.

When he lifted his head from hers, he smiled that Luke Caldwell smile and all Blair wanted to do was pull him in for another kiss. ‘Man, I needed that. You know what I can’t wait for?’

‘What?’

‘The day this festival is over, and I get twelve uninterrupted hours alone with you.’

‘Soon,’ she said. ‘All this will be behind us soon.’

‘Okay. Love you, Blair.’

She smiled. ‘I love you, too.’

* * *

Bianca made the pesto on Thursday, adding a healthy dose of the Swedish enchanted spinach, along with several medicinal herbs that should protect Luke from developing a fever again. Bianca used a strain of basil from her greenhouse that had a particularly strong flavour – not because of magic, it was just super tasty basil. Still, when the sisters tasted it, it was earthier than a normal basil pesto, so Blair used her potion magic to mask the flavour even more. Her magic worked best with liquids like her lattes, and pesto was a paste, but it still helped a little. The combination of the strong cheese, fragrant basil and a touch of potion magic resulted in a bright green paste that tasted like nothing but fresh sweet basil, salty cheese and the right amount of black pepper and pine nuts.

Luke returned to Moonbeam Hollow Friday morning but spent the whole day painting the trim in the bakery. It was unseasonably warm, which had Blair taking off her cardigan while she was working in the busy café. But it looked like it might rain, which was a good thing. Most of Hecate’s interactions with the physical world happened on rainy days. The moment Blair had finished her closing process, her sisters and her took Bianca’s insulated casserole container filled with homemade ravioli in a pesto cream sauce that didn’t taste at all like it was made with enchanted spinach from Sweden to the bakery next door. Bianca had been annoyed at first that Blair had picked such a labour-intensive dish, but even she admitted that no one would be able to resist her ravioli.

Blair was incredibly nervous. This had to work. The festival started tomorrow, and if they couldn’t stop Hecate tonight, then Blair didn’t know what would happen. And if Luke found out what they were planning, he would most definitely never trust Blair again. Luke answered the door immediately after Blair knocked. ‘It’s my favourite three sisters in Moonbeam Hollow!’ he said, grinning. He leaned forward and kissed Blair briefly. Which only managed to make Blair more nervous.

‘I’ve been experimenting with a new drink,’ Blair said as they walked in. She handed Luke an ice-filled cup. ‘It’s an iced hibiscus-mint tea. What do you think?’ Blair had used a cooling spell on it. Hopefully, it would prevent the high fever that came the last time Hecate possessed him.

Luke took a sip through the straw, then nodded, grinning. ‘It’s delicious!’ Blair of course knew he’d love it since she’d added a hint of nutmeg.

‘Wow,’ Belinda said, ‘it’s so gorgeous in here!’

Bianca nodded, saying it was breathtaking, which made Blair laugh a little. This place was so not Bianca’s aesthetic. She liked dark, moody, with a little edge. This place was bright, sunny and sophisticated. Bianca held up the dish in her hand. ‘We should probably eat while it’s warm!’

‘Honestly, I’m starving,’ Luke said. He grabbed a stack of plates and silverware from the counter and brought them to the biggest table in the bakery – the banquette seating with a teal plush bench on one side and cream café chairs on the other.

It was the first time Blair was seeing the bakery completely done. The white tables, glass chandeliers and gold tableware all worked together to create a beautiful space that was somehow still cozy. It did fit in Moonbeam Hollow. Blair was proud that this beautiful bakery was going to be next door to Harvest Moon. She imagined herself taking her breaks here, having a little croissant, maybe flirting with Luke, if he was here, that is.

Blair exhaled. She was still determined that she and Luke would stay together after the bakery was done, but there were too many unknowns right now. The biggest unknown being were they going to be able to stop Hecate today?

Bianca scooped the warm pasta on to the plates, topping each with a little extra pesto cream sauce and a sprinkling of freshly grated Parmesan. The scent of basil and cheese was filling the bakery.

Luke was the first to take a bite, and all the sisters watched him discreetly to see his reaction. Bianca hadn’t added her addictive kale this time, so they were confident Luke wouldn’t start gorging on the ravioli like he had with the palak paneer, but they didn’t know if he would notice that the pesto was mostly spinach.

They also didn’t know if, or when, Hecate would enter into him. Luke chuckled awkwardly after his first bite. ‘Um, are you waiting to see if I’ll pass out again?’ he asked.

Okay, so much for watching him discreetly.

Blair shook her head, then took a bite of pasta to prove it wasn’t poisoned. ‘Do you like it? Bianca’s ravioli is legendary.’

Luke smiled and took another bite. ‘It is delicious. Bianca, Blair wasn’t kidding – you’re an excellent cook.’

Blair breathed a sigh of relief. Now all they had to do was wait to see if Hecate would notice that her descendant was open to being possessed.

A gust of wind whipped through the trees outside the bakery, then. ‘She’s here,’ Belinda said, looking out the window.

‘Who’s here?’ Luke asked.

‘I said storm’s here.’

Another loud gust came, followed by the sound of heavy rain. Blair looked out the window and clearly saw a cat in the middle of the road. A few moments later, a loud cracking sound came from outside.

‘What the hell was that?’ Blair asked, looking around.

Another loud cracking sound came. Blair looked at Luke, who was still obliviously eating his pasta. Not frantically eating like he’d done with the palak paneer, but steadily eating like there wasn’t torrential rain and loud lightning outside. Blair’s phone in her pocket vibrated. She opened it under the table so Luke wouldn’t see.

bianca: I cast a spell on him when the rain started. He won’t notice anything happening outside the bakery. We need to keep him focused.

Blair exhaled. Another spell on Luke. This one better not backfire.

A third cracking sound was so loud and so close that Blair was sure it had hit the bakery. Or actually, it sounded like it hit her café next door. Blair jumped to her feet and looked out the window. Crap. Her sign had been hit. Her beautiful hand-painted Harvest Moon Café sign was a pile of woodchips on the sidewalk.

‘That was her,’ Belinda whispered next to Blair. Blair turned to see both Belinda and Bianca were with her at the window. Another crash sounded from the direction of the café.

‘She’s going to destroy my café,’ Blair said, voice shaking.

‘We can cast a shield spell from inside it,’ Bianca said.

Blair nodded, then called out to Luke. ‘I had a bottle of wine I wanted to serve with dinner. It’s in the café. We’ll be right back.’

Luke raised one brow. ‘Um, it takes three of you to get a bottle of wine?’

‘I’m getting glasses,’ Bianca said.

‘And I’ll hold the corkscrew,’ Belinda added. All three sisters went out the door before Luke could say anything else.

The wind was gusting, and it took all Blair’s strength to stay upright as they walked the four steps to the door of the café. Blair opened it with her key. The moment she was inside, Blair saw a front window was also broken, and the box of supplies for the first day of the festival was upturned. Several syrup bottles were shattered, and plastic cups, napkins and other supplies were strewn everywhere.

‘I’ll clean this later,’ Blair yelled. ‘We need to cover up the window before she does more damage!’ Blair ran and got duct tape and, together, the three of them taped cardboard over the broken window. They then held hands in the front of the café facing outward, chanting a shielding spell. It was a difficult spell, and the shield it created usually wasn’t strong, but with three of them casting together, there was a chance it would be enough to keep Hecate from destroying the entire café. Casting in a circle would have been even better, but they didn’t have time.

‘That better work.’ Blair opened the door so they could go back to the bakery. They’d been in the café longer than expected – hopefully Hecate didn’t choose that time to go inside Luke.

‘We’ve angered her,’ Bianca yelled through the wind. ‘I have no doubt she’ll possess him so she can scream at us.’

‘Oh no!’ Belinda said as they reached the bakery door. Blair looked inside, shocked.

Luke was there, still seemingly oblivious to the storm outside. But the problem was that he was sitting next to someone who had her own plate of ravioli – a dark-haired woman who looked to be in her fifties wearing a white chef’s jacket.

That was Calista Caldwell. Luke’s mother. Blair squeezed her lips together. Calista was eating ravioli, smiling at her son.

‘We can’t let her eat that!’ Belinda said. None of the sisters opened the bakery door.

‘It’s fine,’ Bianca said. ‘Luke is a descendant of Hecate on his father’s side. His mother can eat as much spinach as she wants, Hecate isn’t going to possess her.’

‘Okay, but what’s she going to say when she sees her son get possessed by the vengeful spirit who’s making this storm?’ Blair hissed. ‘Or when three strange women try to convince the spirit that Moonbeam Hollow is a wholesome, accepting place where everyone loves each other?’ This was a disaster.

‘We need to stop this little dinner party,’ Belinda said. ‘Now.’

Blair agreed wholeheartedly. She pushed the door open.

‘Blair!’ Luke looked up at her, excited. ‘My mom got back from the city early! Mom, you remember Blair. These are her sisters Belinda and Bianca. Bianca’s the one who made the pasta. Mom said it’s amazing. And she trained at Cordon Bleu Paris, so she knows food!’

Calista smiled warmly at Blair. Which made Blair wonder . . . had Luke told his mother about their fling? Was this even a fling anymore?

Blair didn’t know what to say, so she went with Canadian manners. ‘Hi, Ms. Caldwell. It’s great to see you again! The bakery is so beautiful. I can’t wait to try your baking. Luke’s been telling me how great your croissants are!’

‘Please, I’m Calista. It’s wonderful to see you again, Blair. You three have grown so much! It’s so nice to be back in Moonbeam Hollow.’

‘I only wish the weather was nicer for your first few days here,’ Blair said. She had no idea how to get Calista and Luke to stop eating.

Bianca side-eyed Blair and her small talk.

‘Um, there’s a bit of an issue at the café,’ Belinda said. ‘You two know restaurants and . . . construction, maybe you can come take a look?’ Belinda was clearly thinking on her feet, but Blair wasn’t sure this strategy would work.

But Calista Caldwell stood, still holding her fork.

At that moment, the large window at the front of the bakery shattered, causing a huge gust of wind to blow inside. The sisters threw their arms over their heads to protect themselves against the glass, but the chilly wind kissed their skin.

‘Enough!’ a voice screeched. It was Calista Caldwell, her eyes turned bright green. ‘I told you to leave this place! I will destroy the harvest festival, along with everyone there tomorrow. Leave now, or you will face the same fate as those who destroyed me and all I love!’


Chapter Twenty-Six

Holy crap. Calista, Luke’s mother, not Luke, was now being possessed by Hecate. Blair stood frozen in shock, the wind whipping around her. Why had Hecate entered Calista instead of Luke? Sure, Calista had eaten the spinach, but Calista wasn’t a descendant of Hecate; Luke was.

Or maybe there were more secrets in the Caldwell family that they hadn’t uncovered yet.

Another gust of wind circled its way around the bakery, whipping Blair’s hair into her face.

Bianca took a step toward Luke and Calista. ‘No one in this town has hurt you.’

Blair looked at Luke, whose expression was a mix of confusion, terror and concern. He took his mother’s hand, no doubt worried she was having a psychotic break.

‘Lies!’ Hecate/Calista spit out, eyes dripping with anger. ‘This town despises our kind!’

‘It doesn’t,’ Belinda pleaded, joining Bianca. ‘Not anymore. Moonbeam Hollow is a safe place now. We’ve lived here our whole lives. We’ve thrived here. The town loves us.’

Blair needed to do something. She couldn’t let Hecate stay inside Calista very long, but this was their only chance to convince Hecate to leave the town and the festival alone. She went straight to Luke, taking his hand. ‘I can prove it! This man loves me. He loved me when I was young and he loves me now. He doesn’t care that I’m a witch, or that we’re different. That any of us are. He accepts me for what I am, just like the rest of Moonbeam Hollow!’ Blair couldn’t believe what she was saying – but she had no choice. And she knew her sisters were right. Luke loved her. He wouldn’t reject her because she was a witch.

Luke looked between Blair and Calista, confusion in his eyes. ‘Lies!’ Hecate screamed again. ‘Be gone from this place! Your kind will never survive here! My sisters and I were like you, and Moonbeam Hollow murdered us! They murdered our families! Our children! Leave this place!’

This wasn’t working. Blair pulled on Luke’s arm. ‘Tell her, Luke!’ she pleaded desperately. ‘Quickly! Tell her you love me!’

Luke’s eyes narrowed, the confusion changing to something else. An expression Blair had never seen on Luke’s face. Not even back when they were academic rivals. Not even when she was chosen as valedictorian over him. Betrayal. He forcefully let go of Blair’s hand. ‘What have you done, Blair?’ Luke snapped. ‘Make this stop.’

Blair blinked, feeling like she’d been slapped. Bianca grabbed one of Blair’s hands, and Belinda took the other. ‘Hecate, I order you to release this woman. Now,’ Belinda and Bianca said in stereo. Both had hair blowing into their faces, and eyes that had turned nearly black. Blair couldn’t say the words, still stung by the hatred in Luke’s eyes. Blair looked at Luke and his mother.

He was right. What had she done?

Calista slumped forward and Luke caught his mother.

‘She’s still here,’ Belinda warned, eyes wide. At that moment several of the bistro tables along the far wall exploded, causing a burst of splintered wood and metal to fly through the bakery. Luke and Bianca pulled Calista under the banquette table for cover, and Belinda ran behind the counter. Blair crouched on the floor covering her face with her arms. Another explosion sounded, and searing pain bathed Blair’s exposed arms, like hundreds of burning embers hitting her all at once.

Blair may have screamed. She wasn’t sure; it might have been someone else. The wind got even louder, crashing through the bakery as the tables continued to explode, sending pieces of wood flying.

And then it was silent. The screaming, the exploding tables, the wind. It was over.

Blair removed her hands from her face. Her bare arms were covered with blood from lots of small cuts from splintered wood and metal. She looked around. The bakery was destroyed – all the tables and chairs shattered, and the glass chandeliers on the floor. Plus, the front window was broken. Blair winced at the crowd of people outside.

Her eyes searched for Luke. He was crawling out from under a broken table. When he saw Blair, his eyes were full of confusion and hurt. He looked so pained. Which was fair. His beautiful bakery that he’d been building with his bare hands for his mother was nothing but debris. ‘I’m sorry, Luke, I can explain,’ Blair pleaded.

Luke only shook his head, fury in his eyes. Blair had no idea what he was thinking, but she was pretty sure he blamed her for what happened to the bakery. And he’d be right. ‘You need to leave, Blair,’ he said, teeth gritted.

Calista was also looking at Blair, her eyes narrowed. She didn’t look a lot like her son – her hair was a touch darker, and her face a bit rounder. But the brown eyes were pure Luke. Blair couldn’t read her expression. Calista scanned the room, taking in the destruction of her beautiful bakery. She closed her eyes and muttered something under her breath, then opened them, looking straight at Blair again. ‘Be gone, Witch,’ Calista said loud enough for them all to hear.

‘There are people in here! Call for help!’ someone from outside the window yelled. The door opened. Several came in, asking if anyone was hurt.

This wasn’t what was supposed to happen. Blair intended to convince Hecate to leave them all alone. Not to hurt anyone else in Moonbeam Hollow, most of all, not to hurt Luke and his mother. She loved Luke. And he loved her. But she’d ruined him – because Blair was a witch, and where there were witches, there was violence.

