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			For the ones I’ve loved and lost: Grandpa Chuck, Grandpa Don, and my dear sweet boy, Rykelan.

			I’ll see you on the other side.
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				 Reader
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			With All My Haunted Heart is a romance novel full of magic, warmth, and humor. It is also a story about loss and the ways grief can creep into your heart.

			Please note that this book contains references to childhood emotional abuse and medical neglect, emotional abuse and infidelity from previous partners, and family estrangement. There are discussions about the cause of death for multiple ghosts in addition to the on-page death of a terminally ill child (Chapter 24).

			Please take extra care if these topics touch close to home.
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			Breaking hexes is a fickle art, but that only makes them more fun.

			Not for the person who lands on a witch’s shit list, but there’s something about the chase, the adrenaline, the need to think quickly and pivot in an instant when I’m working a case that lights up my inner witchy nerd. No two hexes are the same. The intent and emotional charge of the caster invariably change something in the magic’s DNA that requires a deft hand to undo it.

			As an added bonus, not many witches are willing to hex mundanes, and even fewer of us can untangle that type of magic, which means I get to charge a premium for the service. A year ago, a case like this would have provided enough extra cash to splurge on office upgrades, invest in rare crystals, and add to my emergency fund. But now…

			Ever since Coffee, Charms, and Crystals—a DIY magic shop that sells pre-charged crystals and packaged herbal blends—opened in Windsfell, business has been down. My bread-and-butter clients, like the real estate agencies that would hire me to cleanse homes of unwanted ghosts, and the local businesses that needed complex anti-theft spells that wouldn’t deter regular shoppers from entering, went for the cheaper option. Never mind that the overly generic cheap options the other witch peddles can’t come close to the custom-designed magic I provide. Now, the rare hex-breaking case can’t keep my business from drowning.

			“How much longer is this going to take?”

			Today’s client, a prominent CEO named Callum Anders, tugs at the collar of his shirt and loosens his tie. Callum doesn’t give two shits about my financial woes. I force myself back to the present, back to Callum’s luxury penthouse apartment, with its floor-to-ceiling windows, gleaming wood floors, and minimalist furniture.

			Prior to getting hexed, Callum—a late-forties white man with distinguished salt-and-pepper hair—was a handsome and charming corporate type. He closed some of the biggest real estate deals in the entire city. Now, though, his face is a sickly shade of green, accented by giant purple boils that look ready to burst. Completing the look are shimmery blue scales protruding from his hairline.

			“Almost there, Mr. Anders.” I take a deep, cleansing breath as I open myself to the flow of magic. “You’re sure you don’t know who cast the hex?”

			“Of course not.” Shifting in his chair, the CEO unbuttons the cuffs of his shirt and rolls the sleeves to his elbows, revealing additional scales working down his arms. He’s only a few days away from going full creature of the deep. “You said the who didn’t matter.”

			“It would make things easier, but it’s not necessary,” I assure him. I keep my professional exterior intact despite the thrill I feel as magic flows in through the crown of my head and builds in my chest. I circle Callum’s chair and draw modified containment sigils in the air between us.

			A traditional containment sigil creates a two-way barrier between the caster and whatever is on the other side. My version will keep me safe from any hex-related blowback while allowing me the freedom to push crystals and other magical items from my side of the circle to his.

			By the time I’ve completed the full circumference around Callum, my perpetually cold hands are warm with the buzz of magic.

			“Try to relax, Mr. Anders. We can’t stop until it’s done. This may get uncomfortable.” I wait for his brisk nod of consent, and then the fun begins. Magic flows past my hands, an extension of my awareness, and enters the protective circle to poke at the hex. It’s disappointingly easy to find an access point. There’s no passion behind the spell, no hint of the hurt that typically inspires a witch to reach for this kind of magic.

			My initial theory, that a spurned lover turned Callum into a walking tricolor explosion of boils, seems less likely. That level of passion has the capacity to leak into the witch who ultimately cast the spell. I find my way beneath the edge of the hex and give a gentle tug.

			One of the purple boils bursts, the first visible sign that my magic is working. It spews a rancid liquid in my direction, but, thankfully, the containment sigil stops the liquid dead in its tracks. It drips down the invisible barrier, pooling on Callum’s expensive hardwood.

			“That better not stain,” he says through gritted teeth.

			I ignore him, focused instead on peeling back layer after layer of the hex. The rest of the boils pop one by one, like a disgusting fireworks display. I twist my wrists, guiding the magic deeper. As the blue scales recede into Callum’s skin, a flash of intuition blooms in my mind’s eye.

			A competitor. A passionless decision to keep Callum away from a prospective client.

			It’s just business echoes in my head as money exchanges hands.

			With a quick thank-you to my intuition, I push the thoughts aside. I wasn’t hired to find the cause of the hex, and I don’t work for free. Not when I’ve had to dip into my personal savings to keep my business afloat for the last three months.

			Callum lets out a pained moan as I crack through the final layer of the hex. “Nearly done, sir.” I invite more magic to flow through me, pushing the limits of what I can comfortably channel, and get to work on de-greening the now-scale-free CEO.

			The color leaches into the air like putrid smog and swirls around the edge of the magical barrier. Once the last of the green has burst from Callum’s skin, I drop my hands and reach for my Lucente-Cole bag, named after the witch who first created it. It’s the kind of genius magical invention I wish I’d come up with—a trendy bag spelled to be bigger on the inside. I pull out a large pyramid of selenite and gently nudge it inside the circle I cast.

			Within a few minutes, the natural cleansing energy of the selenite has absorbed and neutralized both the green mist and the gross purple goo all over the hardwood floors.

			I ignore the rush of disappointment that floods my system. Hexes are rarely so straightforward. Either I’m better than I think—possible, but unlikely—or the witch who cast this couldn’t be bothered to get creative. Pity.

			“Is that it?” Callum asks, reaching for his phone. “Is it done?”

			“Just a few final steps. Take some deep breaths while the magic has a chance to settle.” I press my hands to my chest, offer gratitude for the power that flowed through me, and disconnect from the magic.

			Still buzzing with energy, I direct the excess to escape through the soles of my feet, back to the universal current of magic that flows in an endless dance across the entire planet. I release the containment sigils and collect my things, storing the selenite in my bag to be cleansed later. From one of the smaller pockets, I retrieve a piece of tiger’s-eye that’s been tumbled smooth for easy portability. There are a number of protective stones, but I figured a CEO would appreciate that tiger’s-eye also has the propensity to bring good luck and prosperity.

			Holding the crystal between my hands, I charge the stone and attune it to Callum’s energy.

			Callum is busy inspecting his now-boil-free face when I approach with the tiger’s-eye. “You’ll need to keep this on you for the next moon cycle to ensure you aren’t reinfected with the hex.”

			He pockets the crystal without even a cursory glance and adjusts his tie. “And after that?”

			I bristle, annoyed that I spent so much time choosing the perfect stone for his situation when he clearly can’t tell the difference. It’s not about him, I remind myself. I’d take the time to do it right even if I knew he wouldn’t care.

			“You can continue to keep it close out of an abundance of caution,” I say when I’ve calmed the irritation from my voice. “If you’d like me to find the source of the hex, we can discuss my fees. Whoever hexed you should be reported to NACOW. Using magic to sabotage a business competitor isn’t a light offense.”

			Using any magic that might frighten mundanes is strictly forbidden, a long-standing precaution to maintain positive witch-mundane relations. And as much as I’d prefer to stay far away from NACOW—the North American Council of Witches—I can’t afford to turn down premium business right now.

			“That won’t be necessary.” Callum waves off the suggestion, but whether to save money or avoid dealing with NACOW, I’m not sure. “Once whoever did this sees that I’m good as new, they’ll know better than to try again.”

			I’m less certain, but I keep that thought to myself. He seems the type to toss out phrases like I didn’t hire you for your opinions. Instead, I gather my things and pull a business card from my pocket.

			Pippa Ainsley

			Premium Magical Services

			Custom & Confidential!

			I hand over the card. “If you have any future magical needs, don’t hesitate to reach out.”

			Like he did the crystal, Callum pockets the card without looking at it.

			I try again. “I’ve done extensive work cleansing buildings of unwanted energies and spirits. I know you’re involved in real estate and—”

			He waves my words away and violently attacks his phone, fingers flying. “There’s no need, Miss Ainsley. We already have a contract with C3 for a bulk order of their cleansing stones.”

			Hearing the cutesy nickname for Coffee, Charms, and Crystals makes their infiltration on my turf feel that much worse. “Well, for trickier cases then. As you’ve just experienced, not everything can be solved by adding a few crystals to your space. Specificity of intention is incredibly powerful, and I operate with the utmost discretion.”

			All I get is a perfunctory smile before he ushers me out the door and slams it behind me.

			For the space of a breath, I consider hexing him myself. Something benign but annoying, like all his shoes making a terrible squeak when he walks or every warm beverage being perpetually too cold to enjoy. I brush the impulse away and take the elevator to the main lobby of the high-end apartment building. Business may be down, but I won’t resort to causing problems so people will hire me to solve them.

			Despite what my family thinks, I’m good at what I do.

			I’ll figure out a way to keep my business intact.
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			By the time I get back to my office, the chronic ache in my lower back is screaming at me for walking in heels, but I’ve managed to think through a dozen different options for saving the business.

			I could expand my footprint. Increase how far I’m willing to travel for clients. Go outside the city to break hexes. Or I could go deeper into the real estate market. There must be other agents in Windsfell who haven’t bought into C3’s DIY approach. Rich people love a custom touch.

			And if that doesn’t work…I could find a way to cater to the requests I get for love spells that won’t violate anyone’s autonomy or consent. I cringe at the thought. The people who typically come for love spells—the kind of make this person fall madly in love with me magic that I refuse to cast—rarely accept my counteroffers of customized self-confidence spells.

			“Hey, Pip,” my office manager and friend, Deanna Hallowell, says when I push through the front door of my office, a small space wedged between a coffee shop and an indie bookstore.

			Dea is a petite Black woman, barely more than five feet tall, with a shaved head and a penchant for the most exquisite shades of lipstick. Today she’s rocking a coral suit, the jacket draped over her desk chair, and a shimmery gold lipstick. “I assume Mr. Anders is all set?”

			“The man is no longer green or oozing purple pus,” I confirm, sinking into the chair in front of her desk. My feet ache, but I resist the urge to kick off my heels. I only ever wear them for the corporate clients who expect formal attire from the witches they hire. “Whether he hangs on to the tiger’s-eye long enough to stay that way is up for debate.”

			Dea snorts a laugh and adds a note to her computer. “I’ll follow up next week and make sure he’s keeping it close. I can tell him about our referral program then, too.” She leans around her computer to glare at me. “Please tell me you remembered to pitch him the cleansing package.”

			I sink lower in my chair. The echo of his door slamming in my face rings through my head. “Coffee, Charms, and Crystals beat us to him.”

			“Stop moping. No one trusts a whiny witch.” Dea gestures behind me. “Besides, I have a surprise.”

			“A good surprise or a bad one?” Skeptical, I twist in my seat and look through the frosted glass of my personal office. “Uh…Deanna? Why is there a stranger in my office?”

			Even with my back to her, I hear the smirk in her voice when she says, “Xander isn’t a stranger.”

			The squeal that escapes my lips is far from dignified, but with only Deanna and my best friend around to hear it, I don’t care. Especially since Xander is the whole reason Deanna works here. They were friends before I moved to Windsfell, before Xander got his big-city job and left us both. I scramble out of the chair and hurry for my office.

			“Pippa!” Xander wears a broad grin when I step inside. He’s made himself at home, sitting in my chair with his feet propped up on my desk.

			“Come on, man.” I anchor my hands on my hips and glare at Xander until he removes his expensive Italian loafers from the glossy wooden surface. Xander is a white man with an impressive summer tan, stylishly ruffled blond hair that sparkles like gold, and blue eyes that have inspired several previous boyfriends to wax poetic.

			“You know you love me.” Xander rises from the chair, all six feet two inches of him, and crushes me in a hug. He smells like summer—sun-kissed skin, bonfires, and salty sea air—and more than the musty books and burning incense of my actual childhood, Xander smells like home.

			“Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?” I ask when he finally releases me. He lives in Brooklyn, which is at minimum a three-hour drive from here.

			Xander runs a hand through his hair, a nervous habit he’s had since we met in college. “And ruin the surprise? Where’s the fun in that?”

			He’s trying for nonchalance, but it rings false to my ears. “How have you been? How’s Barrett?”

			“I wouldn’t know.” Xander sits against the edge of my desk and crosses one ankle over the other like he doesn’t have a care in the world. “He broke things off six weeks ago.”

			Shock stalls my tongue. Xander isn’t the kind of friend you can keep up with through the osmosis of being chronically online—he’s never been on social media, not even in college—but I can’t believe he didn’t tell me sooner. “But he—”

			“Only proposed a couple months before that? Yeah.” For that life update, I got a late-night phone call to celebrate. Now, Xander executes another graceful shrug that belies the hurt dulling his usually vibrant eyes.

			I reach for Xander’s hand and trace my thumb over his knuckles. “What happened?”

			“Apparently, he only proposed to get me to ‘stop nagging’ him about getting married.” Xander makes scare quotes with his free hand. “He said it was easier to go along with what I wanted than deal with the mess of breaking up.”

			“What an asshole,” I say, earning me an affirmative head tilt. “But…something must have changed.”

			“Oh, you know. Turns out that fucking a stranger helped him realize how much he missed being single.”

			Rage burns through my veins, and even the blue quartz on the desk behind Xander can’t calm me. “He’s such a fucking coward. I’m sorry, Xan. You deserve so much better than that.”

			Xander waves me off, like he’s not entirely sure he agrees with my assessment, but then a mischievous grin reignites the usual spark in his eyes. “I don’t suppose you know any curses that could make him impotent or cause all his hair to fall out?”

			A sinking sensation pulls at my heart. “You know I don’t do that kind of magic.”

			“I know. I was kidding. Mostly.” He stands and gestures for me to take my place at my desk. “I’m actually here for something far more exciting than that garbage excuse of a man.”

			Following his lead, I loop around the desk, slip into my chair, and give him a nod. “I’m listening.”

			“I bought a bed-and-breakfast!”

			“You—”

			“Bought a B&B! In Oak Spires!” He flops into the wide chair across from me, the one for clients that’s been empty for an embarrassingly long time, and continues. “I’m tired of being so far from my family. I want to see my nieces grow up, not just pop in for holidays.” He shoots me a cheeky grin. “Plus, it’ll be nice to be near all our old college haunts.”

			I want to be on board with his enthusiasm, I really do, but I can’t stop the worry niggling at my heart. Leaning forward, I rest my arms against the desk and fiddle with the piece of blue quartz. “But what about your job?”

			Xander’s features pinch with disgust. “I’ve been looking for an excuse to leave ever since the bigwigs decided to embrace AI. I didn’t become a software engineer to put artists out of work and destroy the environment.”

			“And you landed on starting a bed-and-breakfast?” I try to keep the skepticism out of my voice, but while Xander was never particularly passionate about his work, he’s never shown any interest in the hospitality industry. “When did all this happen?”

			“A month and a half ago. Ish.” Xander barrels on before I can point out that a rebound business venture is not the healthiest way to get over a broken engagement. “We’ve already moved in and everything. It’s this absolutely stunning Tudor-style manor, just wait till you see the stonework. You’re going to love it. We’re finishing up some final renovations right now, landscaping mostly. It’s on the outskirts of town, so there’s a ton of land.”

			“Wow, Xan. That’s—”

			“The grand opening is set for next month, assuming the liquor license goes through next week. We’ve hired the best for all the prep work, which is what brought me to you.”

			The continual use of we makes me nervous, but I don’t press. I just hope he didn’t pair his rebound business with a rebound boyfriend. “And what can I do for Xander Owens, owner of…what are you calling this place?”

			“Louie and I are debating the name, but I’m pulling for Midnight Manor. It’s got a ring to it, right? But before we can open, we also need your special skill set.”

			“Louie?” That nervous feeling is growing again, and the blue quartz tumbles from my hands onto the desk.

			Xander raises one eyebrow at me, an impressive feat I’ve never been able to duplicate. “My childhood best friend? The one who lived next door?”

			Old memories—long college nights spent talking about our families and friends, our theories on life and magic and romance—surface to the forefront of my mind. “Of course. Tree-climbing, movie-marathoning, alcohol-sneaking Louie.” I guess there are worse rebound relationships than a longtime friend. And hell, maybe they aren’t dating at all. This could be a thoughtfully considered business decision between two capable adults.

			Hopefully.

			To distract from my forced smile, I draw the celebration sigil I created for Xander when he got his first internship. A series of miniature fireworks erupt above my palm. It’s showy magic, the kind my family hates, but the smile it brings Xander is worth it. “Professional witch, at your service. What do you need?”

			“I’d like you to check the manor for ghosts.”

			“Easy peasy.”

			Xander reaches for his phone. “What’re you charging these days?”

			“For you? Nothing.” I shake my head vehemently against the idea of charging him. Yes, I need the money. Yes, things are starting to feel desperate, but I’m not going to balance my books by charging my best friend for a service I could do in my sleep. Xander is the whole reason I have this business. He took me in when my parents disowned me five years ago, then let me crash on his couch and encouraged me to turn the magic that my parents despised—a long list, since they consider anything other than healing to be “beneath” our family’s status—into a viable business.

			“I’m not looking for a handout, Pip.”

			“It’s not a handout,” I insist. “I owe you for everything you’ve done for me. Let me return the favor.”

			But Xander shakes his head, his expression uncharacteristically stern. “Louie will never accept free services. Besides, we have investors. It’s not really my money, if that’s what you’re worried about.” He softens his words with a smile. “It’s a win-win. You get paid. I get a tax write-off.”

			Before I can come up with a counterargument—hell, before I can decide if I want to come up with one—Dea appears in the doorway. “We accept. There’s an invoice in your email, Xan. It includes a travel surcharge since Oak Spires is outside our usual jurisdiction.”

			Xander laughs. “Now that is how you do business.” He punches a few buttons on his phone, and the telltale ping of money hitting the business bank account sounds on my computer.

			“Fine. But I’m buying the first round of drinks tonight.”

			“Darlin’, you can buy all night.”
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			Two rounds deep, I’m finally brave enough to broach the topic that’s been bothering me since Xander’s arrival.

			Xan and I are squeezed into a wooden booth, the table overstuffed with giant plates of loaded fries, supremely spicy chicken wings, and one lone mozzarella stick that we’re all—currently—too polite to claim as our own. Deanna is at the bar grabbing the next round of drinks on my tab.

			“How are you really?” I lean into Xander’s side, his solid warmth grounding me in a way that’s hard to explain. No matter how much time we spend apart, no matter how busy we get with our own lives, as soon as we’re in the same room, we fall back into perfect step. College best friends turned roommates turned platonic queer soulmates.

			Which is how I know he’s gearing up to lie before he says a word. A ripple of tension cords down his arm where it’s pressed against mine. “What do you mean?”

			“Oh, you know, adjusting to single life. Launching a new business venture. Having investors…invested in how you run everything.”

			“Unless you’re willing to hex the cheating sack of shit who pretended to be the love of my life, we can skip the Barrett breakdown.”

			“That good, huh?” I reach for Xander’s hand and trace my fingers across his knuckles. “Do you want me to…?”

			He nods, his lips pressed tight and his Adam’s apple bobbing. Mixing magic and alcohol isn’t the wisest move, but the sigils I’m about to trace across his skin are simple enough that it won’t matter. I take a deep breath and invite magic to flow through me, my chest filling with the gentle thrum of power that moves to my fingertips.

			Xander hums a pleasant note to himself. “Your hands always get so warm when you do magic.”

			“Hold still,” I instruct, resting his right palm against my left. He wiggles in his seat to settle in before playing statue. The calming sigil I trace along the back of his hand ripples through him like a wave. He sighs as it dulls the sharp edges of his grief, and I quickly follow with a second sigil, this one wrapping him in a tight hug of love and compassion and a sense of home.

			When I’m done, he leans heavily against the back of the booth, eyelids tipping closed. “You’re magic, Pip, you know that?”

			“It has occurred to me, yes.”

			“I don’t mean literally.” Xander wraps an arm around my shoulders and tugs me into him. “I’ve dated witches before. None of them use magic the way you do.”

			“Yeah, and I bet they haven’t been kicked out of their families, either.” I mean for the words to sound lighthearted, but they come out bitter and hurt.

			Xander squeezes me tighter. “You’re special, Pip. Not the way you do magic. The way you are. Who you are.”

			“That’s me. Pippa Ainsley, so special she’s been single for half a decade.”

			“Special has nothing to do with that,” Dea says, sliding back into the booth across from us with three bottles of hard cider. “You can’t complain about being single if you don’t try to date.”

			“I try!”

			“Getting on the apps whenever you lose the cord for your vibrator doesn’t count as trying, Pip.”

			Embarrassment burns up my neck, but before I can defend myself—because, really, what modern witch doesn’t have a few self-pleasure spells in their repertoire—Xander groans beside me.

			“God, the apps. I didn’t think about those yet.” He takes a long swig of the cider Dea set in front of him. “I’m going to be single forever.”

			Dea rolls her eyes. “You’re about to open a B&B. You’ll have a constant stream of hot strangers in your life.”

			He glares at his former coworker. Before working with me, Dea was the office manager at a tech company where Xander used to work. They struck up a friendship over their shared love of RuPaul’s Drag Race, and when Dea encountered a small ghost problem after moving into a new apartment, she became one of my earliest clients. “I’m not going to sleep with my customers, Dea.”

			“Aren’t B&Bs mostly booked by couples, anyway?” I ask, earning another groan from Xander, which only intensifies my concern that he hasn’t thought this plan through as well as he should have before quitting his job in Brooklyn.

			Xander takes another sip and runs his hands over his face. “I’m not ready to think about dating yet, but Pip, at some point, you have to move on. It’s been, what, six years since things ended with Rose?”

			My ex’s name makes me flinch, but the hurt is less about Rose than everything else wrapped up in the end of our relationship. She was the first person I fell in love with, the first person I thought loved me for me. In the end, though, she saw me as the same disappointing screwup that my family would ultimately disown.

			Rose dumped me nearly six months before the final blowup that ended my relationship with my family. And when I was kicked out, when I had nothing but the clothes on my back and the phone in my pocket, Rose turned me away. The years we’d spent together meant nothing compared to staying in my mother’s good graces. Keeping my mother—the elected leader of NACOW—happy meant more to Rose than I ever could.

			If Xander hadn’t taken me in, I don’t know what I would have done.

			I brush the memories away and reach for the final mozzarella stick. “I’m not hung up on Rose. I’m just busy. I don’t have time to date.”

			My best friend shakes his head. “It’s not about being ‘hung up’ on your ex.” He reaches for my hand and squeezes tight. “The people who were supposed to love you the most acted like you were disposable. It’s normal to guard your heart after something like that. It’d be weird if you didn’t.”

			“Xander…”

			“And I love that I have your heart. That you let Dea in, too. But you deserve to find someone who can love you in the ways we can’t.”

			My chest squeezes tight with emotion. Old hurts, old insecurities, linger at the surface now that the alcohol and the conversation have loosened the cage I normally keep them in. I bump Xander’s shoulder with mine and try to steer the conversation away from tender topics. “Enough about my love life. Tonight isn’t about me. It’s about you and your new business venture!”

			Dea raises her bottle in salute. “To Xander! And to the first two-client month in ages.”

			“Cheers to that,” I agree, clinking my bottle to hers.

			“Wait.” Xander looks from Dea to me. “Is the business struggling?”

			“We’ll be fine,” I insist.

			“For a few more months,” Dea says under her breath, and I kick her under the table. “What? It’s true. C3 is on target to run us out of business by January if something doesn’t change.”

			“Something will change. We’re smart, capable businesswomen. We’ll figure something out.” The words are ostensibly for Dea, who probably would have bailed on the business already if she didn’t know firsthand how life-changing this work can be, but as I hear myself say them, I realize I’m trying to convince myself, too.

			I push the worry away and focus on my genuine excitement for Xander, ignoring the anxious prickle I feel when I think about him and Louie going into business together. The stories from their shared childhood were always rather…full of debauchery. “So, what’s the plan? When am I checking this house of yours for spiritual activity?”

			“Well, I was hoping you’d drive me there tomorrow morning.” Xander cracks a grin. “I got a hotel for the night, but I returned my rental car as soon as I got to Windsfell.”

			“What if I had plans for the weekend?” I rest a hand at the base of my throat, a play at being affronted. Everyone at this table knows my weekend plans typically consist of a good book and Thai takeout. The fact that they didn’t call out my lack-of-time dating excuse is further proof that they love me.

			Xander raises a thick eyebrow and calls my bluff. “Do you?”

			I sigh and wrap my fingers around my cider, the glass cold against my magic-warm fingers. “What time should I pick you up?”
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			“Why didn’t the previous owner clear the grounds of restless spirits as part of the closing process?”

			The question has been niggling at the back of my mind since I got home from the bar last night. Spiritual cleansing services are standard practice these days. Surely with a purchase as large as Xander claims this manor is, the seller would have sweetened the deal by handling the removal of any residual ghosts.

			Until now, Xander has spent our ninety-minute drive to Oak Spires telling me all about the manor and the grounds and his grand plans for special events once the business is fully up and running: small weddings and exclusive wine tastings and extravagant parties. Now that we’re within ten minutes of the property, I’ve finally had a chance to get in a question of my own.

			“The previous owner hired some guy to come in, but this place is my baby, Pip. She deserves the best.” Xander leans forward in the passenger seat and points at a hill in the distance. “There she is.”

			From this far away, all I can make out is the sheer size of the estate. It’s nestled on top of a hill, overlooking the rest of the town. As the final miles slip away beneath us, Xander seems to transform. There’s an excitement to him, sure, but there’s a steadiness, too. A confidence that quells some of my fear that this was all a very dramatic—very expensive—post-breakup decision.

			“Turn here.” Xander points to an unmarked driveway, and I take a left onto a crushed-stone road that winds up the hill. Massive trees surround us on both sides, blocking some of the sunlight. “Once Louie and I officially settle on the name, we’ll put a sign out front. Something people won’t miss. We’re petitioning the town for permission to put signs a mile in either direction to help bring traffic our way.”

			“Sounds like you’ve thought of everything.” I keep my voice light, but before I can get too concerned, the trees part and the driveway brings us to the house proper.

			The three-story manor’s masonry exterior gives it a cozy feel, contrasting the large windows cased with black metal. Above the grand front doors is a balcony seating area, and everything else is covered with the most beautiful greenery. Ivy climbing the sides of the house. A lush green lawn despite the lateness of the season. And though they’re not visible from here, Xander said there are massive gardens out back. The entire place is like something out of a Regency movie, and it stirs something in my chest that feels like wonder. I follow Xander’s directions and park next to a big white van with the name Luscious Landscaping painted on the side.

			“Well?” Xander asks as we climb out of my ancient Toyota Camry. He gestures toward the house—mansion, estate, whatever it technically is—and waits with a hopeful smile. “What do you think?”

			“It’s incredible, Xan. Really.” I breathe in the country air and imagine what this place will look like in another few weeks, once the rest of the leaves have lost their green and burn like sunset. From this high on the hill, you can see beyond the trees to the entire town, including the ivy-covered college buildings and grassy quad with ant-size students hurrying from class to class.

			A stab of nostalgia courses through me. The four years I spent at Oak Spires University were some of the happiest of my life. I got to see Xander every day. I didn’t have to worry about finances the way I do now. I was out from under my parents’ thumb, but I was part of my family. I was still close with my younger sister, Flora, too. A surge of grief tightens my throat, but I swallow it down. If Flora wanted to be part of my life, she could be.

			She cut me out the same time my parents did.

			I grab my Lucente-Cole bag from the back seat as a thickly muscled man approaches with a clipboard. I wonder if this is Best Friend Louie, but Xander introduces him as Andres. The men share a brief, hushed conversation, and worry etches itself across Xander’s brow.

			“Everything okay?” I ask, hoisting my bag over one shoulder.

			“Just a small issue with the landscaping. It shouldn’t take long.” Xander steps away and motions to the front steps. “Door’s unlocked. Louie can give you the grand tour. Go ahead and get started without me.” He slips away, following Andres around the corner of the manor and out of sight.

			Left alone, I climb the stone steps and let myself into the B&B. Inside, the grand foyer draws my attention up to the vaulted ceiling. Light spills in from all the large windows. Dark hardwood floors cover everywhere I can see, including the ornately carved staircase that leads to the second floor. Despite the old-fashioned building, Xander has styled it with cozy modern furniture that should feel out of place but doesn’t.

			My bag slides from my shoulder, and I leave it at the base of the stairs to follow the only sound in the building, searching for the infamous Louie. The rumble of distant voices draws me through the main floor toward the back of the house, where I find a kitchen with gleaming stainless steel appliances, a true crime podcast playing from expensive speakers, and hands down the most gorgeous woman I’ve ever seen.

			She’s a white woman with creamy pale skin and strawberry blond hair that she’s piled on top of her head in a bun. She stands in profile to me, highlighting her strong nose and full lips. The curve of her chest and hips. The way her forearm muscles flex as she kneads a giant mound of dough, the furrow of her brow as she concentrates…Watching her work does seriously unprofessional things to my insides.

			Making bread has no business being this goddamn sexy.

			I lean my hip against the counter, trying not to outright ogle this woman, but my elbow catches the edge of a teacup. The tiny porcelain cup crashes to the ground and promptly shatters into a thousand pieces. The baker lets out a startled yelp as she whirls around.

			“Who the hell are you?” she demands with a scowl that would leave lesser mortals weak in the knees.

			Oh, who am I kidding. My face burns under her scrutiny, and I scramble to undo my mistake. “I’m so sorry. I can fix it. One second.” I trace a repair sigil in the air, funneling as much magic as my distracted brain can handle. The little teacup pulls itself back together, and I pluck it off the floor. “See? All better.”

			The scowl lessens. A bit. “You’re the witch Alex hired.”

			“Alex?” It takes me a beat to understand who she means. Xander. Alexander. Alex. “Right. Yes. That’s me! Xander got pulled away by the landscaper. He said Louie would be here to give me a tour?”

			“Of course he did.” The baker rolls her eyes and grabs a towel, wiping the flour from her hands. She covers the dough she’d been kneading, turns off her podcast, and crosses the room to me. As she gets closer, I drink in the details of her freckled face. Green eyes the color of sunlight through a canopy of leaves. The top few buttons of her shirt are undone, the neckline falling on one side to show off her collarbone.

			As she draws near, I note the difference in our heights. I’m on the tall side of average, five foot seven, and she’s a few inches shorter, five four or so. She looks wholly unimpressed by my presence in her kitchen. “Come on, I’ll show you around.”

			Following her back into the main hall, I try to unscramble my brain. Xander didn’t invite me here to lust after the woman baking for his B&B. Unless…Is she why Xander asked about my love life last night?

			I shake the ridiculous thought away. That is definitely not what Xander intended. I’m here to clear the building of ghosts and be on my way again. Yet despite telling myself to get it together, I feel the sway of the baker’s hips like a shot of adrenaline straight into my veins.

			The woman stops in the main foyer, a scowl pinching her face when she sees the bag I dropped off at the base of the stairs. My things are clearly out of place in a room where everything was meticulously chosen and arranged.

			“Will you be needing any of that?” She nods toward my bag.

			“Not unless I find ghosts on the property.” I take a deep breath and settle into the professional witch mode I’ve spent years perfecting. I’ve done this countless times before. A hot redhead isn’t going to undo me. I reach out a hand. “I’m Pippa, by the way. Pippa Ainsley.”

			“Elle.” She shakes my hand, her grip firm and warm against my cold fingers. “Where would you like to start?”

			“As far away from the front door as possible. I’ll work from the back of the house forward and toss anything unwanted out the door.”

			Her eyes flick from me to the bag sitting by our feet, her expression unreadable. After a beat, she turns on her heel and leads me up the main staircase and into the bedroom farthest from where we started. It’s a corner suite with a private bathroom and small office area.

			“This is…incredible.” It’s tastefully decorated. There’s a queen-size bed in a distressed wood frame with matching side tables bookending it. Olive-green paint covers paneled walls. The way the pillows are arranged, with the extra blankets draped tastefully on the end of the bed, is cozy and quaint. Xander has subscribed to interior design magazines since college, and it shows. The intentionality of everything eases some of my rebound-business worries.

			While Elle loiters at the doorway, I move to the center of the room, beneath a stunning crystal chandelier. Deep breath. This is the fun part.

			I trace an amplification sigil across my forehead to activate my third eye and increase my ability to see energy. My system floods with magic, and the room glows with a gentle bluish light. Next, I trace a revelation sigil in the air around me. It’s a risky technique, since it will also strengthen any lingering energy in the room, but it’s the best way to uncover hidden spirits.

			It’s a calculated risk, but it’s what sets me apart from other witches. It’s why what I do is more powerful than the DIY shit that Coffee, Charms, and Crystals peddles to their customers.

			When I turn around, Elle sucks in a sharp breath. “Are your eyes supposed to glow like that? The other guy didn’t glow.”

			I take in the blend of shock and wariness on her face, and a smirk pulls at my lips. “Xander wanted the best. No one does this like me.”

			Elle echoes my cocky smile. The expression sends a thrill of excitement from my head all the way to my toes. “You’re sure you’re the best?”

			“Positive.” The certainty in my voice brightens her smile, but there’s a gleam of challenge in her eyes. I don’t bother arguing my point. Actions speak louder than words, after all.

			I follow the baker through the B&B, checking each of the ten bedrooms and all the common areas for signs of ghostly activity. Elle watches from each new doorway, and under her scrutiny I’m exceptionally thorough. Two of the bedrooms already look lived-in. One is clearly Xander’s; I’d recognize his summery scent and closet full of cashmere sweaters anywhere. The other, though…does Elle live here? Or is this Louie’s room?

			Whoever cleansed the home initially removed any active ghosts—if there were any—but they left a stagnant energy that could give any sensitive B&B guests a feeling that things are off. Xander deserves a truly clean slate. From room to room, I gather up remnants of stale energy, folding it into my hands and carrying the load until we finally get back to the foyer.

			“Could you get the door?” I do my best to hide the strain in my voice. My arms are full of old, sticky energy, and I’m eager to get it off me. I’m going to need a thorough self-cleansing after this.

			Elle opens the door, and I nearly crash into Xander in my haste to get out.

			“Done already?” He sounds disappointed, but the promise of being free of this energy keeps me from caring. I skirt around him, hurry down the front steps, and sink to my knees in the grass. With my hands pressed firmly to the earth, I release everything that isn’t mine.

			“Is she okay?” Elle asks from the porch.

			“She’s great. Pip does this all the time.” Xander’s certainty fills me with a warmth that drives out the cold ick of stagnant energy. There’s work to do before I can deal with either of them, though.

			As the last of the ghostly residue bleeds from me into the earth, I pull in more magic, funneling it through me for a final deep clean. I press magic into the ground, supporting the earth’s natural ability to neutralize spiritual waste.

			With that handled, I stand and brush the dirt from my jeans. With a few quick flourishes of my fingers to undo the sigils I cast at the beginning of my work, I settle back into my body before turning to face Xander and Elle.

			“Brilliant,” Xander says, beaming at me. He wraps an arm around Elle’s shoulders and draws her in for a tight side hug. “What’d I tell you, Louie? Pip’s the best.”

			Louie? The world seems to tilt beneath me. “I thought your name was Elle?”

			“It is.” She pulls away from Xander and smacks his side. “Alex refuses to accept that I’ve outgrown my childhood nickname.”

			“You’re Louie,” I say as the realization washes over me. The stories Xander told in college shift and rearrange themselves. “The ‘best friend since kindergarten, used to steal Mr. Owens’s liqueur in high school together, and once broke into the neighbor’s yard to skinny-dip’ Louie?”

			Elle smacks Xander again. “What’d you do? Tell her all the worst stories about me?” She offers me an embarrassed smile. “I’ve matured a lot since our high school antics.”

			Xander laughs. “Come on, Lou, they’re not bad stories. And it’s not like I told them all last night. Half of those I told while tipsy in college.”

			The ground sways beneath my feet as they continue to bicker in that sibling-like way of lifetime friends. I knew Xander opened this business with his childhood bestie, but actually seeing her tugs at a worry I didn’t know I had. It feels a lot like loss, especially when I remember the second lived-in room upstairs.

			Xander moved in with his original best friend. My heart clenches painfully, and even though I know it’s ridiculous, I can’t stop myself from feeling like I’ve been replaced. And I absolutely cannot think Elle is hot. Not when I know who she is to Xander. Especially not when he’s reeling from a broken engagement. I swallow the confusing, painful blend of emotions. Professional Pippa. That’s who I need right now. That’s who I can be.

			I cut into their continued bickering. “Whoever cleared the house for you the first time did a passable job. The house was already free from any active ghosts. I removed all the lingering energetic trails. As far as spiritual activity is concerned, your B&B is ready for living guests.”

			Xander and Elle share a look that isn’t at all the congratulations or relief that I expected. Something silent passes between them, a full conversation in the tiniest of facial expressions, a connection so deep words are unnecessary. A sudden ache throbs under my ribs as painfully as my lower back often does after too many hours spent bent over my personal grimoire. Frustrated, I shove the wayward emotion into the black box of my heart.

			Finally, Xander nods. “You tell her, Lou. It was your brilliant idea.”

			Elle stares down at me from her place on the porch. “First, for the record, my full name is Eloise Thompson. I go by Elle. Not Ellie. Not Eloise. And for anyone who isn’t Alex, not Lou, either.”

			I nod, the feeling of outsider pulsing painfully in my chest. “Elle only. Noted.”

			“And secondly…” She hesitates a moment, bracing her hands on her hips, drawing my attention to the flex of her forearms. “We want you to haunt our business.”
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			There’s no way I heard Elle right the first time. Her forearms must have distracted me.

			I blink up at the pair of them. “You want me to what?”

			Elle’s posture stiffens, knuckles turning white as she grips her hips. “We need you to bring ghosts to the building. Polite, sociable ones, obviously. We’re going to run an authentically haunted bed-and-breakfast.”

			“You can’t be serious.” I shift my attention to Xander. “Please tell me you’re kidding.”

			Xander shrugs. “Nope. Louie’s adamant. So are the investors.”

			“It’ll set us apart from all the competition in the travel space. With Airbnb and Vrbo and all the other rental options these days, we need a unique hook. There isn’t anything like this in a three-state radius.” Elle studies me, a hint of challenge in the tip of her chin. “So, can you do it?”

			I shove down the prickle of curiosity building at the back of my head. Toying with unknown forms of magic has gotten me in trouble more than once. Ignoring Elle’s question, I climb the steps, grab Xander by the arm, and drag him inside. “Have you lost your mind? You can’t seriously think haunting your own business is a good idea.”

			“She ran the numbers, Pip. The marketing plan seems sound.”

			“The marketing plan is sound.” Elle follows us inside and closes the door against the autumn chill. “And we’ll obviously put safety measures in place to protect our guests. All we need you to do is bring the ghosts here.”

			“Absolutely not.”

			“Alex said you were good at your job.” Elle crosses her arms, the movement flexing the muscles in her shoulders and biceps. My stomach dips with desire despite the frustration building in my chest. “He said you were the most creative witch he’d ever met.”

			“I am.”

			“But you can’t figure out how to attract a few ghosts to our location?”

			The mere suggestion has my brain spinning with possibilities, combinations of sigils popping into my brain, but that isn’t the point. “It’s not whether I could figure it out. It’s whether I should.”

			“Are you misquoting Jurassic Park at me?” Elle raises one eyebrow, and the expression is so similar to Xander’s it widens the chasm in my chest. Is that something she picked up from him during their lifetime of friendship?

			“Not intentionally,” I snap. Every word out of her mouth makes my skin burn with irritation. “But my point stands. I won’t prevent souls from moving on so you can turn a profit.” I glance at Xander. “No offense.”

			He shrugs, like the increasingly heated argument between Elle and me doesn’t bother him in the slightest. Like he knew this might happen.

			“Offense very much taken,” Elle cuts in.

			I bite back several inappropriate retorts. In my head, I imagine Deanna talking me down. Telling me to salvage this and turn it into a paying gig. I take a deep breath and reach for the magic always waiting for my call. It washes through me, soothing the sharpest corners of my emotions.

			“Look, there are safer ways to provide a haunted house experience. I can enchant different objects in each room to give the same effect. Mundanes won’t know the difference.”

			“Who says witches won’t want to stay here?” Elle asks, hands braced on her hips again as she scowls.

			“Witches are five percent of the population, at most. I doubt they’ll make up that much of your business.” I press my palms tight against my outer thighs in an attempt to stay calm. It…doesn’t help. “If witches want to see ghosts, we can do that without wasting money to stay at some B&B.”

			“Hey now!” Xander protests, but before I can apologize, Elle cuts in.

			“Forget the demographics.” Stubbornness rolls off Elle in waves. That single line in her brow deepens, and the corners of her lips tip down. “The whole point is that the haunting is authentic. I refuse to sell a cheap gimmick.”

			“Oh, my enchantments aren’t cheap.”

			“If you can’t do this, Ms. Ainsley, we’ll find someone else.” Elle flicks her wrist toward my bag, where it sits on the floor by the stairs. “Don’t forget your…knickknacks.”

			God, the nerve of this woman. “There’s not a single witch on the East Coast reckless enough to do something like this. But go ahead. Waste your time looking.” I grab my bag, swing it over my shoulder, and storm toward the door. I turn back at the last second to address Xander. “Call me when you talk some sense into her. I can work up a proposal for assorted enchantments that will more than do the job.” I reach for the door handle. “Don’t be a stranger, Xan.”

			He cracks a smile. “I’ll call you later.”

			I spare one final glance for Eloise Thompson, who’s staring at me like she wants to commit murder and trap my ghost on the property, before yanking open the heavy door and leaving them both behind.
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			By Monday morning, Xander still hasn’t called.

			He texted Saturday to make sure I got home okay and apologized for ambushing me with the request.

			
				Lou really wanted to be the one to pitch it.

			

			
				It was her idea. The investors love it.

			

			
				Spirits were people once. I love you, but I won’t force them to work with you.

			

			
				♥

			

			I tried to let it go. Tried not to think too much about any of it. I hate knowing that Xander is disappointed. Hate how attractive I thought his best friend was before I knew their connection. Hate that she’s still—technically—hot as hell, even though her personality is grating and her business ideas are borderline unethical.

			I spent Sunday alternating between reading the latest Jennifer Dugan romance novel and tinkering with the creativity spell that I’ve been trying to crack for ages. If I can get it right, it would help clients tap into their most creative selves, help them design their next architectural masterpiece, come up with a perfect-for-them novel idea, or whip up a new recipe that feels like home.

			It would open a whole new line of potential clients for the business. I’m not sure it’ll replace the connections we’ve lost within the real estate market, but it’s certainly a start.

			Monday morning, Deanna beats me to the office. The bells above the door chime when I come in, the musical notes humming in the air around me. Every inch of this office is spelled in one way or another. The bells are designed to help clients feel safe and comfortable in the space. The enchantment doesn’t interfere with their free will—nothing I do violates a person’s autonomy. Instead, the sound’s frequency simply eases any nerves and helps them feel grounded.

			It’s the exact kind of nontraditional magic my parents hate.

			When witches first came out of the broom closet in the middle of the nineteenth century, taking advantage of the growing acceptance of the Spiritualism movement among mundanes, those old-timey witches wanted to ensure the general public wouldn’t fear—and therefore wouldn’t persecute—them. So they focused exclusively on the benefits healing magic could have for mundanes.

			As a result, traditionalists like my parents uphold healing magic as the only honorable use of our power. Anything else is frivolous at best and a potential threat to our continued acceptance at worst.

			Unfortunately, healing is the only magic I’m completely inept at performing. My parents—and the constant ache in my back—are both disappointed by that.

			“Morning, boss.” Deanna’s voice cuts into my thoughts as she steps into the reception area holding a coffee mug covered in Pride-flag-themed gaming dice. “How was the trip out to Oak Spires?” When I groan, she raises a single eyebrow. “What happened? Was there an active portal there or something?”

			“No, it’s not that. The work itself was easy.” I drop my bag in my office and return to Deanna, who’s taken a seat at her desk. “There were only a few leftover energy trails. Nothing major.”

			“Then why the face?”

			“Xander’s best friend is his business partner.”

			Deanna studies me over a sip of her coffee. “We already knew that.”

			“Yeah, well, Louie, turns out, is actually a woman named Elle.”

			“And?” God, there are so many ways I could end that sentence.

			And I spent the first twenty minutes touring the house distracted by her muscular shoulders and forearms. And her smile felt like staring at the sun. And I wondered—for a fraction of a second before I got ahold of myself—what her hair would feel like wrapped around my fingers.

			And I feel like I’m being replaced, even though I know that’s ridiculous.

			“She didn’t want me to clear the house of ghosts,” I say at last, landing on the true root of the problem. Or, at least, the part that isn’t painfully embarrassing. “She wanted me to haunt it.”

			“Huh.” Dea makes a noncommittal sound in the back of her throat before setting the coffee on her desk. She wakes up the computer, her attention fixed on the screen, fingers flying across the keyboard.

			I wait, silent seconds ticking by until impatience gets the better of me. “That’s all you have to say? Did you hear me? She wants me to fill their business with restless spirits.”

			Dea doesn’t look up from the computer screen. “Did she specifically request restless ones?”

			“Well…no.” I sink into the chair opposite her. “But it’s not a good idea to have any ghosts wandering around a business like that.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because!” I find myself sputtering indignantly, which is not how I thought this conversation would go. “There are so many reasons! The liability of it all, for one thing. I don’t think our insurance would cover us if instead of clearing houses I haunted one. What if someone got possessed? What if a ghost knocks shit off a shelf and injures a guest? Plus, there’s the whole consent piece. I can’t force someone to work without pay—even if they’re dead.”

			“Huh,” she says again, giving me nothing to go on.

			“Come on, Dea. You know I’m right. You only managed to live with a ghost for two weeks before Xander had me get rid of her for you.”

			Dea shudders. “She kept showing up in the mirror behind me when I was putting on my makeup! It was creepy.”

			“Exactly!”

			“This is different, though,” Dea says, still not looking at me as she types away on her computer. “I didn’t ask to live with a ghost. The people who choose to stay at this B&B will go in knowing it’s haunted. It’ll be their choice.”

			I groan. Dea has never been much of a people pleaser—she’s happy to tell me when my ideas are terrible—but I find myself frustrated she’s not agreeing with me now. “I don’t even know if it’s magically possible.”

			“Yeah, but you’d be able to figure it out. That sounds like it’s right up your alley.”

			“Deanna.”

			“What?” She finally gives up on whatever she was doing on the computer and studies me. I’m not sure what she sees in my expression, but it has her leaning back and blowing out a breath. She twists her lips into an inscrutable expression, the exaggerated movement drawing my attention to today’s color choice: a stunning shade of plum. “Is this one of those times where you need me to stop being reasonable and agree with you?”

			I scowl. “I am being reasonable.”

			She rolls her eyes and says in a bored monotone, “Yes, you are super reasonable, and Xander’s best friend is a big dummy who doesn’t know anything about magic. Her business plan is doomed to fail, and you’re smart for not getting involved.”

			“I’m going to ignore how patronizing that is and say thank you.” I’m also going to ignore Dea’s implication that I’m not Xander’s best friend and all the twisty feelings it has swirling in my stomach. I’ve already lost my entire family, including my biological sister. I can’t lose the man who’s become like a brother to me.

			Her plum-colored lips twist into a smirk. “You’re welcome. Now, if you don’t mind, some of us have work to do.”

			“I have work, too,” I insist, though I know she’s teasing. She waves me away, and I slip back into my office. I don’t have any specific client appointments today, but I have plenty to do. There’s the creativity spell I was working on this weekend. I could tinker with that. Plus, I’ve got a full-day client on Thursday.

			There’s a new art gallery opening on the east side of Windsfell, and the owner signed up for our signature New Business Package, the first one we’ve sold in over a year. I’ll be busy all day casting anti-theft sigils and weaving attraction spells to draw in the right clientele. I even put together a custom intuition series for the owner to help him select which artists to display. He also requested that I leave behind the most beautiful crystals I can get to continue powering the sigils once I’m gone. I called in nearly every favor I had to rush order high-end cuts of quartz and labradorite.

			I could spend the day double-checking everything for Thursday, but when I settle in my desk chair, I can’t sink into any one project. I bounce from task to task, never finishing anything. I waste away the morning, a restless feeling that I can’t stand sending me to my phone, where I scroll aimlessly. Well, not aimlessly exactly. I find myself hate-scrolling C3’s website. It’s full of gorgeous shots of crystals and strong hands grinding herbs and a smiling woman with one half of her head shaved, brown curls spilling down the other side to brush her shoulder. She’s in another photo, farther down, handcrafting spell candles that she claims will provide “abundance, self-love, and protection.”

			The woman in the photos—Teagan Keller—owns the shop. I met her precisely once, when the place first opened twelve months ago. She was friendly, excited to meet another entrepreneurial witch, and she even asked to take me out for coffee to pick my brain. We never got around to meeting again. And then, within a few months, Deanna clocked the subtle decline in our business.

			Now that decline isn’t subtle at all.

			“Fuck.” Deanna’s voice startles me into dropping my phone, and when I look up, she’s at her computer, letting lose an impressive string of profanities.

			I slip my phone into my pocket and hurry to her desk. “What is it? What happened?”

			“Zack Ryan.”

			I deflate. “Please tell me he didn’t change his mind about the crystal selection again. I told him I was putting in the material order last week.”

			Dea bites her bottom lip. “It’s not that.” Her expression shifts from shocked frustration to something that borders on pitying. My stomach sinks, and I know what she’s about to say before she says it. A flash of intuition that’s too little too late.

			“Please don’t tell me he canceled.”

			“He did. And he’s within the window for a partial refund.”

			I slide into the chair across from Dea, defeat making my body feel boneless. This job was supposed to keep us out of the red this month, not dig the hole deeper. “Did he say why he canceled?” Part of me doesn’t want to know, but this business is my responsibility. Making sure Deanna’s salary gets paid is my job. I need to know why and how things go wrong.

			“Coffee, Charms, and Crystals apparently offers custom crystal grids now.”

			“There’s no way a crystal grid can do a tenth of what I had planned.” C3 might be able to keep thieves out, but the nuance of doing that while attracting the right customers requires more than setting up crystals in a particular order. I pull out my phone to check the business bank account, and my chest squeezes tight. Our cash is low, and the credit card is nearly maxed out. I swipe into my other banking app, where I keep my personal accounts.

			Bailing us out of this canceled contract is going to hurt. I don’t have many months of this left in me. Especially with our rent going up in January.

			“What if we add a retail area?” Deanna suggests, not for the first time.

			“I’d rather sell my kidneys.”

			She sighs, fingernails tapping against the desk. “Okay then, what about increasing our online footprint. Or offering classes. You’d be good at teaching the fundamentals of magical experimentation.”

			It’s not a bad idea, but it would draw attention from NACOW. So far, I’ve kept the business low profile enough that they leave us alone. Teaching other witches to buck tradition might force my mother to acknowledge my existence for the first time in five years, something I’d like to avoid.

			Not that she’d personally deal with me. She has people for that.

			There’s also a hurt, stubborn part of me that doesn’t want to admit defeat. “I don’t want to teach. I want this business to work the way it used to. I want to be out in the field, solving problems for people that no one else can handle.”

			In our glory days, I spent all my time hopping from job to job, developing unique uses of magic. Every day was different. I felt needed and useful. I woke up excited to get to the office because I knew that I was doing the work I was put on this earth to do, even if it had cost me my entire family.

			And now it’s all going up in flames.

			Disappointment squeezes my chest in a painful, aching grip. The injustice of it all settles around me like a film of stagnant energy, sticky and tacky and altogether unpleasant. I worked so hard for this. I did everything right. Screwing things up when I worked at NACOW was one thing. My mother forced that job on me. I was never going to excel there. But this? I built this business to cater to my strengths. I’m not supposed to fail at what I’m good at. I’m not supposed to fail when I work this hard.

			Eriksons don’t let things slip, Perpetua.

			My mother’s words echo in my head, surfacing one of our tenser arguments. I’d fucked up the logistics for an important NACOW ceremony while she was out of town. She cut her trip short to ensure I knew how deeply I’d disappointed her.

			And then she had my father burn the grimoire full of new magic I’d invented. The grimoire I’d managed to hide for years, until I messed up so bad that my parents tore apart my room to find evidence of my failures. Years of work turned to ash in seconds.

			“Pippa?” Dea’s voice draws me back to the moment, where memories of my mother’s harsh words—where my old name, Perpetua Ainsley Erikson—can’t reach me. “Do I need to start looking for a new job?”

			Belonging to this family is a privilege. Not a right.

			I push the past away, lock it inside the deadened corner of my heart. “Of course not. We’ll figure this out. I will figure this out.” Fresh worry claws its way forward. I won’t let Deanna worry. I can’t lose her, too. “I promise, Dea. Your job is safe. Every business has ups and downs. We’ll hit an upswing again soon.”

			I sound so confident, even I almost believe it.

			“Look, I’ll call Zack and see if I can get him to change his mind. He chose us for a reason. I’ll remind him of all the facets of the service we would provide. C3 can’t possibly offer the same.” I reach across the desk and pick up her empty granola bar wrapper. “And then we’ll order a proper lunch and put our heads together. There has to be something we’re missing.”

			Dea offers a half-hearted tilt of her lips, but before she can say anything, the bells above the door chime. It’s a different tone, this one indicating an impending visitor. That’s the other bit of magic infused in those bells. They can pick up on the intention to enter a few seconds before the client reaches the door.

			I grin. “See? New clients are already on their way in.” The bells ring again, this time announcing the actual arrival of said client. I plaster on my best customer service smile, genuinely glad to see foot traffic in here.

			“Good afternoon,” I say as I turn to face the door. I’m distracted by jeans hugging snug to full hips. The brush of loose strawberry blond hair along collarbones. A too-big cashmere sweater that I swear I’ve seen on Xander before. I have to blink twice to make sure I’m not hallucinating. “Elle?”

			Xander’s business partner stands on the welcome mat, tugging at the ends of her sleeves. “I was hoping we could talk.”
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			Elle Thompson is standing in my office looking windswept and cautious, and all I’m able to do is stare at her. I keep expecting the door to open again, for Xander to follow her inside, but she apparently came alone.

			“Pippa’s calendar is open. She can speak with you now.” Dea appears suddenly at my side, and though mind reading isn’t a thing, I can tell what my office manager is thinking. Rare magic—like the haunting Elle is after—means big money.

			And the business desperately needs some of that.

			Elle studies me, her expression daring me to disagree and kick her out of the office. I can almost hear the speech she’s undoubtedly prepared ahead of time. All her arguments against whatever dismissal I can conjure. It shivers in the air between us. So I surprise us both. I smile.

			“It would be my pleasure. Join me in my office?” I gesture to the open door behind me. “Dea, can you call Zack Ryan for me? See if you can get him back on board for Thursday.”

			“On it, boss.”

			“Actually,” Elle says when I turn toward the office. “Could we go somewhere else? Somewhere…neutral.”

			Her tone grates against my nerves. I’m offended on my office’s behalf. On my own behalf. I picked out everything in this space. I personally cleansed and spelled every bit of it. “What’s wrong with my office?”

			“Nothing’s wrong with it,” Elle insists, a tinge of pink blooming beneath her freckles, which is…interesting. “Last time we met on my turf, and that conversation ended on less-than-ideal terms. A neutral location might be better.”

			“You think being here gives me the upper hand?”

			She scowls. “That’s not what I said.”

			“Pippa, why don’t you take our potential client out to Bellflower Bistro.” Dea shoots me a meaningful look before smiling fully at Elle. “They have the best lunch service in the city. It’s on us. Right, Pippa?”

