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CHAPTER 1

Rosie

50 days until Halloween

It’s almost poetic the way a cookie flies and knocks my most definitely ex-boyfriend right in the center of his forehead. His hand comes up, touching the spot it hit, leaving a smear of chocolate in its wake, but I’m turning and heading out, leaving Michael and the woman I just walked in on him screwing in my wake.

This is what I get for being spontaneous, I suppose.

I had just finished up my inventory at the bookstore I own and decided a nice walk in the crisp air was exactly what I needed. Michael had told me he planned to have a low-key night in by himself, so I thought I’d surprise him with a bag of treats from my sister Violet’s bakery.

Except when I walked in, it became clear that Michael’s idea of a low-key night in was very, very different than mine. Whereas mine included movies and treats and cuddling, his included bending a blonde over the back of his couch and fucking her.

Don’t blow up his house, I tell myself. Do not blow up his house. Not even if he’s the absolute scum of the earth and definitely deserves it. It’s what I repeat to myself as his voice trails after me as I go. I haven’t lost my hold on my magic since I was little, but the mix of frustrated emotions bubbling in my veins is a little too reminiscent of the time I blew up a batch of cupcakes after Vi kept teasing me about it.

“Rosie, sweetheart, let me explain—” Michael calls from behind me, and when I look over my shoulder at him, he’s in his foyer, buttoning up his shirt and sliding on a shoe as he tries to come after me.

Let me explain, except the woman he was just screwing is still inside his home.

I shake my head as I take in his face, a smear of chocolate still on his forehead. How did I ever think he was the one for me?

Desperation, an annoying voice whispers. I shake my head, not wanting to focus on that right now. The incessant tingle of my fingers reminds me I don’t actually have to see his face anymore. I fling my hand out, my middle finger raised at him in a silent last word as a strong breeze comes, pink glitter-flecked magic only I can see dancing along it, slamming the door shut right in front of him.

I hope it hit him in the face.

“What the fuck?” his voice calls through the door. The doorknob jiggles, but my magic holds it closed for a bit, and a small, unexpected smile tips at my lips. My chest feels a bit easier, a small payback of sorts, and when I notice no one else is around, I focus on a pumpkin.

“Michael couldn’t give me pleasure, one more payback for good measure,” I say, then watch as my magic explodes the pumpkin and forces the seeds to sink deep into his prized garden bed. Come spring and for some time after, he’ll be pulling out a hundred starter pumpkin plants.

It’s not perfect, and it’s definitely not all he deserves, but I start my trek back home instead of enacting further revenge. At least I won’t have to see his stupid face ever again; although Michael lives in Carter Hills, which is right next to Heartwood Hollow, he was never a fan of my cozy small town. I suppose that should have been my first red flag: anyone who doesn’t like my beloved hometown would never be my true love.

Sidewalk turns into slate, and asphalt roads turn into narrow cobblestone streets as I enter the town limits of Heartwood Hollow, and I smile at the brown, orange, and red leaves that line the edges of the walkway, symbolizing my favorite time of year. Slowly, my heart rate starts to calm, the fury melting into a familiar melancholy at yet another failed relationship. I should be used to it by now, but somehow, I’m not. Even though I’ve felt the effects of the curse more times than I can count, it doesn’t get easier to accept my fate.

To accept that my family is cursed. The curse that was set upon my grandmother makes it so that when a Mayfield witch tells a man she loves him, things go to shit soon after, and her heart gets broken.

And really, it’s my own fault: I should have seen this coming. I told Michael I loved him last week. Even if I said it more as a test of his affections, I should have known that the curse would kick in. I didn’t think Michael was my one true soulmate, to be honest. But I did think he was good enough, and maybe that would be the loophole to this family curse. Lukewarm feelings, instead of soul-consuming love. Not the best way to spend forever, but better than dying alone.

Obviously, I was wrong.

Maybe I should give up. I could become a cat lady who just stays home every night and reads books. I already have Percy, and even though I don’t think he’d appreciate another cat, I’m sure he would get over it. Eventually.

Why try to outsmart the curse that’s haunted my family for generations?

When I was sixteen and had my first serious boyfriend, my mom sat me down to break the bad news: the Mayfield witches are cursed to have their hearts broken repeatedly after they confess their love to someone. Because I was sixteen and knew she didn’t like my boyfriend, I brushed her off.

Except, one week after I told my then-boyfriend I loved him, my heart was shattered after I found out he was also dating the cheerleading captain. Apparently, he didn’t realize it was that serious between us while I was naming our kids in the margins of my science notebook. Although my mother’s recent revelation had been fresh in my mind, my optimism led me to believe it was simply a fluke, bound to happen because I was young.

I dated through high school and had my fair share of boy troubles, but I always chalked it up to just that: my fair share. When I was nineteen, my mom passed away unexpectedly, leaving me to take care of Violet, who was eighteen, and my youngest sister, Poppy, who was sixteen, so I had no time to worry about true love. Instead, I focused on getting my sisters through school without any major issues, and once Poppy was out of school and it felt like I could breathe again, I used my share of the life insurance and trust fund Mom had left us to open my bookstore in Heartwood Hollow.

But then it happened again when I told Matt Hanson I loved him, and two days later, he broke up with me over text message. Six months after that, it happened with Jason Biel. Then, almost a year later, my seven-month relationship ended when Kevin Klein took a job in London and decided to start his life there on a fresh page. That was when I started to realize that every time, within two or three weeks, sometimes a month, after the “I love you”s are exchanged, my relationships fall apart and I’m left with a broken heart.

Just like my mother warned me.

I’ve had my heart broken a dozen times, and it’s always sucked, but something about this one hits harder, sinks deeper. Maybe it’s because I was face-to-face with Michael’s deceit, or maybe it’s the slightly concerning way I’m becoming numb to the pain of the heartbreaks, but either way, my mind has begun reeling with options as I make my way home.

I’ve tried outsmarting the curse in the past, but maybe I have to take things into my own hands once and for all.

If only I could talk to the one who placed the curse on my family, I could explain how cruel it is to curse an entire family line just because he had a hurt ego. I could sweet-talk him into lifting the curse. But that would require summoning a ghost, which my mother always advised us against.

But really, what’s the point of having magic if you can’t use it to fix all of your problems?

“Hey, Rosie!” Sandy Richards waves as I turn left onto Macintosh Lane. I’m not far from home, which means I’m entering the center of town now.

Heartwood Hollow is the coziest small town you’ve ever seen, the kind where everyone knows each other, where small talk isn’t just encouraged, it’s basically a requirement for living here. I was born and raised in this town, so I know its ways—in fact, I normally love it, as a chatty person myself—but right now, I wish I lived in a busy city where no one would stop me if I looked like a woman on a mission. Despite the plan slowly forming in my mind, I force a friendly smile to spread on my lips and give her a small wave. I slow my steps, but I refuse to stop and chat now that an idea has sparked.

It’s brilliant, really. Foolproof. The perfect solution.

“Hey, Sandy, how’s it going?”

“Good, good, just getting some of the final details together for the fall festival. Do you know if your sister is going to have those apple cider donuts this year?” I give her a knowing glance. “If she doesn’t, she knows she’ll have a riot on her hands,” she continues, and lets out a small laugh.

“Good point.” I nod, then turn a bit so as not to be rude as I pass her. “I’m late for something, but come to the shop tomorrow, I’ve got that mystery romance you were asking about today.”

“Oh, yay! Thanks, Rosie, you’re the best. See you tomorrow!” I wave and keep moving, my mind hopping right back to weighing my options. My sisters and I were always told not to speak with the dead since ghosts are tricky and can’t be trusted in the least. That’s how most hauntings happen after all, and if you end up releasing a spirit with ill intentions, it’s an absolute headache to get them to go back to where they came from. Poppy and Violet always play by the rules, so I can’t ask them for backup. It would cause too many questions, and I don’t need them trying to talk me out of it.

A couple passes by me, smiling and holding hands, and that all too familiar pang hits my chest. She says something, and he leans in a bit to hear her better before pressing a soft kiss to her head, and it’s so natural, so sweet, that it makes my chest ache.

I want that.

I deserve that.

When the man says something that makes her head tip back with a laugh, her coffee cup tips forward, almost spilling. On instinct, my finger shifts, pink glitter leaving, and I make sure the lid stays on so they can continue on their walk without a mess.

Simple tasks, like the door slamming shut on Michael or turning a page, are simple, practical magic and don’t require a spoken spell. (A very beneficial skill to have when you’re reading a good book and don’t feel like holding it up, by the way.) More specific desires, like bursting a pumpkin or summoning a ghost, require clear instructions and crafted intent.

I’m thinking about whether I have five white candles when Sammy Frank walks out of Mrs. Vick’s Stationery Depot and runs toward me.

“Rosie! Rosie!” she calls, the cream and lavender bag from the store jostling as she moves my way. “Look!” She holds out her hand to show me the giant rock on her ring finger. “Can you believe it? Colby proposed!” She’s nearly jumping up and down, and I give her a tight smile, biting back the bitterness.

“No! Wow! Congrats!” I knew her boyfriend of nine months would pop the question because that’s another way my magic works.

Every Mayfield woman has a magic specialty. My mother was a wonder with fabrics and ran a tailoring business where she would put spells on the clothes to make her customers feel their best. My sister Violet owns a bakery, where a simple scone can help turn your mood around in an instant. She was always begging Mom to let her bake from a young age. Poppy owns the flower shop in town, where her arrangements always provide the recipient with exactly what they need. I have vivid memories of Poppy spending hours outside, tending to the gardens at our childhood home, or simply lying in the grass.

My specialty is helping people find their one true love. I own a romance bookstore, helping my unwitting customers to find the love of their life. When someone comes into Meet Cute Magic looking for their next romance read, so long as they’re ready for love and their heart shines with good intentions, I walk over and help them find the perfect book, charmed with true love magic. Then, the first person they date after reading that story becomes their soulmate.

Ten months ago, Sammy came in for the first book in the If Shakespeare Was an Auntie series. She stayed up late to finish it and came in to get the next book in the series the very next day, only to meet Colby right after she stepped out of my store, who then spilled his coffee all over her front. He took her out on their first date that night to apologize, and they’ve been inseparable ever since. She comes in once a month or so now, updating me on their status and buying a few books.

I should be glad that my magic can procure someone else a happily ever after.

But it’s just not fair.

“I know it’s soon, but when you know, you know, right?” Sammy says.

I nod and bite my tongue. It’s not her fault I’m living in misery.

“You’ll have to come to the wedding, of course. You were there from the start!”

I cheer her on, all the while dying a little inside. My gift is most painful when it benefits someone from town. When that happens, I have to watch them fall in love in real time, excited and overjoyed for them, but all the while hurting because why not me?

“Of course! Come in soon, you can tell me all about your plans! I gotta go, though; I think I left my curling iron on!” I say with a fake wince, giving her a wave.

“Of course, of course! You know, you’ve gotta be next, girl!” she yells after me, meaning well but twisting the knife. I wave, my back already to her as I hustle on home, suddenly unable to fight back a wave of emotions that aren’t just righteous anger and frustration.

I’ve spent every day since I was ten reading romances where everyone lives happily ever after. I’ve read about thousands of people falling in love in extravagant adventures and in gentle, subtle ways. I’ve read about love in the real world and in fantasy, in the past, present, and future. I’ve laughed and cried and swooned over words on pages, and I have patiently waited for it to be my turn.

But I refuse to wait any longer. I’ve made up my mind: I’m going to break this curse.

Now, as I step onto Main Street, where my shop and home are, I’m trying to remember if I have enough salt to make a circle for a summoning. My heart races. What if something goes wrong? Should I call my sisters for backup, even if they’re going to be totally against this plan? Maybe I should sleep on it and think this through—

I cut myself off, shake my head, and take a deep breath, clearing my mind of the negative thoughts and replacing them with more pleasant and positive ones.

I am the maker of my own destiny, I remind myself. I am going to break this motherfucking curse if it kills me.

“Hey, Jack,” I say to my grumpy neighbor across the way as I approach my teal-painted bookstore with my apartment on top. I’m out of breath, eager to get home and begin my plan before I lose steam. Still, I pause to take in his new window display. Jack Haggerty owns the Gaming Den, directly across the narrow cobblestone road from Meet Cute Magic, but it has the complete opposite aesthetic. Where I’ve painted the facade of my building, added fairy lights along every surface, and constantly change my festive window displays to fit my mood or the season, Jack’s gaming store is painted a dark gray with green accents, and he rarely changes his front window decor.

He sells video games and whatever accessories go with that, as well as various collectibles and trading card games, all things I know absolutely nothing about. The new display features a black backdrop with a cut-out image of a wizard pointing a wand at the ceiling, accompanied by a swirl of gray spelling out “Check out our new arrivals!” with a few video games lined up below on a seemingly floating shelf.

Jack stares at me as he closes his mailbox out front, a bundle of envelopes in his hands. “Your display looks super cute!” I say. His jaw goes tight as he slides his dark-rimmed glasses up his nose before pushing his messy chocolate-brown hair back and crossing his arms.

“This isn’t cute. This is the Third Warlock of the Night Realm.” I give him wide eyes and fight the urge to ask who that is.

I’ve never met anyone who is as easily riled as Jack Haggerty, and to be honest I love nothing more than watching his face get all red and annoyed. Fortunately for him, tonight I’m on a mission, so I can’t devote any additional time to annoying him.

Maybe tomorrow.

“Whatever you say, Jack Attack. Have a great night!” I say with an exuberant wave.

“It’s just Jack,” he grumbles to my back, but I’m already at the store and opening my front door, shutting it behind me.

Nothing ever happens in sleepy Heartwood Hollow, so I don’t normally lock my doors, but tonight, I don’t want to risk anyone interrupting me. When the door slams behind me, I lock both the deadbolt and the chain before murmuring a locking spell to keep my sisters out, turning the lights off in my bookstore and moving upstairs to my small apartment to begin.







CHAPTER 2

Rosie

50 days until Halloween

I’m not sure if pink Himalayan salt is the right choice for a salt circle, but I’m really hoping it is. If not, I’ve just wasted a full forty dollars’ worth of salt.

After finishing my circle and setting up the candles using the specific sequence my mom taught my sisters and me long ago, I light each candle, thinking only of my goal and whom I want to speak with.

The warlock who put a curse on the Mayfields. I need to break the—

“Meow,” Percy, my annoying fluffy cat, says. I didn’t really choose him as a pet; one day, he followed me home and hasn’t left my side since. It’s truly a toss-up if he’ll stay home when I leave the house or if he’ll follow me around town. He’s a good cat, though, and if I go into a place that doesn’t allow pets, he’ll sit outside, waiting for me to be done.

“Shut up, Percy,” I grumble, opening one eye to glare at him. “I’m trying to find you a dad.” Percy glares as if to say, You dumbass, I’m a cat, I don’t need a dad, but eventually, he turns around, tail lifted high to show me his asshole before he makes his way downstairs, probably to knock some books off a shelf as punishment for my attitude.

I return to the task at hand, focusing on whom I want to summon. The warlock who put a curse on the Mayfields, I think over and over. I want to find my true love. I need to break the curse. I don’t want to feel the pain of heartbreak anymore.

When the fifth and final candle is lit, I move the smoldering bowl of herbs, spices, and dried flowers I prepared and sit on the floor before it, taking a deep breath. Finally, I open the large, leather-bound grimoire my mom helped me create at the age of eight when my powers first started to appear.

Flipping through, I find the page I’m looking for: How to communicate with the dead.

There’s a note written in the margins in my mom’s handwriting: For emergencies only! And even then, NEVER perform this alone. Ghosts are tricky and always looking for loopholes!

I shrug, ignoring her warning. How much worse can things get? I’m doomed to a life of loneliness as it is. From what my mother told me, the spell was put on my grandmother by a jealous warlock, cursing the entire line of Mayfields to have their hearts broken over and over after they tell a partner they love them. My grandmother was left with two daughters when my grandfather walked out on them, and my own father passed when I was barely five, leaving my mother with my two sisters and me.

I refuse to face the same fate.

I want a happily ever after, this stupid curse be damned.

And tonight, I’m finally brave enough—or desperate, depending on how you look at it—to make it happen.

The spell is simple: once the setup is complete, just repeat the name of the person I’m trying to contact until they appear.

“The person who cursed the Mayfields. The key to breaking the curse,” I repeat over and over, and even though I don’t have the exact name, I feel it after a moment: the chill washing over me, the lights flickering on the candles, the creaking of the old floorboards. I continue speaking. “I want to fall in love. Bring me the person who will help break my curse so I can find my true love.” The candle directly in front of me snuffs out, sending my pulse skyrocketing, the other four remaining lit, and then a form is there in its place: an elderly man with a wide smile, only half of him formed, his bottom half coming together in a point as he floats a few feet above the ground.

If I hadn’t watched my grandmother summon ghosts when I was a child to kindly ask them to stop haunting people’s homes, cars, or couches, I might have been nervous or shocked. Instead, I smile at him.

“My, my, now what do we have here?” he asks. He doesn’t seem devious or malicious, something I’ve been warned could happen. “What’s your name, girl? My name is Phillip.” Names are powerful in magic, but something in me tells me it’s safe. And if there was one thing my mom taught me, it was to always trust my gut. So: this man, despite having put a curse on my family years before, is safe.

“I, uh,” I start, then clear my throat to speak. “My name is Rosemary Mayfield, granddaughter of Gertrude Mayfield.”

“Mayfield, why does that name sound familiar?” He drifts up in the air, twirling around and circling like he is already bored and needs to move to entertain himself. I take a deep breath, centering myself before answering, forcing confidence and expertise I don’t necessarily feel into my words.

“Because you cursed my grandmother and our entire line years ago when she turned you down for a date. I summoned you to remove the curse once and for all.”

He stares at me, one translucent finger to his chin like he’s thinking before his smile widens. “Ah, yes, I recall now. A real looker, she was. Remind me, what were the exact terms of the curse?”

I bite my lip because I never actually asked for the specific words—even though that’s how all magic works.

“Or, at least, what you know of it. You said Gertrude Mayfield is your grandmother?”

I sigh with relief and nod. “Yes, I don’t know all of the terms. I only know that you cursed my entire family line and made it so when we tell our partners we love them, the relationship ends miserably.”

He nods thoughtfully. “And I assume you want to fall in love? You seem like a sweet girl. It’s a shame it hasn’t happened yet.”

I laugh and shake my head. “Oh, I’ve fallen in love plenty of times,” I say. “It’s the staying in love that seems to be the issue. Just like your curse threatens, when I tell someone I love them, the relationship ends soon after.”

He nods, looking around my living room where I set up my salt circle to keep his spirit contained. “What do you do?” he asks. “Do you live in Heartwood Hollow?”

I nod once more, watching him float along here and there, spinning and twirling as if he can barely stay focused on the task at hand.

“I own my own business. And yes, my sisters and I still live in Heartwood Hollow, where the curse originated,” I say.

“Ahh, yes. You own a bookstore, correct? A teal one?”

My brow furrows, unsure of how he knows that or why it matters, but I nod all the same. “Yes. Yes, that’s me.”

“Does your magic work with the store?”

I sigh, then nod. “Yes. Someone who is ready and willing to fall in love will read a book from my store, and then they fall in love with the next person they date.”

He takes me in, genuine interest on his face. “Fascinating. And yet, you can’t fall in love yourself,” he says.

“Yeah, yeah, it’s so fascinating—goddammit, Percy, no!” I say, as Percy swipes a paw through my salt circle, breaking its containment. Phillip immediately slips through, gleefully and swiftly moving around my house like he’s been let out of prison. I stare at him with panic for a moment, unsure of what to do since Mom told me the spirits always have to stay within the circle or else you no longer have any control of when they leave or stay.

Ignoring my horrified looks, Phillip moves around my room, trying to pick up odds and ends but having his fingers only float through them. My nerves ease with the revelation he’s just exploring, and a hint of pity runs through me. I realize that I don’t actually know much about ghosts or spirits. Can they only talk to people if they’re summoned, and that’s why he’s taking his sweet time, chitchatting with me? Maybe he’s lonely, and this is his one chance for interaction.

But then I remember that this man is responsible for my heartbreak.

“Can we just cut to the chase?”

“And what would the chase be?”

“I want you to remove the curse on the Mayfield line so I can find my one true love and not have it end in heartbreak,” I say carefully. You have to be incredibly specific when asking for something from a spirit, so I add, “I want the curse removed from my entire family, too, present and future, so all of the Mayfield women can fall in love without worry.” I wouldn’t want my sisters to never fall in love.

He looks at me, nodding once, then moves quickly and floats right through me, the bright, near-painful cold running through me and dissipating almost instantly before he’s in front of me once again, a disapproving look on his face.

“What did you have for dinner?”

“What?” I ask, caught off guard by his question.

“What did you have for dinner tonight, young lady?” Phillip asks, more frustrated than before.

“I…” My mind wanders, trying to remember what, if anything, I ate for dinner, but then I recall finding Michael cheating and getting started on my plan instead of eating dinner. It’s hard to eat when you’re experiencing your hundredth heartbreak.

“You didn’t eat dinner today, did you?” he asks.

I scoff and roll my eyes, crossing my arms on my chest. “What do my eating habits have to do with anything?”

“If I’m going to invest time in you and break the curse, I need to know you’re taking care of yourself.” A part of me lights up with hope because he’s not saying no. He’s not saying he isn’t going to help at all, so that has to be a good sign. Right?

“I didn’t eat because I found out my boyfriend was cheating on me today,” I say through gritted teeth. “But I have muffins on the kitchen counter that I’ll eat before bed.”

He nods approvingly. “What flavor?”

I blink a few times before answering. “What does it matter?”

“Don’t question my methods,” Phillip says grumpily.

I sigh, reminding myself to stay on his good side. “Lemon blueberry and double chocolate chip. My sister owns a bakery, and she makes them.”

His face lights up, despite him being a ghost and pale as, well, death. “Ooh, a bakery! What’s her specialty?”

Something in me snaps, and I put my hands on my hips, glaring at him. “Are you kidding me?”

“I’ve been dead for a year—I miss basic things like bakeries and muffins.”

“Listen, this is getting a bit ridiculous. Maybe we shouldn’t—” I start, reaching to put out a candle and hopefully break the connection, but his eyes go wide.