‘Come on, Blair,’ Belinda said gently. She took Blair’s arm and guided her to the door that Bianca was holding open. Blair went outside where the sun was now shining. She didn’t turn around to look at Luke again. She deserved his hatred. Every last bit of it.

* * *

The Briarwoods rushed straight home, not saying much until they were locked into the house on Acorn Lane. Blair dragged a chair from the dining room and wedged it under the doorknob.

‘What’s that for?’ Belinda asked, voice small.

‘Security,’ Blair said. ‘For the first time since our family moved to Moonbeam Hollow, there are people in town who know we are witches.’

Bianca exhaled long, perching on the sofa. She curled in on herself, covering her eyes with her hands. Belinda sat on the armchair and Kass immediately jumped on Belinda’s lap, rubbing against her arm, clearly wondering why the three of them were so upset. Belinda spoke softly into Kass’s ear.

‘Trying to communicate with Hecate while she was invading another body was a bad idea,’ Bianca said quietly. ‘There was too much interference from the host body angry about being possessed, which made Hecate even madder and more violent.’

Blair nodded. They’d failed again. This time catastrophically. Blair stood in the middle of the room, not knowing what to do next. Board up the windows? Cast protection spells on the house? Blair wanted to scream. She wanted to throw up. She wanted to run to Luke and explain why they’d done all those things. To tell him that she hated lying to him, but she hadn’t been lying when she said she loved him. She wanted to finally tell him that she’d loved him before, too, when they were eighteen. She’d probably never stopped loving him. She wanted to tell him that being a witch didn’t automatically make someone a good or a bad person. That most witches were regular people who were just a little different.

There was no use, though. The mess she and her sisters had caused was too colossal, too big for simple apologies to fix. Because of Blair and her sisters, a vengeful spirit possessed Luke’s mother, a woman who he was very protective of because of her chronic illness. Because of them, Shirley’s Sugar Mountain, the bakery that Luke had been building with his bare hands, his mother’s dream, had been turned to rubble. And the worst part, they hadn’t even been able to convince Hecate that Moonbeam Hollow had changed. They hadn’t been able to make the witch see that this place was accepting now. So, the festival was probably going to be ruined tomorrow, too.

Maybe Moonbeam Hollow wasn’t as accepting as they thought. Luke and Calista had looked at Blair with such disdain, such hatred. Luke looked betrayed, and his mother had called her a witch. Maybe a regular person could never knowingly love a witch. Blair felt the hope she had been harbouring for a future with Luke wither away.

Blair finally went to the kitchen and put the kettle on. Whenever there was a crisis when they were kids, their mother would brew her famous masala chai, and the scent of black tea, ginger and cardamom would soothe all the Briarwoods. Blair wished her parents were here right now. They’d know what to do. Hell, they probably wouldn’t have let things get to this point at all.

Blair had only been thirteen when her father died, and eighteen when her mother died. She was made guardian of her sisters, because as the oldest she was best equipped to guide them, to look out for them, and to make sure they were safe and comfortable. But sometimes Blair felt so . . . alone, even with two sisters. Who had been there to guide Blair so she knew what to do when problems didn’t seem to have a solution? Who had been there to make sure she was comfortable? It was no wonder Blair had screwed everything up.

Even today, when Blair’s heart had been ripped in two, when the man she loved looked at her with nothing but hatred in his eyes, there was no one to stroke her hair and let her cry on their shoulder. Blair was tired of being the strong one. The responsible one.

But she had no choice. Blair watched the pot of tea carefully so the milky brew wouldn’t boil over. When the colour was dark enough, she poured the tea into three mugs and brought them to the living room to Belinda and Bianca.

‘I made chai,’ Blair said.

Bianca looked at Blair, nodding. It was clear she’d been crying – her dark winged eyeliner was running down her cheeks. Belinda was looking blankly in front of her, absentmindedly stroking Kass’s fur. Blair sat next to Bianca on the sofa.

‘You’re bleeding, Blair,’ Belinda said.

‘I’m fine. Just some scratches.’ She took a deep breath. ‘I’ve thought it over, and we should take Hecate’s advice and leave. Before the festival.’

‘What do you mean, leave?’ Belinda asked, brows furrowed.

‘I mean leave Moonbeam Hollow. Now. Before witch hunters find us.’

‘No,’ Belinda said sharply. ‘This is our home.’

‘Yeah, and it’s time to find another one,’ Blair said. ‘By now the whole freaking town probably knows we’re witches. And we have no idea what’s going to happen at the festival. We will be painted in the same light as Hecate. This town is no longer safe. It’s time to go.’

‘Shouldn’t all three of us make this decision?’ Bianca asked. ‘You have major oldest-child syndrome. You promised you’d stop treating us as kids.’

Blair sat up straight. ‘I’m acting like the oldest child because I am the oldest! And I promised our parents I’d look out for you! I don’t want to go any more than you do, but this is our only option. Mom and Dad left Zanzibar when things weren’t safe for them there, and it’s time for us to leave here. Witches rarely stay in one place their whole lives for exactly this reason. We can change our names like our parents did. Start over somewhere new.’

‘But you love Luke,’ Belinda said. ‘You have to fight for him. I saw it in both your futures.’

Blair shook her head. ‘Your prophecy had to be wrong. Or it was misinterpreted. You heard what happened. I said I was a witch, and he looked at me like I was a monster. His mother told us to leave.’ She paused. ‘For good reason. Look what we did to their bakery! This was her dream.’

‘Hecate did that,’ Bianca said. ‘We were trying to stop her. To save the festival.’

‘And we failed,’ Blair said. ‘Yes, the festival is in danger, and so is Moonbeam Hollow. But we are in even more danger. And we didn’t cause this issue; Moonbeam Hollow caused it when they distrusted the Stormvales because they were different.’ Her voice cracked with emotion. Blair pushed her hurt back down. ‘Women were just living their lives and being kind to their employees, and they were killed for it. That festival that we’ve been desperately trying to save? It was created to celebrate killing people like us. That’s why it exists! Yes, Moonbeam Hollow has changed since then, and I doubt everyone here now would act the same way as people did one hundred years ago, but this is Moonbeam Hollow’s problem to fix, not ours. It’s too risky for us.’

‘But we are a part of Moonbeam Hollow!’ Belinda said. ‘What about the café? And Wolf Willow Bookstore? I can’t abandon Gladys like that. All of our friends will be at the festival. The whole town. We can’t abandon Moonbeam Hollow, Blair.’

Blair looked out the window. The wind from earlier was gone now, and there was nothing but idyllic tree-lined streets and blue skies. The fall leaves and crisp air were everything Blair loved about Moonbeam Hollow. And she always thought the town loved the Briarwoods as much as they loved the town. ‘We’re not really members of the community,’ Blair said quietly. ‘How can we be, when we’ve always had to hide a huge part of who we are from the town?’

‘We don’t have to hide who we are if we don’t want to,’ Belinda said.

Blair’s eyes narrowed. ‘We cannot tell the whole town we’re witches. That’s beyond irresponsible.’

Belinda shook her head. ‘That’s not what I mean. I mean . . . we can live here, but not as witches. We can stop using magic.’ She paused. ‘We barely use it, anyway. We couldn’t even manage a summoning circle, remember? Blair, you can stop using magic to make your latte syrups, and I can stop reading tea leaves and tarot cards. We won’t be hiding anymore because we won’t be practising witches.’

Blair looked at her sister. She’d always known that Belinda loved Moonbeam Hollow as much as Blair did, and she was so attached to Gladys and the bookstore, but still. Was giving up magic really a sacrifice Belinda was willing to make for the town?

‘All we have to do is decide what means more to us: being a practising witch, or living in Moonbeam Hollow,’ Belinda said.

‘Maybe that’s an option,’ Blair relented. ‘But not for right away. Maybe after this Hecate mess has blown over, we can come back. But after that scene in the bakery today, I know we’re going to be seen as the villains here. We should leave at sunup. Let’s take only the bare minimum with us. Bianca, do you have any witch friends who can hide us while we look for a new temporary home? Maybe your Swedish contacts? Or the ones in Singapore?’

‘I can find someone.’ Bianca sounded resigned.

‘It will need to be somewhere that can take a cat,’ Blair added. She looked at Kass and the small dip of his chin told her he agreed with this plan.

‘I’m turning off my phone so no one can contact me,’ Blair said. ‘You should do the same. Pack lightly, only things that could be dangerous to leave behind. I’ll send an email in the morning after we’re long gone saying that Harvest Moon won’t be in the festival because of the damage the café sustained in the storm. You can email your commitments, too. We have enough in the emergency fund to start over. We’ll get plane tickets in the morning.’

Belinda and Bianca nodded. There was nothing left to say, so Blair downed the rest of her tea in one sip and went upstairs to her room to pack.

But when she got to her bedroom, she didn’t pack. Instead, she sat on her bed and finally let herself cry. Not just cry, but sob. Let all the pain and frustration of the day out.

How had it gone so bad so quickly? And the fact that it was happening because she’d opened up her heart to someone in a way she’d never done before, just rubbed salt in her wound. Yes, she’d hidden things from Luke. Yes, she’d lied to him. But she’d lowered her inhibitions in a way she’d never done with anyone else. She told him she loved him. And this was how their love story was ending – with him looking at her like she was pure evil, and Blair sneaking out of town at the crack of dawn.

Blair had to be strong now. She looked around her room. She wasn’t going to bring many things with her. The nature of her potions witchcraft practice meant she didn’t have tools like Belinda’s tarot cards or Bianca’s plant . . . things. She wished she could take some of the treasures she’d accumulated over the last few years, like her cozy bedspread and the warm art prints that hung on her wall. She wished she could take all her sweaters and skirts, instead of only the ones that would fit in two bags. But maybe it was time for a reinvention. Maybe she would become a jeans and sweatshirt person after moving. Maybe she wouldn’t run a café to make use of her potion magic but would instead be a bartender. Maybe even a winemaker, or brewer. Maybe a year from now the Blair that had been thirty years in the making would be gone.

Wiping her tears, Blair pulled the luggage her mom had bought her to take to university out of her closet and started packing things into it.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

After packing up her room, Blair put on one of her favourite comfort mini-series, Anne of Green Gables, and watched from bed. After her sister had compared Anne and Gilbert to Blair and Luke, she thought watching it might be painful. But watching Anne and Gilbert figure out how to be in love comforted her like it always had. Eventually, she fell asleep but was jolted awake in the middle of the night by a loud knock on her bedroom door. When she opened it, both Bianca and Belinda were there with tired, red eyes. Blair didn’t know if her sisters had been sleeping or crying.

‘Luke’s here,’ Belinda said blearily.

Blair blinked, not sure if she’d heard her sister. ‘What?’

‘Luke,’ Bianca deadpanned. ‘You know, tall guy. Hates spinach. Direct descendant of the witch terrorizing the town. You remember, we caused his mother to get possessed by an evil spirit yesterday?’

Blair rolled her eyes. Even now, Bianca was still sarcastic. ‘Why is Luke here?’ She paused. ‘What time is it?’

‘Three a.m.,’ Belinda said. ‘We were packing up the greenhouse, and as soon as we came back inside, he knocked on the front door. He’s downstairs, and we’re going to bed.’ Belinda walked straight to her own room and went inside, closing the door behind her.

‘Wait, Bianca, is he mad? Why’d you let him in the house?’

Bianca nodded. ‘Yeah, he’s mad. And we let him in because he wanted to talk to you, and even after everything, he’s Luke.’ Bianca paused, then sighed, clearly exhausted. ‘It’s not too late for you, actually for all of us to rethink our priorities. I know you probably won’t listen to me, but we don’t need your protection anymore. You did an amazing job after Mom died . . . and I’m not sure we’ve ever told you that . . . or thanked you. You did so well that Belinda and I can take care of ourselves now. It’s okay for you to put Blair first for a change.’ Bianca turned and went inside her own bedroom.

Blair stood in her doorway for several long moments, heart racing, thinking about what Bianca had said. What did her sister mean when she said to put Blair first for a change?

But also, Luke was here. Right now. Downstairs. Why? She wanted to run downstairs and see him because he was Luke, but she felt sick to her stomach. She’d never forget the look on his face at the bakery. She didn’t know what it would do to her if he looked at her like that again.

Blair couldn’t stand there all night, so she grabbed her cable-knit cardigan and slippers. She was halfway down the stairs when she saw Luke on the couch, clearly deep in thought. Her heart skipped. He was wearing grey sweatpants and a dark blue university sweatshirt, and his hair was messy. And when he noticed Blair on the stairs, he met her eyes with his bloodshot and puffy ones. Was Blair the only one who’d gotten any sleep tonight? But despite all that, there was no one in the world who Blair wanted to look at more than Luke Caldwell. Blair still felt a hitch in her throat whenever he smiled. He still made her skin tingle, her hands sweaty, and made butterflies in her stomach do backflips. Her body had been reacting to him like this since the day he’d looked at her with admiration and awe after she totally trounced another classmate in a debate on cats versus dogs in grade six. That was the day she realized that boys weren’t really that yucky at all, and that she liked the look of this boy best.

But Blair was most interested in the expression in his eyes right now. Yes, it was mostly tiredness she could see, but his expression was also guarded. Distrustful. At least it wasn’t hatred, like what she’d seen earlier. And he was here.

‘Hi,’ Blair said. Because she didn’t know what else to say.

He didn’t smile. ‘Hi, Blair. Um,’ he ran his hand over the back of his neck. ‘I was . . . out walking and saw the light on in your house. So I took a chance. I wanted to talk to you. I didn’t know you’d be asleep.’

Blair walked down the rest of the stairs. ‘My sisters were awake. They’ve gone to bed now.’

‘I can go,’ he said as he started to stand.

Blair shook her head quickly, sitting on the armchair across from him. ‘No. Stay. Talk to me.’

He nodded, but still didn’t say anything, just looked at Blair. Maybe he didn’t know what to say, either?

But Blair needed Luke to be the one to start this conversation – mostly because she had no idea what he knew about what happened yesterday. Had he heard Blair admit to being a witch? Or heard his mother? What did he believe?

But maybe there was a way to get him to start talking without divulging anything. ‘I hope . . .’ Blair hesitated. ‘I mean, I hope your mother’s okay?’

‘She’s fine,’ he said curtly. ‘We both are, thankfully. It’s amazing no one got hurt yesterday.’

Blair did get hurt. Her arms were covered with red welts and scratches. But she wasn’t going to mention that now. ‘I’m glad. And the bakery . . .’

‘It’s a mess. It’s going to take a while to fix everything. We’ll need new furniture, and some of the equipment is toast. Iris and I can probably fix the walls. And our insurance covers weather damage, so we should be okay. I’ve already started the claim.’

Blair exhaled, relieved both that the bakery would survive this, and also relieved that Luke seemed to think the damage was caused by freak weather, not a vengeful witch. At least, she hoped he thought that.

‘I’m really sorry about what happened, Luke.’

He looked at Blair for several long moments, expression unreadable. ‘I don’t exactly know what did happen. That’s why I’m here.’ His eyes narrowed. He was angry. ‘Be honest with me, Blair, what did you and your sisters do to me and my mother yesterday? And why?’

Blair exhaled, looking down. What could she say? A part of her wanted to spill it all out, to tell Luke every secret she’d kept from him, and then beg at his feet for forgiveness, but she didn’t know what he would do with the truth. Would he laugh at her? Call the authorities? Or worse, expose them to witch hunters?