			I breathe in deep and invite magic to flow through me, tracing a calming sigil against my thigh. When I exhale, I’m able to smile without grimacing. “I’ll grab my things, and we can go.” I scowl when Elle nods—I don’t need her permission to do anything—and promptly realize I’m being ridiculous. I trace another calming sigil along the inside of my palm as I escape into my office to grab my wallet.

			My phone buzzes with a text from Dea.

			
				Keep an open mind. We need this contract.

			

			
				I won’t compromise my morals for a payday.

			

			Behind me, I can hear Dea snort before she responds.

			
				No one’s asking you to. Use that clever brain of yours to find a solution that works for everyone.

			

			
				I hate you.

			

			
				You love me.

			

			Dea does a great job hiding the smug edge to her grin when I shut the door to my private office and rejoin her and Elle in the waiting area. Elle looks wary, but she doesn’t avoid my gaze. I swallow my objections and lead her to the door. “The Bellflower is just around the corner. We’ll want to hurry before the lunch rush gets there.”

			Elle follows me out the front door. “I appreciate you making the time.”

			I shrug. “Girl’s gotta eat.” At the sight of her pursed-lip frown, I let out a sigh. “Also, I may have overreacted on Saturday.”

			“So, you’ll do it?” The hope in her voice takes me by surprise, different from the challenge and skepticism I first encountered. Today, she’s eager and warm and inviting.

			“I owe it to Xander to hear you out,” I clarify. “I still have significant concerns.”

			“And I’m sure I’ve already considered them all.”

			“We’ll see.”

			A minute later, we round the corner and Bellflower Bistro comes into view. There’s no line out the door, which is a relief, but it is busy inside. We’re seated quickly at a four-person table, the rustic wood gleaming with polish. The table is surrounded by other diners, and the rumble of conversation presses in on all sides. Rather than sitting across from me, Elle takes the chair to my right.

			“I’m not going to shout across the table,” she says as she sinks into her chair. “I don’t want to be accused of yelling when I’m just trying to be heard.”

			Her tone is matter-of-fact. I get the sense this is something that’s happened before, and she’s cautious to avoid it now.

			We peruse the menu, but I’ve eaten here often enough that I’m not actually reading anything. Instead, I study this woman who wants me to haunt a bed-and-breakfast. Xander said the concept was hers, and I try to determine what about Elle made this idea so compelling to her.

			Is she a thrill seeker?

			Did she watch ghost-hunting shows growing up?

			Or is it as simple as finding a hole in the market she can exploit?

			Once the server has taken our order—a chicken Caesar wrap for me, a rustic BLT on honey wheat for her—I decide to find out. “Xander says the idea to haunt the B&B was yours?” I keep my voice light. Curious. All I get in response is a nod while she sips her lemon water. Okay then. “What inspired the idea?”

			“Ms. Ainsley, I’m not here to divulge the source of my business ideas for you to belittle.”

			“Then what are you doing, Ms. Thompson?” I snap back, matching her formality.

			“Midnight Manor will open on Halloween, and it will be haunted. Alex is adamant that you’re the right witch for the job.” Elle swirls her straw through her water, the ice clicking against the glass. “I don’t care who we hire, but I promised Alex that I’d try you again before I moved on.”

			“Fine.” I lean back in my chair and cross my arms. “Let’s hear it. What’s your big vision for your haunted attraction?”

			“No.”

			Irritation quickens my pulse. “No?”

			“You’re the one being interviewed, Ms. Ainsley. Not me.” Her lips twitch into the approximation of a smirk, and it’s criminal how someone so frustrating can be so damn attractive. “Pretend for a second you want this job. Convince me you’re the right hire.”

			I consider storming out of the restaurant, but three things keep me in my chair. The absurdly delicious wrap being prepared for me in the kitchen. My long-standing friendship with Xander. And Dea’s voice, ringing in my ear: Do I need to start looking for a new job?

			“Fine. If you were a prospective client, we’d start this conversation with a hard truth.” I lean forward, arms pressed against the table, until there’s only a few inches between our faces. “I’m not sure that what you want is possible. At least not in a way that’s both ethical to the spirits and safe for your living clients.”

			Elle holds my gaze, but she doesn’t say anything. Just watches me with those pale green eyes.

			“To consider a case like this,” I continue, channeling everything I’ve learned as a business owner these past few years, sidestepping all the mistakes I’ve made that I don’t care to repeat, “I’d require a fee structure that pays for my time and expertise, even if I’m ultimately unsuccessful.”

			“Reasonable.” She leans back, swirling her straw through the glass again. “Continue.”

			“I’d also recommend, again, that we pursue other options for creating a haunted environment without involving actual ghosts.”

			She scoffs. “Not happening.”

			“You haven’t seen what I can do.”

			Elle crosses her arms, unimpressed. “It has to be a genuine haunting.”

			“But why?” I press. “Mundanes care more about the spooky experience of a haunting than whether it’s actually real.” The way people have flocked to C3’s basic-ass witchcraft is proof of that.

			The server returns with starter salads, and Elle digs into hers. For the first time since we sat down, her eyes are downcast, her brow furrowed like she’s battling an internal war with herself. I stab a tomato as she comes to a decision.

			“I care that it’s real,” she says at last. “Despite whatever story you’ve concocted for yourself, I’m not in this for a quick buck. I’m not trying to screw anyone over, including the deceased, and I refuse to put out false advertising. Secondly, there’s the matter of our primary investor, a witch named Sloane McKinley.”

			My mouth falls open, and I cover my shock by taking a long drink of ice water. “You got Sloane McKinley to invest?”

			I’ve never met Sloane in person, but they’re well-known in the witching world. Growing up, I mostly heard about them through my mother’s furious rants about Sloane’s efforts to make magic more accessible to mundanes. If Sloane had come from a less respected family—or weren’t so beloved by the mundane community—NACOW would have shut down their work long ago. These days, Sloane is a highly sought-after teacher, in part because they don’t discriminate based on someone’s innate magical ability. Or lack thereof.

			A victorious smirk tugs at Elle’s lips. “Sloane is growing their training program for witches and mundanes who want to improve spiritual communication. They want to use the B&B to host their quarterly retreats, which means we need actual ghosts in residence.”

			I don’t want to be impressed, but I am. A little. Yet something doesn’t add up. “If Sloane’s already involved, why do you need me?”

			“They’re too busy preparing for the next retreat to handle the actual haunting process.” Elle cocks her head to one side, her hair sliding in shining rivulets across her shoulders. “And given your insistence that it can’t be done…it’s also possible they don’t know how to haunt the place. If they did, they wouldn’t need our location for their retreats.”

			I pop the tomato in my mouth and give myself time to think while I chew. If I pull this off, impressing an eccentric investor like Sloane could open new opportunities for me. Even if Sloane didn’t want to invest in my business directly, their endorsement could make a major difference. It could bring in higher-end clientele, including other witches.

			To be a witch that other witches turn to for help? The thrill of that kind of validation prickles along my skin. My mind whirls with possibilities. Risking NACOW’s attention by attempting something so ripe for disaster would be worth it with Sloane involved.

			“We’d need a way to compensate the spirits who haunt the B&B,” I say as my brainstorming shifts from internal to external. “And you’d have to give them the option to pass beyond the veil when they’re ready. Then there’s the matter of possession prevention. That’s a liability nightmare, even if you have guests sign a waiver. And you’ll want designated ghost-free zones. I imagine guests will want privacy in their bedrooms. They don’t need ghosts watching them change or playing voyeur if they indulge in vacation sex.”

			Elle sputters mid-drink and collapses into a coughing fit, her face going pink all the way to the tips of her ears. It’s cuter than it has any right to be.

			“You good, Ms. Thompson?” I reach out to pat her back, but she waves me away.

			“Elle is fine.” She presses a hand to her throat and breathes deep, settling the last of the coughing fit. “I’m sorry I pulled the overly formal thing. It’s something I learned during my MBA, but it always feels stiff and weird. Can I call you Pippa?”

			“It is my name.”

			This time, when she smirks, there’s a warmth to her eyes. “Well then, Pippa, I have to say, I am impressed. I’ve always imagined that, if we could pull this off, it would be a win for everyone involved—the guests, the ghosts, Alex and me. The investors. And if you can get us across the finish line, I want it to be a win for you, too.”

			Hesitation creeps up my spine. “Like I said, I don’t know if it is possible.”

			“And I appreciate that you don’t make false promises. But…you’re willing to try?”

			Her question hangs in the air between us, heavy with want that feels deeper than business. I load my fork with salad to buy time. There are so many moving parts to something like this, but the creative thrill of it, the challenge it would pose…it’s like lightning down my spine in the best possible way.

			“What timelines are we working with?”

			“We need the place haunted by our grand opening on Halloween, otherwise Sloane will pull their funding.”

			I do the math in my head. Thirty-three days. Thirty-three days to safely haunt a B&B. I’d have to move around the few recurring appointments on my books, see if I could get them knocked out before I go or put them off until after Halloween. Dea could handle the office while I’m gone. Hell, she’ll probably enjoy having time alone to start all those organization projects she’s been talking about.

			“Here’s what I propose.” Elle slips a business card across the table to me. On the back, she’s scribbled two very large numbers. “Come stay with us at the B&B. If you work on this until the grand opening, we’ll pay you that no matter the results.” She points to the first number, a fee that would more than make up for the cancellation this week and refill some of my emergency fund.

			“And if I succeed?” I ask, unwilling to believe the second number on her card is real. It’s a mind-boggling amount.

			Victory flashes in Elle’s eyes, and the easy smile on her face is like staring into the sun. “If you impress Sloane and they fully invest in Midnight Manor, that bonus is yours.” She holds out her hand. “Do we have a deal?”

			I slip my hand into hers and ignore the way her touch elicits goose bumps along my arm. “Deal.”
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			Zack Ryan didn’t change his mind.

			Dea greeted me with the news when I got back from lunch yesterday, and then the rest of the day flew by in a rush. Clients got rescheduled. Dea agreed to water my plants while I’m out of town. Then I went home to pack for thirty-three days at Midnight Manor spent trying to haunt my best friend’s business.

			I barely slept last night, my mind spinning with possibilities. Twice, I got up to write notes in my experimental grimoire. I’d hoped that getting all the ideas out of my brain would help me sleep, but with each idea I wrote down, two more sprang up in its place.

			Even now, I’m filled with shimmery excitement. It’s something I haven’t felt in a long time, the lure of a new magical puzzle that only I can solve.

			Weight presses against my chest as I crest one of the hills close to Oak Spires. The last time I let myself get excited about seemingly impossible magic, it nearly cost my mother her reelection campaign. It cost me everything.

			You have disgraced this family for the last time.

			You are no longer an Erikson.

			I haven’t talked to my parents since. When Nanette Erikson makes a proclamation, there is no turning back. Which is why she’s successfully served as the head of NACOW for so long.

			Heaviness settles over me, but I shake it away. I’m not an Erikson anymore. I don’t answer to that stuffy, old-fashioned name. Perpetua. Only a pompous asshat names a tiny baby Perpetua. Just thinking it, hearing it in my mother’s somber voice, makes me want to shrivel up and die.

			The case in front of me won’t be like that, though. Xander is there, and he loves who I am, not who he thinks I’m supposed to be. He loves that I experiment. That I push against the boundaries of magical tradition. And if things get messy along the way, we’ll laugh about it once it’s all cleaned up again. And Elle…

			Well, it doesn’t matter what she thinks. She’s a client. She’s Xander’s friend and business partner. She’s nothing to me personally. As long as I give this my best shot, I get paid. And if I successfully haunt Midnight Manor, it’ll open doors that have been closed since my parents threw me out of the house without a penny to my name.

			My knuckles crack as my hands tighten on the steering wheel, and I shove away everything that reminds me of the family I lost. I have a new family now. One I’ve chosen. I get to spend the next thirty-two days living with that family again. A month with Xander is a dream scenario.

			Even if living in close quarters with Elle is less than ideal.

			Gravel rumbles under the tires as I turn up the B&B’s driveway, and when the trees part to reveal the building, the same sense of wonder I experienced the first time washes through me again. The grounds are beautiful, even in the transition of seasons—no longer the lush, vibrant green of summer but not yet the riot of orange and red and gold of full autumn. I bet winter will be beautiful, too, white snow clinging to bare branches, glittering like diamonds.

			Once this ghost business is behind us, I’ll see if Xander wants me to winterize the driveway so it doesn’t ice over or collect snow. It’s a short-lasting spell that needs to be renewed often—depending on the weather—but I wouldn’t mind the excuse to see Xander more regularly.

			I park in the same spot from the weekend, and when I climb out of the car, my back screams at me. On second thought…maybe I don’t want to make this drive every week. The ninety minutes to Oak Spires is nothing compared to visiting Xander when he lived in Brooklyn, but it’s not a quick jaunt, either. Especially with a back like mine and less than eight months until I’m thirty.

			Those are future decisions, I remind myself. One thing at a time.

			Worry circles my throat as I grab my bags from the trunk. I packed light as far as personal items, but even with the Lucente-Cole bag to carry my crystals and other magical supplies, I needed a whole separate suitcase for all the texts I could find on interacting with ghosts. If NACOW weren’t obsessed with tradition—and keeping magical secrets out of mundane hands so we seem as nonthreatening as possible—this information could be online by now. While there are some witch-only spaces on the internet, they’re not allowed to include the level of detail I need for something like this.

			Which leaves me lugging fifty pounds of old books to make sure I don’t tear a hole in the veil between our world and the spiritual plane.

			Once I’ve dragged my things up the front steps, I use my elbow to press the doorbell, and deep chimes echo beyond the door. It takes a few minutes, my back aching under the weight of all my luggage, before the wide expanse of wood swings open and reveals Xander’s smug smile.

			“I knew she’d talk you into it.” Xander leans against the doorjamb, looking like the picture of perfect fall coziness. Well-worn jeans hang on his hips, a cozy sweater settling along his broad shoulders.

			“Yeah, yeah.” I push the bags forward, and Xander scoops them up, transforming in an instant to the perfect host. “Elle said I could stay here while I figure out how to haunt this place.” Crossing the threshold brings a symphony of scents: Xander’s usual summery mix of bonfires and cleansing rain, the brightness of natural cleaners, and the sugary sweetness of something delicious baking in the kitchen.

			Xander drags my bags up the stairs, and I follow diligently behind him. “I’m glad you’re here. It’ll be like when we shared an apartment in college.”

			“It’ll definitely be less depressing than when you took me in like a stray cat.”

			“Pippa…” His voice is tinged with pity, and it settles like a pit in my stomach.

			“Come on, Xan, let a girl get in a few self-deprecating jokes without treating her like a wounded butterfly.”

			He laughs so hard he snorts. “You are not a wounded butterfly.”

			“Exactly.” I hurry up the last couple of steps and nudge him with my shoulder. “So, which of these rooms is mine for the month?”

			“You must have made quite the impression. Lou gave you the best room in the house.” Xander leads me down the hall to the last door on the right. “This is more of a suite than a room. You’ve got your own bathroom plus a little office space.”

			The light flicks on, illuminating the room in a soft glow. I remember this space. It was the first room I cleansed when I was here last Saturday. Drenched in sunlight and filled with vibrant green houseplants, the suite doesn’t have the vibe I’d expect for a haunted B&B. It’s warm and bright and lovely.

			Shouldn’t it be spookier?

			Since my original visit, someone has added a few finishing touches. There are fresh flowers on the dresser. The windows are propped open to let in the crisp fall air. A welcome basket with croissants sits on the little table, and even from here, I can smell the butter.

			My stomach grumbles.

			Xander drops my things and grabs one of the croissants from the basket. “You’ve got to try these, Pip.” He bites into the flaky treat, and the delicate crinkle of the crust has me dropping my final bag and snatching one for myself.

			The first bite explodes with flavor across my tongue, airy and still warm from the oven. “Fuck me, these are good.”

			“Thank you.”

			I whirl around at the sound of Elle’s voice, and the sight of her sends my stomach swooping. She looks like she came straight from the kitchen, her hair pulled back into a messy bun, little tendrils of red hair stuck to her face. There’s the tiniest bit of white flour brushed along the left side of her hip. Her cheeks are flushed with heat, like she’s spent the day near the oven.

			“You didn’t have to go through all this trouble.” I hold up the croissant, and while I want another bite, it feels weirdly intimate to take one while she watches. It shouldn’t, it makes no logical sense, but it does.

			“I needed to test the recipe anyway.” Elle glances around the room, one eyebrow quirking up at the bags piled on the floor. “Bring enough supplies?”

			Her expression confounds me, caught somewhere between curiosity and skepticism. “We’re in uncharted territory. I wanted to be prepared.”

			She hums in her throat, a sound that seems to indicate agreement. Her expression doesn’t give anything away. “Dinner will be ready in twenty minutes. I’ll see you both down there.”

			Elle is out the door before either Xander or I can say anything. The moment she’s gone, I shove the croissant in my mouth to keep from saying something I might regret. When we lived together in college—and later, in Windsfell—Xander only mentioned Lou a few times. Certainly not enough for me to get the impression she was someone he wanted to go into business with.

			Not that we spent all our time reminiscing. In college, we talked about classes and our respective hookups and our big plans for the future. I was going to be the youngest member of NACOW—something I didn’t want but knew my mother expected of me—and though Xander loved the idea of majoring in interior design, he went the safer route of software engineering. Later, when my future imploded all around me and Xander took me in, it was like he referred to his past as minimally as possible so he wouldn’t unintentionally trigger memories of the family I’d lost.

			While I could, in theory, ask Xander anything, it feels weird to jump from finally meeting Elle to asking him what the fuck her deal is.

			The croissant finished, I brush my hands on the back of my jeans and transfer the Lucente-Cole bag to the office table. I start to unpack my supply of crystals, and soon Xander is there beside me, unloading all my books.

			We settle into a familiar rhythm, comfortable silence like a blanket between us. That was always one of my favorite things about Xander. We could talk for hours about our deepest fears and our most frivolous passing thoughts, but we could also enjoy each other’s company without filling every second with our voices.

			I unwrap the final piece, a large raw-edged cut of bloodstone, and set it on the table. Xander’s hand covers mine on top of the crystal, and worry tightens my throat. I’d brought the bloodstone for its ability to protect against spiritual interference, but it can also draw up suppressed memories as part of the healing process. And next to someone recently heartbroken…I force my gaze to Xander’s face.

			His eyes are squeezed shut, tears spilling down his cheeks.

			“Oh, love.” I tug him to me, wrap my arms around Xander’s back, and press my hands into the soft fabric of his sweater.

			“I hate how much I miss him. I hate that I wish we were still together.” Xander tucks his face into the crook of my neck. “What the fuck is wrong with me, Pip? Why can’t I get over him?”

			“Because you loved him.” I tighten my grip on my best friend, wishing I could take away this hurt. “And he betrayed you. And sometimes…sometimes it’s easier to want a broken past than face an uncertain future.”

			His next breath shudders through him as he tries to collect himself. “I feel so stupid. I should have known. I should hate him.”

			“Not hating someone isn’t a weakness,” I say, rubbing soothing circles across his back. “Do you want me to hate him for both of us?”

			A wet laugh escapes his throat, and he pulls away, wiping his face. “That would be great.”

			Downstairs, Elle calls up to us. Dinner is ready.
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			Dinner is a simple affair, a lightly dressed salad, oven-roasted chicken, and a delightfully crusty bread slathered in butter, all served with a crisp white wine. Xander tells me their plans for the B&B. Beyond being the brains behind all the design aspects, he’ll serve as the host and event planner while Elle—who left her job at an accounting firm to start the B&B—is in charge of managing the business financials, heading up marketing efforts, and keeping the place stocked with baked goods.

			For now, she’s also the cook, but she claims her non-baking kitchen skills are middling at best. Based on the meal in front of me, I disagree, but I understand not wanting to cook three meals a day in addition to running her parts of the business.

			After dinner, Xander and I tried to help Elle clean up, but she shooed us away. “You two catch up,” she’d said as she herded us toward the stairs. “You can do the dishes after dinner tomorrow.”

			Which is how we ended up in my bed, Xander and I sitting cross-legged, facing each other with pillows in our laps. It feels like we’re nineteen again, hanging out in my dorm room at college, Xander recounting the memory of kissing a boy during freshman orientation. How it’d felt like his body was truly alive for the first time in his life.

			Now, though, he’s telling me about his biggest heartbreak. At the start of our heart-to-heart, I traced a calming sigil along his palm to help him get through the story. He tells me about the morning Barrett came home after being out all night. Xander had been close to calling the police, afraid Barrett had been mugged and left for dead. Instead, Barrett admitted to a night of infidelity and forced Xander to move out since the lease was in Barrett’s name.

			Xander left in a rush and crashed on Elle’s couch while she helped him through the worst parts of the grieving process.

			Even though it’s selfish and self-centered, it hurts that I wasn’t the one he reached out to for support. He didn’t tell me anything about the breakup until he needed my help haunting the B&B. It digs at a wound I thought I’d healed a long time ago. As soon as Nanette decided I was useless, I was cast out.

			Now, Xander only came to me when he needed my magic.

			I shake the thought away. Xander was grieving the best way he knew how. It’s not like he purposefully chose to exclude me. Apparently, Elle had moved to the city a few years before he did. Her place in Queens was only a subway ride from the home he lost to Barrett. It made sense for him to crash with her instead of driving hours to get to me. Still, he could have called.

			Six weeks is a long time to go radio silent about a broken engagement.

			Xander pauses his story and holds out a hand. “I think this is wearing off again.” He waits for me to retrace the calming sigil, sighing as the magic slips over him, dulling the worst edges of his grief. “In some ways, I’m glad it happened, you know? If I hadn’t crashed with Lou, this business wouldn’t exist. She took me out after I’d spent a whole week wallowing. We danced. We drank. We dreamed up a new future, one that didn’t have anything to do with either of our shitty exes.”

			I try to imagine Elle tipsy and making big plans with Xander. It doesn’t fully compute with the serious, semi-hostile woman I’ve spent time with so far. I wonder what heartbreak is in her past, what kind of partners she’s dated. Not that I care.

			“And that’s when you came up with the idea for this place?” I guess.

			“Yup,” Xander says, really popping on the p. “We were drunk off our asses that night. A lot of our ideas were beyond bonkers, but the bones of this idea were born then.”

			“And in the morning,” a new voice chimes in from the open doorway. Elle. “Once we’d sobered up, we both realized how perfect this idea was. We wanted a business of our own. We wanted to spend more time together. It wasn’t just a drunk fantasy.”

			“Lou showed up to breakfast with a full business plan drafted out, like the nerd she is,” Xander says fondly.

			Elle rolls her eyes.

			“But why the haunting?” I press. “You said that part of the idea came before the investors—before Sloane. It’s gotta be more than a marketing hook.”

			The humor and warmth leaves Elle’s face in a rush. “It’s personal,” she says in a tone that makes it clear the topic is closed to discussion. She turns her attention to Xander. “Can I borrow Pippa for a moment?”

			“Sure.” He unfurls his legs and stands, bending over to kiss the top of my head. “I’ll leave you to it. I’m sure you’ve got all sorts of research planned for your evening.” He crosses the room to Elle and kisses her head, too. “Play nice.”

			She squirms out from under his grip. “I’m always nice,” she grumbles, which earns her one of Xander’s hearty snort-laughs. Elle waits for Xander to disappear down the hall before stepping inside. “Is everything okay with the room?”

			I nod, sliding off the bed. Sitting among the pillows and fluffy blankets feels too intimate. “I appreciate the extra workspace.”

			“You’re welcome to use any of the common rooms. The library, in particular, is excellent for research, but you seemed to like this room when you cleansed the space.”

			“Oh. Well…thank you.” I’m surprised she remembers. No, that’s not right. It makes sense she remembered. She watched me like a hawk. I’m surprised she cared. “I appreciate you letting me stay here. It’s so much better than commuting.”

			“Hmm,” she says, which seems to pass for a positive acknowledgment. Elle wanders into the study area, her gaze raking over the full table of supplies. Her fingers come to rest on the stack of books. “What’s all this?”

			“Research.”

			“I thought you were already good at this?”

			Her words prickle along my skin, irritating like too-rough fabric. “My knowledge of ghosts begins and ends with how to safely get rid of them. I intend to do this right. Hence, research.”

			Elle nods, tilting her head to read the spines. “Smart,” she says at last, the compliment delivered in that same detached, cold tone.

			I wonder if that’s just how she sounds, if all the things I’ve weathered like insults weren’t about my competence at all. Except…none of that matches the carefree, daredevil-like stories I’ve heard from Xander about teenage Elle. It doesn’t match a dancing, drunk Elle who dreams up haunted B&Bs. It’s different from the teasing way she acts around Xander.

			“And all of this?” She gestures to the crystals and various magical contraptions.

			“Tools of the trade.” I join her at the table, pointing to the different crystals as I name them and explain their uses.

			She takes it all in, and I watch for any sign of what she might be thinking, what she might be feeling. Her expression betrays nothing…until she spots the only piece of mundane equipment. “Is that a Taser?”

			“It’s just a precaution.”

			“For what? Burglars?”

			“For possessions,” I answer, earning an eyebrow raise. “Electrical currents tear apart spiritual energy. In a worst-case scenario, a Taser is the fastest way to destroy a malevolent spirit that attaches itself to someone.”

			“Huh.” Elle moves on from the Taser, her fingers stretching toward a large piece of smoky quartz.

			I grab her hand before she can touch any of the crystals, the movement instinct more than intention. My heart thunders in my chest at the skin-to-skin contact. “How much experience do you have with magic?”

			Heat flushes her cheeks. “None really. Just the stories I’ve heard from Alex about living with you.” She looks up at me, my hand still covering hers. “You’re freezing,” she says, fingers trembling as she pulls away.

			The slide of her skin against mine brings a matching blush to my face. I rub my hands together to fight the chill she noted. It’s been long enough since I traced that final calming sigil on Xander’s palm for the warmth of magic to have fled my skin.

			“Rule number one of living with a witch is to avoid physical contact with their tools. Even in their inactive state, magical items can influence you. If you don’t know what something is, don’t touch it.”

			Elle studies the supplies again, her hands folded behind her back this time. “And how do you activate them?”

			“Different ways. Everyone has their own preferred methods. I’m a fan of sigils for focusing intentions and directing energy to work in particular ways, but the main thing all witches do is channel raw magic.” At her raised eyebrow, I continue. “Really? I can’t believe Xander didn’t get into all this. He’s asked me a million questions over the years.”

			“He focused on what you could do, not how you did it.”

			“Short version…” I say, coming around the table to stand next to her, pointedly ignoring the way my pulse thrums loud in my ears as I close the distance between us. “There’s magic everywhere. Raw, untapped power in everyone and everything. We’re all connected by this infinite web of energy.”

			Her brows scrunch. The corners of her mouth twist down. “If magic is infinite, why aren’t witches running around raising the dead or…I don’t know, putting out forest fires or something.”

			“Those are wildly different examples.”

			Her face twitches, like she’s fighting a smile. A thrill of victory washes through me. I want to make her smile. I want to hear her laugh just to prove that it’s possible.

			“My question stands.”

			“Magic is infinite,” I repeat. “Humans are not. We’re like…” I search for the right analogy. Something less dorky than the one I gave Xander all those years ago, but nothing comes. I sigh and dive in. “Okay, imagine that magic is like a bottomless iced coffee that can never be depleted. Witches like me are straws. Mundanes, like you and Xander, you’re like…coffee stirrers.”

			This time, the corner of her lips does quirk up. The corresponding eyebrow raising with it. “Straws and stirrers?”

			“It’s not a perfect analogy, but yes. Everyone can technically access magic, but those stirrer holes can’t channel enough magic to do anything.” I trace the celebration sigil on my palm, showing off the tiny fireworks. “Witches, on the other hand, are proper straws. Some are those little bendy straws you get in bulk at the dollar store. Some are bigger, like the ones you might get with a soda at the drive-thru. Then there are the big daddy straws, for things like boba tea.”

			“Which kind are you?”

			I consider the question with her same level of seriousness. “We don’t stay the same straw size for our whole lives. The more often we work with magic, the more we can channel. But right now, I guess I’m one of those reusable silicone straws people use for smoothies.”

			“That’s very eco-friendly of you.” Elle leans her hip against the table and crosses her arms against her chest. “That doesn’t explain why there aren’t armies of undead wandering around.”

			“Is that what you want to turn this B&B into? A training ground for zombies?”

			She snorts a laugh that reminds me of Xander, gentler but just as delightful. A thrill of victory buzzes through my veins. “Definitely not.”

			“If you say so,” I tease before I can think better of it. Fuck. I should not be flirting with this woman, no matter how much my body seems drawn to her. “Back to our analogy, if magic is a bottomless iced coffee and witches are straws, even a million of the biggest straws could only move so much magic at once.”

			“And the amount of magic it would take to create my zombie battalion is beyond the capacity of witches. Even all your straws together couldn’t move enough…coffee.” Elle smirks at me, teasing me right back.

			A fluttery feeling swirls in my stomach, but I ignore it. I have to ignore it. She’s a client. She’s Xander’s sister in every way but blood. My focus needs to be on haunting this business. Helping to secure their investors. Helping Xander recover from his broken engagement.

			“I thought you weren’t planning to raise an army.” I try to sound nonchalant, but my words come out breathy and charged.

			Elle shrugs and pushes away from the table. “Not anymore. Since it’s impossible.” She heads for the door, and I watch her go, my heart in my throat. “See you at breakfast, Pippa. I look forward to watching you work.”
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			Over the next few days, I settle into a comfortable rhythm.

			I eat breakfast with Xander and Elle first thing each morning before retreating to my room to research and plan. There isn’t much in the literature about summoning ghosts beyond short-term communication with loved ones who have gone beyond the veil—exclusively done on Halloween when the veil is thinnest—so I focus on preventive measures first.

			Everyone agrees that all the bedrooms should be guarded against spirits to give guests adequate privacy. So that’s where I begin. It takes another day to figure out the exact collection of sigils to use on each room. The boundary needs to keep ghosts out while allowing the living to pass through undisturbed.

			But it also needs to allow spirits to leave a bedroom on the off chance one does manage to get inside.

			“If the barrier works, ghosts shouldn’t be able to enter at all,” Elle had argued over dinner when I first proposed this tweak to the barrier spell. “Why bother making sure they can get out?”

			“What if a guest dies while staying in the room? You don’t want their spirit trapped there until I can make the trip to let them out.”

			Xander had laughed so hard he’d snorted. “Of course you’d worry about people dropping dead.”

			I’d made some quip about being thorough, and Elle ultimately agreed with the plan. And now, I’ve finally settled on a heavily customized barrier spell that fits the needs of the B&B. I test it on my room first, tracing an amplification sigil in the center of the space to serve as an ongoing power source for the spell, then adding the seven sigils I chose for this purpose to each corner, doorway, and window.

			By the time I’m finished, the current of magic buzzing through my body leaves me overheated and dizzy. I lower myself to the floor, flat on my back, grounding the excess magic and guiding it back into the earth.

			That’s where Xander finds me a few minutes later. “You know there’s a very expensive mattress right there.”

			“I know.” I raise a hand and let him pull me back to my feet. “But it’s too soft to properly ground after a spell like that. The floor is nice and firm.”

			“Well, it is hardwood.” Xander glances around and breathes deep. “Is the barrier up?”

			My heart sinks. “Why? Can you feel it?”

			“What? No. Not at all, which is why I wondered.” Xander puts an arm around my shoulder. “I’ve been thinking…maybe you don’t ward my room.”

			I have to crane my neck to meet his eyes. “Why? Did you already turn it into a sex dungeon?”

			He laughs, full-throated and warm, the vibrations passing from his body into mine. It feels as good as magic. He leans to rest his cheek on top of my head. “What if my only chance at true love is a sexy gay ghost from the nineteen twenties, all repressed and eager to explore the love he didn’t have when he was alive? I don’t want my future ghost husband locked out of my room.”

			“Xan, your love life isn’t that kind of dead.” I shove him playfully out the door, down the hall to his room. “Besides, the ghosts aren’t going to be corporeal. You can’t have sex with them.”

			He smirks. “But could you make that possible? Assuming said sexy ghost wants me to ravish him.”

			“Is that the personal reason for the hauntings Elle won’t talk about?” Even though I have no intention of conjuring corporeal ghosts—the bigwigs at NACOW would absolutely lose their shit over something like that—my brain starts spinning with possibilities anyway. I can’t help it. Someone offers a problem, my brain goes searching for a solution whether I want it to or not. Whether the solution is possible or not.

			“Who’s to say,” Xander replies cryptically before settling on his bed to watch me work. I follow the same steps from my room, but now that I’ve already done it once, I have a better sense of the amount of magic I need to channel. When I’m finished securing Xander’s room, I’m balanced enough to move on to the Jack-and-Jill bathroom he shares with Elle.

			“Do not judge me for the state of that sink,” Xander says as I reach for the door. “Lou has a twenty-step skin-care routine.”

			Their bathroom is impeccably clean, all white tile and fluffy green towels. Despite Xander’s warning, I’m surprised by the sheer number of bottles and vials crowding the sink. “Is Elle older than us?” I ask Xander, who is nearly a year older than me and already thirty. “There are enough serums to make a fifty-year-old look twenty.”

			The door on the other side of the bathroom swings open, revealing Elle. She’s wearing a skintight tank top and shorts, her hair in a high ponytail. Sweat gathers along her hairline. “I’ll be thirty in February,” she says flatly. “How long are you going to be in here? I need to shower.”

			I’ve seen her before her runs most afternoons, which she takes once she’s finished baking for the day. But this is the first time I’ve seen her after, face flushed, chest heaving from exertion. My mouth goes dry as my brain unhelpfully provides images of Elle stripping out of those clothes. Her stepping into the shower, goose bumps trailing along her pale, creamy skin. My traitorous brain shows me rivulets of water running sensually down her body before I can shake the highly inappropriate image away. She’s a client, I remind myself. And also a person with no interest in me who I shouldn’t be imagining naked!

			“Shouldn’t be long.” The words come out sounding strangled. I clear my throat. “Five minutes? Then I can do your room while you’re in the shower.”

			All I get is that half-hearted hmm sound as Elle disappears back into her bedroom.

			Downstairs, the doorbell rings, and Xander glances over his shoulder. “That’s the landscaper. They’re supposed to finish winterizing the garden beds this week. You good on your own?”

			I nod and get to work the moment he’s gone, adding an extra pass of sigils along the shower in case something goes wrong and a ghost does end up in the bathroom. When I’m done, I’m jittery with magic. So much of my focus went to keeping my brain firmly out of inappropriate places that the flow of magic wasn’t as regulated as it should have been.

			“Your eyes didn’t glow this time,” Elle says, leaning against the doorjamb, a towel tucked under one arm, a pile of clothes in her other hand.

			“Most of the time, they don’t.” I focus my attention down to my feet, to the press of my soles on the tile floor. “They only glow when I’ve amplified the energy of my third eye.”

			“Ah.” Elle steps into the bathroom, the small space heightening the lavender of her deodorant, the salty tang of sweat, and her familiar spiced scent. There’s even a lingering hint of fresh bread from the time she spent baking this morning.

			She watches me a moment, those pale green eyes scanning my face. “Do you mind?” she asks, pointing to the shower behind me.

			“Right. Of course. I’ll ward your room and get out of your way.” I feel her gaze on me as I leave, and when I close the door between us, I sink against it. I need to get my shit together. I’ve been around attractive women before without losing my mind like this. Yes, it’s been a long time since I’ve been with anyone, but that’s no excuse for the way my body is misbehaving.

			I don’t normally dabble in romance-related magic, but I might make an exception to get this attraction back under control. Some spell to make me immune to whatever it is about Elle I find so damn charming. I don’t want to be unprofessional, and I won’t risk making things so awkward that I can’t visit Xander once I’ve finished this job.

			Through the door at my back, I hear the swoosh of the shower curtain. The water turns on, the spray drumming the bottom of the tub. A moment later, the sound dulls as it hits Elle’s body, and I lurch away from the door before my brain starts supplying fresh mental pictures.

			Enough. I trace a dampening sigil over my chest, and the out-of-control attraction fades away. I’m finally, finally able to focus. I find the center of the room and kneel about a foot from the end of Elle’s bed. With the flat of my hand, I trace the amplification sigil on the area rug.

			Then I’m up, working my way around the room. I try not to notice any of the details of her space, but my brain catalogs them anyway. Her bed is neatly made with modern floral bedding in yellows, blues, and creams. She’s also arranged and fluffed her pillows like something out of a magazine. There are three books on her bedside table, one on business management, one on the history of French patisserie, and on top…an Ashley Herring Blake romance novel.

			A sapphic romance novel.

			Straight women read queer fiction, too, I remind myself, sending more magic to the dampening sigil on my chest.

			I continue through the room, picking up the details of her space in a detached sort of way. There’s the small dish of jewelry on the dresser. A tiny vial of an androgynous cologne, the likely source of that spiced scent that drives me to distraction. Another paperback, this one a thriller by an author whose name I don’t recognize.

			As I trace the final sigil, I realize how poorly I’ve modulated the flow of magic, and now I’m fucked. I stumble, aiming to get back to my room before I need to lie down, but I only make it a step before my knees wobble and give out beneath me.

			I land hard on my ass, the ornate rug doing nothing to soften the blow. In the bathroom, the water cuts off, and a pulse of panic cuts through my chest. I need to ground myself. Fast.

			With my legs pressed against the floor, I picture the excess energy leaking out of me. A rush of wooziness makes the room spin, and I’m forced to lie on my back, the same way I was when Xander found me. Shielding four rooms in one day is too much. Deep down, though, I know quantity isn’t the problem. It’s casting magic while distracted that left me in this state.

			The door behind me creaks. “Are you okay?” Elle’s voice is softer than I’ve ever heard it before, and I squeeze my eyes shut so I don’t get a peek at something I shouldn’t see.

			“I’ll be out of your hair in a second.” I focus on the press of my back against the floor. “Just a little magic overload.”

			“Meaning what?” Gentle footsteps inch closer. “You overstretched your silicone straw?”

			The laugh that bursts out of me forces my eyes open, and I find myself staring straight up at Elle. She’s already dressed, her T-shirt clinging to her stomach where she didn’t dry off fully, and there’s concern etched into her brow. Her wet hair drips water on my face. I wipe it away as the last of the excess energy drains out of me.

			“It’s less an overstretched straw and more an overfull cup.” I roll onto my side and push to a seated position, settling there a second to make sure all the dizziness has faded. Elle reaches out a hand to help me up. “Thanks,” I say, her hand lingering in mine a moment after I’m standing.

			“Did you finish the room before you needed to lie down?”

			“I did.”

			“And do you need a break before you do the rest of the guest rooms?”

			The smart answer to her question is yes. A nap and a meal would provide a fuller reset for my energy before I continue working magic. The way she’s looking at me, though, the curiosity and challenge in her gaze, has me shaking my head. “Not necessarily, no.”

			Elle runs her hands through her hair and begins twisting the ends into a quick braid. “Can I watch the next one?”

			Warmth rushes through my middle, and I find myself nodding. “Sure.”
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			Friday night, Xander throws me a curveball.

			“I know Sloane wants to run their fancy psychic seminars here, but what about us normies?” He points his fork at me, currently loaded with swirled pasta. “What if I want to talk to the ghosts myself?”

			“I’m not finding you a ghost boyfriend,” I deadpan, forgetting for a second that Elle is with us at the table. She nearly chokes on her drink.

			Xander glares at me, but there’s no real fire to the look. “You know I was kidding about that.”

			“Do I?”

			“I’m just saying, what if you find ghosts who led inspiring lives? Or salacious ones? We should be able to talk to them.” He tips more wine into his glass. And mine. “Even if they’re boring, they’ll still be our roommates. We should know who they are.”

			I’m about to dismiss the idea, when Elle chimes in. “Actually, I agree with Alex. If we could communicate with the ghosts, that would be ideal.” Her voice is heavy with emotion that I don’t understand, but it’s gone when she continues. “It would add an interesting element to the marketing. Sloane obviously won’t want their people to have easy access to seeing the ghosts, since the whole point of the retreat is growing their own skills at spiritual communication, but for other guests, it could be a huge draw.”

			“I’ll add it to my list. No promises I can figure it out before your grand opening, though.”

			“I’d like to show a sexy ghost my grand opening,” Xander quips, causing both Elle and me to groan.

			“And that’s my cue to call it a night.” Elle gathers up our plates and disappears into the kitchen.

			I watch her leave, wondering what exactly her deal is. Though I keep trying to squash the thought, deep down, I want to know everything. What kinds of people she’s dated, if she likes to date at all. What happened to change her from the carefree girl Xander talked about to this reserved, stubborn woman?

			I don’t ask, and I don’t see Elle the rest of the night.

			Xander and I stay up late reminiscing about our college years. We put on an action movie but talk through most of it. About the first girl I dated. The boy on the swim team Xander pined for from afar.

			We avoid the sensitive topics. Like Barrett. Like the time I found out my grandma had died, and no one bothered to let me know until months after the funeral since I wasn’t an Erikson anymore. We keep it light and fall asleep together in my bed until I have to kick Xander out because of his snoring.

			Saturday morning, I head for the manor’s library with a stack of books. I’m starting to go stir-crazy spending so much time in the same room. The moment I step into the library, I know I’ve made the right choice. It has several huge windows with intricate molding that let in massive amounts of light. One window has already been opened a crack to let in a cool breeze that smells like crisp leaves and pine and a touch of far-off woodsmoke.

			Then there are the books.

			The space isn’t full, not by a long shot, but someone—Xander, probably—has arranged the shelves with a designer’s eye. There are hundreds of books, and from a glance, I imagine some of them came with the house. Massive decorative old tomes sit on high shelves while rows of hardcovers and well-loved paperbacks are placed at eye level and lower. Books that must have been read and loved by past guests. According to Xander, the previous owners also ran a B&B from this manor, but the property hasn’t been in use for years, not since they retired to Florida.

			There are armchairs in corners, nestled in groups of twos and threes, and a long, thin table at the center of the room that could easily seat eight people.

			I make a beeline to the table with my books and spread out to prep for my trip today. Unable to fall asleep after I kicked Xander out of my room, I found a local couple in an online forum who have been struggling to banish an aggressive ghost. It seemed like the perfect opportunity to test out the B&B’s safety measures. I reached out to offer a pro bono clearing, and I woke up this morning with an invitation to go to their home this afternoon.

			I pull my experimental grimoire out from under my pile of books to take notes. This grimoire, a thick leather-bound notebook spelled to be both fireproof and incapable of being lost, contains a full record of my magical trial and error. I have a second grimoire, protected by the same set of spells, that holds all the finalized, functional versions of my new sigils and spells. That one, I left in my room. I won’t have anything new to add until the B&B is fully haunted and the protections thoroughly tested.

			Working my way through the research texts, I collect various theories on why some people’s spirits are trapped while others move on, and what tends to attract ghosts to particular locations. Many gravitate to abandoned spaces where they know they won’t be banished. When ghosts do inhabit lived-in spaces, they’re usually drawn in by sensory experiences, familiar scents, sights, and sounds.

			“Mind if I join you?”

			My startled yelp fills the otherwise silent library. “Holy shit, Elle! You need to wear a bell or something.” I press a hand to my chest, heart thundering beneath my palm at her sudden appearance. She was only a few feet behind me when she first spoke.

			The corners of her lips tilt, for just a second, before she smothers the smile. Elle moves with fluid grace, her laptop pressed against the stomach of her heather gray hoodie, as she crosses to the other side of the table. “Are you always this jumpy?”

			“I don’t know. I don’t usually have women creeping up on me while I’m reading about ghosts.”

			Her nose crinkles with amusement, and she types a password into the laptop she’s set across from me. “Is it okay if I work with you? I need to run an updated profit and loss statement for the investors and figure out if our budget can sustain hiring a real chef.”

			“It’s your house,” I say, then tip my head considering. “Or your B&B, I guess. Is that weird? Living where you work? Knowing you’re going to have strangers staying in what’s effectively your home?”

			“I don’t know. I don’t usually have strangers sleeping in my house,” she says, an imperfect echo of what I said moments before.

			“Hmm.” I let the noncommittal noise hum in my throat like she has so many times in the week that I’ve known her. Elle doesn’t rise to the bait, which is just as well since I shouldn’t be baiting her. We fall into a companionable silence, her typing and clicking while I flip pages and scribble notes.

			My already slow research screeches to a halt. I can’t get through more than a page or two without glancing up at Elle, watching her work. The way her brow furrows when she sees something she doesn’t like. The way she has to keep brushing her hair out of her face, tucking it behind her ears only for the rosy locks to fall forward again. The way the light from her laptop screen reflects off her green eyes.

			In a rare moment of actual focus, when I’m writing down a list of flowers believed to attract spirits, Elle breaks the silence. “What exactly are you researching? And what do lilacs have to do with it?”

			When I glance up, her head is tilted to read the notes I’ve scratched for myself. “The lilacs are a possible incentive for any spirits who agree to haunt this place. According to this author, they find the smell immensely rewarding.”

			“We’re going to pay the ghosts in smells?”

			I lean in, my forearms resting on the books. “Do you have a better idea? It’s not like ghosts use money. Our best bet is to make their afterlife as enjoyable as possible.”

			“Reasonable.” Elle reaches for my notes, turning the grimoire to face her. A flush of embarrassment washes through me to have her hands on something so personal, but I can’t find the words to ask her to stop. I don’t want to dim her curiosity. Her interest. “What’s four hundred seventeen hertz for?”

			“It’s the frequency that best resonates with spectral energy.” A flutter of something tightens my chest. “It also corresponds to the sacral chakra. The one responsible for creativity, emotional resilience, and pleasure.”

			“What does it feel like?” Elle looks up at me then, and I realize how closely we’re leaning together. Mere inches separate us. The spice of her scent envelops me. “Magic,” she clarifies when I’ve gone too long without answering.

			It’s a complicated question. It depends on how much magic I’m channeling and for what purpose. Whether I’m using crystals as amplifiers. Rather than try to put all these variables into words, I hold out my hand. “It’s easier to show you.”

			Elle hesitates, her gaze flicking to my hand, before ultimately sliding her palm against mine. “Now what?”

			“Depends,” I say, suppressing a shiver. “What would you like to feel?”

			Her brow furrows, and she shudders, fingers trembling against mine. “What did you do for Alex the other night?”

			My heart clenches at the memory. Fucking Barrett. I hate how cruel he was, how careless with Xander’s heart. “It was a calming sigil. It files down the worst edges of tough emotions.”

			“Something like that would be okay.” Elle glances from our hands, pressed palm to palm, up to my face. “What’s next?”

			I suck in a lungful of air, drawing magic into my body as I do. “Now, I channel the magic to the tips of my fingers.”

			“The opening of the straw,” she says, nodding.

			Warmth creeps up my neck. It’s such an odd analogy, but she’s taken it to heart. “Right, and then I draw the appropriate sigil along your skin so the magic knows what to do. Sound good?” I wait for her to nod, and then trace the calming sigil along the back of her hand.

			A gentle sound, caught between a moan and a sigh, escapes her lips. Her voice dances down my spine, my heartbeat suddenly settling between my legs. Elle’s entire body seems to deflate, and she braces her free arm on the table, resting her head on her bicep. “Fuck, I feel boneless.” The hand that rests in mine inches up my wrist, up my forearm, as the top half of her melts against the table.

			“A good boneless, I hope?”

			When she flicks her gaze to mine, her pupils have expanded to blot out all but the tiniest edge of green. “Very good.”

			We sit there, her hand curling around my forearm, and I can’t stop myself from brushing the hair out of her face. I want to ask if she’s okay. To ask what emotion weighs so heavy on her heart that the sigil has left her like this, but my phone alarm blares loudly between us, shattering the moment.

			Elle pulls herself away from me as she leans back in her chair. I ignore the way my heart lodges itself in my throat as I silence the alarm and gather my books.

			“Going somewhere?”

			“I found a couple a few towns away who have a poltergeist in their home. I’m going to remove it for them.”

			She scowls, all the connection I thought we’d shared evaporating in an instant. “When I hired you for the month, I expected your undivided attention.”

			Frustration builds in my chest, the static before a storm. Her lack of trust is borderline insulting. “I’m going for you. There’s only so much I can learn from books. This is the perfect opportunity to test my research.”

			“I don’t want a poltergeist in my home, Pippa.”

			“Obviously, I have no intention of letting a poltergeist stay here. I need to bring it in to test the security measures, and then I’ll banish it over the veil, like I would in any other cleansing.” The storm in my chest whips into something fierce. “Despite what you think, I’m not incompetent.”

			Elle maintains the challenge in her glare.

			My second alarm—the get your ass out the door now one—rings. I silence this one, too, and step away from the table. “I have to go.”

			“Pippa, wait.” Her chair scrapes against the floor, and then her touch is back, fingers slipping around my wrist. “I’m sorry. When I’m worried, I get snippy.”

			Her fingers linger on my skin, gentle but there, and curiosity curls around my heart. “Worried about what?”

			“Besides everything?” The ghost of a smile crosses her lips. “Alex and I put everything into this B&B. Every penny we’ve ever saved, including our retirement accounts, despite the penalties. I gave up my apartment. We both moved several hours from the lives we’d built down in the city. This is it for us, and whenever I think it might not work, that it might fail spectacularly…”

			“You worry,” I say, understanding settling around my ribs. “I get that. I love my business, and the thought that I could lose it all in a matter of months…” Grief pulses in my chest, but I shove it down. I refuse to accept a future where I lose the life I’ve built a second time. “I get it, is all. And I promise, I’m doing everything I can to haunt this place for you. I think this trip will move us closer to a solution.”

			Elle nods and finally releases her hold on my arm, a flush of pink brightening her cheeks. “Do you know when you’ll be back?”

			“Sometime tonight. Why?”

			“I’m making chicken and dumpling soup for dinner,” she says, and I swear that bit of pink in her cheeks deepens. “Alex said it’s one of your favorites. Will you be back in time?”

			My heart does a dangerous little flip in my chest. “I’ll try.”
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			The drive to the clients’ house is beautiful, all early-autumn leaves and rolling hills and bright blue skies with perfect, puffy white clouds. I follow the directions on my phone, but my mind is everywhere it shouldn’t be.

			Elle’s hand sliding up my arm as my magic rippled through her. The soft moan that the boneless calm pulled from her throat. Her fingers around my wrist. The worry she spoke to life between us.

			At a stop sign, I pinch the bridge of my nose, my eyes squeezed tight. I need to get this woman out of my head. She’s paying me for a job. Nothing more. Nothing less.

			Alex said it’s one of your favorites.

			A honk blares behind me, and I refocus on the road. I continue past the stop sign, where no other cars are waiting except the one behind me. My GPS leads me through the final few miles, and I force my attention back where it belongs. On the couple waiting for me. On the possible poltergeist terrorizing their home.

			Before I left the B&B, I packed everything I thought might be useful. There are the usual tools—bundles of dried lavender for cleansing and tumbles of peridot, obsidian, and amethyst that I’ll leave behind for continued protection—but also a few…unorthodox options.

			Ground cinnamon and a cypress-scented candle to hopefully entice the spirit to speak with me.

			An hour-long playlist of music centered at 417 hertz.

			Most important is the fist-size orb of lepidolite that I’ve covered in my modified containment sigil. Lepidolite is useful for all kinds of transitions, and though I’ve never used it to literally transition a spirit from one location to another, it should work to transfer the ghost back to the B&B.

			Elle’s right that a poltergeist doesn’t belong at Midnight Manor, but using one to test the strength of the bedroom barriers will be useful. Having the strength to move objects means they also have the highest chance of being able to break through magical barriers. And once I know whether the sigils hold, I can banish the ghost as easily from the B&B as I can from the couple’s home.

			Win-win.

			“The destination is on your right.”

			I pull into the driveway of a cute craftsman-style home, and the moment I step out of the car, I can feel it. A wrongness to the energy at odds with the cozy home and its pillow-covered porch swing. Whatever has taken up residence here doesn’t harbor positive intentions. I gather my supplies from the back seat, a twist of nerves souring in my stomach as I approach the house. Even though I’m prepared for whatever is inside, my nervous system screams danger at me.

			Before I can knock, the front door sweeps open. A Latine woman in her late thirties smiles at me and rests a hand on her heavily pregnant belly. “Pippa Ainsley?”

			I nod. “I’m glad you agreed to let me help with your ghost problem.”

			“Jackie! The exorcist is here!”

			“Oh, I’m not—”

			“Same difference, though, right?” The woman motions for me to come inside. “I’m Marisol. My wife and I have tried everything to get rid of this thing. Her brother-in-law is a witch, and it seemed like his clearing had worked at first. Things were quiet for a couple weeks, but then the damn thing came back with a vengeance.”

			“Reggie doesn’t normally deal with ghosts. He works as a healer at a clinic downstate,” a white woman—Jackie, presumably—says as she enters the room. Her salt-and-pepper hair is short, and she presses a kiss to her wife’s head before turning her full attention on me. “We can’t risk pissing this thing off worse with the little one coming in a few weeks.”

			“Healing and dealing with the dead are skills that rarely go hand in hand. It makes sense that your brother-in-law struggled.” I let my gaze sweep over the living room, which is scattered with baby paraphernalia. “Can you show me where most of the activity occurs?”

			“It happens everywhere, but it’s the worst in the kitchen,” Jackie says, then she and Marisol lead me into a large eat-in kitchen. “Like we wrote in our post, it started with cabinets opening and closing. Plates getting knocked off the counter. Lately, though, it’s started throwing knives.”

			“Really?” The energy in the space is heavy with anger that borders on rage, but the specificity to throw cutlery is new for me.

			Marisol crosses her arms over her pregnant belly. “I think it’s homophobic. I’ve lived here for ages. It didn’t become a problem until Jackie and I got married two years ago.”

			“You’ve been dealing with this for two years?” The shock must show on my face, because the women share a sheepish look. “Why didn’t you cleanse the space sooner?”

			“At first, it wasn’t anything bad. Pockets of cold air. That prickly feeling of not being alone. We thought it was neat, living in a gently haunted house,” Marisol admits.

			“Things didn’t get scary until Mari’s baby bump started to show.” Several of the cupboard doors open and slam in quick succession. All three of us jump. “See what I mean?”

			I reach out to trace a revelation sigil in the air like I did when I cleansed Midnight Manor, but then I pause. If this spirit is as strong as it seems, I don’t need to give it any extra magical oomph. And it’s certainly not hiding.

			Changing tactics, I draw an amplification sigil over my third eye, sharpening my ability to see energy. Thick swaths of deep gray, like violent thunderclouds, hang heavy in the room. It seems to gather around the couple, but especially Marisol. “It’s a good thing I found your post when I did.”

			“Can you get rid of it?” Jackie reaches for Marisol’s hand, worry thick in her voice.

			“Absolutely.” There are a lot of things I doubt about myself, but this isn’t one of them. While I’d never wish a dangerous haunting on anyone, it’s nice to face something I know I can handle. “I recommend you leave the house while I work. Things could get a little…heightened until the spirit is fully trapped.”

			“Of course,” Marisol says, but Jackie’s brows furrow. “What do you mean ‘trapped’?” she asks.

			“I intend to trap the spirit and remove it from the premises.” I pull out the lepidolite—a gorgeous crystal with swirls of purple and white—and set it on the dining room table. “It was all in my email.”

			The women share a look, a silent conversation passing between them, until Jackie finally nods. “If that thing stays gone, we don’t care how you do it. Especially since this is free.”

			A drawer leaps out on its tracks. Silverware flings toward us. We duck, and a spoon buries itself in the wall. “Now would be a good time to leave.” I usher both women back toward their front door. “You’re welcome to hang around outside or go get coffee, whatever you want.”

			“We’ll stay close,” Marisol says, casting a final look into her kitchen. “I have a pork shoulder in the oven.”

			“I’ll try to be quick,” I promise, and close myself inside their house.

			Time to get to work.