“I can remove your family curse,” he says quickly, and I stop, fighting my smile.

“From my entire family and future witches,” I demand, clarifying again.

He grins. “You’re a smart little witch.”

“Thank you,” I say, preening.

“I can do that, but I’ll need a favor in return. Once you accomplish it, I’ll break the curse, and you can go on your merry, lovestruck way.”

I narrow my eyes, not liking this at all. Mom told me never to make deals with the dead, and this feels very much like a deal. But also… I want to fall in love. I want to find my soulmate.

“What’s the favor?” I ask, trying to seem nonchalant despite my pounding heart.

“I want you to help me…” he hesitates as if he’s trying to decide how to phrase it, “… move to the afterlife.”

“I’m sorry?”

“I’m stuck here, between planes, not quite alive, but not in the afterworld, either.”

“Maybe you cursed too many people and have to repent?” I suggest, and he shakes his head.

“No, no, I chose to stay here. Wanted to hang out, see what happened before I really kicked the bucket.”

“So you chose to stay?” I ask, skeptical.

“Yes, yes, I wanted to watch and make sure my… curses went well.” There’s a self-satisfied smile on his lips as if he knows his curses have been playing out exactly as he had hoped.

“So you want me to help you?”

He nods fervently. “And when I do break the curse, you’ll no longer feel the burden of heartbreak.”

“The burden of heartbreak?” I ask. I wave a hand over my chest, where my most recent heartbreak is festering, an unfortunately familiar feeling at this point. “Will I still feel all of this? The pain of the failed relationships?” He contemplates my question for a moment, then shakes his head.

“No, all previous heartbreak won’t matter after the curse is gone. You won’t even remember all of those men you dated before.” My mind reviews my many, many heartbreaks over the years, each one taking a bit more from me. What would it be like to be unburdened of all of that, to be free of the bitterness each one left behind? A beam of glee moves through me, and I fight a smile.

“Mhmm,” I hum, not wanting to give anything away. “And what would that entail?”

“Well, you’ll need to gather some ingredients.”

“Ingredients?”

“Yes, yes, for a potion. Simple things, you know. A hair from the most powerful man in town, three a.m. moonflowers, tears from a vampire—” he starts.

“Are you kidding me?” I glare at him.

“They should be relatively simple to find.” He waves his hand like it’s no big deal. He tips his chin to my desk in the corner. “Do you want to grab a pen?” I stare at him, then at my desk, before sighing.

“In a second,” I say, crossing my arms. “Once I have the ingredients, then what do I have to do?”

“Well, you have to brew it up on the next full moon, then I drink it.”

“You drink it? But you’re a ghost.”

“This kind of potion, I can drink,” he explains with a wave of his hands.

“And what, then is the curse broken?”

He nods eagerly. “Once I pass on, all of my curses are broken. Your curse will be broken.”

“Forever?”

He nods again.

“And I won’t remember my past heartbreaks? They won’t hurt anymore?” I’m so over the pain, the dread of it all. That might be the best part of breaking this curse, after all: not the promise of new love, but the relief from the past disappointments.

“You won’t feel the pain of your past heartbreaks, and the first person you date after the curse is broken will be your true love.” I furrow my brow, not really believing it. “Same as how your magic works,” he says, and I raise an eyebrow. “If they have pure intentions and are ready for love, they’ll find you first, and it will work out.” I sit on that, but I can’t argue his logic. He’s right: it’s exactly how my own magic works, after all.

And I desperately want this curse gone.

“Do you promise?” I ask, knowing a promise between a witch and a warlock is unbreakable.

“I promise, Rosemary Mayfield, on the life of my own line, that the Mayfield curse will not exist in any regard when you brew this potion for me.” His words are so specific, as if he knows I’ll look for loopholes and trip wires, and I stare at him for what feels like an eternity, his spirit floating before me, before I decide to go for it. True love is worth the risk, after all. Right?

I nod, stepping back and grabbing my pen and notebook, writing each obscure ingredient down as he rattles them off.

“So, waxing crescent dew, hair from the most powerful man in town, the most expensive liquor from a local tavern, moonflowers collected under a full moon, tears from a vampire, a sweet exchanged in harmony… what else?” He smiles then, and I know I’m going to regret thinking this would be simple.

“And finally, I need you to get a vessel I touched when I was alive. That’s the only way I’ll be able to hold the potion and take it.”

I stop writing and glare at him. “Are you fucking kidding me? How am I supposed to—”

“Calm down, little witch. My grandson has a flask of mine. You might know him. His name is Jack Haggerty; he owns the Gaming Den.”







CHAPTER 3

Rosie

49 days until Halloween

There are thirty-three steps across the cobblestone road between Meet Cute Magic and the Gaming Den. I know because as I walk over, shoulders back and a friendly smile plastered on my face, I count them.

According to Phillip, his family’s magic line ended with him, so he kept his warlock status a secret. Magic is typically inherited, so it’s incredibly rare for a warlock to be born unless both his mother and father hold magic. Because Phillip married a normal, mortal woman, neither of Jack’s parents held magic. That helped me sleep a bit better, knowing Jack did not have any magic in his veins to curse me with.

Jack Haggerty has hated me since I opened Meet Cute Magic three years ago. The Gaming Den had been there for a little over a year when I opened up shop, and he wasn’t very impressed when I started painting my storefront with the happy teal color I had chosen. Every time I waved hello, he would grimace, grumble under his breath, or ignore me altogether. I figured he was shy, so I said hello every time I saw him, but it never changed. And with each passing day, his attitude got under my skin more and more.

No one has ever disliked me. I’m perfectly, undeniably, supremely likable, in fact.

As I take the thirty-third step, my heart pounding in my chest, the small red sign in the corner of the front window catches my eye—the one that says No Mayfields Allowed.

This sign appeared about two years ago, not long after I came over to try and be a friendly neighbor with a popular dragon smut book as a kind offer. I had simply wanted to offer a collaboration of sorts, since everyone knows a gamer boyfriend and a romance-reader girlfriend are a match made in heaven, and we had some content overlap since he sells games with dragons, but he was outraged. Apparently, the mere idea of the genre irritated him. In fact, he told me it was a crime against the gaming world to assume my dragon porn could ever be in the same league as his intellectual-based role-playing game.

He also didn’t appreciate it when I told him I have books with role-playing that might be a better fit for a collaboration. And, sure, maybe I said that bit just to piss him off. I knew it did because his face went all red, and he pointed to the door, ordering me to leave.

Despite my kind gestures (I’ve tried to bring him treats from Vi’s and even flowers from Poppy’s a few times), whenever Jack Haggerty sees me, he glares in my direction.

Though now that I think about it, the sign bans all Mayfields. As I reach for the doorknob, I find myself wondering if he had his temper tantrum with me and decided all Mayfields were poison, or if maybe Poppy or Violet came in at some point and got similar treatment. I’ll have to call my sisters and ask one of these days. But right now, I’m on a mission.

As I open the door, a cheery bell jingles overhead. “Hey, welcome to—” the tall man with black-rimmed glasses and messy dark hair starts to say. For a split second, his face is kind and welcoming, and his wide smile is almost, dare I say, good-looking.

Until it’s not.

“No. Out,” he deadpans, standing from where he’s setting up a replica of a castle built with trading cards. It’s impressive and much more intricate than I would do even with books, which would probably be a bit easier. Last year, I made a Christmas tree with books after seeing someone do it on social media, and it was such a pain in the ass I kept it up until February because the mere idea of undoing it was daunting.

“Hey, there, Jack,” I say with a friendly smile. He stands straighter, taking a step toward me, his jaw going tight.

“I’m not having you destroy another display, Rosemary. Get out.” I cringe, forgetting that last May, I was wandering around the street fair, and when I was looking at his table, trying to think of some kind of small talk, I accidentally sent his display of cards and action figures tumbling.

He was really unhappy with me that day.

“Look, I think we got off on the wrong foot,” I say with a friendly smile, even though this rivalry of sorts has been going on for nearly three years now. “Maybe we should get to know each other better.”

He looks at me with a bewildered look. “I don’t want to get to know you better. I want you out of my shop before you create some new catastrophe.”

I roll my eyes at his dramatics. “Okay, fine. I get it, one time I—”

“One time?” he asks, standing tall and crossing his arms, which forces me to notice that Jack Haggerty has nice arms. Toned and tanned, with wickedly broad shoulders and a fine dusting of hair along his forearms. And for a nerd, the man is built. I bet he could carry a lot of books.

“Well, yeah. I mean, I know I knocked your display over at the street fair, but—”

“What about the first winter you were here, when you had a snowball fight with your sisters?” I cringe, suddenly remembering the day there was a huge snowstorm, and Violet, Poppy, and I all had a snowball fight. I’d thrown one with much more force than I thought I could muster, but Vi ducked long before it hit her. My snowball zoomed over her head, smacking into the glass front door of his shop and cracking it.

“I paid for that! I gave you more than enough to cover the expense and someone to replace it,” I say. “And I apologized. I didn’t realize there was a rock in the snowball I made. Even the repairman said that was completely out of my control.”

“What about the fall festival two years ago?”

I cringe again, remembering the time our tables were placed too close to one another. When I tried to slide between our tables, my foot caught on the leg of his table, collapsing the table and everything on it. But I refuse to back down. “You were the one who didn’t lock the leg in place!”

He throws his hands up in irritation. “I didn’t expect someone to come kicking the legs.”

“You stacked your stuff so it was nearly impossible to get behind my table!”

“I was creating a barrier so I didn’t have to deal with your bullshit.”

I glare at him but then close my eyes and take a deep breath, remembering I need something from this man. I find some form of inner peace before slapping my best customer service smile on and forcing my voice to sound friendly. “You’re right. I’m a bit clumsy sometimes, and I know our combating…” I smile, trying to land on the right word that won’t be rude, “… aesthetics make us seem a bit like rivals, but it doesn’t have to be that way. Here, let me help with your tower,” I say, stepping forward and reaching for a card. “And I can tell you all about why I came over.”

“No,” he says sharply, hands moving up as if to cast a spell to freeze me. My hands raise in surrender, about to beg him to just listen to me, when it happens. My pinky grazes the very edge of a card, and slowly, like a goddamned horror movie, I watch it shake.

“No!” he repeats, but it’s too late. The first card tumbles, the tiny reverberation taking down another and another until there’s just a messy pile on the table. My mouth hangs open as I stare at the rubble.

“Maybe we could use tape?” I say in a squeak. “I could help—”

“Every. Time,” he says low, eyes still on the pile.

“What?”

“Every time. Every goddamn time you come by, you ruin something! That is why there is an incredibly clear sign on the front door saying, ‘No Mayfields allowed’!” he nearly shouts, finally looking up at me, his face red with anger and his eyes burning. He still looks kind of hot, which is annoying, if I’m being honest.

I feel bad about his castle. Really, I do. Okay, and the window and the street fair and whatever other crimes he thinks I committed, but it’s not like I lit his building on fire! Even though I should play nice—I need to play nice, if I ever want him to give me Phillip’s flask so I can defeat this stupid curse—I can’t resist stoking the fire.

“Honestly, Jack, you sound like a little boy in a tree fort.”

“Fine! Then this is my tree fort and you’re not allowed in it!” he shouts, arm pointing to the door. “Now get out!”

“Look, I get it, you’re mad—”

“I was working on that for two weeks!” Jack says, cutting me off. “And it was nearly finished last week when your sister came in and did nearly the same exact thing.”

I roll my lips into my mouth, trying to fight the urge to laugh, imagining this being the second time he’s had this conversation with a Mayfield in a month. “Which one?” I ask, unable to resist as I bend down to try and help gather up the cards.

“What?” He’s standing, looking down at me, and I move to my knees, scooping the cards in my hands and making tidy little stacks. It has to be a thousand cards at least, and a small part of me pangs knowing he’s had to do this twice. But also, what does he expect? It’s a gaming store, not a museum. If it wasn’t me who knocked it over, it would have been someone else. Would he scream at a child if they did it? Or is his fury reserved just for Mayfields?

“Which sister came in? Blonde or brunette?”

“Oh. A blonde.”

“Poppy,” I say with a nod, my mind running through the image of Poppy, my sweet, docile youngest sister who talks to flowers more than humans, knocking over this guy’s tower. If he looked at her with this much venom, she probably went home and cried over it. “She’s delicate. Probably felt terrible about it. Please tell me you didn’t yell at her.” He sighs deeply before moving to his knees, helping me grab the cards, shuffling and sorting them.

“I didn’t, but before I even said anything, she yelled a ‘sorry!’ at me and ran out the door. The next day, there was a box of scones on my step with an apology.”

“That sounds like Poppy,” I say, grabbing the last card and handing it to him as we stand.

“Tell her I’m sorry,” he says low, and my eyes widen. “It wasn’t her fault.” His hand goes to the back of his head, and he sighs. “I should have taped them. People come in here and I can’t yell at them the way I did you, or her.”

I smile and shrug. “Probably, but being annoyed is valid. It’s pretty impressive, doing all that without any glue or tape. I couldn’t do it.”

“It’s not as hard as it looks, just takes some patience.”

“Which I don’t have,” I say with a laugh, bubbling with excitement over what might be our very first positive conversation. I stand as he gathers the last card, then hand him my stack, our fingers brushing as they do.

“Why did you come over here? Did you need help with something?” he asks, with a half-smile.

I smile with relief and start to begin my rehearsed speech when my ass, well fed by Vi’s baked goods, shifts, knocking into the wizard cutout I saw in the window yesterday. As it falls, I realize the cutout isn’t some mass-produced piece of merchandise, but a cutout someone—Jack, I assume—hand-painted intricately. It falls backward, and Jack and I both reach for it, but instead, we stumble, falling into each other. Jack catches me in arms that are much stronger than any nerd’s should be, but I don’t have much time to think about that. Not when panic is written all over his face. I quickly look over at the cardboard wizard precariously hanging over the ledge of the display—but thankfully unharmed, not even a dent to him.

I let out a sigh of relief.

It’s a goddamned miracle.

For once in my life, the worst-case scenario didn’t come to fruition.

Maybe my luck is already changing.

My body is loose when I look up at Jack, our eyes meeting, his arms wrapped around me, and for a moment—a split, fleeting second—I think I see something. A flash of… I don’t know. Something warm that makes my belly a bit fluttery.

But it’s gone as soon as I hear a too-familiar meow, Percy trotting into the store through the door I stupidly left open, like he wants to protect me or come to my aid.

“Percy,” I whisper, watching him and somehow knowing how this is going to end.

In absolute misery.

“Is that your cat?” Jack asks, confused, watching the black-and-white cat move toward us. Percy’s eyes move from me to Jack, to the ledge before us, and the wizard hanging there.

“Yes,” I answer quickly, my eyes still locked on my stupid fucking cat. “Percy, no!”

“What the—” Jack starts, still holding me, and then it happens.

Percy jumps, landing on the head of the wizard. The cardboard bends and then rips along the metal edge of the display, making for a quick, clean decapitation.

“Not the Third Warlock of the Night Realm!” Jack shouts, pushing me aside and moving to his knees, lifting up the cardboard head like he’s a lost comrade on the battlefield. “I worked on this for four months!” Percy, sensing the vibes have taken a nosedive, jumps away and leaves me with the disaster he created, and I mentally remind myself not to get more treats next time I’m at the pet store.

“Oh, my god, Jack. I’m so, so sorry. He’s really a sweet cat, he’s just kind of…” I start, then restart. “He follows me and he’s a bit protective, so I guess when he heard you shout, he came to check on me and—”

“OUT!” Jack shouts, eyes still locked on his headless wizard.

“What?”

“Get out!”

I lift my hands placatingly, taking a step back but not leaving. I still need to get that damned flask, after all.

“Jack, I know this—”

“Get out!” He stands then, holding the head of the wizard, and I try. I really do. But the man is standing there holding the decapitated head of a fictional, grinning wizard and… I laugh.

“Are you laughing?” Jack asks, anger rippling through the words.

“No, I… it’s just…” I start, choking on another laugh because this entire situation is ridiculous, and I’ve always been a nervous laugher.

“Every time you Mayfields come in here, disaster strikes. No more! Get out!” he yells, pointing to the door.

I stand, putting my hands up. “Jack, I’m sorry. I really am, but I really need to talk to you, I need your help with something and—”

“You need my help?” he asks incredulously. “Ha! You’ll get my help when the fucking dead rise.” The irony of his words does not escape me as he continues to step toward me and I continue to walk backward toward the door.

“Jack, you don’t understand, it’s very—”

“Goodbye, Rosemary,” he says with bitterness, right before he slams the door in my face, locking it and flipping the open sign to “CLOSED,” and flipping me the bird.

I sigh deeply before walking back to my place, where Percy is sitting at the foot of my steps. “Come on, you little shit,” I grumble to him, opening up the front door to figure out what the fuck plan B could be.







CHAPTER 4

Rosie

49 days until Halloween

“So, how’d it go?” Phillip asks as I walk through the door. Fortunately, I have already brewed up a new plan in the time it took me to cross the street. It’s not ideal, obviously, but I think it will work.

Maybe.

Hopefully.

“Your grandson is a pain in my ass,” I grumble in response, moving up the stairs of the bookstore to my apartment above it. He lets out a deep laugh, his ghostly body floating above me as I walk toward my room. Percy swats at the wispy strands of Phillip as he continues to float behind me. At least he’s just as annoyed by our new guest as I am, I suppose.

“That good, huh?”

“I don’t think I’d be able to convince him to give me CPR if I had a heart attack in his store, much less a family heirloom. The man hates me.”

“Oh, he is far from hating you,” Phillip says in a much-too-knowing way. I walk into my bedroom and look over my shoulder at him, giving him a skeptical glance. He shakes his head and waves a hand with a laugh. “I just mean, who could hate you? You’re essentially a bubbly librarian.”

“Yeah, well, your grandson does.” I begin sliding hangers in my closet, a satisfying clack happening as they hit each other before I find what I’m looking for, pulling out my thick black turtleneck sweater triumphantly. “Aha!” I turn to the ghost behind me and smile. “He’s never going to give me what I need, but don’t worry. I’ve got a plan.”

“You know, I think I’m really going to love working with you, Rosemary Mayfield.” Phillip does a bit of a flip in the air before grinning at me.

I don’t bother telling him I wish I didn’t have to deal with him, since I’m only here because my grandmother turned him down, but instead, I stand and move to my dresser, finalizing the perfect outfit for sneaking among the shadows.

[image: ]
Later that night, well past midnight, I open my front door and turn, giving wide, angry eyes to my cat. We had a long talk before I left about how he absolutely needs to stay indoors to avoid any further issues. Some witches have familiars who love them and assist with their magic, but I just have… Percy. Percy, with no magical abilities or instinct for helping during spells, and whose only talents are finding a warm sunny spot to lie in and hearing the faintest crinkling of a food bag.

I quietly close the door and pull a black beanie over my head. I don’t know if it’s fully necessary, since it doesn’t cover my face or anything, but it completes the ensemble: the black turtleneck I found in the back of my closet, a pair of black jeans that fit me like a glove, and black sneakers. A black knee-high boot would have looked much better, but unfortunately, the heels would have made too much noise, so I stuck to the basics. I resisted the urge to add a stack of jingly gold bracelets for the same reason, even though they would have added a perfect pop of color.

I did leave on my necklace, a gold locket on a delicate chain that is tucked beneath my turtleneck and warm against my skin. It’s a habit at this point, something my mother gave me and something I rarely take off.

When normal teenagers get the safe-sex talk, witches get the kiss-bond talk. Because magic is basically intention plus supernatural powers, and a kiss is nothing if not a moment of intense intention, magical people have to be extra careful about who we kiss or else the kiss becomes a claiming—a kiss bond. If the person you kiss is nonmagical, until the bond fades, twinkling golden strands will link you two. These strands are usually only visible to magical folk, but if you’re bonded, then the person you bond to will be able to see the bond as well as your magic, even if they aren’t magic-holding.

The bigger problem with the bond, though, is the temporary but inescapable need to be near the person you’ve bonded with. I’ve never bonded with anyone myself, but my sister Violet has, and she confirmed that the need you feel is intense and heightens every romantic feeling, including sexual ones. This becomes complicated and worrisome when you consider teenage girls with more hormones than common sense, but the workaround that magical parents have created is a spelled piece of jewelry that blocks the bond magic from locking into place. While there is no risk of a kiss bond tonight, I wear it as much in memory of my mother as anything else.

When the moon is high in the sky, I tiptoe across the cobblestone road until I’m at the front door of the Gaming Den. It seems my mishap today has made the animosity even worse, since the sign that read No Mayfields Allowed has now doubled in size. I roll my eyes before touching the doorknob, trying it gently, and finding it locked. Residents of our small, sleepy town rarely lock their doors, but it doesn’t surprise me that Jack does.

Thankfully, breaking and entering is simple when you have magic.

With a whispered word, the air glows with my familiar pink glitter, and then the knob turns and the door opens noiselessly. I tiptoe inside, not bothering to close it behind me for fear of making any additional unnecessary noise.

I look around the Gaming Den at the books, games, and figurines that pack the store from wall to wall. Fortunately, the search for one nondescript flask that I’ve never seen before and that was only vaguely described to me by a somewhat suspicious ghost is a lot easier with a little bit of magic.

Threads of magic, be so kind, the flask I require, help me find. I feel the familiar zap of completed magic as I look around the shop, praying the silver flask I need is down here and not hidden upstairs. I’m sneaky, but I don’t think I’m sneaky enough to successfully slip into Jack’s bedroom without him knowing. Relief washes through me when I spot a glow in the corner of the store, and slowly, I make my way there, tiny glittering flecks drifting like dust motes in a ray of sunlight, guiding me to the back of the store. As I get nearer, I spot the silver flask I’m looking for, nestled within the shelves, shining in the glow of my magic.

“Score,” I whisper before making my way toward it on quiet tiptoe. My pulse is racing with adrenaline, and I’m almost giddy with a job well done. With this flask, I can see my entire future: a white picket fence, two or three sweet little girls, a doting husband plucked straight from one of my favorite books. Fun little bantering sessions disguised as arguments that end in sizzling hot sex, the likes of which I’ve never experienced in my life.