When Blair didn’t speak, he continued. ‘My mother tried to convince me that it wasn’t your fault. She thinks she said all those weird things after trying your sister’s food because of new prescriptions and exhaustion. She said you’d never intentionally do something to hurt us, and that I should trust you. But Mom wasn’t here on Monday when similar weird shit happened, also after eating your sister’s cooking.’ He sighed. ‘Honestly, for an insane second, I was sure that it was part of a grand plan to get me and Mom to leave Moonbeam Hollow. And then I realized that maybe that wasn’t that far-fetched a thought after all. Did you put something in that food to . . . I don’t know, get Mom and I to leave town? Make us hallucinate or something?’

Blair looked up at him. He thought Blair had poisoned him with a psychedelic agent of some sort, and didn’t think Blair was a witch? ‘Luke, do you really think my sisters and I are capable of poisoning you to make you leave Moonbeam Hollow?’

‘I don’t know! That’s why I’m asking!’ His face was reddening, angry. ‘When I first got here, all you did was accuse me of sabotage. You made it clear so many times that this town couldn’t support both our businesses, and you wanted me gone. You didn’t want me in the festival! And now look! My bakery is in shambles! There is no way we’re going to open on time, and our festival booth is a complete write-off. Who should I accuse if not you?’

Blair tilted her head. ‘Luke, I would never intentionally do something that could hurt you or your mother. Ever.’

‘But you would destroy our bakery,’ he said.

Blair didn’t know what to say. It was Hecate who destroyed the bakery, not Blair or her sisters. But telling him that now was too dangerous – he was hurt and angry and if he knew that Blair and her sisters were witches, he would have every reason to tell everyone.

‘I know we played pranks on each other when we were kids, but I thought we grew out of that,’ Luke said. He looked . . . sad. Heartbroken. ‘I know you’re a private person, Blair. You always have been. Years ago, I chalked it up to you being young and not ready to be fully open.’ He looked down. ‘But now . . . I don’t know what I’m trying to say. I knew you were keeping me at arm’s length again. But I told myself that we had something real, and in time you’d be more open. I was so far gone all over again, that I ignored what was right in front of me.’

They did have something real. Or as real as Blair was able to have. Blair closed her eyes, feeling tears forming. As much as she hated lying, she had to protect her sisters and her family. And that meant making sure Luke Caldwell didn’t know Blair and her sisters were responsible for what happened in Shirley’s Sugar Mountain yesterday.

‘Luke, my café was damaged, too,’ Blair said. ‘Not as badly as the bakery. Do you think I have the ability to control the weather?’

‘No, of course not,’ he said quickly.

‘It was the weather that destroyed the bakery – not my sister’s ravioli,’ Blair said.

He stared at Blair for several long seconds. Blair wished she knew what he was thinking, what he was feeling inside that beautiful head of his.

Finally, Blair sighed. ‘It wasn’t a prank, Luke. I promise. I know I was terrible when you first got here . . . and I’m truly sorry. I’m sorry I accused you of sabotage so many times. But I never wanted anything like this to happen to your bakery. Or to you or your mother.’ Blair’s voice cracked with emotion. She looked down at her hands. ‘You coming back to Moonbeam Hollow was the honestly best thing that has ever happened to me. I want your mother’s bakery to open. I want you to be happy and successful right next to my café. I’m sorry, Luke.’

‘Blair, look at me,’ Luke said.

She did. Tears were falling down her cheeks. Blair wiped them quickly.

‘I can’t be mad at you,’ he said softly. ‘Every time I try, I look at your eyes and I melt. If you say you didn’t do any of that to drive us out of town, or to destroy the bakery, then I believe you. I trust you.’

Blair sighed, looking back down at her hands. He shouldn’t trust Blair. Because yes, what happened in the bakery was Hecate’s fault, not Blair and her sisters’, but Blair had intentionally tried to get a vengeful witch to possess Luke. She didn’t deserve his forgiveness.

‘Are we . . . okay?’ Blair asked.

Luke nodded, and Blair almost cried again. Why was he so good? So sweet. Blair got up from her seat and sat next to Luke on the sofa, basking in the warmth from his body and his sweet pine scent. He immediately took both Blair’s hands in his.

Blair had no idea what she was doing. She was supposed to be separating herself from this man, but instead she was getting closer. She was supposed to leave Moonbeam Hollow in a few hours, leaving him behind. But instead, Blair leaned in to kiss him.

‘Blair, wait.’ Luke frowned, looking down at her hands. He ran one finger along a red scratch peeking out from under her cardigan, then pushed the cream knit up her forearm, revealing the angry wounds from the tables shattering on her in his bakery.

‘You’re hurt,’ he said, brows furrowed with concern.

‘Just scratches. I’m fine.’

Luke shook his head, pushing up the sleeve on her other arm. ‘It’s not fine.’ He slowly leaned down and kissed her arms. Tenderly, achingly slow, and with so much love that Blair nearly cried. She manoeuvred herself closer, climbing onto his lap with her legs to one side.

‘Hi,’ he whispered, circling his hands around her waist.

Blair smiled, then planted a kiss on the tip of his perfect nose. ‘Hi,’ she said back.

‘I’m sorry you got hurt in my bakery. I’ll let my insurance know. If you go to the doctor, get receipts for any prescriptions—’

‘Luke?’

‘Yes, Blair?’

‘Kiss me.’

Luke grinned widely, and then his lips were on hers. Small kisses at first, slow tender ones because it was the middle of the night, but also because this was realer . . . felt true in a way that none of their kisses had been before. Luke was kissing Blair with so much feeling. So much love. And Blair was pouring all of her huge emotions into kissing him back. She loved this man. In a way she’d never imagined was possible. Falling so hard for Luke again felt overwhelming – she had no idea if they were a couple doomed or this was the beginning of something lasting. So Blair turned off her brain, and just focused on Luke, right here with her now. Luke ran his hands over her shoulders, sliding off her cardigan until she was wearing nothing but her sleeping tank and pyjama bottoms. His hands on her arms were soft, but the calluses from all the construction work he’d been doing for the last few weeks made her skin shiver.

Blair wanted to feel his skin, too. She slid her hands under his soft sweatshirt while their lips were still joined. Their kisses were slow, but deep and hungry. Her lips moved to the scruff of his cheek, dragging her skin over his, not caring that her soft skin would be raw in the morning.

‘Blair,’ Luke murmured. She hoped he wasn’t going to say something about insurance again.

‘Yeah?’ Blair bit his earlobe lightly, causing Luke to groan and press his erection into her.

‘Let’s go upstairs,’ he said.

Blair didn’t need to be asked twice. She got off him and pulled him off the sofa. They climbed the stairs, went straight to Blair’s bedroom and Blair shut the door behind them.

In one smooth motion, Blair pulled off her cream tank top, exposing her bare breasts with erect nipples desperate to be touched. And that’s exactly what Luke did. First with his fingers, then with his mouth. When he ran his teeth over her sensitive skin, Blair gasped. How could she ever even think of walking away from this man? Blair’s legs could no longer hold herself up, so she fell back on her bed with Luke crouching over her, still lavishing attention on her sensitive breasts.

‘What’s with the luggage?’ Luke asked while his lips were still doing their magic.

Blair groaned. This felt so good. ‘Um . . . don’t worry about it. It’s a long story.’

He chuckled. ‘You’d tell me if you were skipping town, wouldn’t you?’

Blair blinked, turning to glance at the open suitcases on the floor of her bedroom while Luke continued to kiss her breasts.

She needed to lie to him again. He’d just forgiven her for what happened in the bakery, even though she’d lied about it, and now she had to lie again and hope he believed her. She couldn’t tell him that she and her sisters were planning to leave town the moment the sun came up. She couldn’t say that they had to – the risk to them was too high because they couldn’t stop Hecate from destroying the festival. And maybe it was because Luke was so good at what he was doing, or because of how easily he’d believed her when she said she and her sisters weren’t the reason why his bakery was destroyed, that Blair was done lying.

But what choice did she have? She had to keep her family safe. Herself safe.

‘Stop, Luke,’ Blair said. This was killing her.

Luke looked up at Blair’s face, frowning. ‘Are you okay? Did I hurt you?’

Blair closed her eyes, feeling them well with tears.

Luke’s face was suddenly near her. He cradled her head and pressed his cheek against hers. ‘Blair, baby, what’s wrong? Talk to me . . .’ He kissed her tears, and it just made Blair cry more. He kept holding her, stroking her hair while she sobbed into his face. She couldn’t do this anymore.

She couldn’t love Luke and let him love her – not when she wasn’t being honest with him. But she couldn’t walk away from him, either. She couldn’t go back to who she’d been before this man came back into her life. Yes, she’d been fine in the last twelve years. Mostly. But had she been happy? Had she been supported? Had she had anyone let her just be Blair? Not the oldest sister, not the small business owner, and most of all, not the witch in hiding?

Bianca’s words rang in her mind. It’s okay for you to put Blair first for a change. Blair’s family . . . her sisters’ safety, meant the world to Blair. She’d never put herself first – not once since her mother died. Bianca meant it was time for Blair to think about what would make Blair happy, safe and fulfilled, not what would be best for all three of them as a unit.

And it was time to trust that this man would let her be Blair.

‘Luke,’ Blair said. His face was inches from hers. Their bodies were pressed together. Her tears were all over him.

‘Yes, I’m here, Blair.’

She exhaled, long and shaky. ‘I need to tell you something. A big something.’

Luke looked into her eyes. They were face to face, sharing her pillow. Blair reached up and put her palm on his cheek, feeling the warmth of him, this whole person who loved her. ‘I’m going to ask first that you never tell a soul what I’m about to tell you, okay?’

‘Of course.’ He frowned. ‘Whatever it is, we’ll get through it together.’

Blair nodded. She was pretty sure he thought she was going to say she was in the witness protection program, or that she’d done something illegal. The truth might be even worse for him, though. Or not. With her hand still on his cheek, she smiled sadly. ‘What I said in the bakery was true,’ she said. ‘I’m magic. I’m a witch. My whole family are witches.’

Luke froze, silent for a few long moments. Eventually, his brow furrowed. ‘Okay,’ he finally said, slowly untangling himself from Blair. He sat up and crossed his arms on his chest. ‘Sure. Why not. Tell me everything.’


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Blair found her tank top, sat next to Luke on her bed, and told him everything. She didn’t look at him while she talked and didn’t go into a ton of detail because she was tired and this was hard, but she told him about her parents fleeing East Africa, about hiding from witch hunters, and about learning spells from her parents when she was a girl. She told him how her father had died and told him why she asked Luke to leave after her mother died. And she told him everything that happened since he returned to town. This was the part that Blair thought would upset him most – about Belinda’s prophecy and the vengeful spirit, Hecate.

‘Hecate is determined to get revenge on Moonbeam Hollow.’ Blair looked down at her hands. ‘And . . . her spirit possessed both you and your mother. That’s what happened yesterday, and Monday. We . . . we made it happen by feeding you a magic spinach that makes people susceptible to spirit possessions. We did it so we could talk to Hecate – to convince her to leave the town alone. It wasn’t to try to put you out of business or get you to leave town. We didn’t know Hecate would become angry and damage the bakery.’

Luke didn’t say anything. He definitely thought Blair had lost her mind. Or he thought Blair and her sisters were monsters.

‘We didn’t have any other options,’ Blair continued quietly. ‘She plans to destroy the festival. Thousands of people will be there. But we shouldn’t have done it. I’m sorry. For what we did to you, to your mother, to the bakery. I hated lying to you. I shouldn’t have let myself get so close to you again. I’m so, so sorry.’

He finally looked at her, eyes narrow. ‘So.’ He paused. ‘Was this whole fling just a way to get close to me because this prophecy told you to?’

Blair shook her head quickly. ‘No. Not at all. In fact, I tried to stay away from you because I didn’t want you to get hurt. Or me to get hurt again. My feelings are real. I love you, Luke. I always have.’

He blinked. ‘Why should I believe any of this?’

Blair shrugged. ‘I don’t know. You probably shouldn’t believe me. But it’s the truth. This is the real reason I asked you to leave twelve years ago. I loved you, but I needed to protect my sisters. If you’d stayed . . . as much as I wanted to be with you, you would have found out what we are. But I’m sorry.’

He was quiet for a bit, then he looked up and nodded small. ‘I actually forgave you a long time ago for telling me to leave.’

Blair’s breath hitched. ‘Really?’

‘Yeah, I was angry at the time, but I was young. Years later, I understood. Your mom died. Your focus needed to be on your sisters and nothing else. I understand why you had to sacrifice our plans, and why you didn’t want me to sacrifice mine. Even though I didn’t know this witch business, I understood.’

Blair swallowed. ‘Do you believe me? That I’m a witch?’

He looked at her. ‘I . . . I don’t know.’ He rubbed his face. ‘But I do know you should have trusted me with this, Blair. You should have told me about my role in this prophecy.’

Blair shook her head. ‘How? I promised my parents never to tell anyone. But . . .’ She paused. ‘If I wasn’t willing to tell you, then I shouldn’t have used you . . . or your mother, to communicate with Hecate.’

‘No, you shouldn’t have.’ He sighed. ‘Mom and I are fine, and the bakery can be fixed. If what you’re saying is true, then of course you wanted to save all those people at the festival.’

She looked straight into his eyes. ‘It’s true, Luke.’

He nodded to himself, then chuckled, running his hand through his hair. ‘My mother told me to trust you. She said last night before she went to bed that she really hoped you and I could work it out. I was so angry with you, so sure that you did something to ruin the bakery, but Mom said I had to trust your good intentions. And Mom’s pretty wise.’

Blair blinked. ‘I’m so sorry about your mother’s dream bakery. I hope you’ll believe me.’

He shrugged. ‘I’ll need time. Maybe I’m too tired to think this through right now. Strange things have been happening in town, and your explanation weirdly makes sense, even if it doesn’t make sense at all.’

‘But you’re mad at me for lying.’ Blair looked up into his beautiful brown eyes. ‘Are you going to leave me for this?’

Luke gave her a pointed look. ‘Blair Briarwood, it’s going to take a lot more than telling me you have paranormal abilities to make me run away from you. I thought you were sabotaging my bakery, and I still came to find you.’ He knocked his knee into hers. ‘I’ll keep your family’s secret. I’m just glad that you did all this stuff to save the town, not to try to run me out of it. Promise you won’t covertly feed me magic spinach again. Any spinach, actually.’

Blair laughed looking at him. He believed her. And he wasn’t scared away. She knocked her knee against his. ‘I promise. No more spinach.’

‘Good.’

‘Why are you being so nice, Luke? Why are you accepting this?’

He laughed, turning to face her. ‘Because I’m in love with you, and I have been forever. Blair, you don’t seem to understand, you’re it for me. You always have been. I think we need to have a longer talk about this witchcraft stuff after I get some sleep and can think a little clearer, but this doesn’t change how I feel. I might actually love you more, now that you’re a superhero.’

Belinda was right. Luke was Blair’s person, and Blair was Luke’s. Blair was so happy she thought she might cry again. What did she do to deserve this? ‘I love you, too, Luke. No more secrets.’