			I firm up my energetic barriers, sigils humming in the air around me. They’ll act as a shield to keep the ghost from siphoning my energy or impaling me with a knife. The gray mass of crackling energy contorts itself into new shapes as I approach the kitchen again. Hands behind my back, I draw barrier sigils as I walk the perimeter of the room, keeping the spirit trapped inside with me so I won’t have to chase it all over the house.

			Rather than begin my usual banishing ritual, I open my bag and address the spirit directly. “Your time in this home is about to be over.”

			The floor rumbles with a distorted echo of deep-throated laughter, like the spirit is amused by my confidence. Gotta love being underestimated by the dead.

			“You don’t get a choice in whether you go,” I say as I dig through my bag of supplies. Out of the corner of my eye, I watch as the cloud collapses in on itself, the energy coalescing into the approximation of a body near the oven. “But you can decide whether you come willingly or by force.”

			As my fingers graze the jar of ground cinnamon I brought with me, a chill stretches from my right shoulder down my back to my left hip. I fight to keep the tremor out of my voice. “Touch me again, and you don’t get an option.” I pull the cinnamon and a cypress candle from my bag and rest them both next to the lepidolite. “I read that spirits enjoy these kinds of scents.”

			That laugh again. The cinnamon flies across the room, spilling all over the floor. A frigid presence clamps hard over my hand.

			The cold pressure only lasts a second before the sigils flare to life and throw the spirit back. It tsks at me, shaking its head as the shadows become denser, more tangible. Thank god the ghost at Dea’s apartment all those years ago wasn’t this powerful. I would have been screwed. Now, though, it’s the poltergeist before me who should be afraid.

			“Okay then, the hard way it is.”

			Cabinets rattle. A glass shatters on the tile floor. I trace containment sigils with lightning speed, boxing the spirit into the center of the room, where it can’t reach anything else to throw at me. Digging into my bag again, I pull out four pyramids of black obsidian and set them outside the barrier, trapping the six-foot shadow.

			The obsidian pulses with grounding energy. The spirit thrashes against the barrier as the black crystals leach away its malevolent power. I stumble as I return to the table, my knees suddenly watery and my head spinning. I close my eyes, firming up my connection to all the different bits of magic I’ve cast, each demanding a portion of my attention. A painful throb starts at the base of my skull. I’m pushing the limits of my focus.

			Just a little further, I tell myself. We’re almost there.

			I grab the lepidolite and funnel magic into the containment sigils along its smooth surface. I don’t need the ghost breaking out once it’s safely inside. “Time to go, big guy.” I delight in the surge of anger the poltergeist displays as I set the crystal on the floor and nudge it past the nearest piece of obsidian.

			There’s a sudden pop and a whoosh, and then the ghost is sucked into the depths of the crystal.

			Immediately, the kitchen feels a solid five degrees warmer. I grab a sturdy cloth and scoop up the purple crystal, careful not to touch it with my skin. This magic is notoriously fickle, and direct contact with a living person could release the ghost within.

			Unsteady, I clean up the spilled cinnamon and broken glass, store my supplies and the covered crystal in my bag, and stumble for the front door.

			Outside, I find Marisol and Jackie waiting near the end of the driveway, underneath one of the large oaks. I wave them over as I deposit my bag in my car.

			“Done already?” Jackie asks, a note of suspicion in her voice.

			“With the first part,” I confirm. “The ghost itself is gone. I’ll do a final sweep to clear out any lingering energetic funk, add some protective stones to the four corners of the home, and finish up with strong wards to keep anything else from sneaking in.” I stumble, catching myself on the car as my head swims. “Just need to eat first.”

			“Come on.” Marisol links her arm through mine and leads me toward the front door. “The pork should be done any minute now. I have a potato salad in the fridge already, too.”

			“You don’t have to do that. I have a granola bar in the car.”

			Jackie laughs. “Marisol won’t take no for an answer when it comes to food. Let us pay you with a good meal.” She pauses, tilting her head to one side. “Unless you don’t eat meat. I know a lot of you witches are vegan or whatnot.”

			I snort a laugh. “That’s no more true than all lesbians being vegan.”

			“The meat is ethically sourced,” Marisol chimes in. “We get it from a local farmer in the next town over. All pasture raised and everything.”

			“Sounds amazing,” I say, and I mean it. There’s a lot to do before I can leave, and a good meal will make it easier to protect the home the way this couple deserves.

			But as we eat and laugh, my mind keeps going back to Elle. To the soup she’s making for dinner because Xander said I’d like it.

			My chest is tight with something that feels dangerously close to longing.
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			It’s late by the time I leave Jackie and Marisol’s house.

			They plied me with food, followed me around the house while I cleared out the last remnants of the poltergeist’s spectral energy, and chatted endlessly while I protected their home from future ghostly invasions. Their gentle ribbing and clear love for each other were a welcome distraction, and I leave with an open invitation to come for dinner again soon.

			As I make my way back to Midnight Manor—back to Xander and Elle and a tomorrow dedicated to dealing with the malevolent spirit trapped in the sphere of lepidolite in my back seat—an anxious, jittery feeling leaves me on edge. My time at the manor is temporary, so why does this drive feel like going home?

			Because Xander is family, I reason, absentmindedly tracing a calming sigil on my thigh. That’s all it is.

			It’s nearly eight by the time I pull into the long driveway. The night chill sweeps across my skin when I leave the car and gather my things. Goose bumps prickle along my arms, my chest, the back of my neck. I shiver, the stars overhead judging me for the anticipation that swirls in my gut.

			The front door is unlocked, so I let myself in. A burst of chicken and herbs and warmth fills my senses, and I’m sad I missed dinner. The manor itself is quiet. No signs of Xander or Elle on the main floor. In the dining room, I find a note from Elle.

			
				Saved you a bowl. It’s in the fridge.

			

			Beneath the single line is a PS written in Xander’s familiar lazy scrawl. I want to hear all about your ghost busting in the morning!

			I can’t imagine either of them is already asleep, but I creep up the stairs and slip quietly into my temporary bedroom just in case. Exhaustion floods my system at the sight of the queen-size bed and its mountain of pillows. While I unpack from the trip, I wonder idly how upset Elle will be if I save the soup for breakfast tomorrow. All I want right now is twelve hours of uninterrupted sleep.

			As I work, a to-do list for tomorrow slots into place in my head. I’ll need to cleanse all the tools I used, I note as I unload everything from my bag onto the credenza by the door. And set up additional safety measures so I can release this asshole and test the room barriers.

			Careful not to touch the lepidolite with my skin, I collect the trapped spirit by the fabric I’ve wrapped around the crystal and set it next to the other tools. I’ll have to make sure Xander and Elle are safely out of the way when I begin my tests.

			I have a feeling that things could get dicey, if what happened at Jackie and Marisol’s house is any indication.

			A soft rap on my door draws my attention, and I turn to see Elle loitering in the open doorway. I must look as bedraggled as I feel, because her eyebrows shoot up her forehead. “Are you okay?”

			“Just tired,” I assure her. “Long day.”

			Elle steps into the room, her shock shifting into something softer. Something that looks suspiciously like concern. “Do you need tea or something? Have you eaten?”

			“I’m fine. I promise.” I run a hand over my face, trying to wipe away the bone-deep exhaustion. “A solid night’s sleep and I’ll be good as new.”

			Elle worries at her lower lip. “And everything went okay? With the ghost?”

			I perch on the edge of the bed to ease the ache in my back. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were worried about me.” Though I mean for the words to be teasing, there’s a flash of anger in Elle’s eyes alongside the flush creeping up her neck.

			“I’m not heartless.” She crosses her arms tight against her chest. “Besides, if something happens to you, we won’t have time to find a replacement witch. Our grand opening is only twenty-seven days away. Twenty-six, really, since today is basically over.”

			“Well, I’m glad my well-being is convenient for you.”

			“That’s not what I meant.” Elle sighs, and her rigid posture deflates. “I’ll let you get some rest. We can talk in the morning.” As she turns to leave, her hip catches the side of the credenza. The lepidolite falls to the floor and rolls out of its protective cloth. “Shit. Sorry.”

			“Elle, wait—”

			My warning dies in my throat as Elle stoops to collect the crystal, her fingers skimming across the lepidolite’s bare surface. A burst of light flashes between us, near blinding, before the crystal cracks in half and a dangerous cold seeps into the room.

			“What the hell?” Elle stumbles toward the bed, away from the shadow that rises from the broken crystal, her back crashing into my chest as I stand. “Is that—”

			“Look out!” I shove Elle out of the way as the shadow dives toward us. The thoroughly pissed-off ghost slams into me, and without any fresh wards in place, it passes through the barrier of my energy. Anger courses through me, anger that isn’t mine, as the spirit scrambles for purchase. As it tries to seize command of my body.

			I fall to my knees, a feeling so cold it burns as it races through my veins. The ghost takes control of one hand, squeezing it into a fist, testing my strength. I fight to shove it back. Fight to get my other hand free from the floor to trace a banishing sigil, but every time I try to raise it, the ghost slams my hand back down.

			If I can’t trace the sigil soon, I’m fucked.

			“Elle.” Her name scrapes across my throat. “Taser.”

			Her green eyes are saucer wide. “What?”

			“The…Taser.” Pain lances down my spine, and I arch away from the hurt. It doesn’t help. There’s no escaping the agony taking over my body. A strangled cry escapes my lips. “Electricity,” I grit out. “Destroys…spirits.”

			“It’s in you?” she asks. Then: “Wait. I can’t electrocute you!”

			“Have to.” Black spots dance across my vision. A gruff laugh echoes in my head, the voice deep and raspy and full of malice. I fight to raise my gaze to hers. “Please. Before it…takes…over.”

			Elle backs away from me. “Alex?” She raises her voice. “Alex!”

			The moment she turns away to call for Xander again, my consciousness shudders and slips away from the surface. Then I’m sinking, sinking, sinking into the recesses of my mind. My body acts without my permission, rising slowly to its feet. Desire for violence pulses through me. A deeper version of my voice snakes past my lips.

			“Too late, girlie.”

			My body lunges forward, catching Elle around the waist, drawing her deeper into my room. She struggles against me, and in my head, I’m screaming. Begging her to grab the Taser. Begging Xander to hear the commotion. I’m vaguely aware of my fingers pressing against her lips, holding back her screams. That low chuckle reverberating in my chest. I fight like hell to surface, to regain control of my body.

			Elle jams her elbow into my stomach, and the flash of pain loosens my hold. She scrambles away, but instead of escaping out the door, she dashes deeper into the room.

			That dark chuckle wheezes out of me again. “Good,” the ghost says with my voice. “I love a challenge.” Heavy footsteps clomp after Elle. Unhurried. Hands flexing into fists. I can feel the spirit’s bloodlust. Can feel all the ways it wants to hurt Elle.

			It grabs her hair. Yanks her back.

			Elle comes willingly. There’s a flash of silver. The clicking buzz of machinery.

			Then electricity tears through me. The ghost and I scream in unison, the pain infiltrating the possession to affect us both. Each tenth of a second stretches for minutes. White-hot agony. The spirit loses control of my body as its essence is torn apart and destroyed by the arcing current.

			I fall to my knees when Elle finally removes the Taser from my stomach. The last of the ghost’s influence fades away. I’m vaguely aware of footsteps in the hall. Xander rushing into the room. I glance up at Elle, a strangled thank you passing my lips before my body gives up completely.

			Unconsciousness consumes me like a blanket of dark.
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			Everything hurts.

			Before I open my eyes, I’m painfully aware of every inch of me. Even my hair aches. My fingernails. My lungs. It feels like I was run over by a bus, tossed into a blender, and then digested by a giant human-eating plant. As I surface to full consciousness, bits of memory come through in fragmented flashes.

			Pulling into the manor.

			Elle in my room.

			The flash of light.

			My body no longer under my control.

			I groan, muscles protesting as I shift in my bed. How did I get in bed?

			“Take it slow, Pip.” Warm fingers brush hair out of my face. “Easy now.”

			When my eyelids finally manage to flutter open, bright sun burns my retinas. I flinch away from the light. “What time is it?” I try to sit, but my stomach rebels. Muscles trembling. Nausea churning.

			Xander checks his phone from his place perched on the edge of my bed. “A little after two in the afternoon. On Sunday.” He presses his wrist against my forehead like he’s checking for a fever. “How are you feeling?”

			“Like death.” I force myself into a seated position, gritting my teeth as my head swims. “Which makes sense, since I was briefly possessed by the dead.”

			“But you’re okay now, right?” Xander leans forward and adjusts the pillows into a makeshift throne behind me. “No ghosts squatting inside you?”

			“It’s just me in here.” Exhaustion tries to pull me back into unconsciousness, and with my defenses down, I find myself disappointed that Elle isn’t here. It hurts, in a way it absolutely shouldn’t, that she’s missing. “And then there’s you out there.”

			“How did this happen?”

			“It was my fault,” a new voice says, and I spot Elle leaning against the doorway, looking utterly miserable. Large sections of her hair have fallen out of her ponytail. Dark circles settle under her eyes like bruises. “I’m so sorry, Pippa. You warned me not to touch your things. I should have remembered.”

			“Maybe this haunted B&B thing was a bad idea.” Xander reaches for my hands and rubs his thumbs across my knuckles, the gesture soothing and familiar.

			Elle looks like she might cry, but whether from guilt or the suggestion that her business venture is about to fail before it begins—that whatever personal reasons for the haunting won’t come to fruition—I can’t tell. Either way, the grief on her face presses on my bruised heart. I want to fix it.

			“Don’t give up because I made a rookie mistake. Either of you.” I squeeze Xander’s hand, but my gaze is fixed on Elle. “I mean it. I never intended for a ghost like that to live here, and I shouldn’t have left the crystal out where you could bump into it.”

			“You didn’t—”

			“I did. I had a whole plan for testing the wards in the morning, but I was tired and careless. I should have locked up the crystal the moment I unpacked it.” With great effort, I drag my gaze back to Xander. “Could you find me some pain meds? And some toast or something?”

			“I can go,” Elle offers, but Xander stands and shakes his head.

			“You’ve been blaming yourself for this all day,” he says in a whisper when he reaches the door and stops beside Elle. I keep my attention fixed on my hands, but heat still crawls up my throat. “Talk to her. She’s really okay.”

			Xander leaves Elle standing in the doorway, her head tipped back like she’s trying to keep from crying. An echo of the ghost’s anger rears in my memory, a flash of my hand fisted in her hair. I speak first. “I…I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

			“What?” Elle wipes the pads of her fingers under her eyes. “No, I’m fine. I’ve been worried about you.” She finally abandons her post by the door and claims Xander’s previous perch on the edge of the bed. The mattress dips under her weight, drawing her closer. “Can I check?”

			Her hands hover over my abdomen, and she must see my confusion, because she clarifies. “You made me shoot you with a Taser. I want to make sure it’s not infected.”

			“Oh.” I swallow hard, distracted by the heat of her thigh against my hip, near burning despite the layers of clothing and blankets that separate us. “Sure.”

			With careful fingers, Elle draws up the hem of my shirt. Her touch skims against my stomach, raising goose bumps in its wake, and she frowns when she reaches the most tender parts.

			“How bad is it?” I can barely breathe with her this close, her touch like a live wire against my skin. I can’t stop myself from imagining her hands pressed tighter to my body, roaming to other, more delicate places.

			“It’s bruised,” she says at last, lowering my shirt back down to hide the injuries. “There are slight burn marks, too, but it looks okay given the circumstances.”

			“ ‘Okay.’ Just what every woman wants to hear when someone stares at their naked torso.”

			A startled, barely there laugh escapes her lips. “I was talking about the wound. Not you.”

			“And what do you think of me?” I ask, pain and fatigue loosening my tongue.

			Before I can take it back, Elle has cocked her head to one side, considering me. “I haven’t decided yet.” Her words are whisper soft but heavy with promise. “More than okay, at least.”

			I chuckle, but even that’s too much for my battered body. I groan, and Elle springs off the bed like she’s electrocuted me. Again.

			“What’s wrong? What happened?”

			My hand finds hers, and I tug her back to the edge of the bed. “It’s fine. Just stop making me laugh. Everything’s sore.”

			She worries at her lower lip, but she doesn’t take her hand from mine. “Because of the ghost? Or because you made me tase you?”

			“Both?” I settle deeper into the pillows, letting them support my weight. “You did the right thing, Elle. Possessions like that are dangerous. The spirit wanted to hurt you, and when it was done, there’d be nothing to stop it from throwing me out a second-story window.”

			“Fuck.”

			“You did the right thing,” I say again, squeezing her hand. “This wasn’t the first time I’ve accidentally gotten myself possessed. It comes with the territory. I’m not used to living with other people. I should have taken extra precautions.”

			“So, no partner at home? No roommates?”

			“The only nonrelative I’ve ever lived with is Xander.” I stare up at the ceiling, my life feeling suddenly barren and cold. “I don’t even have cats. I’ve wanted to adopt a pair of kittens for as long as I can remember, but it never felt like the right time.”

			A thoughtful hum reverberates in her throat. “Can I ask you something?”

			“Pretty sure you just did.” When she levels me with an unamused look, I nod. “Go ahead.”

			“If electricity is so effective at destroying ghosts, why do people hire witches to cleanse buildings?”

			A wave of exhaustion washes over me, but I fight to remain awake for her. “Electricity only works if it comes in contact with the entirety of the ghost’s form. When they’re not crammed inside a living body, or otherwise contained in some way, they’re amorphous. Electricity is also hard to control. It would be impossible to fill the manor with electricity without burning the whole place to the ground.”

			“But when that ghost was inside of you,” Elle says, testing her understanding, “the electricity was able to get to all of it. Because it was contained within your body.”

			“Pretty much,” I say, though the words come out mumbled as sleep tries to claim me. I realize Elle never pulled away from my touch, and a surge of bravery lets me brush my thumb across her knuckles. Her skin is soft and warm against mine. “Don’t give up on your dream, Elle. This was a terrible fluke. We can safely haunt this place.”

			There’s a smile in her voice when she responds. “You’re awfully confident for a witch who was possessed less than twenty-four hours ago.”

			“At least now we know it’s possible to transfer a ghost from one location to another.” With the last bit of my strength, I force my eyelids open. Elle sits beside me, a tender expression on her face. I swallow the rush of longing that warms my chest. “Trust me, I’ll figure this out for you. I promise.”

			“Trust doesn’t come easy for me, but I can try.” She brushes a lock of hair out of my face, her fingers trailing along my jaw and down the curve of my neck as she pulls away. “Get some rest, Pippa.”

			Elle finally releases me as she gets up to leave, and she passes Xander on his way back in. I can barely look at my best friend, my heart thundering traitorously in my chest. Even as I accept the painkillers, my mind is caught on the feel of Elle’s fingers along my skin.

			The sensation carries me into a dreamless sleep.
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			I don’t feel human again until Wednesday afternoon.

			After a hot shower to wash away multiple days spent in bed, I take stock of my situation. I lost four days of our already tight deadline to this mistake. Elle told me she doesn’t trust easily, and I’m not about to break that trust by failing here. I text Dea to overnight a pair of lepidolite spheres to the B&B—it’ll be good to have a backup in case I break another one—and get an update on the business. Unfortunately, the phones have been dead since I left. Not a single person has reached out for an appointment or consultation.

			Eventually, my grumbling stomach sends me downstairs in search of food, and as I near the kitchen, the now-familiar sound of Elle’s true crime podcast washes over me. She’s fully absorbed in her work, folding dough around a rectangular block of butter. Once that’s done, she grabs her rolling pin and proceeds to beat the ever-loving shit out of the dough. With each slam of the pin, the muscles in her bare arms flex, biceps and triceps and whatever the damn muscles in her forearms are called. It’s obscenely attractive, and it makes me think of Sunday. Elle’s hand in mine. Her fingers trailing across my jaw.

			And what do you think of me?

			More than okay, at least.

			I lean against the doorway as a wave of dizziness makes the room spin, and I raise my voice above the podcast.

			“What’d that dough ever do to you?”

			“Fucking hell.” Elle whirls around, brandishing the rolling pin like a weapon. When she sees it’s me, she lowers her arm and turns off her podcast. “Pippa. You’re awake.”

			“And mobile.” I push away from the door and step farther into the kitchen. “What’re you making, and why does it require such violence?”

			Instead of the smile I expected, Elle turns back to her mound of assaulted dough. “Croissants require a bit of muscle to get the lamination right.”

			She’s closed off again, like the moment we shared on Sunday never happened. Elle didn’t visit again after that, but I assumed she was giving me time to recover. Every time I woke up, I found something delicious waiting for me.

			Did I imagine the way she looked at me? The way she touched me?

			“You certainly have plenty of muscle,” I say, trying to draw her back out of whatever shell has formed between us. “And the true crime? Does picturing the dough as the killer make it easier to whack it like that?”

			Elle glares at me over her shoulder. “Did you come downstairs to make fun of my baking process?”

			Her flat tone cuts deep, and I feel utterly foolish. I should have known better than to assume she had any interest in me. No one ever does, not beyond the solutions my magic can give them. I must have been more out of it than I realized on Sunday to read intention where there was none.

			“Sorry,” I murmur, crossing the room to where there’s a bowl of fruit tucked into the corner of the kitchen. “Just looking for something to eat.”

			I lean against the edge of the counter to lengthen my reach, and pain shrieks across my stomach. I hiss in a breath and pull back, sending the apple I was trying to grab tumbling to the floor. The pain in my abdomen lingers, and my knees threaten to buckle. I stumble toward the table in the center of the room and catch myself on the edge.

			“Pippa?” Elle abandons her partially laminated croissant dough. “Are you okay?”

			“Fine.” I push the word past gritted teeth and sink into one of the chairs. The pain is already fading back to a dull ache, leaving only embarrassment behind.

			“You’re clearly not fine.” Elle crouches before me, those soft green eyes searching my face. “What happened?”

			“It’s stupid.” I lay a gentle hand over the spot where she tased me four days ago. “The pressure from the counter hurt more than I expected.”

			Confusion flits across her expression. “What do you mean?”

			“Well, you did tase me on Saturday.”

			Her brow furrows as she straightens back to her full height. “You haven’t healed it?”

			I swallow down the sudden taste of bile on my tongue. “Healing magic isn’t exactly my forte,” I say, pushing against the rising tide of humiliation, the lifetime of deep shame.

			“I’ve never heard of a witch who can’t do healing magic.”

			“I thought you didn’t know anything about us?” I snap, my voice harsher than I mean for it to be. But the longer we talk about this, the more I feel like I’m being dragged into the past. Echoes of old injuries create phantom pains that nestle alongside the constant ache of my back and the fresh tenderness from the Taser.

			There were the skinned knees my father tried to teach me to heal. The twisted ankles. The beestings. An entire childhood of injuries that my parents turned into Teachable Moments. Except no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t replicate the healing magic they used.

			“Pippa?”

			Elle’s voice draws me out of my childhood home and back into the bright kitchen. Back to the present, where I haven’t been anywhere near my parents in five years. Where Elle is currently trying to hand me a fresh apple. I accept the fruit, but I’ve lost my appetite.

			“I’m sorry I snapped.” I twist the apple between my hands, trying to ignore the chorus of useless, pathetic, waste of space echoing in my head.

			Belonging to this family is a privilege. Not a right.

			“I didn’t mean to offend you.” Elle pulls out another chair and sits across from me. “I was surprised. I thought healing was…I don’t know. A given?”

			“It usually is.” I trace my thumb along the surface of the apple. Normally, I don’t like to talk about my family, but whatever icy exterior Elle had up when I walked in is thawing, and I don’t want her walls going back up. “Most witches can heal themselves. I was never good at it, and until I realized my talent for working with spirits, I didn’t understand why. I’ve yet to hear of a witch who excels at both.”

			Elle studies me like she’s trying to solve some puzzle. She tilts her head, drawing my gaze to the smooth length of her neck. “But if it’s not normal for ghost specialists to be healers, why did my question upset you?”

			Shame drops my gaze to the floor. “If I’d come from a regular witch family, it might have been fine, but my parents…they’re big on tradition, and healing is the tradition. My ineptitude was a stain on the family reputation. One of several.”

			That last bit comes out a quiet murmur, overlaying my childhood healing failures with my first big fuckup as a member of NACOW. The unintentional argument I sparked with a dignitary from the UK, yet another traditionalist who insisted a magical application that I’d already invented was impossible.

			Elle leans forward, bracing those ridiculous forearms against her thighs. “Why is healing such a prominent tradition if not every witch can do it?”

			I shrug, not ready to look up and see what emotion is displayed across her face. “When witches first came forward in the nineteenth century, they were exceptionally cautious about the magic they displayed. They didn’t want to freak out mundanes and spark yet another round of witch trials, so they focused on healing. It made them popular with important people and secured legal protections.”

			“Makes sense, I guess.”

			“Traditionalists like my parents never let go of that fear, despite nearly two hundred years of being open with the world. They despise progress, afraid that anything new or different might undo all the legal protections we have.” I risk a glance at Elle and find only open curiosity. “On top of all that, my parents are elitist assholes. They hate everything I do. Even if my work was completely acceptable to mundanes, they’d still think what I do is an embarrassment.”

			I bite my lip, unsure whether I should say more. But Elle is watching me with that same intense curiosity, her head tilted to the side like she’s urging me to continue. I find myself compelled to oblige. “At first, my parents would heal me when my own magic failed. As I got older, Nanette decided their help was depriving me of the ‘proper motivation’ I needed to learn. They thought their plan was working, but I wasn’t the one healing myself. My little sister was. I hated putting Flora in the middle of things, but she insisted.”

			“Of course she did.” There’s a fire in Elle’s voice now. “I have an older sister, and I’d do anything for her. Especially if I had the power to take away her pain. I’m sure Flora felt the same.”

			I shrug, unwilling to admit to the five-year estrangement—and all the complicated, messy feelings that come with it—that currently separates Flora and me. “Our ruse worked until I fell out of a tree in our backyard. The fall broke my arm, and mending bone was beyond Flora’s skills at the time. Mom was furious when she found out. She refused to heal me. She wouldn’t even take me to a mundane doctor.”

			Horror flashes across Elle’s face. “How old were you?”

			“Twelve. Flora was only eight.”

			“How the fuck isn’t that child abuse?”

			If only it were that simple. “My mother is a powerful woman. Who exactly was going to report her?”

			“I’m so sorry, Pippa.” Elle tucks a loose lock of hair behind her ear, her fingers trembling. “What happened with your arm?”

			“The school nurse came through for me.” Fond appreciation for the woman who helped me finally shakes off the last of my lingering shame. “I faked an injury during gym class. The nurse must have known the break was days old, not minutes, but she healed it anyway. My parents were furious, but at least they finally gave up on the idea I’d ever work healing magic.”

			“I’m sorry I brought all this up. Family should be a source of safety. You deserved better.” Elle reaches out but stops short of touching me, letting me decide whether to close the gap. As if there’s any chance I’d deny her. Not when every touch is like lightning against my skin. I take her hand in mine, relishing her warmth.

			“And for whatever it’s worth,” she continues, “I’m glad you excel at the magic you do. Alex and I would be screwed if you didn’t.”

			“I’m glad, too.” I hold her hand a beat longer, the weight of her gaze inspiring a whole migration of butterflies to stir in my stomach.

			The first hint of a smile tugs at Elle’s lips, but then she pulls her hand from mine and hurries to her feet. “I need to get the dough back in the freezer before the butter melts.” After scrubbing her hands in the sink, she carefully wraps and stores her in-progress croissants.

			Once the dough is secured, she leans her back against the fridge. “So, Pippa…I need to ask you something, but I don’t want you to think I’m being cold or callous. Especially after what we just talked about.”

			“That’s comforting.” I aim for levity that I’m not sure I achieve. I finally take a bite of the apple she gave me, hunger erupting the moment I finally start eating. When her expression twists with hurt, I drop the attempt at humor. “What is it?”

			“You’re obviously still recovering, and I don’t want to rush you.” Elle pushes away from the fridge and pulls out a steak, her attention shifting to dinner prep.

			“But…” I prompt.

			“Halloween is only twenty-three days away.” She reaches into the spice rack, and with her standing in profile, I’m hyperaware of the way her throat constricts as she swallows. “I need to know if you can get back to work soon.”

			“Ah.”

			“I don’t want you to overexert yourself and get hurt,” she continues in a rush. “And I know this whole thing was my fault, but if you can’t complete the haunting, I’ll need time to find a different witch who can pick up where you left off.”

			“Elle, breathe.” I set the apple on the table and join her on the other side of the kitchen. “I won’t be ready to go ghost hunting for a few more days, but I can get back to my research tomorrow. I know you said trust isn’t easy for you, but I promise I can do this.”

			One of her rare smiles, colored with relief, blooms across her face. “That would be great. And I’m genuinely glad you’re doing better. I swear I wasn’t trying to be dismissive of what you’ve been through.”

			“Why do you do that?”

			“Do what?”

			“Assume that I’ll read the worst into whatever you say. I know our initial meeting was a bit contentious, but I’d like to think we’ve gotten past that.” But as the words hang between us, I realize it has to be more than that. At Bellflower Bistro, Elle sat close so I couldn’t accuse her of yelling if she had to raise her voice above the din of the restaurant. “Is this part of the trust issue thing?”

			Elle’s cheeks burn red, but she nods. “My therapist thinks it started with my parents’ divorce and my dad taking off for good, but…I also dated someone for a long time who always found a way to make me the bad guy.” She grabs a bowl from one of the cupboards and adds a layer of spices to the bottom. “I guess I still expect to be misunderstood.”

			“Intentionally misunderstood?” I ask, and when she gives a sad, lopsided shrug, my heart aches for her. I wish I could soothe her hurt, but short of pulling her into an embrace and whispering reassurances in her ear—which I clearly cannot do—all I have to offer is a promise.

			“Let’s make a deal. We both assume positive intentions. Always. Unless the other person explicitly says they’re trying to be an asshole.”

			The laugh that startles out of her is the best thing I’ve heard all day. “Deal.”
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			“If you could sign right here.” The delivery driver hands me a stylus, and after I’ve scrawled my name on the digital pad, he hands over a square package. “Have a good day, ma’am.”

			“Thank you,” I call after him, even though being called ma’am makes me feel a thousand years old. I close the front door and turn in time to see Xander coming down the stairs.

			“What’s in the box?” He’s dressed in dark-wash jeans and a heather gray cable-knit sweater with a green scarf draped around his neck. It’s all very small-town autumnal chic.

			I follow him to the newly installed reception area that sits along the side of the stairs. “Dea overnighted a pair of lepidolite crystals. The last one broke when the poltergeist escaped. Do you have scissors stashed in that desk somewhere?”

			Xander digs through the drawers, which someone already filled with office supplies, until he finds a metal letter opener. “Will this work?” He hands it over and watches as I slash through the layers of tape and pop open the top of the box. “I take it this means you’re back? All healed up and ready to go?”

			The bruise on my stomach has turned a sickly shade of yellowish green, and it’s still tender, but that’s not what Xander’s asking. “I have some final research to do, and I want to make sure I’m back at full capacity magic-wise in case I run into another poltergeist, but with any luck, the first few ghosts will be moving in early next week.”

			“Well, I can’t wait to hear all your plans at dinner tonight.”

			“Going somewhere?”

			He nods and heads for the coat closet. “I have a few meetings in town. There’s been a delay with the liquor license that I need to handle, and I’m trying to talk the mayor into coming to opening night.”

			“Oh?” I pull the packing paper out of the box Dea sent, revealing a pair of perfect lepidolite orbs. The swirls and splotches of purple and white gleam under the B&B’s interior lighting. My fingers itch to cleanse and charge the crystals so I can cover them with containment sigils. “Why does the mayor need to come to opening night? Is he cute?”

			Xander rolls his eyes at my smirk. “The man is at least sixty, Pip. Besides, I was serious when I said I was taking a break from dating. This is business. The people in this town love him.” Xander grabs his maroon peacoat from the closet and swings it over his shoulders. “If the mayor likes Midnight Manor, it’ll endear us to the other businesses. I want to stock this place with locally sourced products, but that won’t fit our budget unless we can strike up some friendly deals.”

			Pride swells in my chest. “That’s clever.”

			“Don’t sound so surprised.” Xander buttons his coat, but a familiar smile tugs at his lips. He’s hiding something.

			“Xander…”

			“What?” He bats his eyelashes at me, all innocence, but when I don’t break my stare, he laughs. “Fine. It was Louie’s idea. Don’t tell her I tried to take credit for it.”

			“Then why isn’t she the one wooing the mayor?”

			His smile falters, and a flash of hurt crosses his face. There and gone in an instant, hidden again by his bright smile. “Lou is busy with her own errands today. Besides, of the pair of us, I’m clearly the most charming.”

			I guess I still expect to be misunderstood.

			“Has she always been a bit prickly?” I ask before I can think better of it. “She’s more serious than your stories made her seem.”

			Xander adjusts the arms of his coat. Brushes invisible lint from the front. Runs a hand through his hair. The man is all sorts of fidgety, almost evasive. “Starting a business is always stressful, but we’ve been on a compressed schedule since the beginning. I think it’s harder on Lou, since she’s deep in the weeds of the financials.”

			I remember the early days of my own business. I was living with Xander—before he abandoned me and Dea to move to Brooklyn—working a job he helped me secure at a local café. It was there that I started offering occasional magical services. My first clients were fellow baristas and friends of friends, like Dea, before word of mouth spread through Windsfell and strangers started reaching out for support.

			Eventually, I was making more from magic than brewing coffee. Making the leap from piecemeal magical work to being a full-time witch for hire was exhilarating. I was full of hope and possibility, but there was also a lot of stress and worry. There were tax forms to file. Branding decisions to make. The fear that the whole thing was a terrible idea that was going to blow up in my face at any second.

			And now, five years later, it really might blow up. Or, perhaps, implode is a better word for it. Wither.

			The accuracy of the term makes me wince, and I lean against the tall reception desk for support. If I don’t adequately haunt Midnight Manor by Halloween, my business is on track to wither and die. It’ll be proof that who I am and the type of magic I do are as ineffective and unstable as my parents always said.

			Fuck that.

			I am not letting my business go under without a fight. I’ve already made a ton of progress with this haunting, despite losing four days to possession recovery. I can do this.

			“Will you be good by yourself today?” Xander asks from his place by the front door, pulling me out of my thoughts.

			“Yeah, now that I have the crystals I need, I can get them prepped and plan my first scouting trip.” I push away from the desk, pick up the box, and brace the package on my hip, careful not to press against my bruise. “I’ve got the rest of today blocked off for research. There are a handful of local hauntings mentioned in the Witch-tionary. I need to decide which ones are worth checking out.”

			“The Witch-tionary?”

			“It’s a witch-run forum that caters to nontraditional magic. Nanette hates it, of course. Their slogan is ‘The Witch-tionary: Where Unconventional Witches Learn How to Spell.’ ”

			“Witches and their puns,” Xander says with a groan, shaking his head. “Why do I get the feeling you’re about to spend the next few weeks traipsing around graveyards.”

			“Because I will be,” I say with a laugh. “A lot of the recommendations are places like that, though not all of them.” I glance over my shoulder, toward the back of the house, where the kitchen is situated. I know Elle is out, but it feels strange for the house to be this quiet. There should be a true crime podcast playing in the kitchen. The sound of the stand mixer whirring. The banging assault of her abusing croissant dough. “Do you know when Elle will be back? I assume she’ll want to weigh in on ghost options before I go hunting.”

			That same flicker of suppressed emotion crosses Xander’s face. “She’s usually out late on Thursdays.” His words come out with false nonchalance, his gaze trained on his shoes, which only increases my curiosity.

			I shift the box of crystals to my other hip. “Where does she go? You said she had an errand?”

			“It’s a personal thing. She wouldn’t want me to get into it.” Xander runs a hand through his blond locks and glances over his shoulder at the front door, like he’s eager to be on his way. “I didn’t tell Lou about your family stuff when she asked, and I won’t get into her stuff with you. If you have questions, you should ask each other. Don’t put me in the middle.”

			Fire blazes across my chest. Elle asked Xander about me. The revelation almost outweighs the embarrassment of Xander calling out my attempt to snoop into her life.

			“Sorry, Xan. Forget I asked.” I gesture up the stairs. “Before I dive into research, do you have any ghostly requests? And not,” I add before he can get any cute ideas, “about finding you a ghost boyfriend.”

			“You’re no fun.” He leans against the door and tilts his head, considering. “Lou will definitely have opinions. Check with her before you go collecting spirits like Pokémon.”

			“They’re not Pokémon, Xander. They’re people.”

			“I know. Which is why my only real request is that they be good people. And queer-friendly, obviously. Lou and I shouldn’t have to deal with bigoted houseguests, even if they’re invisible.” Xander turns and reaches for the door, oblivious to the bomb he’s dropped on my head.

			Elle is queer.

			That’s what he meant, right?

			My mind flits through all the interactions I’ve had with her since we met. The sapphic romance novel in her room. Every glance. Every hard-won smile. The brush of her fingers along my abdomen after I finally woke up on Sunday.

			And what do you think about me? I asked, half-delirious with pain.

			I haven’t decided yet.

			More than okay, at least.

			Her being queer doesn’t mean she likes me. It doesn’t mean I’m her type. It doesn’t mean anything. Except…she asked Xander about me. She makes my favorite meals because Xander told her I liked them. She’s reached out to touch me way more than once. In the library. In my room. Yesterday, in the kitchen. Does she feel the same jolt of wanting I do every time her skin glides across mine?

			An alarm goes off, shattering my wayward thoughts. Xander silences his phone.

			“That’s my cue.” He gives me a wave as he yanks open the front door with his other hand, but he pauses a moment on the threshold, smiling at me. “I’m glad you’re here, Pip. I’ve missed you.”

			“I’ve missed you, too,” I croak past the sudden emotion tightening my throat.

			“Have fun researching.”

			I watch him leave, fresh worry spreading through my chest. When I woke up this morning, I knew there were only twenty-two days left to haunt the manor. But now…I realize I have only twenty-two days to live with my favorite person in the world.

			Twenty-two days to figure out what I could mean to Elle.
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			By the time I’ve finished my research for the night, the world is dark outside my window and my stomach is grumbling for snacks.

			I had a solo dinner earlier—Xander had already eaten with the mayor, and Elle wasn’t home—but that was ages ago. Besides, a full day of successful research deserves a treat. Closing my laptop, I slip out of my room and make my way downstairs by the light of my phone.

			On the main floor, light spills out from the back of the house. The kitchen, as far as I can tell. Xander must also have the late-night munchies. I turn off my flashlight and creep toward the open door to surprise him, but instead of finding Xander in the kitchen, I find Elle…climbing onto the counter.

			I pause in the threshold, watching as she stretches to reach into the small cabinets tucked away above the fridge. She curses under her breath when whatever she’s trying to grab remains out of reach.

			“Uhh…what are you doing?”

			Elle freezes, her body going taut for a beat before she glances over one shoulder. “What are you doing?”

			“I came to find something to eat.” I step farther inside, stopping near the table in the middle of the room to stare up at her. “Why exactly are you on the counter?”

			She bends over and grabs a long wooden spoon from the organizer on the counter. “I’m trying to get something.” She sticks the spoon into the cupboard. Cellophane crinkles, but she winds up empty-handed.

			“When you’re ready to admit defeat, I can help.”

			“Why?”

			“For one, I’m taller than you.” I reach out a hand to help her climb down from the counter. Begrudgingly, she accepts the help, and I force myself to ignore the thrill that runs through me at her touch. She hops down to the floor, landing so close to me that she has to crane her neck to meet my gaze.

			Elle stares at me with those spring-green eyes. “Was there a second reason?”

			“A second reason for what?” I ask, flustered at her proximity but unwilling to be the first to step away.

			“For—never mind.” She points to the cabinet. “Go ahead. Make use of your extra inches.”

			I follow Elle’s original path skyward, via a chair she pulled over to the counter, and reach into the high cupboard. I have to stretch onto my toes, but my fingers close around a small package in the back corner. “Victory!” I pull the package toward me and read the label. “Cannabis-infused chocolates?”

			Elle reaches up and snatches the package from my fingers. “I had a shitty day.”

			“Hey, no judgment here.” Once I’m safely back on the ground, I offer a smile. “I’m just surprised. You don’t strike me as the weed type.”

			Elle unwraps one of the chocolates and slips it into her mouth. “I mean, I grew up next door to Alex.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“Come on, you went to college with him.” Elle returns the chair to its proper place at the table. “You can’t tell me you didn’t get high together.”

			“Not in college,” I admit, tugging on the end of my ponytail as embarrassment warms my cheeks. “I was terrified of pot back then. My parents really reinforced all the pre-legalization scaremongering. I didn’t smoke for the first time until I moved in with Xander five years ago. He made it seem like it was new to him, too.”

			Elle barks out a laugh that is so far removed from the stoic version of her I’ve gotten used to that it throws me off-center. “Uh, no. Not at all. Alex and I got stoned all the time in high school. Senior year, my parents were going through this brutal divorce. Alex and I would get high at his house and watch those ridiculous ghost-hunting shows. The ones where super bro-y ghost hunters spend the whole episode screaming things like ‘I’m not afraid of you! Prove you’re real!’ but then they jump at every little noise.”

			“Ridiculous or not, they must have made an impression,” I say, but Elle tilts her head and scrunches her brow like she doesn’t understand. “Why else would you open a haunted B&B?”

			I regret the words the moment they pass my lips. Something shutters inside her, the bit of humor draining from her face. Elle looks impossibly tired now, like she’s haunted herself. Now that she’s not smiling, I notice the dark circles under her eyes. The slump of her shoulders.

			“You said you had a bad day?” I try again, softer. She nods. “What would help? Do you want to talk about it?”

			“Definitely not.”

			“Okay, how about a distraction?”

			Elle taps her fingers along the back of the chair, considering. “I could do a distraction. Did you make any progress with your research today?”

			“I didn’t mean work. A real distraction. Something fun.” Stepping close, I reach for the bag of chocolates in her hand. “Mind if I join you?”

			She relinquishes the bag, and her attention settles over me like a physical thing. I unwrap an edible, and the chocolate melts on my tongue, accompanied by the bitter, earthy tang of cannabis.

			“While we wait for this to kick in,” I say, tossing the wrapper in the trash under the sink, “I vote we stock up on snacks and find some entertainment.”

			“There are board games in the library.” Elle pulls open the fridge, extracting two bottles of water and the leftover salsa she made last night. “Grab the tortilla chips?”

			I do as she asks and follow her into a corner of the library I haven’t explored before. She lifts the top of a wooden bench, revealing a pile of board games. There are the usual suspects, Scrabble and Monopoly and Settlers of Catan, but then I spot a box I haven’t seen since college.

			“No way.” I reach into the pile and extract the familiar game. “I can’t believe Xander still has this!”

			Elle lowers the bench lid. “What game is that?”

			“Party Polygraph. Xander invented it in college. He had one of his artsy friends create the board, cards, and player tokens. I provided the magical polygraph component. It was a huge hit at parties.” I bring the game to the narrow table at the center of the room and open the lid.

			From a cursory glance, it looks like all the pieces are here, including the tower of sodalite, a blue stone that I’d spelled to tip over if someone lied during the game. I wait for Elle to take the seat across from me before I continue. “It’s essentially truth or dare meets Trivial Pursuit. Minus the dare component.” I unfold the game board and offer Elle first choice of player tokens.

			She selects the green one. I take blue.

			“I don’t suppose there are written rules somewhere in that box?” Elle asks.

			“Don’t worry. It’s simple.” I set out the four stacks of color-coded cards: pink, purple, blue, and green. “When it’s your turn, you roll the die and move your piece the corresponding number of spaces. Whatever color you land on, you take a card from the matching pile. You have to answer whatever question you get in order to keep your progress on the board. If you refuse to answer, you have to go back to the beginning.”

			Elle opens the chips and salsa and scoops up a bite. “What are the four categories?”

			I search my memory for the answer. Most of the times we played, everyone was tipsy and horny and looking for an excuse to hook up, and the questions definitely facilitate that. “He had clever names for them, but I think it’s something like your past, your future, romance stuff, and secrets.” Why he didn’t have his art friend include the official category names on the cards, I don’t know. Probably, I realize now, because he was high when he designed it.

			A flush of pink blooms across her cheeks. “And Alex made up all the questions?”

			“Why?” An unexpected boldness stirs within me. It’s too early for the weed to be kicking in, so I can’t blame that. “You scared?”

			Her smirk holds nothing but challenge. “And how will you know whether I’m telling the truth?”

			“That’s where this comes in.” I pick up the tower of sodalite. The magic I’d once imbued it with has long since faded away. Still minimally affected by the edible for now, I funnel magic into the crystal. When I’m done, I open my hand, the crystal balanced in my palm. “Place your hand on top. It needs to attune to both our energies to work.”

			There’s a moment of hesitation as Elle tugs on the end of her sweater, but she ultimately pushes up her sleeves and places her hand in mine. I direct magic to flow through me, into the crystal, and then weave through her energy, too.

			“Oh, that tickles.” She shudders, and a laugh slips out into the space between us. “Now what?”

			Reluctantly, I pull my hand away and set the tower standing upright next to the game. “If either of us lies, the tower will fall over and you lose the game. For example…” I clear my throat dramatically. “I have green hair.”

			The tower wobbles a moment, then tips and clatters loudly against the table.

			“Voilà,” I say with a flourish of my hand. “Party Polygraph is ready to go. Newbies first.”

			“Is that seriously a rule?” Elle doesn’t wait for me to reply, though, grabbing the die and rolling a five. She moves her piece, landing in a purple space. Secrets. Drawing a card from the top of the pile, she reads silently to herself.

			“You’re supposed to put it face up on the discard pile so I can see it,” I prompt.

			She taps the back of the card and clears her throat. “ ‘Name something that you’re scared to do without alcohol/weed.’ ” Elle flicks her gaze from the card to my face. “How did you play this with Alex without realizing he was a total stoner?”

			“I grew up sheltered. Sue me.” I point a chip at her before dipping it into the salsa. “Are you going to answer or are you going back to the beginning?”

			Elle worries at her lower lip. “Fine. My therapist says I’m supposed to ‘process my feelings’ or whatever, but sometimes, I can’t stomach the idea of feeling this much. So occasionally…I let weed make it easier for me.”

			She studies the crystal tower like she’s afraid it’ll topple over. It doesn’t.

			“Nights like tonight?” I ask, wondering what emotions sent her looking for an escape and what caused them. It can’t just be business stress. Xander said her errand today was personal. Was she at therapy? Did she drive all the way back to Queens to see an established therapist there?

			But if that’s all it was, why would Xander be cagey about it? He encouraged me to start therapy after my family kicked me out. He knows I’m pro-therapy now, despite the way I was raised.

			I didn’t tell Lou about your family stuff.

			I won’t get into her stuff with you.

			Elle sets her card face up in the discard pile. “I didn’t think follow-up questions were part of the game.”

			Rather than respond, I roll the die and move forward a measly two spaces. I draw a pink card—romance—and groan.

			Who was your first kiss? Don’t be stingy with details!

			I place the card on top of Elle’s so she can read it. “Okay, first kiss. It was junior year of high school with a girl named Daphne. We ended up dating for over a year, but she broke up with me right before prom.”

			Elle’s eyes go wide. “Oof, that’s harsh timing. What happened?”

			“I thought follow-up questions weren’t part of this?” I tease, but I find that I want to open up. I want her to know me. And if I drop my walls, she might, too. “Daphne wanted to go to prom together, do the whole meet the parents, take a ton of photos, get a limo with friends thing. But I…I wasn’t ready for my parents to find out about her. She didn’t want to be kept a secret, so she dumped me.”

			“I’m sorry.” Elle picks up the die and weighs it in her palm. “Were your parents conservative?”

			“Not in the way you’re thinking. They’ve never cared that I’m bisexual. The fact that Daphne wasn’t a witch, though…That would have been unacceptable.”

			“Is that still a consideration?” she asks, and I swear there’s a hint of disappointment in her voice. “Do you only date witches?”

			A humorless laugh escapes my lips. “I doubt my parents give a shit who I date now that they’ve disowned me.”

			“They—”

			“Kicked me out of the family? Yup.” I lean back, but the surge of grief I expect doesn’t come, dulled by the high that’s starting to infiltrate my system. “I haven’t seen any of them in five years. Not even Flora.” The mention of my sister does stir something in me, a mix of feelings too tangled and hurt and bitter to look at closely.

			“I’m sorry, Pippa.” Elle drops the die and reaches for my hand. “When you mentioned your family yesterday, I didn’t realize how fraught your relationship was. I’m sorry I keep sticking my foot in my mouth.”

			I can barely concentrate on her words when her hand is in mine and she’s staring at me with such naked concern. It makes my heart want to believe in impossible things. “Your turn,” I say, the words little more than a breath.

			Elle rolls and moves forward three spaces. She turns her card onto the pile.

			Describe the kinkiest thing you’ve ever done.

			I don’t know whether I love college-age Xander or hate him right now. I also don’t know whether I should give Elle a pass on this question or keep my mouth shut on the off chance she’s willing to answer. On the chance that she might want me to know.

			When I manage to drag my gaze from the card to Elle’s face, I find her deliciously flushed as she considers her answer.

			“If you go back to the beginning, I won’t be much ahead of you,” I offer to give her an out.

			But Elle shakes her head. “I’m far too competitive to start over.”

			I hold my breath as Elle comes to a decision, and it feels like I’m getting a peek into the mischievous teen that Xander talked about. She tucks her hair behind her ears, still worrying at her lower lip. “It’s not that salacious,” she says at last. “My ex-girlfriend liked it when I wore a strap-on.”

			Hearing the world girlfriend leave her lips does terribly wonderful things to the growing tingles inside me. Xander asking for queer-friendly roommates is one thing. Having Elle confirm that she’s dated women before is another entirely. God, and imagining her with a harness strapped around those hips, a cocky smirk on her face…

			I shove the image away and try to ignore the aching want that’s sparked between my thighs. But then the phrasing of her words registers, and it nudges gently at my intuition. “She liked it…but did you?”

			Elle shrugs, dragging a chip through the salsa. “It was fine, I guess. I could never get the friction right to…well, you know.”

			“That’s why you need a witch in your life. You have to body bond your acc-sex-ories.”

			“Body bond?” Elle asks, completely missing my pun.

			“It’s a type of sex magic. You magically link the strap-on to your…” I fumble for an appropriate word. I’m not so high that I’ve forgotten that Elle and I aren’t technically friends. That we don’t have a personal relationship, even if she is willing to talk about her sex life in the context of the game. “Your personal anatomy,” I say at last. “That way, you feel what the toy feels.”

			“How does it work?” Elle studies me, her pupils wide. “Kinsley isn’t a witch. Sex magic wasn’t on our radar.”

			“I could show you,” I say, and Elle’s eyebrows arch toward the sky before I realize the implications. Fuck. “Not in a sexy way! I could bond your hand to a game piece. For educational purposes.”

			For several seconds, I sit in my chair, willing the ground to open up beneath me and swallow me whole. God, I’m such an idiot. I shouldn’t have said anything. I should have realized someone new to magic wouldn’t know anything about body bonding. I should have waved off the question and rolled the damn die. Moved us on from this question into something less personal.

			But then Elle reaches into the game box and pulls out the pink token. She hands it to me. “Will this work?”

			The relief that courses through my body would have brought me to my knees if I were standing. I accept the piece with a nod. “Cannabis dampens magical ability,” I warn. “The effect will be subtle.”

			She cocks her head to the side. “It turns your smoothie straw into a coffee stirrer?”

			“It’s not that bad.” I reach for the magic around me, funneling it as best I can in my altered state. After I’ve traced a series of sigils along the surface of the token, I set it on the table. “Do I have your consent to temporarily bond you to this game piece?”

			Elle nods and holds out a hand.

			This is a bad idea. Irresponsible and ridiculous and destined to come back to bite me in the ass. I have to live with this woman for twenty-three days. Twenty-two, since today is nearly gone. Twenty-two days is a long fucking time if I make things awkward between us. If she wakes up tomorrow embarrassed by the games we played while high, I might lose the little moments of connection we’ve had. She might go cold and distant again.

			But also, if this is her flirting, if she means it…

			A lot of fun things could happen in twenty-two days.

			I slip my palm beneath Elle’s and hold her gaze. “I’d prefer verbal consent before I do this.”

			The smirk that pulls at her lips might kill me. “Pippa Ainsley, you formally have my permission to sex magic me to that token for educational purposes.”

			“It’s called body bonding,” I remind her as I turn her hand over in mine. I trace the same series of sigils along her palm, where the sensitive skin can make up for my weakened magic. When I’m done, I release her and hover my palm over the pink game piece on the table. “Ready?”

			She flexes her hand. “Ready.”

			I pick up the game piece and hold it between my hands. Elle’s eyelids flutter closed as she concentrates. “It’s warm,” she says at last. “There’s a pressure, too. Subtle, but there.”

			Opening my hands, I trail the pad of my index finger across the edge of the token.

			Elle gives a full-body shudder and opens her eyes. “And you can…you can do that spell on anything?”

			“Any item,” I confirm, my voice strangled by emotion. “And any body part.”

			“There you are!” Xander’s voice fills the space between us, startling me into dropping the game piece. “I found your stash of special chocolates on the kitchen counter. Why didn’t you invite me?” He slides into the chair next to mine and picks up the pink token.

			“Don’t touch that!” Elle and I say in unison, earning a confused look from Xander.

			“Why not?”

			“Pippa sex magicked it.”

			Xander drops the game piece. It lands in the bowl of salsa, causing Elle to shudder and swear as she tries to wipe the sensation of cold, wet veggies off her palm. I hastily undo the sigils with a flick of my fingers before fishing the game piece out of the salsa.

			“Please tell me I didn’t touch Louie’s clit,” Xander whines. “Y’all need to do that behind closed doors.”

			“It was an educational demonstration,” I say, but my face burns with the heat of a thousand suns anyway. “It was bonded to her hand. Absolutely nothing inappropriate was going on.”

			“Either way, I’m never using the pink one again.” Xander reaches into the box and pulls out the yellow token. “How many turns did I miss?”

			“Actually, I think I’m going to call it a night.” Elle pushes away from the table, avoiding my gaze entirely. “I’ll see you both in the morning.”

			“Later, Louie!” Xander calls after her, but I don’t say a word.

			All I can do is watch her walk away and hope I haven’t ruined everything.
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			“I feel like I owe you an apology.”

			Elle and I are alone for the first time since the incident last night with the game piece, and so far, we’ve spent the last thirty minutes cooped up in my ancient Camry in complete silence. And not the warm silence of friends who don’t need to constantly hear the sound of their own voices. Awkward silence. Weighted silence.

			“About last night,” I clarify. “I should have remembered that Party Polygraph isn’t workplace appropriate. And I definitely shouldn’t have brought up…well, you know.”

			In the passenger seat, Elle sighs. “We’re adults, Pippa. Mentioning ‘sex magic’ isn’t going to offend my delicate sensibilities. Besides, I know Alex as well as you do. I agreed to play knowing he designed the game. Frankly, I’m surprised the questions were relatively tame.”

			Her words should be reassuring, but she’s still staring out the window like the riot of color on the trees is the most fascinating thing she’s ever seen. Yes, it’s a picture-perfect fall day, but come on. It’s not like she didn’t grow up around here.

			“If you’re not upset with me, why did you run off last night?” I risk a glance in her direction. The rural road is deserted but full of hairpin turns. “Why can’t you stand to look at me?”

			Color blooms up Elle’s neck and seeps into her cheeks before I’m forced to focus on the road again. “It’s not anything you did,” she says at last, and from the corner of my eye, I see her pivot to face me. “I was starting to feel too high, and I thought it was better to put myself to bed before I got dizzy.”

			“You could have said that.”

			“I know, but…I can get morose when I think about Kinsley.”

			“The ex-girlfriend.” A tiny, involuntary thrill works down my spine at the reminder of Elle’s queerness. Of how she let me demonstrate sex magic for her. That’s not something you do with someone you despise. There must be at least a little attraction. Right?

			But then I remember what she said in the kitchen that day I was finally mobile enough post-possession to get my own food. “Was she the one who always made you the bad guy?” I ask, but when Elle turns her attention back to the foliage outside, I kick myself for bringing it up. “Never mind. I shouldn’t have asked.”