All-consuming, heart-melting, soul-filling love that changes everything.

I could have it all.

I just have to…

My fingers touch the cold metal of the silver flask, and the glow of my magic dims as the spell’s intent is completed.

That’s when the lights flick on.

In my panic, I stumble forward, knocking the flask off the shelf, as well as a dozen other things that were there with it—frames and figures and a few books. Everything falls in a deafening crash.

But despite the racket, I can still hear the deep voice yelling over it all.

“What the fuck are you doing here?”







CHAPTER 5

Jack

48 days until Halloween

A dozen potential culprits for this break-in went through my mind as I tiptoed down the stairs from my apartment into my shop.

A burglar.

Some obnoxious kid.

An animal.

A fucking ghost for all I knew.

None of them were even close to what I encountered.

A light sleeper all my life, I heard the faint noise downstairs, and it woke me from a strange dream I couldn’t quite grasp, though I distinctly remembered my grandfather being in it.

Sitting up, I shifted a bit, listening closely until a soft noise hit my ears, one I probably would have missed if I had been asleep. I quickly slipped on a T-shirt and my glasses, and tiptoed toward the landing of the stairs, making my way down silently.

A soft, barely-there glow illuminates the back of my store, near the bookshelves filled with personal knickknacks and decorations and figurines for sale. I squint just a bit until I see her.

Rosemary fucking Mayfield.

I watch her moving slowly toward the bookshelf, my own slow steps silently following her. It seems like her destination is not the shelves or the priceless collectibles there, but strangely, my grandfather’s old flask, beaten, scratched, and dinged up. Even stranger, I could swear it’s almost… glowing.

While that is clearly an exhausted hallucination, Rosemary whispering “score” is not, and neither is her reaching out to grab the old flask.

Which is when I flick on the light.

“What the fuck are you doing here?” I ask as I do. I’m not sure if it’s my voice or the lights temporarily blinding her, but whatever it is, she jolts, her hand hitting the shelf, and as usual, everything comes toppling to the ground. The figurines, the frames, and the flask first, with the shelf itself following suit with a loud clatter.

“Oh my god, Jack, you scared the shit out of me!” she says, putting a hand to her chest.

“What the fuck are you doing here?” I ask again. Now that I know it’s not a deadly intruder, my nerves are replaced with utter frustration, something I always seem to feel when Rosemary Mayfield is near.

Is it frustration? a pesky voice that sounds a bit like my meddling grandfather asks. Or something else entirely? I push the voice aside, not in the mood to grapple with its conundrum.

“Oh, me?” she asks, an uneasy smile spreading over her lips, and I can see her trying to come up with an explanation. “I, uh… you know, it’s a really funny story, actually.” I step closer to her, and she steps away, her back bumping into the wall behind her. There’s barely a foot between us now.

“What are you doing in my store after midnight, Rosemary?”

“Is it really after midnight? Goodness, I should get back, you know, pumpkin carriage, glass slipper, and all.” My brow furrows at her nonsensical answer. “You know, Cinderella? Turned back to a peasant at midnight?” I continue to glare, and she rolls her eyes, like I’m the one inconveniencing her. “My god, Jack, you really don’t know the classics, do you?”

I open my mouth to argue. I always want to argue with Rosemary Mayfield. No one gets under my skin like her, no one flusters and aggravates me the way she does. It’s why I avoid her, the town sweetheart. Those three Mayfield sisters have this entire town wrapped around their pinky fingers, and I’ve refused to fall for the act.

I moved to Heartwood Hollow, coming on five years ago, after growing up in the town just over the hill. After deciding to open my brick-and-mortar gaming shop, I spent nearly two years meticulously selecting the best location, considering customer demographics, local shopping trends, and the properties with the best investment potential. I found this building, which features a shop on the first floor and a one-bedroom apartment on the top floor. It was perfect, and I jumped at the opportunity to have a storefront for my online business. However, what I failed to realize was just how tight-knit Heartwood Hollow truly is. The town holds regular events such as the fall festival and street fairs, where local businesses can have a stand to sell to visitors, which is a great perk, but it also means that everyone in this small town is always in each other’s business. It’s the kind of town where your walk to the grocery store will be interrupted three times by well-meaning neighbors to shoot the shit, and if you have some kind of life update, everyone will know by the end of the day. This has been great for my business, which has grown rapidly since I moved here. And it’s great, I’m sure, if you’re the kind of person who can’t go a day without chatting with someone or if you love the idea of an active community.

Unfortunately, I like peace. I like quiet. I like keeping to myself.

Rosemary, for reference, is the kind of woman who was born to live in a close-knit town. She knows everything about everyone, and she is apparently friends with everyone she bumps into here. Except me, of course, though she’s spent the last three years trying to win me over. It’s part of why I find her so grating: the woman embodies everything I dislike about this small town, from her endless chattering to her tornado-like behavior.

My eyes move over her most recent tornado, taking in the now-headless Third Warlock of the Night Realm and a handful of books that definitely have bent pages now. Rosemary makes as if she’s going to leave, but I step toward her again, putting a hand to the wall beside her head, and she freezes.

I’ve never been this close to her.

Except for this afternoon, of course, when I caught her, but that doesn’t count.

But just standing here, in the dim fluorescent overhead lights, I spot a smattering of light freckles across the bridge of her nose and can see how full her pink lips are and how grass-green her eyes are, and—

Fuck. There I go again, getting distracted. “What the fuck are you doing in here, Rosie?”

Her pink lips shift, perfectly straight white teeth digging into them, and her brows come together as if she’s trying to decide how to answer. “I was sleepwalking?”

I glare at her, disbelieving, and she tries again.

“Okay, okay, I got lost?” She says it as if it’s a question, instead of an answer to a question of my own. I don’t give in to her nonsense, don’t argue with her because that’s what she wants: a diversion.

“Going where?”

She continues to bite that lower lip I can’t stop staring at, only breaking my focus when she answers. “Home? And I really should get back there, since I have to feed Percy and all. I put it off as long as I could, punishment, you know, for the mess he made this afternoon. But I should really—”

“The door was locked,” I state, cutting her off.

Her eyes go wide with panic, but her head tips to the side like she’s confused. “Huh?”

I close my eyes and take a deep breath. “The door was locked. How did you get in?”

“Are you sure it was locked? I was probably sleepwalking, and I’m talented, but I can’t pick a lock in my sleep.”

“Yes, I’m sure, because I double-check my locks every night.”

She nods but then looks up at me with a mischievous look. “Maybe your brain was muddled because of your mental stress from the completely freak accident this afternoon.”

I take a step closer to her until I can feel her body heat through my thin T-shirt. Her breath grazes along my chest as her head tips up to look at me. She’s wearing sneakers now, not her usual heels, so this is the first time I realize just how much shorter she is, a good foot at least.

“Are you going to tell me why you’re here, or are you going to try and cute your way out of this?”

She smiles as if she won some kind of standoff I didn’t know we were in. “Cute? You think I’m cute?”

“No,” I say, far too quickly. A smile hits her face. “I just think you think you can be cute and get out of things.”

“Is it working?” she asks, and for a split second, I think about smiling back because sometimes, despite myself, she’s funny. Annoying as can be, but funny. But I know that would only encourage her more, so instead, I shake my head before taking a step back.

“Tell me why you’re here,” I demand, taking in her black outfit, complete with a black hat like she’s some kind of catnapper. The sweater and pants are skin tight, something I shouldn’t be tracking, but Rosemary Mayfield has curves that would make any man’s head turn.

“I told you, I have a terrible sleepwalking tendency.”

“Then I’m just going to have to call the police, and they can figure this out.” I start to turn away.

“No!” she shouts, her soft fingers wrapping around my wrist. She starts, a confused look on her face before she shakes her head and speaks again. “No. Don’t. Please.”

I shift my body back to her, taking my hand back and crossing my arms. “Then tell me what you’re doing here.”

She looks up at the ceiling, then at the mess on the ground, her eyes locking on my grandfather’s old flask before she looks at the ceiling again, cursing too low for me to hear. “If you don’t tell me exactly why you’re here, I’m calling the police.”

She groans audibly. “You’re never going to believe me,” she says in an almost-whiny tone.

“Try me.”

“I’m serious, Jack. You’re never going to believe me.”

“Either tell me or tell the police,” I say, reaching for my phone in my pocket.

“No! No. No. I don’t need my sisters finding out what I’m doing.” I find it interesting that she’s more concerned about her sisters than the police, but I don’t have time to linger on that when she takes in a deep breath, closes her eyes, and lays out the most colorful lie I’ve ever heard.

“Okay, so I’m a witch, right? Like, a real one. Magic, spells, blah blah blah. It’s a family thing, and when my grandmother was young, she met a warlock and turned him down for a date, and he really didn’t like that, so he cursed my entire family line. Now, whenever we fall in love, something bad happens, and it’s ruined. I was dumped yesterday—” She sees my brows furrow and wrongly assumes I’m confused about her past relationship and not the whole she’s a witch with a family curse part, because she corrects herself. “Don’t worry, I’m mostly over it, but it’s really this curse that is ruining my life. So I decided to conjure up the warlock who cursed us so he could break it. And I do the whole rigmarole, spices, herbs, five candles, salt ring, you know the drill.”

I do not. But I keep nodding.

“And then a ghost pops up and we make a deal: I make him a potion so he can cross to the other side, and he’ll break the family curse so I can finally fall in love.” She takes in another deep breath as if she’s preparing herself for what she’s going to say next before she cringes. “He’s your grandfather, and he says I need that flask in order to make the potion.”

I stare at her for a long moment before she smiles, and suddenly, I understand that she’s not joking. She really believes this, really thinks that she’s some… witch? Who broke into my shop to gather a family flask and break a curse? A curse, of course, cast by my dead grandfather who was apparently a warlock who didn’t handle rejection well and is now haunting her house.

“You’re out of your mind.”

She groans, like she feared I’d say that, before she shakes her head. “I swear, I’m not. He’s haunting my place right now, giving me shit about what I’m having for breakfast, lunch, and dinner.” My interest piques since no one loved a meal more than my grandfather, but I swipe that away. “I have a long list of ingredients for this potion, but that flask,” she points to the silver flask engraved with PDH on the front, “is first on my list of things I need to make it.”

A beat passes before I shake my head and sigh. “This is really fucked up. I expect a lot of crazy shit from you, but bringing up my dead grandfather in order to get out of trespassing charges is a bit extreme, even for you.”

“I’m serious! Why would I make something up like this?”

“Why do you do half the shit you do?”

Her jaw goes tight, but she doesn’t argue, instead changing the subject. “How would I even know that flask existed? How would I know your grandfather’s name is Phillip?”

I shake my head. There is always a reasonable explanation for things. Always.

Even though my business revolves around games with fantastical worlds, storylines, and features, and even though much of my love for those worlds is from the equally fantastical stories about vampires and trolls and witches and warlocks my grandfather used to tell me at bedtime, I know they were just that: stories. Every myth has a perfectly logical explanation, and this one does too.

“You were probably here today casing the joint. Those figures are worth thousands of dollars.” She scoffs. “You probably just saw the flask now and used it as an excuse, guessing that was my grandfather’s.”

“I’m flattered, really I am,” she says with a smile, as if she’s not about to get herself arrested for breaking and entering. “But I’m not that creative.”

“You broke into my place and then made up some grand story about the ghost of my grandfather cursing your entire family. I think you at least think you’re that creative.”

“It’s not a grand story! I swear! He’s literally in my house right now! He’s haunting me until I complete our deal, and if I want to live my life without your grandfather asking me about my favorite scone flavor, I need that freaking flask!”

I cross my arms on my chest and glare at her.

I shouldn’t do it. Really, I shouldn’t. I shouldn’t encourage this behavior. But I do all the same. “So you’re telling me if I go over to your place right now, I’ll find the ghost of my grandfather standing there—”

“Floating.”

“What?”

“He’s kind of floating. He doesn’t really have legs. It’s a shock how much ghosts are like what the cartoons say they are.” I stare at her, then close my eyes and take in a deep breath to find some semblance of calm.

“If I go to your place, I’ll find my grandfather?” She nods. “And he’s blackmailing you into creating some potion using a family heirloom?”

“I mean, blackmail is kind of a strong word, but overall, yes?”

I close my eyes again, sighing. “Fine.”

“I can have it?” she asks excitedly, about to grab the flask from the ground, but I reach her, grabbing her wrist once again.

“No. You’re going to prove it.” That little crease between her eyebrows forms again, and I fight the sudden, strange urge to reach out and smooth it with my thumb. “Take me to your place and show me my grandfather’s ghost.”

“Jack, I—”

“Or I’m calling the cops.” She sighs and I expect her to argue, but then she shrugs.

“Fine.”

As we walk across the cobblestone road that separates my place from hers, I watch her attentively, expecting her at any moment to confess she made everything up. I’m watching her so intently that I almost trip over the line of pumpkins and red, orange, and yellow leaf garlands sitting along the front of her store. (Unlike me, she didn’t decline the town’s offer of storefront decorations to match the rest of the fall decor.)

When she twists the knob of the door and pushes it open, the black-and-white cat from earlier shoots out the door and rubs along my legs, much to my dismay. Rosemary looks over her shoulder at me, a wide smile on her lips. “Scared of a little pussy?” I choke on air at her words, something that makes a small laugh leave her lips. It’s so like this woman to laugh when I’m literally choking.

“No, I’m just waiting for your accomplice to come out and attack me,” I say once I catch my breath.

She rolls her eyes like I’m being unreasonable in thinking that someone who just broke into my shop would be luring me into some trap. “You really don’t believe me, do you?”

“That the ghost of my grandfather came to you and needed a flask from my shop to break a family curse? No, I can’t say I do. Wild, I know.”

She tips her head, taking me in with a confused smile. “You really don’t believe in magic? Your entire store is about mythical creatures.”

“Emphasis on the word mythical,” I say with exasperation.

She crosses her arms on her chest and lifts a knowing eyebrow. “Are they really, though?”

“Don’t you have some ghost to show me?” I ask instead of answering her question. She smiles, then leads me toward the back of her shop. The layout is just like mine, which makes sense since all of these buildings were built around the same time, and the council that manages our quaint little town won’t let you change much of anything. But I’m a little surprised to realize that the layout of her bookstore is identical to the layout in my shop, the bookshelves and displays placed in exactly the same manner.

“Weird, right?” Rosie asks with a laugh as I take in her shelves. “When I went into your place the first time and realized we set things up the same, I thought it was a hoot.”

“Hmm,” I say noncommittally, but follow her to the back of the store and then up the stairs to her apartment.

“I don’t know if he knows you’re coming, but we’ll see,” she calls to me over her shoulder. “He’s pretty nosy, so I wouldn’t be surprised if he was looking out the window when we came across the street.”

I stare at her for a moment and shake my head. “You really believe this, don’t you?”

“You really don’t believe me, do you?” she parrots back. Her hands move to the doorknob of her apartment, and a small, idiotic part of me is intrigued to see where this chaotic woman lives, to get some new insight into her.

She opens the door, then yells, “Honey, we’re home!” And I think she truly has lost it.

But then I hear an echoed response in an all-too-familiar tone.

“Well, well, well. Look who we have here,” the voice says.

And then a translucent form appears, and I fall to the ground.







CHAPTER 6

Jack

48 days until Halloween

“You could have been more subtle!” a woman’s voice says in a hushed chide.

“You could have warned me!”

“Windows exist! I figured your nosy ass would be watching from the front!” My arm aches, and my mind is hazy, and the two voices arguing are not helping.

“I trusted you would get things done on your own. I didn’t want to stress you out.”

“You know what stresses me out? Having my neighbor faint in my fucking living room.”

“He always was a bit of a scaredy cat,” the man’s voice says. I could be wrong—no, I know I’m wrong, since my grandfather died last year, but I could swear that was my grandfather’s voice.

But that’s impossible.

“You could have warned me of that,” Rosemary mumbles. “I would have prepared a better lie.”

“No, you wouldn’t—”

“Hush, I think he’s coming to,” she says, and when I open my eyes, blinking to clear my vision, I see her strawberry blonde ponytail draped over her shoulder and her bright smile pointed in my direction, leaning over me.

“Hey, buddy. There you are.” The words almost sound… gentle, like she’s concerned about me.

Now, why would my annoying neighbor be concerned about me? We’re not close or—

And then it all comes rushing back.

Rosemary breaking into my place.

To get my grandfather’s flask.

Because she is a witch who needs to break a family curse.

Walking to her house so she could prove herself.

Watching her ass up the stairs—no, no, that’s not vital to these memories.

Walking in and seeing… I look over Rosie’s shoulder.

“What the fuck is happening here?” I say, and even I can hear the clear panic in my voice. Rosie and my… grandfather give me pitying looks. I move quickly to stand then back away as if the vision before me is a threat, and I suppose it is, in a way. At the very least, it’s a threat to my sanity.

A perfect replica of my grandfather stands before me, the all-too-familiar smile across his face. The hair on the back and sides of his head is a mess, just like it always was, the top thick and messy but neater, like he ran a hand over it in the mirror as I saw him do a million times. His eyebrows are thick and chaotic, like uneven caterpillars. His eyes used to be a green-blue color, but now they’re a monochromatic gray-white just like the rest of him.

A ghost.

My grandfather is a ghost.

“Well, so, you see, this is your grandfather—”

“He’s dead.” I say. “My grandfather is dead.”

“Still am,” Grandpa pipes in.

“And I brought you here to see him because you wouldn’t believe me. Do you believe me now?” Rosemary asks, and there’s a hint of annoyance in her tone, like I’m the one inconveniencing her. I look at her, then at my grandfather, then at my hands, assessing their own transparency.

“Am I dead?” That would explain this, at least. If I were dead, I could see the dead, just like in that old Bruce Willis movie.

Rosemary blinks a few times before shaking her head like I’m an idiot. “No. Why would you be dead?”

“Are you dead?” I ask, squinting at her. I feel around for my glasses, which must have fallen when I fainted, and slide them on. Unfortunately, it doesn’t change the fact that my grandfather is hovering before me.

“No, I’m not dead,” Rosie says with the patience of a preschool teacher.

“Oh, this is a dream,” I say, and suddenly everything is so clear; a wave of relief washes through me. “A really weird fucking dream, but a dream. Which explains everything. I went to bed, and then I woke up,” I put air quotes around woke up, and it makes my grandfather snort out a laugh. “You’re in my dream because I was pissed at you today. I don’t know why my grandpa is here, but I’m sure there must be a logical explanation. And if there’s not, dreams aren’t always logical. But life, life is logical. Life does not have warlocks or witches or ghosts or—” A sharp pain flashes across my face, and when I turn to the source of it, Rosie is shaking her hand. I blink at her for a few moments, watching her flex her fingers and wince.

“Did you just slap me?” I ask after a moment.

“Did you feel it?” she asks, sitting back on her haunches.

“Well, yeah.” I lift a hand and rub the warm spot on my cheek.

“Then you’re not asleep. And you’re not dead. Your grandfather is, and he is a ghost, and I am a witch,” she sums up. Her entertained smile snaps something in me as I try and piece together what is happening.

“I thought you were out of your mind before, but this…” I glance around the room, my eyes catching on the shattered vase that must have fallen when I passed out, before shaking my head. “This is too far.” The illusion she’s created of my grandfather shifts, and something in my chest twinges before I look away. “This is cruel. I don’t know how you’re doing this,” I wave a hand toward the ghost. “But pretending my grandfather was some kind of warlock, recreating his appearance… This is fucked up.”

“If I did all this to trick you, I’d agree. Unfortunately, your grandfather is real and I can’t get rid of him until I break this curse.”

I open my mouth to argue, but the ghostly figure moves in front of me, blocking my vision of her.

“It seems far-fetched, I’m sure, but I’m really here,” the grandfather-thing says. “I should have been more honest with you about who and what I was. If I had, this might make more sense to you.” This vision sounds and looks so much like my grandfather, and a part of me that has deeply missed him aches. “I’m a warlock and always was. I hid it because it was safer that way, and I wanted to live a normal life. My parents both had magic, but my wife did not, so our children did not.”

Despite this being fantastical nonsense, I can’t help but blurt out my next question. “Do I have magic?”

Rosemary pats my shoulder, and when I turn to her, she gives me a sad face like she feels bad for me. “No, bud. Sorry.”

“You don’t have magic because I married a nonmagical woman. Magic is most easily passed through the woman’s genetic line,” the apparition who is possibly my grandfather explains.

“And magic is real, whether you want to admit it or not,” Rosie says.

I turn to face her, and we lock gazes. “Prove it.”

She lets out a laugh that fills the room before flinging out an arm to the specter. “Prove it? Is your dead-as-a-doornail grandfather floating in my living room not proof enough?”

“Hey! Would a little bit of respect be too much to ask for?” my grandfather says, but we ignore him.

“Ghosts are not magic.” Even if I can accept that the apparition in this room actually is my grandfather, that doesn’t mean magic and witches and curses exist. Hell, ghost-hunter shows have been around forever. I can believe that ghosts are real: energy needs somewhere to go, and who’s to say some of it doesn’t occasionally linger? But magic is scientifically impossible. “You said you have magic? Prove it.”

Rosemary stares at me for a long moment before she sighs and turns to the vase I broke. “My dear magic, prove you’re not fake, fix the vase the idiot did break,” she mumbles in a bored tone.

“That’s not—” I start to roll my eyes, but the words catch in my throat as the broken pieces start to move off the ground. I look around the room, trying to find anything that could reasonably explain what I’m seeing. I shift hesitantly toward the pieces, sliding my hand in the air above the mess to break some kind of connection, but meet nothing.

The shards lift into the air, one grazing along my finger and sending a zap of energy through me, and I pull my hand back, inspecting the digit quickly before looking back. Slowly, the vase pieces itself together—the satisfying sounds of ceramic on ceramic as even tiny pieces and nearly invisible dust lift and slide into place. It takes less than a minute, but soon there’s an unbroken vase lying on the ground.

“Proof enough?” she asks, bored.

“No fucking way,” I whisper. The vase was in a dozen pieces and now… it’s not. Reaching over, I grab for the vase, lift it, and feel the weight in my hands, inspecting it for hairline fractures. I press on the sides, waiting for the vase to crumble in my hands, but it’s as solid as can be.