‘You didn’t say what the suitcase was for,’ he said, leaning close and putting his warm hand on her cheek.

Blair tilted her head into his touch. ‘We were . . . we were going to run. At sunup. We thought we were unsafe in Moonbeam Hollow . . . that everyone knew what we were.’

‘Are you still going to go?’ he asked, inching his face closer to Blair’s.

Blair didn’t know. Nothing had really changed – she had been planning to run because she thought the Briarwoods’ secret was out or would be out at the festival. She still thought their secret was out, and she still had no idea what would happen at the festival, but with Luke by her side, it somehow didn’t feel as scary anymore.

He blinked. ‘I meant it when I said we’ll figure this out together. I don’t fully know what danger you’re in, but if you stay, I’ll do what I can to protect you and your sisters.’

‘You are too good, Luke Caldwell.’

‘So you keep saying.’ He gave an almost feral smile and leaned even closer so there was practically no space between them. ‘Now, can you take your top off again? Because I wasn’t quite done with you yet.’

Blair couldn’t say no to that. Reaching for the hem of her tank, she pulled it off again. Luke’s mouth was immediately on hers, kissing her. Blair pressed herself into him, wanting to fuse their bodies together. They fell back onto the bed, lying side by side, just kissing. It was soft and sweet, and if Blair wasn’t topless, she’d believe they were back in high school, kissing for what felt like hours in the dim light of her bedroom. Blair never wanted it to end.

But this time . . . it wouldn’t end. Luke knew her secrets. And he was still here.

‘Luke?’ Blair asked, slipping her hands under his sweatshirt so she could scrape her nails down his back.

‘Yes?’

‘Why do you have clothes on?’

Luke laughed, climbing off her. Blair propped herself on her elbows to watch him undress. First, that soft sweatshirt came off, then the black T-shirt he had under it. Then those grey sweatpants (which weren’t fitting that great now considering his sizable erection), and finally his boxer briefs.

Blair quickly took off her pants and underwear before he was back, so there was nothing but his soft, warm skin on hers. They moved slowly, always kissing, bodies sliding against each other with achingly perfect friction. Blair would have thought things would feel different now that he knew her truth. That they’d be closer, or even that he might pull away a bit, not knowing what to expect from her powers, but that’s not what happened. Because Luke had always been all in. And when they were like this, they’d always been as close as they could possibly be. Luke’s body was hard and soft in all the right places, and the feeling of him pressed against her was like nothing in the world. He kissed her tenderly, then pulled away to look at her, gently pushing her hair off her face.

‘I wish I could stop time,’ Luke said quietly. ‘Do you even know how sexy you are? I’m not surprised that you’re actually magic. I love you so much, Blair.’

He was the beautiful one. His eyes were dark with the tiniest hint of green, and he was focused completely on Blair. ‘I love you, too, Luke,’ Blair said, smiling small. ‘But are you sure you just want to stare at me?’ She let her hand wander to find his erection, and gave him three hard strokes, watching his eyes roll back in his head as his cock twitched in her hand.

He let out a shaky breath. ‘Do you have a condom?’

Blair grinned and rolled out from under him. After getting one from her desk, she insisted on being the one to roll it on him. With Luke in a half recline against the pillows on her headboard, Blair slipped the condom on slowly, relishing in the sensation of his body in her hands. She climbed over him, bending her knees to rest on her calves. His hands went straight to her thighs, softly caressing her skin, and the look on his face told Blair that there was something he wanted to say.

‘What’s wrong?’ she asked.

His lips squeezed together a moment, then he smiled. ‘I love you, Blair. I think I’m just a little overwhelmed right now.’ He paused, sliding his hands up her thighs. ‘Is it – is it because of your witch powers that it’s always so intense with you and me?’

Blair shook her head, smiling. ‘No. I’m not doing anything. It’s because it’s you and me.’ Tears welled in her eyes. She didn’t deserve this man, but she had him again. This time she wasn’t going to let him go. ‘I love you, Luke. And I promise to never hide myself from you.’ Blair rocked her hips. She wanted him inside her, in every conceivable way.

‘Turn around for me,’ Luke whispered, guiding her so she was facing away from him, still on her knees straddling him.

He put one hand around her waist and extended his legs, and Blair got up on her knees, and slowly lowered herself onto him. And it was so good. She loved this . . . being stretched full of Luke. But when he pulled her back against his chest and nuzzled her shoulder, Blair nearly wept. The angle was perfect, and when Luke’s arms wrapped around Blair in a tight embrace, Blair leaned back more, letting him take her weight. His entire body was against hers, supporting her. Holding her. She turned her head so she could look at those beautiful brown eyes while she started rocking her hips, every movement hitting that spot deep inside her. It was slow and intense. Blair had never felt anything so deep and had never experienced anything so intimate.

‘Just like that,’ Luke whispered into Blair’s ear. ‘You feel fucking amazing. Go a little faster.’

Blair’s head lolled back, resting on his shoulder as she increased the tempo of her rocking. The increased friction was delicious, and Blair lost herself in the sensations. After a while he groaned, clutching her breast with one hand while his other snaked down to press on her clit. That’s all it took; Blair’s orgasm crested, seeming to come from a deeper place than ever before. She gasped, then turned her head so she could sloppily kiss Luke while pleasure crashed through her. Moments later his body tensed, and he shuddered through his own release while whispering her name.

They lay joined, Luke’s arms tightly around Blair for several long moments, catching their breath. Blair wanted to say something about how mind-blowing that was. About how much she’d missed him when he hadn’t been in her life. About how much she loved him.

‘Luke?’ Blair asked.

‘Hmmm?’ He didn’t seem to be capable of making words yet.

‘If I asked you to stay in Moonbeam Hollow with me, would you?’

Luke shifted, manoeuvring Blair off him so they were lying side by side on the bed, eyes locked on each other. There was a smile in Luke’s eyes. ‘In a heartbeat, Blair.’ Luke kissed her nose. ‘I’ve been waiting for you to ask me that very question.’

‘Then I’m asking now. Stay in town with me?’

‘Yes. As long as you’ll have me.’


Chapter Twenty-Nine

Blair unexpectedly woke up alone in her bed. But she knew Luke was somewhere, because his sweatshirt was still on the floor of her bedroom. She checked the time – it was almost eleven a.m, which made her chuckle. So much for leaving town at six in the morning. She grabbed a pair of sweatpants from the open suitcase on the floor and pulled them on, along with a T-shirt and her cream cardigan. Blair found Luke downstairs at the stove. Belinda was standing at the kitchen table, scooping cat food from a can into Kass’s favourite bowl.

‘There you are!’ Luke said, turning to grin at Blair. He was wearing his grey sweatpants and T-shirt. His hair was messy and his beard was two days old now, but he looked so happy, so glowing, that Blair wanted to jump into his arms. He kissed Blair’s forehead.

Blair peeked at what he was making. ‘Pancakes?’

‘Apple cinnamon pancakes. My mother’s secret recipe. Extra—’

‘Nutmeg, I know.’ Blair laughed. ‘Where’s Bianca?’

‘In the greenhouse grabbing some strawberries,’ Belinda said. ‘We can have them with yogurt. Can you set the table for brunch?’

Blair was confused. It was long past their deadline to get out of town. Did her sisters know that Blair had decided not to leave Moonbeam Hollow? Did they know that Blair had told Luke that the Briarwood sisters were witches?

Did that even happen?

Luke leaned down and whispered in Blair’s ear. ‘I didn’t tell them I know. I figured you should talk to them alone.’ He kissed behind her ear. So yes, Blair had told him last night. And he still didn’t seem freaked out at all. Amazing.

‘Hey, Blair,’ Belinda said, putting the bowl of cat food on the floor for Kass. ‘Is there any more maple syrup? Luke said the one in the fridge smelled like death.’

Blair nodded. ‘Yeah, there’s a fresh can in the pantry. I’ll get it, then should I make chai?’

* * *

After the Briarwood sisters plus Luke had a relaxing brunch of apple cinnamon pancakes, maple syrup, masala chai, plus cut strawberries, Greek yogurt and Belinda’s famous granola, Luke went home to shower and get clean clothes. He said he’d come back in the evening, but he needed to spend some time cleaning the mess in the bakery. He gave Blair a kiss goodbye and told her he loved her. Blair was never going to get tired of that.

The second Luke was gone from the house, Belinda and Bianca gave Blair a pointed look. They’d clearly been waiting for the moment when they could talk openly about what exactly happened at three a.m.

‘So, I assume we’re not leaving town today?’ Belinda asked.

Blair shook her head. ‘Let’s clean the kitchen and I can explain.’

With suds up to her elbows, Blair told her sisters and the cat that Luke initially thought Blair pulled a prank so he wouldn’t open the bakery.

‘Holy crap,’ Bianca said. ‘He thought you did that on purpose?’

Blair nodded. ‘I don’t blame him. I distrusted him so much when he first got here. His mother assumed it was exhaustion and medications that caused her strange behaviour. Luke’s already filed an insurance claim for the weather damage. Acts of God are apparently covered.’

Bianca laughed at that. ‘Witches aren’t gods, but okay. What does Luke think now?’

Blair smiled. ‘He thinks we were trying to save the town from a vengeful witch spirit.’

Both Belinda’s and Bianca’s eyes went wide.

‘Shut. Up,’ Bianca said. ‘You didn’t tell him.’

Blair winced. ‘I hope you guys don’t mind. I told him everything. He’s going to keep our secret. I trust him.’

Belinda laughed. ‘Are you kidding? This is exactly what we wanted you to do! I can’t believe you told him!’

‘How did he take it?’ Bianca asked. ‘Never mind, I saw . . . He was giddy this morning. Why did you decide to finally do it?’

Blair turned off the faucet to look at her sisters. ‘I love Luke. I can’t be with him and keep this huge part of me hidden. It might be complicated, but we’ll figure it out. I’m going to stay here in Moonbeam Hollow. With him.’ She looked at Bianca. ‘I’m doing what’s best for Blair.’

Bianca smiled. ‘Good. Finally.’

‘And you both should do the same. If you want to stay in Moonbeam Hollow and live as a witch, then do it. If you want to live here and give up witchcraft, that’s also okay. Or, if you feel like it’s time to leave Moonbeam Hollow, that’s fine, too. Obviously, Luke and I’ll keep whatever secrets we need to keep. You can trust him.’

Belinda shook her head, a smile on her face. ‘He’s not going to betray us. Ever.’

‘You’re really not going to make us stay here with you?’ Bianca asked.

‘I know I can be overbearing and overprotective. I’m going to . . . try to change that.’

‘We get why you’re overprotective,’ Belinda said. ‘You had to be our only parent when you were a kid yourself.’

‘And you did an amazing job,’ Bianca added. ‘We should have shown more appreciation for what you did. What you gave up for us.’

Blair nodded, feeling tears in her eyes again. ‘I love you both. I’d do anything for you. But yeah, I need to figure out how to have a normal sister dynamic with you.’

‘I know you’re trying really hard,’ Bianca said, ‘but you don’t have to be Mom and Dad, Blair. They’re gone, and what we need is a sister, not a parent. And the three of us can be sisters without being a singular entity. We don’t even have to be under the same roof.’

Belinda looked uncomfortable with this concept, which made sense. Belinda was the peacekeeper. The middle child caught between the responsible one and the wild child.

Blair put her hand on Belinda’s arm. ‘You don’t have to decide right away. You can do what works for you, Belinda. And we’ll support that, whatever it is.’

Belinda nodded. ‘I know.’ She laughed awkwardly. ‘I didn’t want to go but had mentally prepared myself to leave town. I was actually starting to think that a change would be a good thing for me. But now . . . I don’t know.’

They were all silent for a bit.

‘What are we going to do about the festival?’ Belinda asked, looking at her watch.

Blair hated the thought of abandoning the festival. She’d already sent the email to the organizing committee explaining that the Harvest Moon Café stall couldn’t open because of the storm damage yesterday. The Briarwoods couldn’t go if Hecate appeared, and Blair had no doubt the witch spirit would show up with her lightning magic. They tried three times to stop her, once by trying to summon her, and twice by having her possess Luke and then his mother. All three attempts were unmitigated disasters. Blair, Belinda and Bianca simply weren’t strong enough witches. Blair was worried that if they tried again, they’d only make the situation worse.

‘We shouldn’t go,’ Bianca said. ‘The festival committee should be able to handle it if anything goes wrong. It’s also insured.’

‘I wish there was something we could do,’ Belinda said. ‘Moonbeam Hollow is our home.’ She sighed. ‘All night I was convinced the town would betray us. I thought our secret was out and expected to wake to an angry mob of townspeople at the door calling us witches and banishing us. But they’re not coming. This town wouldn’t betray us, and we shouldn’t betray them.’

At that moment, a loud knock on the door startled all three sisters. Belinda was closest to the front window, so she peeled back the curtain an inch to look outside. ‘Um . . .’ She hesitated.

‘Who is it?’ Blair asked. Was Luke back?

‘It looks to be an angry mob of townspeople,’ Belinda said.


Chapter Thirty

Bianca and Blair rushed to the window. ‘She’s right,’ Bianca said. ‘It’s an angry mob.’

As clear as day, seven Moonbeam Hollow residents were crowded onto the Briarwood front porch. Was seven people a mob? There was Agatha, Gladys, Raj and his wife Aarushi, Travis, Melody and Melody’s mother Dottie. They looked . . . intense. Almost angry. Also, they were all in Halloween costumes which made the scene slightly ridiculous. It was appropriate, though. Today was October 31st. Agatha looked to be in a Marilyn Monroe dress, Gladys was dressed like a pirate, Raj and Aarushi looked to be Fred and Daphne from Scooby-Doo, Travis was dressed as Mario from Super Mario Bros., complete with fake moustache, and Blair thought Melody and her mother might be cats. Or maybe mice? Either way, Kass didn’t like it and was glaring at them through the window.

‘At least they don’t have torches or pitchforks,’ Bianca said.

Blair exhaled. Should they let them in? Technically, these were their friends, but after the events of the day before, maybe the Briarwoods should be careful. Blair searched her memories, but she couldn’t remember if any of these people were among those who rushed into the bakery yesterday after the so-called storm. She didn’t know if any of them heard Calista Caldwell call the Briarwoods witches. Or if they saw the Briarwood sisters with their hands joined, ordering the spirit of Hecate to leave Calista’s body.

‘We have to open the door,’ Belinda said.

Blair nodded. They couldn’t hide in here forever – especially since Blair had decided to stay in Moonbeam Hollow. These people were her community. Bianca unlocked and opened the door, and seven people were immediately all talking at once, clearly distressed. Blair couldn’t make out what they were saying.

‘Wait, wait,’ Blair said. ‘One at a time!’

‘We thought you were dead!’ Dottie said.

‘We’ve been calling the three of you all morning!’ Gladys added. ‘We thought something terrible had happened!’ She looked straight at Belinda. ‘I was so worried, dear!’

‘What happened to the café?’ Travis asked. ‘The sign’s gone again, and a window is broken! People at the festival are looking for their pumpkin spice lattes! I found your extra syrups; we can still open the booth if we serve just the one drink. Do you want me to run to the restaurant supply store to get more cups?’