			“No, it’s fine.” Elle tugs at her sleeves, nestling the fabric in the palm of her hand. “Kinsley was the first woman I dated after coming out. Before I’d realized I’m a lesbian, I had nearly gotten engaged to my college boyfriend. He was sweet and kind and patient. I thought I’d loved him, and I did, I guess. It was just a platonic love. We had zero chemistry, but I assumed that was normal.”

			“Compulsory heterosexuality at its finest,” I offer gently.

			She huffs out a laugh. “And then being with Kinsley, things finally felt right. All those stupid love songs made sense. And god, the sex. Even our less-than-stellar moments were better than anything I’d experienced before.” The pink in Elle’s cheeks darkens to crimson. “Anyway, I was so enamored that I didn’t notice when she started to get more critical. When she started to pick at every little thing I did.”

			“You figured it out eventually. You broke up.”

			But Elle shakes her head. “That’s the thing, though. I didn’t see it. She could be sweet, too, you know? She talked about getting married and building this incredible life together. But then Kinsley got a job offer on the West Coast. I wanted to move with her, but she said I wasn’t ‘sophisticated’ enough to drag across the country.”

			“Fuck her,” I say, my sudden conviction loud in the cramped space of my car. “You’re incredible, Elle, and fuck anyone who makes you doubt that.”

			Elle’s green eyes meet my dark brown ones, full of questions I didn’t mean to raise. She must realize the strength of my reaction isn’t the platonic support of a fellow queer woman, and there’s a heat to her expression that wasn’t there before. A longing that mirrors my own, and I swear her gaze slips to my lips before I force my attention to the road so I don’t accidentally turn us into the ghosts we’re currently hunting.

			“Anyway, I kept myself busy after the breakup. I finished the last semester of my MBA, learned how to bake from YouTube tutorials, and made plans to put in for a promotion at work. Then, a few months ago, Alex landed on my couch, heartbroken and needing a change. Midnight Manor was born, and here we are.” Elle glances over at me. “Where exactly are we going again?”

			“There’s an abandoned hunting lodge out this way. According to the Witch-tionary, the locals believe the area is haunted. But not, like, creepy haunted.”

			“Are all the locations you found in the middle of nowhere?”

			“Why? Scared?” I tease, which only earns me an unamused look. “They’re not all this remote, no. I thought outdoor ghosts would be eager to trade up for a cozy B&B. Some of the research I’ve read suggests they can feel temperature.”

			Elle twists her head to the side, studying me while I drive. Her focused attention in such a confined space makes my stupid heart beat faster. “I hope you see how incredible you are. I’m sorry your family couldn’t recognize that.”

			A confusing blend of emotions swells in my chest. The mention of my family tugs on an old, lingering hurt, but that’s overshadowed by the sudden surge of hope that thrums through my veins. The force of her conviction mirrors what I felt hearing about her shitty ex, and I can’t help but wonder if she mirrors the same attraction, too. If she spent last night wondering what might have happened if Xander hadn’t interrupted us in the library.

			If she wonders what it would feel like to have my hands in her hair and my lips pressed tight to hers.

			“Your destination is on the right.”

			Thank you, phone navigation, for saving me from myself.

			I pull off the road into a small gravel parking area that opens up to the woods, where a trail is marked with a wooden sign. Once we’re parked, I grab the two backpacks I put together for our task today. “You good to carry one of these?”

			Elle takes the offered bag and slings it over her shoulder. “How far are we hiking today?”

			“About two miles.”

			“Perfect. This can count as my run.” Elle squares her shoulders and sets off toward the beginning of the trail.

			I hurry after her, fumbling to get my own pack secured. Once we’re past the tree line, the rest of the world falls away. Leaves crunch underfoot, yet there’s a veritable sunset of foliage overhead. The deeper into the woods we go, the heavier the silence feels. Anticipation presses heavy on my chest, mingling with the hundreds of questions I’m too chickenshit to ask Elle.

			After nearly forty minutes, the trees part to reveal a small human-made clearing. At one end, a dilapidated shack stands weathered by time, the walls sun bleached, the door half off its hinges. A small firepit sits in the middle of the clearing, logs split down the center serving as uneven rows of seats. The place is littered with beer bottles, and I get the feeling this has been used as a party spot for generations.

			“Well, this is…certainly something.” Elle makes a face, wrinkling her nose. “Do you think you’ll find any decent ghosts here?”

			“Only one way to find out.” I slip off the backpack and retrieve my supplies. I had Dea overnight a custom cinnamon and cypress incense blend to go with the crystals I already had in stock. Bloodstone and obsidian to increase the protective barrier of the circle. Clear quartz to amplify its summoning properties. I’ll keep the lepidolite stones in the bag until we find a ghost we want to bring back to the manor.

			When I set the Taser on the ground, Elle leans over my shoulder. “You don’t think we’ll need that, do you?”

			“It’s just a precaution. The posts about this place didn’t mention anything particularly troubling.” I stand and reach for her backpack, slipping it down her arms. My fingers graze along the soft fabric of her plaid shirt, and as soon as the bag is free, I return to a crouch to put space between us. “Once I set the summoning circle, the ghosts should be well and truly trapped until they either agree to get in the crystal or I send them on their way. We should be fine.”

			“Saying ‘we should be fine’ isn’t as reassuring as you think.”

			I glance up at Elle, and from this angle, with the sun backlighting her red hair, it’s like she’s surrounded by fire. “I’ve been clear since day one that we’re wading into uncharted territory. Guarantees aren’t something I can offer.”

			She sighs. “I know. It’s just so hard to have so much uncertainty in my life right now.” She reaches out to pull me to my feet. “Anything I can do to help?”

			“Nope, just give me a few minutes to set up.” I shake off the desire to hold her hand forever, and then step away from her touch and get to work. Drawing in fresh magic, I cast a large containment circle around the firepit, where I’ve already lit my custom incense, and then mark the four corners of the barrier with the crystals I’ve cleansed and charged for this purpose.

			From the bag Elle carried, I pull out the final special ingredient for today’s outing: four pieces of garden quartz, a unique crystal with intricate inclusions that give the illusion of a garden scene. While turning over Xander’s request for visible ghosts in my brain, the garden quartz felt like the right place to start. It can promote clarity and stimulate the third eye, and there’s something about the images inside the crystal that resonated with my need to make visible something not normally seen on the surface.

			I infuse the four pieces of garden quartz with additional magic to fully charge their potential and place them at the cross quarters of the summoning circle.

			“Ready to see if this place is as haunted as the Witch-tionary says?” I ask, the magic flowing through me making my hands and lips feel buzzy.

			Elle, who is disappointingly immune to puns, gives me a curt nod, crosses her arms against her stomach, and stares at the circle I’ve created. I turn on the 417 hertz audio on my phone, which joins the cinnamon and cypress incense already burning in the firepit. The sounds and smells fill the space as I trace a summoning sigil. If all else fails, ghosts are attracted to large pools of magic, but the rest of the accoutrements are there to give them a sense of the benefits of moving to the manor.

			For several minutes, nothing seems to happen. I funnel additional energy into the circle, tracing variations of the summoning sigil in an attempt to expand the reach of its call. I’m more practiced at banishing than summoning, but I can’t fail in front of Elle. I refuse.

			Finally, finally, a prickle of cold creeps up the back of my neck as something tests the edges of the summoning circle. Gray smoke pours into the circle from the far side, wispy and ephemeral before coalescing into the approximation of an arm.

			Cold hands press against my back, their chill penetrating my sweater. “What the hell is that?” Elle’s breath is warm against my neck, and it takes everything in me to stay focused on the magic I’m pouring into the circle instead of leaning back into her touch.

			“Give it a second,” I respond, keeping my voice low. “The ghost needs to get fully inside the circle before the magic can pull it into a human form.”

			Despite the calm I project into my voice, Elle doesn’t let go. If anything, she leans closer, her fingers clutching at the thick fabric of my sweater.

			More of the gray mass appears inside the circle, and then all at once, with a swooping sensation like the peak of a roller coaster, the smoky figure collapses into a man.

			A semi-see-through man, but a visible one all the same.

			“Oh,” Elle says, the simple syllable full of surprise and shocked delight. “Wow, Pippa. That’s incredible.”

			This guy, a white man who looks like he died in his mid-fifties, isn’t the type I’d expect to find in the woods. He’s dressed in a well-tailored suit, and the cap-toe oxfords aren’t exactly fit for hiking. The ghost stops beside the burning incense and breathes in the scents of cypress and cinnamon. He looks up at Elle and me, his brow furrowed as we track his movements. “Wait a second…can you girls see me?”

			Ugh. I hate when men insist on calling women girls. Elle and I are both nearly thirty.

			“We can hear you, too,” Elle says, her voice full of amazement.

			“Is there a reason I’m here?” The ghost breathes deep again. “What’s with the incense? And the weird music?”

			“We have a proposition for you.” I double-check that the edges of the summoning circle create a solid barrier, and then drop the flow of magic to focus on the conversation. “There’s no pressure to agree, though. It’ll be your choice.”

			The dead man in the fancy suit looks from me to Elle, a smile pulling at his thin lips. “I’m intrigued. Go on.”

			Elle steps forward, and though her posture is picture perfect, there’s a slight tremor to her fingers. “My friend and I have opened a bed-and-breakfast in Oak Spires. We’d like to invite a handful of spirits to stay at the manor with us. In exchange for your presence and occasional interaction with our living guests, we will provide you with a ghost-friendly environment with whatever scents and sounds you prefer.”

			“You want ghosts to stay at your B&B?” The man’s face scrunches with what’s either confusion or disgust. It’s hard to tell for sure with his form semitransparent like this. After a moment, he nods. “I suppose a manor would be an improvement over these woods, especially in the winter months.”

			“Really?” Elle smiles, and the hope that radiates off her is contagious. “And the incense and music feel like a fair exchange for your services?”

			The suit-clad ghost steps to the edge of the summoning circle, his gaze raking over Elle and then me. “The fragrance is nice, but the view.” He spins his finger in a slow circle. “Let’s see what we’re working with here. Come on, give me a spin.”

			Elle falls back a step, her smile gone. Her hands squeeze into fists. “Excuse me?”

			“And what kind of guests will you have at this B&B?” the ghost continues, oblivious to the sharpness in Elle’s tone. “Newlyweds would be fun. People don’t come out to the cabin to get busy the way they used to.”

			“Pippa?” Elle reaches for my wrist as she falls level with me. “I can’t live with someone like that.”

			“Agreed. He’s awful.” I raise my hands, her touch slipping away as I open myself to a fresh wave of magic. “We may have to rethink our approach going forward, but for now…banishment time? I don’t want this creep to find his way to the manor after we leave.”

			She nods as the ghost continues his disgusting monologue about the types of guests he’d like to spy on. Our whispered conversation was apparently too quiet for him to hear, which is just as well. I draw a large banishing sigil in the air, my arms sweeping across the length of my body as I work. Magic crackles like static in front of me before the ghost notices anything’s amiss.

			“What are you doing? We had a deal.” He crosses his arms, and a flash of intuition washes over me. I see him standing at the head of a long boardroom table, a similar predatory expression pulling at his face. Then he’s standing behind a large desk, staring down the blouse of the woman sitting uncomfortably across from him.

			“Sorry,” I tell him, flashing a smile that’s full of false pity. “It’s just business.” With the flats of my palms, I nudge the banishing sigil forward. It speeds across the empty space between us and slams into the dead businessman. He has only a moment to look confused and disgruntled before his image disintegrates into nothing.

			“He’s gone?” Elle asks. “Not just invisible, but gone?”

			“I banished him from this plane of existence. He won’t be able to spy on anyone else.” I shake out my hands, dispelling the lingering buildup of magic, and turn around to face her. The disappointment and hurt in her expression tug at my gut, and I wish our first potential ghost hadn’t been such a creep.

			“Good.” She crosses her arms and shivers as wind rattles the leaves in the trees above us while the discarded ones dance along the ground. “Now what? Alex and I have to live with whoever we bring in, and I can’t subject guests to spirits who will sexually harass them.”

			“We keep looking until we find spirits who aren’t gross.”

			Her eyes grow wide as she stares at something over my shoulder. “That one’s a no, too.”

			I turn to find a second ghost coalescing inside the summoning circle. Another man, this one dressed in jeans and a motorcycle jacket, but the biggest issue is his head.

			In that it’s halfway removed from his neck.

			The open wound is jagged, the inside of his neck on full display. It’s like he died halfway through a decapitation. A flash of intuition comes in, and I see him barreling down a back road going way too fast. I’ve read that while most ghosts can control their appearance, some get trapped embodying the moment of their death. Seeing it like this rattles me to my core.

			“Pippa, please.” Elle stifles a gag behind me, and I make quick work of sending the poor soul over to the other side, where hopefully his head can fully reattach itself to the rest of him.

			As soon as he’s gone, fresh grayish mist swirls into the summoning circle. I look to Elle, whose hope has transformed into trepidation, and I sigh.

			It’s going to be a long day.
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			I don’t understand how someone so hot and so smart can be so profoundly frustrating.

			“You’re going to lose your investors if you don’t lower your standards!” My voice echoes back at me, my breath an angry puff of white in the cold between us. We’ve been interviewing ghosts all day, and no matter who’s come forward into the half dozen summoning circles I’ve drawn, Elle always finds a reason they’re not right for Midnight Manor.

			The ghosts have been too gruesome. Too boring. Too sexist—which, fair on those ones. Plus, some of the ghosts, especially those already indoors, didn’t have any interest in moving into the B&B. Some seem to like the solitude. Of the ghosts who turned us down, most of them asked me to help them move on, while a handful were content to continue haunting their current location.

			“That last one was perfect, Elle. I don’t know what else you could possibly want!” The most recent ghost I helped cross to the other side was an attractive gay man, early forties when he died, and he was a conversational delight. He’s been haunting this baseball field for the past eight years, cheering for his still-living teammates on the recreational team he’d founded.

			“He was close,” Elle says, her hands tucked under her arms to keep her fingers warm. “But he was far from perfect. I can’t deal with Alex trying to hook up with a ghost for the next ten years.”

			“Xander is a professional. If the ghost didn’t want to flirt with him, Xander would back off. And I’m sure he’d keep it together in front of you if you asked.”

			“Still—”

			“Still nothing!” I snap, exhaustion making my emotions jagged and sharp. I’ve never spent this many hours channeling new-to-me magic, and the energetic overload is getting intense. “I don’t know who High School Xander was that makes you think he’d let his libido ruin your business, but that’s not who he is now. Don’t blame him for your cold feet.”

			“Cold feet?!”

			“I don’t know what else to call it. It’s like you’re intentionally sabotaging this whole thing! How am I supposed to haunt the B&B if you turn down every single ghost we encounter?” I drag my freezing fingers through my hair and pull hard. The sting against my scalp grounds me back in my body. “Do you have any idea how fucking incredible it is that I’ve gotten us this far? You should be kissing my ass right now, not making my job impossible!”

			“Uh…sorry to interrupt,” an unfamiliar voice cuts in before Elle can respond. “But I got pulled here?”

			With a final withering glare at Elle, I turn my attention to the summoning circle, where an androgynous ghost with teal hair is watching Elle and me with a look of amusement. The ghost is wearing baggy jeans with holes in the knees and an Oak Spires University sweatshirt that matches their college-age appearance.

			I offer a smile and breathe deep in an effort to bleed some of the tension from my body. “Hi. I’m Pippa.”

			“Laney.” The ghost looks from me to Elle. “They/them pronouns.”

			“Great to meet you. We both use she/her. I’m sorry if the summoning dragged you away from something important. My…” I gesture at Elle without looking at her, searching for the right term. “My colleague and I are looking for spirits interested in moving into a ghost-friendly bed-and-breakfast.”

			“Neat,” Laney says, a smile quirking up the corner of their lips as they consider Elle. “And you’re the one who decides which ghosts get to live in this B&B?”

			I can’t see her, but I can feel the furious glare that Elle shoots my way before she addresses Laney. “If you’re open to the idea, I have some questions for you.”

			“Naturally. About my life or my death?”

			“Whatever you’re comfortable sharing,” Elle says, soothing her tone into something gentle and warm.

			Laney props their hands on their hips. “There’s not much to tell. I was only twenty when I died. I’d just finished my sophomore year of college, which got all fucked up with the pandemic. I died that summer, unrelated to said pandemic. I was born with a genetic heart issue.” They thump their chest with a fist. “Damn thing stopped beating on me.”

			“That sucks,” I say, and my interruption earns me a fresh glare from Elle. As if I’m the reason we’re out here in the cold. If I were in charge of picking the ghosts, we’d be halfway back to Midnight Manor with both pieces of lepidolite carrying perfectly pleasant spirits.

			“What were you studying?”

			“Seriously, Elle? You’re can’t reject them based on their major.”

			She whips around to glare at me. “I’m paying for this service. I get to decide.”

			“Hell,” I mutter to myself. “I’m in hell.”

			“I suggest you cool off before you say something you regret, Miss Ainsley,” Elle snaps, and it’s like all the rapport we’ve built over the last few weeks has shredded to nothing. Like the camaraderie of last night never happened. Clearly, everything I interpreted as flirtation was simply a ruse to make sure I followed through on my job.

			“Whatever you say, Miss Thompson.”

			It’s petulant and petty and a little childish, but I turn and storm away from the summoning circle. I make my way to the dugout and slump on the metal bench. The cold pierces through my jeans, and I trace a warming sigil along the metal, funneling magic until the seat is cozy beneath me. My own makeshift butt warmer, the kind I wish my shitty car had built in.

			But now that I’m finally sitting and appropriately warm, the exhaustion and frustration of the day catch up to me. My back hurts worse than it has in a long time, and my limbs are impossibly heavy. An ache builds at the base of my skull, pulsing with each beat of my heart. I don’t know what I’ll do if Elle decides Laney doesn’t fit whatever arbitrary checklist she’s using with these spirits.

			I can’t quit. I need the money. And I’m so close to pulling this off, to getting the bonus payout that will save my business from the brink of ruin. To impressing Sloane and potentially having the investor’s testimonial on my work. But I don’t know how I’m supposed to succeed if Elle won’t cooperate.

			Going to Xander feels like a last resort, one I want to avoid if at all possible.

			He might be able to talk some sense into Elle, but he’s been so protective of her reasons. He already deferred to her to pick the ghosts. And the chance that, at the end of the day, Elle and Alex have a tighter bond than Xander and me…The chance that he’d pick her and cast me out? My heart aches at the thought, the early signs of tears stinging at my eyes.

			I’ll never have to know if I don’t put him in a position to choose between us.

			A firm knock on the wooden side of the dugout jolts me out of my thoughts, and I find Elle staring down at me, her expression unreadable.

			“You’ve made a decision?” I try to keep the snark out of my voice, but I’m not sure I succeed. I can only hope she mistakes it for exhaustion, which is definitely playing a role.

			“Laney’s a no.”

			“Shocker.” This time, I don’t bother hiding my irritation. I cross my arms, delaying the moment when I have to leave the little pocket of warmth I’ve created for myself. “What’s wrong this time?”

			Elle’s eyes flash. “Does it matter? My answer is no. You can release them from the circle. We’re done for today.”

			“I’ve busted my ass for hours on this. I think I deserve an explanation.”

			“You not actually entitled to one, but they don’t like kids.”

			A humorless laugh bursts out of me. “Who cares? Are you planning to have kids anytime soon?”

			“Our guests may have children,” she answers, sidestepping my admittedly inappropriate question. “I don’t want ghosts who might make their stay unpleasant.”

			I can’t believe what I’m hearing. What happened to the methodical, stubbornly determined woman who hired me? “We don’t have infinite options, Elle. How often do you think parents will bring small children to a haunted bed-and-breakfast? And even if they did, are you willing to risk your biggest investor backing out? Laney could easily avoid interacting with the extremely occasional child guest. Please, be reasonable here. Give Laney a chance.”

			She shakes her head, but instead of the anger or defiance I expect, she sounds achingly sad when she finally responds. “You promised to give me the benefit of the doubt. That you wouldn’t make me the bad guy without cause.”

			“Elle—”

			“Send them on their way. I’ll wait in the car.”

			I watch her leave, hating that I’ve hurt her despite how frustrating the day has been. It stings to think that she might lump me in with Kinsley, who chipped away at Elle’s confidence during their relationship. I carry the guilt and shame with me all the way back to the pitcher’s mound, where Laney is sitting cross-legged beside the nearly burnt-out incense.

			“Hey,” they say, brightening as I approach. “You’re back!”

			“I’m back,” I agree, and the warm greeting makes Elle’s dismissal of Laney all the more confusing. “I assume Elle told you the ‘don’t like kids’ thing was a dealbreaker for the B&B?”

			“Yup.” Laney shrugs like they’re not all that concerned about the rejection. “For the record, though, it’s not that I hate kids or anything. I’m just, like, super awkward around them.”

			“Would you want to move to the B&B if Elle wasn’t weird about the kid thing?”

			“I’m honestly good either way. There’s so much I didn’t get to see when I was alive. I like getting to wander around.”

			“I assume you don’t want to cross the veil then?”

			“Nah, I’m good.” Laney stands and brushes off the back of their jeans. “I just need help getting out of your witchy circle.”

			“That I can do.” I reach for the current of magic, but I find myself stopping short. It doesn’t feel right that this is goodbye. “Actually…would you mind hanging around this general area for the next week or so? I think you’d be a great fit for the B&B. There’s a chance I can get Elle on board.”

			Laney runs a hand through their teal hair as they consider me. “Could you come let me know either way? Turns out anxiety doesn’t go away when you die, which is bullshit if you ask me. I’ll drive myself nuts wondering if I took off too soon if you don’t come back. Time can be a little intangible.”

			“You got it. Any special sensory requests for next time?”

			“I’d kill to smell brownies again.” They grin. “Metaphorically, of course. And I wouldn’t say no to the new Taylor Swift album instead of whatever that noise is.”

			I laugh. “Didn’t peg you for a Swiftie.”

			Laney grins. “I contain multitudes.”
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			I’m in the middle of cussing out a hot-glue gun when there’s a knock on my door Sunday night.

			“What did those craft supplies ever do to you?”

			Xander’s voice cuts off my stream of profanities as I finish peeling the bit of hot glue from my fingertip. I turn around and find him leaning against the doorframe, but it’s the clownish makeup and tiny ponytails sticking out all over his head that capture my attention. I bark out a laugh, feeling instantly lighter. “Have a good time babysitting?”

			“The best,” he says, the simple words full of sincerity and deep love. He steps into my room. “What’s all that?”

			I turn back to face the mess I’ve made of my little office table. It’s covered with the supplies I gathered yesterday. I spent the entire day running errands outside the manor, partially because I needed supplies to start testing ideas for making the ghosts visible…but mainly to avoid dealing with Elle.

			We haven’t spoken since our failed ghost hunting on Friday. On the way back to the manor, I told her that I was waiting for permission to visit the next haunted location—since it’s on private property—and her bitter, clipped fine was the last I heard from her.

			Despite whatever’s going on with Elle, I won’t let her accuse me of shirking my duties. The several burns on my fingers, courtesy of the hot-glue gun, are proof of that.

			“I’m working on a way to see your dead roommates.” I hold up the in-progress prototype, a pair of cheap reading glasses I got from the pharmacy. I’ve removed the lenses and spent ages gluing shards of crystals to the frames. “I realize this version is absolutely hideous, but I want to make sure the concept works before I streamline the look.”

			Xander sits across from me at the table and examines the glasses. “How do they work?”

			“If I wanted to communicate with ghosts myself, without trapping them inside a summoning circle, I’d use an amplification sigil over my third eye and another behind my ear to hear them, too. I’m trying to reproduce the same effect with the glasses. Hence the crystals across the bridge and along the earpiece.”

			“Why can’t you use the sigil with the glasses?” Xander slips the prototype onto his face. “Fuck, these are heavy.”

			“As I said, it’s the first iteration.” I take the glasses back from him, careful not to get his hair tangled in the jagged edges of crystal shards, and set them on the table. “As far as the sigils, without me here to funnel magic into them, they’d end up depleted and useless.”

			Xander leans back in his chair, confusion creasing his brow. “But you used sigils to ward all our bedrooms. I watched you do it.”

			“Yes, but those sigils influence the space and impact ghosts. The glasses have to manipulate an actual living person.”

			“Why does that matter?”

			I shrug. “Who knows. This application falls outside the traditional use of magic, so NACOW hasn’t bothered to study it. All I know is that whenever I’m looking to provide long-term magical influence to a person rather than a space, sigils alone don’t cut it.”

			The smile that blooms across Xander’s face reminds me of the boy I first met at Oak Spires University. “Tell me everything,” he says, echoing our first meeting, when he caught me doing magic in the dorm common room in the middle of the night.

			So I do. I explain the bits of garden quartz I’ve incorporated, since they were helpful as part of the summoning circle on Friday. There are shards of angelite, the soothing blue stone known to facilitate communication with the spirit realm, and bits of howlite—a white stone with veins of black coursing through it—to encourage peaceful communication in particular.

			“And by using the crystals instead of sigils, the ghost goggles won’t get depleted?” Xander asks once I’ve finished explaining the different uses of crystals, including the options I discarded based solely on my intuition.

			“Ghost goggles,” I repeat, chuckling. “That’s a good name for them.” I get up and unplug the hot-glue gun. There’s not much else to do with the ghost goggles until we have an actual ghost in residence to try them on. “As far as how long they’ll last…I’m not sure. They’ll be more stable than sigils, but interfacing with different guests will take a toll. It’s possible they’ll need to be recharged regularly.”

			Xander winces. “How regularly?”

			“Only time will tell.” I stretch, my back screaming at me for spending so many hours stooped over the table breaking crystals into tiny shards to glue to the glasses. “I wish I lived closer. I could pop in for a weekly recharge if I needed to.”

			“I mean, if you wanted to move to Oak Spires, I wouldn’t complain,” Xander teases, and the fact that it’s a joke, not a real offer, tugs at my heart in ways I’d rather not look at. “What does Lou think of the ghost goggles?”

			“She doesn’t know anything about them. That would require her to speak to me,” I grumble, sinking back into my chair.

			“What do you mean?” Xander’s eyebrows climb up his forehead, which looks wild with the garish makeup his nearly six-year-old twin nieces gave him.

			I wave off his concern. “Never mind. I don’t want to put you in the middle of this.”

			“In the middle of what exactly?”

			Fuck. I should have kept my mouth shut. If Elle didn’t say anything about our fight at the baseball field, I sure as hell don’t want to be the one to bring it up. But then Xander levels me with a look that makes it clear that saying nothing won’t fly, either.

			“She didn’t tell you what happened on Friday?”

			“Lou said you had a hard time finding a spirit who’d be a good fit.” Xander props one arm on the table and leans his chin on his fist, drawing my attention to the bright blue eye shadow running from his lashes to his brows. The pink circles of blush on his cheeks. “Why do I get the feeling that there’s more to the story?”

			The frustration from Friday roars back to life inside me. How could she seriously pretend there weren’t any good fits? Yes, we ran into a couple shitheads, but there were at least two good choices that she turned away. Hell, I bet a few of the ghosts who turned us down only did because she was short with them.

			It would feel good to unload, to tell Xander how horrible and disappointing the whole thing was. How useless I felt. How much her dismissals picked at old wounds.

			But I can’t say any of that. She’s Louie. His childhood best friend and business partner. I won’t give him any reason to have to choose between us.

			“We had a slow start,” I say, hedging my words.

			You promised to give me the benefit of the doubt.

			That you wouldn’t make me the bad guy without cause.

			But she did give me cause, didn’t she?

			I clear the emotion out of my throat and focus on Xander. “There were some duds along the way.”

			Xander raises one eyebrow at me. “And?”

			And she has completely unreasonable standards. She stood there, her cheeks pink with cold, gorgeous and infuriating and impossible.

			“You have to wash your face. I can’t take you seriously looking like that.”

			He flutters his lashes. “Oh please. I’m adorable.”

			“Sure you are.” I roll my eyes and lean back in my chair. “Can I ask you something?”

			“Obviously.”

			I worry at the inside of my lip, trying to find the right words. “Am I missing something here?”

			Xander sits back, his expression going suspiciously neutral beneath the makeup. “What do you mean?”

			“There were ghosts the other day who could have been great here, at least on a trial basis. But Elle…I can’t get a clear answer about what exactly she’s looking for. I feel like I’m spinning in circles.” I pause, waiting for a reaction, but whatever Xander’s thinking is kept off his face. “Do you know what she wants? If you can give me some parameters—”

			“Ghost selection is Lou’s thing.”

			“But if it’s up to her, this place will be empty on Halloween,” I snap, the frustration bubbling out of me before I can stop it. But now that the dam is broken, I can’t hold the rest back. “You put just as much into this place, Xan. All your money. Everything you’d saved for retirement. You should have a say in making sure this place is a success. In making sure the investors actually invest.”

			“It’s complicated, Pip.” The neutrality has slipped into something bordering on pity, which makes it worse.

			“Then uncomplicate it for me! I’m working my ass off because she begged me to haunt this place, and now she’s sabotaging me at every turn”

			He shakes his head. “I promise, she’s not sabotaging anything. The success of the B&B means more to her than anyone.”

			I bury my face in my hands and massage my temples. I shouldn’t have said anything. I should have kept my stupid mouth shut. But in for a penny, in for a pound, right? “At least come with us next time. Help us compromise on some ghost standards so we don’t miss the deadline.”

			Xander tries to run a hand through his hair, but it gets caught on the tiny neon hair ties. He pulls out the first one. “I’m sorry, Pip, but I can’t. I’m negotiating a snow removal contract with the landscapers tomorrow. Apparently, we’re already disastrously behind in setting that up, and the fees for ordering salt last minute are ridiculous.”

			“You don’t need to hire mundanes for snow removal. I can set up sigils in the driveway that will melt it for you.”

			“Really?” Xander’s eyes light up, and he pulls another of the elastics out of his hair.

			I brush the crystal shards into a pile on the table. “They’d need to be refreshed occasionally, but it works great. That’s what I use for the sidewalk outside my office.”

			Xander pulls the final elastic out and runs his hand through his hair. “We can’t afford to hire another witch to renew sigils for us.”

			“I could do it,” I offer, but he’s already shaking his head.

			“You’re already doing so much for us. I can’t ask you to drive all the way out here when the weather is bad.” He smiles at me, like his words are meant to be a gift, but it feels like a black hole has opened in my chest. “Lou and I will figure something out with the landscapers.”

			He stands and circles around the table, pausing to kiss the top of my head. “I’m going to wash this off and get some sleep. Five-year-olds are exhausting.”

			“Of course.” I watch him leave, that black hole consuming my chest. It shouldn’t feel like rejection. He’s right that driving out here at a moment’s notice all winter isn’t sustainable. It’s a long drive, and if the B&B is successful, it’s not like there will be an open room for me to crash in if the weather turns bad.

			So why do I feel like I need to cry?

			I press the heels of my hands against my closed eyes to ward off tears. I’ve spent too long trapped in one room, fighting with glue guns and breaking apart crystals. That’s all this stupid emotion is. That’s all it’s allowed to be. I need a change of scenery. I need real food instead of subsisting on the snacks I picked up on my errands yesterday.

			Outside my room, the only sound in the manor is Xander’s shower. I should have taken a picture of him all dolled up by his nieces. It would have been perfect for friendly blackmail. The stairs creak in a few places as I head to the main floor, and I pause to trace quieting sigils on each squeaky step. Xander may not want my help with this place—beyond haunting it—but I still feel called to care for it.

			On the main floor, I find myself drawn to the library, lured by the idea of getting lost in a good book. With each step, my mind populates with additional magical adjustments I could make to the B&B. Spells to repel dust. Amazonite embedded into doorframes to promote harmony. Mahogany obsidian above each window to ward off pests. A custom-designed welcome sigil woven into the doormat. This place could drip with magic alongside the ghosts.

			I stumble to a halt in front of the welcome desk, my mind racing with ideas. Could I spell the house itself so the ghosts inside are always visible? Always audible? Could I find a way to make them semi-corporeal?

			Not the whole house, I reason, my feet moving again as I make my way toward the library. Maybe the first floor? Or one specific room?

			I reach the library and feel for the light switch…

			“Fucking hell!” I clutch my hand over my thundering heart as the figure in front of the French doors whirls around to face me. “What are you doing standing in the dark?”

			“Nothing.” Elle turns away from me, but she can’t hide the rawness in her voice. Can’t hide the way she wipes her sleeves across her cheeks.

			“Elle?” I step deeper into the library. Despite my lingering irritation from our last encounter, a tender worry tugs at my heart. “What’s wrong?”

			She shakes her head. Wraps her arms around herself. Continues to stare out into the dark night.

			I stop a few paces behind her and try again, gentler this time. “Elle, why were you hiding in the dark?”

			“It wasn’t that dark when I first came in here.” Elle shrugs without losing her grip on herself. “The sun sets fast this time of year.”

			“Hours ago, yeah.” I continue forward until I’m level with her. I stare out the glass doors, but I can see her profile in my peripheral vision. Her cheeks are blotchy and red. “Please don’t pretend nothing’s wrong. You’re obviously upset.”

			She sucks her lower lip between her teeth and tips her head toward the ceiling. Presses her eyes closed. I haven’t known her long, haven’t seen her like this before, but I can tell she’s trying not to cry.

			“You were upset the other day, too. The night we got high and—” I swallow down the strongest memories of that night. Talking about our pasts. The flirting edge to her words that I’m not sure was real or imagined.

			“And played Xander’s game,” I finally finish.

			“Really, it’s nothing. Family stuff,” she says, her voice steadier this time. “Besides, I know I was a pain in the ass the other day. I don’t deserve your concern.”

			“You do realize concern isn’t supposed to be conditional, right? Even assholes deserve basic kindness.”

			Elle grimaces. “I was an asshole, wasn’t I? I’m sorry for making your job harder.”

			You promised to give me the benefit of the doubt.

			“And I’m sorry for not trusting that you had your reasons.” I turn and lean my hip against the wall, the cold from the stone biting through my clothes. “I don’t suppose you care to share those reasons?” I ask, and the way she avoids my gaze is answer enough. “What about why you’re hiding out in the dark? Do you have vampire tendencies I should know about?”

			Elle sighs and finally releases the death grip she has on herself. “I knew Alex would be home soon, and I didn’t want him to hear me…being upset.”

			“Well, that’s easily solvable.” I force levity into my expression simply because it seems like she needs it. I trace a concealment sigil in the air and form the barrier into a bubble around us.

			“What was that?”

			“Magical soundproofing.” I lean back and yell as loud as I can. “Granted, I think Xander’s in the shower, but even if he were in the room with us, he wouldn’t have heard a peep.”

			One corner of her lips quirks up. “That’s some serial killer shit, Pippa.”

			“It is not!” I say, but I’m smiling for real now, and my heart soars when she matches the expression. “You listen to too much true crime.”

			“You can’t tell me a serial killer wouldn’t love to have a spell like that on hand. They wouldn’t have to use abandoned warehouses or reinforced basements for their murdering.”

			“Now you sound like you have bodies stashed somewhere.”

			Elle shrugs, but there’s a new weight in her gaze alongside the teasing. “Who’s to say? Maybe I do.”

			I step closer until she has to tip her chin up to meet my gaze. “We should fill the B&B with the ghosts of your victims. Perhaps they’ll meet your standards.”

			All the humor falls from her face as she looks away, and I’m stabbed with regret. “Elle. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”

			“No, it was a fair shot. I am sorry about Friday…and for avoiding you all weekend.” She rubs her hands along her arms, like she’s suddenly cold. “I haven’t acted like it, but I do realize how fucking incredible you are.”

			Her words hook into my ribs, stealing my breath. Is she…

			“I never meant for you to feel like I take you for granted,” she continues, the shadow of a smile flourishing into something mischievous and heated. “I don’t actually plan to kiss your ass, though. That seems excessive.”

			“Oh, come on,” I tease, caught up in a sudden boldness I have no right to feel. “I have a great ass.”

			Elle’s gaze travels down the length of me, lingering on the curve of my chest before finally settling on my hips. Her pupils blow wide, darkening the green of her eyes. “I can’t say that I disagree.” She’s biting her bottom lip as she backs away. “See you in the morning, Pippa.”

			And then she exits the library, leaving me parsing a double negative and wondering what the hell I’ve gotten myself into.
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			“This is for you.”

			Elle leans over me, smelling like cinnamon, butter, and warm bread, and places a piece of paper on the table beside my bowl of oatmeal. She lingers a moment, the heat of her body warming me through my flannel. I shiver when she steps away.

			I swallow the oatmeal in my mouth, nearly choking on a thick clump of it in my haste. “What is it?”

			“Ghost parameters.” Elle sits in the chair beside me instead of her usual spot on the other side of the table. The green sweater she’s wearing slips over one shoulder, highlighting the curve of muscle and smooth skin. “Organized by order of importance.”

			“Wouldn’t expect anything less.” I tear my gaze from her collarbone—and the sudden urge to press my lips to the hollow of her throat—and focus on the list she’s put together.

			Nonnegotiable

			
				A decent human (queer-friendly, not racist, etc.)

				Not terrifying to look at (no decapitations)

				Happy to interact with guests

				Knows how to be appropriate around children and teens

			

			Highly Preferred

			
				Had an interesting life / good stories to tell to guests

				Good roommates—someone Alex and I will be glad to see on a daily basis

				Extroverts?

				Possible to find ghosts who lived in a variety of historical time periods?

			

			Would Be Nice If

			
				Nurturing / good with kids

				Varied areas of expertise / interests (appeal to different types of guests)

				Good sense of humor

			

			“This is…surprisingly realistic. Especially if you’re willing to focus on the parts that are nonnegotiable and get flexible with the rest.”

			“I want to be offended by your surprise,” Elle says, tracing her finger around the rim of her coffee cup, “but I suppose I deserve that. Our last outing was less than ideal, huh?”

			“Yeah, I think ‘less than ideal’ sounds about right. But!” I shift in my chair to face her, the heady excitement of a solution coming together rising up inside me. It’s the same feeling that comes right before a big breakthrough, and it warms through my chest. “I already know where we can start. I talked Laney into hanging out to wait for us. I think they’d be a great fit.”

			The way Elle holds my gaze feels like an undressing. Like she’s searching for something, peeling back every layer. “Laney was the one at the baseball field? But they don’t like kids.”

			“They said they were awkward around kids. I think they can handle the occasional young guest.”

			“But—”

			“Come on, Ellie.” I reach for her hands, ignoring the tightening in my chest at the contact. “The list says the ghosts need to be appropriate. Laney will be great, and they don’t have to stay here forever.”

			She stares at our joined hands. Bites at her lower lip. “Ellie, huh?”

			Heat flushes into my cheeks, and I pull my hands back. “Sorry. I don’t know why I said that. It won’t happen again.” I shovel another spoon of oatmeal into my stupid mouth.

			“No, it’s…I like it, coming from you.” Elle reaches for her coffee, and I’m transfixed as she brings the cup to her lips, her words warming me as surely as her coffee warms her. That has to be flirting. Right? Elle swallows, the delicate line of her neck flexing, and then she sets the cup back on the table. “Fine. We can start with Laney.”

			The doorbell rings, the chimes echoing through the home. I swallow the last bite of oatmeal. “Expecting someone?”

			Elle shakes her head and stands. “Not that I know of.”

			“I’ve got it!” Xander calls from upstairs, and by the time Elle and I make it to the hallway, he’s pulling open the door. His back straightens when he sees who’s on the other side. “Sloane,” he says, surprise laced through the name. He recovers quickly and motions for their biggest investor to come in. “What brings you out here this morning?”

			A heavy weight of magic follows Sloane McKinley into Midnight Manor. They carry themselves with an air of importance that immediately sets me on edge. Not in a they’re an asshole way, though. I’ve done more research on Sloane since I learned they were the primary investor here, and by all accounts, the nonbinary witch is well-liked outside of traditionalist circles and has a warm reputation.

			It’s not that Sloane is power hungry or one of those rich people who look down on the rest of us. No, the problem is me. There’s no way I could ever measure up to someone that self-assured. Even the way they dress has I know exactly who the fuck I am written all over it.

			Sloane is a late-forties white person with the coolest salt-and-pepper hair, the top curling down past the shell of their ear with the sides buzzed into a long fade. They’re taller than me, dressed in a custom-tailored charcoal suit, and they take in the entryway of Midnight Manor, appraising every inch of the place.

			Finally, Elle steps past me and smiles up at Sloane. “What a wonderful surprise, Mx. McKinley. What can Alex and I do for you?”

			“I was in town and thought it prudent to check on your progress.” Their voice is husky and low, but it fills the space. Sloane tips their head to the side and closes their eyes. A wave of magical energy passes through me, and their brow knits. “It seems you’re behind schedule, Miss Thompson.”

			From my place behind Elle, I see the flush of red work up the back of her neck. “Schedule? We didn’t—”

			“There aren’t any spirits on the property yet,” Sloane interrupts, though not unkindly. “With only a few weeks until the opening, I expected there to be a few ghosts in residence.”

			“Oh. Well. Um.” Elle trips over her words, and it’s so unlike her that I find myself stepping forward.

			“That’s my fault,” I say, coming to stand beside Elle and Xander.

			Sloane assesses me, taking in my black joggers, white scoop neck T-shirt, and plaid button-down. “And you are?”

			“Pippa Ainsley. I’m the witch they hired to haunt the property.” I pause, but Sloane doesn’t say anything. “I found a way to bring ghosts here, but I was unable to work most of last week after an injury. I’m better now, and we should have spirits in the home within the next day or two. We already have a lead on a spirit who could be a good fit for the manor.”

			“A good fit?”

			I glance between Xander and Elle, who both stare back at me with unreadable expressions. But I know how to handle witches like Sloane McKinley. Important witches. Powerful, influential, wealthy witches. My upbringing under Nanette Erikson and the years I worked at NACOW made sure of that. “It’s my understanding that your retreats focus on helping participants connect with the ghosts on the property. Elle thought we should provide spirits who will make interesting conversationalists for those successful at contacting them.”

			Sloane merely nods. Waits.

			“I’m also working on a way to make the ghosts visible to the manor’s other guests throughout the year. We’ll deactivate this function while you’re training your clients, but for the mundanes who stay here, it will increase the allure of the B&B.” I muster up a confident smile. “No one else is doing anything like this. Mr. Owens and Ms. Thompson will be able to charge a premium and ensure the highest possible consistent occupancy, which will further protect your investment.”

			“Who did you say you were again?” Sloane asks, their gaze assessing.

			Cold sweat pools at the small of my back. I can’t tell if I’m impressing the older witch or irritating them with these explanations. “Pippa Ainsley.”

			“I’m not familiar with that family name.”

			“Pippa is an exceptional witch,” Xander says, saving me from the need to lie about my origins. The Erikson name carries weight that Ainsley doesn’t, but it also carries the shame of my banishment. And, given Sloane’s particular magical interests, I doubt they’d hold the daughter of Nanette Erikson in high esteem anyway. “I wouldn’t trust anyone else with this job. Pippa is the only witch capable of pulling this together.”

			“It is a tall order,” Sloane agrees. “But until there are actually ghosts in residence, I’ll reserve judgment.”

			“I’ll update you as soon as we bring our first ghost here,” Elle says, having found her voice again. “By the end of the week at the latest.”

			“For your sake, I hope so. My financial involvement is predicated on a fully haunted B&B. I don’t have time for delays.” Sloane’s phone goes off. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to take this. It’s my assistant.”

			“Let me walk you out.” Xander slips away from me and heads outside with Sloane, his charming smile already in place.

			When the door closes behind Xander and Sloane, Elle reaches for me. Her fingers curl around my forearm, and when she meets my gaze, there’s panic in her eyes. “How soon can we leave to get Laney?”

			“As soon as you can bake a batch of brownies.”
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			Taylor Swift and freshly baked brownies are a truly effective summoning pair.

			Laney came into the summoning circle right away, and after twenty minutes of listening to their favorite songs, they slipped easily into the piece of lepidolite. Xander was already out by the time we got back—dealing with the landscapers for the snow removal contract—so Elle and I took over the kitchen and have been preparing to release Laney ever since.

			“How much longer until we can let them out?”

			I glance over my shoulder and find Elle sticking a fork into the pan of brownies. She’s sitting on the table, her legs dangling in the air, and the sight of her drags my brain far, far away from my work.

			I’m drawn into a fantasy world I have no right imagining. Elle baking in this kitchen, her hands working some new recipe that flexes her forearms. Then she’s sitting on the table like she is now, beckoning me forward while the dough rises. She lets me settle between those strong thighs, lets me kiss her as she hooks her ankle around my waist and pulls me close and—

			Nope. Not allowed to go there. Especially since the last time we veered into that territory, Elle ran from the room. Sure, she later said she felt too high and wanted to lie down, but still. I shake the image away and turn back to the task at hand.

			“Soon. I want to make sure that once we let Laney out, there’s an easy way to see and communicate with them.”

			Elle makes a thoughtful humming noise, and then the fork scrapes against the metal pan again. “Can’t you use those same crystals that you had in your spell circle thing? Set them in all the corners of the rooms or something?”

			“They can’t cover a distance this large. Even if they could, I’d have to continually funnel energy through them to get the same effect. I’m good, but I’m not that good.” I return my focus to the pair of glasses I was tinkering with last night. The resonance between the crystals has felt off all day. I’m hoping that adding a piece of selenite will get everything vibrating in harmony.

			“How will hot-gluing tiny flecks of crystals be any better?” Elle asks the question without any judgment, her tone pure curiosity.

			Once the selenite is hot-glued in place, I glance over to answer her. My attention catches on the tray of brownies she’s been picking at, a thin perimeter carved around the outside of the pan. “Are you seriously eating all the edges?”

			A rosy pink flushes the apples of her cheeks. “Only because you’re taking so long!”

			I laugh, and she smiles, and god. That smile. That blush. The dusting of freckles beneath her eyes. Why did she have to be both acutely adorable and catastrophically sexy? It’s wholly unfair. I turn away before my brain can supply more alternate realities, the ones where I’m allowed to lean in close and taste the chocolate on her lips.

			“If the edges mean that much to you, I can make another batch.”

			“It’s fine, that’s not the edging I care about.”

			The words are past my lips before I realize they’re in my brain, and Elle is choking on a bite of brownie and oh my god did I really say that?

			“I am so sorry,” I say, rushing for a glass and filling it with water. “Here.” I pass her the drink and retreat a few steps. “And the glasses are testable now! Hang on, and I’ll grab them.”

			The clunky, crystal-covered glasses are heavy in my hands, and I pause a beat to let my heart settle. I need to be careful. I need to be a goddamn professional, for fuck’s sake.

			When I finally turn back around, Elle has already slid off the table, and she’s closer than I expect. “Oh. Hi.”

			She smiles. “Hi.”

			This close, her eyes remind me of green aventurine, a gorgeous stone I’ve used in good-luck spells in the past. Her gaze draws me in closer, until our breath mingles in the same space, warmth and chocolate and her spicy scent. My heart flutters like a wounded bird in my chest, aching yet trying to fly. I raise the glasses between us. “Can I…”

			Elle nods and leans forward, her red hair cascading over her shoulders into the space between us. I slide the glasses carefully into place, and when she knuckles them farther up her nose, I shove down the feelings I am absolutely not allowed to have. Feelings she can’t possibly return. Feelings that, even if she did reciprocate on some level, are not allowed.

			Because if something were to happen and things went south…

			I won’t put Xander in a position to have to choose. I won’t put myself in a position to be the one not chosen. The one left behind. The one who can be cut out of a family like it’s fucking nothing.

			“Pippa?” Elle’s voice caresses my skin, full of concern.

			Be a professional, I remind myself as I reach for the cloth-wrapped piece of lepidolite. “Ready?”

			She nods, but when I let the top of the cloth fall away, Elle’s gaze flicks up to mine. “What if the glasses don’t work?”

			So much for being a professional. I forgot the most important step. “While you use the glasses, I’m going to do this.” With my free hand, I trace an amplification sigil over my third-eye chakra and a second one behind my ear. “I’ll be the control for our experiment.”

			A soft smile blooms across Elle’s lips. “Your eyes are glowing,” she says, and there’s a warmth to her words that does terrible things to my heart. “Just like the day we met.”

			Fondness. That’s the only way I can describe her expression. I swallow the longing and desire clawing at my chest. There’s work to be done. Work that is the only reason Elle brought me here. I hold out the crystal. “You do the honors. Welcome the first ghost to Midnight Manor.”

			Elle nods, suddenly all serious, fingers trembling as they reach toward the crystal. She pauses, her hand hovering over the purple-and-white surface, and then she trails her fingers down the side of the lepidolite until they brush against my wrist. I only have a second to experience the sensation of skin on skin before she pulls away and the crystal begins to glow.

			There’s a flash of purple-tinted light, and then Laney is standing in the kitchen with us. They look the same as they did in the summoning circle, semitransparent but here all the same.

			“Welcome to Midnight Manor, Laney.” I smile at them as they take in the huge kitchen, with its rustic cabinets, gleaming appliances, and the long wooden table at the center of the room.

			Laney wanders toward the oven and inhales deep. “This place smells amazing. And it’s so warm and cozy in here.”

			“I’m glad you like it,” I say, but when I turn to share the triumph with Elle, she’s frowning. “The glasses aren’t working?” I guess, my excitement deflating.

			Elle shakes her head. “Apparently not. I don’t see or hear anything.”

			The disappointment in her voice is palpable, and it’s downright unacceptable. She deserves to experience this win. This fucking triumph. Her B&B is officially haunted. Everything she’s sacrificed was worth it. Her heart deserves to soar.

			“Here. Let me try something.” I raise my hands to hover on either side of the lenses, the tips of my fingers grazing her temples, and funnel additional magic into the pattern of crystals glued onto the glasses. Elle leans into my touch, just a gentle tilt of her head, but it takes all my strength not to tip my forehead to hers and drink her in.

			“Oh, you’ve got it bad,” Laney says from across the room, and I shoot them a panicked look. “Don’t worry. My lips are sealed,” they say, but they’re grinning like this situation is utterly delightful.

			I am so fucked.

			Be a professional! I refocus on the task at hand and adjust the flow of magic until the crystals are singing with power. I let my hands fall away, my fingers brushing down the apples of Elle’s cheeks. She trembles at my touch, and I tell myself that the skin there is sensitive. That any witch touching her there would cause the same reaction. That it has nothing to do with me.

			“Can she hear me yet?” Laney asks, leaning over to smell the drying herbs hanging to the left of the stovetop.

			At the sound of Laney’s voice, Elle whips around to face them. “Oh my god. I can see you!” She turns back and reaches for me, her fingers curling around my forearm. “Pippa, I can see them!”

			I smile through the thundering of my heart. “That was the goal.”

			“You’re a goddamn genius, Pippa. Laney is here and I can see them.” Elle stares at me with open awe as her hands tighten around my wrists. Being seen and held like this makes it hard to breathe. A beat later, Elle’s attention turns inward, her voice quiet in the space between us. “This is going to work.”

			“Is it cool if I explore?” Laney cuts in, and they give me a meaningful look behind Elle’s back.

			Elle turns away from me, shifting into hostess mode. “Of course. I want Midnight Manor to feel like it’s your home as much as ours. If there’s anything you need, let one of us know.”

			“Oh, I can’t…” I clear my throat against the sudden embarrassment. “I can’t keep up these sigils twenty-four seven. I’ll need to figure out a way to recharge the glasses without me. Until then…I can activate them during meals. Does that work, Laney?”

			The teal-haired ghost shrugs. “Honestly, I’m easy. Don’t worry about me. I’m going to wander until dinner.” They turn and walk through the wall that leads into the dining room.

			With Laney gone, I wipe the sigils from my skin and disconnect my magic from the ghost goggles, as Xander coined them last night. Elle studies me as I work, something unreadable in her expression.

			“This is incredible,” she says finally, removing the glasses and setting them on the table. “I can’t believe…No, that’s not right. I can believe it. Because it’s you. Pippa, you’re absolutely incredible.”

			“There’s still a lot to do,” I say, even as the passion behind her words makes my chest feel warm and buzzy. “Don’t get too impressed yet.”

			“It’s too late for that.” Elle steps forward until she’s so close she’s forced to tilt her head back to meet my gaze. Her aventurine eyes are steady on mine as her hands settle against my hips. “I’ve been impressed with you from the moment we met.”

			“Really?” My voice comes out breathy, and I reach out to tuck her hair behind one ear to see what happens when I touch her. To see if she means this or if she’ll pull away. Elle shivers as my hand comes to rest at her neck, my thumb tracing a path along her pulse. Her hands slip from my hips to rest at my lower back, pulling me closer, our bodies flush, the heat of her making me dizzy with desire.

			She bites her bottom lip, and a surge of wanting tears through me. I want to feel her lips on mine. I want to feel the pressure of her teeth against my skin.

			And then, like I’ve summoned my dreams into reality, Elle is kissing me.

			The first brush of her lips is soft and warm, but there’s not a hint of hesitation. She captures my mouth like she already owns it, and fuck if I don’t want her to claim me. I want it so much it burns. When she presses her tongue against my lips, I open them for her. I shift the hand that’s still on her gorgeous fucking neck to the back of her head and thread my fingers into her hair.

			She tastes like rich chocolate, with a hint of heat and cinnamon, from the brownie edges she picked at while I worked. And beneath that, she’s hunger and need and sweetness, and when she draws my lower lip between her teeth, I lose every bit of restraint I have. I kiss her deeper. Breathe her in. I stop battling the urges flowing through me and meet her hunger with my own.

			The table screeches across the floor when we bump into it, but instead of startling away like I fear, Elle laughs. The sound is a magic all its own, and then she hops on top of the table, careful to avoid both the ghost goggles and the pan of brownies.

			“I’ve imagined this so many times I’ve lost count.” Elle slips her hands beneath the hem of my shirt, presses them against the curve of my spine to draw me in for another kiss. From this position, our heights are equalized, and I can barely think through the haze of sensations. The heat of her legs bracketing my hips. The press of her hands into my back. Her soft lips hungry and hot and possessive.

			Gripping her thighs, I tug her closer, delighting in the way she tilts her hips against mine. Her body seeking friction. Seeking me. With each new reaction, each sign that she wants this, I grow bolder. “If you had to guess,” I tease, pressing a series of kisses along her jaw, “how long have you wanted this?”

			“Too long.” She gasps when I nip at the hollow of her throat, the sound melting into a moan as my hand slides up her thigh. “I’ve never wished my fingers were someone else’s until the night you bonded my hand to that game piece.”

			“I wish you’d told me.” I kiss her again, pressing in a claim all my own. The idea that she reached for her own pleasure while thinking of me leaves me feral with desire. “Can I touch you now?”

			“Please,” she says, her voice broken and needy and full of want.

			I press my thumb along the center seam of her jeans. She groans as she arches into the pressure, but then the front door slams shut, and Elle shoves me away.

			She slips off the table, frantically adjusting her clothes as Xander calls out to us from the foyer. She presses her hands against her flushed cheeks. “Please don’t say anything,” she pleads, smoothing down her hair and stalking across the kitchen. “Be right there, Alex!”

			Elle offers me one final glance, but my brain is too full of static to read her expression before she hurries out of the room.

			Leaving me with kiss-swollen lips and a confused heart, all alone in her kitchen.
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			I played along last night, watched as Elle and Xander took turns with the ghost goggles to talk with Laney. Followed them around the manor as they gave Laney a proper tour. I kept all my confusion and hurt out of my expression. Waited for Elle to bridge the gap between us and explain herself.

			Like an absolute heartsick fool, I stayed up late into the night, staring at the ceiling, waiting for a soft knock at my door and an explanation of Elle’s sudden hot-and-cold treatment. I ran countless possibilities through my head. That the kiss was nothing but a surge of excitement about successfully haunting the B&B. That it was a fluke. A spur-of-the-moment thing. But then her words would echo through my head in my quiet room.