Rosie takes it from my hands and places the fixed vase back on the table it was sitting on. “It’s fixed, Jack. My magic is good. You’re not going to find a defect that wasn’t already there.” She waves a hand at it, like some kind of game show host. “Do you believe me now? Can we move on to the task at hand?”

I shake my head, and she lets out an exasperated sigh. “That doesn’t prove anything. It’s some trick, something you taught yourself.” I look at the vase again and shake my head. “A good one, but a trick.” I look to my floating grandfather. “And I don’t know why you made some kind of CGI ghost of my grandfather, Rosemary, but I wouldn’t have pinned you as the type to exploit someone’s grief like that. I’m out of here.”

“Jack, don’t—” Rosemary starts, a mix of panic and dismay in her words, but it’s another voice that makes my steps falter.

“When you were five, you broke your mother’s figurine of a clown by throwing a ball in the house while I was watching you. It shattered into three, four pieces, and I fixed it. Told you it was a magic trick, but it didn’t look too much different from Rosemary spelling that vase, did it?”

I remember that moment. It was the most magical thing I’d ever seen, and what started my obsession with magical worlds. When I’d bring it up to my grandfather, he’d give me a smile and a wink.

“When you were nine, your mom found you hiding in your room with a flashlight you smuggled beneath the sheets, reading a book about the history of dragons. You thought it was fake, but it wasn’t. You stole it from my personal library, little troublemaker.”

I got grounded for that, not just because I was up long past my bedtime, but because I’d stolen the book. It was old, leather-bound, and gold-foiled, and my grandfather’s study was the best place to find cool old books on the mythical creatures I so desperately wanted to know more about. After he died, I couldn’t find the book and thought maybe I’d imagined the whole thing.

“When you were thirteen, I chaperoned your first date to the mall as a favor to your parents. You tripped and almost spilled a slushy on her. Half of it slid out, and suddenly, it was back in the cup. I know you saw it—you were shocked, looked around the mall to see if anyone else had seen it, but no one was watching you.” That night I’d gotten my first kiss, but when I went to bed, it wasn’t the girl who was stuck on my mind: it was me trying to figure out how that could have happened.

I never told anyone about that, either.

The ghost stares at me, familiar eyes going soft and almost pleading. “Come on, boy. You know deep down magic is real because you saw it firsthand. I hid my powers as best as I could for nearly my entire life once I settled down with your grandmother. Your father never picked up on a single thing; no one did. But you always had questions, always noticed things other people didn’t. I had to get creative with you, buying you those games and books to try and blur the lines between fact and fiction in your mind. But you can’t tell me you never once thought that there was any truth to the books you read, the games you played?” my grandfather asks, his ghostly form hovering before me.

The world feels hazy and confusing, but something in my gut tells me what I have always wanted to believe: magic is real.

And if I can accept that fact, it means I have to accept that my neighbor is a witch and my grandfather is a ghost before me.

“So you’re telling me you could have just fixed the Third Warlock of the Night Realm?” I ask, turning to Rosemary.

“That’s what you got out of all of that?” she asks, eyebrows furrowed. “You asked me to perform a magic trick like some kind of child’s birthday party magician, and I did, which you should be honored about because I don’t just do what people tell me, you know, and that’s all you have to say? That I could have fixed your stupid cardboard wizard?”

“I mean…” I start, a strange guilt flooding in until she laughs suddenly.

“You’re something else, Jack Attack,” she says with a shake of her head.

“It’s just Jack,” I mumble on impulse, and that seems to make her smile, and for a moment, a sense of normalcy washes over me. This, I can handle. Rosemary teasing me, me arguing back, that’s real. That’s tolerable. It’s not magic, ghosts, and curses. It’s probably why when she offers me her hand, I begrudgingly take it, standing easily before she leads me to a comfy-looking couch in the corner of her living area.

“What is happening here?” I ask, feeling dejected and confused and finally ready to potentially… accept all of this.

“Are you going to keep arguing with me? Or are you ready for the full story?” she asks. I nod, because what else am I going to do? “I come from a long line of witches. I have magic and magical powers. Your grandfather cursed my family long ago.”

“What kind of curse?” If I’m going to go along with this, I need to know everything. That’s how I work: before I make any kind of decision, I need all the details. Rational, logical. Practical. That’s me.

It’s probably why Rosemary, who is the opposite of all of that, drives me up a goddamned wall.

“Okay. So, in order for my grandfather to pass on to the other side, you need to put together a potion, and because the flask is something he touched before dying, that’s the best vehicle for the potion?” I ask, my mind running a million miles a minute, and she nods and smiles like I’m a kid who recited the alphabet.

“You’re a quick learner,” she says, and I ignore the sarcasm in her tone. My grandfather lets out a snort of a laugh, and I glare over at him, making him smile wider.

“And you’re helping because you’re a… witch, whose grandmother was… cursed? By my grandfather years ago?” She nods again. “And magic is real. All over, not just you two?”

“Yes. This is also where I’m forced to tell you that you can’t tell anyone about this. If you do, then you’ll mess with the balance of magic and society, starting what would probably be a literal witch hunt and putting an uncountable number of people at risk.”

I nod, understanding that at least. It’s what always happens when a normal person finds out about the existence of magic. They must keep it quiet to ensure the safety of others. It’s just like my favorite books and movies, except it’s real life: it’s my life. For the first time in a long time, a spark of excitement sparks in my chest.

Magic is real. Magic is real, and I’m getting a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to learn about it.

This is a dream come true, really, and if I play it right, I can use it to learn about this world that, up until recently, I thought was fictional.

“Okay,” I say, nodding once more, coming to terms with this. I might get sent to some kind of insane asylum after all of this, or maybe I’ll wake up from the most insane dream ever, but even in a dream state, I can’t let her do this alone.

“Okay?” she asks, and I nod. “You’ll give me the flask?” She’s hopeful and excited, and for a flash of a moment, I think it’s almost… cute. But I also know what I’m about to say next will ruin that look on her face.

“No.” I predicted correctly. Her face falls with disappointment before shifting to irritation.

“What the—”

I shake my head and cut her off before I get the full brunt of her anger.

“I’m going to do it with you.” Silence takes over the room, and she tips her head as if trying to break some kind of news to me.

“Uh, Jack, you don’t…”

“Not the magic, obviously. Unless I have some hidden away—”

“You don’t,” she says instantly, and I glare. She winces. “Sorry, I just meant, well… you don’t. I’d know. I’d feel it even if it was locked away.”

“Okay, so I’ll help with the other stuff. Do you have a list of ingredients you need?” She nods, and I smile. “Perfect. I’m sure they don’t all need magic to obtain, and even if they do, I can tag along.” My grandfather lets out a laugh and shakes his head.

“Should have known you’d want to be involved once you got past the shock.”

“You’re not coming along on this mission like some kind of magical ride-along.”

I smile, knowing I have the ultimate bargaining chip. “Then you’re not getting the flask.”

“You have got to be kidding me,” she says, her face going red with irritation, and honestly, I can see why she likes to tease me: it’s fun when you’re on this side of things. She glares at me.

“I’m coming. I want to learn about the world my grandfather came from.” Rosemary opens her mouth to argue, so I add another excuse for good measure. “And you’re a walking disaster. I need to chaperone in order to make sure things go smoothly. My grandfather’s afterlife is on the line, after all.”

If I’m being honest, there’s a small part of me that still thinks this is an intricate dream, but if it’s not, I want to be along for this ride.

“I’ve done plenty of spells, thank you very much,” she says, clearly annoyed. Again, the fact that I’m getting under her skin sends a zap of pleasure along mine. “I’ve been performing spells on my own since I was ten.” Ten? Witches can perform magic before they can even legally be left home alone? I don’t let myself get caught up in the logistics and details as I’m sure she intends.

“Well, then you can do it with me by your side.” Her jaw goes tight, but instead of responding, she turns to my grandfather.

“Phillip, this wasn’t a part of our plan,” she grumbles under her breath. He’s grinning wide, clearly entertained by our back-and-forth. “I don’t need help. I can do it myself.” He shrugs in response.

“Each task is going to bring its own challenges. The flask must be willingly given in order for the spell to work, and—” She throws her hands up in frustration.

“You literally just signed off on my breaking into his place and stealing it!” She whips a hand toward me, and I watch as Rosemary argues with my dead-as-a-doornail grandfather.

What a wild night.

“Yes, well.” There’s a moment of hesitation that niggles at something in my brain, some trait of his that I’ve lost a tether to with time, but it’s gone before I can grasp it tightly enough. “It was willingly given by me, and if you acquired it before hitting a roadblock, you’d be in the clear. But it’s currently in Jack’s possession, so you need to convince him to give it to you willingly.”

A pleased smile spreads over my face. “And that means you have to let me come along if you want me to give it to you.” She growls, then actually stomps her foot.

If it was anyone but Rosemary, I might think it was kind of cute.

“You have got to be fucking kidding me. He hates me!” she says, flinging her arm in my direction. “And you expect me to share not only my family secrets with him, but the entire magical community’s secrets? That’s completely unnecessary and you know it.” Once more, my grandfather shrugs, then flips a bit through the air, that smile on his face still.

I almost pity Rosie, since I know my grandfather can be just as much of a pain as she is. Whatever easy mission she thought she was going to have is a long-lost dream.

“You have until the full moon on Halloween,” he says, and when I do the math, I realize it’s almost six weeks from now. Six weeks of having to deal with Rosie, of doing god knows what around town.

“And this is the only way to break the curse?” Rosie asks, her voice suddenly soft. Hopelessness is written across her face, and for a moment, something in my chest throbs. Guilt? Pity?

A family curse, she said. That my grandfather put on her family? It doesn’t add up; him cursing her entire line due to a bruised ego. But considering everything happening, what do I even know about what should and shouldn’t add up? Each moment, it’s proven that the answer is absolutely nothing.

“Yes,” my grandfather says with a nod, almost gleefully. “It’s the only way.” Rosie’s jaw tightens, and she sighs before she gives a small nod, her shoulders going back with resolve.

“Okay,” she says, turning to me. “And you won’t give me the flask and let me handle this myself?” I shake my head, trying to fight back a smile, both at her irritation and at the idea that I’m about to get a six-week crash course on magic.

“No way.” Then her small frame turns toward me, a wide but obviously fake smile on her face after she lets out a deep sigh. “Okay.” Her hand moves out to me. “Partners?” I stare at her hand.

This all feels like some wild joke, like once I shake her hand, there’s going to be some kind of electric buzzer, and Rosemary will start laughing hysterically because she tricked me. But the perfect replica of my grandfather is staring at me, and a completely unbroken vase is sitting on the table, and I don’t think she has the ability to do that.

I take her hand in mine and shake. A jolt of what I assume is her magic zaps through me with the touch, and with it, I wonder what the hell I just got myself into.







CHAPTER 7

Jack

48 days until Halloween

The morning after I discover that witches exist, my aggravating neighbor is one, and my grandfather is a ghost who is haunting her until he breaks her long-standing curse, my mind has still not been able to wrap around the concept.

After spending my entire adult life believing magic is an exciting aspect of fiction, being told that isn’t the case has been a difficult thing to process. Those moments my grandfather mentioned are all things I have kept locked in my mind for some time, forgotten memories that are still shrouded in the filter of childhood wonder. My older mind, however, was able to find easy explanations for those moments, though I’m learning that these common-sense explanations are anything but. But more importantly, these are memories I haven’t shared with anyone, especially the one from the mall. There’s no way Rosemary could learn of them much less find ways to exploit them in order to get her way.

So I’m forced to circle back into the illogical, logical answer of magic is real and has been living right under my nose—or more accurately now, across the street—my whole life.

But still, despite the lingering confusion and very much present exhaustion, I can’t help but feel excited, knowing that in the next six weeks, I’ll get the opportunity to learn about this world I’ve marveled over for my entire life.

There was no way I could give up that once-in-a-lifetime opportunity and simply allow Rosemary to fulfill that quest on her own.

As if summoned by the thought of her alone, my neighbor knocks on my door bright and early, before the sun is fully up, not even seven yet. With a sigh, I shift my gaze back to the door to see her standing there with a wide smile, waving at me, then using her chin to gesture to the lock of the door.

It’s far too early to deal with her, but considering I have to play nice for at least the next six weeks, I don’t see the point in ignoring her, so I sigh and make my way over to unlock and open the door.

I’ve spent the last three years since I’ve had a shop across from Rosie Mayfield painstakingly avoiding her and the chaos that seems to follow her everywhere she goes, and now I’m going to have to work closely with her for six weeks. And she’s outside my shop, hands full, before I’m even fully awake.

With a groan, I move across the room to the front door, taking in a deep breath before unlocking the door and holding it open. She comes barreling in, as chaotic as ever, with three bags over her shoulders and a coffee tray with four drinks in it.

“Good morning, Jack,” she says with a beaming smile over her shoulder. I close the door behind her.

“Good morning, Rosemary,” I say begrudgingly, watching as she makes herself at home, lumbering through my store and placing the coffees on the cash wrap before moving through the bags at her shoulders and removing boxes of treats from her sister’s bakery. Violet Mayfield owns Sugar and Spice, and, despite my one-sided feud with the sisters, I find myself frequenting the bakery often, though I always seem to miss the best pastries they have to offer. The last time I went there during peak hours, Mrs. Crawford, a nearly 80-year-old widow, tried to convince me to take her out on a date since a young man like me shouldn’t be alone on a Friday night. I managed to mumble out an apology and an excuse, but in an effort to avoid both small talk with overly friendly neighbors and awkward propositions, I’ve taken to visiting in the off-hours.

“Yeah, that’s gotta stop,” she says, sending a serious glare in my direction. “Call me Rosie or Rose, or else it’s Jack Attack every single time.” I groan at the threat, but smile all the same. It’s good to know that if I want to get under her skin, I can just use her full name.

“So, Rosie, you didn’t want to use your magic or whatever to open my door this morning?” I ask.

She rolls her eyes. “I don’t use my magic for bad, Jack. I am a law-abiding citizen of Heartwood Hollow.” I lift an eyebrow at her, and she rolls her eyes. “Last night was an extenuating circumstance. I didn’t realize what a light sleeper you are; it’s really not my fault.”

“The fact that you’re somehow spinning my not sleeping heavily enough to avoid catching you breaking into my shop to be a bad thing is so very on brand for you.” She shrugs like it doesn’t matter before continuing to unpack her bags. There’s more food before us than two people could ever fathom to eat, but considering it’s all from her sister’s bakery, I can’t complain in the least. “What’s with the treats?” I reach for one of the cinnamon rolls I love most of all but always seem to miss out on and lift it toward my mouth without even bothering to ask for permission.

“Oh, this?” She gestures toward all the food laid out before us, and the coffee carrier, now missing one drink, which is lifted to her lips. “They’re poisoned. I’m trying to off you so I can steal the flask from you without having to deal with your shit.”

“What?” I ask, eyes wide, hand frozen. She really is out of her damned mind. A beat passes before she lets out a loud laugh.

“My god, lighten up, Jack.” She shakes her head, clearly entertained by my nerves. “They aren’t poisoned. That would be insane.”

“You can’t tell me you were trying to give me poisoned baked goods from your sister’s bakery the morning after I find out you’re a witch who summoned my dead grandfather.” She gives me a roll of her eyes and waves a hand at me like I’m being dramatic.

“They aren’t poisoned. It was a play on words,” she says with another roll of her eyes.

“Oh, yes, the old saying, I brought you poisoned treats.” She lets out a groan, then moves around me to continue unpacking things, removing the three remaining drinks from the carrier and taking a sip out of hers. Each cup has her sister’s handwriting in purple Sharpie on top, something I notice because it’s probably my most frequented place in Heartwood Hollow.

Her sister’s bakery is fucking good.

I stare at the cinnamon roll in my hand longingly but also skeptically. With another sigh, that melodic voice leaves her lips. “I made a joke, it wasn’t funny, identify what’s poison quicker than a bunny.” I don’t have time to contemplate her words before pink sparkles leave her fingers, the threads twinkling along the air over the pastries and making my heart beat faster. It’s like a trail of pink sparklers that move quickly, hovering over the pastries for a long moment before vanishing, exploding like fireworks. I’m still staring at it, wondering if that’s what her magic looks like or if it’s just the spell in question, when she speaks again.

“See? My magic couldn’t find anything nefarious. I promise I’m trying to be nice. I started this whole thing off wrong, probably back when we first met forever ago. I’m trying to… fix it. Six weeks of working together is a long time if you hate me through the whole thing.” I shift my gaze from the pastries to her face, taking her in and trying to read whatever might be hidden there but coming up short. “I’m determined to make you like me, Jack Haggerty. Call it a side mission, like in one of your games.”

“Quest,” I say under my breath before taking a bite of the cinnamon roll and trying not to groan. Flaky and buttery, spiced and sweet, with a thick layer of cream cheese frosting on top. There’s no wonder it’s the item that typically sells out first.

“What?”

“It would be a side quest. The games I play, we go on quests.” She nods her head like that makes total sense, like she’s cataloging this new knowledge for future use. One of the most confusing and irritating things about Rosie is that I can never tell if she’s fucking with me. Most people hear that and let out a laugh, calling me a nerd, but her nod looks almost sincere. I’m unsure how to feel about it.

“Oh, of course. Well, my side quest is going to be to win you over once and for all.”

“You’re going to win me over?” She nods. “Good luck with that.” That’s when she does something strange.

She smiles. As if she is thoroughly entertained by me, by this. By the challenge.

“Yes. Now, which coffee do you like? I grabbed a few, one of Vi’s specials, a caramel macchiato, and a plain coffee with a bag of milks and sugars for you to fix it yourself if that’s what you like.” She lifts a small white bag she hasn’t unpacked. I stare, not understanding.

“Why?”

She sighs like she’s tired of explaining, then does just that. “So I can know your order, of course. We didn’t exchange numbers, so I couldn’t text you to ask.”

“Why not ask your sister? I go there enough, she would probably know.”

“There’s no fun in that. I want to be your friend by learning about you, not by using a cheat code from my sister.” I don’t bother to tell her that using her own sister, who owns the place I frequent regularly, wouldn’t be cheating; instead, I shrug and grab the one with S’mores Latte written on top. She eyes me skeptically.

“I would have taken you as a black coffee kind of guy.”

I shrug. “I was until I started going to Sugar and Spice. Once I grabbed the wrong drink when I was picking up, and now I always go for the special.” She nods after a moment, before reaching for a muffin. She digs through another bag, grabbing a knife and butter, then slathers the inside of the muffin with butter and places it on a plate she also brought. It seems she came fully prepared. Then she shifts, putting her back to the counter and hopping up on it. I lean against it, just two feet from her, staring at the cinnamon roll I picked out while also eyeing the chocolate chip muffin. I have to admit I’m a bit… confused.

“You didn’t have to do this,” I say after a few minutes of eating in near silence, the only noise from Rosie occasionally asking questions about posters or figures or signs in the shop and me begrudgingly answering.

“I know,” she says simply. I stare at her as she pops the last bite of her muffin in her mouth, then slides off the counter, cleaning up as she does. “Come on, we have a task,” she says as she tosses the garbage and organizes the rest of the treats we didn’t even touch into a box. My brow furrows.

“What? Oh, did you… did you already forget?” She looks at me with a gentle look before reaching out and touching my arm. “Last night wasn’t a dream, Jack.”

“Jesus, I know it wasn’t. I’m not an idiot. I just…” Didn’t actually think about the whole have to spend time with you aspect of this. Or maybe I just thought I’d have more time to come to terms with things. I don’t know. Either way, I am strikingly unprepared for spending more time with her this morning.

But it probably means I’ll get another glimpse at the magic I can’t stop thinking about…

“Okay,” I say with resignation, shaking my head. “What’s today’s task?” She smiles then, sliding her jacket on and tipping her head toward the door.

“Come on,” she says. And then she’s out the door, and I’m hustling to grab my jacket and follow her.

We walk in silence for about ten minutes in the cool early fall air before finally, Rosie stops at a small field that is about a quarter-mile walk from our place. “What do we need to get from here?” I ask. She looks around as if unsure if this is a good spot before shrugging and setting her bag down to dig through it—a bag I only just realized she had brought with her.

“Dew from grass blades the day before, day of, and the day after a waxing crescent moon. The waxing crescent moon comes tomorrow, and since there’s some room for error with this one, I want to make sure we get our first shot today. If we have an issue, we can try a second time at the next waxing crescent moon, but I don’t want to cut it too close, you know?” I nod, even though very little of this makes sense to me, as she grabs a small vial and stands.

“How are we supposed to collect dew? Are we going to use a towel and squeeze it or…” Then her face transforms into a pitying smile.

“You’re so sweet,” she says softly, then pats my cheek.

“I don’t—” But I’m stopped when she starts to speak and remember the most important part of this task: Rosie has magic. I stare at her hand for a moment before asking the question that’s been plaguing me. “Does it have a shape?”

“Hmm?” she asks, removing the stopper from the vial and inspecting it.

“Your magic. I couldn’t see it.”

“That’s because I wanted you to see it working on the pastries. It knows what I want, and normally, I want it hidden; that’s kind of the default setting, so to speak. Other magical creatures and beings can see my magic, but normal people like you can’t, not unless I tell my magic to reveal itself in that way. So you couldn’t see it moving along the vase shards, but it was there,” she patiently explains, and I nod as if that makes perfect sense, which it does not, not really.

“What does it look like? Is it pink like in my shop?” Her smile is wide and genuine, and for the first time in a long time, I don’t feel stupid asking questions. I’ve always been incredibly curious, always wanting to know more about things, but it turns out, people don’t like it when you ask too many questions. I used to get annoyed looks and heavy sighs when I asked questions, until I stopped, cataloging my inquiries for when I was alone and could do my own research.

But it doesn’t seem to faze Rosie. “Want me to make it visible?” she asks instead. I nod eagerly, and she smiles wide before speaking. “Magic is real, but Jack couldn’t believe it, gather the dew in a way he can see it.”