Blair exhaled, feeling a pang of guilt. She hadn’t wanted these people to worry about them. They’d thought something terrible had happened, when the Briarwoods were alive and well and full of pancakes.

‘We’re fine,’ Bianca said. ‘Just had an issue with our phones.’

‘Shouldn’t you all be at the festival?’ Belinda asked.

‘That’s why we’re here!’ Agatha said. ‘There are so many issues, and we need the Briarwoods!’

Oh no. Did Hecate’s spirit appear?

‘What’s happening exactly?’ Belinda asked.

‘The florist can’t find that spray you made, Bianca,’ Aarushi said. ‘The one that makes the cut flowers last longer?’

‘The book truck is a mess!’ Gladys added. ‘I can’t find the pre-orders log. Belinda, didn’t we order new stickers for the festival?’

‘And I really want a pumpkin spice latte,’ Melody added. ‘I have one every Halloween!’

Blair frowned. These were all definitely issues with the festival, but they didn’t sound like issues that Hecate had caused. These weren’t magical mishaps, just regular Moonbeam Hollow problems.

Raj looked at Bianca. ‘Do you have any more full-sized pumpkins? Earl dropped the only large disease-free one this morning during the opening ceremony. I don’t know what we’ll use tomorrow!’

‘Wait,’ Blair said. ‘Did the opening ceremony happen today?’

Agatha smiled widely. ‘It did! And even better, Mayor Hazel was there!’

If the ceremony happened, that meant today at least, the festival was safe from Hecate. Actually, safe from any witchcraft from dead or alive witches. It was probably safe for Blair and her sisters to be there. Blair knew this wasn’t the end of Hecate’s terror. They hadn’t been able to stop the vengeful witch, and Blair had no doubt she would continue to terrorize the town and would be at the festival tomorrow if the ceremony was somehow prevented from happening. But Belinda’s prophecy said that they were going to stop Hecate. It said Luke was the key. Now that Luke knew about the prophecy, figuring out how he was going to stop Hecate might be easier. They had time now, though. They could figure this out later and go to the festival today to support their community.

Blair looked at Bianca and Belinda, and the smiles on both their faces told Blair that they had the same thought she did.

‘Give us ten minutes to change, and we’ll head straight to the festival,’ Blair said, grinning. Moonbeam Hollow was their home, and their home needed them right now.

‘Wonderful!’ Agatha said. ‘I don’t know how we can have the festival without the Briarwoods! And put on costumes! It’s Halloween!’

Once the townspeople left, Belinda gave Blair and Bianca a confused look. ‘I haven’t worn a costume for the festival since I was seventeen.’

‘I usually wear my Harvest Moon apron,’ Blair said.

Bianca rolled her eyes, then started running up the stairs. ‘Why do I have the dullest sisters in the world? I’ll pick what you’re wearing. Hurry!’

Fifteen minutes later, Blair, Belinda and Bianca were on the way to the Moonbeam Hollow Fall Harvest Festival in Belinda’s car. Bianca had dressed the sisters in her own clothes – long black skirts and gauzy black tops with lace shawls. Blair had refused black lipstick or pointed hats, but the three of them actually looked like three witch sisters probably for the first time in their lives. Blair texted Luke while Belinda drove, telling him that they were going to the festival after all. He said he and his mother were still cleaning the bakery, but he would join Blair at the festival later and they could walk around together.

When they arrived at the festival grounds, the parking lot was completely full. They had no choice but to park at the far end of the gravel lot, a ten-minute walk from the entrance.

‘This looks even busier than normal,’ Belinda said. It was a crisp fall day with blue skies and very little wind – it was no wonder that the festival had a packed opening day. Because the festival was open long past sunset, it tended to get more visitors later in the day. If it was already this full at three in the afternoon, it was going to be positively insane later.

‘Thank goodness that opening ceremony happened,’ Bianca said. Blair had just been thinking the same thing. There were a lot of people here today – if Hecate had been able to wield her lightning magic, then a lot of people would have been hurt.

‘I need to bring my refresher spray to the florist, then I want to check on the pumpkins,’ Bianca said when they got to the festival gates.

‘I’m heading straight to the book truck,’ Belinda said.

The sisters separated, and Blair headed to the food area to find Travis and the Harvest Moon stall, tucking her shawl into her bag so she could put on an apron. Blair had always loved the harvest festival, but after being sure there wouldn’t be one this year, and after almost leaving town this morning, it seemed extra special to be here today. The entire festival was on a huge open field, with a large wood stage on one side, and children’s rides and games on the other. The vendor stalls and booths were mismatched – some wood stalls like Blair’s café, and some were tents with tables under them. There were craft and jewellery vendors, gourmet food, and even some clothing vendors. Little vignettes of scarecrows, pumpkins and fall flowers decorated the paths between vendors, and both children and adults, some in costumes, were laughing, shopping, eating and enjoying Moonbeam Hollow’s signature annual event.

The pumpkin carving stations had plenty of pumpkins, even if they were a little smaller than normal. The bright orange tents were near the hay maze where Luke first kissed Blair when they were teenagers. She planned to ask him to do the maze with her again tonight for old times’ sake.

Blair had no idea why she’d ever thought of skipping this. Or leaving town for that matter. The only thing that would make the festival better right now would be if the man she loved was with her.

When Blair got to her now-open stall, Travis had a line of people, so Blair joined him to help make pumpkin spice lattes. An hour went by quickly. Blair and Travis worked like a well-oiled machine, keeping the steady stream of customers, both tourists and locals alike, happy. Blair didn’t bother using any magic – she never had time to tailor her drinks for individual customers at the festival.

But at around five, the wind changed. Blair stilled, looking at the sky. It was still clear, but a cold wind was blowing heavily. The stalls next to hers had napkins and plates flying off the counter. Something was wrong. Blair felt it in her bones. She called Bianca.

‘I was about to call you,’ Bianca said immediately. ‘Something weird is happening.’

‘What’s going on?’

‘The rash – others are starting to get it, too. Not just the festival committee, but vendors and even some guests. The first-aid tent is packed. And the pumpkins . . .’ Her voice trailed off.

‘What’s wrong with the pumpkins?’ Blair asked, heart racing. These problems had Hecate’s signature all over them.

‘They’re growing warts. I can’t describe it; I’ll send you a picture.’

Blair looked at her phone as the text came through. It was a picture of an orange pumpkin covered with what looked like boils or warts. Honestly, it looked disgusting.

Blair put the phone back to her ear. ‘When did this happen?’

‘Like right now. I’m literally watching healthy pumpkins erupt with these things. They smell horrific.’

At that moment, a huge gust of wind came, sending two vendor tents flying in the air.

‘I think there’s even more happening,’ Bianca said. ‘Raj is talking to Agatha on the walkie-talkie. There’s apparently something wrong at the entrance – the committee is all meeting there now to investigate.’

‘We should go,’ Blair said. ‘We need to know exactly what we’re dealing with.’

‘I agree,’ Bianca said. ‘I’ll call Belinda.’

Blair hung up the phone, then told Travis to close the stall and find cover because it looked like a storm was coming. She told him that she needed to help the festival committee with some issues. Travis nodded, telling Blair he would take care of the stall, and she needed to go save the festival.

Blair rushed to the big tent at the entrance, where she found Agatha, Raj and Earl, along with both Belinda and Bianca.

‘What’s going on?’ Blair asked.

‘Chaos,’ Agatha replied. ‘The rash is back.’ She pulled up the arms of her sweater to show large red hives on both forearms. ‘Plus huge crows have started pecking at all the props in the photo booths, scaring the children. And look at the apples from the bobbing for apples game!’ Agatha pointed to a bucket on the table. When Blair looked inside, all the apples were rotten, smelling sharply of advanced decay. There were even flies swarming the fruit. ‘These were fine yesterday. They were delivered fresh from the orchard.’

‘That’s not the worst of it,’ Belinda said, face pale. ‘Look, Blair.’ She pointed to the standing sign welcoming visitors to the festival. As they were in the tent behind it, all Blair could see was the normally blank back of the sign. But it wasn’t blank anymore. Blair stepped closer.

With each letter in a different font and colour, a message was written on the sign. I am taking back what was once ours. I will return at sundown on All Hallows Eve. Abandon the festival, or its fate will be tenfold what I did to the bakery.

‘The missing letters from all the signs,’ Blair whispered. Blair could easily see the n that was stolen from the Harvest Moon Café sign in the word once.

‘Sundown is six-twenty-ish tonight,’ Bianca added. It was just over an hour from now.

‘I know you and Luke Caldwell were trying to determine who was behind all these pranks,’ Agatha said loudly over the gusting wind. ‘How do we stop them? The festival is full – record numbers. We can try to evacuate, but there are so many people. The cars leaving the parking lot alone would need more than an hour to clear out. We don’t know what to do!’

‘You said the opening ceremony happened, right? With the mayor?’ Bianca asked.

Agatha nodded. ‘Yes. Mayor Hazel and Dr. Fairwood were here. Dr. Fairwood said the mayor’s lines since Hazel’s memories are still jumbled. But she was right next to her wife. Her family hoped her being there would jog her memory. But I’m afraid it has not. Please tell me you know who’s doing this.’

Oh no. If Mayor Hazel didn’t recite the opening spell, then it had been meaningless. Blair did know exactly who was behind this, but she didn’t know how to stop Hecate. Belinda looked at Blair with a pleading expression. And Blair understood her sister completely. They needed to figure this out. Now. Yes, they didn’t start this mess, but the people at the festival were just as innocent. Blair and her sisters (and now Luke) were the only ones who knew that magic was behind all this, so they were the only ones equipped to deal with it. They were the only ones who had any fighting chance of getting Hecate to leave Moonbeam Hollow and the festival alone.

But they weren’t really equipped to do it. They’d tried and failed. There weren’t enough of them to summon Hecate in a circle and letting Hecate possess someone was too dangerous to try again. Blair didn’t know what else to do. If her parents were here, they could try a summoning circle of five instead of three. It could work. But the Briarwood sisters were the only witches in Moonbeam Hollow, and there simply wasn’t time to find any more before sundown.

That’s when Blair noticed something next to the bucket of rotten apples. It was the rectangular wood sign that said Shirley’s Sugar Mountain. ‘Why is this here? I thought the bakery wasn’t able to have a stall after their storm damage.’

Raj shook his head. ‘Another mystery. I found it hidden with other trash. Look, letters are missing.’ Sure enough, a t and an o were missing from the sign. No doubt they were on Hecate’s message.

‘I called Calista,’ Agatha said, ‘I thought she might know how her sign got here, but she wasn’t much help. She said she’s cleaning the storm damage with her son, and someone must have stolen it without them noticing.’ Agatha paused. ‘She seemed unconcerned. Calista Caldwell actually had the nerve to say that the festival shouldn’t be celebrated, anyway.’

Blair frowned. Luke had told her his mother used to say something similar to him. Blair had assumed she meant fall shouldn’t be celebrated, because Calista was allergic to fall trees.

But now Blair knew that the Moonbeam Hollow Fall Harvest Festival wasn’t started to celebrate the harvest; it was started to celebrate killing witches.

Was it possible that Calista knew the witch history of Moonbeam Hollow? The look on Calista’s face when Blair last saw her . . . the last thing she’d said was ‘Be gone, Witch.’ Blair had assumed Hecate was still inside Calista then, but maybe she wasn’t? It was possible that Calista herself had been addressing Blair when she said Be gone, Witch. Maybe she knew what Blair was. Maybe she’d always known.

But that didn’t make sense, either, because this morning when Luke showed up at the house, he said his mother wanted him to work things out with Blair. She told her son to trust Blair, even when he himself didn’t. That didn’t sound like a mother who knew her son loved a witch and didn’t approve.

What if Calista hadn’t been addressing Blair, what if she’d been talking to Hecate? Telling Hecate to leave, just as the Briarwoods had, because that’s how a witch makes a spirit stop possessing someone.

Blair nearly fell to the ground when another realization came to her. Her hand went straight to her mouth as she gasped.

Bianca held on to Blair’s arm. ‘Are you okay, Blair?’

‘I know what to do,’ she whispered. Standing straight, she looked at Agatha. ‘My sisters and I can stop this. We need to speak to someone first, but we’ll be back before sundown. Please have people take cover but assure them that everything will be fine. I promise, we’ll be back soon.’

Agatha nodded, so Blair motioned for her sisters to head to Belinda’s car. They needed to get to Shirley’s Sugar Mountain, and fast.

A part of Blair didn’t believe this at all, but a bigger part of her felt that she’d always known this somewhere in her mind. Somewhere in her heart. Luke and his mother were both witches. They always had been.

Blair Briarwood had fallen madly in love with a witch.


Chapter Thirty-One

The moment they were a fair distance from the entrance, Belinda asked Blair where exactly they were going.

‘First, we need to grab some stuff from the house. Belinda, you get the candles and matches. Bianca, get the salt and that nasty jar of your witch-detection stuff from the fridge. I’ll get the spellbook and chalk. I know where to get two more witches. We’re making a summoning circle at the festival.’

Both Bianca’s and Belinda’s eyes widened as they realized exactly who those other two witches were, but Blair motioned for them to hurry, so they rushed to the car.

‘Are you sure about this?’ Bianca asked once they were on the road. ‘Accusing someone of being a witch if they’re not doesn’t usually go well.’

‘Yeah, how could we have not known that Luke Caldwell and his mother are witches?’ Belinda added.

‘I’m completely sure,’ Blair said. ‘I’ve never been surer about anything. The blackthorn extract is going to prove it, though.’

‘But why didn’t Luke tell you this morning that he was a witch when you told him you were?’ Belinda asked.

‘Because I don’t think he knows. His mother does, though. Remember they were able to be possessed because they are direct descendants of Hecate. They have witch blood, and I think witch powers, too. They can complete our summoning circle. I think it will be even more effective with witches who are related to Hecate. I will convince them to do it.’

They got to the house, and the three of them ran inside to grab the items they needed. When they came back to Belinda’s car, Belinda had Kass in her arms.

‘He insisted on coming to supervise.’ Belinda put the cat in the back seat with Bianca.

It was probably a good idea. Kass might not be able to actually participate in the circle, but he could monitor them to make sure everyone was safe during the complicated spell.

Belinda drove straight to Shirley’s Sugar Mountain next. Blair hopped out, taking the mason jar of blackthorn extract with her while Belinda, Bianca and Kass stayed in the car. ‘Good luck,’ Bianca said.

Taking a deep breath, Blair knocked on the door to Shirley’s Sugar Mountain. There were plywood boards covering the windows, so she couldn’t see if Luke and his mother were there, but it wasn’t long before Luke opened the door, surprised to see Blair.

Blair’s heart had always skipped a beat when she saw Luke, but this was her first time seeing him knowing he was a witch. She had no idea why she hadn’t figured it out before. Blair had been drawn to Luke in a way she’d never been drawn to anyone else. First as a rival – she remembered being obsessed with beating him. And then her obsession changed and grew even stronger. She felt at home . . . more comfortable with Luke than anyone else, except her own family. And that was because Luke was like her – a witch. He had magic in his veins; he just didn’t know it.