			I’ve imagined this so many times I’ve lost count.

			So, no. Elle wasn’t caught up in the moment, at least as far as the attraction goes. Acting on her attraction…that might have been an accident. One that will never happen again.

			My chest aches at the thought, and I find myself glancing up from my lunch to watch her.

			Elle is radiant with joy and purpose today, and fuck if it doesn’t feel good to know part of that joy is because of me. Well, not me exactly, but what I’ve managed to accomplish.

			She and Xander are sitting across the table, in their usual seats, their attention focused on Laney. I spent the morning crafting a second pair of ghost goggles—and have the hot-glue burn marks to prove it—so now Elle and Xander can both chat with Laney at the same time.

			Laney, sitting cross-legged on top of the table, is currently giving Elle a list of requested meals for them to smell.

			“Pip? The glasses are fading.” Xander’s voice pulls my focus away from my experimental grimoire, where I was supposed to be making notes about the goggles instead of pining after Elle.

			Ugh, why did she have to kiss me? I was perfectly happy longing from afar, but now I know what it’s like to kiss her. I know what it feels like to have her soft lips on mine and her hands tugging at my waist. I know what she sounds like when I trail my hands up her thighs, how easily her body melts against mine. The way she throws her head back when I give her the pressure she wants and—

			“Pippa?” Xander says my name again, louder this time, and embarrassment burns across my face.

			“Right. Sorry. The glasses.” I stand and reach across the table to bracket my hands on either side of the frames, funneling fresh magic into the series of crystals there. “Better?”

			He nods, an assessing look in his face. “You seem distracted today. Everything okay?”

			My gaze flicks to Elle, whose neutral expression shows the faintest hint of worry, and I wave away Xander’s concern. “Just trying to figure out how to fuel the ghost goggles when I’m not around. Maybe a selenite charging plate or something.”

			“You know,” Laney says, looking between the three of us, “it’d be nice to have a way to communicate when no one is wearing the goggles.”

			Elle picks at the remnants of the salad on her plate. “Like a Ouija board?”

			Laney shakes their head, causing teal hair to swish around their shoulders. “You’d still have to be here and paying attention for that to work. Plus, I don’t think I could move the pointer thing.”

			“The planchette,” I correct absentmindedly, my mind already spinning off in other directions as I shift into problem-solving mode. “I wonder if there’s a way to capture spectral energy and make it visible on a physical surface. Like a…like a ghostly chalkboard or something.”

			“Yes! Exactly!” Laney grins at me, and beyond them, I’m aware of Elle’s attention.

			She looks at me like I’m the most brilliant woman she’s ever seen, and it’s like she never went cold and pushed me away yesterday. Like she wants to kiss me again.

			Before I can get lost in that train of thought, my phone buzzes loud against the table, bringing me back to reality. The one where Elle did shove me away and has kept me at arm’s length ever since. I check the email and find a response from the haunted country club I’ve been communicating with the past few days. A jolt of excitement zips through me.

			“Xander, how would you like to go ghost hunting with me today?”

			A flicker of emotion furrows Elle’s brow. “Did you get permission to visit the country club?”

			“They had a last-minute cancellation, so I’ll have full access to the grounds.”

			“I’d love to, Pip, but I’m meeting with a potential vendor soon.” Xander checks his watch and pushes away from the table. “Shit. Very soon, actually. You remember Callie from my programming class junior year? She has a side gig making organic hand soaps and lotions. I’m trying to talk her into supplying the manor.”

			“As long as you keep the cost reasonable,” Elle says, grabbing his plate and setting it over hers. “I already ran the budget, and I’m not doubling it for artisanal soaps.”

			Xander ruffles her hair. “I know, Lou. You went over those spreadsheets a dozen times. If the standard bulk discount doesn’t work, I’ll see if Callie can sweeten the deal in exchange for promo space in the rooms.”

			“Good,” Elle says, swatting him away and fixing her hair. “Anyway. Pippa, I’m free this afternoon. I can go with you to interview the ghosts.”

			“It’s settled then. You two will find Laney some awesome roommates, and I’ll handle the deal with Callie.” Xander gives Laney a salute before removing the ghost goggles. “I’ll pick up dinner while I’m out. How’s everyone feel about Italian?”

			“Ooh, tell him I want to smell garlic bread. And Alfredo!” Laney slips off the table and ends up standing next to me. “I’m going for a walk. I won’t be back until dinner.” They give me a meaningful look and nod in Elle’s direction. Their words yesterday—Oh, you’ve got it bad—echo in my head. Laney waves at Elle before slipping away, stepping through the exterior wall and out of sight.

			I relay Laney’s request as Xander heads for the front door.

			“Got it. Text me what you two want,” he calls from the coat closet. “I’ll tell Callie you said hello, Pip.”

			“Like she’d remember me,” I mumble as I jot down a few notes about a possible ghostly message board system. I’m going to need Dea to do some shopping for me and overnight additional supplies. The shipping costs on this job are getting ridiculous.

			Elle takes off her ghost goggles, collects my plate, and when I glance up, she’s staring at me like I’m some puzzle she can’t put together.

			“What?”

			She shakes her head. “Nothing. I just…I can’t see how anyone could forget you.”

			I watch her leave with the plates, stunned into silence. What the hell is that supposed to mean? For the past day, I’ve been driving myself insane trying to parse what that kiss meant, what it might mean going forward—half-convinced I imagined the whole thing—only for her to go and say something like that?

			With Laney gone for now, I wipe away the amplification sigils and close the grimoire. There isn’t time to worry about a single kiss. If I want to impress Sloane McKinley and secure an endorsement for my work, I need to bring more than one ghost to Midnight Manor. I need to get these ghost goggles self-sustaining. I need to figure out the bulletin board and, ideally, the room I mentioned to Sloane where mundane guests could see the ghosts all the time.

			Footsteps in the hallway draw my attention, but instead of coming back into the dining room, Elle continues down the hall toward the front door. Okay then…I guess she’s ready to go.

			I grab my grimoire and head for the stairs. “I need a few things from my room before we leave.”

			“Alex is gone,” Elle says, turning away from the front windows and coming back down the hall.

			“Right, he—”

			And then she’s kissing me.

			The grimoire slips through my fingers, falling to the floor with a thump as my hands find their way around Elle’s waist. Her mouth is hot against mine, insistent and claiming, and she threads her fingers through my hair. I kiss her back, caught up in the heady rush of desire that erupts at each point of contact.

			But then the cold distance of last night rushes in, and I break away from the kiss.

			“What are we doing?” I ask, my breathlessness stealing the bite from the words.

			“Oh. I’m sorry. I thought…” Fire blazes across her cheeks. “You seemed into it yesterday. I assumed—”

			“I was,” I admit, hurt and hope fighting for dominance inside me. “But then you shoved me away like you were embarrassed.”

			You have disgraced this family for the last time.

			Elle’s posture deflates. “I know. I’m sorry. It’s just that Alex came home, and I…”

			“You what? Couldn’t bear the thought of him finding out that you’re attracted to me?” I demand, my voice louder now. Edgier. “You threw me away like I mean nothing.”

			You are no longer an Erikson.

			The last thing I need right now is my mother’s disappointed voice echoing in my head, but I can’t turn off the shame that courses through my body at the onslaught of memories. That first NACOW failure rears its head again, when I’d argued with a dignitary from the UK about the possibilities of altering traditional sigils.

			I knew—from my own hidden experiments at home—that it was possible to alter sigils without weakening their effects. I didn’t realize the stuffy old witch I was arguing with was a curator of magical history and a staunch traditionalist. I also didn’t know he was in town specifically to negotiate an agreement with my mother.

			An agreement that my brazen disregard for tradition nearly toppled.

			“Pippa?” Elle’s voice is gentle, and the way she studies my face with such earnestness makes my heart ache. She reaches for my hands, a comforting touch instead of a romantic one. “I’m sorry. I should have realized how it could look, especially with your family history. I wasn’t trying to throw you away. I do like you, Pippa.”

			“Really?” I ask, unable to keep the surprise out of my voice.

			“Yes, really.” Elle slides her fingers between mine and squeezes tight. “Under different circumstances, it would be totally fine if Alex found out. Although, I don’t love the idea of him walking in on me making out with anyone.” She shudders, the motion shaking down her arms and into mine.

			The remembered shame starts to bleed away. “What circumstances?”

			“The Barrett of it all.” Elle scowls, and if looks could kill, Barrett would be a dead man. “I know Alex told you some of it, but you weren’t there in the immediate aftermath. I’ve never seen him that devastated. The B&B is a helpful distraction for him, but I know he’s hurting. Way more than he lets on.”

			My heart aches to think of Xander hurting so deeply. I hate that I wasn’t there for him, that he’s still keeping some of it hidden away. I wish I could make it better, and as much as Elle’s reaction yesterday stings, I do get it. If she cares about Xander half as much as I do, the idea of making things worse for him would be unbearable.

			“You don’t want him to know about…” I fumble for the right description. “About whatever’s happening between us, because it’ll reopen the Barrett wounds.”

			“Exactly.” Relief softens her posture, and she leans close until I tip my forehead down to meet hers. “I’m not hiding this because of who you are, Pippa. I’m trying to protect him.” Elle reaches for my hips, and when I step closer, she folds her arms across my back.

			“I get it,” I say, my words weighted in the tiny space between us. “I don’t want to hurt him, either.”

			Her relieved smile makes this entire conversation worth it. “If you’re okay with being discreet, I would very much enjoy finding moments to be alone over the next eighteen days.” She tips her face up to mine until a single deep breath would close the gap between our lips.

			“We’re alone now.”

			“Yes, yes we are.”

			This time, I’m the one who presses forward. I kiss Elle slowly, thoroughly, like we have all the time in the world…even though she already gave me a deadline. An expiration date.

			I want to ask what happens after the eighteen days are up, but when her tongue explores the seam of my lips, I let myself get lost in the warm slide of her tongue along mine. I drown in the press of her hands against my skin, the caress of her sigh when I press my hips against hers.

			It’s not the same white-hot heat of yesterday. There’s a sweetness this time, a promise of more to come, that leaves me breathless in a whole new way. Because this kiss is on purpose. We’re both on the same page. For now.

			And maybe…maybe knowing there’s a planned end will be a good thing. We can have fun together, and I can keep my heart safe. I can do casual. I can let this be temporary without it meaning that I’m disposable.

			Eventually, I force myself to pull away. “So. Shall we go find Laney some friends?”

			“Only if I get to drive.” Elle smirks as she leads me out the door. “My car has a bigger back seat.”
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			If I never have to use a hot-glue gun again, it’ll be too soon.

			I’m working out of the library today, an antique mirror lying face down on the center table. My first attempt at making a ghost-based message board technically worked, but the messages lasted less than sixty seconds, which isn’t ideal. I had to pry off all the crystals I previously hot-glued to the back of the mirror, pick off all the glue remnants—a challenge with my short nails—and now I’m re-gluing everything. This time, I’m setting the crystals in the shape of a revelation sigil. Since that particular sigil makes spiritual energy more visible, positioning the crystals in that shape should make them more effective.

			Hopefully.

			“I don’t understand how you’re so bad with that thing,” Laney quips from their place beside me, leaning a hip against the table to watch me work. “Literal children use hot-glue guns.”

			I squeeze the lava-hot glue onto a piece of shattuckite, a vibrant crystal in shades of navy and turquoise that’s known for enhancing communication with spiritual energy. “What can I say? These hands were not built for craft-based magic.” As I affix the crystal at the top of the sigil, some of the glue presses into the pad of my finger, singeing the already tender skin. “Motherfucker. There has to be a better way to do this.”

			“Can’t you make it stick with magic?” Laney wiggles their fingers toward the mirror.

			“If there is a way to do that, I don’t know it,” I grumble. Not for the first time, I wish NACOW weren’t full of traditionalists. If they weren’t set in their ways and terrified of what mundanes might think, we could already have formal research on this. We’d have more than the scattered musings found in the Witch-tionary.

			“Alex’s sister called.” Elle’s voice cuts across the library, and my heart gives an involuntary jolt. “Apparently, she desperately needs a date night with her husband, so Alex is on babysitting duty. He won’t be back until very late.”

			Her tone is laced with innuendo that makes my chest—and other places—ache with longing. But Laney is here, and with both pairs of ghost goggles currently charging on a plate of selenite, Elle doesn’t know that we’re not alone.

			I turn around, hot-glue gun in one hand, but my warning dies in my throat when I see her. Her hair is piled on top of her head in a messy bun. Her dark-wash jeans cling to her curves, and my hands twitch with the memory of gripping those hips, pulling her close as she kissed me senseless on our ghost-hunting trip.

			“Based on the glow of your eyes, I assume we’re not alone?” Elle stops before me, close enough to touch without closing that gap. Part of Operation Make Sure Xander Doesn’t Find Out. Keeping him in the dark means keeping the ghosts out of our business, too.

			Which is why we didn’t manage to bring any ghosts home on Wednesday. The only good-fit ghost we found for the B&B caught us making out like horny teenagers, and we couldn’t risk bringing him back to the manor and having him tell everyone else.

			“The ghosts are helping me test the spirit board. Or, well, they were. Laney’s still here, but the Jennifers got bored and wandered off,” I say, referencing the ghosts Elle and I recruited at the country club on Tuesday after we had our talk.

			Jenn T and Jen B—who introduced themselves collectively as the Jennifers—were high school best friends in the early nineties who died on their way home from prom—and later became the prime example of “Don’t Drink and Drive” for the area. Now, they spend their afterlife dancing the night away during all the weddings and proms and bar and bat mitzvahs held at the club. Learning that Xander and Elle plan to host weddings at some point is part of the reason the girls agreed to come to Midnight Manor.

			I turn back to my task, hyperaware of Elle’s presence beside me. Her arm brushes against mine, and the look she shoots me has cooled from its initial heat, settling into something sweet. Tender. It makes my heart twist. I reach for a piece of blue calcite to add to the mirror, but the damn glue gun expels a huge glop of sticky lava that lands directly on my fingers.

			Beside me, Elle chuckles. “For such a talented witch, you really are hopeless with that thing.” She reaches for the glue gun, her hands lingering over mine a moment longer than necessary. I soak up her touch. “Show me where everything goes. I’ll handle the tools.”

			“My savior,” I say, faking a swoon. I walk Elle through the crystal placement, explaining the thought behind each one I’ve chosen. Angelite, like what’s on the ghost goggles, along with blue calcite and shattuckite to aid in communication. Clear quartz to amplify the power of the other crystals. At some point in my explanation, Laney got bored and slipped away, scanning the bookshelves elsewhere in the library.

			Watching Elle work is an exquisite torment. She moves her fingers with such nimble confidence. It makes me wonder what those fingers could do with the most sensitive parts of me…if we were given the time and privacy we need to explore this thing between us.

			“What’s this shape?” Elle asks, adding a perfectly contained squeeze of glue to a crystal.

			“It’s the revelation sigil I used on my first day here. I’ve never applied it like this, but it should help the messages stick around longer.”

			“It’s lucky you had all these with you,” Elle says, placing the final piece of quartz in the center of the sigil.

			“Oh, I definitely didn’t. I’m much more a sigil witch than a crystal one. Though they are growing on me.” I lay my hands over the now-completed collection of crystals and funnel magic in through the crown of my head, letting it pool around my heart, before continuing the flow down my arms, out my hands, and into the spirit board. “Dea overnighted these to me along with the selenite bowls to charge the ghost goggles. It all came in yesterday.”

			Yesterday, when Elle was mysteriously gone for another personal errand.

			I lower my voice, even though Laney is on the other side of the room. “I missed you, by the way,” I say, but instead of the smile I expected, Elle shoots me a worried look. Is that too much? Is it too soon to admit that I miss her when she’s gone? But then I realize that Elle can’t see that we’re alone. “Laney isn’t here. They’re on the other side of the library.”

			The mischievous smile that spreads across Elle’s face feels like magic. “Well, in that case.” She leans in close and tilts her face to bring her lips almost to mine. “Why don’t you show me how much you missed me.”

			“Bro! The Jens said you made a magic bulletin board!”

			I jolt away from Elle before I get the chance to kiss her, and whip my head toward the doorway. Except…there’s no one there. It isn’t until I scan left that I find one of our newest ghosts strolling into the library, coming in through the wall.

			Despite keeping her personal errand a secret, Elle did trust me to search for ghosts without her yesterday. I found Colton, the source of the interruption, at Oak Spires University. He died in an alcohol-fueled incident at his fraternity in the mid-aughts that he still insists was both epic and worth it. Despite his decidedly frat bro persona—and sense of humor—he’s a genuinely decent guy, which is why I let him come to the B&B.

			“These women are not your bros, Colton. And would it kill you to use the actual doorway?” Harry, a philosophy professor who died in the 1950s, chides the younger ghost as he comes into the room through said doorway.

			Colton shrugs. “Probably not, dude. Since I’m already dead and all.”

			I hold back a laugh, barely, but when I see the confused look on Elle’s face, I clarify. “Colton and Harry just came in. They’re the ghosts I brought back to the manor yesterday.”

			“Are the ghost goggles charged? I’d like to meet them.” Elle turns toward the empty room and offers a polite smile. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here to greet you when you arrived yesterday.”

			Harry, dressed in his formal teaching attire complete with a tweed jacket, considers Elle. “She can’t hear us?”

			“Not yet,” I tell him, and the words double for Elle. I focus on her. “I don’t want to interrupt the charging cycle, but I can draw the sigils on you directly.”

			Elle tucks a strand of her gorgeous strawberry blond hair behind one ear. A soft smile brightens her face. “Go for it.”

			Though I’ve been able to touch her in brief private moments over the past few days, each time is a thrill. I trace the amplification sigil across her skin, and that simple platonic touch makes me wish we were truly alone. I want to let my hand trail down her neck, let my fingers tangle in the hair at the nape of her neck so I can pull her close and taste those sweet lips.

			Instead, I let my hands drop as her eyes glow bright with my magic.

			While Elle, Colton, and Harry chat, Laney rejoins me at the table. I double-check that all the crystals are securely glued down, and then turn the antique mirror over. Earlier, I painted the mirror face itself black to serve as a base for the spirit board. Xander found the mirror in the attic this morning, and it looks original to the house. Even with the glass painted black, it fits the overall aesthetic of the B&B.

			“Laney, could you try it again? With any luck, the words won’t disappear right away.” I step aside to give them space and watch as they draw their finger across the board, and their scrawled writing makes me suspect Laney was an artist when they were alive.

			
				Testing. Testing. 1 2 3

			

			“Hilarious,” I deadpan, even as a thrill of pride swells in my chest. The first time we did this, the teal-colored writing faded away after a few seconds, but this time, it lingers. “Now, try to erase it. Please.”

			“How exactly do I do that?”

			“I’m…not sure. Try wiping it away with your hand, like you would with a chalkboard.”

			Laney wipes their palm over the letters, and the entirety of the mirror flashes teal before returning to black. “This is seriously cool, Pippa.”

			“I want to go next!” Colton pushes his way forward with the unrestrained eagerness of a golden retriever puppy.

			Laney smacks his hand, and Colton pouts. “We’re here for eternity. Patience, dude.”

			“Everyone will get a chance to try it,” I say, not bothering to hide my smirk. Colton, who I suspect would have come out as pansexual if he’d been a college guy today instead of twenty-plus years ago, is clearly besotted with Laney. And, breaking dumbass-frat-boy stereotypes of his era, he’s never once messed up Laney’s pronouns since he learned them.

			Colton leans around Laney and scrawls his finger across the board, leaving behind bright orange lettering.

			
				Boobs

			

			Laney smacks him in the shoulder again. “You are such a Neanderthal.”

			“What?” he says, rubbing the place where Laney touched him. “Boobs are great!” He nudges Harry with his elbow. “Come on, man. You gotta back me up here. Boobs were great in the fifties, too, right?”

			While the ghosts continue their good-natured bickering, I turn my attention to Elle. “We’ll need to find more antique mirrors so I can make spirit boards for all the common areas, but this is a great start. You were very helpful, thank you.”

			“My pleasure.” She draws her lower lip between her teeth. “You know…I think there might be something you could use upstairs.”

			“Really? Xan said this was the only mirror he could find that wasn’t already permanently fixed to a wall.”

			Elle lets her gaze rake over my body. “Alex didn’t check my room.”

			Understanding flushes through me, and I wipe away the sigils on my skin, silencing the chatter of the ghosts around us. “You said Xander would be out late?”

			“We’ll be alone for several hours.” Elle nods toward the open doorway. “Shall we investigate our options?”

			“Wait.” I reach for Elle’s wrist before she can turn away. “Let me take care of this first.” With careful, magic-warmed fingers, I remove the sigils from Elle’s forehead and ear, delighting in how she shivers at my touch. “Now we can go.”

			I follow Elle upstairs, desire and eagerness overshadowing the tiny thrum of nerves. In all our stolen moments this week, we’ve never had the luxury of both time and a bed. Our first kiss in the kitchen was cut short. After we met the Jennifers and moved them into separate pieces of lepidolite, we made out in the back seat of Elle’s car until my back issues forced us to stop. Making out in the woods again on Wednesday meant we kept everything above the waist, and then yesterday…

			Yesterday, I didn’t see her at all, and I’m ready to make up for lost time.

			Thirteen days.

			After today, there are only thirteen more days until the opening. And then it’s Halloween, and I’ll be moving out, and then—

			We reach Elle’s room, and she throws open the door, dragging me inside. She closes it behind us, which leaves me with my back pressed against the wood and Elle’s hips mere inches from my own. She smiles up at me, and though her green eyes no longer glow with my magic, the desire burning in them is beautiful.

			“Hi.”

			“Hi,” I echo, tipping my forehead to rest against hers. I breathe in her familiar scent, lavender and bakery sweetness and the spice of her cologne.

			Elle leans forward to close the gap between us. This kiss feels different than the others. Patient. Thorough. Like we have all the time in the world and she intends to savor every single second of it. The glide of her tongue against mine draws a deep moan from my chest, my body coming alive as those capable, confident hands slip under the hem of my shirt. She slides up my stomach until her thumbs are swiping across the tightened peaks of my breasts.

			“Hang on,” I whisper, pressing her back a step. Worry flashes across her face, but then I grip my shirt and yank the offending piece of fabric over my head. “I’m tired of having layers of fabric between us.”

			“Oh, thank god,” she moans, removing her shirt and sports bra in one fluid motion. And fuck, Colton was right. Boobs really are great.

			I reach for her, fingers skimming across her chest before ultimately settling at her back, pulling her close as she crashes into me. Elle kisses me harder, pulling away to trail kisses along my jaw. “I will always respect your boundaries,” she says between kisses. “But I’m so fucking glad that you want this.”

			“So much,” I agree, releasing her to undo the hooks of my bra, and then there’s nothing separating us from the waist up, and the press of skin on skin on skin leaves me hot and wet and wanting. “The bed,” I say, and then we’re stumbling across the room, all roaming hands and searching kisses until Elle pivots and I’m the one who lands on the bed first.

			I find myself looking up at her, stunned and altogether smitten by the cocky grin that spreads across her face.

			“What?” I ask when she’s still standing above me instead of covering my body with hers like I desperately want.

			Elle shakes her head, her smile shifting from cocky to shy. “Nothing. I’m just…I never expected to end up here, you know?” She leans in and kisses me, reaching a hand between us to swirl a finger over my tightening nipple. My body responds to her touch like it was made for this, back arching, a needy whine escaping my lips when she pulls away. “You are a very pleasant surprise, Pippa Ainsley.”

			“Happy to keep you on your toes. Or your knees. Whichever.”

			Her laughter is a decadent thing. “You want me on my knees?” That cocky smile is back as she reaches for the button of my jeans. “That can be arranged.”

			Embarrassment flushes up my cheeks. “Oh, you don’t have to—” But then her fingers are gliding across the heat of my arousal, and I lose the ability to speak.

			“ ‘Have to’ isn’t part of this, Pip. I want to.” And then she’s guiding me to lift my hips, removing the last of my clothes. She sinks to her knees before me as I’m realizing this is the first time she’s ever called me Pip. I can barely breathe as she slides her hands up my thighs. With gentle pressure, she spreads my legs, leaving me bare and exposed and feeling so wanted that my heart might burst.

			And when she leans in and presses her tongue to the center of that wanting, I’m undone.

			“Fuck, Ellie,” I gasp, barely holding myself up with my elbows. The sight of her between my thighs, her face buried against me, is both holy and profane.

			She chuckles and goes back to her task, bringing me to the edge and then backing away…over and over and over again, until I’m afraid I might die if she doesn’t let me reach that final peak. “Ellie, please,” I beg when she kisses my thigh just as I reach the cusp again, and this time, thank fucking god, she relents. She presses forward and guides me through wave after wave of release.

			When she finally sits back on her heels and smiles up at me, my legs are trembling and my whole body is spent. “Good?” she asks, but there’s no doubt in her voice. She’s clearly pleased with herself, as she should be.

			I laugh and lean down to kiss the smirk right off her face, tasting myself on her tongue. “Like you have to ask.”

			“Doesn’t mean I don’t like the praise.” Elle leans into the kiss before finally joining me on the bed itself.

			“Your tongue should be registered for its magical properties,” I say, delighting in her grin as we make our way to the pillows. “As soon as I catch my breath, I’m returning the favor.” I tug at her leggings. “These need to go.”

			She slips out of the rest of her clothes and tosses them to the floor. I pull her closer, threading my leg through hers until she gets her first taste of the pressure I know she craves. The moan that rumbles deep in her throat urges me on, her hips tipping forward to bring us closer.

			“Any special requests?” I ask, drawing my fingers up along her rib cage until I finally get to feel the swell of her tightened nipple against my hand. Memories of the night we got high and played board games swim to the forefront of my mind. “I don’t suppose you still own a strap-on?”

			“Not that same one.” Elle bites her lip, heat flushing into her face. “But I did buy a new one after our talk the other day.”

			Unruly emotions bloom in my chest. The feeling of being chosen, of being wanted, is dangerously tantalizing. We have less than two weeks left. I can’t let myself get carried away.

			But I can enjoy the time we do have.

			“Go get it,” I say, magic already racing through my veins. “Just be prepared to have your world rocked.”

			Elle raises one eyebrow. “Is that so? Don’t make promises you can’t keep, Pip.”

			“Oh, Ellie.” I trace a desire sigil across her hip that draws a primal moan from her throat. The sigil only works if the recipient is open to the sensation, and it reignites my own desire that she accepts it so readily. “You have no idea.”

			“What was that?” she asks, her hips angling tighter against mine. “Do it again.”

			I trace the sigil a second time, and she shudders against me. Goose bumps prickle along her delicate skin. “This is just the beginning,” I promise. “Do you want to stay with this for now or get the—”

			“I’ll get it.” Elle untangles herself and reaches for the drawer of her bedside table. She returns with a strap-on and harness and a breathless voice when she asks, “Now what?”

			My heart tightens with something deeper than desire. The way she looks at me, the openness to try new things, the fact that she prepared for this moment on the off chance we’d end up here…

			Two weeks, I remind myself, shoving back the desire for more. It’s okay to enjoy this while it lasts. It doesn’t have to be anything else.

			I pin Elle beneath me and kiss her fiercely. “Now, I return the favor. With interest.”
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			“I don’t know what’s wrong,” I whine at Xander as he drives us into downtown Oak Spires. I’ve spent nearly a week trying to create a space in Midnight Manor where the resident ghosts can be fully visible. Something that will act like the summoning circle I used during the initial ghost-hunting excursions without needing me there to continually funnel magic into the space. Unfortunately, everything I’ve tried has failed.

			“Maybe it’s not possible.” Xander turns down Main Street and searches for parking. “That could be a good thing. If ghosts were easily visible all the time, people might have a hard time letting go after a loved one dies.”

			“But it feels like I’m so close. It’s as bad as this damn creativity spell I’ve been working on. I feel like I’m right there, but I can’t get over the finish line.”

			Xander snorts. “So, what? It’s like magical blue balls?”

			I reach across the dash to smack his arm as heat flames across my cheeks, his joke hitting too close to home. It’s been nearly a week since the single most mind-blowing sexual experience of my life. First times are supposed to be awkward and fumbling, but being with Elle felt as natural as breathing. I can’t help but imagine how good it could get with practice, but unfortunately, we haven’t had a chance to try again.

			With the B&B fully haunted and opening soon, there’s been zero opportunity for alone time. Xander told his sister he can’t babysit again until January. With all three of us sharing the same roof 24/7, Elle has been distant. We’ve only managed a few moments of stolen kisses, and I’m aching for more.

			Especially as my departure from the B&B gets closer. Just over a week now.

			I’d hoped to bring Elle with me today, but she had yet another personal errand to run that she wouldn’t talk about.

			“I’m glad you could come with me,” I tell Xander, and I mean it. It would have been nice to turn the outing into a date with Elle, but it’s also good to get some one-on-one time with my best friend.

			Xander flips on his blinker and parallel parks into a space. “Like I’d let you go antiquing without me,” he says, killing the engine and turning his intense blue gaze on me. “Listen, Pip, don’t stress about the ghost room. You’ve already made a dozen pairs of ghost goggles, and once we find more mirrors, the house will have plenty of spirit boards, too.”

			“I know. It’s just—”

			“You’ve already gone above and beyond,” he says, cutting off my objections. “Maybe someday, Lou and I can hire you for special events where you make the ghosts visible for a night, but this is a great start. You should be proud.”

			“It would be nice to come back to visit,” I agree, loneliness creeping in at his words. Yes, there’s the Elle of it all, but there’s also Xander. I like being here. Being part of something. Waking up in the morning knowing I’m not alone.

			The thought of only popping in a few times a year makes my heart ache. Windsfell isn’t that far, but it won’t be the same.

			I shove the thoughts away. I don’t have any right to want more. This isn’t my business. It’s not my dream. This is all Xander and Elle. It’s all Alex and Louie. I should be excited to get back to my apartment and my business. I’m close to having everything I wanted when I accepted this job.

			So why does it feel so hollow?

			Looking out my window, I scan the row of shops. “Oh, wow. I can’t believe you got a spot right in front of the antiques store.”

			Xander grins. “What can I say? It’s my superpower. Now, come on. We have spirit boards to find.”

			I follow Xander out of the car and cross my arms against the cold. We hurry out of the wind into Oak Spires Antiques, where we’re blasted with warmth and the unmistakable smell of old furniture, wood polish, and a cinnamon candle. The scent reminds me of the morning after Elle and I had sex.

			She made cinnamon rolls for breakfast, and when I followed the scent to the kitchen, she was busy drizzling homemade icing over the fresh pastries.

			The next time we’re alone, she whispered, her breath on my neck eliciting a delicious shiver, I’ll make another batch of this icing just so I can lick it off you.

			But then Xander had nearly caught us kissing, and Elle put distance between us. She’s kept that distance firmly there, afraid to hurt him with our…whatever we are.

			Now, I follow Xander around the antiques store, only half paying attention as he debates the merits of different mirror styles. He seems happy. Like there isn’t anywhere else he’d rather be.

			Maybe it would be okay if he found out about Elle and me. If we could tell him without hurting him, I could take her on a real date. We could kiss whenever we wanted. We could spend our last eight nights together instead of staring at our respective ceilings with only the memories of our first time and our own fingers to make our toes curl.

			What I wouldn’t give to feel her weight pressing me into the mattress again. To feel her hands on my thighs, guiding me onto the strap-on that I magically bonded to her clit, to hear the shocked gasp of her pleasure.

			“Pippa,” Xander says, yanking me from thoughts that leave my face burning with embarrassment.

			“Sorry.” I shake my head and hope he doesn’t notice how flustered I feel. “What did I miss?”

			Xander holds up two mirrors, one with a delicate metal fleur-de-lis pattern, the other set in a rustic-style wooden frame. “How many of these do we need?”

			Right. Work. “I can do as many as you want around the B&B. We already have the one in the main hallway, but it’d be good to have ones in the kitchen, dining room, and library. The sitting room, too, in case I don’t figure out how to make it a full-time ghost room.”

			“Can I help you folks with anything?” A man of East Asian descent wearing a black Oak Spires Antiques T-shirt approaches with a smile. He’s undeniably hot, with a textured Ivy League haircut, pouty lips, and perfect skin that could put his age anywhere between twenty-five and forty-five. His attention fixes on Xander, and there’s a glimmer in his dark brown eyes. “Do you want me to take those to the register while you and your girlfriend continue to browse?”

			“Oh, I’m not his girlfriend,” I cut in, leaning into the vibe I’m getting from the man. “I’m very much not his type.”

			The shop attendant’s smile grows brighter. “Oh, I’ve heard of you. Alex, right? You’re the new B&B owner my coworkers were telling me about. I’m Kai.”

			Xander hands over the mirrors he already found. “Glad to hear I’ve made an impression. A good one, I hope?”

			“A very good one.” Kai accepts the mirrors, his gaze never wavering from Xander. “Though they neglected to mention how attractive you are.”

			I watch Kai leave, weaving through the aisles back to the register, and delight bubbles up inside me. “Ten bucks says he asks for your number when we check out.”

			Instead of taking the bet or puffing up with pride like I expect, Xander makes a noncommittal noise and goes back to perusing the aisles. His back to me, I can see the stiffness of his muscles. The tension in his movements.

			The spark of mischievous joy dies a swift death as worry swoops in to take its place. “Xan? What’s wrong?”

			“It’s nothing.”

			“Hey.” I rest a hand on his arm, stalling his search through the antique furniture. “Look at me.”

			Xander sighs, his body angled away. “I’m fine, Pip.” He tries to smile, but it’s strained. Broken.

			I take his hand in mine. “Do I need to break out a calming sigil?” I ask, keeping my voice low as I rub my thumb across his knuckles. “You can talk to me, Xander. You know that, right?”

			He nods, but his jaw flexes like he’s trying to hold back what he wants to say. I wait, patient, until he releases the contents of his lungs in a rush. “It’s stupid.”

			“I’m sure it’s not.”

			“It’s just…” He glances toward the register, and I follow suit, catching Kai staring at Xander with clear interest. “I’m not looking for anything right now.”

			“That doesn’t mean you can’t flirt.”

			“What’s the point?” Xander pulls away from my touch and goes back to searching the aisle for a suitable spirit board. “I’m done fooling myself, Pip. I’m not cut out for love.”

			The ache in his voice tugs on my heart. “I know you’re hurting after what happened,” I say, avoiding Barrett’s name. “But you are an incredible man, Xander. You may not feel ready to date, or even flirt, right now, but—”

			“But nothing,” Xander snaps, his voice thick with emotion. “I’m done pretending that I get a happily ever after. I’m done with men. Dating. All of it.”

			The finality of his words, the surety of his tone, stuns me into silence. I knew Barrett’s blithe cheating, his swift ending of their engagement, hurt Xander. But this? Xander has always believed in love. In fairy-tale endings. He’s always bounced back quickly after breakups before.

			“I’m sorry,” he says, pulling me in for a hug. “I didn’t mean to snap.”

			I squeeze him tight. “I’m sorry for bringing it up.”

			“It’s not your fault, Pip.” He releases me and reaches into his back pocket for his wallet. “Do you mind checking out for me? I’ll wait in the car.”

			“Fine, but then I’m taking you to Books and Beverages for cocoa and a cookie.” I watch Xander leave, offering a brief wave of acknowledgment to Kai before he escapes out the door. As I pay for the mirrors on the B&B’s business card, I realize that Elle is right.

			No matter how much I want to spend time with her, no matter how much I want to take advantage of our last days together, we can’t risk hurting Xander. I won’t do that to him, and it makes me like Elle even more to know she won’t, either.

			Mirrors paid for and stowed in the car, I drag Xander down the block toward Books & Beverages, the bookstore and café we often studied at during our college years. It’s where I first fell in love with romance novels, too.

			We turn the corner toward the shop, but instead of the bright windows full of books that I expect, the windows are covered with brown paper. “No! They can’t be closed! This place was an Oak Spires institution.”

			Xander continues past the closed door and points at a sign. “Something new is moving in.”

			I hurry to his side. The cheery font takes a moment to register, but when it does, it lands like a punch.

			Coming this spring: Coffee, Charms, & Crystals—Oak Spires!

			“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Anger and frustration swirl inside me, growing bigger and bigger to block out the grief and shame and worry I know are lurking underneath. “Un-fucking-believable.” My phone is in my hand before I’m consciously aware of what I’m doing, stabbing out a text to Dea and snapping a photo of the sign.

			“You know this place?” Xander asks.

			“It’s C3. The same shop that’s running my business into the ground.” I rake my hands through my hair, tugging until I can convince myself that the sting of tears is from physical pain. “I can’t get away from these goddamn leeches. What are they doing in Oak Spires? Fuck. And why did they have to take over Books and Beverages, of all places?”

			My phone buzzes with a text from Dea.

			
				Sorry, boss.

			

			“Maybe they’re moving here?” Xander suggests, though he can’t hide the doubt in his voice. “If the shop in Windsfell is closing, you won’t have to compete with them anymore. This could be a good thing.”

			I’m too busy pulling up C3’s social media accounts to respond. There’s nothing on their grid, but I click over to their main website, and—

			Coffee, Charms, & Crystals is pleased to announce the opening of our second location! Nestled just steps from historic Main Street, the Oak Spires location of C3 will mark the official launch of our new candle magic line!

			“Not moving. Expanding.” I force the words out, a sinking sense of inadequacy threatening to drown me. If I were a pettier person, and didn’t have personal minefields there, I’d be tempted to report C3 to NACOW. Making magic accessible to mundanes must increase the risk of accidents that could make us look bad. Surely the staunch traditionalists would take issue with that.

			But no matter how much it might help my business, I’d never betray another witch like that. I won’t give the traditionalists the satisfaction of pretending I agree with their fearmongering.

			My anger morphs into bitter desperation. I don’t get why C3 is thriving while I flounder. It doesn’t make sense. I shove my phone in my pocket and stare at the sidewalk like I can divine answers from the web of cracks. “What am I doing wrong? I’m good at what I do. I charge fair rates. I do the stupid marketing. I—”

			“Hey,” Xander soothes, resting his hands on my shoulders. “I know this spiral, Pip. There is nothing wrong with you. Nothing. Business isn’t easy. Sometimes you have to pivot, but that doesn’t mean you failed the first time.”

			Before I can argue, my phone buzzes in my hand. I expect to see Dea’s name on the screen, calling with some helpful intel, but instead, the caller ID says Jackie.

			It takes a moment to place her name, but when I do, my side aches with the memory of the poltergeist possession and the now-healed Taser burn.

			Worry churns in my stomach as I answer. “Jackie? Everything okay?”

			“Everything is amazing,” she says, her voice thick with emotion. “I’m a mom! Marisol gave birth last night.”

			The whiplash of emotions makes my eyes prickle with sympathetic tears. “That’s incredible. I’m so happy for you both.”

			“I know this is last minute, but I wanted to ask for a favor.”

			“What kind of favor?” I glance up at Xander, who raises that single brow in question.

			“We’d like you to provide the protection blessing before we go home.”

			“Oh. Wow. That’s such an honor.” Hesitation creeps into my heart. There aren’t enough witches skilled in advanced healing to staff every medical office, but most hospitals have at least one. Plus, blessings don’t count as healing magic. Anyone can cast them. “Isn’t there a witch on staff who can do that for you? Or your brother-in-law? I’ve never done one before.” I bite back the bigger fear. I don’t want to screw it up like I do with everything else.

			“There is someone here,” Jackie admits. “But we want someone who knows us. Reggie is out of town, so we’d love for it to be you. What you did for us made these last few weeks of pregnancy so much easier for Mari. It feels right that you be the one to bless our sweet boy.”

			I glance up at Xander, considering. I’d planned to spend the rest of the day working on the ghost room again, but Xander did say that the ghost glasses and spirit boards were sufficient. And besides, a day away from the room could give my subconscious the space to find a creative solution.

			“Okay, I’m in. Text me the location and details?”

			“Thank you, Pippa! I’ll send everything now.” Somewhere in the distance, a high-pitched voice wails. “Hold on, baby. Mama’s coming.”

			“Go on,” I tell her. “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

			“Thank you!” The line goes dead, and a moment later, details for the regional hospital come through.

			“What was that about?” Xander asks.

			“I’m blessing a baby?”

			Xander quirks the corner of his lips into a smirk. “You might want to work on saying that with more confidence. No one wants a nervous witch blessing their newborn.”

			“Hilarious.” I tuck my arm through his and lead us back toward the car. “Let’s get you back to the manor so I can get my Camry.”

			“Actually, I think I’ll stick around here. There’s a local chef I’ve been scoping out for the B&B.” Xander pulls the car keys from his pocket and drops them in my hand. “Go ahead and take my car. I’ve got one of those rideshare apps on my phone.”

			“You sure?” I ask as my fingers close over the keys. I can’t tell if the swirl in my stomach is nerves or excitement.

			“Go bless the baby, Pip. I’ll be fine.”
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			At the hospital, a staff member is already waiting for me at reception. I’m checked in swiftly, provided with a bag of properly sanitized crystals, and guided through the maze of hallways to the maternity wing.

			Jackie is waiting for me in the hall outside room 222, looking exhausted but full of joy. She crushes me in a hug when the staff member drops me off. “I’m so glad you agreed to do this.” Her voice is thick with emotion, and when she pulls away, there are tears in her eyes. “Don’t mind me. I’ve been a crying mess all day,” she says with a chuckle.

			“I think that’s pretty common.” I squeeze her hands and glance into the room, where a nurse is checking Marisol’s vitals.

			We wait for the nurse to finish up, and then I follow Jackie into the room. She perches on the edge of Marisol’s bed and reaches for her wife’s hand. “Look who I found out in the hallway.”

			Marisol finally turns to look at me, and the exhausted smile that brightens her face soothes away some of the concern I had about doing this. The woman radiates pure love. “Pippa. You made it.”

			“I’m honored you wanted me here.” I glance past the new mothers to the bassinet on the other side of Marisol’s bed. From here, all I can see is a small, swaddled lump with a bald head sticking out the top. “How are you feeling?”

			“Great doctors. Great healers. Great drugs.” She grins. “So, I’m great.”

			“And the baby?” I step closer to Marisol and Jackie, and from the change in vantage point, I get my first real look at the little one’s face. His tiny nose. Itty-bitty lips. Eyes shut tight while he sleeps.

			Marisol follows my gaze, and the intense love that lights up her face pokes at the hole in my heart where my family used to be. “He’s perfect. He’s got all his fingers and toes. All his tests are coming back great.”

			“Does he have a name?”

			“Rykelan,” they say in unison.

			“Rykelan,” I repeat, and Jackie nods, confirming I’ve said his name correctly. “Should I get started?”

			Once they give their consent, I wash my hands in the sink and get to work. Though I’ve never given a newborn blessing before, it’s a traditional type of magic, which means instructions were readily available in NACOW’s database. I studied the ritual in the car before I made the drive, and thankfully, the process seems well within my capabilities.

			I approach the bassinet, and warmth swells through me at the sight of him. New life is a special kind of magic, an act of creation beyond anything witches could ever achieve. With careful fingers, I open the small sachet of crystals the hospital provided and pour them into my open hand, taking stock of what they’ve given me.

			Prehnite to draw in unconditional love and inner peace.

			Strawberry quartz to foster calm and emotional balance.

			Trolleite to promote spiritual growth.

			Orca agate to provide protection and resilience.

			And finally a piece of green-and-purple fluorite to bring mental clarity.

			With a deep breath, I call in magic and funnel additional power and strength into the crystals to fully charge and activate them. I place the stones inside the bassinet, creating a ring around Rykelan. Once everything is in place, I hold my hands over the bassinet and let magic flow through me. I hold Jackie’s and Marisol’s love for their son in my heart and encourage the magic to protect him physically, mentally, and emotionally.

			When the magic is at its peak, I trace a traditional protection sigil across his brow. His skin is soft against my magic-heated fingers. I place my hands over his swaddled chest, close my eyes, and funnel all the protection, love, joy, and magic I can into the tiny human.

			Rykelan makes a grunting noise, and I open my eyes to find that he’s woken up. The brightest blue eyes stare back at me, and a stream of intuition races through not just my mind, but my entire body, too.

			Marisol and Jackie watching him take his first steps.

			The blondest, barely there hair growing from his head, sticking up at odd angles after a nap.

			Clumsy fingers gripping a board book while he chews on the corner.

			Then he’s older, two or three, playing with plastic dinosaurs. I hear his squeaky little voice echo in my head. This is a stegosaurus. Rawr! He stomps the dinosaur on the table until it knocks into a bowl, sending bits of dry cereal skittering across the surface.

			Rykelan kicking a soccer ball.

			Learning to write his name. Making friends. Fighting over toy cars. Sharing art supplies.

			There are holidays with his moms. Surrounded by a huge family who loves him. Opening toys. Playing in the snow, dressed so warmly he can barely bend his arms or legs. Reading bedtime stories.

			One more hug, Mommy. A giant one!

			The images come faster, and I watch as he grows up inside my mind. His moms are always there. Always loving him. Always hugging him tight no matter what mischief he causes. They put bandages on scraped knees. Cannonball into a pool with him. The love they have for him is fierce beyond measure. All-consuming. Unconditional.

			It opens something lonely and grieving and broken inside of me.

			“Is everything okay?” Marisol’s voice draws me back to the present, where the newborn Rykelan is swaddled tightly, those blue eyes shining like beacons. “Pippa? You’re crying.”

			I brush the tears from my face, disconnecting from the flow of magic. “Happy tears,” I lie, though I am happy for their family. I try to shove down the grief for my own turbulent childhood, but the feeling resists. Presses back against my attempt to quell it.

			“Anything else we need to do?” Jackie asks, her new motherly concern trained on me as I collect the crystals from Rykelan’s bassinet.

			“It’s not required, but you can keep these in his room for the next twelve months.” I pass the crystals over to her. “Rykelan is going to have a beautiful life. He’s so, so lucky to have you as his parents.”

			The women share a look that I can’t read, but now that I’m fully disconnected from the cherished feeling I experienced moments ago, a fresh wave of grief rushes in. Even when I had my family, I never had their unconditional love. I never had a family like the one in this room.

			My throat tightens, and I excuse myself before I lose the ability to speak completely. Outside their room, the tears fall in earnest, and I’m left navigating the maze of hallways with only instinct and intuition to guide me. The hurt is a crater in my chest, absorbing every good feeling I’ve ever experienced. Leaving nothing but the disappointment and all the fucking conditions my parents put on me from the moment I drew my first breath. From the moment I entered their five-year plan.

			The horrible truth of it slams into me. I have never been loved as wholly and completely as Rykelan already is. The way his mothers will continue to love him through all the ups and downs in his life. The ache of it is overwhelming. The hospital is a blur of color as I try to find my way out, out, out.

			Intuition urges me to turn right around the next corner, and I collide with someone warm and solid and a few inches shorter than me. An apology is already halfway past my lips before I recognize the cascade of red hair. The tired green eyes. My world tilts.

			“Elle?”

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			
				Chapter

				Seventeen

			
			
				[image: ]
			

			“Elle? What are you doing here?” I wipe my sleeves across my face to dry the lingering tears, and when I pull away, I notice two things.

			One, Elle is staring at me with a horrified expression on her face.

			Two, she has a child holding each of her hands, a young blond boy on her left and a redheaded girl on her right.

			“Oh. Um, hi.” I smile at the kids and then shoot a questioning look at Elle, who looks shocked to see me.

			The girl gives me a once-over, and I’d put her age somewhere around seven or eight. “Who is that, Aunt Ellie?”

			“I have a dinosaur.” The boy, who looks no older than five, holds up a small plastic T. rex.

			“Very cool.” I try to return his smile, but I’m filled with memories of Rykelan’s future. His toy cars and dinosaurs like the one currently being held out to me. It makes my chest ache so much it’s hard to breathe.

			“This is my friend Pippa,” Elle finally tells the kids, shoulders easing away from her ears. “Pippa, meet my niece, Holly, and my nephew, Parker.”

			Holly stares at me with a stubborn tilt of her chin that reminds me of my first meeting with Elle. “Why were you crying?”

			Elle cringes. “You can’t ask strangers that, Holly.”

			“Why?” Parker asks, examining his T. Rex.

			“You just can’t,” Elle says, clearly flustered, but then she meets my gaze and quirks up one brow. “What are you doing here?”

			“A previous client asked me to bless their newborn.” Worry slithers down my spine and pools in my stomach. “Why are you here?”

			“Our sister is dying.”

			“Holly.” An average-looking white man approaches the four of us. “What have I said about sharing Willa’s news with strangers.”

			“She’s not a stranger. She’s Aunt Ellie’s friend,” Holly insists.

			“Pippa, this is my brother-in-law, Ted.” Elle hands the kids off to their father. “Ted, this is the witch I told you about.”

			Ted looks at me with new interest, a painful hope etched across his features. “Has she—”

			“I haven’t told her yet,” Elle says, cutting him off. “I can do it now, if you take the kids.”

			“Viv is getting Willa settled with the MRI tech. You go ahead. I’ll take the kids to the play area.” Ted reaches out and shakes my hand. “It’s such a pleasure to meet you.”

			“Um…thank you?” I watch him leave with the kids, my body struggling to navigate the whiplash of emotions. The grief I tried to escape when I left the maternity ward now crashing against the surprise of running into Elle and a pair of kids with a dying sister.

			“The baby you blessed,” Elle says. “Are they okay? You were upset when we ran into you.”

			“He’s fine. It just stirred up my own family drama.” I glance over my shoulder, but Elle’s brother-in-law and the kids are out of sight. “Was Holly telling the truth? Is this where you’ve been disappearing to every week?”

			“Come with me.” Elle takes me by the hand and leads me into a private waiting area marked Family Room. The door closes behind us, and she checks the space to make sure we’re alone. The room is nicer than a typical waiting room, with comfy furniture and a kitchenette area. Elle sinks onto one of the couches, kicking off her shoes to pull her feet onto the cushions.

			I settle beside her, close but not touching.

			“This isn’t where I normally go on Thursdays,” Elle says at last, rubbing her thumb across her other palm. The self-soothing gesture tugs at my heart. “I usually go to my sister’s place to spend time with Willa. Ted and Vivian try to make sure Parker and Holly get quality time with them, so I spend the day with Willa. She…needs a lot of extra care.”

			“Because she’s sick?”

			“Because she’s dying, yeah.” Elle squeezes her arms around her knees. “She was diagnosed with DIPG about nine months ago, just after her tenth birthday.”

			“DIPG?”

			“Brain cancer. The doctors missed it at first. They thought her headaches and coordination issues were from a pinched nerve or growing pains. Viv had to push for referrals to specialists before we could get a proper diagnosis. Once we had it, we tried everything. The best doctors. The best surgeons. The best healers. But this kind of cancer…it’s not operable. Chemo doesn’t work on it. Radiation treatments just stall the progression. Even magic can only do so much.”

			“I’m so sorry, Ellie.”

			“She can’t even talk anymore.” Elle’s voice breaks, and she presses her thumbs against her eyes. Tears spill out anyway. “Willa was so smart and funny. I haven’t heard her voice in weeks. I miss it. God, I miss it.”

			There isn’t anything I can say to make this better, but I desperately wish I could. Instead, I lay a hand on Elle’s back, and when she relaxes into my touch, I rub my thumb along her spine and give her space to keep going if that’s what she wants.

			Elle reaches for the box of tissues on the side table. Dabs at her eyes. “Do you know what advice the doctors gave my sister after the diagnosis? ‘Go home and make memories.’ That’s how hopeless this cancer is. Nothing stops it. And I…I keep wishing it were something else. Anything else. We deserve to have some hope, you know?”

			“Yeah,” I agree, and then memories from the past month click into place. How insistent Elle was that the haunting be real. How infuriatingly particular she’s been about which ghosts could move in. How important it was that the ghosts be good with kids. “Midnight Manor…you’re setting up the B&B for Willa, aren’t you?”

			“You have to understand, the past nine months have been hell. Knowing we were going to lose her, watching her lose mobility…” Elle turns to face me on the couch and reaches for my hands, pleading. “When Alex came to me after his breakup and made a joke about starting a haunted B&B, it felt like fate. We had to try. We had to.”

			I study her expression, ignoring the growing ache in my chest. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

			“Alex wanted me to, but you were a stranger. One who didn’t seem to particularly like me or my business ideas.” A rueful smile tugs at her lips, and she leans her shoulder against the back of the couch. “Despite all his assurances that you’d help us, I was afraid that if you knew the whole point of the B&B was for her, you’d decide it was a bad idea and back out.”

			“Are you not actually opening the B&B?”

			“No, we are. The business is real. The investors are real. But she’s the reason it matters so much. She’s the reason I’m willing to do whatever it takes to make this work.” Emotion thickens her voice, and she presses a hand tight to her chest. “She still has life to live, Pip. She deserves longer than she’s getting. And if there’s anything I can do to give her spirit more time, I’ll do it.”

			All of me feels tender and bruised, and though most of it is for Elle’s family, there’s this small voice in the back of my head saying I’ve been nothing but a pawn. A tool to sharpen and use. I brush a lock of hair out of Elle’s face, shoving away my insecurities as best I can. “I understand why you didn’t say anything at first, but we’re not strangers anymore. I thought…I thought you trusted me.”

			“I do,” Elle insists. “I just didn’t know how to bring it up. I was scared that you’d say no, and once I told you, there’d be no going back.”

			Her reasoning stings, but it makes sense.

			“Now that you do know,” she continues, tracing her fingers along my knuckles. “Will you help us? When Willa passes, will you bring her back to the manor?”

			I stare at her hands in mine, but I’ve gone numb to her touch. A tool and nothing more. I push the thought away. Even if it’s true, that’s not Willa’s fault. “What about her parents?” I ask, thinking of Ted’s reaction when Elle introduced me. “I assume this is what they want?”

			“Absolutely.”

			“And Willa?” I press. “I’ll need her permission, too.”

			Elle shakes her head. “Willa doesn’t know yet, and we haven’t told Parker or Holly, either. We didn’t want to say anything until we knew for sure it would work, and now…I’m not sure how much Willa understands. How much she can hear.”

			The weight of Elle’s expectation settles over me, and I don’t see how I could possibly say no. If I were in her shoes, I’d want the same thing. “If her parents are on board, if they can both confirm that for me in person—”

			“They will,” Elle interrupts, and the hope is back in her voice now. A tangible, living thing.

			It stirs something in my chest that I can’t quite name. “You know this work is tricky. I won’t make any false promises. I can’t guarantee anything.”

			“But you’ll try?”

			I give myself a final beat, a final breath, before I fully commit. I’m not sure how healthy it is for Elle’s family to do this, but who am I to decide for them? I’m not a psychologist. I’m just a witch with a knack for experimentation. “If Willa wants this, too, I’ll try,” I say at last.

			Elle launches herself at me and wraps me in a fierce hug. “Thank you, Pip. You have no idea what this means to me. To my entire family.”

			“Happy to help,” I say, despite a growing sense of unease. I hope I’m doing the right thing, and I wish I could shake the worry that everything that’s happened between Elle and me was because this was her end goal. That it was never about me, but what I could do for her.

			As she cuddles into my side and shows me videos of Willa from before her diagnosis—swimming and playing soccer and cracking jokes—I remind myself that Elle isn’t some cold, calculating spy. This wasn’t all some long con. And yet…I can’t help but think she doesn’t see the real me. That she looks at me and only sees the witch who can keep her niece from leaving her.

			Not that it matters in the long run.

			Halloween is next Friday. The B&B is already haunted, and once Midnight Manor officially opens, my job will be done. Even without the complication of her niece, this was always a time-limited fling. Next week, I’ll go home to my empty apartment and my crumbling business. A business that money might not save. A business that’s as defective as I am.

			I should text Dea and ask her to run the numbers, see how adding retail or teaching options could affect our bottom line…

			When the video of Willa dancing with her siblings finishes, Elle tucks her phone back into her pocket. “I should go find the kids. Ted will want to be with Viv for the MRI results.”

			I nod, my back screaming at me as I get up off the too-soft couch. “I’ll leave you to it.”