With her words, pink-tinged glittering strands leave her fingertips, and I watch with bated breath as they move through the air, doubling and spreading across the grass. As the strands hit blades of grass, the dew forms water droplets that hover over the ground, reflecting the pink glowing glitter surrounding it until the ground before us glows and gleams, the fat water droplets dancing. Another pulse of magic moves across the area, and the droplets lift, merging and combining before floating to where Rosie is holding out the vial. The water forms a soft stream before moving into the vial’s opening and settling into the glass.

Rosie looks at the side of the bottle as if assessing the volume before saying, “That’s enough, thank you.” Her magic responds, the water stopping its accumulation, the excess falling to the ground at her feet, and the glittering strands of magic dispersing into the air before she puts the stopper back on her vial.

“Easy as that,” she says, like it’s no big deal, but I’m staring at the now dry blades of grass and the vial in her hands, filled with morning dew. I know I saw her do a bit of magic last night, fixing the vase, and again this morning when testing the food she brought me, but both could be explained away as a trick of the eye. But this?

This is pure magic.

Kind of like Rosie, I’m beginning to realize.
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The next morning, I’m slightly less shocked when Rosemary—Rosie—is at my door, this time with only two bags and two coffees. I move to the door, opening it up and letting her in, but this time I grab the coffee carrier from her hands. The top of the coffees read Rosie’s and Jack’s instead of the type, and the look of it warms something in my gut that I vehemently ignore.

“Today is Pecan Pie,” Rosie explains of the coffee before bringing our goodies to the counter, where I start to unpack. There’s a muffin that I assume is for Rosie, and a cinnamon roll and an additional muffin. Clearly, she noticed what I ate yesterday, and again, that same warmth rolls through me. I don’t have many close friends, by my own decision and inability or unwillingness to mingle, but I assume this is what Rosie’s definition of friendship looks like.

I’ve never had a friend like Rosie, though I’m not sure I can call her a friend yet, but it makes me feel good that someone cares enough to try and win me over and take note of what coffee I like and what breakfast pastries I chose.

“There’s also a brownie, a pumpkin scone, and an apple fritter in there, in case you wanted to try something new. I will admit, I did ask Vi this morning what you typically get pastry-wise, which,” she raises her hands as if I’ve argued, though I’ve remained silent, “I know, I know, is cheating. She told me cinnamon roll anytime she has them, and a muffin if not. Sometimes you grab a cookie for later, but she was all out so that’s where the brownie comes in.” I’m blown away by this, by her attention to detail.

“Why are you doing this?” I ask.

“Because I want you to like me,” she says quickly, and as I watch her, assessing, I shake my head. She raises a brow, confused. “People don’t not like me. It’s annoying to me that you don’t.” She’s lying, though.

“No, no. That’s not it.” She opens her mouth to argue. “I mean, it is. But it’s not.” She sighs, once more sliding her ass onto the counter before taking a long sip of her coffee that smells like cinnamon and spices, before speaking.

“I’m the oldest sister. I like to take care of people. I also can’t go on an adventure with you and get myself something tasty as fuel and not give you anything.”

“We’re walking a quarter mile, Rosie. I don’t think I need fuel for that.”

“Well, I do, which means you get gifts in the form of food. Again, I’m trying to win your undying adoration.” My eyes widen and she smiles. “So is it working?” she asks expectantly. I raise an eyebrow, not sure if I didn’t hear a question or if I’m missing the point entirely.

“Is it working?”

“So do you like me yet?”

“What?”

“I told you I’m going to win you over before this whole mess is over. And then we can be neighbors who actually neighbor.”

I tip my head to the side, unable to hid the small smile on my lips. “What does neighboring even mean?”

She shrugs in the way I’m learning is so very Rosie. “I don’t know. Borrowing a cup of sugar or something?”

“Doesn’t your sister own a bakery?” She gives me a deadpan look, and I can’t help but smile.

“Yeah, but she’s all the way across town. Terribly inconvenient if I’m mid-recipe and I realize I’m running low on sugar.” I can’t help but let out a small laugh before she continues. “Plus, I know nothing about you even though you’ve been across from me for three years. It’s weird and I’m not a fan of it.”

“Of knowing nothing about me?”

“Yeah. In a town like this, you kind of know everyone. But you’re so very… mysterious. You’re not from here, so it’s not like I can ask someone who graduated above me about you, and you never go to the town meetings or the business mixers or the town fairs unless you’re setting up a booth there.” I let out a sigh and run a hand over my face. “Mysterious.”

“Yeah, I… I don’t really like… engaging much.”

“You own a store, Jack. A retail store.” Without meaning to, I smile at her, realizing I have to tip my head down a bit to do so since she’s so short. Strangely, I like it. It makes me feel… safer, somehow, to confess this to someone so much smaller than me.

Or maybe that’s just Rosie.

“That’s not typically much of an issue. The people coming into my store are typically nerds, as you love to point out—”

“I would never—” she starts with a smile.

“So they either talk about what I’m selling, which I’m comfortable talking about, or they keep to themselves. I can talk about dragons and card games and value of figurines or trading cards for days. But small talk? Not my thing.”

“I never noticed,” she says, and when I look at her, I expect to see the sarcasm on her face, but I’m a bit confused when I don’t.

“Because I never talk to you?”

“No, because you never seemed uncomfortable around me.” I’m a bit stunned by that, since Rosie always makes me feel out of sorts, but then a smile spreads on her lips. “I think you’re always too busy getting all cute and mad at me.” I stare at her and feel a blush burning on my cheeks without my permission, and she laughs before popping the last bite of her muffin into her mouth, checking and sliding off the counter.

“Okay, Jack Attack. Time to get this thing going.” Then she whispers something, and bags close and crumbs are swept away. I’m so distracted by her and her magic, I don’t even remember to tell her it’s just Jack.

We spend the next forty minutes together, walking to the same field as the day before, and she makes her magic visible again so I can see it move along the grass in the same breathtaking way. I use the opportunity to ask her as many questions as I can, and she answers each one with kindness and patience I’m still unused to. Today, I learned that each witch receives their magic when they’re around eight, and each witch has their own specialty, which tends to reveal itself when they’re thirteen or fourteen. It shouldn’t surprise me that romance is her specialty, something she fulfils with her romance bookstore, helping customers find their true loves by choosing a book for them.

After we get the second day’s dew, she answers more questions before we reach our street. I feel the need to walk her to her door as if this is something other than a quest to break a curse. Maybe it’s the manners my parents drilled into me or the fact that the little witch is growing on me and I want to make sure she’s safe, but I stay until she closes the door behind her, flips on the lights for her store, and waves at me through the window. I return it, fighting the smile that’s pulling at my lips before stepping back.

But when something moves in the window above her shop, I glance up to see a ghostly form move quickly out of sight, as if he’d been watching. I move my eyes down the street, ensuring no one else is around to see it, before looking at the window again. As I do, my grandfather floats up, a sheepish look on his face that makes me smile. I wave before heading to my place, already looking forward to the next day.
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Day three, my front door is unlocked, already anticipating my morning visit from Rosie. She walks right in like she owns the place, a wide smile on her face that I have to force myself not to mirror. Something tells me that if I give Rosie Mayfield an inch, she’ll take a mile. If she gets a whiff that I enjoy her antics, she might keep going. The most terrifying part of that, though, isn’t that I wouldn’t like it: it’s the confusing realization that I might.

This morning, I get a pumpkin spice latte and a cinnamon roll, plus a pumpkin-shaped sugar cookie that I set aside to enjoy later. I have a big shipment coming in later today, and I’ll need a pick-me-up to endure unpacking those boxes. After her normal breakfast, she asks me a dozen questions that have stopped being about the shop and turned into an inquisition of me. We’re off on our mission, walking toward the same spot we’ve gone the past two mornings, when I start my own question asking.

“So, your magic.” I start with the question that’s been spinning around in my mind since yesterday. I keep my voice low even though no one is around. “It doesn’t work on you?” She shakes her head, strawberry blond curls swaying as she does.

“Nope. And trust me, I’ve tried.” I smile, thinking about a stubborn Rosie trying to outsmart her own magic and getting annoyed when it falls short.

“What about your sisters?” I ask, because from what I know, both of her sisters are single as well. I know she said the curse affects her entire family, and while I’m not as in tune to the town gossip as Rosie is, I don’t think I’ve ever heard of her sisters even dating. Rosie sighs deeply with the question.

“My magic works on other supernaturals, but I’m not sure if it would work on my sisters. Unfortunately for me, they aren’t interested in finding love for their own reasons. Don’t ask me why, because love is the most magical thing on this earth. My magic only works on people who are ready and willing to find love.” So it abides by free will, I suppose. Interesting. “Though, I suppose it could be the curse getting in the way.”

“Do they know about the curse?”

“No, not that I know of. I’ve never asked them if Mom told them before she passed, but they’ve never mentioned it. I’ve always grappled with when and if I should tell them, and figured I’d tell them when they have a serious relationship, but Violet dates around and says she’s too busy with the bakery for a relationship. Poppy hasn’t mentioned anything, but like I said, my magic senses neither of them is ready or looking for love.”

“Do you try anyway? To give them spelled books?”

She smiles. “They think I do, at the very least.” I lift an eyebrow, unsure of what that means, and she sighs, letting out a small laugh. “Sometimes I guilt-trip them into reading one of my favorite books so I have someone to talk to about them. I tell them that my magic felt pulled to it and I think it might be for one of them, but I’m really lying. I’ve never felt the pull to give my sisters a book. I just want them to read my favorites.” She lets out a loud laugh at that confession that’s so wholesome and so very Rosie.

“So you guilt-trip them into reading your favorite books? And they do it because they’re afraid to hurt your feelings?”

“Pretty much.” She pauses before looking at me seriously, her steps slowing. “If you ever tell, the decapitation of your warlock will look like child’s play,” she says with a menacing glare, and I lift my hands.

“Your secret is safe with me.” I don’t tell her that I don’t ever find myself chatting with her sisters, much less about magic or spells, but I don’t have time to as we’re back at the field. Like the previous two mornings, I’m mesmerized when her magic spills out onto the wet grass, gathering the dew into fat droplets that slowly rise and deposit themselves into the glass vial.

“That was it?” I ask as we approach her front door. I’m skeptical because it seemed far too easy, but what do I know about collecting ingredients for a magic spell?

“Yup. Easy as can be! One ingredient down, a handful more to go!” There’s too much cheer in her words to be casual, and it rubs off on me. I shake my head with admitted astonishment. I notice how she won’t tell me exactly what we need for this potion of hers or even just how many things there are.

“Yeah, I mean… I guess it was pretty easy. Much easier than I thought it would be, that’s for sure.”

“I am totally capable of gathering ingredients,” she adds. I nod because there’s no arguing that. Despite her chaotic nature, Rosie is very capable of accomplishing things. “So you’ll let me do it myself?” Her question catches me off guard, and I turn to her, confused. “You see that I am fully capable of gathering the ingredients on my own. I know what I’m doing. So you can just give me the flask and we can both go on with our lives.” I stare at her, a mix of impressed and aghast.

“All this was to butter me up and convince me to let you do this alone?”

“I mean, not all of it, but—”

“But a good chunk of it.”

She sighs. “I really do want you to like me. But I can do this on my own, Jack. I don’t need help, and I could do it much quicker and with much less stress if I just did it myself. I always do things by myself.” I stare at her for a long moment, and for the smallest of seconds, something flashes across her face before she hides it once more behind her happy mask. Sadness? Disappointment?

I don’t know if Rosie actually likes doing things by herself or if she’s just used to that being the case. With her parents’ passing and having to take care of her two younger sisters, something everyone in town knows about, she likely was the one to take on the most responsibility as a kid. I wonder how much of that carried into her adulthood.

With that realization, I shake my head and give her a smile. “No.”

“No?”

“You’re not doing this alone. I told you, I’m doing it with you.”

I make the statement with my full chest, but it’s no longer solely because I want to learn more about this world I just found out existed, and definitely not because of the flimsy excuse I gave her about not trusting her. It’s because, despite myself, I enjoyed these past few mornings with Rosie, not just learning about her magic, but about her. I enjoyed having someone to talk to.

She glares at me. “Jack, you’re being unreasonable. I can do this on my own.” If I were into her, I might think stubborn indignance is a cute look on her. But I’m not, so I don’t. Instead, I smile, liking being able to get under her skin. Taking a step backward, I keep my eyes on her before I give her my parting words.

“Looking forward to our next adventure, Rosie. Let me know when and where.” I’m smiling wide as I turn on my heel and head to my store, and I have to bite back a laugh as I hear her mutter, “Goddammit!” under her breath before the door slams behind her.

Maybe this will be fun after all.







CHAPTER 8

Jack

44 days until Halloween

I’m taking in the chalkboard sign from out front of my shop when Rosie’s door opens, the bell over it chiming and pulling my attention across the street.

Yes, that’s why my head snaps up the second it opens, definitely not because I’ve had an eye on it the entire time, trying to catch a glimpse of the mysterious woman. And even if that was the case, it would simply be because I’m eager for my next lesson in witchcraft and the supernatural world.

I’ve spent every night since I found out magic was real reading through my favorite books with new eyes, trying to decide what’s real and what’s not. Are vampires real? Gargoyles? Zombies? Her cat that follows her around—can it talk? Does it have magic? My mind can’t stop thinking about possibilities, and despite playing it cool, I’m eagerly awaiting our next adventure to grab an ingredient so I can try and find out more about this world I didn’t know existed until recently.

She smiles and waves, and I return it, sliding the sign into my store before stepping her way. “Rosemary,” I say with a nod. I haven’t seen her since the last day of our dew collection. I’ve been busy preparing for an in-store event I’m hosting in a few weeks, managing new inventory, and getting ready for the town’s fall festival, which is next week. I take her in now as I move across the cobblestones to her, trying not to notice her sultry makeup that isn’t her norm (not that I’ve taken note, of course) or the way her long strawberry blond hair cascades over one shoulder, but I do note the long coat that covers the dress I assume she’s wearing beneath, leaving her long legs bare in the crisp fall air. For some reason, it irritates me, the idea that she’d be uncomfortable.

“Well, hello to you, Jack Attack,” she says with a raised eyebrow. I glare at her, and she smiles. “You call me Rosemary, I call you Jack Attack.” I roll my eyes. “You got anything on tonight?” I’m across the way when she asks, and I shake my head.

“No, why, do you have anything… going on?” I ask, looking around to check if anyone is nearby. She grins then nods, tipping her head into the store and opening the door. I follow her in, once again shocked by how similar her layout is to mine. The cash wrap is built into the left side of the room, with stairs behind it leading to her home upstairs. Bookshelves line the walls, and a mishmatch of other bookshelves and tables is neatly arranged in the center. Even though mine looks different, the layout is identical. On the back wall is a pink door that I can guess leads to a stockroom and the HVAC and building’s appliances.

Before I can say anything about it, though, a sharp chill moves through me, and a moment later, my grandfather is hovering before me. My heart pulses heavy, both with the startling cold and the continued shock that my dead grandfather is here.

I’ve seen him a few times in the window, drifting along, waving at me, but I haven’t been back here since that first night, partially because Rosie hasn’t asked me over, but also because I’m still unsure of how I feel about talking to the ghost of my grandfather. Most of the time, it still feels like some chaotic dream.

But if magic is real, I suppose he is too.

“Uh, hi,” I start, unsure of how to communicate with my dead relative. “Grandpa.”

“Jacky, my boy,” he says, a wide smile still pulling at the same familiar deep lines he had before passing. “How are you? Well fed, it seems.”

“Well fed?” I ask, and Rosie lets out an aggravated sigh, digging through a purse on the counter of the cash wrap.

“He has an obsession with what the living eat. I’ve had three square meals, two snacks, and dessert every day since he arrived.”

“Skipping meals is unhealthy, Rosemary.” She glares at my grandfather, and I fight back a laugh, watching her exasperation with him. It’s similar to the way my mother would look at him when he moved in with them the last year of his life. Even when he was growing weak and losing some of his memories, he loved to tease, taunt, and prod. My parents still live one town over, though I don’t see them too often. I was always much closer to my grandfather than I was to them, and once he was gone, it didn’t feel like we had much in common other than blood. They’re both social butterflies, always hosting elaborate dinners and going to parties or events, something I very much do not enjoy. I’m much more of a quiet-night-in type of person, something they just don’t understand.

“So is going to bed uncomfortably full,” Rosie groans.

“Maybe it’ll finally put some skin on your bones!” he says, and Rosie rolls her eyes. I fight the urge to let my eyes roam over her body, but even without looking, I know her curves don’t lend any credibility to his claims.

“I think it’s obvious from my ass I’ve been feeding myself properly all my life, Phillip.”

I lose the battle not to take her in, and it seems I’m caught when the deep laugh of my grandfather fills the room and a blush burns over my cheeks. I look up and see Rosie smiling.

“You two going out tonight?”

“We’ve got plans,” Rosie says, mysteriously.

“Not really a date night outfit, Jack,” he adds with a wide grin, and even if there was any confusion about whether he was truly my grandfather or not, it would be gone now. My grandfather loved nothing more than poking fun at me and getting under my skin. I look down at my green Gaming Den hoodie and khakis, not seeing much of an issue with it before realizing he’s baiting me.

“Oh, leave him be, Phillip. We’re going to get another potion ingredient,” Rosie says with an eyeroll.

“An ingredient? What’s next?” I ask, trying to change the subject to something easier, though I don’t miss the irony that witchcraft and curse-breaking potions are an easier topic right now. Rosie pulls something out of her bag before she hands over a slip of paper written in curlicue handwriting. As my eyes scan it, I realize it’s the recipe for the potion, and the first item beneath a vessel touched by the departed and dew from the days before, of, and after the waxing crescent moon is two ounces of the most expensive liquor from your local tavern. My brow furrows in confusion.

“Tavern? I don’t think we have any nearby.”

“The bar on the outskirts of town is as close as we’re going to get, so we’re heading there.”

I give her a dubious look. “Should we really be cutting corners? I don’t think this is the right time to—” I’m cut off by her words and an irritated glare that doesn’t hold the heat I would expect.

“Which one of us knows magic?”

“Allegedly, you,” I say with a smile, unable to stop myself from poking at her a bit. She gasps in faux outrage.

“Allegedly? What the hell is that supposed to mean?” I smile at my well-placed barb. This feels like more even footing; in our small interactions over the years, she’s loved to tease and poke at me. I’m learning, and I love it just as much. “I conjured your grandfather, Jack.”

“Allegedly,” I say with a shrug. “I wasn’t actually there for that.” She smiles and shakes her head, and I think she is enjoying it just as much as I am. My grandfather looks from me to Rosie, and a mischievous smile I’ve seen before spreads over his face. It was the one he used a lot when he was trying to convince my mom and dad to let him take me on some wild adventure. He’d start by suggesting something so totally outlandish that when he suggested his real idea, they would jump at it.

“Oh, this is fun. You know, your grandmother and I were like this, always arguing back and forth. Kept things interesting.” That grin spreads further, and dread curls in my gut as he floats to Rosie. “You know, if I recall, my boy always had a thing for redheads. This could be a good time—” I glare at my grandfather and cut him off before he can continue, before Rosie has something new to tease me about.

“Okay, on that note, it sounds like we have a tavern to find. I’ll drive,” I say, turning toward the door. “I have to get my keys and lock up.”

“I’ll come with and we can leave from there,” Rosie says, lifting a bag over her shoulder and turning to Percy, pointing a finger at the cat. “You stay here. Be good.” The cat blinks at her, but she nods, seeming to take that as a response.

“Don’t hurry home! Take her out for a proper meal!” my grandfather calls after us. I roll my eyes, opening the door. And I could be imagining it, but there’s a self-satisfied smirk on my grandfather’s lips as I wave to him, holding the door open for Rosie as she walks out before me.
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“You’re not going in there,” I say twenty minutes later as we park outside of the old, run-down bar on the outskirts of Heartwood Hollow. “It looks like you’d get caught in a bar brawl the second you step in there.” While I knew of its existence, I’ve never actually ventured out to this side of our very small town, never needing to, and right now, I’m grateful. It looks so run-down; if the lot were empty, I’d think it was permanently closed.

“It’s not as bad on the inside,” she says, and finally, I stop looking at the health code violation and turn to her. She’s staring at the building like it’s bringing back a flood of memories, and my brow furrows.

“You’ve been in there? Were you held at gunpoint and forced inside?” In disbelief I take in the pastel colors of her outfit, her coat long forgotten in my backseat, a floaty dress that ends just above her knees, with long sleeves and a scoop neck, and a pair of pretty heels with flowers on them, her red hair flowing down her back in soft waves.

Rosie Mayfield is not a biker babe, not in this lifetime.

“My ex owns the place,” she grumbles, still glaring at the run-down building.

“You dated the person who owns this shithole? You, Rosemary Mayfield, of the romance bookstore and constant sunshine?” She turns and smiles at me, wide and knowing.

“You think I’m constant sunshine?” My blush returns with a vengeance, something only Rosie can manage, it seems.

“Everyone in Heartwood Hollow knows you’re constant sunshine, Rosie. It’s not me pointing out anything but the obvious.” She raises her eyebrows like she isn’t buying it, so I continue. “Which is also why you can’t go in there. There has to be another place that will work.” She shakes her head.

“This is the only one, I checked with Phillip. I’ll be fine, though. I just need to get a drink, a quick in and out.”

“Did things end amicably with your ex?” She hesitates for a split second, which tells me everything I need to know: things ended anything but amicably with her ex. I groan aloud. “Rosie.”

“This is what I have to do. You were full steam ahead, insisting that you needed to help me with this. While you’re cute, I don’t think you can convince Jake to give you what we need. I probably can.”

“With magic?” I ask, trying to ignore how she called me cute and how that settled in my gut in a warm and prideful way.

“You can call it that,” she says, then starts shifting in her seat.

“What are you doing?” I ask, looking over at Rosie as she stares intently at the run-down facade of the bar while readjusting her breasts in her bra and tugging the low neckline of her dress down a bit. I’ve made an effort not to look, but with her hands adjusting the lush curves, it’s impossible.

“Preparing.”

“For what?” She turns to me with a devious smile.

“To get what I want.” She reaches up to pull down the visor, checking herself in the small mirror.

“Isn’t that what the magic is for?” I ask, suddenly confused. She smiles and shakes her head negative, pushing her hair behind her shoulders and running a finger over the edge of her already perfect lipstick before turning to me.