‘Blair!’ He grinned. ‘What are you doing here?’ He leaned down to kiss her briefly. Blair could see his mother behind him, also smiling at Blair. It was quite clear from the fact that Luke kissed her in front of his mother, and the smile on her face, that Calista did approve of this relationship. Which was actually a little strange. After realizing that Calista and Luke were witches, Blair had wondered if Calista hadn’t approved of their relationship as teens because she didn’t want Luke to be with a witch and potentially find out what he was. But if that was the case, why was she okay with it now? But Blair didn’t have time to get a full family history – they needed to get back to the festival and summon Hecate as soon as possible.

‘Luke, I need to talk to you urgently . . . you too, Mrs. Caldwell.’

Calista blinked, like she maybe knew what Blair was going to say. ‘I’ve never been married, Blair. Please call me Calista.’

Blair nodded, walking inside the bakery. The shattered remains of the broken tables and chairs had been swept to the sides of the room, and it smelled like Luke and his mother were repairing the walls with drywall compound.

‘Okay. Before I say anything else, can you tell me what you think of this new . . . syrup I’ve been developing? My sisters say it smells rancid, but . . .’

Blair opened the jar and was immediately hit with the smell of vomit and decay that she smelled the first time Bianca had opened it. It wasn’t as strong anymore, though.

Luke made a sour face. ‘That’s the maple syrup from your fridge, isn’t it?’

Blair nodded. ‘It’s not maple syrup.’ She held the jar under his nose, which made him cringe even worse.

‘Your syrups are usually amazing, Blair, but you may need to go back to the drawing board on that one.’

‘What does it smell like to you?’ Blair asked.

His nose was still wrinkled. ‘Like when a squirrel died in our garden shed.’

This confirmed it. Luke was a witch. She held out the jar to Calista, who had a blank expression on her face. ‘Blackthorn extract?’ Calista asked, sounding a little resigned. ‘That’s difficult to make. Haven’t seen it in a long time.’

Blair exhaled. Calista knew. She knew she was a witch, knew Luke was a witch, and knew Blair and her sisters were witches, too.

‘My sister is a talented botanist.’ Blair held the jar in front of Calista. ‘Smell it, please.’

Calista closed her eyes for a moment, then leaned forward and inhaled above the jar. The wince on her face as the scent hit her nose told Blair everything she needed to know. ‘Potent one,’ Calista said.

Blair closed the jar, eyes never leaving Calista.

Luke looked between his mother and Blair with a confused expression. ‘What’s going on?’

Calista sighed. ‘I knew this would happen eventually. I can explain everything.’

Blair shook her head. ‘There’s no time for that now. The festival is in danger. There’s a witch spirit, Hecate, who has said she’ll destroy everything at sundown. My sisters and I want to use a summoning spell to communicate with her – to convince her to leave the festival and this town alone forever. But we’re not strong enough alone. We hope it will work with five witches instead of three.’

‘What?’ Luke said. ‘What five witches? What are you talking about, Blair?’

But Blair didn’t answer Luke. She looked straight at Calista, whose expression was still unreadable. ‘There are thousands of people at the festival,’ Blair continued. ‘Both tourists and everyone from Moonbeam Hollow. This town is my home and it’s my community. It was your community once, too, Calista. And Luke’s.’ Blair took Luke’s hand. ‘I love him, and he loves me. I asked him to stay in this town with me, and he agreed. But if we don’t do something now, many people in our community will be badly hurt today. Or worse. The town will not survive this.’

Calista exhaled long, looking down. ‘I didn’t want him to know.’

Blair nodded. ‘I know. I told him I’m a witch. He loves me enough to accept it. Luke’s a remarkable person. He’ll accept this.’

Luke squeezed Blair’s hand, which almost made her cry. He had no idea what Blair and his mother were talking about or what was going on, but he was telling her that he still loved her no matter what.

Finally, Calista looked at Blair. ‘I haven’t been in a summoning circle in a long time. Has the festival’s opening ritual happened?’

Blair shook her head. ‘Not by the mayor. Hecate stole her memories weeks ago. Someone did it in her place.’

‘Which means it meant nothing,’ Calista said. ‘We will be able to practise witchcraft in the festival. Okay, let’s try a summoning circle.’

Blair smiled. ‘My sisters are in a car outside. We have all the supplies we need.’

‘Will someone explain to me what’s going on?’ Luke asked. ‘Mom, you’re a witch, too? Have I always been surrounded by witches?’

Blair pulled him out the door and to Belinda’s waiting car. ‘We can explain on the way to the festival grounds. Might have to be a shortened version of the story.’

* * *

Calista was surprisingly open during the fifteen-minute drive to the festival grounds, explaining why Luke didn’t know they were witches and how she came to stop using witchcraft. Luke was sitting next to Blair in the back seat, weirdly silent. Blair would have thought he’d have thousands of questions, but maybe this was too much to take in at once.

Basically, Calista, her brother and her sister grew up with their witch parents in one of the small towns near Moonbeam Hollow. The family knew of the history of Moonbeam Hollow and knew they were descended from witches who’d lived here, but they felt safe where they were. They kept their witchcraft practice and their powers secret, though.

Calista’s brother David travelled extensively, and while in Ireland, he met and fell in love with a witch named Molly. After marrying, they chose to live in Moonbeam Hollow.

‘David and Molly thought that living in Moonbeam Hollow was like taking back a place that should belong to witches,’ Calista said. She turned to Luke. ‘They were in hiding of course, but still very brave. Molly’s family were well known and active in fighting for witches’ rights in Europe.’ Calista paused, as if she needed to collect her emotions. ‘Luke was their only child, born a few months after moving here. They went back to Ireland for a funeral and were killed by witch hunters who made it look like a car accident. I had been staying here with Luke while they were abroad and was granted permanent custody after his parents’ death.’

Luke looked down when Calista mentioned his parents dying. Blair squeezed his hand. ‘You didn’t know any of this?’

Luke shook his head. ‘I found my birth certificate when I was nine, so I knew my birth mother was Irish, and knew Mom’s actually my biological aunt who adopted me. Mom always told me to keep the secret between us. Said it would be easier if no one knew I was adopted.’

‘I didn’t want the witch hunters who killed your parents to know that Molly and David had a son,’ Calista said. ‘It was to protect you.’

Luke nodded, not looking at his mother. ‘Witch hunters. You should have told me this, Mom.’

Calista shook her head. ‘I was so afraid they would come after you. The witch hunters killed several of their friends overseas – other witches fighting for witches’ rights and safety. They didn’t know Molly and David had a son in Canada. I knew it was safest if we didn’t live as witches.’ She sighed. ‘I was only supposed to be in Moonbeam Hollow with you temporarily while your parents were in Ireland. I had just finished culinary school in France. But after they died, I stayed here with you. I gave up magic and chose not to tell you what we are to protect you. My older sister had already left the area, and my parents had moved to an old witches’ home in Romania by then. So, I raised you alone here.’

No one said anything for a while. Blair squeezed Luke’s hand. What a heartbreaking story. But it was something else she and Luke had in common – both had parents killed by witch hunters.

‘There are old witches’ homes?’ Belinda asked. Blair was surprised to learn this information, too.

But Calista was still looking at Luke. ‘I should have told you when you were old enough to understand. I regretted it so many times. But after keeping this from you for so long, I didn’t know how to tell you.’

Luke blinked. It seemed like he wasn’t quite ready to forgive his mother – yet.

‘I always got the feeling that you didn’t approve of me and Luke being together,’ Blair said. ‘It’s because you knew I was a witch, right?’

Calista nodded. ‘I knew your whole family were witches. In fact, your parents moved to Moonbeam Hollow because of my brother. He’d met them years earlier while travelling in Zanzibar, and when he learned that they needed to leave East Africa for safety, he offered to help them get settled here. We were all friends.’

That was exactly what Blair had asked Bianca to find for the Briarwoods – someone far away to help them get settled in a new place. Blair wished she’d known this. The part that hurt was this meant there was a witch, Calista, in Moonbeam Hollow who knew that Blair, Belinda and Bianca were three young witches who’d lost their parents. Calista knew how alone they were, and she might have been able to help them. Even help them continue their witchcraft practice. ‘I don’t remember you being friends with our parents,’ Blair said.

Calista nodded. ‘Another thing I regret. Your parents were lovely people, but after David and Molly died, I told them I was going to stop practising witchcraft and wouldn’t associate with any witches to make sure Luke was safe. They understood. They had a baby by then, too. You. They would have done the same for you, if necessary. I was devastated when they both passed so young.’ She exhaled. ‘Too many have died. I wanted to protect you. Both of you.’

Blair had a lot of complicated feelings about this, and she’d need some time to tease through it all. Luke squeezed Blair’s hand and she squeezed his back. What was remarkable was that Blair, Belinda and Bianca were born in Moonbeam Hollow because of Luke’s parents’ kindness. Their parents had been close. Was it any wonder that Blair and Luke would eventually find their way to each other?

‘I’m sorry, Blair,’ Calista said. ‘And sorry to you Bianca and Belinda, too. I was protecting my son, but I should have been there for you after your parents died.’

‘Did you know there was a vengeful spirit here when you decided to open the bakery?’ Bianca asked from the passenger seat.

‘No,’ Calista said. ‘Not until I arrived in town yesterday. Luke hadn’t mentioned the strange things happening—’

‘I didn’t want to worry you right before you moved,’ Luke said.

‘I knew something wasn’t right the moment I got here. The cats gave it away.’

Kass meowed loudly from Bianca’s lap.

‘The stray cats?’ Blair asked. Her and her sisters had seen stray cats in Moonbeam Hollow so many times since the fall equinox, and they still hadn’t figured out what they meant.

Calista shook her head. ‘They aren’t stray cats. They’re guardians. They appear when the veil between the physical and spiritual world is at its thinnest. Think of them like protectors, keeping spirits out of our physical world. Not everyone can see them.’

‘If they’re protectors, then why has Hecate been able to cross into the physical world?’ Blair asked.

Calista shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’ She sighed. ‘Maybe the cats are the reason there is only one vengeful spirit. From what I understand there were a lot of witches murdered before the town was incorporated. When did the strange occurrences start?’

‘Fall equinox,’ Bianca said.

Calista exhaled long. ‘It’s easiest for spirits to breach the veil when days and nights are equal. It also probably has something to do with the fact that it’s been one hundred years. Witches love nice round numbers. I’ll bet that Hecate was killed on fall equinox one hundred years ago.’

‘We’re here.’ Belinda turned into the parking lot on the festival grounds.

Blair still had so many questions, and Luke probably had even more, but it was time to stop Hecate.

It seemed like the parking lot was even more full than it had been when they left. There was no way they were going to find a spot anywhere close to the entrance. But if they ended up in the far side of the lot again, it could be ten minutes or more to walk to the actual festival grounds.

‘Just double park!’ Bianca yelled while Belinda drove slowly through the first two rows of cars without finding a free space.

‘That’s illegal,’ Belinda snapped back. ‘I’ve never had a parking ticket, unlike you, and I don’t plan to get my first on Halloween.’

‘Why do you think I’ve had a parking ticket?’ Bianca said, annoyed. ‘I don’t even own a car!’

‘Yeah, but when you borrowed—’

‘Stop!’ Blair yelled. She got a text. It was Agatha, telling her that she would meet them at the entrance to the festival. She said someone had heard thunder, and that heavy winds had ruined three vendor booths so far. It was 6:15 – they had five, maybe ten minutes before sundown. ‘Belinda, leave the car anywhere. Agatha’s waiting for us.’

Belinda stopped her car as close to the entrance as she could, blocking in two cars in the process. As soon as the car was in park, Blair jumped out, holding the tote bag of supplies. Luke was close behind her.

Blair wished she could see inside Luke’s mind right now. What must he be thinking? She had no doubt that he still loved Blair, even after everything he’d learned in the last thirty minutes, but what would happen when this chaos and adrenaline wore off? Would he think the Briarwoods and his mother had all lost their minds? Would he decide to walk away from all these complications he didn’t ask for?

Technically, Blair had no idea what witch powers Luke had, if he had any at all. What if the blackthorn extract was wrong? Maybe it had been in the fridge too long and smelled bad because it had actually spoiled. If Luke wasn’t a witch, then the summoning circle would fail. And actually, even if he was a witch they could still fail, because he had never done anything like this before.

But they had to succeed. Hecate wanted to destroy the festival – and after what she did to the bakery, it was clear she was capable of doing a lot of damage. Blair could already smell Hecate’s power in the air – that earthy blend of ozone and soil that she last detected when Hecate destroyed the bakery. They needed to start this summoning circle – and soon. The prophecy said trust must be earned again – this was their only chance to earn Hecate’s trust.

When they finally got to the festival’s entrance, Agatha and Raj were there, waiting for them.

‘You brought the Caldwells?’ Agatha asked, confused. ‘How are they going to stop this . . . Is it your power shots? Or—’

‘We need to do a ritual in a circle,’ Blair said. She was well aware that they were outing themselves as witches by saying this, but they had no choice. At that moment a large gust of wind came, sending the banner at the gate flying. The volunteers at the entry table chased after it.

Agatha nodded. ‘Understood. Do you have candles?’

Um, did Agatha know they were witches? No one said anything.

‘Do you have supplies?’ Agatha asked again. ‘What do you need from us?’

‘A hard surface,’ Bianca said. ‘Big enough to make a three-metre circle. Not grass or gravel. Stone or wood works best.’

That was going to be hard to find – the festival itself was on a field, and the parking lot was gravel.

‘The stage?’ Raj suggested.

Blair looked toward the festival stage in the distance. It was made of wood decking, and it was definitely big enough for a circle. It was where they gave out the Best Of prizes at the end of the festival, like the biggest pumpkin, and best pie competitions. It was where Luke beat Blair for best Halloween costume when they were sixteen.

But the stage was . . . open. Not private at all. By design, of course. It was literally the focal point of the festival. Everyone here would see them.

‘The stage will work,’ Calista said.

Agatha spoke into her walkie-talkie, telling someone to clear everything off the stage, and that they were on the way there. ‘Alright, let’s go,’ Agatha said rushing them toward the stage.

Their group had to weave through crowds to get there, and the level of fear and anxiety compared to when they’d left was almost palpable. The wind was blowing hard, and people could smell the storm coming. Many were huddled under the food and drink tents, maybe expecting a thunderstorm, even though the sky was still cloudless.

When they reached the stage, there were about fifty people near it. That crowd could grow once they started their circle. Maybe this was a bad idea. Blair pushed her fear away. They had to carry on, no matter how many people saw them practising witchcraft in the open.

‘It’s six-twenty, Blair,’ Bianca yelled as another gust of wind knocked down a nearby banner, sending it flying through the air. Blair thought she heard someone scream in the distance. Hecate was definitely here. The sky was darkening – and fast.

‘Make the circle, now!’ Blair yelled, running up the wood steps to the stage and putting the supplies in the middle. Everything had been pushed to the back – a table covered with a red gingham tablecloth, some tall stools and a wood podium. Bianca immediately took a piece of chalk from the bag and started drawing a large circle on the wood planks, with Belinda following her, sprinkling salt on the chalk line. Kass meowed loudly at Belinda.

‘It’s too windy – you’ll need more salt,’ Calista yelled. ‘Use the whole box!’

Belinda nodded, mounding more salt on the chalk line.

‘What can I do?’ Luke yelled to Blair.

‘Light four candles!’

At that moment, the podium behind them on the stage exploded, sending wood flying in the air.