			“Actually…” Elle stands and reaches for my wrist, tugging me back to her. Her hands come to rest at my hips, and she pulls me close. “Do you think you could stay? I’ve missed you so much this week, and I trust my sister not to say anything to Alex.”

			My traitorous heart flutters, ignoring all the reminders I gave myself. “I’ll go wherever you want me,” I say, tipping my forehead down to hers.

			Elle rises onto her toes to kiss me, the brush of her lips brief but bruising. “Thank you.” Her whispered words are full of emotion, but then she chuckles. “You know, I keep thinking there’s some alternate universe out there. One where Willa never got sick and Barrett loved Alex the way he deserved.”

			“Yeah?”

			She nods and bites down on her lower lip. “In that universe, we meet for the first time at Alex’s wedding. Everyone is happy, so we get to make out on the dance floor without needing to worry about anyone getting hurt.”

			“That sounds nice.” I force a smile, even though all my heart hears is that in this universe, we aren’t meant to be. That I can only be the woman she keeps in the shadows.

			I know it’s unfair. I saw for myself how hurt Xander is. Elle is right to keep this from him. But my heart doesn’t give a shit about logic, and as I follow Elle to the children’s play area, all I can hear is the clock counting down the moments until this is all over.
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			I spend the rest of the day with Elle and her family.

			Vivian nearly squeezed the life out of me when Elle explained that I’d agreed to help. I don’t think she heard me when I reiterated that I couldn’t make any promises, but then the doctors were there with the MRI results. I volunteered to entertain the kids while the adults discussed Willa’s prognosis, making heavy use of the celebration sigil that creates tiny fireworks above my palm.

			Even Willa seemed to enjoy the showy magic, a flicker of delight in her eyes as she watched from her wheelchair.

			When Elle, Vivian, and Ted came back, their false cheer couldn’t hide the pain in their eyes. I tried to duck out, to give the family privacy, but Vivian insisted that I come home with them for dinner. And when Elle reached for my hand and rested her head against my shoulder to reiterate her sister’s invitation, I couldn’t say no.

			But now it’s late, and since Elle and I drove separately to the hospital—and then to her sister’s house—we have to drive home alone, too. Not home, I remind myself. At least, not mine.

			Elle’s taillights guide the way to Midnight Manor, and it’s a good thing, because I’m too distracted to navigate back to the B&B on my own. My mind flips through the day’s events. Overlays everything I’ve learned against all the other interactions I’ve had with Elle. Weighs our relationship against the others I’ve already lost.

			Eriksons don’t let things slip, Perpetua.

			Belonging to this family is a privilege. Not a right.

			Despite what the most skittish, vulnerable parts of me insist, Elle isn’t anything like my mother. I know that. I’ve seen how much she cares about her family. She has a capacity for love that Nanette Erikson simply doesn’t possess. If this thing between Elle and me is nothing more than a welcome distraction, doesn’t she deserve that?

			Those thoughts weigh heavy on my chest as I follow Elle up the driveway to the manor. We park in our usual spots, and I push my own anxieties away. Even if the emotions that are real to me are simply a temporary comfort for Elle, I can do that for her.

			When I exit the car, my back is stiff and the mood between us is serious. Gone is the casual touch we enjoyed at the hospital and at Vivian’s place. Her hand on my knee. Fingers intertwined. An arm draped around my waist. Instead, she keeps strict distance between us while the waxing crescent of the moon oversees our approach to the B&B.

			“The lights are on.” Elle stares up at the front door, confusion creasing her brow. “I thought Alex would be in bed by now.”

			A pulsing sound filters through the wooden door. “Is that music?”

			Elle hurries up the steps and slides her key into the lock, letting us inside. The heavy bass thuds against my chest, beating alongside my heart. It’s honestly impressive how much the doors and walls deadened the sound from the outside.

			And then there’s Xander, skin sweat-slicked, eyes hazy, as he dances alone with a near-empty bottle of wine dangling from his fingertips. The dozen pairs of ghost goggles lay scattered on the side table, a final pair resting on Xander’s face.

			He grins wide when he sees us. “My favorite girls are home!” Xan pulls us into a group hug, one arm wrapped around each of us, and presses a kiss to the tops of our heads. He smells like he usually does—sun-kissed skin and sea air—with the added musk of sweat on his skin and wine on his breath. Is all this because a cute guy at the antiques store flirted with him?

			“Alex?” Elle’s voice is wary as she shrugs out from under his touch. “What are you doing?”

			“I’m having a dance party with our roommates!” He executes a spin, shimmying his hips, and points out each ghost in turn. “The Jennifers are fabulous dancers. Which. Duh. They’ve been crashing proms since the nineties.” Xan’s gait is wobbly as he leans close to whisper the next bit. “I think Colton has a crush on Laney, but Laney refuses to dance with us.”

			Over Xander’s shoulder, words appear on the original spirit board I made, now affixed to the wall in the foyer. In teal script, the cause of Xander’s drinking and dancing becomes clear.

			
				Alex Looked Up an Ex on Social Media.

				He Has a New Boyfriend.

			

			“Oh, Xander, please tell me you didn’t.” When all I get is a confused look and the saddest puppy dog eyes I’ve ever seen, I grab his phone from the side table and pause the music.

			“Hey!”

			“You looked up Barrett’s socials?”

			“How do you—” Xander whirls around and glares at the spirit board, his attention tracking what I can only assume is Laney’s retreat. “Tattletale.”

			Elle reaches with gentle fingers to pull the glasses away from Xander’s face. “What happened?”

			He downs another swig of wine and sets the heavy bottle on the table. “It’s stupid.”

			“That doesn’t mean it can’t hurt.” Elle puts the glasses with the rest of the pile and takes Xander’s hands in hers, rubbing her thumbs along his knuckles. A smile quirks up the corner of her lips. “Don’t make me tickle the answers out of you, Alexander Owens. I know all your weaknesses.”

			The tenderness of her teasing tugs at my heart. Seeing them together like this is both beautiful and aching. I want to be part of this world with them, but for the moment, it’s like I’m not needed at all.

			Xander tips his head to rest against Elle’s and sighs, all the tension falling out of his body. “His photos are public. I could see everything from the browser.”

			“And he’s dating someone new?” Elle waits for him to nod. “Well, fuck him. He never deserved you, Alex.”

			“I know,” he says, but his voice lacks conviction. “What about you? How was…um…” Xander pulls back and glances from Elle to me.

			“Pippa knows. We bumped into each other at the hospital today.” Elle turns her soft smile on me, and it bridges some of the longing in my chest. Like she’s welcoming me into this moment. “She’s agreed to help.”

			Elation and relief brighten Xander’s face. “I told you she would,” he says before turning back to Elle. “And Willa? How was the MRI?”

			A frown pinches Elle’s expression, and she glances away. “It’s not good,” she says, but she doesn’t elaborate further.

			The somber mood infuses the room, and I turn the music back on. “I think Xan had the right idea,” I yell over the beat. “We need to dance off this day.”

			So we do. We dance and sing and make absolute fools of ourselves in the foyer. Xander complains that all the ghost goggles are out of magical juice. I use the amplification sigil on the three of us to expand our dance party to eight. Well, six. Laney watches from their spot on the stairs, and Harry leans against the banister, only willing to tap his foot to the beat.

			The Jennifers bump and grind to the music, crimped nineties hair swinging behind them. Xander’s hands find my hips. I spin Elle and pull her close. Her cheeks flush an adorable shade of pink, and for a moment, I think she’ll kiss me, right here in front of Xander, but she pulls away. Leaves me to dance with Colton and Jenn T. Moves her hips freely to the music in a way that has me desperate and wanting. She smirks, like she knows what she’s doing, but she doesn’t beckon me close again. She keeps her swiveling hips for the ghosts and for Xander and for herself.

			For a few songs, we forget the things that are hard.

			We forget about Barrett and his new beau.

			We forget about MRI results and the brain cancer that will ultimately take Willa’s life.

			I let myself forget Jackie and Marisol and their already cherished Rykelan. Forget the feeling of unconditional love, forget that it was the first time I’d felt such bright-burning care in my entire life.

			But eventually, the music ends. Elle and I shuffle Xander upstairs and make him down a glass of water before he collapses in bed.

			“I changed my mind. You should keep working on the ghost room,” Xander says as I tuck blankets up to his chin. “Dance parties will be easier if we can see everyone. The glasses don’t work long enough.”

			“I’ll see what I can do,” I promise, brushing the hair out of his eyes. Elle has already excused herself, slipping into their adjoined bathroom and presumably continuing on to her own room from there. “Get some sleep. And no more social media stalking. You’re moving forward. Not back.”

			He murmurs an agreement, already half asleep in his bed. I bend to kiss his cheek before slipping out of his room. In the hall, I pause, unsure where to go. I know Elle doesn’t want Xander to know about us, and tonight is further proof that she’s right, but we haven’t had a private moment since she got the MRI update. She shouldn’t have to be alone tonight unless she truly wants to be.

			I approach Elle’s door, my hand poised to knock, when I hear it. The soft snuffling. The bitten-back, keening whine of grief. “Elle?” I call her name and reach for the door, but the handle won’t turn. I knock and call her name again.

			She sniffs, and I picture her wiping tears from her cheeks. “What do you want, Pippa?”

			“Can I come in?”

			There’s shuffling on the other side. Footsteps on the wooden floor. The door swings open, red eyes the only sign of the grief I know I heard. Her voice is an exhausted whisper when she asks, “What do you need, Pippa?”

			“I don’t need anything,” I reassure her. I want to reach out, to hold her, but I don’t know if that’ll help or hurt. If she’ll think it’s worth it with Xander one door away. “I came to see what you need. Are you okay?”

			She shrugs, and I feel like an idiot.

			“Sorry, I know that’s a ridiculous question. Of course you’re not okay.” I shift my weight awkwardly from one foot to the other as she crosses her arms tight against her chest. “I just…I want you to know you’re not alone. I’m here. I can listen, or I can keep you company. Or help you sleep.” I hold up my hands. “I’ve got magic for that, if you want it.”

			Elle stares at me, those pale green eyes wide and shimmering with unshed tears.

			“Unless you want to be alone,” I rush to add, swallowing the sinking sensation that I’ve overstepped, that I’ve read too much into all the times she’s reached for me today. “I can go if that’s what you want.”

			“Wait.” The gentleness of her voice, the hope there, is stronger than any command. “Stay with me?”

			“Always.” I step over the threshold and close the door behind me. “What do you need?” I ask, reaching for her hands. “What can I do?”

			Elle shakes her head, and the tears spill free. “I’m tired of making decisions. Tired of being strong for this.”

			“Oh, Ellie.” I pull her into my embrace, and she tucks her head into the crook of my neck. “You don’t have to make any decisions tonight. You don’t have to be strong. I’ve got you.”

			A sob gets caught in her throat, and she smothers the noise against my shoulder.

			“Let it out, love.” I hold her tight with one arm and let my free hand brush through her hair. “You won’t scare me away.”

			“I don’t…I don’t want Alex to hear.”

			“Well. That part is easy to solve.” I press a kiss to her temple and trace the concealment sigil in the air, shifting and forming the sound barrier into a bubble around Elle’s entire room. “There. Scream as loud as you need. He won’t hear a thing.”

			A choked laugh bubbles out of her. “Such a serial killer move.” But then she sighs and leans deeper into my touch. “You’re so warm when you do magic.”

			“Come on.” I tug her toward the bed and let her curl into me as she cries. And when she’s out of tears, I bring her water and distract her with magic. The tiny fireworks in my hands that delighted her nieces and nephew. Calming sigils to ease some of the edges of her grief. The same protection sigils I offered Rykelan to keep him safe.

			Eventually, I release all the magic and simply hold her close, trying to fight the growing certainty that I’m falling for this woman. Even though I shouldn’t. Even though our time is short and a relationship has to be the furthest thing from her mind.

			But I stay, fingers trailing up and down her back as the tension bleeds out of her body.

			Until finally, she falls asleep in my arms.
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			For the next three days, I dive full steam ahead into solving the problem of a self-sustaining ghost room.

			Despite Xander’s sobered-up insistence that the glasses and spirit boards are good enough, seeing the joy he and Ellie felt dancing with the ghosts convinces me to keep trying. I want them to have dance parties when I’m gone. I want them to have lazy Saturdays to watch Colton’s antics. Time for deep conversations with Laney or to listen to the Jennifers tell stories about all the drama they’ve witnessed at decades of proms and weddings. To talk philosophy by the fire with Harry.

			And Willa.

			My heart aches to imagine it. To see the young girl I met come back to her smiling, vibrant self. To hear the voice Elle so desperately misses. I imagine Willa and Colton playing tag around the house while Elle watches, enjoying the chance to keep loving her niece the way she deserves. Before the cancer invaded Willa’s brain and stole her future.

			I won’t be here to see it, but it helps to know I’ll have made it possible.

			Since Thursday night, Elle hasn’t brought up Willa, and I haven’t pushed. She let me hold her that entire night—and we barely managed to avoid Xander spotting us together Friday morning—but since then, it’s been business as usual. Heads down, all three of us focused on our work.

			Now that it’s Monday, there are only five days until Midnight Manor opens, and everything needs to be perfect. The chef Xander and Elle hired started this morning, testing and prepping the menu for both the opening night festivities and the offerings for Sloane’s inaugural spiritualist retreat.

			The chef, who introduced herself as Oliviette—but please, call me Olli—stressed that five days isn’t as much lead time as she’d normally like, but assured Xander and Elle that she could handle it.

			Which means I need to have my pieces under control, too.

			And I nearly do. I finished the rest of the spirit boards and supervised their installation throughout the manor. The only thing I have left is this damn room.

			It’s been a long time since I’ve struggled this much with a magical experiment. There are so many variables. The spell needs to make the ghosts both visible and audible, like the summoning circle I used, while also having a porous barrier so the ghosts can walk in and out of the room whenever they want.

			Then there’s the matter of powering the spell. I won’t be here, and Xander insists he won’t hire any witch who isn’t me, which means the spell needs to be self-generating. I solved that for the goggles, the large plate of selenite refreshing the glasses without my assistance, but that won’t work for a room this size. Selenite could revitalize the individual crystals in the grids I’ve laid out in each corner, but they’d need a witch who could set them back up properly to avoid altering the spell.

			And as if that weren’t enough, there’s the question of whether to set up the room to run all day or make it something Xander or Elle could turn on for their guests upon request. Both options have their own challenges, and trying to plan for all the different contingencies is breaking my brain.

			After a highly indulgent lunch, prepared by the new chef as a sample of what’s to come this weekend—braised short ribs, decadent mashed potatoes, and crisp asparagus—the three of us retreat to our separate tasks. Elle heads upstairs to bury herself in spreadsheets and ensure the rooms are all prepped and fully dusted and perfect for Friday. I offered to put together a package of self-cleaning magic, but she asked me to stay focused on the ghost room instead.

			So that’s what I’m doing, Xander busy with the chef going over wine pairings, when there’s a knock at the front door.

			“Elle? Xander?” I raise my voice as much as I dare with visitors waiting on the porch. “Someone’s here!”

			Neither of them answers, and I waffle on what to do. Go find them? Answer the door myself? But when there’s a second knock, I hurry to greet whoever is on the other side.

			“Sloane,” I say when the door is fully open, recognizing the dapper investor. To their left stands an extremely attractive white man with dark hair and hazel eyes, dressed in a well-tailored suit, complete with a vest that accentuates his narrow waist. “And…”

			“My assistant. Sebastian Fairfax. He’s here to help me with the final inspection.”

			Sebastian reaches out a hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Thompson.”

			“Oh. No. I’m not—I’m just the hired help. Elle and Xander are busy with preparations inside,” I babble, and when the man raises a thick eyebrow, I clasp my hand in his. “Sorry. I’m Pippa.”

			Sebastian shakes my hand once before dropping it, his neutral gaze inching toward incredulous. “You’re guest services?”

			Heat creeps up my chest. “Oh god, no. Not at all. I’d be horrible at that. I’m the witch who haunted the place.” Then I realize why he seemed incredulous. “Oh, right! I should invite you in. Sorry. Please, come inside. I’ll get the owners.”

			I move aside and close the door behind them. Even though I’m definitely not the hostess, I shake off my surprise at their appearance—neither Xander nor Elle mentioned Sloane would be coming today—and step into a role I’ve occupied for years. Owner-operator of my own business. “Can I take your coats? Get you anything to drink?”

			“Pippa?” Elle’s voice shouts from upstairs, and I wish there were something I could do to warn her that her investor was already standing in the foyer. “Have you— Oh. Sloane.” Elle appears at the top of the stairs and descends slowly, tucking flyaways behind her ears. “I wasn’t expecting you until Friday afternoon.”

			“Truly?” Sloane adjusts the cuffs of their suit jacket. “You didn’t think I’d ensure the place was properly prepared before I allowed my students to check in?” Sloane shakes their head as Elle comes to stand beside me. “I do try not to micromanage my investments, but that doesn’t mean I remain completely hands-off. It’s important that my students have the best possible experience working with me, and that includes the location.”

			Elle nods, deferential. “Of course. My oversight. Can I get you and your colleague anything?” Elle turns to me after Sloane introduces Sebastian, who declines a beverage. “Pippa, could you get Alex for me?”

			“On it.” I hurry toward the back of the house and grab Xander from the kitchen, where he’s hunched over the counter, taste testing a series of side dishes from the chef.

			He must sense my alarm, because he stands straight the moment he sees me. “Something wrong?”

			I shake my head. “At least, I hope not. Sloane is here with their assistant. They want to do a final inspection.”

			Xander scoops up two untouched plates of the duchesse potatoes with sprigs of rosemary and pours two glasses of water, completely unfazed. I follow, amazed by his calm. His smile is bright when he presents the kitchen’s offering to Sloane and Sebastian, falling into easy conversation with the pair as I try not to fidget. Should I stay? Or would it be better to slip away?

			A prickle of awareness at my left causes me to turn. Bright orange letters appear on the spirit board.

			
				Who’re the suits?

			

			“Fascinating.” Sebastian approaches the board and glances over to me. “This is your handiwork?”

			“I call it a spirit board. It’s calibrated to each of the ghosts in residence. The color tells us who left the message.”

			Sebastian closes his eyes and breathes deep. “Male. Adult, but young.” He tips his head to the side, like he can hear Colton’s voice without the assistance of sigils or ghost goggles. “Bit of a childish sense of humor.”

			
				Hey!

				You’re not wrong but still!

			

			I chuckle, Colton’s boisterousness easing some of the tension in my shoulders. This is my home turf. I won’t let Sloane’s assistant intimidate me. Especially since he’s not trying to make me feel like an impostor. That’s my own baggage.

			“That’s Colton. He died while he was in college.”

			“Sebastian.” Sloane’s voice cuts through the short distance to where he and I have wandered away from the rest of the group. “How many spirits are in residence here?”

			A flash of worry crosses Sebastian’s face, and seeing his confident armor slip makes me like him more. He tips his head to the left and breathes deep. Though I can’t feel anything specific, I get the distinct impression he’s stretching the bounds of his…intuition? Spiritual attunement?…to see who else is here.

			“I sense four, including the one writing on the board,” he says at last.

			Damn. He’s good. “Close, we actually—”

			“There are five,” Sloane cuts in. “One is farther away, outside the manor.”

			“That’s Laney,” I add, trying and failing to keep the impressed tone out of my voice. “They wander the property most days. They don’t like being cooped up.”

			I offered to go with them, Colton writes on the board. But Laney said they wanted time to think.

			“He’s disappointed,” Sebastian says, and his intuitive connection to the ghosts is so much stronger than mine. Without the magical interventions I’ve invented, I can’t tell for sure if one of the ghosts is in the room. And Sebastian is just the assistant. No wonder Sloane is highly respected for this work. I looked up their retreat a couple of weeks ago. People spend a lot of money to train with them.

			Which, I realize with a sinking feeling, makes it obvious that Sloane would check in. Their standards are astronomical. They wouldn’t leave something this big to chance and trust alone. Especially not a new investment.

			“Would you like to meet Colton more officially?” I pull open the drawer beneath the spirit board to reveal the rows of ghost goggles. While Xander and Elle talk in hushed tones with Sloane, no doubt going over all the other preparations for the retreat, I focus on impressing the assistant.

			I explain how the glasses work, and when I get to the bit about the selenite charging station, Sebastian raises his eyebrows in challenge. “Why do you need a separate charging apparatus? Do you plan to neglect your work here?”

			“Oh, I…I’m not a permanent fixture at the B&B. My goal is for everything to function independent of ongoing magical intervention.” Saying it out loud to a stranger punctures deep into the core of the loneliness I’ve been trying to ignore for days. I love my business, love serving my clients and figuring out solutions to unusual problems, but nothing has been as challenging as this. The creativity spell I’ve been tinkering with forever has only taken this long because it hasn’t gotten my full attention.

			And the manor itself, living with Xander and Elle…this place feels more like home than the empty apartment waiting for me. God, the town, too. It’s so full of memories from college. Quiet and quaint and cozy. Even C3’s expansion, while a thorn on the rose of this place, can’t detract in any real way, not with the original store holding strong in Windsfell.

			When Dea sent me photos yesterday—proof of life for the plants she’s been watering for me—the images of my space didn’t bring up any feelings of homesickness or comfort.

			Instead, they were a painful reminder of how little time I have left here.

			The deep rumble of Sebastian’s voice draws me back to the moment. He’s wearing the glasses now, and I hear one side of his conversation with Colton. Sebastian’s questions are polite at first, solemn, before something Colton says makes him laugh.

			He slips the glasses from his face and passes them back to me. “This is incredible. Truly. I’m surprised NACOW approved them so quickly.”

			Cold dread washes over me. “Sorry?”

			“You did register them with NACOW, correct?” Sebastian studies me, and the look of blank confusion on my face causes his brow to furrow. “NACOW passed an initiative nearly a year ago that requires the formal registration of all new magic. They created an entire department to handle the paperwork. Surely, you’ve heard of it.”

			I shake my head as dread sours my stomach. Fucking Nanette. This shit has my mother’s name written all over it, stifling innovation in the name of safety and tradition. Never mind that, given the chance to properly experiment, we might find magical applications that mundanes appreciate as much as healing. Not that we should have to cater our entire community to them anyway. “I try to keep out of NACOW’s way,” I admit.

			Sebastian hums his discontent. “We can apply for an extension on your behalf, but each of your inventions here will need to be submitted for approval within thirty days of commercial use.” He pulls out his phone and scrolls his fingers over the screen. “This you?” he asks, flashing my own website’s contact form at me. I nod. “Florentia Erikson is the head of the Registration Department. I’ll email you her contact info.”

			Flora. My little sister’s full name washes over me like a cold wave, leaving me numb. I remember her as a child, her expression gentle as she healed the cuts on my knees. Even though, as the older sister, I should have been helping her.

			“It must be nice to be the president’s daughter,” Sebastian says, slipping his phone back into his pocket as my sister’s contact info lands in my inbox. “Florentia is the youngest director by at least a decade. Nepotism at its finest.”

			“Flora is an incredibly talented witch,” I cut in, defensive of her despite our estrangement. “She’ll excel in that role.” Whether she wanted it is another matter entirely, but it’s not like I’d know. It’s been so long…

			Bitterness elbows its way to the forefront of my mind. I shouldn’t care. She obviously doesn’t care about what happened to me. She never reached out. Never called. Never messaged me online. For all I know, Flora gave up her dream of being a healer before our mother shoved her into my old spot at NACOW, and now following in Nanette’s footsteps is all she wants.

			Sebastian cocks his head to the side. “I thought you didn’t know about the ordinance.”

			Shit. “I don’t. I mean, I didn’t. I…” I scramble for an explanation. I don’t want these witches to know I’m the disgraced daughter of NACOW’s leader. Not before Sloane’s investment is finalized and I secure the bonus that could save my business. “She was a few years behind me, but Flora and I went to the same high school.”

			A gentle touch of my arm stops me before I blabber any further. “Pippa, could you give Sloane a demonstration of the ghost room.” Elle’s voice is gentle at my ear, the warmth of her closeness against my back settling some of my nerves. I don’t know whether she heard my family’s name or could sense my distress, or if she truly wants the demonstration for her investor, but I’m grateful for her touch all the same.

			I plaster a smile on my face. “Happily.”

			Everyone follows me into the sitting room, and I breathe deep, letting go of the tension from my conversation with Sebastian while drawing fresh magic into my body. It’s fortifying, a playful dance in my chest before it spills down to my hands.

			“This particular aspect of the manor’s magic isn’t complete. There are a number of variables to solve, but I can give you a taste of what to expect.” I explain what I’ve set up, and when all attention is on me, I pour magic into the crystal grids at each corner of the room.

			The crystals hum gently as their energies shift into harmonic alignment. Then, bit by bit, the forms of the manor’s ghosts come into view.

			Jenn T sits on the edge of the couch, with Jen B sprawled on the cushions on the other end.

			Colton walks into the room next, Harry on his heels.

			“Still no Laney?” I ask, and there’s a flash of guilt in Colton’s eyes.

			Jen B snorts. “They needed some introvert time. If Laney knew you were getting them a puppy, they might not have agreed to stay.”

			Colton crosses his arms. “I’m not a puppy.”

			Jenn T pats his cheek. “Of course you’re not,” she says mockingly, but Colton seems to miss her tone.

			“Incredible,” Sloane says on a breathy exhale. “I won’t want this in use during my retreats, but it’s an impressive bit of magic. Elle says you intend to make it operate independent of you?”

			Their praise adds another layer of warmth alongside the magic flowing through me. “That’s the goal, yeah.”

			Sloane rests a hand on my shoulder. “NACOW may try to stifle ingenuity, but I find it’s an exceptionally valuable skill in a witch.”

			“Ingenuity is Pippa’s whole thing,” Xander says, pride in his voice. “Tell Sloane about the creativity spell you’re working on.”

			“I’ve had to put it on pause for this project,” I admit, suddenly nervous to be the center of Sloane’s intense attention. But then I think of Dea, and I square my shoulders. Impressing Sloane was half the point of taking this job. Gaining access to either their money or their influence would take my business to new heights, and the creativity spell would add so much good to the world. More art. More authentic stories to build bridges of empathy between people.

			“Once the spell is complete,” I explain, “it will allow the recipient to tap into their most creative self. I’m keeping it broad to work for traditionally creative endeavors, like art or writing, while also weaving creativity into other areas, like business. Marketing plans. That sort of thing.”

			A contained smile tips one corner of Sloane’s lips. “I think you and I should talk after my retreat.” They pull a wallet from their suit jacket and hold out a business card.

			I accept it with trembling fingers. “It would be my pleasure.” Behind Sloane, Xander gives me a wicked grin and a thumbs-up. Elle’s proud smile reminds me of the look she gave me in her bed, both of us thoroughly sated and lost in each other.

			“So, that’s three new magical applications to register with NACOW,” Sebastian says, bringing me back to earth. The thought of dealing with my family sucks the joy right out of my lungs. Maybe Xander or Elle could submit it on my behalf and keep my name out of it entirely.

			Sebastian taps across his phone screen. “Sloane, we have another appointment.”

			“What?” Colton says. “No questions for us?”

			“Next time.” Sebastian flashes an eager smile at Colton. “Promise.”

			“Before we leave, I’d like the room turned off to ensure it won’t affect my retreats in its inactive state.” Sloane accepts their coat from Xander, who I hadn’t noticed slip from the room. “Quickly please, Pippa. Sebastian is right. We have another urgent appointment this afternoon.”

			I ignore the flush of pride from Sloane remembering my name and hurry to disconnect the magic funneling between the four crystal grids. In my rush, I lose hold of the flow of magic. An unexpected surge courses through me, knocking me off balance. I catch myself on the side of a chair, but Harry looks up in alarm.

			“Pippa? I don’t feel right.”

			Before I can respond, the crystal grids’ hum grows dissonant. Light shoots inward from each corner. Spots float in my vision for a moment, and when I blink to adjust to the returned dark, the ghosts are gone.

			“Was that supposed to happen?” Elle asks, her voice small.

			Sloane steps into the center of the room and raises their arms out to either side, chest height. They turn in a slow circle, displeasure rolling off them in waves. “No. It was not. The spirits have been flung across the veil.”

			Elle turns to me. “Can you get them back?”

			“No. She can’t,” Sloane answers before I can. “Once a spirit has crossed over, there’s no way to bring them back. Not beyond a temporary visit when the veil is thinnest on Halloween.”

			Sebastian shoots me a pitying look before his fingers fly over his phone screen again. “Shall I start making alternate arrangements for Friday? The mansion over in Jade Ferry only has two ghosts, but there’s a hotel within walking distance. It’s not ideal, but—”

			“Please don’t give up on us,” Elle says, an edge of panic in her voice as she turns to Xander. “We’ll be able to meet the terms of your investment by Friday. I swear.”

			Xan nods, ever charming. “It’s an unfortunate setback, but we’re capable of rectifying the situation.”

			“Before Friday?” Sebastian barely contains a scoff. “We can’t take that risk.”

			While the four of them continue discussing the future of Midnight Manor in hushed tones, I fall into the nearest chair as residual magic bleeds out of me and shame rushes in to take its place. I never should have let Xander trust me with this. It’s worse than the reelection I nearly ruined for my mother. This was supposed to be the thing I’m good at, and I completely blew it. Now, everyone and everything that matters to me hangs in the balance.

			In one rushed move, I’ve endangered Xander and Elle’s entire financial future. The business they risked everything to launch could fail before it opens. And god, the ghosts. The Jennifers, Colton, and Harry. And Laney? Were they caught up in the blast, too? Or did being out of the house protect them? Will they want to stay knowing that my carelessness could force them over the veil without warning?

			And Willa…

			If something like this happened to Elle’s niece, she’d never forgive me. I’d never forgive me.

			A pair of black-and-white floral shoes with solid toe caps step into my line of sight, and I look up to see Sloane standing over me. “You have until Thursday afternoon to replace the four spirits you just crossed over.”

			“Sloane, I’m—”

			“I don’t need an apology. Innovation is inherently risky.” They look over their shoulder toward where Jenn T was sitting on the edge of the couch until I banished her with no warning. “I recommend letting go of this particular idea, as impressive as its success would be. The risk is not worth the reward in this case.”

			I nod, not trusting myself to keep my voice steady. If I could move my arms, I’d return Sloane’s card. I clearly don’t deserve it.

			“Sloane. We need to get moving.” Sebastian gestures toward the door with his phone. He waits for his boss to exit before handing Xander his card. “If you’re unsuccessful this week, please contact me Thursday morning. I’d rather not waste the trip out if I need to rush to prepare another venue.”

			Xander accepts the card and pockets it without a glance. “We’ll see you on Thursday, Seb,” he says, pure confidence radiating from his tone, but Sebastian cringes, like he doesn’t appreciate the nickname or doesn’t believe Xander’s assurances.

			Once it’s the three of us again, once the sound of Sloane’s car roars to life outside and rumbles down the drive, Xander looks from Elle to me, the worry he’d hidden now clear on his face.

			“So,” he says, running a trembling hand through his hair. “How fucked are we?”
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			The two people who have unintentionally become the center of my universe, the two people who hold the biggest portions of my heart, look to me for answers…

			But I have nothing to give them.

			I train my gaze on the floor, the last of my magic dripping out of me, leaving me alone and ashamed and altogether unfit for their affections. If they don’t already hate me, it’s only because they don’t realize how bad this is. I dropped the magical equivalent of a bomb in the middle of the future they’ve built. I’ve ruined everything.

			Eventually, Elle and Xander abandon their questioning looks, abandon their hope in me, and turn to each other. Planning. Strategizing. Their words rumble over me, and I only manage to catch snatches of their conversation.

			But the budget—

			We’ll find another investor—

			Not in time for—

			The first year is always hard. It’ll be lean, but we can manage—

			All their hard work up in smoke, all because I let myself believe I could do this. Let myself believe in the craft that I’ve honed for years. The magic I chose over my own family.

			You have disgraced this family for the last time.

			You are no longer an Erikson.

			The shame doubles over itself like a writhing mound of snakes, the coiling and flexing of cold, sliding skin. Disappointing my parents, not living up to who they thought I should be, had hurt. God, it hurt so much, but this? Failing at the thing I chose? Failing the people who have seen and accepted who I really am—Pippa Ainsley, not Perpetua Ainsley Erikson, Nanette’s presumed successor at NACOW.

			Flora has to fill that role now, whether she wants to or not.

			It’s no wonder my parents threw me out. They must have known something was wrong with me, all the way to my core. It wasn’t just that my magic was wrong. I was wrong. I am wrong.

			“Pippa.” Xander’s strong voice pulls me out of my head, and I force myself to meet his gaze. To accept whatever condemnation he has for me. He should throw me out. Revoke his friendship. Tell me he regrets ever pulling me into such a personal, important project.

			Instead of the rejection I expect, his blue eyes are pleading. Searching. Somehow, that’s worse. “Yes?”

			“What do we do?” His voice is soft. “How do we fix this?”

			Right. They need a solution. I need to complete this contract and get out of their lives. “We’ve already exhausted the local spiritual hot spots.” My voice comes out steady, if robotic. But I can do this. I won’t leave a mess my mundane friends can’t fix. “I’ll need to travel. There’s another cluster of haunted locations a couple hours away. I’d added them to my list as a backup before we officially brought Laney here.”

			God, just saying their name hurts. I can’t believe Laney’s gone. That all the ghosts are. I lean against the wall, swallowing my emotions. “I’ll buy more lepidolite, collect the five spirits we need, and then come back once it’s done.”

			I won’t force you to look at me until I’ve fixed my mistake.

			I’ll fix it, and then I’ll go.

			“Uh, hi.” The chef steps into the room, looking uneasily between the three of us. “The teal ghost keeps writing increasingly distressed messages on the board in the kitchen.”

			Laney.

			Relief courses through me. Laney’s okay. We didn’t lose everyone.

			“What did they say?” Elle asks.

			The chef steps back into the hallway and points at the spirit board mounted there. “Mostly variations on that.”

			We follow Oliviette into the hallway, where Laney’s frantic message meets us in bold, vivid teal.

			
				Where Is Everyone???

			

			My throat tightens. My eyes burn. This isn’t a fuckup I can fix by appeasing Sloane. Colton, with his sweet flirting, is gone forever. Xander will never have philosophical debates with Harry again. The Jens won’t get to attend any more dances.

			
				Pippa? What Happened?

			

			My heart clenches, but my throat is too tight to speak. Laney already lost all their friends once. They died young, out of nowhere, through no fault of their own. Just a terrible twist of fate, and they were alone. And now I’ve brought them here, surrounded them with new people, new ghosts, spirits they really seemed to enjoy. I’ve stolen those people from Laney, too.

			Belonging to this family is a privilege. Not a right.

			You are not fit to bear our name.

			A touch on my arm startles me out of my thoughts. Xander leans close, his blond hair falling into his eyes. “Pippa? You okay?”

			I shake off his touch. I don’t deserve his concern. I’m the one who should be worried about him, should be apologizing to him. “I need to go. We only have until Thursday to find suitable ghosts—”

			“Pip, slow down.”

			“We’re already behind, Xander. I have to go.” I bound up the stairs before the tears can start. If Xander sees me cry, he’ll try to make me feel better, and I don’t deserve that. More importantly, we don’t have time.

			Once I’m in my temporary room, I grab a bag and toss in everything I might need. A couple of changes of clothes. The crystals not currently being used for the grids downstairs. I don’t have enough lepidolite for four ghosts. I’m short on garden quartz, too. I’ll need to swing by the office so Dea can source some for me.

			A knock on the doorframe sends tension rippling up my spine.

			“Don’t try to make this better, Xander. I know I fucked up, but I’ll fix it.” My throat tightens again, and I shove harder than necessary to get an extra sweater into my Lucente-Cole bag and zip it up. “I’ll find more ghosts and come back before Sebastian’s inspection. And then I’ll get out of your way so I don’t fuck up anything else.”

			“Oh, sweetheart.” Elle’s voice comes from the doorway, where I expected Xander.

			“Ellie.” Her nearness makes every muscle in my body tense. God, she must be scared that the same thing could happen to her niece. “I’ll find ghosts who will like Willa. I’ll fix things so you don’t lose Sloane’s money.” Not that Sloane will ever want anything to do with me again. I take the business card out of my back pocket and let it fall to the floor.

			“Pippa, slow down.”

			“I can’t. Not if I’m going to fix this before Sebastian comes back on Thursday.” I grab the Lucente-Cole bag and sling it over one shoulder, ready to duck past Elle and get the hell out of here before I break down completely, but she cuts me off before I get to the door.

			Her hands come to rest on my shoulders, gentle but firm.

			“Pippa.” She says my name with such gentleness, such care, and then she’s slipping her fingers across my shoulders. They trail along my collarbone until she’s cradling my face, thumbs stroking across my jaw. “Talk to me. Why are you running?”

			You have disgraced this family for the last time.

			My heart feels fragile, like it might shatter at any moment. And neither of us has time for that.

			“I’m not running away.” I tip my forehead to hers, letting myself soak in her comfort one last time. “I’m running toward a solution. I’m coming back. I promise.”

			With a glance over her shoulder to make sure Xander hasn’t followed, I lean in for a kiss. Elle’s lips are soft and warm and perfect against mine. Fuck, I’m going to miss this. When she tries to deepen the kiss, I force myself to pull away.

			“I have to go.” I slip by her with my things and disappear out the front door.

			I manage to drive to the nearest gas station before the tears force me to pull over.
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			“Were you able to get them?”

			“Good to see you, too, boss.” Dea stands from behind her desk, dressed down in jeans and a cozy sweater. “Do you plan to tell me what sparked your crystal emergency?”

			Guilt and shame tighten my throat. “Next week. After I’ve fixed things.” When I left Midnight Manor two hours ago, I called Dea from the road and asked her to source two more large orbs of lepidolite, along with garden quartz and obsidian. I didn’t tell her why, and, at the time, she didn’t ask.

			“I know I didn’t give you much time, but—”

			“But I’m a miracle worker.” Dea flashes a smile and pulls a cloth bag from beneath her desk. “I put the lepidolite orbs into their own individual drawstring bags for easy handling, since I assume those are for transporting ghosts. You don’t need a repeat of the poltergeist you told me about.”

			The long-healed Taser injuries on my abdomen twinge with remembered pain. “What would I do without you?”

			Dea shrugs, her gaze darting away from mine. “You’re resourceful. You would have figured it out.” She hands over the bag. The weight of it surprises me.

			“How big are these pieces?”

			“It was either those or tumbles the size of my thumb. I figured bigger was better.”

			She’s not wrong, but I wince internally at what these must have cost. “Where did you end up getting them?”

			Dea stalls. Fidgets with the rings on her fingers.

			“Please tell me you didn’t go to C3.”

			“They have the best local selection,” Dea says, defiance mixing with guilt in her tone. “Teagan has a back room that caters to witches. It’s not just the stuff for mundanes out front. She even gave me a discount.”

			Worry claws at my gut, though it doesn’t find much purchase against all the other emotions overwhelming my body and worsening the pain that constantly radiates through my lower back. “Why would she do that?”

			Dea ambles back to her desk with a noncommittal wave of her hands. “I may have promised to get a business lunch for the two of you on your calendar.”

			I groan. “Dea…I don’t have time for this.”

			“She seems nice, Pippa. It won’t be terrible.” Deanna settles behind her desk and clicks the mouse. “I can schedule it for Monday. Get it over with?”

			The groan that whines in my throat is far from professional. “Push it a week. I don’t think I’ll be in Monday, anyway.”

			“Need a long weekend after working a month straight?”

			I nod. God, Dea knows me so well. This business would never survive without her. “I’ll be in next Tuesday. I can’t wait to hear about all the projects you’ve done while I was gone.”

			Dea smiles. “Protocols and automations galore. You’ll love it.”

			“I’m sure I will.” I hook the bag of crystals over my shoulder. “I should…” I gesture for the door, and the moment she nods, I push out into the chilly afternoon.

			There’s a lot to do before I can return to the manor.

			A lot to do before I can return to my real life, back here in the city. Working with Dea. Trying to rebuild my business back to what it was before C3 weaseled their way into my turf.

			I shake the thought away. I have four ghosts to select and transport, and only until Thursday morning—at the latest—to do it.

			Everything else will have to wait.
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			“Let me get this straight.” Exhaustion clings to my limbs as Monday night tips into early Tuesday morning. I trace a vitality sigil along my chest, and the corresponding jolt of energy is better than a cup of coffee injected straight into my veins. “You got run over by a reindeer on Christmas Eve? Like the song?”

			Betty, a grandmotherly white woman with thin curls piled on top of her head, shoots me a mischievous grin. “Well, it wasn’t a reindeer, exactly. Just a regular ol’ buck. And I ran into it on December twenty-third, but those details ruin the fun. It counts.”

			Her humor about her death is weirdly endearing. She’s the first ghost tonight who’s passed the initial parameters for Midnight Manor. The recently abandoned hotel is crawling with ghosts. I’ve talked to a dozen before Betty.

			I give her the rundown on the B&B, and when she seems interested, I shift to the Willa of it all. “One of the ghost residents is a ten-year-old girl.”

			“Poor thing.” Betty tsks. “So young. What happened?”

			“Brain cancer.” My chest feels tight, a mixture of the late night and the memory of the hospital. “How do you feel about sharing your afterlife with a child?”

			Betty sighs, but it’s a warm thing. “It’s been decades since my grandkids have all grown and moved away. It would be nice to have a little one to fuss over again.”

			I pull the first orb of lepidolite from the bag. “Well then, Betty, it’s my pleasure to offer you a home at Midnight Manor.”
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			I manage a few hours of sleep in my car before continuing on to a cemetery that’s rumored to be more haunted than average. With every ghost I interview, I hear Elle’s voice in my head. The way she questioned those first few spirits. The way she talked to Willa after the hospital, trying to include her even though her niece couldn’t respond with her voice. The love Elle has for her family.

			The trust she’s placed in me.

			All the worried texts she’s sent that I’ve ignored.

			I think of Xander and dance parties with the ghosts after a tough day.

			Of Laney and the friendships they made with Colton and the Jennifers, which I ruined. I’m doing my best to find people who they’ll click with. But not replacements. There’s no replacing someone, not even a ghost.

			Three locations end with no suitable manor residents.

			The sun is setting on Wednesday before I meet Noah, a Korean American trans man who died a few years ago, with a wife and kids he wants me to invite to Midnight Manor for a visit if he agrees to move there. His warm demeanor and ease around kids make him an obvious yes.

			Two down…two to go, but not a long time to find them.

			I can’t stop. Not yet. I won’t go back to Xander and Elle without everything I’ve promised them.

			Even if it takes all night.
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				Chapter

				Twenty-One
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			My back is screaming.

			I haven’t slept more than a handful of hours in the last two days.

			But I did it. I fucking did it.

			When I pull up to Midnight Manor, my body is trembling from overusing vitality sigils to keep me awake on the road. The moment I put the car in park and kill the ignition, exhaustion pulls at me like the undertow of a receding tide. The promise of rest, of a proper bed, has my body ready to collapse.

			Just a few more steps. I urge my tired limbs to keep going as I grab the bag of crystals from the passenger seat. Hang on a little longer.

			The car door squeaks as it opens, and I make a mental note to finally trade in the ancient Camry once the bonus comes through and my business is stable again. This thing is an embarrassment. Gravel crunches under my shoes, and I slam the door closed. I leave my suitcase in the back. I still have clothes in the room upstairs. For now, I just need the ghost-filled crystals. I can come back for the suitcase later. After I’ve slept. Once I feel like a human instead of a walking corpse.

			I grip tight to the handrail and drag myself up the stairs to the front door. I’m breathing heavy by the time I get there, and when the doorknob won’t turn under my fingers, I sag against the front door in defeat. The lepidolite orbs are heavy in my left hand. I just need to ring the doorbell. Just need to…

			The door swings open, and I fall forward into the foyer.

			Strong arms catch me before I smash my face on the floor. Smoke and salt and a cozy detergent scent that I recognize as Xander fill my senses moments before his voice.

			“Oh my god, Pippa. What happened?” He takes the bag from my hand and wraps my arm over his shoulder, slamming the door shut with his foot. “Lou! She’s back! Bring water!” Xander settles me in the nearest chair, and I find myself staring at the spirit board mounted on the wall. The black surface is empty.

			Regret twists in my gut. I found the four new ghosts Sloane requires to invest in Midnight Manor, but I can’t undo what I’ve done. I can’t bring back the specific souls I banished.

			You fixed it as best you could, I remind myself, but it’s a hollow sentiment. I shouldn’t have needed to fix it. I should have been careful. Should have—

			“Oh, Pippa.”

			Elle’s voice draws my attention as she emerges from the kitchen with a glass of water. She hurries forward as I lean right, settling my shoulder against Xander’s hip. Sitting upright is hard. Keeping my eyes open hurts.

			“What happened?” Elle kneels beside me and presses the cold glass into my hands. “Drink something. You look ready to pass out.”

			“Just tired,” I mumble, the glass shaking as I raise it to my lips. The cool water soothes my throat. When did it get this dry? After several swallows, I pass back the half-empty glass. “I did it, though. Four new ghosts.” I point at the bag Xander set at my feet.

			Elle’s gaze shifts past me, up and up until she must be meeting Xander’s eye.

			Nerves twist in my stomach. “I’m not too late, am I?” I pat my pockets, looking for my phone. “Please tell me it’s only Wednesday. I worked so hard to make it back before the inspection.”

			“It is Wednesday,” Elle says, her fingers stilling my searching hands. She holds tight, like she doesn’t care that Xander might see, her expression caught between worried and chastising. “Have you slept at all since you left on Monday?”

			“A couple hours,” I admit, heat flushing my face when her eyes widen with shock. “I had to, Ellie. I wasn’t going to screw this up for you. For either of you.” I turn my attention to Xander. “Sebastian is still coming tomorrow, right?”

			Xander runs a hand over my hair, and I fight the urge to cringe. I desperately need a shower and a nap. “He is. But you shouldn’t have pushed yourself like this, Pip. You could have gotten hurt driving this exhausted. How are you awake right now?”

			“Vitality sigils,” I admit, not meeting his gaze. Elle hasn’t released my hands, and I find myself sinking into the warmth of her touch.

			“How many?” Xander’s voice comes out tight.

			My eye lids flutter closed as I try to remember. “Six? Maybe seven?”

			He curses under his breath. “You were practically comatose after finals junior year, and you only used the sigil three times that week. Come on.” Xander reaches beneath my knees and hauls me up to his chest. As he lifts me, Elle drops my hands. “Lou, can you release the new ghosts and get them settled? I need a word with our wayward witch.”

			“Same as the others?” Elle asks, picking up the bag. “Just touch the crystals with bare fingers?”

			I nod, my head bobbing against Xander’s shoulder as he carries me toward the stairs.

			“Can I bring you dinner later?”

			“I—”

			“You can try,” Xander says, cutting me off. “But I doubt she’ll be awake again until tomorrow.”

			Elle offers a half-hearted wave as Xander carries me up the stairs and out of view. I glance up at Xander, his usually warm, open expression tense and serious. “Are you mad at me?”

			The muscle in his jaw tenses, but he doesn’t say anything. He pushes open my bedroom door—the guest room door—and sets me on the mattress. The softness threatens to pull me into unconsciousness before I get a chance to shower. I force myself to sit up, bracing my hands behind me on the bed.

			“Xander, please don’t be mad. I know I fucked up. I know I nearly ruined everything for you and Elle. But I said I would fix it, and I did.” A shuddering breath leaves my eyes burning with unshed tears. “Please don’t hate me.”

			His rigid posture deflates, and he rakes a hand through his hair. “God, I fucking hate your parents.”

			“What?” Confusion and pain tighten my throat. The first tear spills down my cheek, and I’m too exhausted to wipe it away.

			The bed dips as he sits beside me. “I recognize this version of you, Pippa.” He wipes my tears away. “Those first few weeks after your parents threw you out, you worked yourself past the point of exhaustion to prove you weren’t a failure. To prove you had some shred of worth in this world.”

			“I—”

			“You’ve never ruined anything, Pippa. Not with your family, and not here, either. Despite what your parents did to convince you otherwise, you are not a fuckup.” He pulls me close, his embrace warm and stable, his love fierce. “Lou and I have been so worried since you left. You ignored all our texts. Our calls. The manor didn’t feel right without you here.”

			His final words tighten my chest to the point of pain. This place isn’t mine. Even if I hadn’t needed to spend the last few days finding new ghosts to haunt the B&B, I was always moving out on Halloween. I was always meant to leave. This was never supposed to be permanent.

			“I’m sorry I didn’t text you back. I was…afraid,” I admit, my eyes fluttering shut as exhaustion tugs on the edges of my consciousness. “I couldn’t face you until I’d fixed things.”

			“Which is why I hate your family,” he whispers as he tips his head against mine. “Pippa, you are my best friend. You don’t need to hurt yourself to earn my love. You already have it, no matter what.”

			A feeling I can’t name—sharp like broken glass and shattered quartz—wedges itself between my ribs. “I didn’t hurt myself.”

			“Using magic to override your body’s basic needs is a kind of hurt, Pip.” He slides off the bed and helps me get settled against the pillows. “Get some sleep. Lou and I will introduce the new ghosts to Laney.”

			“But—”

			Xander silences me with a stern look as he tucks the covers up to my chin. “I’ll have Lou leave you some water and a snack for when you wake up. Get some sleep.”

			“Xan?” I ask, the heaviness of the blanket cradling me against the mattress.

			“Yeah, Pip?” He pauses in the doorway.

			“I love you.”

			He smiles. “I love you, too.”

			I’m asleep before the door clicks shut.
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			“She lives!”

			Xander is leaning against the open bedroom door when I exit the attached bathroom fresh from a shower. My body aches from overdosing on vitality sigils and living in my car, but after sleeping nearly twenty-four hours, I feel human again. I’ve wrapped myself in my comfiest clothes—butter-soft leggings and my favorite hoodie. They’ll serve as cozy armor to face my last day at Midnight Manor.

			“There was never any real chance I’d die.” I finish twisting my wet hair into a braid. “How long until Sebastian gets here?”

			“You do realize it’s nearly three in the afternoon, right?” Xander raises that single eyebrow, and it’s devilishly handsome despite the wry humor. “Sebastian stopped by hours ago.”

			Tension sends a flare of pain across my back. “And?”

			He answers with a smile and follows through with verbal confirmation. “And we’re good for tomorrow. Sloane’s retreat at Midnight Manor is back on.”

			Relief nearly buckles my knees. As it is, I reach for the table to steady myself. “Thank god.”

			“No.” Xander crosses the room in quick strides. “Thank Pippa.” He wraps me in a bone-crunching hug before settling his hands on my shoulders. “I wish you hadn’t pushed yourself so hard to do it, but I’m glad everything worked out. Lou and I couldn’t have done this without you.”

			“Pippa?” Elle’s voice draws my attention, and I lean around Xander’s shoulder. She smiles when she sees me, but my brain short-circuits. She’s dressed in hip-hugging jeans with a green flannel button-down open over a gray scoop neck T-shirt.

			Now that I’m not half asleep, seeing her reignites a desperate, aching want in my body. I wish I could pull her hips flush against mine and kiss her until we’re both breathless. I can’t, though. Neither of us has said anything to Xander, for one thing, and I’m leaving tomorrow. We haven’t talked about what happens in November after I’ve moved out. We haven’t talked about whether we’re an us at all.

			Yet when she smiles at me, none of that matters. “It’s good to see you walking on your own again,” she teases.

			“Yup. I’m fully ambulatory.” I step out of Xander’s hold and give a little spin. “Xander said Sebastian gave the ghosts his seal of approval?”

			“He did. Alex and I like our new arrivals, too. Did you know that Imani got to see Nirvana in concert before she died?” Unexpected excitement glimmers in her green eyes. “And Keith was an accountant!”

			A strand of her red hair falls into her face, and my fingers itch with the desire to tuck it behind her ear. Instead, I remain planted in place, half the room separating us. “I figured you two would bond over spreadsheets.”

			Beside me, Xander groans. “They’re unbearable together. They spent ages nerding out over the way computers have changed the accounting landscape.”

			I force my sluggish brain to remember my first meeting with Keith, a broad-shouldered Black man who had played college football before becoming an accountant. “He died in 1989, right?”

			“Around there, I think.” Elle comes further into the room. “Alex, Olli needs you to update your picks for the menu tomorrow. Apparently, there’s some issue with the produce order.”

			“On it.” Xander rushes out of the room, and then it’s just Elle and me.

			She shuts the door, leaning against the solid wood as she closes us in alone. A thrill of excitement prickles along my skin.

			“Was there something else?” I tease, crossing the room to her. Hope dances through my veins, but when I reach Elle, she’s using the door to hold her up. I find tears spilling down her face. “Ellie? What’s wrong?”

			“Nothing. I…” Elle wipes her sleeves across her cheeks. “I was so worried about you, Pip. You were gone. You weren’t responding to either of us, and I kept thinking you were dead in a ditch somewhere. And when I wasn’t convinced that you were in a car wreck, I couldn’t stop worrying that you’d simply run away with no intention of ever coming back.”

			“I would never do that to you.” I hold out my hands, and when Elle slides her fingers between mine, I squeeze tight. “I didn’t mean to scare you. I should have texted you updates. But I promise, I would never abandon you.”

			“That’s what Alex said,” she murmurs, releasing my hands to wrap her arms around me. She nestles her head against my shoulder. “Part of me believed him,” she whispers, “but Alex also said my dad would come back after the divorce…”

			Guilt claws at my throat. “I’m sorry, Ellie.” I press a kiss against her temple and ignore all the questions fighting to push their way into the air between us. I want to ask her what this means. Does she want this thing between us to continue after tomorrow? Or is she only upset because the way I left triggered old wounds.

			Is her concern about me or about what would happen to the B&B if I didn’t come back? About what would happen to Willa if I disappeared and failed to uphold my promises?

			“You don’t have to apologize. I know you’re not him,” she says at last, pulling away to meet my eye. “And I overheard some of what Alex said. About your parents treating you like a fuckup.” She brushes a loose strand of wet hair out of my face. “Do you want to talk about it?”

			I shrug, but those aventurine-green eyes watch me with such open curiosity and compassion that I find myself nodding. I want to tell her. I want her to know every bit of my past.

			And though I shouldn’t, I desperately want her to be part of my future.

			“You already know some of it.” I lead her to the bed, where we sit facing each other, cross-legged on top of the covers. Her knees press into mine, and I trace little swirls along the seam of her jeans. “My inability to use healing magic was only the beginning of our issues. Nothing I did was ever good enough. Anything short of perfection was inexcusable, and perfection was impossible since my magic would always be defective in their eyes.”

			Elle places her hand over mine and squeezes tight. “You are not defective.”

			Pippa? I don’t feel right.

			The fear in Harry’s voice before the ghosts blinked out of existence echoes through me. I don’t argue with Elle’s assertion, but I can’t ignore that my mismanaged magic threw four spirits over the veil mere days ago.

			“Being away for college helped some. I got a break from their constant scrutiny, and I met Xander.” I smile at the memory, both of us first-years living in the same residence hall. He found me working magic in the common room in the middle of the night so I wouldn’t wake up my mundane roommate. “He was the first person who encouraged my magical experiments. He helped make magic fun again. For four years, I had free rein to experiment and explore without my parents breathing down my neck.”

			“When I graduated, my mother had already lined up a job for me. My parents expected me to move back home and take my place at NACOW. I didn’t know how to say no, so I did what I was told. Except I wasn’t good at my job. It required a passion for boring details that I simply don’t have.” I offer Elle a half smile. “You would have been good at it. There were lots of spreadsheets involved.”

			Elle rolls her eyes even as she rubs her thumb across my knuckles in a soothing gesture. “I assume the high standards only got higher?”

			“Astronomically so. Especially since I was failing in front of Very Important People all the time. People who knew that I was the daughter of Nanette Erikson, NACOW’s president.” I sigh, filtering through dozens and dozens of examples of fuckups and subsequent threats that if I didn’t get my shit together, I’d be kicked out of the family.