“You ready to go, Jack Attack?”

I let out a heavy breath before shrugging. “I don’t think I have much of a choice.” She punches me in the arm with a wide smile.

“That’s the spirit,” she says before stepping out of the car and moving toward the door. And watch is all I can do: in the dimming sunlight, her figure is clear, curves I’ve rarely taken the opportunity to observe since I’ve always been so annoyed with her, legs that seem to go on for miles despite her short stature. Her strawberry blonde hair is loose, the ends curling down her back, and my mind goes places it’s never gone when thinking about my neighbor: what that soft hair would feel like in my hands, grazing over my skin, wrapped around my fist.

It shocks me, taking me aback, and I physically shake my head to get the thought out.

No fucking way, Jack, I tell myself. Get your mind straight. She’s pretty, but she’s also out of her mind. And trouble. So much fucking trouble. I don’t like trouble. I like normalcy and reliability, even though my entire world turned upside down in the last week.

After a moment, I realize she’s ahead of me, and I speed my steps to catch up with her as I remind myself we’re only here because we’re on a mission. Once I can safely and securely sleep at night knowing I did everything to help my grandfather cross to the other side, I’ll be free of this and her. Rosemary Mayfield is nothing but trouble, and I need to keep reminding myself of that.

A point that is proven when the doors to the bar open and Rosie steps in and… the entire bar goes quiet. All eyes move to her, and when I follow in behind, Rosie already ten feet ahead of me, I realize this is not just a bar. It’s what one might classify as a biker bar.

I really need to make sure I’m asking better questions on these future tasks we have. Or at the very least, take in my surroundings instead of Rosie’s ass. If I had, I probably would have noted the dozen or so motorcycles parked in the lot opposite ours. But I didn’t, so now I’m here. Big men in motorcycle cuts stare at Rosie as she walks with purpose along the far side of the bar, some stopping to look at her ass, others shifting to look eagerly at the bar as if they know something I don’t.

“Heeeeey, Jake,” Rosie drawls with sugar in her words as she saunters up to the bar counter.

“No,” the tall, broad man with short blond hair says. If I were to say who Rosie’s type would be, knowing little to nothing about her and never actually seeing her with a man, I’d say this was it: a G.I. Joe–looking guy with shoulders twice as wide as his head who looks like he can barely count to ten.

“Come on, don’t be like that,” Rosie says, sidling up to the bar, putting her elbows onto it, and leaning in. Knowing how low her top is, I’m pretty sure she’s showing off her cleavage. The man at the bar, Jake, confirms my assumption when he falls for it, eyes dipping before shaking his head.

“I’m not playing your games,” he says.

“Me? Games? Never.” Even I know that’s bullshit. Jake sighs, then leans a hip on the bar, crossing his arms on his chest and making his too-big muscles bulge alarmingly.

“What do you need from me, Rosie? You’re banned from this place.” Well, that’s something she managed to leave out. Though, somehow, it doesn’t surprise me that Rosie would somehow get herself banned from a rough-and-tough biker bar, despite her sweet appearance.

“What, I can’t just come in to see an old friend?” He continues to glare at her before she sighs, and her voice veers from the sugar-coated sweet tone to a different one altogether. “Fine, I need a to-go cup of the oldest scotch you have in this place.” Silence fills the space for a beat before the man replies. Exasperation, I’m thinking, follows Rosie with whoever she interacts with.

“You can’t get a to-go cup, Rosie. Then you’d be driving with an open container.” Her nose scrunches up, contemplating her next move. When she lands on her new tactic, she pouts before speaking again.

“The whole bottle?” she says with a raise of her shoulder.

“Our best bottle is going to cost you fifteen hundred dollars. Is the bookstore doing that well?” She grimaces, and I try and wrap my head around a bottle of alcohol that costs fifteen hundred dollars, much less it being at a place like this.

“Maybe with a friends and family discount?”

“Friends!?” he says aghast. “We are not friends, Rosie.”

“Oh, come on. Remember that time I dog-sat for you while you went to Denver? Or when I made you chicken soup when you were sick?” Rosie tries, but Jake just glares at her, crossing his arms over his chest and looking down his nose at her.

“I don’t know, when I think about you, I mostly remember how you told everyone we were mutual friends with that I was shit in bed and I cheated on you.” I cringe at that, but Rosie barely even shifts her face, no look of remorse or pity crossing it.

“And?” Damn, the girl is brutal.

“And that’s messed up! I should sue you!”

It’s clear she’s either going to try a new angle or completely give up on playing nice when her eyes roll, arms crossing on her chest in a mirror of his. She looks so incredibly unfazed, I’m almost envious.

“For what, Jake?”

“Libel or something!” He throws his hands up in the air, clearly frustrated, and Rosie pouts at him, as if she feels bad for the man.

“That’s for printed lies, bud. God, maybe I should have also told everyone that you were a dumbass,” she mumbles under her breath.

“I think the word you’re looking for is slander,” I add without really meaning to. I expect her ire, but Rosie looks over at me with a small smile, like she likes how I’m adding to her grand show of dramatics.

“Yeah! What he said! I should sue for slander because you told everyone I was a cheater who sucks in bed.”

Rosie’s face then screws up, a mix of confusion and pity showing once again.

“Honey, that’s not how that works,” she says gently, reaching out across the bar to pat his arm, which he’s placed on the worn bar top like he’s a small child who is bartering for a third ice pop. “It has to be proven to be untrue if you’re going to sue me for slander.”

“I’m not shit in bed.”

She gives him a look that hurts my ego, and I’m not even close enough to get the full brunt of it. “You keep telling yourself that, baby,” she says, and someone in the crowd lets out a low oooh like it was a schoolyard burn.

“Fuck off, Rosie.” Rosie doesn’t back down, instead standing there, hip cocked and her arms crossed on her chest like she’s an impatient mother waiting for her child to stop throwing a temper tantrum at the store.

“Hey, hey,” I say, stepping slower to Rosie because, despite everything, I do feel a bit protective of my neighbor and now pseudo-partner in crime.

“And who the fuck is this guy?” Jake asks, tipping his chin to me but looking at Rosie.

“Her nei—” I start, but Rosie is faster and speaks with a catlike smile, and panic runs through me.

“My new boyfriend,” she says with a wide smile. Yeah, that panic was warranted.

Jake lets out a humorless laugh before running a hand over his thinning hair, and without meaning to, I let myself bask in the fact that both sides of my family have always had thick heads of hair until the end. “You bring your new piece in here and what, want me to do you favors? You always were a bitch.”

“Okay, there’s no reason to—” I start, stepping closer to the bar because even if she’s a bit of a pain and likes to stir the pot, that doesn’t mean she’s a bitch. The big man turns to me with a look of death on his face.

“You wanna fight?” he asks, moving around the bar until there’s no longer anything between us, and my pulse starts to pound.

Well. This has escalated quickly. It feels like any moment, it’s going to turn into Roadhouse, Jake smashing a bottle on the counter and threatening me with it, and try as I might, I am not Patrick Swayze in this one.

“Not particularly, I just don’t think there’s any need to be throwing names around. The woman just came in for a drink, and—” I don’t get to finish explaining why he should stop with his verbal attack on my… partner, because his full body turns to me, and then he swings.

I duck by the grace of whoever is watching me, but unfortunately, that means his fist meets the face of another man standing far too close behind me. He retaliates and swings back, but Jake sees it coming, dodging it, and that guy hits a third, a domino effect that would be funny if I weren’t in the middle of it all.

Within a moment, the bar erupts into chaos. Pushing and shouting and cheering begin, and I try my best to keep an eye on Rosie as well as avoid getting hit myself. Someone lifts a chair and slams it over another man’s head, and that’s when I make the executive decision that we need to get out of here. Fuck the liquor—we can find some other workaround. As I turn to where I last saw Rosie, I see her climbing onto the bar top with her heels still on, and I panic. She must be trying to grab the top-shelf liquor herself, which in this scenario, is a recipe for disaster. I make my way toward her to stop her. But before I can, her hands are cupped around her mouth and she shouts, “Stop!”

Everyone goes quiet, some spell she’s cast on the entire room. My eyes drift around in awe at the still room. Someone is holding an empty beer bottle up, clearly about to smash it and use it as a weapon.

“Listen here, you assholes,” Rosie yells before she smiles down at the two dozen men whose rapt attention is completely on her, and I realize this is it—this is me seeing her magic at work on a large scale. I look around the bar once more with new eyes, and awe takes over me.

I’ve always been into magical beings: reading about them, collecting items and cards about them, playing games based on them, but I always knew they were fake. Until recently, that is. But when I see Rosie working her literal magic on everyone in this room, I wonder how I could have ever doubted the truth with her living across from me. Bodies around me are frozen, and there’s not a single other sound in the rowdy bar other than her heels clicking on the wood.

“I am here on a mission. A quest, if you will.” She begins moving, pacing the bar as if this is a TED Talk instead of a woman pausing a bar brawl. “A mission for true love, to break a family curse.” I wonder if her magic helps ease the fact that she’s spilling all these secrets to them. Perhaps it erases all memory of actual magic while in use.

I have so many questions, but I try to file them away until later, just as enraptured by Rosie as the rest of the bar.

“I am just a woman, standing on top of a bar, hoping you all will believe in the promise of love. This man,” she gestures to the bar owner, “was not my true love, but that does not mean I’ll stop looking. In my quest, I need to get some scotch of the finest caliber in order to woo a man.” A dead man, I think to myself. “Is it too much, in these days of swiping and social media and ghosting, to search for that one person who will be your person? Is it out of line to wish for the person meant to become yours? I believe not.” She moves a hand over the stunned, silent crowd, and I notice a man who had his arm pulled back to punch someone relaxes his hold on the opposing man’s shirt, his other arm dropping. Blood leaks out of his rival’s nose, and I cringe before averting my gaze back to Rosie. “I believe everyone, all of you, should find that person. It’s your divine right to find your soulmate and live happily ever after. I’m trying to find mine. I come from a long line of women with broken hearts, and I want to be the first not just to settle,” she shifts her hand again, gesturing to where Jake is standing, arms crossed on his chest, and watching her, “but to find my other half. Is that too much to ask for? I think not. You all just fought, eager to prove your strength and stick up for one another. I, too, am fighting, but not out of anger or boredom, but desperation. I think that is even more beautiful, even more valiant. Don’t you all? Maybe the world would be better off if there were a little less fighting among each other and a little more love.” The room is silent as she finishes her monologue, and my pulse pounds.

At any moment, the fighting is going to start once again. Considering I’m standing in the middle of it, I’m not going to be able to avoid it. With her warm eyes scanning the room triumphantly and a small smile on her lips, all I can do is quickly devise a strategy to reach Rosie and somehow get us both out of here safely. I wonder if there’s a back entrance we could sneak to or—

The room erupts, and my back tightens.

Until I realize it erupts in cheers. Clapping and hooting and hollering.

“I’ll buy it!” a man shouts.

“Me too!”

“Give the girl the whole bottle!” a third man in a motorcycle jacket shouts. Soon, the room is a chorus of agreement, and I watch with awe as the entire room falls under her spell. Literally, I assume, though those pink glittering strands aren’t visible the way they were in the field. I suppose she didn’t have time to add a caveat to make it visible to me again. My smile widens as I watch Rosie, who is smiling as well, triumph on her face instead of the shock on mine.

She knew this would work.

“Alright, Rosie, you made your point. Get off my bar before the health inspector comes and writes me up,” her ex calls from behind the bar. That’s when her eyes meet mine, finding me as if she knew exactly where I was all along. She takes two steps down the bar until she’s standing right before me. Without even thinking about it, my hands lift, gripping her waist and lifting her up and off the bar. I hold her for a second longer once her feet are on the ground before releasing her and stepping back, my hands feeling like they’ve been set afire.

From a single touch.
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“What do you call that one?” I ask as we slide into my car, Rosie cradling her bottle of scotch. It’s not even opened, and she didn’t have to touch her wallet to get it. I think Jake was as eager to get her out of his bar as I was, fearing another uprising.

“What?” she asks, looking to me with a peaceful, fulfilled smile.

“That magic, in the bar?” I ask as I turn on the car and buckle my seatbelt before pulling out of the lot. I’m not sure when her magic will wear off, but if they remember everything that happened, it might be a good idea to get out of here as soon as possible.

Silence comes from the other side of the car, and when I hit a red light, I look at her.

“You thought that was magic?” It’s a question, but it comes out like a statement.

“Uh, obviously? Everyone was completely still, looking at you. What else would that have been?” A beat passes before a loud laugh fills the distance between us, its sound tinged with that same magic she used before, somehow soothing and calming my frayed nerves from the fight. When she comes down from her hilarity, she pats my arm.

“Oh, no, buddy. That was just a pretty girl in a push-up bra being loud and catching their attention.” She shrugs as I gape at her. “Sometimes the most magical things are the most ordinary ones.”







CHAPTER 9

Rosie

41 days until Halloween

Each September, Heartwood Hollow hosts a fall festival that capitalizes on the quirky, wholesome nature of our seemingly magic-tinged town. Businesses set up booths outside, lining Main Street with colorful stands, and festivalgoers wander around, shopping, eating delicious treats, and watching music performances in the main square. While the existence of magic in this area isn’t actually confirmed, the true secret being one that the supernaturals have kept for decades, Heartwood Hollow leans into the fun of it this time of year to encourage tourism. It’s my favorite not just because it means I get to spread my love story magic to even more people, but because Violet makes the world’s best apple cider donuts and sneaks me at least three a day.

Throughout the day, I find myself catching glances of Jack across the way, smiling and waving, watching as he talks to customers with genuine excitement, in between my own customers, but we don’t actually get a chance to talk until a lull hits the street around four o’clock. He catches my eye across the way and I wave, then lift up a white, grease-stained paper bag that Vi handed me thirty minutes before.

“Want a donut?” His eyes go wide, and he smiles before making his way across the street. I reach into the bag and hand him one before grabbing one for myself, then rest my ass on the edge of my table as I enjoy my treat. It’s been a long day, and I know Phillip is watching me from above, annoyed that I didn’t have a real lunch today, but sometimes, that’s life, not that his dead ass would know anything about that.

“That’s smart,” he says, tipping his head to the small map of the festival in a frame on my table before taking another bite of his donut. I nod, looking at a heart around my table on the map. He grabs one of the extra punch cards that let people who visit all of the participating booths enter to win a gift basket of items from all ten booths.

“You’re not on it,” I say. “A paper went around, did you get it?” A blush blooms over his cheeks. I know he’s part of the committee for the businesses in town, but now that I think about it, I don’t think I’ve ever seen him take part in anything other than having booths at events.

“Yeah, I got it. I just… didn’t fill it out.”

I nod, understanding. “You forgot?” That blush deepens, and I realize I got it wrong when he shakes his head.

“I just… I didn’t want to put myself on it. Everyone here is so close, and you all have a kind of rapport with one another. You have collaborations or joint sales all the time. Adding in my business just to help push my business felt off.”

My brow furrows, trying to understand, and despite myself, I feel a pang in my chest at the awkward look on his face.

“You go to the business meetings, right?” I’ve seen him sitting in the back because Vi, Poppy, and I sit back there, too, laughing and whispering about Old Man Connors, who always gets up and has some new tirade to rant to the board about. It’s always very entertaining. But I realize now that Jack always sits alone and never stays for drinks and snacks after. I’ve definitely never seen him at one of the mixers, which means he pays dues to be in the business committee, but doesn’t really utilize it at all. “You’re part of the committee. That was the only requirement, Jack.”

“No, no, I know. I just… I don’t really know anyone here. I didn’t want to make it weird, being the nerd with a gaming store disrupting the vibe or something. And as you know, I haven’t been the most… welcoming resident of Heartwood Hollow. I feel like that kind of thing is more for groups of friends who can recommend one another. I don’t want to make Martha down at the gift shop pretend she knows or cares about the Gaming Den.”

Martha is possibly the kindest person on this planet and would hype up anyone she was friendly with. However, if you don’t know her, she can come off a bit standoffish and like she’s annoyed by you, so I can see where he’s coming from. Especially if he doesn’t know her. I guess I take it for granted since I grew up here, but this town is very close-knit and always has been. I’ve known most of the people who own businesses in town since I was a kid, so there was never the awkward getting-to-know-you moment, but it could seem cliquey if you’re a newcomer. I’m sure that with him being someone who is shy and stays to himself, it makes him feel uncomfortable.

Maybe he just needs someone to show him around, make some introductions for him.

With that, though, a plan starts to brew in my mind. I wipe the sugar off my fingers, then turn to the man I’m slowly learning to call a friend.

“Hey, actually, when are you taking a break?” I ask, and he shrugs.

“Haven’t really thought about it. Why, what’s up?” I turn on the drama, looking left and right before leaning into him.

“This might be a good place to get one of our ingredients, if you know what I mean.”

“Really? Here?” I nod, then make a show of looking around, like I’m looking for listening ears.

“Yeah. I mean, time is running out—only forty-one days until the full moon. We could probably find a sweet exchanged in harmony,” I say, lifting an eyebrow. “A place like this, I bet we can find it.”

“What does that even mean?” Jack asks, confused.

“A treat of some kind that is currently in possession by someone experiencing inner peace,” I lie. I don’t tell him that when I asked Phillip, he said I just needed to get a piece of candy from someone with a friendly demeanor. When I originally wrote it down, I’d planned to go to the candy store after work one day and just say please and thank you, but this is even better. Two birds, one stone.

“How the hell are we supposed to know what that means?”

I give Jack a knowing look, then glance around once more before whispering a spell under my breath.

“We need a sweet ingredient, magic boots on the ground, make it obvious to only us once it’s found,” I say, then a spark of pink glitter leaves my hands, moving down the street. Jack watches it, awestruck as always, and I smile. It’s fun seeing that look take over his face, remembering that not everyone grew up knowing that magic was real. It’s even more entertaining, knowing Jack spent most of his life reading and learning about worlds he thought were fictional, only to find out that at least parts of them were not.

“Can anyone else see that?” he asks, staring down to where the glitter disappeared. I shake my head.

“Not unless they have magic.” There are a handful of magical people in Heartwood Hollow, not including my sisters, but there’s a bit of an unspoken agreement not to question other people’s magical use when you see it around town. We turn a blind eye, as if it doesn’t exist. “Come on. We have a sweet treat to find,” I say, gripping his elbow and tugging him down the cobblestone road lined with booths.

Our first stop is just two tables down, where the head of the business committee, Mrs. Hanna, has her craft booth. The town’s retired art teacher, she now runs a store on the very end of Main Street, where she sells crafting supplies, from yarn to beads to paints of every color. She hosts parties and classes, and Poppy had her thirteenth birthday party there, making clay trinket trays, one of which still sits in my bedroom. I give the woman a wide smile, and she returns it, then I continue to tug Jack into the booth. His eyes scan the offerings, seeing a mix of finished crafts for sale, craft kits for customers to complete on their own, and supplies.

“Hey, Mrs. Hanna!”

“Well, hello there, Rosemary,” she says, and I bite back a reminder for her to call me Rosie. She’s always called me Rosemary, even when she was my teacher. “Good turnout, huh?”

“Yes, maybe the best ever,” I agree. “You know Jack, right?” Mrs. Hanna turns to him, assessingly.

“I believe we met when you first opened your shop, right?”

Jack nods. “Yes, you were very kind to tell me all about the business committee and all of its perks. You do an amazing job with these events.”

“You never take part in the mixers,” she says bluntly, and a blush moves across Jack’s cheeks in response. God, the man is sweet. He’s always been so combative and argumentative with me, but I’m beginning to realize he’s only so bold with me—with everyone else, he’s shy and keeps to himself.

“Yeah, I…” he hesitates, that blush moving from pink to red. “I’m not big on gatherings.” I bite back a laugh at his understatement.

“Well, how on earth are we supposed to learn about your business and support you!” She moves to the map I had at my booth and scans it, trying to spot his shop. “You didn’t even add yourself to the scavenger hunt.”

“He’s shy, Mrs. Hanna, and you know how intimidating the business committee meetings can be.”

“Oh, well, that’s no reason not to get involved! We’re a bit hectic, but we’re a fun bunch. Gosh, I’m falling down on the job if you haven’t felt welcomed!” Jack shakes his head to argue, but I know there’s no use now that he’s on her radar. It’s why I brought him here first, after all.

Over the next few minutes, I watch as Mrs. Hanna does what she does best, taking a shy student under her wing and guiding him along, insisting Jack sets up a meeting with her soon to tell her all about his business, the events he holds, and what kind of collaborations he might be able to set up with other businesses. She’s suggesting a craft night for one of the games he features when a customer comes in, and she tells him she’ll call him tomorrow to set up a meeting. We wave goodbye and step back onto the street.

“There’s no sweets there,” he whispers as we leave. “Why did we go in?”

I shrug. “Sometimes she has candies she made,” I lie, then point to another vendor before he can question me too much. “Let’s try there.”

In the next fifteen minutes, I introduce Jack to four different business owners who live in Heartwood Hollow, including Mr. Corino, who owns the antique store and has a lot of questions for Jack about the value of different cards and comic books. They even exchange numbers so he can call or text to get his opinion on things and to talk about a coupon program between the shops.

Our last stop is my most ambitious one, but when I see Ryan Owens, I smile to myself, knowing that it will be a success. Ryan graduated with Vi and works at the Owens family farm. He was always into video games and card games that none of us really understood when we were growing up, and he would chat anyone’s ear off about it; I’m pretty sure he’s still into that kind of stuff.

He’s scrolling on his phone at the register, next to bins of apples from the farm along with pumpkins and gourds. There’s a cooler I know holds the apple cider that Vi uses in her baked goods, including her famous cider donuts, and shelves have everything from apple butter to canned pickles, sauces, and salsas Mrs. Owens makes all summer, plus the honey sticks I used to love as a kid.

“Hey, Ryan, how’s it going?” I ask, waving at him. He lifts his head and gives us a smile I’ve always thought looked a little goofy in a good way.

“Hey, Rosie.” He takes in Jack’s sweatshirt, which has some kind of dragon on it. “Cool sweatshirt, man. You like The Five Realms?” Jack looks to me then to Ryan and nods.