‘Close the circle!’ Calista screamed at Belinda, who was laying the final few inches of salt along the outline. ‘Get inside, now!’

Blair, Belinda and Bianca, Luke, Calista and Kass all stepped inside the salt circle. Bianca used the compass app on her phone to mark north, east, south and west, then drew chalk lines connecting the poles into a cross in the middle of the circle. Luke placed the lit candles where the circle met the four poles.

Another loud crack sounded. This time one of the nearby vendor stalls exploded, sending jars of jam and pickles flying through the air. Agatha and Raj ran toward it to see if anyone was hurt.

‘Sit in the circle, holding hands,’ Blair said.

The five witches sat in the circle joining hands, with Kass sitting on Belinda’s lap.

Blair looked at Luke, sitting next to her. His expression was as intense, as focused as the other witches, all of whom had been in a circle before. And had known they were witches their whole lives. Why was Luke accepting all this? Taking this ritual so seriously? But Blair wasn’t really surprised. Luke had always been open to new things. Been curious. He learned construction so he could build a bakery for his mother and started reading romantasy and joined a book club to make friends. Of all the people she knew, Luke was the one she would expect to be the most accepting of having his entire world view changed in one evening. He was a natural at this. And Blair loved him even more after seeing him embrace her world with care and respect.

‘I’ll go first,’ Blair yelled over the loud wind. ‘We’ll move counterclockwise in the circle. Everyone repeat what I say, and focus on Hecate, and on your intention of calling her here. I’ll be saying her name three full times – make sure you do the same. And Luke, when we speak in the First Language, it will sound strange. Repeat what we say the best you can, okay?’ Even if his pronunciation wasn’t perfect, if he had witch magic in him, this should work. It had to.

Another cracking sound came from the distance. It sounded like another vendor booth was hit. ‘Start now!’ Bianca yelled.

Blair took a deep breath. ‘Guardians of the north, east, south and west, hear our pleas,’ Blair yelled. ‘We seek the spirit of Hecate Stormvale. We mean no harm to Hecate Stormvale. We invite Hecate Stormvale to communicate freely with us, should she wish.’ Blair then recited the summoning spell in the First Language, enunciating every word clearly.

Belinda, who was sitting on her right, recited next, followed by Bianca. When it was Calista’s turn, Blair was struck at how good her pronunciation of the spell was. She’d clearly done this before.

But the biggest shock came when it was Luke’s turn. Blair had been worried that he might find the spell difficult considering he’d never heard or recited First Language before. But Luke’s pronunciation was perfect. He said each word with no hesitation. Actually, he almost sang the words. Had he done this before? If so, why hadn’t he told her?

Blair turned those thoughts off – she needed to focus only on Hecate now. The wind was blowing, making the candles flicker, and another crash sounded in the distance. And then a scream. It took everything in Blair not to look to see the damage Hecate was doing to the festival.

Another closer crash sounded. Blair was pretty sure that it was the table behind them. Blair kept her eyes focused on the centre of the circle.

‘She’s close,’ someone said. Blair thought it was Calista. ‘Say it again, Blair!’

Blair repeated the incantation, this time faster and louder, first in English saying Hecate’s name three times, then the spell in the First Language. Belinda recited it the moment Blair was finished, and by the time it was Luke’s turn Blair’s hair was whipping around her face, making it impossible to see anything. Luke said the First Language spell clearly and forcefully again. And the moment the last syllable left his lips, the wind in the circle stopped. The candles stopped flickering, and Blair’s hair stopped flying into her face.

Blair looked at the others. Belinda and Bianca’s eyes were nearly fully black, and Calista’s and Luke’s were nearly completely green, the same shade they’d been when they were possessed by Hecate.

All eyes (including Kass’s, which were fully yellowy-orange) were staring at the centre of the circle, where the lines Bianca drew crossed. And then someone appeared. She stood in the middle of the circle, in a simple grey skirt and blouse. It was a woman Blair had never seen before.

This was Hecate Stormvale. They’d successfully summoned her.


Chapter Thirty-Two

Hecate Stormvale was small – similar in height and frame to Blair herself. She had pale skin and ruddy cheeks, and her medium brown hair was cut in a neat bob landing below her ears. She looked around the circle with her dark brows raised, almost like she was surprised to see them. Hecate looked like a regular woman, albeit dressed like a factory worker from the 1920s. She didn’t look evil. She didn’t even look powerful. She didn’t look at all what Blair expected the vengeful witch that had been terrorizing them for a month to look like.

‘Why have you called me, witches?’ Hecate asked. She sounded so different, so much less angry than she had been when she had spoken from within Luke or Calista. Now she sounded small and unsure.

‘We summoned you to ask you to stop your revenge on the Moonbeam Hollow Fall Harvest Festival,’ Blair said.

‘Why?’ Hecate asked.

‘Innocent people will be hurt,’ Bianca said.

‘You are witches, why do you care about the people in this place? They harm our kind.’ There was emotion . . . pain in Hecate’s voice.

‘None of the people here today have harmed you,’ Belinda said.

‘They have,’ Hecate said. ‘They will harm you, too. It is their nature to fear us.’ Her voice was getting louder. Bolder.

‘They won’t harm us,’ Belinda said. ‘Moonbeam Hollow is our home. We are accepted here.’

‘Moonbeam Hollow murdered my sisters! They murdered my love!’ Hecate paused, anguish in her voice. ‘They murdered my child!’ Her pain was almost tangible. It was as if she’d spent the last one hundred years mourning everyone she’d loved, unable to move on. Blair’s heart broke for the woman.

‘That was a century ago,’ Calista said. ‘The people here, including the witches in this circle, have done you or your family no harm. Please, we urge you to stop hurting Moonbeam Hollow. Stop hurting the people we love.’

‘Moonbeam Hollow was built on a web of violence,’ Hecate said, voice going from anguish to anger. ‘They exterminated our kind. And then celebrate the death and destruction with a festival! This festival is grotesque! It is shameful! It is cruel!’

‘You are right,’ Blair said. ‘The origins of this town and this festival are shameful. The past will have to be reckoned with. It will have to be acknowledged. But this is a safe place for us now. All of us here have lived in Moonbeam Hollow. Have thrived here.’

‘They accept us here,’ Belinda added. ‘Our parents came from a country far away – a place where witches are at daily risk. But our parents were accepted and loved here. They raised their family here.’

‘Love!’ Hecate screamed. ‘What do people here know about love? I had a love! A husband! But they killed my love! He was a gentle soul. A healer. But they killed him, anyway. And killed our child.’ Hecate’s voice cracked. ‘My beautiful daughter. An innocent infant! They killed my family. They killed my legacy!’

‘She didn’t die,’ Belinda said. ‘Your daughter lived.’

‘She’s right,’ Blair said, remembering. ‘Your daughter survived. She lived nearby. Had a family here.’

‘She died!’ Hecate yelled. ‘My Shirley was with me in the fire!’

Wait . . . Shirley?

‘She was my grandmother,’ Calista said. ‘Shirley Caldwell. She was adopted and raised by other witches. Shirley taught me to weave spells and brew potions. She made sure my siblings and I knew the true history of Moonbeam Hollow. She passed away fifteen years ago. She was loved.’

Shirley, as in Shirley’s Sugar Mountain had been a witch?

‘I was fifteen when she died,’ Luke added. It was the first time he’d addressed Hecate. ‘She taught me the words we used to summon you today – I didn’t know what they meant until now, but she told me when I was ten years old that I would need those words one day. And I have not forgotten them. Or forgotten my great-grandmother.’

Blair’s breath hitched in her throat. She squeezed Luke’s hand. This was Belinda’s prophecy. He is the key. Luke was stopping Hecate from destroying everything because Hecate’s own daughter gave him the tools to do it twenty years ago.

‘You are my legacy,’ Hecate said, voice softer.

‘I am,’ Luke’s voice broke with emotion.

‘All the witches who survive and thrive in Moonbeam Hollow are your legacy,’ Calista added.

‘Please allow us to continue to thrive here,’ Blair said.

‘Please let me live here as a witch with my love,’ Luke added. He squeezed Blair’s hand.

It was silent for several long moments. Blair could hear nothing but her heart beating in her ear and feel nothing but her sister’s hand on one side and Luke’s hand on the other. Finally, Hecate spoke softly. ‘How can I trust you, witches?’

‘You can trust us because we are your family,’ Calista said. ‘Your legacy.’

‘We will make sure you are not forgotten,’ Blair added. ‘None of the witches who died here a century ago will be forgotten anymore.’

Everything was quiet. Blair had no idea if they’d succeeded in convincing Hecate to stop. Finally, Hecate nodded small. ‘I will trust you, witches. Ensure those who lived here before you are remembered. Give us back our innocence, our dignity and our honour, and we will have peace.’ She looked directly at Calista and Luke. ‘I am grateful to learn my daughter lived,’ she said, voice emotional. ‘I am happy she survived and was loved and created her own legacy. Be well . . . family.’ Her voice quieted as the solid body that stood in the middle of the circle faded to nothing. Blair’s eyes involuntarily closed.

‘Thank you, Hecate Stormvale,’ Blair said. All the others echoed Blair in thanking the witch’s spirit for communicating with them.

Everything was still. The wind. The sounds around them. Finally, Bianca’s voice broke the silence. ‘She’s gone.’

Blair opened her eyes to see Luke looking at her with a small smile on his face.

‘I should have known you were a witch, Briarwood,’ he said, that Luke Caldwell mischief in his voice.

Blair laughed. ‘It takes one to know one.’ She wrapped her arms around him and kissed him.

‘I love you,’ Luke said in Blair’s ear.

‘I love you, too,’ Blair said, hugging him tightly.


Chapter Thirty-Three

Blair and Luke’s hug was cut short by an unexpected round of applause. Blair looked down from the stage. It seemed they had attracted a large audience during their summoning ritual. Hundreds of people were clapping, and Agatha was front and centre, cheering the loudest. And next to her was the mayor, Hazel Fairwood.

The five witches on the stage quickly stood. Belinda picked up Kass while Bianca blew out the candles.

Agatha and Hazel climbed the stairs and stood on the stage in front of the circle. Agatha took the microphone from the sound system at the side of the stage. ‘Wasn’t that an amazing performance?’ Agatha said. Which made everyone cheer. ‘When the Briarwood sisters proposed this unorthodox dramatic presentation on Halloween to commemorate the Moonbeam Hollow Fall Harvest Festival’s one hundredth year, I was sceptical. But I think this was such a clever and thoughtful way to start a much-needed dialogue about Moonbeam Hollow’s complicated history.’

Mayor Fairwood smiled, then took the mic to address the audience. ‘I think they’ve illustrated that despite its shameful past actions, Moonbeam Hollow is now a place of love, acceptance and a hint of magic! In the coming weeks, we will have more information available about what happened here one hundred years ago. As a town, our first step will be to amend the town charter, reiterating that all are welcome here. And we will open a task force to find ways to make reparations for the false accusations of witchcraft carried out by the founders of Moonbeam Hollow as well as remember and honour the victims. Please, let’s have another round of applause to the Briarwoods and the Caldwells for that amazing performance!’

Everyone cheered. Did this mean the mayor’s memories were back? And . . . everyone thought that summoning circle was a performance?

‘Can you believe the special effects?’ Agatha exclaimed to the audience. ‘Imagine! Holograms! Here in Moonbeam Hollow! Beat that, Pine Falls Landing! Please take a bow, Blair, Belinda, Bianca, Calista, Luke and the cat . . . What’s the cat’s name?’

‘Kass!’ Belinda called out quickly, probably so Kass himself wouldn’t say it. He loved an admiring audience.

‘Now take a bow, witches!’ Agatha exclaimed.

Blair tried really hard not to laugh as she held Luke’s hand on one side and Bianca’s on the other and stepped forward to the front of the stage. They all took a deep bow while the audience clapped. Had everyone really believed that was an act? The windstorm? Lightning bolts literally destroying furniture? Hecate appearing in the middle of the circle? Blair could clearly see that Bianca and Belinda were holding in laughter. Luke looked like he had no idea what was happening.

After their bow, the mayor made a little impromptu speech thanking everyone for coming to the one hundredth Moonbeam Hollow Fall Harvest Festival. While she was speaking, Agatha turned to the five of them on the stage, a huge smile on her face, and winked. She then pushed up the sleeves of the festival sweatshirt she had on over her costume, showing them clear skin with no rash in sight. Clearly Agatha, and maybe even Raj and the mayor, knew exactly what had really happened on the stage. They might have always known that the Briarwoods were witches. But to the rest of the town, the Briarwoods could continue to be the slightly eccentric sisters who still belonged here in Moonbeam Hollow.

Hecate was gone. Hopefully released from the pain of losing everyone she loved here in Moonbeam Hollow. And hopefully, she and the other witches who died here would not be hidden away as the town’s shameful secret anymore.

When the applause finally died down, Blair and her sisters, and Luke and his mother finally climbed down the stairs and off the stage. The mayor immediately pulled them aside to thank them privately.

‘Are you . . . okay now?’ Belinda asked Mayor Hazel.

The mayor was smiling widely.

‘Right as rain!’ Mayor Hazel said. ‘It was the strangest thing; everything came back the moment that witch appeared on the stage. I had been afraid something like that could happen to me – not long before she stole my memories, I had been doing research for a retrospective exhibit honouring the town’s one hundredth birthday. I unearthed a very troubling account of a fire in Moonbeam Hollow one hundred years ago. I always knew that the town hadn’t been kind to the people in the Stormvale settlement because I’d seen the complete charter, but I didn’t know the extent of it until I saw the report.’ She paused, looking at Calista. ‘The report mentioned an infant being rescued from the blaze . . . Your grandmother was the only survivor.’ She exhaled. ‘As I was considering how to move forward with the knowledge, all memories of the festival and town were taken from me! I am so grateful to the five of you for helping bring back my memories, and for saving the festival.’

‘I’m so happy you’re recovered!’ Blair said. ‘And . . . I really appreciate all you said there about the town acknowledging Moonbeam Hollow’s past.’ Blair had always liked and trusted Mayor Hazel – she had no doubt that the mayor would do everything she could to make sure the past wasn’t hidden anymore.

‘Of course.’ The mayor smiled. ‘And I would be honoured if any or all of you were on that task force. No one better to help make amends to the witches banished or killed a century ago than you five. Please trust that I want to do this right, but I understand if it would be too painful for you. And your secret is safe with me. Now please, go enjoy the festival!’

Blair exhaled, before they all thanked the mayor. That was a lot to take in, and Blair was grateful that the mayor was being sensitive about how to move forward. And also, how long had the mayor known that the Briarwoods were witches? How many people in town knew, and apparently didn’t care at all?

They made their way through the crowd around the stage. People stopped them, telling them how much they enjoyed the show, and some even asked if Moonbeam Hollow had really killed witches one hundred years ago. When they were finally able to wade through the crowd, Belinda took Kass straight to her car, saying she was going to take the cat home because crowds made him cranky, and then come back to help Gladys at the book truck. Bianca went with Raj to see if the pumpkins had been cured when the rest of Hecate’s curses were reversed.