			Belonging to this family is a privilege. Not a right.

			“My mother is obsessed with preserving the traditional uses of magic. Among her crowd, the experimenting I do is considered distasteful at best and outright shameful or dangerous at worst. When Nanette found out about my disturbing interests, she blamed all my slipups at work on my unorthodox magic. She had my father burn my grimoire and told me if I was anything short of perfect going forward, I’d be gone. Not just from NACOW, but the family, too.”

			“But you didn’t stop experimenting, did you?” Elle asks, and though there’s no judgment in her tone, reflexive shame makes me cringe.

			“I tried to, but this is who I am. It’s the way magic wants to work through me.”

			“And your mom found out?”

			“Honestly, if that’s all that had happened, things might have turned out differently.” My back starts to ache from sitting in the middle of the bed. I shift until I can lean against the pillows along the headboard. “There was also a long-term relationship that blew up alongside all of this. My girlfriend at the time cared more about staying in Nanette’s good graces than being with me. She broke up with me after my parents destroyed my grimoire, and I was in a bad place after that.”

			“Understandably.” Elle slides up the bed to sit next to me. “Your girlfriend should care more about you than the family that continually hurts you.” She leans her head against my shoulder and falls quiet, giving me space to decide when I’m ready to continue.

			“At work, I kept up appearances as best I could, but at night, I’d stay up late experimenting with new magic. I pushed the limits of what I knew how to do. Partially out of spite. Partially to prove to myself that what I was doing mattered. It might have been fine, but then I found out my ex was dating someone new, and I decided the best cure for heartbreak was to find a hotter hookup.”

			Elle sits up abruptly to look at me, concern written all over her face. “Did someone hurt you?”

			“Not the way you’re thinking. I was always safe, and I made sure to only date mundanes, people who had no idea who my family was or that I was a witch. But then I swiped right on Grayson.”

			All these years later, the first thing I remember is how attractive he was. The sun-kissed skin. The silky brown hair. Full lips. Slightly crooked nose, the imperfection making him even more perfect.

			“We only went on one date. He was charming and funny and hot. I wanted to impress him, and when I mentioned that I was a witch, he lit up like it was Christmas. I showed him some of the magic I was experimenting with, and he seemed so into it. It had been ages since someone supported that part of me, it was like I couldn’t shut up. I told him how frustrating it was that the witch community was obsessed with tradition. How my mother was too stuck in the past to have a vision for the future. At the end of the night, instead of taking me home with him, he’d kissed me good night and promised to call.

			“It sounds naive now, but I thought it was sweet that he wanted to take things slow. I thought he saw something special in me, something that deserved better than a one-night stand. Except the whole thing was a lie. Grayson had known who I was from the moment we matched on the dating app. He’d known who my mother was the entire time.”

			“How?” Elle’s brows knit. “I thought you were only going out with mundanes.”

			The concern that creases her forehead, the protective gleam in her eye, loosens something in me. It makes this part of my past feel a little less shameful. Like it wasn’t entirely my fault.

			“Grayson wasn’t a witch, but he followed witch politics. Not all mundanes love that we have equal protections by law. Or, as they see it, that we get ‘special treatment’ since NACOW oversees magic-related offenses. Turns out, Grayson was among that crowd. He’d only pretended to appreciate my magic.

			“Even worse, he was also an investigative reporter. Instead of taking me home that night, Grayson wrote a scathing article about the ‘dangers’ of my experiments. He used everything I’d shared to argue that witches shouldn’t be self-governing. All ‘how can we trust witches to regulate themselves when the head of NACOW can’t keep her own daughter in line.’ The article was everywhere the next morning.”

			“Oh no.”

			“In the best of times, Nanette Erikson’s reaction would have been apocalyptic.” I brush a stray tear from my cheek. “But it was the middle of her reelection campaign. Her approval ratings plummeted among both witches and mundanes. She decided I was a complication she didn’t need.”

			You have disgraced this family for the last time.

			You are no longer an Erikson.

			“Mom kicked me out, stripped me of my last name, and hasn’t talked to me since.” I shrug like it doesn’t matter despite the tears escaping the confines of my lashes. “She managed to spin the article and ultimately won the election, but that didn’t change her decision. And, honestly, even if it had, I wouldn’t have gone back. I’d rather not have a family than have one that hates everything about me.”

			“You have a family,” Xander says from the doorway, and I drop Elle’s hand in a panic. “You have me. And Dea.”

			“And me, too,” Elle says, slipping off the bed to put space between us.

			I swallow past the emotion tightening my throat and return my focus to Xander. “I didn’t hear you come in,” I say, hoping I don’t sound as startled and guilty as I feel.

			Xander winces. “Sorry for barging in. Laney wants to talk to you, and their messages were getting shouty.”

			Fresh guilt batters against my ribs. Sebastian liked the new ghosts, but that doesn’t mean Laney will. That doesn’t mean they’ll forgive me as easily as Xander and Elle have. “Which spirit board are they at?”

			“They asked to speak to you face-to-face.” Xander holds up a pair of ghost goggles. “I had a feeling you might need these. I assume your magic is still drained.”

			“You know what they say about assuming,” I quip as I pull myself out of bed. “You are right, though. This time.” I accept the goggles and slide them on.

			Xander nudges me out the door. “Laney said they were heading to the library. When you’re done, come find me in the kitchen. I had Olli put together something to tide you over until dinner.”
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			I find Laney standing alone in the library, staring out the massive windows that overlook the manor’s property. They glance over their shoulder at me. “You’re back.”

			Their voice is neutral, and I have to swallow past the lump in my throat to get words out. “I’m sorry, Laney. I didn’t mean to banish everyone, but it was my fault. I overstepped my magical limits, and you have every right to hate me.”

			Laney turns fully around and drops their head to one side, teal hair spilling down past their shoulder. “Yikes, Pip. Have you ever seen a therapist? Because I think you should see one. That’s some hardcore self-judgment.”

			“You’re not mad?”

			“Alex explained what happened. You obviously didn’t do it on purpose. And sure, am I sad that the four of them are gone? Obviously. We’d started to click. But we were together for like two weeks.” Laney props their hands on their hips and rolls their eyes at me. “You act like you ripped away my lifelong best friends. And like you did it on purpose to be an asshole.”

			“Oh.” I sink into one of the chairs at the table where Elle and I sat and worked together my first week here. “So…we’re good? You didn’t ask me here because you want to leave? Xander made it seem like you were upset. He said your messages on the spirit board were shouty.”

			They sigh. “See, this is why I wanted to talk to you. The spirit boards are great, but they don’t convey tone. I was excited to talk to you. Besides, I always use all caps. That doesn’t mean I’m angry. It’s just how I write.”

			“Maybe include a smiley face next time?”

			Laney laughs and rolls their eyes. “We’re good, Pippa. Really. And I don’t want to leave. I like being here with Alex and Elle. I like the new ghosts. Did you know Betty’s death is basically that song about Grandma getting run over by a reindeer?”

			Relief courses through me. “She led with that with me, too.”

			“Plus, this place is about to be a functioning B&B. I’m going to meet so many interesting people. It’ll be like traveling without needing to travel. I’ll get to talk to living people again.” They breathe deep and let out a small, appreciative groan. “And between Olli’s cooking and Elle’s baking, this place always smells amazing.”

			Laney and I chat until the ghost goggles run out of magic. I swap them for a fresh pair from the selenite charging plates to continue catching up while I grab something to eat like Xander suggested. I spend the rest of the afternoon checking in with the new ghostly inhabitants of Midnight Manor to make sure they’re adjusting well to their new home.

			The ghosts keep me busy until Xander announces that dinner is ready.

			As we settle in to eat—me sitting across from Xander and Elle, the ghosts filling in the spaces around us—Xander raises a glass of champagne.

			“A toast,” he says, and waits for Elle and me to lift our glasses before continuing. “This past month has exceeded all my expectations. I was excited about the prospects of the B&B from the moment the idea was born, but the reality the three of us have created is beyond anything I imagined.”

			“Agreed,” Elle says, turning her pale green gaze on me. There’s a heat there, a sense of claiming that warms me from the inside out.

			“To a job well done,” Xander concludes.

			“To a job well started,” Elle corrects.

			We clink our glasses together and dig in.
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			As I lie in bed, staring at the shadows dancing along the ceiling, I try to find my courage.

			My mind is a battlefield of memories. Two decades of being treated like I wasn’t good enough, years of carrying shame about how I lost my family, have shaped how I see myself. Yet each memory is starting to take on new meaning, filtered through the way Xander sees me. The way Ellie sees me.

			You have a family. You have me.

			And me, too. Elle’s firm addition to the people who care about me feels like a promise, one that I want to accept. One that I want to exist beyond tomorrow when I drive back to Windsfell and the life I’ve built there. I need to get past the worry that she might not feel the same and go talk to her.

			I was so worried about you, Pip.

			My heart aches to remember the emotion in her voice, how deeply she meant those words. No one I’ve dated has ever truly worried about my well-being before. Not like this. After I told her about what happened with my family, she didn’t tell me I was reckless with Grayson. She didn’t tell me I should have been careful. She defended me.

			Your girlfriend should care more about you than the family that continually hurts you.

			I bolt upright in bed as a surge of understanding washes through me. Girlfriend. That’s what I want. To be claimed as hers. This new feeling of certainty doesn’t take away the fear, but it makes it matter so much less.

			We haven’t defined what this attraction is, but I know what I want. I want her. I want to try. I want to figure out how to give us a chance at being a couple. To be together beyond my time at the manor. To be able to hold hands in public without worrying that Xander, or anyone else, will see.

			If she doesn’t feel the same, fine, but at least I’ll know instead of lying here missing someone a few rooms away.

			I slip out of bed and run my fingers through my hair. It doesn’t need to be perfect, because with any luck, Elle’s fingers will make a mess of it soon anyway. I reach for the door handle, give myself a moment to catch my breath, and then open my door—

			Only to find Elle already standing on the other side.

			She smiles when she sees me, a flash of hunger darkening her gaze. “Oh, thank god.” And then she’s stepping in close, raising up on her tiptoes, and claiming a kiss that shivers all the way down my back.

			I drag her into the room, closing and locking the door behind us. “So Xander can’t interrupt this time,” I whisper against her neck as I press her back against the door and breathe in lavender and spices and everything Elle.

			“You were coming to find me, right?” Elle asks, her breath hitching as my fingers skate up the inside of her barely there pajama shirt. “I didn’t interrupt a trip to the kitchen for dessert?”

			There’s a vulnerability to her question that has me swallowing the joke that she’s the only dessert I need. I step back. Brush the hair out of her eyes. Cup her face in my hands as I let my thumbs caress the curve of her cheekbones. “You are the only reason I’m out of bed right now, sweetheart. I was lying here missing you, and I couldn’t sleep until you knew.”

			“Until I knew what?”

			I tip my forehead to hers and remind myself to be brave. “I like you, Ellie. I like you so much it honestly scares me a little, because I know this was supposed to have an expiration date. I know I’m moving out tomorrow and things will be different. You’ll be busy with the manor, and I’ll have my own business to deal with. I won’t be down the hall anymore. But I don’t want this to be over. I don’t want this to end.”

			When I’ve run out of words, I hold my breath, waiting for her response. Elle presses me back a step to search my gaze, and it takes everything in me to stand firm in what I’ve said. To keep myself from taking it back and suggesting one final night of physical connection, instead.

			Finally, she offers me the gentlest of smiles. “Getting to know you these past few weeks has been the best part of my year.”

			My heart sinks. “But?”

			“Oh, love.” Elle wipes away a rogue tear that has slipped down my cheek. “There is no ‘but.’ You are the best thing that’s happened to me this year. Full stop. And I’m not ready to let you go, either.”

			This time, when she kisses me, it doesn’t feel like goodbye. It feels like hello and I missed you and this is the beginning of something great. Her hands are greedy and certain and worshipping as she explores the curves of my body, pulling me close until our legs are tangled and each rock of her hips makes me desperate for the bed.

			“We’ll have to tell Alex,” she says, peppering kisses along my exposed throat. “Not tomorrow. There’s too much to do. But after the opening. Soon.”

			I murmur my agreement, ignoring the jolt of fear at how Xander might react. But then Elle is pushing away from the door, guiding me back, back, back until the mattress presses against my thighs. She guides me onto the bed and straddles my lap. I grip the curve of her hips, rocking into her touch, and she bites back a moan.

			“None of that.” I pull at her already plunging neckline, exposing more of her throat and the sensitive skin there. I hover with my lips poised to taste her. “I want to hear you. I want you screaming my name.”

			“But Alex—”

			“Witch. Remember?” I raise a hand to trace a concealment sigil in the air around us, but she stills my arm before I can begin to cast.

			“Are you okay to do magic right now?” Elle brushes my hair behind my ears and kisses me softly, warmth and concern replacing the charged heat from a moment before. “I don’t want you to hurt yourself.”

			The bloom of heat that fills my chest feels dangerously close to love. But…it’s too soon for that, isn’t it? This feeling has to have a different name. A less scary one.

			“I can do this,” I promise, tracing the concealment sigil in the air behind her and expanding the boundary to fill the room. When it’s done, I cover the slight strain with a confident grin. “I maintain this isn’t serial killer magic.”

			Elle raises that single eyebrow. “Oh yeah?”

			I nod and nuzzle against her neck, nipping at her until she lets out the moan I’ve been desperate to hear. “But I do intend to make you beg for mercy.”

			Her laughter dances between us as she slips out of my lap and settles against the pillows. The cocky smirk on her face, the stubborn pull of her brow, might be the death of me. “Do you worst, Ainsley.”

			My chosen surname shivers across my skin. “Just for that,” I whisper, hooking my fingers under the waistband of her shorts and inching the fabric down her hips, “I’m going twice as slow.” When she’s bare below the waist, her shorts discarded on the floor, I kiss the valley of her right hip, then her left, as she squirms against me. “Ticklish?”

			“A little,” she admits, arching into my hand as I trail my fingers up beneath her shirt. Elle pulls the shirt over her head, but I stall her when her hands are trapped by the fabric, twisting it tighter around her wrists as I press the makeshift cuff on the pillows above her head.

			“Leave your hands there.” I kiss my way up her torso and pause, hovering over her lips. “Let’s see how patient you are when all there is for you to do is lie there and let me devour you.”

			Her gentle gasp draws my attention back to her eyes, and the mix of need and desire and trusting vulnerability that shines in their green depths sends a rush of heat coursing through my veins. I strip away my clothes, tossing them to the ground, and begin a journey of a thousand kisses. Every touch, every taste of her a promise and a delight. I map the contours of her body, guided by each subtle change in her breathing, each gasp, each shuddered exhale. I learn all the places that make her squirm and the places that draw a deliciously whining keen from her throat.

			I kiss every freckle. Trail my fingers along her ribs until she’s shivering, her hips seeking pressure I deny again and again until I make my way back to the gentle jut of her hip bones and begin my descent down the inside of her thigh.

			“Pippa, please,” she rasps, her voice breaking. “I can’t—I need you to touch me.”

			“Is this not touching?” I tease, pressing a kiss above her knee.

			“Pippa.”

			“Begging already?” I run my hands up her thighs and finally, finally widen her legs to make room for me to settle between them. “I haven’t even truly tasted you yet.”

			Elle lifts her head to meet my gaze. “Baby, please.”

			No one has ever looked at me the way she is now, has never been so compliant and eager for my attention, and I lose what restraint I have left. I want to grant her every request, and the sound she makes when I run my tongue across her swollen clit shivers through every atom of my being.

			And thank god for concealment magic. Elle’s reactions were easy to read in the subtle shifts of her breathing, but she becomes a woman unleashed as she finally gets the focused attention she deserves. I am a dedicated student, learning all the combinations of speed and pressure and movement that drive her to the edge, only to retreat before she can tumble into release. It’s the most delicious revenge, after she did the same to me in her bed.

			“I wish…” Elle says, panting as I back away for the fourth time, pressing kisses along her thighs to give her space to come down. “I wish you could feel how amazing this is.”

			A shiver of possibility draws my gaze to hers. “Actually…I could.”

			“Really?”

			I nod and work my way back up the bed, pressing kisses along her abdomen, her chest, her jaw, before capturing her lips. “That magic goes beyond physical sensation,” I warn, letting my fingers find the warmth between her thighs, gentle, barely there touches that leave her hips searching for more. “The bond would share every emotion, every desire. You would feel yourself against my tongue as strongly as I would feel the tension coiling inside you, demanding release.”

			“Do you have enough magic for that?” She scans my face, worry creasing her brow. “I don’t want you to get hurt.”

			“So you’ve said.” I reach for the magic in the air around us and draw it into my body. It comes willingly, and I rest my fingers along her breastbone. “Do you trust me?”

			There’s no hesitation. “Yes.”

			I trace the soul-binding sigil across Elle’s chest and then repeat the process against mine. A moment later, I can feel her desire pulsing beneath my skin, nearly overwhelming with its intensity. And beneath that, the steady heartbeat of something that feels suspiciously like love.

			Elle sighs, a shuddering sound that I feel echoing in my own lungs. “I can feel how much you want me,” she says, and the note of awe in her voice tugs at my heart. “God, Pip. I…I need to touch you. I need to hold you.”

			With my free hand, I pull her shirt the rest of the way off her arms, and then her hands are cupping my face as she drinks me in. Our bodies fit tight together, my arm the only thing wedged between us, my fingers busy at their task, bringing her every pleasure she desires.

			And I feel it. The shudder rocking through her body. The tightening of her core echoing inside me as if it were my own.

			Her hands fist in my hair, the sting against my scalp drawing a gasp from my throat. Before I can ask her to grip tighter, the bond between us sends the message for me. Her fingers twist in my hair, tipping my head back to nip and suck down the column of my throat.

			There’s an emptiness in me—in her—that craves to be filled, and I adjust our positioning, shift my hand until two fingers slide inside her while my thumb keeps attention on the bundle of nerves directing her pleasure.

			And then we’re both careening over the edge of a cliff, crashing into dual orgasms that the magic between us amplifies and reflects back at us in a glorious feedback loop. We cling to each other like life rafts in a storm, neither of us loosening our hold as the soul bond fizzles away.

			We don’t speak for a long time. Eventually, I slip my arm from between us and shift to the side, pulling her with me. Our bodies prickle with cold as the chill of the late hour settles over us. Forehead pressed against mine, Elle sighs with such deep contentment that a thrill of pride washes through me.

			She chuckles, pulling away to meet my eye. “How do witches get anything done when you can have sex like that?”

			“I don’t know. I’ve never used that sigil before,” I admit, and I can feel the moment Elle’s surprise turns into a deeply satisfied type of appreciation. “It takes a level of vulnerability…it’s not something I’ve felt safe enough to try before.”

			Elle’s green eyes shine bright in the half-light of the moon that gently illuminates the room. “I feel safe with you, too.” She leans in and kisses me softly, meaningfully, and I know without a shadow of a doubt that I love this woman. That no matter what happens after tomorrow, she has my whole entire heart.

			And maybe, just maybe, she feels the same.

			“Will you stay?” I whisper, my fingers making a lazy trail up her spine. “I don’t want to watch you leave.”

			A playful smile quirks up the corner of her mouth. “As long as I get to be the big spoon.” She shivers. “And we get under the covers.”

			I laugh. “We should clean up first.” Leaning in, I press a kiss to the tip of her nose. “But the rest can absolutely be arranged.”
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			The first thing I notice when I wake is the warmth at my back and the gentle weight draped over my hip.

			Memories of last night wash through me, like sinking into the perfect hot bath, and I resist the urge to snuggle closer against Elle. I don’t want to wake her up. Don’t want to disturb the perfect stillness of this moment. I want to linger here for as long as possible. I want to soak up the possessive way she clings to me in her sleep.

			Because it’s finally Halloween. The grand opening of Midnight Manor is mere hours away. Soon, the B&B will be a flurry of activity. While Xander and Elle finalize their prep, I’ll be packing to leave. Mornings like this won’t happen every day.

			If they happen at all.

			Elle stirs in her sleep, tightening her hold around my waist, and I push the worried thought away. I’m done assuming the worst. Elle likes me. She wants this to extend beyond today as much as I do. For the first time in a long time, I’m willing to be brave. To have hope. To—

			A loud, rhythmic knocking cuts off my thoughts. “Rise and shine, Pippa!” Xander’s cheerful voice on the other side of the door is loud and very awake. I fumble for the side table, cursing when I see the time. It’s way later than I thought.

			“Just a minute!” I call back, and my voice finally pulls Elle from her sleep.

			She bolts upright in bed behind me. “Shit, shit, shit!”

			We scramble to our feet as Xander knocks on the door again. “You decent, Pip? I want to talk to you before we get busy with the day.”

			“I’ll be right there!” I call, grateful that Elle and I slipped back into our pajamas before we fell asleep last night. I turn to her, read the panic written all over her face, and remind myself that we’re in this together. That her worry doesn’t mean she’s ashamed to be seen with me. “We’re waiting until after the opening to tell him, right?”

			“Right.” Elle scans the room, some of the desperate panic fading from her expression. “The bathroom. I’ll hide in there.” She plants a hurried kiss against my cheek before dashing to the bathroom and closing herself inside.

			“Pippa?” Concern laces through Xander’s tone, and I hurry to open the door, hoping the tangle of my hair reads as bed head and not I spent the night ravishing your childhood best friend.

			“Hey, Xan,” I say, faking a yawn that turns real halfway through.

			“Did you just get up?” Xander checks his watch, his left eyebrow arching high on his forehead.

			“Sorry.” Heat sears across my cheeks. “I…uh…didn’t sleep much last night. I must have forgotten to set my alarm.”

			Xander flounces into the room, full of boisterous energy. “Ugh, I know. It felt like Christmas Eve anticipation mixed with first-day-of-school jitters. My brain wouldn’t shut up about the opening. It kept going over the flow of the day and trying to anticipate any final details Sebastian might spring on us.”

			“You think he’ll try something to sabotage you?”

			“No, nothing so nefarious. The man just gets under my skin.” Xander sinks onto the edge of the mattress, despite the unmade state of the bed. “It’s like he refuses to be impressed, no matter what we do.”

			“Oh?” A smirk pulls at the corner of my lips. “Trying to impress him?”

			“Not like that.” Xander rolls his eyes at me. “Sloane seems to trust his opinion, and I want to make sure tonight goes off without a hitch. Speaking of…” He takes in the disheveled state of the room. “How quickly can you get packed up? We need to get the suite turned over for Sloane. I haven’t seen Elle yet, but I’m sure she’s champing at the bit to get all the rooms exactly right.”

			It takes everything in me not to flick my gaze to the bathroom, where Elle is currently hiding. “I’ll be quick. I promise.” I pull Xander from the bed and nudge him toward the door. “Now go. I’ll shower and pack and be out of your way ASAP.”

			“You’re the best, Pip!” Xander pauses at the doorway despite my efforts to shoo him out. “You’ll stay through dinner, though, right? I’d love for you to introduce the ghosts while Lou and I handle check-in.”

			“At your service. Whatever you need.”

			“And then make sure you don’t leave before we get a chance to talk to you. We have a couple things to discuss before you drive back to Windsfell.” Xander hugs me tight, and when he lets go, he shimmies his shoulders. “It’s opening day! Let’s have fun!”

			As soon as I close the door behind him, the bathroom door swings open.

			“What do you and Xander need to talk to me about?”

			“Just some additional ideas for the B&B,” she says, but there’s a nervousness that wasn’t there before.

			I brush a lock of her strawberry blond hair from her face. “You good?”

			“Yeah.” She leans in close, burying her face against my neck. “Starting to stress about how much I have to do today. I need to get back to my room without Alex seeing so I can shower and get ready for tonight.”

			“You are Elle freaking Thompson. The goddess of spreadsheets, beloved by your ghostly roommates. You’ve been over the details a thousand times.” I press a kiss to her forehead. “You are going to do amazing. And as for sneaking by Xander…True invisibility spells don’t exist, but this will help some.”

			I pull back and trace a refraction sigil across her chest.

			She shudders as the magic takes hold. “What does that do?”

			“Refracts the light around you, making you blend in with your surroundings. So long as Xander isn’t standing outside my door looking for you, you’ll be able to slip back into your room unseen.”

			“Thank you.” Elle glances toward the door to the hallway, but she lingers beside me. Reaches for my hands. “Will you stay tonight? Sloane will be in this room, but you can stay with me. We could tell Alex once Sloane officially starts their workshop.”

			The temptation to say yes is so strong that it nearly falls from my lips before reality edges its way back in. “I’d love to, but I need to get back home. I need to meet with Dea. Figure out how to breathe new life into my business again.”

			“Of course,” Elle says, but the disappointment in her voice is palpable.

			“I’ll come visit as soon as I can,” I promise, leaning in to kiss her despite our morning breath. “And you should come back to Windsfell, too. I can take you to Bellflower Bistro for a proper date this time.”

			Her smile blooms with all the warmth of the rising sun. “I’d like that.”

			“Now go.” I push her toward the door. “We have a big day ahead of us.”

			Once Elle has slipped out of my room, I shower and dress quickly, pack the rest of my belongings, and drag them downstairs. Xander helps me load my car, and when we’re finished, Elle directs us to the kitchen, where Olli has put together a quick brunch.

			The rest of the day passes in a blur. Sloane and Sebastian arrive first, getting settled and providing Elle with welcome gifts to set up for their attendees. In addition to the overnight retreat guests, the manor is hosting several additional dinner guests to celebrate the grand opening.

			I end up stationed in the library at the back of the manor. After guests are checked in, Xander sends them my way to meet the ghosts. I give each one a chance to try the ghost goggles, recharging the glasses myself between each use since the foot traffic is higher than the selenite charging plates can handle. The mayor of Oak Spires did ultimately agree to come, as did several of the local business owners. Including Callie, the woman from college who provided all the soap products for the B&B and who does, in fact, remember me.

			The work is fun, but when Xander’s parents arrive, a twinge of painful jealousy ripples through me. They both hug me tight and tell me how good it is to see me, but their open pride in their son picks at old wounds. My parents have never felt this way about me, have never talked about me with such fondness, and they never will.

			But as Mr. and Mrs. Owens leave the library through the French doors to explore the spacious grounds, I find the sting of old grief doesn’t linger as long as I expect. I don’t think the hurt will ever go away completely, but Xander was right when he said I still have a family. It’s just one that I chose, not one I was born into.

			There are people who love me. Who accept and appreciate what I do. Who don’t need me to be anyone or anything other than who I am.

			As we near time for dinner, the traffic in the library trickles away to nothing. I leave my post and make my way to the front desk, where Xander is looking dashing in his tailored suit and gleaming Italian loafers, the same ones he propped on my desk all those weeks ago.

			“Everyone checked in?” I ask, leaning against the desk.

			“All but one.” He bounces the tip of his pen against the guest registry. “Well, two, technically. Mark Duval and a plus-one.”

			“Where are Sloane and Sebastian? I haven’t seen either of them in hours.”

			“Sloane is upstairs and asked not to be disturbed.” A frown creases his forehead. “Sebastian, meanwhile, checks in constantly to make sure things are going smoothly. Which they are,” Xander adds after a beat.

			“Of course they are.” I reach across the desk and squeeze his hand. A gentle reassurance. “You and Elle are the perfect team.”

			Xander shakes his head. “We couldn’t have done any of it without you.” Before I can respond, he looks past me and turns up the charm. “Ah, you must be Mark. Is your plus-one arriving separately?”

			A white man with broad shoulders, a slight stubble, and a warm smile joins us at the registration desk. “My fiancé is parking the car. He asked me to get us checked in while he grabs the bags.” Mark’s voice holds the dreamy quality of the newly engaged, the deeply in love, and it stirs an echoing feeling in me.

			A moment later, Elle walks past with an armful of linens, and my chest fills with a fluttery, delightful warmth at the sight of her. I get it, dude, I agree with Mark silently. Love is great.

			“Have we met somewhere before?” Xander asks as he hands over the key to Mark’s room. “Do you work at one of the shops downtown?”

			Mark shakes his head. “This is my first time in Oak Spires.”

			“Strange,” Xander murmurs. “You look familiar.”

			The front door opens again, bringing a gust of cold autumn air, and when I turn to take in the man who has inspired such strong emotions in Mark, I find myself face-to-face with the last person I expected to see at Midnight Manor.

			Xander’s ex-fiancé. Barrett.

			“There he is,” Mark says warmly before turning back to Xander and me with a conspiratorial glint to his brown eyes. “It’s been such a whirlwind romance. We dated in college ages ago, lost touch for nearly a decade, and then recently bumped into each other at an art exhibit. It’s like the universe gave us a second chance.” He reaches for Barrett, who’s had eyes only for Mark as he strode through the foyer, but now Barrett looks past his new fiancé and finally sees Xander standing behind the desk.

			“Alexander?” Barrett’s voice is choked, and he clears his throat decisively. “What are you doing here?”

			“What am I—” Xander looks from Barrett to Mark and back again. “I work here.”

			“He doesn’t just work here,” I cut in. “Xander is the co-owner of Midnight Manor. He’s also responsible for all the design elements.”

			Mark scans the foyer, worry deepening the otherwise barely there lines on his forehead. “The place looks lovely…” He turns to Barrett. “Did you say Alexander? As in your ex-boyfriend, Alexander?”

			“Ex-fiancé,” Xander corrects, though there’s no bitterness in his voice. Instead, he sounds like he might be in shock, detached from the reality playing out before him.

			“Right. Of course,” Mark says, and damn him, he’s just so nice. “I’m sorry about this. I had no idea the connection when I booked the retreat. I’ve been following Mx. McKinley’s work for years, but I never had anyone willing to come with me before.” He turns those lovesick eyes on Barrett, and fuck, I can feel Xander crumbling on the other side of the desk.

			Barrett rests a hand on the small of Mark’s back. “I’m sure this won’t be a problem. Right, Alexander? We’re all adults here. We can be civilized.”

			“Right, because cheating on Xander and throwing him out of the apartment the next morning was civilized,” I snap.

			“It’s okay, Pip.” Xander’s reassurance is robotic at best. “It’ll be fine.”

			I meet his gaze, and the pain there nearly breaks me. But then behind him, I spot the reflection of the spirit board in the mirror. “Maybe for you,” I say as teal handwriting streaks angrily across the board. I turn around to face the spirit board properly and point it out to the three men. “But the ghosts who live here disagree.”

			The men turn to look at the spirit board, and the teal words scream back at us as Laney adds the final line.

			
				Is This the Ex??

				OMG and the New Fiancé???

				Hell No.

				They Are Not Staying Here.

			

			Mark is wide-eyed when he turns back to Xander and me. “The ghosts know about us?”

			“That’s why he looks familiar,” Xander mutters to himself. “God, I hate social media.”

			“The ghosts at Midnight Manor are protective of the owners,” I say, injecting apology I don’t feel into my words. “Given their distress at the way Xander was treated, I’m afraid the retreat won’t be of any use to either of you.”

			“But—”

			“I’ll make sure your new fiancé is given a full refund,” I say, cutting Barrett off as I usher him and Mark toward the front door. “Have a safe trip back to Brooklyn.” Both men stare at me, bewildered but complying, as I all but bodily shove them outside and close the door behind them.

			My smug satisfaction deflates when I turn around and find Sebastian standing at the reception desk, looking displeased. “What was that about?”

			Xander shoots me a panicked look, and out of the corner of my eye, I notice the spirit board flash a brilliant teal as Laney erases their messages.

			I shrug as I return to the desk. “There was an emergency with one of their wedding vendors,” I lie, hoping that will explain the concerned looks on Barrett and Mark as I kicked them out. “Apparently, it needed immediate attention.”

			Sebastian harrumphs. “Yet another reason I’ll never get married,” he mutters, pulling out his phone and checking the time.

			Xander’s shoulders relax away from his ears. “You and me both.” Slowly, the haunted look bleeds away, and he plasters on his brightest smile. “Is there anything else you need before the night gets underway?”

			“I wish I had a complaint, Owens,” Sebastian says, pocketing his phone and glancing toward the dining area, where guests are mingling with a general air of excitement. “But no. Everything is exactly as it should be.”

			“As promised,” Elle says, descending the stairs with Sloane at her side. “But if anything at all comes up, please let us know immediately.”

			Sebastian nods, and the moment Elle and Sloane reach the landing, Olli strides down the hall in her crisp white chef’s coat.

			She beams and raises her voice to be heard over the murmur of conversation. “Dinner is served.”
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			By the time all the dinner-only guests have left, leaving Sloane and their students behind, my heart is full and exhaustion prickles at the edges of my awareness.

			It’s going to be a long drive back to Windsfell.

			Sebastian ushers the last of the stragglers into the sitting room, where Sloane will deliver their official opening night remarks, and gives the three of us an appreciative nod before closing the door.

			“Well, I guess that’s it, huh?” I rub my arms, my skin chilled despite my sweater. “My job here is officially done.”

			“You did good, Pip. Exceptional.” Xander wraps his arm around my shoulders and pulls me tight against his side. “I’m glad you agreed to help with this. It’s been incredible living with you these past few weeks.”

			Elle smiles softly at me. “Beyond incredible.”

			I fight the prickle in my eyes. I will not cry tonight. Being here the past month, I got used to being surrounded by other people. Now, I have to go home to my empty apartment. The thought of spending all my time alone, of sleeping alone, aches.

			Maybe I’ll finally adopt those cats I’ve always wanted…

			Beside me, Xander sighs, and there’s a weariness to it that spikes my adrenaline. “I can’t believe Barrett was here.”

			“Barrett was here?” Elle’s green eyes go wide with alarm. “What? When? How?” Her gaze flicks to me. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

			“The registration was under his fiancé’s name,” Xander says miserably. “His fiancé, Lou. All this time, I thought he didn’t want to get married. I thought he wanted to be single. Turns out, he just didn’t want me.”

			I slip out from under Xander’s arm to face him fully. “That has nothing to do with you, Xan. Nothing. Barrett wasn’t the right guy. He didn’t deserve you. Not the other way around. You are incredible. You’re funny and kind and charming. You deserve to be with someone who sees what a gift you are.”

			Xander chokes out a laugh. “Since when are you team true love?”

			My gaze slips to Elle, but instead of the smile I expected, she’s staring at her phone. “What is it?”

			Elle glances up, the color draining from her face. “It’s my sister…” Elle accepts the incoming call. “Viv? What’s wrong?”

			I can’t hear what Vivian is saying on the other end of the line, but the horror and grief spreading across Elle’s face make it easy to guess.

			Willa.

			So when Elle looks to me, question and hope and panic written all over her face, I nod. “Whatever you need,” I whisper, tension curling in my gut.

			“We’re on our way, Viv. Hold on until we get there.” Elle hangs up, and the first tears slip down her face. “We need to go.”
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			Elle grips her phone like a talisman. Every update shared in the quiet space of the Camry hits harder as I drive us toward the worst night of her life.

			My mom just got there.

			Holly and Parker are staying at the neighbor’s house.

			The nurse says she could have minutes left or hours. It’s hard to know.

			I’m forced to brake for a stoplight in town, and it’s the first time the car has been stationary since we left Midnight Manor. Elle turns to me, her knees bouncing with nervous energy. “What if we don’t get there in time? What if we’re too late?”

			Platitudes and promises rise from the depths of my old life, the type of thing that passed for comfort in the Erikson household, but I’m not that woman anymore. That’s not the person who Elle wants or needs. Instead, I reach across the center console and offer my hand. After a beat, she slides cold fingers through mine.

			“If we’re late, we’ll deal with that then. But right now, Willa is alive. We’re almost there. And I will do everything in my power to make sure the containment circle is up in time.” The light turns green, and I hit the gas. “No matter what happens tonight…it’s going to hurt. But I will be there. Whatever you need, if it’s in my power to give it to you, it’s yours. No question. No hesitation.”

			Elle tightens her hold on my hand and nods, tears slipping down cheeks that have gone blotchy and red.

			I wish there were something I could say that would make this better, but there is no better when a child is dying. There’s no fixing this. Even my mission tonight is a bittersweet comfort. The best-case scenario still ends with Willa’s death, her spirit stuck forever at ten years old so she can haunt her aunt at the B&B.

			The GPS guides me the final couple of miles to Vivian and Ted’s house, and I park in front, the driveway already full of cars. I recognize two of them from the first time I was here—Vivian and Ted’s—and I know one is Elle and Vivian’s mom’s.

			The hospice nurse, I realize. One car must be theirs.

			I cut the engine, and silence settles around us. I expected Elle to leap out the moment the car stopped. Instead, she sits frozen in her seat. Even the nervous jiggle of her knees has stopped.

			“Elle?” I squeeze her hand, but I won’t ask if she’s okay. She clearly isn’t, and she’s not supposed to be. Not on a night like this. “I’m here,” I say instead. “Whatever you need.”

			“What if I don’t know what I need?” Her voice breaks, and she turns to look at me. “I don’t know what to ask for.”

			“Oh, love.” I slip out of the car and circle to her side to open her door. “You don’t have to know anything tonight.” When she still sits frozen, I reach across to unbuckle her seat belt and ease her from the car into my arms. I squeeze tight while she shudders through tears. “Whenever it’s too much, reach for my hand. We’ll figure it out.”

			Elle nods and blows out a shaky breath. “Okay. Okay, I’ve got this. Let’s go.”

			I grab my bag of supplies from the back seat, grateful that I put it on top when I moved out of my room this morning. God, was that seriously today? It feels like I’ve lived a lifetime since then.

			The front door is unlocked, and we slip into the eerie, reverent quiet inside. We kick off our shoes, and I follow Elle to Willa’s room at the back of the house. The closer we get, the heavier the energy of grief and anxious dread grows.

			And then there’s the wet, rattling sound of a girl fighting for every breath.

			I stumble, the reality of what we’re about to do heavy on my heart. Fuck, I can’t imagine how much worse this is for Elle. For Willa’s parents and grandparents. I suck in a deep, fortifying breath. I won’t waste magic on soothing my own emotions. I’ll save it all for Willa. I can hold myself together for Elle.

			Despite my internal cheerleading, I pause in the doorway while Elle approaches Willa’s bed. I don’t know what the room looked like before, but it’s arranged now to accommodate these final moments. There are two chairs placed on either side of the bed. Willa’s parents sit together on one side, her grandma on the other with a final chair saved for Elle.

			As Elle takes her place, a nurse in blue scrubs joins me from the other end of the hallway.

			“Are you the witch the family mentioned?” he asks, voice gentle and pitched low. When I nod, he glances past me into the room. “Whatever you’re planning to do, I’d set it up quickly. She doesn’t have much time.”

			“Understood.” I step inside and get to work as unobtrusively as I can. I erect a variation on the summoning circles I’ve used this past month that will keep Willa’s ghost with us so there’s time to explain the B&B and secure her spirit in the piece of lepidolite.

			I set out the familiar pattern of crystals, draw sigils that have become second nature as I circle the small bedroom. Each of Willa’s rattling, hard-won breaths spurs me to work faster. To funnel as much magic as I can to ensure a soft landing for the girl’s spirit when it departs her body.

			Since this circle is only for Willa, I can include the living inside the boundary, which makes the casting process easier.

			Nothing else about this is easy, though.

			Once my work is done, I pause a few feet back from the end of Willa’s bed. “I need to confirm one last time. Ted. Vivian. Do you want me to offer Willa transportation to Midnight Manor tonight?”

			Vivian nods, and Ted holds her hand. “Yes,” she says, her husband nodding his agreement. “Please.”

			And then there’s nothing to do but wait.

			I bow my head to give the family privacy as their world shatters around them. They keep watch over Willa, whispering assurances, holding her hands. Leaning on one another. When my gaze slips to Elle, I find myself torn. I promised I’d be here for her, but she’s so far away. And yet…it feels wrong to encroach on the family’s space.

			Ultimately, I stay where I am. I wait. Watch. Bear witness.

			“It’s okay, baby,” Vivian says, her voice firm despite her grief. She brushes her fingers down her daughter’s cheek. “You don’t have to stay for us. We’ll be okay. You can go. You don’t have to hurt anymore.”

			Willa sucks in a rattling breath. Lets it out.

			And then she doesn’t inhale again.

			There have been long pauses before, and all eyes are on Willa’s still form as each slow second ticks past. Finally, the nurse steps in and rests his stethoscope against her chest. Before he pulls away to announce that she’s officially gone, a shimmer of white rises from her body.

			I send a pulse of magic forward, a soft encouragement for the girl’s spirit. Her soul emerges like mist falling over the end of the bed. It pools onto the floor before rising up and up until it’s about four feet high.

			“It’s okay, Willa,” I whisper, trying to keep my voice steady for the family grieving a few feet away. “You can come forward.”

			The column of mist quivers before it shapes into the translucent form of the young girl. Her eyes are bright and inquisitive, and she tilts her head to one side. “I remember you,” she says, her voice ringing through the room, drawing the attention of her family. “You can make fireworks with your hands. Holly and Parker liked you.”

			“I’m glad you got to see them.” I trace the celebration sigil against my left palm and set off a small explosion of sparkles. Willa laughs, and beyond her, the effect of that laughter ripples through her loved ones. “I wasn’t sure how much you’d been able to see.”

			Willa sobers and turns to look at the room…finding her family clutching her body on both sides. “I’m sorry I died,” she whispers, her attention shifting to her mother.

			“Oh, baby.” Vivian rises from the chair and approaches her daughter’s ghost. “None of this is your fault. We’re just glad to hear your voice. To see you.”

			“And we don’t have to lose you.” Elle pushes to her feet, urgency in her voice. “I made a place for you to stay. Pippa is here to bring you back with me. You won’t have to leave. We can talk all the time. Your parents and siblings can visit every weekend.”

			“I remember…You told my parents about a hotel or something.” Willa shifts her weight from side to side, but whether she’s simply glad to be able to move on her own again or the motion is born of nerves, I can’t tell. “There are other…spirits like me there?”

			Elle nods. “We made sure all the ghosts are people you’ll like. And I’ll cook all your favorite sweets and play all your favorite music. There’s even a grandma ghost who’s excited to spoil you and take you under her wing.”

			“But I already have grandparents…” There’s an uncertainty to Willa’s voice that worries me. Not for Willa herself, but for Elle. For her parents. Willa’s spirit seems less solid now. Less here.

			Her smile dims. “Please don’t be mad at me, but…” She glances up at the ceiling, her gaze intent. “I can’t stay here.”

			“Not here,” Elle says, like that’s the distinction Willa means. “At the manor, with me. And Alex! You love Alex, remember? Pippa made us these special glasses that will let us see you no matter where you are in the house. You won’t be stuck in a circle like this.”

			Willa won’t meet Elle’s eye. “I love that you did all this for me…”

			Vivian sniffles and wipes away her tears. “But you have to go, don’t you, baby?”

			“Great-Grandpa Charlie is waiting for me.” Willa smiles at her assembled family members. “But I’ll see you again. When it’s time.”

			Understanding finally washes through Elle, and it quickly turns to panic. “Willa. No, honey. You don’t have to go yet. I set everything up for you. I—”

			“Ellie,” I say, cutting her off as gently as I can while Willa’s form becomes increasingly transparent. “It’s time to say goodbye.”

			“No. No.” Elle shakes her head. “It wasn’t supposed to be like this. We did the impossible. You did the impossible, Pip. We got here on time. I can’t…”

			“You can,” I insist, closing the few steps between us and squeezing her hands tight in mine. “I know it hurts, but you can do this. Willa is ready to go. Don’t miss your chance to say goodbye.”

			Elle holds my gaze as her sister and brother-in-law share their final bittersweet goodbyes with their daughter, and I watch the panic and anger melting away to reveal the true grief underneath.

			“I’m sorry, Aunt Ellie,” Willa says, and her voice breaks through Elle’s resistance.

			“No, I’m sorry.” Elle steps past me to face her niece directly, but she grips tight to my hand like I’m her only anchor in this storm. “I love you so much, Willa. I want you to be okay.”

			Willa smiles and glances skyward again. “I’m better than okay. I promise. But you have to be okay, too.”

			Tears slip down Elle’s cheeks, but she nods. “I’ll do my best.”

			With a final look at each loved one in the room—her Aunt Ellie, mom, dad, and grandmother—Willa vanishes from the summoning circle in a burst of light and sparkles.

			And there’s nothing anyone can do to bring her back.

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			
				Chapter

				Twenty-Five

			
			
				[image: ]
			

			“Her family will need a moment.”

			The soft voice of the hospice nurse is accompanied by a gentle tug on my arm. “Please collect your things and remove the magical barrier.”

			Even with my heavy heart, I know he’s right. There isn’t anything else for me to do here. Nothing that can help Elle as she slumps down into her chair and buries her face in Willa’s mattress and cries. In another universe, one where this thing between Elle and me wasn’t so new and fragile, I could help comfort her. But her mom is already at her side, and there’s nowhere for me to be.

			With the help of a refraction sigil to keep myself as unobtrusive as possible, I dissolve the containment circle surrounding the room and collect the crystals I’d set out to make Willa’s spirit visible.

			The hospice nurse ushers me out of the room, his movements firm but not unkind, and then he’s on the phone, calling whoever you’re supposed to call after a patient dies at home.

			I make my way to the front of the house and sink into the sofa. As the soft cushions support my weight, the implications of the night settle around me. I was mentally prepared to arrive late or for something to go wrong with my magic. It didn’t occur to me that Willa wouldn’t want to stay on this side of the veil.

			It should have, given the number of ghosts I met the past few weeks who wanted to move on rather than move into Midnight Manor, but it didn’t.

			Eriksons don’t let things slip, Perpetua.

			You have disgraced this family for the last time. You—

			I shake the memories away. This is not the same. Elle is not the same as Nanette. Elle knows who I am. She knows that I did everything I could. That I’m the only one who had any chance of pulling this off. Elle will understand that this was Willa’s choice. That I couldn’t have done anything different.

			As the adrenaline of the night fades, exhaustion settles in my bones. Eventually, headlights slow in front of the house, and then there’s a gentle knock. With everyone else occupied, I answer the door and find an older white man on the porch dressed in a gray suit, maroon dress shirt, and black bowler hat. He’s easily six foot three, and his face is covered with a white beard that’s streaked through with bits of dark brown, like a piece of howlite.

			The man offers me a pleasant smile. “I’m Donald. From the funeral home. I’m here to collect Willa.”

			“Right. Of course.” I step aside to make room. “Come on in.”

			Donald steps inside, followed by a woman closer to my age who maneuvers a stretcher into the house. I guide them toward Willa’s room, but the hospice nurse meets me halfway and takes over the tour, speaking in hushed tones with the funeral director.

			My wait begins again, nerves and exhaustion making my eyelids heavy. I consider casting a vitality sigil, but until I know what else the night has in store, I don’t want to waste the magic. Or overdo that particular sigil like I did…god, was it only a few days ago? It feels like a lifetime since I was traveling the state, looking for ghosts to ensure Sloane’s investment in Midnight Manor.

			An investment that was supposed to be Willa’s new home.

			Murmured voices come closer, and I pull myself back to my feet as the stretcher comes into view. A sheet covers Willa’s body as the procession of her family walks her to the front door. I hurry to open it for them and silently stand sentry as they exit.

			My gaze lingers over Elle, taking in all the signs of her grief. The bloodshot eyes and tear-swollen face. The way she clings to herself, arms wrapped tight around her ribs. When Elle sees me standing by the door, she falls still as the rest of the group continues outside into the dark night.

			“You’re here.”

			Her surprise stings. “Of course I am. I told you, whatever you need, I’ve got you.”

			Elle nods, staring out into the driveway, where the stretcher is navigating between cars to the hearse.

			“Do you want me to drive you back to the B&B?”

			“I’m going to stay with my mom tonight.” Elle drags her attention back to me, but she can’t hold my gaze for more than a moment before she’s staring at her feet. “Maybe for a few nights. I don’t know. There’s a lot to do. I told Viv I’d help with the funeral. Help watch Parker and Holly.”

			“Can I call Xander for you? I know it’s not much, but that’ll be one less thing on your plate.” I wait for my words to sink in, to make an impact, but Elle seems lost in her head. Lost in her grief and her expanding to-do list. “Ellie?”

			I reach out to brush my fingers along her arm, but she jerks away from me like my touch is poison.

			“Sorry. It’s not you.” Elle’s assurances fall flat as she steps farther away. “I can call Alex myself. I need to check in on the retreat anyway.”

			“Are you sure?” I offer her a half smile as my insides twist with nerves. “Xander is plenty charming. I’m sure he’ll be fine handling Sloane and Sebastian on his own.”

			“Willa—” Her voice cracks, and she tries again. “My niece is gone, but the business is still my responsibility.”

			“Ellie…”

			“It’s getting late, and you have a long drive.” She glances out the front door in time to see the back door to the hearse slam shut. “You should go.”

			I know a dismissal when I hear one. When I promised to give Elle whatever she needed tonight, I didn’t expect that to include space. But if that’s what she wants, I can give her that, too.

			The hearse pulls away. The hospice nurse speaks with Ted and Vivian before climbing into his car. After so much waiting, everything seems to happen all at once.

			“Can I call you tomorrow?” I ask, turning back to Elle. “I can bring up food for you and your family. Help with any arrangements.”

			“Actually…” Elle releases the death grip she has on her ribs to swipe the tears from her face. “I think it’d be better if you didn’t.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“We had fun together. But…maybe that’s all it was meant to be.”

			I hold on tighter to the door, afraid that if I let go, I’ll crumble. “What are you saying?”

			She shakes her head, fresh tears making a sparkling path down her cheeks. They pool along her chin before dripping to the floor. “I have a funeral to plan and a brand-new business to run. I can’t juggle anything else right now.”

			Belonging to this family is a privilege. Not a right.

			You have a family. You have me. And Dea.

			And me, too.

			Anger stirs in my chest, a scared animal defending against the hurt that lies closer to the core of my heart. “I’m not something you have to juggle, Elle. I can help you. I have helped you.”

			“Except when I really needed it! The help you were supposed to provide failed.”

			I lose the battle against my own tears. “I didn’t fail. Willa didn’t want to stay. I couldn’t force her.”

			“Pippa, please,” Elle says, and it’s such a different form of begging from last night. “Don’t make this harder than it needs to be. I can’t be worried about when I’ll get to see you and what weekends make sense for visits when all of this is happening. And you saw how Alex was tonight. There’s no point telling him about us. It isn’t worth the risk.”

			“You mean I’m not worth the risk.”

			Elle squeezes her eyes tight like she can’t bear the sight of me. “Can we skip the fighting and let this be a fun memory? We don’t have to ruin it by trying to make it something more.”

			“Fine.” I slip on my shoes and brush past her, my heart shattering into a thousand jagged pieces. “I know better than to fight for someone who doesn’t want me. My family taught me that.”

			The choke of her sob follows me down the driveway, and I’m forced to pass her family where they’re huddled together under the dark sky. My throat is too tight to say a proper goodbye. The promise of privacy waiting for me in my car is the only thing keeping me putting one foot in front of the other.

			I start the car, trace a vitality sigil on my chest, and make the long drive back to Windsfell. Where my real life is waiting. My business. Dea. The empty apartment with nothing but a few plants that probably did better with Dea’s attention than mine anyway.

			I’ve been alone most of my life. I can do it again.

			It isn’t until I make it to my apartment and fall into bed that I let the grief wash over me.
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			Saturday, I wallow.

			I marathon all my favorite shows. Get all my favorite foods delivered to my apartment. Spend hours scrolling through photos of adoptable cats until I cave and put in an application. I even email the building manager to update my lease.

			Xander calls a few times throughout the day, but I can’t bear to hear his voice. To explain that despite doing everything right, Willa won’t be moving into Midnight Manor. I’m sure Elle already told him. I’m sure he already knows.

			Finally, I text Xander to say that I made it home fine and to focus his energy on Elle. She needs him more than I do right now. Even though she broke my heart, I know hers hurts worse. I won’t do anything—including stealing Xander’s attention—that could bring her additional pain.

			I’ll be fine. I did what I set out to do at Midnight Manor. I created a safe, ethically haunted B&B. Whether or not Elle sends the rest of the money she owes me, I’ll find a way to save my business. If it means I have to teach, so be it. I’ll make sure Dea’s salary gets paid.

			Falling in love never killed anyone, so on Sunday, I get back to work.

			I unpack my bags and go through the old notes on the creativity spell I’d been working on. After a month away, it feels good to stretch my magic in directions that have nothing to do with ghosts. Progress comes in fits and starts, but I settle into my old routines, and by Monday, I’m ready to go back into the office.

			The chimes greet me as I enter, the familiar sound drawing out a deep exhale. Brewing coffee fills the space with bittersweet tang as I expand my lungs. I don’t see Dea, but she’s probably in the little break room, waiting for the coffee to finish.

			Before I can call out a greeting, I notice the banker’s box sitting in her desk chair, already half-filled with her personal items. The picture of her dog, Katya. The World’s Best Assistant mug I bought for her first work anniversary. The fingerless gloves she always wore in the winter to keep herself warm, since the office heat is controlled by the landlord.

			The same landlord doubling our rent in January.

			“Pippa?” Dea sounds startled, and I turn to find her coming out of the break room with one of the office’s generic mugs. “I thought you weren’t coming in until tomorrow?”

			“What’s all this?” I point to the box in her chair. Her nearly empty desk.

			Dea wraps her fingers around her cup and avoids my gaze, white teeth biting into her terra-cotta-colored lips. “I had planned to turn in my two weeks’ notice tomorrow.”

			My heart plummets to the depths of my abdomen. I can’t possibly have heard her right. “You what?”

			She shuffles across the room and sets her coffee on the desk. “I’ve loved working with you, Pippa. This business and its mission are incredible. I knew from the moment you banished that voyeur ghost from my apartment that your work would create something special. And it has. I’m proud I got to be part of it, but I got another job offer. I have to take it.”

			“You—” I catch myself on the edge of her desk. It feels like the floor is dropping out beneath me, and the sensation is dizzying. “When did you apply somewhere else? How long have you been planning to leave?”

			“A few months?” Dea moves the box off her chair and sits, waking up her computer. “But as soon as the first interview requests came in, I started automating everything I could. Look.” She clicks into a program I haven’t seen before. “This is your new scheduling system. And this…” She opens another window. “This billing system is phenomenal. You won’t even miss me. I promise.”

			I sink into the chair opposite her. “It’s not your job to make things okay for me. It was my job to make sure you felt stable here.” My throat tightens until it’s hard to breathe, and I fight the chorus of disappointed voices in my head. Nanette Erikson kicking me out of the family. Elle telling me that I wasn’t worth keeping around.

			It’s hard to ignore those voices, to remind myself that Elle said those things when she was hurt beyond measure, but I do my best. I swallow back the feelings of inadequacy and grief, clear the sense of failure from my throat, and focus on Dea. “Is the job cool? Something you’re excited about?”

			Her smile starts shy but brightens as she speaks. “It is, yeah. Nothing will be as cool as working for you, but I’ll be in charge of organizing systems for this massive nonprofit. They have all these initiatives to increase STEM education in underserved communities. It’s funny, setting up all these automated systems for you helped me get the job.”

			“That’s…that’s great, Dea. I’m excited for you.” And I am, beneath the feelings of loss and hurt and the twinge of betrayal that I have no right to feel. She’s allowed to work anywhere she wants. I can’t fault her for wanting to jump from a sinking ship before it drags her down.

			“It’s going to be great for you, too.” Dea reaches across the desk, and I let her take my hands. “Without my salary as an expense, you’ll have a longer runway to get the business back on track. Especially with the bonus you’ll get since you successfully haunted the B&B. This is a good thing. For both of us.”

			She drops my hands, her fingers flying over the keyboard again. “Ready to learn the new systems? I figured we could use my last two weeks to get you proficient in everything, brainstorm new offerings to attract clients, and then I can make sure the website is updated before I go.”

			“That would be great,” I say, but my voice is flat. Broken and small and pathetic. I push myself to my feet. “I’m going to get coffee first.”