“Uh, yeah. It’s the best RPG on the market right now, in my opinion.” That now familiar blush blooms, and he shifts his glasses up on his nose.

“Jack owns the Gaming Den, so he knows all about that kind of thing,” I add to move things along. Ryan’s face takes on a look of intrigue.

“Across from Rosie’s place?” Jack nods. “Man, that Warlock of the Night Realm in your window is sick—where did you get it from? Was it a promo or something? It would look sick in my gaming room.”

“Oh, uh,” Jack starts. “I made it.” Thankfully, the warlock in question is back in one piece, a quick dash of my magic fixing him right up as of a few days ago. At the same time, I spelled his completed card tower so it would only come down when Jack intended it to, meaning when I step into his shop, I don’t have to worry about where my elbows are.

“No way,” Ryan says with wide eyes.

“Yeah, I uh… I have others. In my place. I don’t have them all displayed, but…” Something goes through his mind before his shoulders straighten, and a small, shy smile tips his lips. “I could show you, if you ever stop into the store. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you in?”

Ryan shakes his head. “Nah, I try not to come into town more than I have to. Too many people, too much small talk, you know?” Jack nods eagerly, very much knowing where Ryan is coming from. I smile to myself, knowing I did well.

“Definitely do. Well, next time you’re in town, feel free to stop in. I won’t even try to make small talk with you if you don’t want. I can show you my collection in complete silence.” I gape at him because I think Jack just told a joke. It’s confirmed when Ryan laughs and nods.

“Nah, I’m good with small talk about the game. But yeah, I’ll definitely stop in. I’d love to play a game or two with you. I don’t know anyone in town who plays. I usually have to go to Diamond Ridge to join in games.”

“I have an in-store event coming soon, you should come. We’ll have games for different experience labels and prizes…” His words trail off nervously, but Ryan doesn’t even pause.

“That would be amazing! I’ll have to come in later today or tomorrow to get information.” Jack nods, smiling. Beaming actually. “Can we exchange numbers? I’d love to talk more. Do you play Troll Hunters? I’d love to get your thoughts on how to get through the Garnet caves, if you’ve made it that far.”

Jack nods eagerly. “Oh, those were a bitch. You have to—” They start to talk about games, the topic going well over my head, and I wander off, leaving the two of them to talk, smiling to myself and feeling like my mission was accomplished.

There’s no way Jack can say he doesn’t feel welcome here now that he’s met and talked to so many people, each of whom was genuinely interested in his shop and, most importantly, him. I check the time as I wander, noting we’ve been gone from our tables for at least thirty minutes and probably should head back. I feel like Jack has probably done more peopling than he has in his entire life.

“My mission is complete, Jack’s made a friend, make a sweet glitter that will mark the end,” I whisper, pointing to one of the jars of honey sticks right as Jack approaches me, sliding his phone into his pocket, a smile on his lips. The look of it warms my chest, but I push back as I return his grin.

“Looks like we found what we came for.”

“Yeah, he seems pretty cool,” Jack says, clearly not catching on. It makes me smile wider, and I shake my head, tipping my chin at the treats. “Oh! That’s it?” I nod, then grab a variety of the sticks, suddenly craving one, the glitter of my magic fading as I grab them. Once I have a dozen or so, we walk to the register, where Ryan stands. He and Jack talk about the upcoming release of a game and make tentative plans to talk once it’s out, and my chest fills with joy as they say goodbye.

I feel more like a matchmaker right now than I have in the entire time Meet Cute Magic has been open. It’s a reminder that this is why Heartwood Hollow is magical, to me.

My cozy, small town, where everyone knows everyone, is exempt from modern ideals of online shopping and avoiding getting to know your neighbors in favor of virtual interactions and arguing about silly things on social media groups.

But even better is getting to introduce it to Jack and seeing the shy, hesitantly executed smile playing on his face as we walk back to our booths. We move to our own booths in front of our shops, and as I face mine, I spot Phillip in the window above. He smiles at me, and I wonder if he saw the whole thing and understands. But when he winks and then gives me a thumbs-up before floating away, I know the nosy man most definitely has been watching and approves of my measures.







CHAPTER 10

Rosie

39 days until Halloween

Our next adventure requires more planning and a bit of a road trip, so I had penciled it in for today, the Monday after the fall festival, when both of our stores are typically closed for the day. I made sure to work early this morning with minimal distractions to finish my inventory and restocking, along with a much-needed cleaning, to free up my afternoon and evening. Now I’m at Jack’s with my most friendly face on, knowing I’m going to need him to be on board with my plan if he’s going to insist on coming with me today.

He’s been surprisingly at ease with all of the curveballs I’ve sent his way, from our morning treks to gather dew to chaperoning me to Jake’s bar to letting me drag him around the entire fall festival this past weekend, but our next step will challenge his previous understanding of real and fiction even more than before.

“I come bearing gifts,” I say brightly, lifting the box with cookies from Violet’s shop.

I may have made a special trip before heading here to grab a couple of her Easy-Agreement cookies to soften the blow for our next mission. I thought about grabbing her Take My Side toffee brownies, something she’s used on me plenty, but once the effects wore off and he realized I’d used magic to get him to let me go on my own, I figured it would do more harm than good. And as much as I would like to do all of this on my own, I haven’t hated bringing him along nearly as much as I thought I would.

“Are we getting another ingredient today?” he asks, and I nod. “Where are we going today?” He reaches into the box and grabs a cookie. Luckily for me, they look very similar to the sugar cookies he already seems to love, but with orange zest instead of lemon.

“Maybe you should eat a cookie before I tell you.” I tip my chin toward the cookie in his hand.

“Why?” he asks skeptically, and I don’t say a word. He looks from it to me, then back at the cookie before setting it aside. “What’s in it?” I don’t speak, and his eyes narrow before light fills them. “Are they magic?” I groan, and his smile widens. I never told him my sisters’ shops also hold magic, but clearly, he’s figuring that out himself. “What is it?”

“An agreement cookie. Just to, you know, take off the edge.” Jack, with his realistic views on how the world functions, despite his line of work, is going to need something to calm him down when I tell him where we’re going next.

Unfortunately, it’s the only way I can think of to grab the next item.

“The edge?”

I give him a tight smile. “I don’t know if you know this, but you’re kind of uptight. I’m afraid that our next assignment will send you into a tailspin.” He closes his eyes and takes in a deep breath. “Unless, of course, you want to leave the collection of ingredients to me. That would make both of our lives so much easier, honestly. We could—”

“Absolutely not. You’re not doing this alone. We had a deal, Rosie.” I sigh, knowing that was what he was going to say, though my irritation feels forced.

“You better be careful, or I might think you like spending time with me, Jack Attack,” I say with a smile that he returns.

“It’s just Jack.”

“Hmm. Well, just Jack, the next thing we need for the potion is the tears of a vampire, so we have to go find one,” I say. He stares at me for a long moment, and I take in a deep breath, knowing a panic is imminent.

“A vampire?” he asks, his face going pale, and I do a really great job at fighting the smile that wants to break free, thank you very much. I have to keep reminding myself that not long ago, he didn’t even believe magic existed. Now he’s being hit over the head with the fact that there’s an entire other world he didn’t know about. “Those are real?”

“Yeah. Surprise!” I say with a wiggle of my fingers. He closes his eyes and takes in a deep breath.

“And they eat…”

“Food,” I say far too quickly to be casual. He stares at me, and I sigh. “But their main nutrition comes from blood.” He tips his head like he’s waiting for the full story, and I roll my eyes again. After six weeks of this, I might have to have my eyes surgically fixed. “Human blood. It’s from blood banks, though, and humans get first dibs. Don’t worry.”

“What about when there’s a blood shortage—”

I sigh. “This is so irrelevant,” I say, throwing my hands up. He stares at me, not giving in, and I explain, somehow knowing he’s not going to let it go without my doing so. “It’s because the vamps are running low. They always prioritize blood stores for human emergencies and medical procedures. While some have personal blood sources—”

“What is a personal blood source?” His curiosity over all things magical is endearing, so I answer.

“People who are, for lack of a better word, paid and taken care of to be exclusive blood donors to vamps.” I stare at him, knowing another question will inevitably come.

“Why would they do that?” There it is.

“For one, vampires are very old and have a lot of power and, usually, a lot of money. They are very well cared for. And allegedly, it’s a very… enjoyable experience.” He opens his mouth, and I jump to answer before he asks. “No, I have never experienced it. Enough with the questions for now. The next potion ingredient we need to collect is vampire tears, which shouldn’t be too hard because, honestly, vampires are big crybabies.”

“How…” Jack pauses as if not sure how to say what he’s going to say next. “How do we find a vampire? Much less a crying vampire? Are we going to make the vampire cry? Or—”

“There’s a club in Diamond Ridge for supernaturals, and I happen to know that on Monday nights, a very emotional vamp tends to come in and sit in her melancholy. I think we can stage bumping into her naturally and gather what we need.”

“When you say a club for supernaturals… you mean… ?”

I’ve learned Jack is not a take things at face value kind of guy. He’s an evidence and information type. As much as I want to be annoyed and inconvenienced, though, I can’t seem to be. Instead, I find it more and more endearing, and I catch myself wanting to give him whatever information he’s craving.

“All of them. Vampires, witches, shifters. I’ve met a couple of merpeople there too.”

“Merpeople? Like with tails?”

I nod and explain. “Not super often, and they don’t have tails at the club. It has to be a super dry day outside, and they have to make sure they can trust no one is going to spill some kind of liquid on them.” He stares at me blankly, and I go on. “They have legs when dry, but once they get a large portion of their skin wet, game over. Big ol’ fish.” He blinks a few times, and I sigh. “I don’t know the exact details, and this is so off topic.”

“What was the topic?”

I fight a groan and instead take a deep breath before speaking with a sweet customer service voice I typically use on men who come into my romance bookstore and ask why we don’t have an autobiography on some mediocre man who died a hundred years ago.

“We need the tears of a vampire for Phillip’s potion.”

“And the only place we can get it is this supernatural club?” I nod. “I don’t know, Rosie, I’m not really much of a club person.”

“You don’t say.” He glares at me, and I just smile. “You could just stay here and let me—”

“Fine,” he says with a groan, stuffing the cookie in his mouth as if it’s going to help with whatever he’s feeling, and really, it should. “Fine. I’ll go.”

“Great. We leave in five. It takes about an hour to get there.”

“This is kind of last-minute. What if I have plans?”

I give him a soft look. “Do you? Have plans?” A beat passes before that now familiar blush burns on his cheeks.

“No. But it would have been nice if you had asked.”

“I can go alone…” I say, my voice trailing off, though the idea of going alone no longer holds the same appeal. I’m strangely looking forward to this outing. After a moment, he grumbles.

“Stay down here. I’m going to go change.” I nod with a smile. “Don’t…” he looks around his store as if cataloging how everything looks, just in case I cause a tornado or something. “Don’t touch anything.” I salute him, and he stares at me for a moment longer before sighing and turning around and making his way toward the stairs.

And despite myself, I can’t help but admire his ass as he walks up the stairs.

The car ride is silent for fifteen minutes before the question he’d clearly been holding back breaks.

“So, your sister’s shop is magic?” I smile and nod. “What about Poppy’s?”

“Mayfields all have a specialty. Well, all witches do, I assume. But the Mayfields find their specialty and apply it to a business, helping the people of Heartwood Hollow. My Gammy makes tonics and potions to help people out—cough relievers and balding tonics, that kind of thing. People think it’s holistic medicine, but it’s her magic.”

He nods, understanding now. “And your sisters?” His mind is running through things, and I’m pretty sure he’s figuring it out.

“Vi’s baked goods are spelled. Not all of them, and she only gives the spelled ones if someone needs them, but yeah. The only thing that’s always spelled is the chocolate chip cookies.”

“Feel Good Chips,” he says with understanding, and I nod.

“Exactly. One bite will lift anyone’s spirits, just like a good chocolate chip cookie should. Her magic also keeps the chips perfectly melty and the center warm and gooey. Poppy’s not as obvious, though she does occasionally do arrangements to help people out. Apology bouquets make the recipient more receptive to hearing the apology, and sympathy arrangements help to alleviate some of the sting of their grief, if only for a moment. For weddings, she puts love spells on everything, so everyone at the wedding is in an amazing mood, a little love drunk. But her real power is making ingredients for potions and tonics.” He raises an eyebrow, and I shake my head.

“Whatever I need from her is already in my place, so don’t worry. She just has the basics. Lavender dried under a July sun, mugwort.” He nods, even though he obviously does not know the basics at all. “It’s in the room behind her main shop.”

“How does yours work? I know you help them pick out a book and they fall in love, but… is it that simple?” I sit for a moment, realizing I haven’t actually had to explain my gifts to anyone, and I’m suddenly eager to. I shift in my seat, turning to him before explaining further.

“So people come into the store looking for a book. If they’re true of heart and ready to find love, I get… I don’t know. A jolt or something? A tug? I can’t explain it, but my magic takes hold, and I assist the customer, guiding them to the right book they need to find their person. The right one will be on a shelf, sparkling like my normal magic does. Once they read the book, they meet their true love. Sometimes it’s right after, sometimes it takes a bit, but the next person they date is their… person.” I let out a humorless laugh and shake my head.

“So you’ve spent a good chunk of your life being the catalyst for other people finding their love stories—literal and just books—but because of my grandfather, you’ve been unable to fall in love yourself?”

I bend forward a bit, letting my hair fall to hide my face as I grimace.

“What happens if they don’t read the book right away?”

I shrug. “Then it sits there. Sometimes they take a bit to read it, adding it to their to-be-read pile, but when they’re ready… they pick it up. A little magic, a little faith, a little good timing. They all work together, you know?”

“Have you never tried it on yourself?” he asks. I roll my eyes.

“Of course, I have,” I grumble, a little bitter.

“And?”

“And it didn’t work, obviously.”

“Is that typical?”

“What?”

“Is it typical for your magic not to work on yourself?”

“No. Normal spells work just fine. It’s just my own magic.” The first time I tried my magic on myself was three weeks after I opened Meet Cute Magic, following a horrendous date. Even though I’d known for some time my magic was most powerful in love, I’d been wary to try it on myself. I worried that if I intervened and tricked fate, it would be doomed from the start. But one day after closing, I wandered the shop, moving from book to book to try and find the story that spoke to me until I landed on a dragon-shifter romance.

I read the entire thing that night, staying up way too late to get to the happily ever after. When I hit the end, a sense of peace and calm washed over me, and I thought that was it. The following week, I went on a date with George at the auto mechanic shop two towns over, thinking it was going to be perfect. Unfortunately, we dated for six months, six months where I chewed my nails to the quick trying to decide if I was brave enough to test the curse and tell him I loved him, or if I wanted to live in my little fairy tale for just a little bit longer.

When I finally mustered the nerve, he instantly turned green, telling me he was married and that he thought I knew all along.

So yes, I’ve tried my love magic on myself, and it undeniably just doesn’t work.

“Okay, enough about me,” I say, with a shake of my head, needing to stop thinking about that depressing topic. “Tell me something no one knows about you.”

“What? Why?”

“Because you know some of my deepest, darkest secrets, and you’re a complete blank slate. I know nothing about you. And since we’re stuck together for five more weeks, I think I might as well get to know the man I’ve lived across the street from for three years.” When he doesn’t bite, I add, suddenly desperate to know more about the man who typically keeps to himself, “Honestly, you won’t even have to think that hard, since I know nothing about you besides you run the Gaming Den and your grandfather is named Phillip.”

“Okay, okay…” he says begrudgingly before thinking for a long minute. Finally, he smiles, and I know it’s going to be a good one from that look alone. “I was almost expelled in middle school.” I turn my entire body to him quickly, staring at him with wide eyes.

“What?”

He smiles and shakes his head. “I had a gambling ring. I was selling trading cards and playing the games in the boys’ bathroom. I was taking kids’ allowances, selling them cards I knew weren’t worth that much, and running games for money. It was kind of wild.”

“Oh my god, a rebel!” I say, fully entertained and clapping now.

“My parents were not what one would call happy about it,” he says with a laugh and a shake of his head. “My grandfather, though, was impressed. Got me a new pack of cards when he was supposed to be giving me a stern life lesson talk. He even gave me some cash and tips on how to be more secretive.”

I smile, able to picture Phillip sitting with a much younger Jack and clapping him on the shoulder, quietly proud of his illegal actions.

“So you kept it going?”

“For years. It grew after a while, and I started an online store selling and trading rare cards as a side business while I was going through college.”

I stare at him, impressed and warmed by this new knowledge. “And then it became the Gaming Den?”

“And then it became the Gaming Den,” he confirms with a smile.

“Wow. That’s… I won’t lie, that is not at all what I expected.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“You absolutely should.” I’m still in awe, trying to picture nerdy, shy Jack at twelve or thirteen running a gambling ring in the middle school boys’ bathroom and hustling them for their allowances, when he breaks into my daze.

“Your turn.”

“My turn?”

“Something I can’t find out just from town gossip. Something that’s just… Rosie Mayfield at her core.” I smile, but my pulse starts to pound at his request because I’m not sure what to say.

Who is Rosie Mayfield at her core? I’m not completely sure.

I’ve always been Poppy and Vi’s big sister.

That poor girl who lost her parents too young.

Sarah Mayfield’s oldest daughter.

Gertrude Mayfield’s granddaughter or Sandra Mayfield’s niece.

The romance bookstore owner.

What else is there really to know?

But because I know I owe him that for sharing with me, I give him something I’ve never told a soul. “I…” I push aside the embarrassment at what I’m about to confess. “I always wanted to travel.” His brows furrow.

“Travel? That’s it? That’s not a secret.”

I give him a deadpan look. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t know there was a level for the things not a lot of people know about me, Mr. Underground-Gambling-Ring-for-Kids.” He lets out a laugh then and raises one hand as if to say go on before I explain more. “My dad died when I was a kid, and my mom died when I was nineteen. I went from oldest daughter to makeshift mom overnight, trying to help my sisters. Poppy was only sixteen, though Vi was eighteen. I spent every moment since making sure my little sisters never felt that loss too heavily, taking care of them, helping, and supporting them. There wasn’t time to spend my early twenties traveling the world, but I read about all of these places so different than the town I never left and always dreamed of going there. Now I have the store. I’ve barely ever left Heartwood Hollow.” He looks at me like he’s shocked.

“I know. It’s embarrassing that I’m a twenty-seven-year-old who has never left her hometown. I love it here, though, so I don’t feel like I’m missing too much. I just always wanted to travel. Meet new people, try new foods. That kind of thing.”

“No, no. That’s not embarrassing at all.” I side-eye him and he shakes his head. “Really. It’s not.” Suddenly, I believe him. Even more so when he speaks again. “It’s admirable, dropping everything to help and be there for your sisters. You could be jaded or closed off, but you’re not. I don’t know many people who could say the same if they were in your shoes.” A beat passes, and I take in his side profile, his strong jaw, his straight nose, and the five o’clock shadow coming in, and warmth fills me.

“You know, Jack, you’re not as bad as I thought. Maybe we can be friends after all of this.” And when he smiles over at me, I really, truly believe it.







CHAPTER 11

Rosie

39 days until Halloween

If Heartwood Hollow is the quirky little suburb where paranormal creatures feel comfortable settling down, Diamond Ridge is the city with nightlife where they can comfortably go out and have a good time. Obviously, not every bar, restaurant, or club is supernatural-friendly, but many are, including Ghastly, an exclusive club with rigorous standards and rules governing admission.

My heart races as we approach the front doors, remembering my plan. Find Cooper, bat my lashes, and get Jack through the doors without issue. I’ve repeated it at least a dozen times in my mind since we parked, but when I see the bulk of a man at the door, my plan goes right out the window.

“Hold my hand,” I say low, reaching mine out. Jack stares at it, confused, like he can’t fathom the concept of hand-holding. I groan internally, realizing at the last moment that this is going to be more difficult than intended. Instead of yapping about secrets and getting-to-know-you’s on the way here, I should have just told him my plan, or, at least, the reality of taking him here. I didn’t want to freak him out, but maybe that would have made things a bit easier.

“Designation?” a deep, gravelly voice asks, and I sigh, my fingers tightening in Jack’s hand in a way I hope gets my silent, shut the fuck up and let me handle this message across.

I was hopeful this wouldn’t happen, and really didn’t think I’d need to come up with a plan B, instead manifesting that plan A would work just fine. I’ve found that living in my delusion and best-case-scenario headspace usually serves me well, but today it’s betraying me.

I think Jack might just be bad luck.

The bouncer, a giant guy who I’m pretty sure is a gargoyle, approaches us. I groan internally because if it were Cooper, the wolf shifter who literally always looks at Poppy with puppy dog eyes whenever we come, I could probably talk my way in without any fuss. Especially if I mentioned that Poppy had been asking about him. (She has not, for the record.) I turn fully to him, putting on my most darling smile and hoping to whatever god is listening that it works.

“Witch,” I say with a smile and continue walking. Maybe if I just pretend…

“Stop,” the bouncer says, and I tighten my jaw before turning to him.

“Hey,” I say, hesitating and looking at the name tag on his shirt. “Dan. What’s up?” He looks me over for a moment, taking in the tight black dress with the long sleeves and low scoop neck with pleasure before shifting his gaze to Jack. The look becomes much more assessing and much less heated in an instant.

“He’s not supernatural,” Dan says, and I groan inwardly.

On the outside, though, I play dumb. “Yeah, I know,” I say with a shrug, as if that’s the only issue at hand, as if I think he’s just letting me know so I can stay up to date. “The heart wants what it wants, and all.” That’s not why he’s pointing it out, of course. There are rules governing this place to protect both the members and the guests. I just hoped I could avoid them.

“Is he yours?” Dan asks.

“Yeah, he sure is!” I say with a bright smile before Jack can say anything else, since, knowing him, he would have blown our cover in a moment. I shift closer to him, putting an arm around his waist while he stands there awkwardly, arms at his side. Obviously, I should have given him a more detailed rundown of our mission ahead of time, but I figured he would be able to play the game if necessary.

Note to self: never assume Jack knows how to engage with people.

After a beat, Jack’s arm shifts to my shoulders, and for a split second, it’s like we’re in middle school and I’m his first girlfriend. But then the arm moves, his hand gently caressing down my side and shifting me so he’s standing behind me, his front to my back. The heat of him calms my nerves a bit, and the way his hand splays on my stomach over the fabric of my dress sends a wave of… something through me.