Which left Blair alone with Calista and Luke. Luke was still holding Blair’s hand, and he still looked completely shell-shocked after everything that happened today. ‘I can leave you,’ Blair said. ‘You probably want to talk to your mom alone. I’m starving. I’ll go find food—’

Calista put her hand on Blair’s arm. ‘No. Luke and I can talk later. I think it’s more important for you two to talk now. I’m going to check out the festival, see if I can find any old Moonbeam Hollow co-workers.’

Calista gave Blair a quick hug then, which kind of surprised Blair. ‘I promise, I was going to tell him,’ Calista said. ‘When he told me you two were back together, I was going to tell him the truth when I got here. But . . . well you told him first. This feels right now. I’m so happy to have a community again.’

Blair didn’t know what to say, so she smiled. She was no soothsayer, but she had a feeling that her days of feeling alone in Moonbeam Hollow were over.

After Calista left, Luke took Blair’s hand again. The sun had fully set now, but the festival was still bright with lit paths and string lights on the booths and vendor stalls. The damage to the festival wasn’t nearly as bad as it had seemed from the stage. Yes, a few vendor stalls were ruined, and there was debris everywhere, but everyone was pitching in to clean up, and since the windstorm was gone, the festival was continuing. It was Halloween, and there were people laughing, children in costumes chasing each other, and a festive buzz in the air. Blair pulled Luke straight to the food area. Summoning spirits apparently made her hungry.

‘So . . . that was a lot,’ Luke said as they walked on the lit path toward the food trucks.

Blair giggled. ‘Are you going to need therapy after today?’

He rubbed the back of his neck. ‘I don’t know. Maybe. Or maybe talking to you and Mom will be enough.’

They reached the food vendors, and Blair noticed the apple fritter truck from the flea market. She ordered herself a half-dozen apple fritters with a scoop of Kawartha Dairy ice cream and salted caramel sauce. Luke got a burger and fries from another truck. They found a secluded table lit with a little candle in the middle.

‘Oh, this is heaven,’ Blair said after her first bite. ‘I’m glad we saved the festival so I could eat apple fritters.’

Luke nodded, taking a bite of his burger.

‘I have to ask . . . did you really have no idea that your mother was a witch?’

Luke shook his head. ‘None at all. I knew Mom had secrets from before she adopted me, but I always figured she’d been a wild child or something. Not that she came from a family of practising witches.’

‘But Shirley . . . your great-grandmother. She taught you a literal spell, and you didn’t know? How did that even happen? Didn’t your mom say something about what Shirley was teaching you?’

‘I don’t think Mom knew. Great-Grandma, or GG as I used to call her, was the only family we ever visited when I was a kid. She lived in a seniors’ apartment not far from here. Mom would leave me alone with her all the time, and GG would teach me these songs that she said were from her childhood. I always thought they were in some Celtic language, even though I knew she’d lived her whole life in this area.’

‘It’s not a Celtic language,’ Blair said. ‘We call it First Language. The universal language that most witches use for spells.’

Luke shook his head, amazed. ‘The spell we used today, GG used to make me repeat it over and over, making sure my pronunciation was perfect. She said I would need it one day.’

Blair shook her head, amazed. ‘She was probably a soothsayer. That means she could see the future and receive prophecies. Belinda’s a soothsayer.’

‘Do all witches have specific powers?’

‘Most,’ Blair said. ‘Mine’s potions. And I can see a person’s past, but it’s not a very strong power. Bianca’s gift is with plants. Kass’s talent is transmutation.’

‘Kass, as in your cat?’

Blair nodded.

Luke huffed a laugh. ‘What’s my power?’

Blair frowned. She had no idea what his strongest gift was. She put her finger on her lip as if she was deep in thought. ‘Hmmm . . . you’re really good in bed?’

Luke laughed, leaning forward to whisper close. ‘Only with you.’

A shiver ran down Blair’s spine. When she looked at Luke, his grin was downright feral. Ugh, she would never stop wanting this man. ‘We can run some experiments. See what you’re good at,’ Blair said. She took a big bite of ice cream.

Luke grinned. ‘That’s going to be so much fun. I bet I’m going to be better than you at potion-making one day.’

Blair exaggeratedly rolled her eyes. ‘Of course you would turn this into a competition.’ In reality, she loved how eager he was, like a kid excited to learn new tricks on his bike. This was such a Luke reaction to finding out he was a witch. He saw potential for joy in everything. He was responsible, successful, smart and incredibly loyal to his family, but he was fun. Light-hearted in a way that Blair had never figured out how to be.

She was going to have so much fun learning from him, too.

‘So, what happens now?’ Blair asked. ‘You’re definitely staying in Moonbeam Hollow?’

‘Absolutely. I . . .’ He paused, squeezing his lips together. ‘Can I tell you something, Blair?’

Blair frowned. Was he finally going to tell her the secret that he’d been keeping from her? ‘Okay.’

‘I was always planning to stay. I told you I was here temporarily because I thought you’d freak out if you knew the truth – first because you hated me, and then because you were so insistent on keeping things casual between us. I actually resigned from my architect job before I came.’

‘Why? I thought you loved designing buildings.’

He shrugged. ‘The corporate life wasn’t for me. I was restless and was never really happy in the city. A friend of mine from school has a small firm; she does mostly residential and small commercial projects. She said I can join her, working remotely from wherever. I can also help Mom out – take shifts at the bakery. Keep an eye on her health.’ He paused. ‘You asked me before why we chose to open the bakery here. It was because of you. No other reason but you, Blair.’

Blair blinked. That was his big secret? ‘We hadn’t seen each other in twelve years! You moved to be close to me?’ Blair didn’t know if that was creepy or charming.

‘But I thought about you every day. I missed you. I missed who I was when we were together. And maybe it was wrong for me to come back . . . but I told myself that I was just going to see what happened if we were in the same town again. I wasn’t going to stalk you or push for anything, just let the cards fall where they fall. And then you literally fell on top of me.’

‘Okay, but it’s still weird that you’re opening a bakery right next door,’ Blair deadpanned.

‘That was not planned. It really was the only empty space in town.’ He paused. ‘Maybe it was fate because the building once belonged to my ancestors. By the way, our espresso maker was badly damaged in yesterday’s storm. I’ve added it to my insurance claim, but until we get a new one, maybe we could make some sort of arrangement? People can get their drinks from you, and you can let your customers bring our baked goods into your café? If it goes well, we can make it permanent – since there’s no way the bakery’s drinks will be able to compete with a literal potions specialist next door.’

Blair laughed. ‘That’s actually a brilliant idea.’ Why hadn’t she thought of this solution?

Luke grinned, which made Blair wonder if he’d been the one to damage the espresso machine, not Hecate’s storm. ‘You know what else we can do? We can knock down part of the wall between the bakery and the café so customers can move between them freely.’

‘Luke, you’re nuts.’

Luke ran a finger down Blair’s nose, finally planting a kiss on the tip. ‘It’s a perfect way for me to watch my favourite witch brewing potions.’

Blair chuckled. ‘This isn’t weirding you out at all? I mean, aren’t you wondering if I used witchcraft to beat you all those times in high school? I used a potion on you in the café when you first got here. Remember that book club?’

Luke’s forehead furrowed a minute, then he laughed. ‘Okay, that explains a lot. It’s just like Blair Briarwood to cheat to get your way. I can’t wait until I can use spells on you, too. And no, I’m not weirded out. I get to be a superhero with the love of my life in the cutest town in the world. What more could I want from life?’

Blair leaned forward and kissed him, letting all the love, gratitude and everything else pour into him. She was the luckiest witch in the world, because now she could be herself with the love of her life, too.

‘I can’t wait to see what kind of magic we can make together,’ Blair said, smiling.

Luke grinned. ‘I am so, so glad I came back to Moonbeam Hollow.’


Epilogue

Five months later

Probably since the day she was born, Blair had loved the fall season best. Fall was for crisp air, crunchy leaves and warm reds, oranges and yellows that complemented her skin tone perfectly. But for the first time in her life, Blair was looking forward to spring so much that she was literally counting down the days until a specific weekend in early April. And it was finally here.

Blair had two big events happening this weekend. First, there was the Moonbeam Maple Afternoon Tea that she and Calista Caldwell had been planning for their café and bakery. Blair and Luke’s mother had planned a similar joint event in the winter, and the Moonbeam Mistletoe Afternoon Tea had been such a phenomenal success that they decided they would repeat it every few months. They’d been testing recipes for weeks for a maple-themed tea to mark the end of the sugar bush season, when local maple trees were tapped to make syrup. Blair had developed a selection of maple-based drinks that she’d used magic on to elicit feelings of rebirth and optimism, and Calista was right now baking the maple butter tartlets and maple sugar canelés.

But before the afternoon tea tomorrow, tonight something even more monumental was going to happen. As soon as the café and bakery were closed, Luke Caldwell was officially moving into the Briarwood house on Acorn Lane. And Blair couldn’t wait.

They both acknowledged that it was a little soon to be living together, and Blair would have thought that her sisters wouldn’t want another adult in the house, but it had actually been their idea. Luke had been sharing a small apartment with his mother long enough, and he spent most of his free time with Blair, anyway. So tonight, after the Harvest Moon Café and Shirley’s Sugar Mountain bakery closed, Luke and Blair were going to bring his things from the small apartment above the bakery to Blair’s house.

Blair smiled, looking at her boyfriend through the large opening between the café and the bakery. He was working the counter today since his mother and her baking assistant were preparing the pastries for the afternoon tea. Blair had first thought that cutting out part of the wall between their businesses was a ridiculous idea, but since Blair didn’t sell baked goods in her café, and Calista didn’t sell drinks in her bakery, this made it easiest for their customers to get what they wanted from both shops. And an extra bonus was Blair could peek at Luke while he worked, which brightened her days in the café. She loved watching him recommend pastries and make small talk with locals. He was chatting with Blair’s friend Melody now, probably talking about books. He looked incredible in the pale green bakery apron that brought out the green in his eyes. He’d grown out his hair, too, so his waves kept falling into his face, adding to his new, less polished, small-town look.

As soon as Melody left the bakery counter, Blair got a text.

luke: I can feel you undressing me with your eyes.

Blair chuckled. She was still pinching herself at how amazing things were going between them. When the aftermath of the vengeful witch trying to destroy the town and the festival died down, Blair wasn’t sure what an adult relationship with Luke Caldwell would be like. Would they lose interest without the rush of sneaking around and impending danger? Would it feel like their relationship from when they had been teenagers?

But nothing in the world had been easier than to slide into a routine with Luke at Blair’s side. They were adults now, and both small business owners, so while yes, a lot of their time together was still spent tearing each other’s clothes off, they also did things like hiking and making dinner together. They’d even found time to go into the city for a show.

And of course, the biggest change was that now Luke knew Blair and her family were witches. And he knew he was a witch, too. Blair, her sisters and his mother had spent a lot of time in the last few months helping Luke explore his new identity to determine where his witch strengths were. The five of them even sat in a circle once a week, practising more complicated spells together. Luke turned out to be pretty good with potions, but not as good as Blair. He was also a decent empath, which was a skill of reading others’ emotions. That explained why he was so good at deciphering exactly what his architecture clients wanted. And it explained why the corporate city life wasn’t for him. Empaths were rarely comfortable with that many emotions bombarding them at once. But they still hadn’t figured out what Luke’s strongest ability was. He had time, though. It took most witches years to figure out their strengths.

Blair texted him back.

blair: You’re obsessed with me, Caldwell.

luke: Yes, I am. That’s why I’m moving in with you. Closing the bakery now. Once you’re done, we can start loading my car with my boxes.

Blair smiled to herself as she went to tell the three customers in the café that she’d be closing shortly. She had just locked the door and was refilling the sugar bowls when there were suddenly arms around her waist and lips on her neck.

‘Mmm,’ Blair said, leaning back into Luke’s hard body. Even after months together, he still had this effect on her. She suspected he always would.

‘I can’t wait to get you to our room tonight,’ Luke said against her skin.

Blair chuckled. ‘Not sure what you have in mind, but we have to wake up early to set up the afternoon tea service. And we have to unpack your things.’ She’d cleared out half of her closet and shelves for him.

Luke turned Blair around in his arms, giving her a feral look. ‘Yes, but we can unpack naked if we want to.’

Blair laughed, but then his lips were on hers, and she forgot about everything but Luke’s perfect kiss.

After an intense few months with vengeful spirits, weeks of construction to rebuild the bakery, nosy family, new business woes and witchcraft practice, Blair and Luke hoped to finally have a little more space to breathe. And a little privacy. Blair was very much looking forward to an uneventful spring, so she could spend as much time as possible with Luke. And yes, she’d have no complaints if most of that time was naked.

‘Ahem,’ a voice behind them said.

So much for privacy. Blair stilled a moment, lips still on Luke’s before opening her eyes to see who it was.

Both her sisters were standing there. And actually, that was a bit of a surprise. Blair hadn’t seen Bianca all week. Blair was pretty sure Bianca was seeing someone, and didn’t want to tell her family yet. Blair had been resisting the urge to insist that Bianca tell them who she was spending so much time with. She was truly trying to ease up on being overly protective of her sisters.

‘I locked the door,’ Blair said. ‘How did you two get in here?’ She disentangled herself from Luke’s embrace.

‘Um, did you forget that the bakery and the café are connected now?’ Belinda asked. ‘Calista let us in next door.’

‘Aren’t you moving into the house?’ Bianca asked. ‘You don’t have to make out in the café anymore. I cast a long-lasting soundproofing spell on Blair’s door.’

Blair sighed, reminding herself that she wanted a close relationship with her sisters.

‘Bianca had something she needs to talk to us about,’ Belinda said. She was wearing a long cream dress with little pink flowers on it. She’d clearly just got off work at the bookstore across the street.

‘I can go,’ Luke said. ‘I’ll start bringing boxes down; you three talk.’

‘No,’ Bianca said. ‘You can stay, Luke. I . . . kind of need advice.’

This was strange. Bianca wasn’t really the type to come to her older sisters for advice. Despite being the youngest, Blair often thought Bianca was the smartest of the three of them. She was definitely the most worldly, since she was the only one who’d ever really travelled.

Bianca awkwardly ran her hand through her hair. She changed her hair colour often, and it was currently a rich violet for spring. Her clothes were, of course, all black – a long velvet skirt with a high-necked lace blouse.

‘Okay, what’s up?’ Blair motioned them to a table. Blair was concerned. Bianca wouldn’t come to them like this unless something was really wrong.

Bianca exhaled. ‘Okay. I don’t want you guys to worry, and if you can’t help then I can try to figure it out on my own—’

‘Bianca just tell us,’ Belinda said. ‘What’s going on?’

Bianca exhaled. ‘Okay.’ She paused. ‘Hypothetically speaking, how would one know if the guy they’ve been dating for weeks is actually dead? Or, I suppose technically, undead?’

Blair blinked, eyes wide. So much for an uneventful spring.

Follow Farah Halliwell here, and be the first to hear about more Moonbeam Hollow news . . .
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Studies have shown that reading for fun is the single biggest predictor of a child’s future life chances – more than family circumstance, parents’ educational background or income. It improves academic results, mental health, wealth, communication skills, ambition and happiness.1

The number of children reading for fun is in rapid decline. Young people have a lot of competition for their time. In 2024, 1 in 10 children and young people in the UK aged 5 to 18 did not own a single book at home.2
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