			I flee the room without waiting to see whether Dea believes the excuse. The tears start the moment I’ve closed myself in the small break room, and I frantically trace a concealment sigil to soundproof the space before loud sobs tear from my throat.

			That’s some serial killer shit, Pippa.

			Elle’s voice in my head sends me to my knees. I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to use this sigil again without thinking of her. Of the first time I cast it for her in the library, when she wanted to hide her own grief. Holding her tight the night I first found out about Willa’s cancer and terminal diagnosis. Of the night—just four days ago—when the sound barrier hid her eager moans from prying ears.

			A deep, jagged ache forms beneath my ribs. Why can’t I let the past month be a fun memory? Why do I keep letting myself care about people who throw me away?

			By the time the tears dry, my knees hurt and my back aches.

			Dea doesn’t say anything about how long I was gone. Doesn’t mention that I returned from the break room without the coffee that I said I was leaving to get. She lets me keep my secrets. For now.

			I settle in my seat and nod for her to get started. “Show me what you’ve got.”
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			An undignified yelp escapes my throat as daggerlike claws pierce the flesh of my calves, causing both grimoires to slip off my lap. It took over a week before I was ready to think about anything to do with the B&B, but it’s been eleven days since the opening now. It’s time to update my grimoires with the final designs I created and move on.

			I reach beneath my bent knees and dislodge the kitten’s claws from the soft fabric of my joggers. “Don’t make me regret rescuing you, Cocoa.” Tucking the black cat into the crook of my arm, I wiggle my fingers as her tiny paws bat at me. “You are an absolute nuisance,” I say with affection. “Where’s your sister? Go chew on her tail or something.”

			As if summoned by my voice, Cocoa’s orange-and-white counterpart, Waffles, flings herself at the couch cushions and dashes away. Kitty parkour at its finest. Cocoa wriggles in my grip, and I set her down to chase after her sister.

			I pick up the grimoires to finish transferring my notes about the spirit boards, but the doorbell rings before I can get truly settled. The kittens scatter, tiny feet pitter-pattering across the floor as they dash toward the bedroom, likely to hide under the dresser.

			“Just a minute!” I call, setting the grimoire down and running a hand through my hair, glad I decided to shower and dress first thing this morning even though I don’t go into an office every day anymore. Won’t be going back at all after Dea’s last day. I peer through the peephole, expecting the groceries I ordered, only to find a familiar pair of blue eyes staring back at me instead.

			“Xander?” I hold the door open between us and glance past him into the hall, but he’s alone. “What are you doing here? Did something go wrong with the ghosts?”

			Cocoa darts through my legs and tries to escape through the open door, but the magical barrier I spelled to keep the kittens inside bounces her back. I learned my lesson the first night I had the kittens here, after they escaped when I opened the door to accept my Thai food delivery.

			Xander tilts his head and studies the pair of kittens blinking owlish eyes at him. “Well, hello.” He bends and reaches past the barrier to pet them. “Since when do you have cats?”

			“Since last week when I adopted them.” I can’t stop my attention from flicking past him, a foolish part of me still hoping that Elle will appear from around the corner.

			“It’s just me, Pip.” He steps past the threshold to pick up Waffles and cradles the fluffy menace in his arms. “Can we talk?”

			“Always.” I close the door behind him, tension wrapping up my spine. “Is everything okay at the B&B?”

			Xander kicks off his shoes without being asked and settles on the couch next to my grimoires. Waffles squirms out of his hold and attacks his toes. “I’m not here about work, Pippa.”

			A pit of dread settles heavy in my gut. If he’s here about Elle…Did she tell him about us? Or is this about Willa’s death?

			“You’re not?” I ask, trying to keep my voice light.

			Xander shoos the kittens away from his feet and reaches for my hand, pulling me to sit beside him on the couch. “After the funeral, Lou finally told me what happened between you two. I’ve been worried, and you never answer my calls. I needed to make sure you were okay.”

			“She told you we were hooking up?” Shock makes the words come out strangled and raw. What does this mean, that she told him? Does she regret pushing me away?

			“You—” Xander shakes his head, his blue eyes wide. “She told me what happened after Willa died. That she accused you of failing her when you let Willa move on. Lou and I both know how much that must have hurt you. She feels terrible about it.”

			“Right.” I mentally kick myself for accidentally outing the short relationship that clearly meant more to me than it did to her. “Of course that’s all she told you.”

			Xander arches that single eyebrow, and I bury my face in my hands. “When did you two have time to hook up? How long has this been going on?”

			“Nothing is going on. Obviously, it didn’t mean anything to her.” Tears tumble down my face, which is so fucking embarrassing. I scrub them away and remind myself that whatever Elle’s going through, it has nothing to do with me. Her niece died. She helped her family bury a child last weekend. A few stolen moments of affection wouldn’t warrant a mention.

			Strong arms wrap around me as Xander pulls me to him. I end up with my head nestled against his chest, my voice thick with unshed tears. “Is she okay? I mean, she’s obviously not okay okay after losing Willa, but—”

			“I know what you mean, Pip.” He rubs my back, and being with him like this reminds me of five years ago, when he helped me recover from the article fallout. “And she’s…keeping busy. I think Oliviette is tired of having Lou underfoot in the kitchen. She’s always baking these days. Croissants, mostly. I think she likes slamming the rolling pin into the dough.”

			I can picture it. The flex of her arms. The rolling pin smashing against layers of dough and butter. A true crime podcast playing to keep her company. Hopefully Olli isn’t squeamish while she cooks.

			That’s some serial killer shit, Pippa.

			Xander yelps when Cocoa chomps on his toe, jolting me from the memory. “Here.” I push myself upright and trace a barrier sigil on his knee and funnel magic to spread the spell along his clothes. “That’ll keep those sharp teeth and claws from getting through.”

			“Thanks.” Xander gives me an appraising look. “So. You and Lou, huh? That explains a lot.”

			“Explains what?”

			“You calling her Ellie and living to tell the tale, for starters. The way she kept checking the door at the funeral. I asked if she was waiting on someone specific, but she brushed me off.”

			Guilt tugs at my heart. “I sent flowers. But the obituary said the service was for family only, and I didn’t think that included me.” I shove the hurt and loneliness back in their box. “It doesn’t include me, Xander. She was waiting for someone else.”

			“Maybe.” He bumps his shoulder into mine. “But she asks about you. Checks to see if I’ve heard anything. Checks whether you’ve reached out to Sloane about your creativity spell. Speaking of…” Xander leans over and digs something out of his back pocket. “Sebastian stopped by the other day and insisted I give you this. He said Sloane is eagerly awaiting your call.”

			I accept the business card and smooth my thumb over the expensive card stock. “But Sloane saw me royally fuck up and risk their investment. Why would they want to work with me?”

			“You do realize innovation is impossible without failure, right?” He shifts on the couch to better face me, his shin grazing my hip. “Do I need to start harassing you to see a therapist again? You are way too hard on yourself, Pip. You deserve more credit than you ever accept.”

			Seeing a therapist again wouldn’t be the worst idea. “I’m too busy for that, Xan. Dea quit, and I’m reconfiguring my entire business, and—”

			“Deanna quit?” Xander’s shock matches my own feelings when I found out. “That explains why your office was locked up when I stopped by.”

			“I didn’t renew my lease, either. I’ll be fully moved out this Friday,” I say, and then I tell Xander everything. Stepping out on my own, cutting back on expenses to buy time to reimagine the business. I show him the progress I’ve made on the creativity spell, and he laughs at the irony that if I already had the creativity spell, it’d be easier to finish it.

			He tells me about Sloane’s retreat, and how much the ghosts enjoyed being the center of the attendees’ attention. How much he enjoyed running the event, despite Sebastian being a particularly fussy pain in the ass. Xan describes the pranks the ghosts play with the spirit boards, the daily jokes and riddles the spirits take turns putting on the main board in the foyer. Word of mouth has already spread, and combined with the Sloane-financed marketing campaign, that’s left all the rooms booked solid for months already.

			“It sounds like you love it,” I say when he finishes telling me about helping one of the new ghosts—Noah—host his wife and kids at the B&B for a couple of nights. The family enjoyed spending time with the ghost of their loved one, though it was hard on Elle to see them experience what she tried to give Willa.

			“I do.” Xander pets one finger along Waffles’ head, where she’s curled up in his lap. “It’s not the same without you, though. I miss seeing you every day.”

			A sad smile pulls at my lips. “Me, too. But we always knew it was temporary.”

			“Elle misses you, too.”

			His words crack open the hurt I’ve tried to hide, and I smother it with humor. “Since when is she Elle?”

			“That’s who she is to you.” Xander reaches for my hand. “I think you two need to talk. She misses you. And now that I know what you were to each other…I think she misses more than just your platonic company.”

			Emotions tighten around my throat, constricting my ability to speak. My words come out choked. “How could you possibly know that? She never told you we were together.”

			“Why was it a secret in the first place?”

			I lean against the back of the couch, staring up at the ceiling. “The Barrett of it all. She said it would hurt you to see us together.” I let my head fall to the side so I can look at him. “That day we went to the antiques store, I wanted to tell you about us. But when the flirty cashier upset you, I figured Elle was right. And I…”

			Xander’s eyes shimmer with tears, but he doesn’t drop my gaze. “And you what?”

			It feels silly now that he’s sitting here on my couch, but I admit my fears anyway. If I speak them out loud, maybe I’ll purge them from my heart once and for all. “I was afraid that if things ended badly between Elle and me…I was afraid that you’d choose her. I didn’t want to lose you.”

			“But after Willa died, you told me to choose her. You texted and asked me to put all my focus on Elle, even though you were grieving, too.” Xander shakes his head, but he doesn’t pull away. Instead, he tugs me tighter to him. “I get why you two didn’t say anything at first. Yes, I was a mess about Barrett. Fuck, I still am. But the thought of my two favorite people finding happiness together? That’s a good thing, Pip. An incredible thing.”

			“Too bad it’s already ruined,” I mutter to myself, miserable and aching and hating all the lost moments Elle and I could have shared if only we’d been willing to tell Xander about us.

			“You don’t really believe that, do you?”

			“What am I supposed to think?” I ask, pulling back to study his face. “I live here. She’s in Oak Spires. And she’s grieving. How I feel about her doesn’t matter. She doesn’t want me, Xan. I have to respect that.” I wipe the tears from my cheeks. “It’s my fault for getting attached. People always leave me.”

			“I’m not leaving you. Not now. Not ever. You are always welcome at Midnight Manor. Any day. Every day.”

			“But Elle—”

			“I really think she feels the same, Pip.” Xander studies me a moment, worrying at his lower lip like he’s waging some internal battle over what to say next. Finally, he lets out a full-bodied sigh. “One of you needs to reach across this gap.”

			Tightness grips my throat again. “I can’t. I’m sorry, Xander, but I can’t. I’ve been thrown away too many times. I can’t do it again.”

			“What if I talk to her?”

			“No. Absolutely not.” I grip tight to his hands, urgent and pleading. “You can’t say anything. Promise me you won’t. I don’t want a pity relationship.”

			Xander looks like he wants to argue, but in the end, he presses his lips tight together and nods. “Fine. As long as you and I are good. I won’t lose you over this.” He presses a kiss to my forehead. “You’re stuck with me for life.”
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			“To your last day!” I raise a plastic cup of champagne, true warmth eclipsing the last of the hurt over Dea leaving. “And your inevitable success in your new position!”

			Dea clinks her drink against mine, and we cheers in the empty office. I’ve already removed the bells above the door that were spelled to alert us to incoming customers. I removed the magic that repelled dirt from the carpet and dust from the shelves. The last of my personal belongings sit in a single box by the locked front door.

			After her sip, she tips her cup toward me. “And to your successful mastery of the new computer systems.”

			I nearly spit out the champagne as I stifle a laugh. “Hey now! I got there eventually!” Sure, it took nearly the entire two weeks with Dea to figure out how to operate the new accounting and scheduling software, but now I’m, like, seventy percent confident in my ability to make sure I get paid properly.

			“Give me a complicated hex to break over a new computer system any day.” I sigh, a lingering bit of nostalgia pulling at my heart. “Did you ever follow up with Callum? Did he manage to keep from getting hexed a second time?”

			“Yup.” She tosses back another sip. “He hasn’t turned green again or sprouted scales.”

			“Too bad,” I murmur, earning a laugh. “What? We did great work the past two weeks, but there aren’t any new clients on the calendar.”

			“They’ll come.” Dea leans against the edge of the desk and surveys the empty, soulless office. “I’m going to miss this place.”

			“Really?”

			“Not the office.” Dea turns her deep brown gaze on me and offers a warm smile, her lips a vivid red today. “I’ll miss you, though.”

			I squeeze her hand briefly in mine before swallowing the rest of my drink. I add Dea to the growing list of people I let get close who I won’t see regularly anymore. Why is it I always end up alone? No matter what I do, I end up either kicked out or abandoned.

			“Have you heard from her?” Dea asks, and if I didn’t know better, I’d say she was psychic.

			More likely, I’m just obvious in my brooding. “Who?”

			Dea rolls her eyes. “You know who I mean. Elle. The woman you spent an entire month with before going no contact at the drop of a hat.”

			The pleasant buzz of the champagne does nothing to dull the flash of frustration. “She told me not to call. She practically threw me out of her sister’s house. It’s not like I chose to go no contact. I’m respecting her boundaries.”

			“I thought Xander said she misses you?” Dea asks, brows arching up her forehead.

			I reach for the open bottle between us and pour myself another cup of the bright, bubbly liquid. “That doesn’t change anything. She’s the one who kicked me out of her life. If she wants me back in it, she knows how to reach me.”

			“Hmm.”

			“What?”

			Dea takes the tiniest sip of her drink. “Nothing. I’m surprised you let yourself get involved. You’ve been hesitant to date the whole time I’ve known you.” She studies me when I shrug. “And I think you fell harder than you expected. Harder than you’ve admitted.”

			The burn of oncoming tears makes my eyes feel like they’re on fire. “Yeah, well, I should have known better. It was stupid to fall in love with her.”

			“You love her?”

			My own words echoed back at me break the dam on the tears. “Obviously, I was alone in that.”

			Dea reaches for my hand and squeezes tight. “You don’t know that. The last time you talked was the worst moment of her life. She could feel bad about what she said and is too embarrassed to reach out. Maybe she thinks her feelings were one-sided.”

			“But I told her I liked her. I told her I wanted to stay. I said I’d help with anything she needed.”

			The help you were supposed to provide failed.

			I shake my head, letting bitterness cover the hurt in an impenetrable shell. “She knows how I feel about her, Dea.”

			“She knows how you felt. She doesn’t know you still feel that way.”

			“That’s—” A ping on the computer cuts me off. “Please tell me that’s a new client.”

			“Let me check. It’ll be my final act as your office manager.” Dea clicks the laptop’s track pad, the multiscreen setup I’d gotten her already packed away in her car, a parting gift for her next job.

			“Holy shit.”

			Her breathy tone shivers down my spine. “What is it? A new client? Please tell me they want something expensive.” I scramble to my feet.

			“That was the accounting system, not the scheduler.” Dea turns the laptop so I can see the screen. “The bonus came through.”

			“The—” My voice dies when my gaze lands on the top deposit on the screen. There it is. Every cent Elle promised if I successfully haunted the B&B. Well, happy Friday to me. “Is there anything else? A note or a…I don’t know, anything?”

			Dea swivels the computer back around and clicks into the deposit. Her eyes scan across the screen, but ultimately, she shakes her head. “Did she text you?”

			I scramble for my phone, and the rush of disappointment threatens to make me emotional all over again. “Nothing.”

			“Give it time, boss.” Dea shuts the laptop and passes it over to me. I store it in my bag. “Do you regret not renewing the lease on this space? Now that you have the money, you could afford to stay another year.”

			“No, it was time to let this go.” I put the cork in the champagne bottle and pass it to Dea. “To the end of an era.”

			“And a better one to come.” She tucks the bottle under one arm and drains her glass, smirking at me over the rim. “I do have one final piece of business before you’re no longer my boss.”

			“Yeah?” I shoulder my bag, ready to call it a day. “What’s that?”

			“I set up your lunch date with Teagan from C3.”
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			“I’m so glad we could finally do this!”

			The owner of C3, Teagan Keller, sits across from me at our small table at Bellflower Bistro. Dea set our meeting for eleven Monday morning to avoid the lunch rush. We already put in an order for the appetizer platter to share, glasses of ice water sitting on the table in front of us.

			Despite how often I’ve cursed the existence of Coffee, Charms, and Crystals since it opened, sitting here with Teagan, I can’t help but feel relaxed in her presence. She’s warm and friendly and full of a buoyant, likable energy.

			“You saved my ass the other day with the rush order of lepidolite. This is the least I could do to thank you.”

			Teagan parts her lips, a question in the rise of her brow, but the server swoops in with the platter of appetizers we ordered in lieu of a regular lunch: Parmesan-crusted zucchini, buffalo-fried cauliflower, and the creamiest guacamole with crispy house-made tortilla chips. After the server leaves, we each pile up our small plates with the assortment of apps.

			“So, what did you need the crystals for?” Teagan asks before popping a piece of zucchini into her mouth.

			“Have you heard of the new B&B in Oak Spires?”

			“The haunted one?”

			I lean over the table toward her and pitch my voice to a whisper. “I’m the one who haunted it.”

			“No shit? That’s incredible! And lepidolite helps with that?”

			“The large pieces work as a ghost transport.”

			“And the garden quartz?”

			I grin, feeding off her excitement. “That helps make ghosts visible. I used it in the summoning circles and in these ghost goggles I invented. They replicate the function of amplification sigils so the B&B guests can easily communicate with the spirits.” I dig a chip through the guacamole. “The only downside is they’re ugly as hell. Heavy, too. And they need to be recharged constantly.”

			“Hence the selenite charging plates Deanna purchased,” Teagan adds, easily putting the pieces together. She tries a bite of fried cauliflower, thinking as she chews. “Why didn’t you use a modified summoning sigil on the glasses?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I use it all the time for magical jewelry and talisman creation. You modify a traditional summoning sigil, so instead of drawing ghosts into a prepared circle, it summons a steady stream of magic to keep the original spell active.” Teagan sips her ice water like this is totally normal information and not a mind-blowing revelation.

			I seriously underestimated this witch. And, I can only assume, her store, too.

			Fuck, I feel like an asshole. I’ve spent months blaming her for my business’s decline, secretly scoffing at her for peddling bullshit trinkets to mundanes. Yet all this time, she’s been the real deal.

			Delight brightens Teagan’s expression when she realizes I’m staring at her dumbfounded. “Wait, did I seriously introduce you—the Pippa Ainsley—to a new application of magic? This might be the best day of my life.”

			A prickle of anxiety creeps up my spine. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

			Teagan shrugs, but her fair skin goes rosy as a blush spreads across her cheeks. “Nothing. It’s just…You’re sorta my idol.”

			“I’m your what?” Shock settles over me, leaving me off balance as I stare at the younger witch. “I didn’t realize you knew that much about what I do.”

			“Are you kidding? I’ve been following you for years! When that article came out about your magical experiments, and how you wished your mom would make space for new kinds of magic in NACOW, it was like you gave me permission to accept who I am. To accept the kind of magic I do.”

			Teagan’s excitement cools, and she runs a hand across the short undercut at the back of her head. “I assume that article didn’t go over well with your family, since you don’t use your original last name anymore, but it meant a lot to me. I was a junior in college back when it first came out. I tried to keep track of you, but you disappeared.

			“But then a year later, one of my friends told me about a witch who helped her soundproof her apartment. She was having a terrible time studying. Her roommate had a very active sex life. When she showed me your website, I realized who you were. Watching your business grow and succeed these past few years is the whole reason I started C3.”

			Her words settle over me, and it’s uncomfortable, taking credit for something I didn’t do on purpose. “I didn’t intend to be part of that article,” I admit. “The guy I was talking to never told me he was a reporter.”

			“Oh my god. That’s—”

			I hold up a hand as horror streaks across her face. “But I’m glad it helped you. And I’m sorry for brushing you off the first time you suggested we get together.”

			She settles back in her chair, smoothing the worried look from her face. “It’s totally fine.”

			“It isn’t, though. I misjudged you. I got it in my head that you were trying to drive me out of business. When I saw you were opening a second location in Oak Spires, I nearly lost my mind. It was like you were following me everywhere.”

			Her hazel eyes go wide. “Not at all! I swear, I’m not trying to take over your business. If anything, I’d hoped we could work together. I had this whole dream where we became friends and sent each other business. I figured I could supply you with all the crystals and things you need, and if I had a customer who wanted something complicated, I could send them to you. Like I did with that hexed CEO. Colin or something.”

			“Callum?” I ask. “The real estate guy?”

			“Yeah! I take it he called you?”

			“He did. I got him all sorted before I left for Oak Spires.” We settle into comfortable silence for a few minutes, working our way through the plate of appetizers. I let everything I’ve learned about Teagan push aside the false assumptions I’d made. “If you’d like, I think being friends who collab sometimes would be nice.”

			“Really?”

			“Yeah.” I pull out my phone and scroll past all the photos of the kittens until I find a picture of the ghost goggles. “You said you do a lot of craft-based magic? Beyond the modified summoning sigil, could you make these glasses less bulky and hideous?”

			She takes my phone and zooms in on the picture, brow pinched with concentration. “How did you attach these crystals?”

			“Hot glue?”

			Teagan throws her head back as she laughs, a warm sound that invites me into the joke with her. We spend the rest of the meal sharing tips about our unique brands of magic, and I’m fascinated by the way Teagan has learned to manipulate materials to embed magical properties into mundane items. I tell her about the spirit boards and share stories of the different ghosts I encountered over the past month.

			As we share and laugh and bond as a pair of entrepreneurial, experimental witches, I realize that I’ve spent so long afraid of being hurt that I’ve guarded my heart against false threats. I’ve isolated myself from the people who could get me.

			A small part of my heart whispers that I should call Elle. That Xander was right when he suggested that the only thing keeping us apart is our mutual fear of getting hurt again. But she told me to go. She told me not to call. I didn’t make that up.

			The next time I visit Midnight Manor to see Xander, I’ll see if she’s there, too. By then, maybe I’ll know what to say. For now, I can’t encroach on her grief. Not when it’s this fresh.

			By the time Teagan and I are finished with lunch and I’ve paid the bill, we part as friends. We even set a date for me to visit her shop next week to begin our collaborative work on an upgraded version of the ghost goggles.

			There’s a new warmth in my chest despite the chill in the air that threatens fresh snow, and I point myself in the direction of home. As I’m passing my old office, a For Rent sign in the window, my phone rings.

			Elle, I think, and my heart leaps in my chest, but it’s Xander’s name on the screen when I pull the phone from my pocket.

			“Miss me already?” I tease. “It’s been less than a week, Xan.”

			“We have a problem,” Xander says in lieu of a greeting. “But before I tell you what it is, I need you to know that whatever you decide to do, you’ll always be my best friend.”

			I stumble to a halt a few feet shy of the intersection. “Well, that’s not ominous or anything.”

			“Sorry. I just want to make sure you know that I care about you more than this favor. You can say no, and it won’t affect how much I love you.”

			“Xan, you’re freaking me out. Tell me what it is.” I walk the final few steps to the intersection and hit the crosswalk button.

			His sigh is loud over the phone, and I get an intuitive flash of him running his free hand through his hair in an attempt to soothe some of his stress. “We got a letter from NACOW.”

			Dread pools in my belly. “About what?”

			“I sent in the registration paperwork for the new magic like Sebastian said.” Xander pauses, and I see him in my head, pacing in his bedroom where the guests won’t see his worry. “Apparently, NACOW has ethical concerns about the application. They’re sending out an auditor in two weeks.”

			Fuck.

			“Pippa, the letter said they could shut us down. They could send Laney and Betty and everyone else away.”

			The crosswalk light changes, the green pedestrian in motion, but I stand frozen in place. A flurry of emotions erupts inside me as the first snowflakes of the season start to fall. It figures that NACOW would assume anything new is dangerous. That invention is something to stifle rather than encourage and celebrate. From my conversation with Xander last week, the ghosts love being at the B&B. This is a good thing. Yet my mother and her cronies want to ruin it.

			A chill works down my spine that has nothing to do with the snow gathering in my hair. “Xan? Did you use my name on the form?”

			“I had to. The paperwork requires the name of the witch who developed the magic. It had to be registered under your name.” He pauses, and I smash the crosswalk button again. “You can absolutely say no, Pippa, but is there any way you could talk to them?”

			This time, when the crosswalk sign indicates it’s time to walk, I hurry across the intersection. “Flora’s the director of that department.” My sister’s name feels strange on my lips. Numbness settles over me.

			“Oh, Pip. Forget I asked. You haven’t talked to your sister in years. I can’t ask you to face her again over this.”

			For Elle, he’s not saying. For him, too.

			Memories of my childhood, happy memories, push their way to the surface. And in all the times I felt loved as a child, it was because of my sister. Because of Flora. Maybe seeing her again won’t be terrible.

			“I’m not doing it for you.” I hurry down the next block, my mind racing. “If Flora denied the request because my name was on it, then I need to handle this. I finished the creativity spell last night. I won’t let her and NACOW ruin my business by rejecting ideas simply because they’re mine.”

			“Pippa…”

			“Say ‘thank you,’ Xan. I’ve made up my mind.”

			I can hear the grin in his voice when he echoes my words and bids me goodbye.

			When I get back to my apartment, I scoop up Cocoa and snuggle into her fur. “Now, what do I wear to face my family?”
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			The local NACOW offices are an hour in the opposite direction of Oak Spires on a good day. I managed to get an appointment with Director Erikson for Wednesday, but last night, we got walloped with the first big snowstorm of the season, making my drive today slow and plodding.

			Thankfully, my anxiety over seeing my sister had me out the door forty minutes early, so I still make it to the offices on time.

			I park in the visitor section, my boots crunching over the snow as I pass the designated parking spot that used to be mine, when this was my office. Before Nanette decided I was a waste of space for more reasons than my lack of healing magic.

			Yet despite the physical reminder, my mother’s voice doesn’t assault my memory.

			A swell of pride washes through me. I’m not the same person I was the day my mother threw me out of the family. I’ve built a life for myself, with friends who care about me. Who like the version of me that feels authentic and true. Xander. Deanna. Even Teagan.

			And though our relationship is over, I believe Elle saw me, too. That, outside the moment of her deepest grief, she cared about me more than my magic.

			Despite my growing confidence, I’m glad to know I won’t run into my mother today. According to the NACOW website, Nanette is all the way across the country, presenting at some fancy conference in California.

			Warm air blasts me from all sides as I step through the sliding doors into the NACOW building. The decor hasn’t changed at all in the half decade that I’ve been gone, and the familiarity of it settles some of the anxiety swirling beneath my skin. I may not fit in this place, but I understand how it works. I dressed accordingly, in one of my old suits, paired with boots that can withstand the snow and still look boardroom appropriate.

			The receptionist directs me to the elevators with instructions to head to the seventh floor, where Director Erikson’s executive assistant will be waiting for me.

			Fuck, it’s weird to think of my baby sister having an executive assistant. The last time I saw Flora she was a college junior. Now, at twenty-five, she’s the youngest director in NACOW’s history.

			When the elevator spits me out, I’m greeted by her overeager assistant. He offers me a glass of water that I decline and directs me to the waiting area. I perch on the edge of a chair and trace calming sigils along the edge of my thigh.

			This is Flora, I remind myself, not Nanette. This is the same sister who healed my cuts and bruises when we were kids. We haven’t spoken since Nanette threw me out, but that doesn’t mean that girl is gone completely.

			I hope.

			The moment the clock strikes the top of the hour, the office door swings open and I officially see my sister for the first time in five years. She’s grown so much since then. The unruly black hair we shared all our childhood is now cut into a sleek, straightened bob that curls against her jaw. Her suit looks tailor-made to fit her exact measurements, and the three-inch heels are definitely new.

			Flora levels her dark gaze at me, the same deep brown as my own, and clasps her hands behind her back. “Ms. Ainsley. Come in.”

			Her cold formality settles over my shoulders like frost, but I push myself to my feet and follow her into the large office.

			The door closes behind us on its own, a bit of untraditional magic that I’m surprised NACOW allowed. Flora gestures at the chair in front of her massive desk. “Have a seat, Ms. Ainsley.”

			“As you wish, Florentia.” It’s petulant to echo her formality with the use of her proper first name, but the distance between us now that we’re sitting face-to-face grates on every hurt that I’ve weathered and hidden for so long.

			Flora sits rigid in her chair, something akin to pain flashing in her eyes. “What is it you expect from me? I assume this visit is about the upcoming audit in Oak Spires. You’re here for professional reasons, not personal ones. So, I’m being professional.”

			“Right. And let me guess, you were doing your job when you denied the application that had my name on it?” I scoff and lean back in the chair, all pretense of professionalism gone. “Tell me you wouldn’t have given the application a stamp of approval if any other witch’s name had been on that form.”

			“You don’t know the first thing about how this department works.” Flora glares at me, leaning her forearms on the massive desk. “You’ve been flouting the council’s rules this entire time. How many magical innovations have you failed to register this year? How many have you created since you founded your business?”

			Shock melts some of the anger from my body. “You…you know about my business?”

			“Of course I do, Pippa.” The tightness in her posture deflates. Her tone softens until she sounds like the girl I used to know. “Do you remember the woman who came to you for help with a jealous ex? It would have been about three years back.”

			Confusion and an emotion I can’t name tighten my throat. “If by ‘jealous ex’ you mean one step shy of stalker, then yes.”

			Flora smiles. “She was a friend of my college roommate. I’m the one who sent her your way.”

			“You—” I blink tears out of my eyes. “But I haven’t heard a word from you since Mom threw me out. I thought…I thought you hated me as much as she did. I thought you agreed with her. That I’m a ‘stain on the Erikson reputation’ or whatever her press release said.”

			“I could never hate you.” Flora slumps back in her chair. “At first…I did blame you, a bit, for the article. I thought you were being selfish and dramatic. I didn’t understand why you couldn’t play nice with Mom. I kept expecting you to come back. That you’d apologize and things would go back to normal.”

			“Why should I apologize to her?” Anger flares in my chest, but I manage to breathe deep and draw another calming sigil against my thigh. “Mom hated everything about me. Nothing I did was ever good enough. Even without the article, she would have found another reason to kick me out of the family.”

			To my surprise, Flora nods. “I always thought you were exaggerating. I knew she was hard on you, but I didn’t realize how bad it was until you were gone.” She gestures to the office, designed to Nanette’s exact specifications no doubt. “Anything less than her version of perfection is unacceptable. By the time I realized my mistake, it felt too late to do anything about it. If you want me to talk to her now, though, I absolutely will.”

			“No, that’s okay. I have nothing to say to her.” Silence falls between us, an awkwardness that didn’t exist when we were kids. In the quiet, memories of all the times Flora’s healing magic hummed through my skin, stitching back together the cuts and other small injuries I couldn’t fix on my own, rise to the surface.

			“I’m sorry that I couldn’t protect you from this,” I say at last, giving the office another once-over. “You deserved to chart your own course. To be a healer, if that’s what you wanted when you graduated. If I’d done things differently, I could have prevented this.”

			“It’s not all bad.” Flora swivels in her chair, a wry grin twisting up her lips. “Did you know this entire department was my idea?”

			“Really?” I ask, unable to keep the surprise out of my tone. “Why?”

			“Because of you. Mom thinks this office will appease concerned mundanes by limiting the growth of new magic, but that’s not what I’m using it for.” Her grin grows conspiratorial. “Yes, I’m making sure dangerous magic isn’t running rampant, but this office also lets me expand NACOW’s definition of legitimate magic. It’s slow, but it’s progress.”

			“Then why did you deny my application? Why threaten the audit?”

			“It hurt, you know.” Flora’s words go soft, but that doesn’t hide the pain in her voice. “After you left. After Mom threw you out. I kept expecting you to call. Or text. Something to tell me that you weren’t leaving me, too. That we could be sisters even if our parents weren’t part of your life anymore.”

			“I kept waiting for the same thing.” I tug at the cuff of my suit jacket, unable to meet her eyes. “As the older sister, it should have been me. But what Mom did, what Dad let her do without a single word in my favor…I think I was scared to find out for sure whether you agreed with them.”

			Flora nods, the ends of her dark hair swinging forward with the movement. She looks older than twenty-five. I can’t believe I missed so many years with my sister because I was afraid to ask her what she thought. That I wasn’t there for her when she had to bear the brunt of Nanette’s unrealistic standards.

			I run a hand over my face, surprised when it comes away wet. “Let me make sure I understand this. We didn’t talk for five years because we were both too chickenshit to be the first one to reach out?”

			My sister chokes on a laugh. “In our defense, we weren’t raised to talk about something as impractical as feelings. Plus, you went off grid for a while there. I did try calling once, but your number was disconnected.”

			“Only because Mom canceled my phone line.”

			“And all your social media was gone.”

			“Overrun by trolls after that article went live.” I have to laugh, otherwise I’m going to cry. All this pain over a series of missed connections and fear. “You found me eventually, though, if you sent your college friend to me for help.”

			Flora nods and dabs a tissue under her eye so she doesn’t smudge her makeup. “Yeah, but by then, I was afraid it was too late.”

			“It doesn’t have to be,” I say, leaning forward in my chair. “I have no intention of forgiving our parents, and I never want to talk to Nanette again. But you? I would very much like to be part of your life.”

			“I’d like that.” The grin she flashes me is the same one she’d use each time she healed one of my injuries growing up. I was wrong before, when I thought my childhood was devoid of unconditional love. I had it in Flora. And now, maybe I have it again.

			“Just so I’m clear…” I ask, already delighted by whatever her answer might be. “Is there an issue with the magic we registered for the B&B? Or was all this a ploy to get my stubborn ass to come visit?”

			“Can it be both?” Flora pulls out a file from the stack on her desk. “There aren’t any major red flags with the registration paperwork, but this is new territory. I need to decide what precedent to set for afterlife employment laws and ensure there are extensive safety precautions for guests.” My sister smirks, and it’s like we’re teenagers again. “Plus, you are technically out of compliance with a bunch of other new magic based on what you advertise on your website.”

			“This is going to be a long meeting, isn’t it?” I ask with a grin, shifting in my seat to get more comfortable.

			“Don’t worry. I can order us lunch on the department’s card.” Flora flips open her file. “Let’s start with these ghost goggles. Tell me everything.”

			So I do. I walk my sister through the ghost goggles and the spirit board. The methods I developed to find and transport ghosts to the B&B. She asks a million questions, looking for any ethical holes in the magic, and when she gives the application her official Director’s Stamp of Approval, we move on to discuss my other creations.

			We spend the most time on my new creativity spell and the introductions Sloane has promised to make with their wealthy friends, connections that will build demand for my work if I impress the right people. I tell Flora about the enchanted bells I used to hang over my door to alert me to incoming clients and help new arrivals feel at ease. The soundproofing sigil I mastered at the B&B. The different version of anti-theft spells that I tailor to each type of business. I even register the celebration sigil, though it’s a low-level, silly bit of magic.

			As my file grows, I’m surprised by how much new magic I’ve created over the past five years. Flora has her assistant order us lunch, and by the time I’ve successfully registered everything I can remember without checking my grimoire, which I left back at my apartment for safekeeping, we’re both exhausted.

			Flora hands off the folder to her assistant for filing and escorts me to the elevator. Enclosed inside, she wraps me in a tight hug. “I’m so impressed with you, Pip. I can’t believe how much you’ve created on your own.”

			“Are you kidding? I’m impressed with you. The youngest director in the history of NACOW.” The elevator pings as we reach the lobby, and I pull back. “I hope this is what you want. Don’t force yourself to work here to appease Nanette.”

			“I like the work,” she says, though she sounds uncertain. “But I’ll keep that in mind.”

			“Call me?” I ask, lingering in the open elevator doorway.

			Flora grins. “Every day until you’re sick of my voice.”

			I know it’ll take more than a single afternoon to heal everything between us, but as I leave the building and head back into the cold of coming winter, all I feel is hope.
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			In the three days since I met with Flora, I’ve accomplished three things.

			One, I’ve talked to my sister every day. Our calls always start off stilted and awkward, but by the end, we’re laughing and reminiscing and starting the slow work of filling in all the gaps in our perceptions of each other.

			Two, I’ve contacted Xander to let him know my conversation with Flora replaced the audit and the B&B’s magical license has been fully approved.

			And three, I’ve decided to be brave.

			It’s been three weeks and one day since I last saw Elle, and I miss her so fucking much. I miss her teasing. Her stubbornness with the things she cares about. The way her hand feels against mine.

			I want to be there to listen to her get excited about spreadsheets with Keith. I want to have dance parties with her, Xander, and the ghosts. I want to lust over her forearms while she assaults croissant dough.

			If I’ve learned anything from reconnecting with Flora, it’s that silence doesn’t automatically mean disinterest. I owe it to Elle to find out if that’s true for us. And if Elle doesn’t want to see or speak to me again, that’s fine. I’ll respect her choice. I’ll honor her boundaries.

			But she shouldn’t have to be the one who goes first, not after everything she’s been through. I’ll hate myself if I don’t try. I don’t know what I’ll say exactly, but I have the entire drive to Oak Spires to figure it out.

			“Cocoa. Waffles. You two be good while I’m gone.” I grab the keys to my Camry—I haven’t gotten around to replacing it yet—and head for the door. “Don’t throw any parties while I’m gone. And no eating the plants!”

			The kittens meow at me like they’re complaining about the rules, so I’m smiling when I pull open the door to leave. But instead of finding an empty hallway, I nearly collide with a person in the doorframe—a woman with familiar red hair that cascades down the front of a black peacoat.

			“Elle?” Seeing her face in person for the first time in weeks makes my mind go fuzzy and blank.

			I was supposed to have an entire drive to figure out what to say, but now she’s here. Standing in front of my apartment with her sleeves gripped tight in her palms. Her expression remains infuriatingly neutral while the kittens cry for attention at my feet.

			My stomach clenches with sudden anxiety and fierce hope, and I press one hand to my abdomen while the other braces against the open door. “What are you doing here?”

			Elle winces. “Alex gave me your address. I was hoping we could talk.” Her attention skims over my body and comes to rest at my feet. A smile pulls at her lips. “You finally adopted the kittens you wanted.”

			The delight in her voice breaks me out of my frozen state. “I did. Yeah. About two and a half weeks ago.” I step back to give her space to enter. “You might as well come in. They’re absolute pests until they get proper attention.”

			Elle enters, her familiar lavender and warm spice scent filling my nose as she passes. The kittens bound over to her, and she expertly scoops the pair of them up and snuggles her face into their fur before setting them back down again.

			Waffles puffs up her tail, indignant as she headbutts Elle’s shin.

			I close the door, shutting us into the quiet sanctuary of my apartment. Elle takes in the space as she steps into my living room. “So…this is where you live.”

			My muscles feel robotic as I shrug. “For now. Eventually, I’ll need a dedicated office space where those two can’t interrupt my experiments.”

			“It doesn’t feel like you.” Elle unwraps the scarf from around her neck and shucks off her coat like she means to stay awhile. “The manor fit you better.”

			I don’t know how to respond. Midnight Manor was never meant to be my home, no matter how settled I felt there. No matter how much I enjoyed seeing Xander every day. Seeing her.

			With words locked up tight in my chest, I take Elle’s coat and drape it over one of the high stools along the eat-in island in the kitchen. Slipping out of my own winter things, I set them on the stool next to hers.

			“I’m sorry.” Elle sighs, and with my back to her, I can picture the defeat in her features. “I didn’t come here to insult your living space.”

			“Why did you come?” I ask, and memories of our final moments play through my head. Her anger. Her disappointment. Her grief. Despite my lingering hurt, I keep my voice gentle. “If this is about Willa…I’m sorry, Elle. There’s nothing I can do to bring her back.”

			“No, I know. This isn’t about her.” Elle swallows hard, and when I turn around, there’s tension in her jaw. “Well, it is a little. I owe you a massive apology.”

			“You—”

			“Need to apologize, yes. I was devastated that night, but it’s no excuse for how I treated you.” Elle reaches out like she means to touch my arm, but she lets her hand drop back to her side before we connect.

			A strangled hope grabs hold of my heart. The people who throw me out of their lives never come back to apologize, but Elle is here. In my apartment. Talking to me.

			“All you ever did was try to help, Pippa. You did help, and when you offered to be there for me, I pushed you away. I thought it would be easier, but fuck, I was such an idiot. Nothing about your absence is easier.”

			“Ellie…”

			“And then after I treated you like shit, you still handled that mess with the NACOW application. Alex told me you had to talk to your sister, even though it’s been years since you’ve seen her. I can’t imagine how hard that was for you, and the fact that you’d do that, after everything—”

			“Elle, hold on.” This time, I’m successful at cutting her off, and I reach for her hands. Her fingers are freezing, but that doesn’t stop her touch from feeling like home. “Do you know where I was headed when I opened my front door?”

			“No,” she says, but there’s hope in her eyes.

			Hope that feels like magic.

			“I was about to get in my car and drive to Oak Spires. I was coming to find you. To see if you meant it when you told me to walk away or if you were hoping I’d come back.”

			Elle bites her lower lip. “Pippa Ainsley, were you going to grand gesture me?”

			I can’t even be coy. “Yes. I was. I don’t have a big speech planned or anything. I was going to use the drive for that.”

			“That’s okay. I have one.” She breathes deep and fixes her aventurine gaze on mine. “I want you to come back to Midnight Manor. I want you to move in. Permanently this time. Alex misses you. The ghosts miss you, especially Laney. They keep asking when you’ll come back to visit. Apparently, you owe Laney a weekly Taylor Swift concert?”

			A laugh bubbles out of me. “I think Laney wants you to play that Eras Tour movie for them. You don’t need me for that.”

			“You’re right. We don’t need you.” Elle’s words land like a bucket of ice water, but when I try to pull away, she holds tight to my hands. “We want you, Pippa. I want you.”

			The thrill of those words is stymied by logic and reason and, if I’m honest, fear. “I’ve missed you so much. I think about you all the time, and I do want to give us another try.”

			“But?”

			“I can’t uproot everything and move in with you.” This time, I do drop her hands. I need space. I need to move. But pacing the apartment doesn’t work, not with Waffles and Cocoa constantly underfoot. I settle for tangling my hands in my hair. “You’ve been through hell, Ellie. I’m not saying no to being together, but you threw me out of your life. I can’t forget that. I can’t jump from heartbreak to living together on a whim.”

			“It’s not a whim,” she says, voice firm. “Alex and I had a whole plan to ask you to move in that night. We had a whole speech worked out, but then Viv called before we got the chance, and—” Elle squeezes her eyes and swallows the rise of emotion that has thickened her voice.

			“And then I failed to save Willa.”

			“No.” Elle shakes her head, dislodging tears that make twin tracks down her cheeks. “Because of you, we got to say a proper goodbye. I couldn’t see it then, but what you did for us that night? Most people never get a chance like that. We got to hear her voice one last time, Pip. I got to hear her laugh. You have no idea what a gift that was.”

			“Ellie…”

			“And instead of honoring that gift, I let myself get lost in what I thought was supposed to happen. I broke your trust, and I’m so, so sorry.” She brushes the tears from her face. “Please, Pippa. Come back. Come home.”

			Home. The allure of it burns bright in my chest. I don’t have a physical location for my business anymore. I can cancel my lease with thirty days’ notice, and with the bonus I got from haunting the B&B, I wouldn’t even miss that money if I decided to move out early.

			“I want to, Elle. I really do. The time we spent together was incredible. I was ready to give you my whole heart. Part of me still wants to, wants to trust and leap and worry about the consequences later. But if we’re going to do this, we should do it right. I don’t want to rush things. I don’t think we should live together so soon.”

			Elle smiles at me like I’m the most wonderful thing she’s ever seen. “You brilliant, incredible woman. I’m not asking you to move in with me.”

			“But you said—”

			“I want you to be happy, Pip. I saw how much you loved the B&B. How much you loved spending time with Alex. And I know I’m a mess right now. I know I need to earn back your trust. That takes time.”

			I slump onto the couch and stare up at her, completely lost. “ ‘Brilliant’ might have been an exaggeration. I’m still confused.”

			“I moved out.”

			“You—but what about the B&B? You sank all your resources into it.”

			Elle settles beside me on the couch and brushes the tears from my face with soft, gentle fingers. “I’m not planning to leave the business, but I got my own apartment in Oak Spires. Alex and I want you to move into my old room. You can run your business from there, and we’ll pay you for any magical upkeep the manor needs.”

			I’m utterly speechless. The fact that she already moved out without any guarantee I’d take her up on the offer…

			“No one has ever done anything like this for me.” The enormity of it is too big for me to sit still. I stand and scoop up Waffles, burying my face into her fur.

			“There aren’t any strings here, Pippa. Even if you hate me, or if you want to keep things platonic, the room at the manor is still yours. I can work remotely if you don’t want to see me. It’s your space, if you want it.”

			My throat is tight, but my decision is easy. I push out the words. “I want it. I do.”

			“And me?” Elle stands and presses her hands against her stomach, like she needs the anchor to keep from reaching for me. “I don’t expect us to pretend the last twenty-two days never happened. But…I love you, Pippa. I love you so much, and I’d very much like the opportunity to try again.”

			“You’ve been counting?” Waffles wriggles out of my grip, and I take the hint, finally letting myself reach for Elle the way I’ve wanted to since the moment I saw her outside my door. I settle my hands around her waist, soaking up the warmth of her body.

			“Every minute.”

			“And if I don’t want to start all the way over?” I pull her forward until our bodies are flush and lean in close until my nose brushes along hers. I breathe deep, filling my lungs with her familiar scent.

			Her arms loop around my neck, and she angles her face until her lips are a hairsbreadth from mine. “I’ll happily meet you in the middle.”

			So we do.

			We kiss until we’re breathless, surrounded by a symphony of grumpy kittens.
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			Moving from a furnished apartment into a bed-and-breakfast is delightfully simple. I only need to pack the essentials. My clothes. Computer. Magic supplies. Way too many books.

			And the cats.

			Waffles and Cocoa shout about the injustices of their captivity the entire drive to Oak Spires. The calming sigils I’ve drawn on their carriers have done nothing to quiet their fury. Their indignant meows reverberate through the cabin of my new Prius, a splurge I allowed myself now that I won’t need to pay for my office or my apartment.

			Yet their incessant screaming can’t dampen my excitement when I pass the massive Midnight Manor sign a mile before the long driveway. Xander hadn’t been able to get the mayor to approve the sign in time for the opening on Halloween, and seeing it now sends a spark of home rushing down my spine.

			The gravel driveway is slick with ice when I pull in. Once I get unpacked, magically deicing the driveway will be priority number one.

			After saying hi to the ghosts.

			And hugging Xander.

			And making out with Elle. She stayed over at my apartment that first night, but then she had to get back to the B&B to help Xander prepare for the next round of guests. It’s been three days since I’ve seen her.

			Three days too long.

			I park in my spot, and a surge of warmth flows through me. My spot. My room. My home.

			A home that I share with my best friend. A home in the same town where my girlfriend lives. My girlfriend. Who loves me for me.

			Cat carriers in hand, I step out into the cold late-November afternoon. The air is crisp with the scent of fresh snow, softened by the cozy woodsmoke of roaring fireplaces. The cats let out fresh wails at the sudden chill, and I hurry them up the steps.

			The front door opens to reveal a beaming Xander, dressed in yet another of his cozy sweaters, this one a deep blue that accentuates his eyes. “I knew she could talk you into it.”

			“Now why does that sound familiar?” I tease, recognizing the echo of the first words Xander said to me when I officially arrived to haunt the manor. “Here, make yourself useful.” I shove the cat carriers toward him as I step in from the cold.

			Inside, the spirit board in the main hall is a flurry of colors, and at the center, Laney’s familiar teal scrawl:

			
				Welcome Home, Pippa!!!!

			

			The door closes behind me, and I trace an amplification sigil across my forehead and behind my right ear. Five ghosts come into view, and my heart warms to see them. “It’s good to see you.” I zero in on Laney, who wears the brightest smile of all. “Elle said I owe you a Taylor Swift watch party?”

			At the sound of her name, Elle appears at the top of the stairs. “Pippa! You’re early!” She glides down the stairs and launches herself into my arms. “Your room is all ready,” she whispers, her breath warm against my neck.

			She pulls away and bends to peer inside the cat carrier that Xander’s holding. “And how are my favorite step–fur babies?”

			“Irritated but alive.” I flick my attention to Xander. “Could you lock them in my room while we unload the car? I don’t want them escaping before I can set up the barrier spell.”

			Xander rolls his eyes and heads for the stairs. “You don’t need to concoct an errand so you two can make out.”

			“We love you, Xan!” I call after him, and despite the ghosts watching us, I draw Elle close and capture her lips with mine. “Hi.”

			“Hi,” she echoes, pressing a second, quicker kiss to the corner of my lips. “Welcome, home.”

			“Home,” I echo. “I could get used to that.”
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Epilogue

			
				[image: ]
			

			For the second Halloween in a row, I’m moving out of Midnight Manor.

			This time is different, though. Elle and I are renting a house together in town. Starting tomorrow, I get to wake up to her face each morning. And at night, we can make as much noise as we want. No concealment sigils required.

			I spent the morning moving my things out of my old room. We already tested out the new bed this afternoon, after we moved in Cocoa and Waffles, along with the last box of my books.

			Now, though, the Halloween party is in full swing at the B&B. Xander and Elle are downstairs with the guests, mingling and accepting well-deserved congratulations on their first successful year of business.

			Tonight is special for another reason, too, and my preparations are nearly complete.

			My old room is empty except for the furniture, the summoning circle taking up the center of the room, and a lovely couple that I’ve gotten to know well this past year.

			“Ready?” I ask, and the pair nods. “This may take a moment. Remember not to cross the barrier.”

			Magic flows in through my crown in a heady rush, the power different tonight while the veil between this world and the spiritual one is at its thinnest. I cast in silence, bringing forth a ghost from beyond the veil. Working magic that’s only possible this one night of the year.

			The glow starts at the center of the circle, a floating ball of light that lengthens into a familiar shape. When the ghost is as solid as she’s going to get, I give her a wave.

			“I’ll be right back,” I tell the couple. “Mind the barrier.”

			The woman grips my arm when I try to pass, her hold fierce. “Thank you.”

			With a nod, I slip out of the room and close the door behind me. It takes a few minutes to find Elle, but when I do, everything warm and good inside me goes off like fireworks. She smiles when she sees me, and if she’s surprised by the fierceness of my kiss when we meet, she doesn’t say anything.

			“Come with me,” I whisper, threading my fingers through hers.

			She follows without resistance, though when we reach the stairs, her voice raises above the music. “Where are we going?”

			“You’ll see.” I lead her to the bedroom that was first hers and then mine, and she laughs.

			“Pip, we have our own place now. We don’t need to sneak away to fool around.”

			I silence her with another kiss. “I love you, Eloise Thompson. You are my heart, my magic, my love. My Ellie. You deserve the world. And though I can’t give you that, I can do this.”

			The door swings open on well-oiled hinges, and when Elle sees who’s inside, she clings to my arm with a grip so tight it hurts. It’s an honor to hold her up.

			“Willa.” The name falls from her lips with such reverence that tears spring to my eyes. “I didn’t think this was possible.”

			“Hi, Aunt Ellie!” Willa smiles wide, her transparent cheeks crinkling with dimples. Viv and Ted turn to look at Elle’s stunned face, theirs covered in happy tears.

			Elle stumbles farther into the room toward her sister and brother-in-law, and I keep pace beside her. “Once a year, on Halloween, the veil is thin enough for Willa to visit. I know it’s not what you originally wanted, but I hope it helps.”

			“Thank you.” Elle throws her arms around me and hugs me tight. “I—thank you, Pippa. This is more than I ever expected.”

			“I know.” I press a kiss to her temple. “That’s what made the idea feel so special. Now, go. Catch up with your niece. I’ll be downstairs.”

			Leaving Elle, Vivian, and Ted to their reunion with Willa, I make my way back to the party, where I finally get a chance to mingle with the other guests. Dea brought a friend from her new nonprofit job, a trans woman who heads up the Girls in STEM initiative. Dea is clearly crushing on her, and though workplace romances can be tricky, I’m rooting for them.

			I continue through the party, accepting hugs from Xander’s parents. Shaking hands with the mayor. Saying hello to the guy from the antiques shop. I spot Flora talking with Teagan over by the refreshments, and it feels like worlds colliding.

			From across the room, I give Sebastian a wave, and he nods in return. He came alone, here to make sure the B&B is in good working order for Sloane’s next retreat.

			Everyone is wearing the second-generation ghost goggles, redesigned with Teagan’s help to be sleeker and more effective, so the ghosts can be part of the party, too.

			A tiny voice squeals with delight from across the manor, and I follow the sound into the library.

			“He’s walking?!” I ask, amazed at the one-year-old clinging to Marisol’s fingers as he takes tentative steps across the floor.

			Jackie leans against the table where I prepared to eliminate a pesky poltergeist from her home last year. “And up way past his bedtime. We’re going to pay for this tomorrow.” She’s smiling, though, as she watches her wife and son make their way across the floor.

			I approach the toddling boy and kneel to his level. “Hi, Rykelan. It’s good to see you again, nugget.”

			He stares back at me with those big blue eyes, excited to see me though it’s been a few months since I last saw him and his moms. He’s a happy kid, loved beyond measure, and it shows.

			“Need a break?” I hold out my hands. “I can take over.”

			“You’re such a doll. Thank you.” Marisol transfers Rykelan’s tiny hands to grip around my fingers, and then we’re off, me stooped over him as he maneuvers across the library. My back will pay the price for this, but it’s worth it.

			Marisol and Jackie regale me with stories of their work and Rykelan’s ever-evolving antics. They got a dog a few months ago, and the two are already the best of friends. I lose track of time, carried by the swell of their stories and their joy and their laughter until there’s a knock behind me.

			I turn, Rykelan now snuggled in my arms, his warm head pressed against my neck. Elle leans against the archway, her eyes glassy with tears but a smile on her lips. I pass the sleepy toddler back to his parents.

			“We need to get this guy home and into bed,” Jackie says, shifting her son on her hip.

			Marisol squeezes my hand. “Have a lovely night, Pippa.”

			Elle moves aside to let them leave, and then she steps into the room. She kisses me once, a gentle, fleeting thing. “You are the best thing to ever happen to me.”

			“Is that so?”

			She nods and a single tear slips past her lashes. “I’m going to marry you someday.”

			I wipe the wetness from her cheeks. “Is that your proposal?”

			“No, love.” She kisses me again, deeper this time. Full of promise. “When I propose for real, I’m going to sweep you off your witchy feet.”
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			In July 2021, I became the foster mom to the most amazing one-year-old. His name was Rykelan, and from the very first moment he smiled at me, those gorgeous blue eyes sparkling in the summer sun, he captured my heart and changed my life forever.

			Being a foster parent is an emotionally challenging experience, even under the best circumstances. It’s hard for everyone involved—the kids, their first families, and the foster families who open their homes and their hearts.

			I had the absolute pleasure and privilege of being Rykelan’s mom for three years. I loved him fiercely and did everything I could to keep him safe, loved, and thriving. Unfortunately, in March 2024, the courts awarded custody to a newly discovered biological father despite major red flags.

			Rykelan was killed by his father two months later. He was four years old.

			The grief of losing a child—a grief born out of loving them so fiercely—is impossible to describe. This book was my attempt to capture a tiny piece of that hurt and give it a home within the pages of Pippa and Elle’s story.

			It was also my chance to give Rykelan a happier ending than the one the real world gave him. Thank you for picking up this book and inviting these characters—including Rykelan—into your heart.

			If you’d like to learn more about the wonderful little boy Rykelan was, I’ve written about my favorite memories with him in the Dear Rykelan section of his website: www.RykelanBrown.com

			And for the parents who have lost children of their own: You are not alone. Your grief is as precious as the ones you’ve lost. I see you.

			With all the love in my haunted heart,

			Isabel
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