Well, I’ll be damned. Maybe he does know how to play the game. I look over my shoulder and give him an appreciative smile, but he’s already looking down at me, that same stoic look on his face. Shockingly enough, he looks… normal, like this is just how we are, like we do this often, him holding me. I rest a hand over his other hand that’s on my hip and let my body relax.

We are so selling this. I turn back to Dan with a smile, genuine confidence in the look now, but that confidence vanishes quickly when I see that despite my hopes, we are not selling anything.

“Doesn’t seem like it,” Dan says, looking from Jack to me. Jack’s body stays still, but his hand beneath mine tightens just a bit with a healthy dose of human panic. He doesn’t know what or who this man is, but his human instincts undoubtedly are kicking in, telling him that Dan is trouble. It’s a protective instinct that humans have developed over centuries, a survival tactic that dates back far beyond our existence to help us stay out of danger.

Danger I dragged him directly into without giving him any warning.

I totally fucked this up.

Still, I shrug like it’s no big deal and wave a hand at the big man.

“I had a stomach bug last week, and he’s recovering from a cold sore. We’ve been trying to keep things from spreading, you know?” Dan looks from me to Jack for what feels like the hundredth time before raising an eyebrow. My goodness, when did the security get so tight here?

“Then why are you here?” he asks, crossing his arms on his chest. “Are you both better now?”

“Oh, yeah, totally. No contagion anymore.” I take a step closer to the door, but his hand moves to my shoulder, holding me in place and stopping me from moving into the club. For a moment, I think I feel a jolt from Jack, his body tightening further.

“You need to bond him as yours.”

The goddamned kiss bond.

“Oh, that’s so antiquated,” I say with a giggle, waving a hand at him despite the fact that my heart is racing. I don’t know what idiot part of me thought I could avoid this, but here we are.

“It’s the rules. Unless he’s not yours,” the bouncer says, taking us in with a new light, “and he’s going in unaccompanied.”

Internally, I sigh. Externally, I gasp.

Unaccompanied would mean Jack is free game. He’d get a wristband marking him as willing to mix and mingle with any of the supernaturals in whatever way they see fit. And even though that would make things simpler, I can’t put Jack at risk like that, especially not without warning him properly.

Which leaves one option.

In order to bring Jack in, I’m going to have to give him the kiss bond, something I’ve never actually done and something Jack is fully unprepared for.

“How dare you question that! Of course, he’s mine.” I let out a sigh that I hope sounds disgruntled instead of panicked. “Fine, I guess I’ll bond him. No big deal.” I turn to Jack, who is looking somehow more confused than before, something I never would have thought possible. “Just have to… bond him.” I stare up at Jack’s wide eyes, my stomach in knots as I try to get up the courage to do what I have to do. It’s not that Jack isn’t attractive. Of course he is. It’s just that he’s… well… Jack. And so uninterested in me, if my ego wasn’t as big as it is, I might be offended.

And worst of all, he is so unprepared for what’s about to happen.

God, I should have warned him. I’m a shit person for throwing this at him with no precursor.

“People are waiting,” the gargoyle says.

“And they can wait a minute longer for me to bond my partner,” I snap, feeling the electricity of my irritation zap to my fingers. He must see or sense it as well because he raises his hands up in surrender before I turn back to Jack. “I’m sorry,” I whisper, stepping further into his space. I’m not wearing my locket, the amulet that normally would stop the bond from taking hold, as the club doesn’t allow any kind of unauthorized magical suppressant within its walls.

“What?” Jack asks, just as quietly, but there’s no other chance for explanation as I lean in, pressing my lips to his.

Instantly, it happens just like I’ve read about before, just like Violet told Poppy and me when we got drunk together last year. The golden swirls of bonding magic leave me, interestingly less pink than my normal magic, wrapping around us with tiny threads and pulling us closer together. My magic is marking him as mine, at least for the next week until it wears off. I feel those threads dig into my heart at the same time his hand moves up, cupping my jaw and angling my face, deepening the kiss. His arm moves to my waist, tugging me closer.

I know it’s part of the magic, the kiss bond. A temporary mark that he is mine, under my watchful eye, and a note for all other supernaturals to leave him be. It affects humans by creating feelings of desire and a need for an attachment they can’t control, all the more reason why I wanted to avoid it.

The kiss lasts longer than it has to for the simple bond to take place, and I find myself melting into it with a sigh as his thumb grazes over my cheekbone almost reverently. Finally, the kiss breaks, and I take in a fake gulp of fresh air, forcing my head to stay clear, to remember we’re pretending that this isn’t the first time this has happened, that this isn’t the first time we’ve kissed, that this is a normal feeling between us.

That Jack is mine.

“It’s ground-shaking every time,” I say with a little laugh, trying to play off the shock of it. Jack stands there in a daze, lifting his hand and for the first time, seeing the golden strands of my magic swirling over him like glittering threads along his skin. I need to act like I’ve done this a dozen times, but I’m sure I’m failing, and looking at Jack’s face and wide eyes, I know I totally and completely fucked this up. I should have warned him; I should never have assumed we could sneak in without this step.

“What—” Jack starts, but I turn to my new enemy, Dan, instead with a smile.

“Are we done here?” He looks at me skeptically, reading me before finally nodding. Thankfully, while gargoyles are good guards, they aren’t the best at human interaction, much less reading a lie. Now, if a vampire were working as the guard, we’d be totally fucked since they can sense an elevated heartbeat and smell minor changes in your pheromones. Before Jack can blow our cover, I nod to Dan, grab Jack’s hand, and drag him toward the doors that lead into the club.

“What the fuck was that?” he demands through gritted teeth, and I put a finger to my lips as we walk quickly. The hallway branches off up ahead, and I just have to get us there. When we reach the cutoff, I look left and right, then grab his wrist and tug him into a dark corner.

“Listen, I’m going to say this now, and we have very little time because I believe there was a group of dragons behind us and they have insanely good hearing—” His eyes go wide, but we don’t have time for me to explain another supernatural species. He can pick my brain until kingdom come if and when we make it out of here with what we need.

“Dra—”

“Right now, you don’t ask me a single question. You act like this is all normal. I should have given you more of a heads-up, but I didn’t, and now we can’t go back. Not for nothing, but this is why I wanted to do this myself. I will answer as many questions as I can once we’re home, but right now, all that matters is that you’re my human guest. I just marked you with a kiss bond, so no one else will mess with you. You are safe.”

“That kiss—”

I groan into the universe. I should have known there was no way he would just accept what I was saying as truth without at least a little questioning.

“Was magic. Yes. Please, Jack. I can’t think of another easy way to get the ingredient we need besides this, and if you get me kicked out by revealing I brought an unbonded human in here with me, I’m kicked out forever. Please. Just… trust me.” He stares at me for long moments, and I expect him to argue. To ask how or why he should trust me, to question what an unbonded human is, fuck, to ask about the dragons, whose steps I can hear down the long, echoey hall.

I have done nothing to earn his trust, so he doesn’t owe me anything. We both know that.

Long moments pass where my heart beats erratically. The way we’re standing, I think I could play off the pulse the dragons hear as lust, but not if Jack starts fighting me. But finally, he nods, and my nerves slow, a breath I didn’t realize I was holding releasing from my lips.

“Okay. But after,” he starts, letting the rest of his sentence hang silently between us.

After, he wants answers. That’s fair, so I nod in agreement.

“You’ll get all of the answers.” And then, because I can’t resist it, because the bond is fresh and I’m now confirming firsthand just how much it messes with your emotions, I push to my toes and press my lips to his. Again, that wash of golden glow moves over us, the threads tightening to pull us closer. I fight the suddenly consuming urge to part my lips, to taste him on my tongue, knowing this is a battle I’ll fight for at least another week. Until it fades, this urge is going to be almost undeniable, unstoppable, from what I understand.

My body tightens when I feel people moving behind us, talking loudly and joking, but Jack takes the opportunity to pull me closer and kiss me again. Deeper and needier. His lips move over mine like we’ve done this a dozen times before, kissing me hot and heavy until the footsteps fade, a quiet laugh following them. Even though I know it’s the bond and possibly even his own effort to act casual when other supernatural beings were coming close, I can’t help but let the feeling of it settle into the pit of my stomach.

“What was that for?” I ask once he lets me go, and I step back.

“I… I don’t know. One of them was looking at your ass and I… I’m so sorry, Rosie. I didn’t—” I give him a soft, understanding smile, shaking my head and reaching up to rest my hand on his cheek, that need to touch him so fresh in my veins. His stubble scratches at the palm of my hand.

“It’s totally fine. It’s the bond. I’ll explain later. For now, you just need to know that since you’re bonded you’ll see magic. Again, a security measure. It will be all over the club, and I need you to not look too shocked. In theory, you’ve been bonded before and this is all run-of-the-mill.” His eyes go wide, but he nods instead of arguing, so I tip my head inside. “Let’s go.” He nods again, and as we move, he slides his hand into mine, the gold of the bond magic playing between our fingers, easing the ache in my chest.

We move into the bar, and my pounding heart eases when I see Casey, the siren bartender my sisters and I are friends with.

“Casey!” I shout, genuine relief filling me as she smiles wide. I was hoping against hope that she would be the person on shift today, but considering nothing is going to plan, I figured I shouldn’t count on it. “How are you?”

“Haven’t seen you in here in a while. How are things going?” Her eyes shift to my guest, and her smile widens. “Well, it seems.” I give her a small smile.

“It might be the world’s longest story.” She raises an eyebrow, and I sigh. “I’ll call you. You can come over and we can have a slumber party.”

“That long of a story, huh?”

I let out a little laugh, thinking about having to actually tell my sisters all of this eventually, before nodding.

“You have no idea.”

She looks from me to Jack again—Jack, who looks more confused by the moment—before she shrugs and nods.

“So what are you two doing here?”

“I’m here on a mission,” I say, leaning forward, my voice lowering conspiratorially.

“You always seem to be,” she replies, her smile widening. “What do you need now? Some crazy ingredient?” I wish I could cast a silencing bubble, but spell-casting is against the rules at the club. Too many issues arose over the years as different supernaturals used their powers or magic, leading the owner to decide it would be safer to cut everyone off. You don’t have to hide yourself here, but there are rules in place to make sure everyone stays safe in the general spaces. Sirens, like Casey, can’t sing, and shifters must stay in their human form. Vampires aren’t allowed to bite, and witches can’t use their magic.

“I’m trying to break a family curse,” I whisper, tipping my head to Jack, “that his dead grandfather put on my family.” Her brow furrows.

“Is he not… normal?” The golden glow from our kiss indicates a normal human, not someone with magic. I tip my head, then shake it, not wanting to waste time fully explaining.

“It’s a long story. Slumber party, remember?” She nods, and I continue. “Anyway, I conjured up his grandfather, and we’re working on helping him pass to the other side so he can help me break the curse.”

“The love one?” she asks, and I nod. I forgot that I told her all about it one night when I drank a bit too much, then swore her to secrecy with my magic in the alleyway outside. She takes in Jack and me, clearly trying to decode what’s happening. “Are you two… ?”

I shake my head quickly. “God. No. No, not at all. He’s my neighbor.” She tips her head to the side like she’s sifting through my words for a lie before she shrugs, seeming to accept what I said as truth. Because I don’t want to make things weird, I explain further. “He’s a normie. The only way to get a norm in is a kiss bond, as you know. I tried to sneak him in, but Dan stopped me, and I had to claim him.”

“Dan’s such a dick,” Casey says with an eyeroll, and I nod. “Okay, so what’s next? What do you need?”

“Vampire tears,” I say with a cringe.

“You’re joking.”

“Unfortunately, no.”

“How the hell are you going to get that?”

I sigh. “Is Geraldine here?”

She takes me in for a moment before letting out a loud guffaw of a laugh and nodding. “Yeah. That’s a good option, actually.”

“I know. I’m me, after all.” Casey shakes her head before tipping her head down the bar. Then I see my target: Geraldine.

Geraldine is the most emotionally driven being I’ve ever met, and that’s saying a lot for a vampire. She can cry at the drop of a hat, from clips of cute animals to a story about finding a penny on the side of the road; it really doesn’t take much to send her into a tizzy.

Vampires are highly emotional beings, wearing their hearts on their sleeves, but Geraldine takes it to a new level. She’s nursing a glass of wine and eyeing everyone who comes near her. I think about leaving Jack at the bar with Casey, but the kiss bond makes me feel unnaturally connected to him, and I don’t want to have him out of my sight.

“Hey, Geraldine,” I say, moving over to where she sits at the bar. “How are you?” She looks up at me, eyes already red and watery, and gives me a sad smile.

Oh, thank god it’s one of those nights for her. That will make this so much easier.

“Oh, you know. Making it through.” If I didn’t know this was a regular event, that just about every Monday at seven o’clock she has a bit of an introspective moment, I would be concerned. But because I know she’s just a sensitive gal, I’m not. I pull out the stool next to her and sit, looking at her with wide, concerned eyes.

“Oh no, is something wrong?”

“It’s just…” she sniffles before looking at me. “Have you ever watched Magic Crusaders?” I fight the furrow of my brows before nodding about the show from our childhood. “I just… I can’t believe they did that to us.” My brows furrow, confused, before I force them to even out so as not to irritate her. I need her melancholy, not annoyed.

“What did they do again?”

“They were on a mission in the last season, and they beat the goblin so everything was fine! But when the friends were walking back into the castle, everything went dark, and the episode ended. I thought we were in for another season but they just cancelled it!” If I recall, the screen did in fact fade to black when the main character triumphantly walked back into the castle, but at the time I assumed it was because it was a the end moment, not next chapter.

Not that I’ll be telling her that.

“You’re so right, I never thought of that. We never really got confirmation that everything was safe and they all lived happily ever after.”

“Exactly! And Jamison had already been through so much, I think we deserved to know that he got to live as the dragon master happily! And that Carla and Dane stay together! Instead, we just got that ominous ending!” She starts crying then, and I reach into my bag and hand her a handkerchief.

“Thanks, Rosie. It’s just hard, you know?” she says, accepting it and dabbing at her tears.

“Oh, definitely. A fourth season would have been amazing.” The tears start in earnest now. “I just can’t believe they left us all hanging. That was cruel.” The sniffles turn into wails, and thanks to the bond, I feel instead of see Jack step back, probably in panic, but I lean in, patting Geraldine’s back.

“It’s so nice to know I’m not alone in this,” she says as her small body wracks with sobs. Poor thing. There’s a good chance someone in the area is having a rough day because while Geraldine is always a little touch and go, it seems a bit much today, especially over a show. Before they find their mate, vampires are extremely susceptible to others’ emotions. Just like me, they normally wear an amulet crafted by a witch to hold them at bay, but at Ghastly, they aren’t allowed. Personally, I’ve always thought Geraldine enjoys coming here to try and find a mate, but also because this is one of the few places she has the excuse to let all of her emotions out.

“It’s okay. I know. I know, get it out, my girl,” I say with a quiet tone, patting her back comfortingly. It takes her another moment before she’s sitting back and taking in a deep breath, crying jag over.

“I’m sorry. That was silly, I know. I just loved that show and I was thinking about it, and, well, you know.” I give her an understanding smile.

“Totally. Happens to me all the time. Sometimes I remember a scene in a book and just start crying.” And honestly, it’s not a lie, because that does happen—it just doesn’t happen nightly or in a public place.

“Thanks, Rosie. You’re a real friend,” she says before looking at the sopping wet handkerchief in her hand and cringing. “I could wash it, if you’d like—”

“Oh, no, that’s not necessary,” I say quickly, taking the handkerchief from her and popping off the stool with a smile. “I’ve got it. I’ll get started on a petition, okay? See if we can get them to give us at least a few episodes?”

“Thanks, Rosie. Send it to me once you have it. I know a lot of people in the community would be willing to sign it.”

“Of course.” Casey slides a new drink to her, winking at me as I turn. I put a hand to Jack’s arm and slide the kerchief into a bag then into my purse.

Now to get out of here before any chaos erupts.







CHAPTER 12

Rosie

39 days until Halloween

“You’re leaving already?” Casey asks as she sees us moving toward the exit. I step over to where she stands at the bar and smile at her.

“Yeah, I gotta get this one out of here before my luck runs out.”

“Smart. It’s karaoke night tonight, so you know something wild is bound to happen.” I nod, knowing just how chaotic karaoke night can be. It’s only ever beat in chaotic nature by game night, which the owners had to limit to once a quarter because it’s just that wild. I give Casey a hug over the bar before smiling wide. “Come to the store soon, yeah? We’ll find you a book and then go see Vi for some cookies and cake.”

“It’s a plan. And you can tell me all about,” she tips her chin behind me to Jack, who is still wrapped in gold threads, “that.” I give her a smile and nod.

“Deal. Later, Case.” Then I turn, grabbing Jack’s hand and heading for the exit, desperate to get out of here.

“Hey, Rosie,” a low familiar voice says from behind me just as I’m about to step out of the bar area, and I close my eyes. We were so close. Instead, I turn and smile at the man standing in my way of a clean break.

Light, straight hair long enough to flop into his eyes regularly, requiring a lot of head flips or running his fingers through it, always paired with pensive looks of his bright blue eyes, mixed with a sharp, clean-cut jawline that models would be jealous of. He’s not broad the way Jack is, though he’s well-muscled, just a bit leaner than the man at my side.

Up until recently, I thought he was unbearably handsome, the kind of man who would get looks when we were out together. I used to think I was into his type: cocky blonds who smirked instead of smiled, who could pull off quirking a finger to get a woman to come closer without looking like an idiot. But suddenly, it’s not nearly as enticing. Recently, I’ve been daydreaming about dark hair and broad shoulders and black-rimmed glasses and—

Oh, this bond is going to be way worse than I anticipated.

“Hey, Caden,” I say through a tight smile. He’s the head of a local vampire den and, unfortunately for both past and present me, an ex.

I haven’t dated many supernatural beings, mostly because the bonds witches form are different than the other supernaturals. Our mother taught us when we were young that witches have a handful of perfect matches across the world at any given time, and when our magic meets them, it becomes more powerful, more capable. It’s typically a human, so I always told myself I would find a normal person to fall in love with, secretly holding out for that perfect match to fall into my lap. It’s different than a fated mate bond like many supernaturals experience, where they see their match and instantly know that person is meant for them. I avoided dating them since it felt like setting myself up for heartbreak, something I didn’t need any help with. But Caden was a weak moment when I thought my one true love might be right under my nose, hidden by my own desire to live a “normal” life.

I regretted it quickly. Thankfully, I never let it get too far because I got the ick once and for all, so I never actually had my heart broken by him, but he is still convinced I cut things a bit too short and should have given him a better chance.

“You look beautiful as ever,” he says, and I fight an eyeroll.

“Thanks so much. Now I—”

“Who’s your friend?” I close my eyes once more and take in a deep breath, the only thing keeping me grounded being Jack’s hand in mine. A current runs from him into my hand, sending calming vibes, and I wonder if that, too, is part of the bond or if it’s just some version of Jack’s own hidden talent, his unique ability to calm me.

“This is—”

“Her boyfriend. Jack,” Jack says, and my eyes snap open. I turn to my “boyfriend,” fighting against everything not to show the shock on my face. I have to play along while we’re within the walls of the club if I ever want to be allowed in here again.

“Clearly, this is news to our Rosie. Do you feel safe with this mortal, Rosemary?” My jaw tightens. I absolutely hate when people use my full name, but when Caden does, it always makes me feel like a little kid being chastised.

“Oh shut it, Caden. I just didn’t expect him to admit that to an asshole like you. You know, because he doesn’t know you or owe you any explanation of who he is to me. Yes, this is Jack, my boyfriend, not that it’s any business of yours.” Caden’s face turns contemplative as he looks at Jack, taking him in.

“You look familiar. Have we met?” He definitely doesn’t miss the kiss bond glittering along Jack’s skin, and his eyes move from Jack’s face to the strands connecting us. They glow brighter where our hands touch, and it takes everything in me not to investigate it myself, to see what makes the strands change and shift.

“I don’t believe so,” Jack says. Caden continues to take in Jack before his face lights with recognition.

“Oh, I know. You live near Rosie, right?” Slowly, Jack nods, and now it’s time for confusion to run through my body. How would Caden know where Jack lives? “Yes, I remember, I went to her place twice—” Jack’s hand tightens in mine, and I have to bite back a reaction. “And you were always out front.”

“We argue a lot,” I say with a sigh, understanding. I kind of remember one time when we walked into my place, I did my normal routine of trying to bother and get under Jack’s skin for fun before dragging Caden into my place for a night that, to his benefit, was pleasurable for both of us. Too bad he was kind of a tool. “You probably remember my bickering with him.”

“No, no,” Caden says, shaking his head. “He was staring at you. Kind of like he is now. Jealous.” Heat and confusion bloom in my stomach as I glance up at Jack, unable to hide my own curiosity. Something familiar is on his face, but I don’t think I could coin it as jealousy. Irritation, maybe. But not jealousy.

Plus, what would Jack have to be jealous of?

“Not sure what I could be jealous of, not when I’m the one holding her hand right now and you’re the one stopping her when she’s out with another man.” He drops my hand, though, which I find strange until he slides his hand along my waist, pulling me tighter into his side. “Though I get it. A lot to be jealous about, losing a phenomenal woman like my Rosie. I mean, just look at her.” They both do just that, and I feel a blush crawling over my skin, a mix of embarrassment from being under the spotlight like this, and the bond sending over Jack’s heightened emotions and twining them with mine.

But the way his fingers tighten on my waist when Caden’s eyes move over me is something different altogether. Something I will not and cannot think about too much.

“Anyway, we have much…” There’s a hesitation in Jack’s words, and when I look up at him, I see there’s a snarky smile on his lips. It’s so out of place, so unlike Jack, that I have to bite back a gasp at the look of it. Instead, I smile and avert my eyes to Caden as Jack finishes. “… better and more satisfying things to do together than talk to someone who left such an impact. She’s never mentioned you since we got together.” Caden’s face falls, and he stands there stunned, something I find very entertaining but can’t focus on for long because Jack’s fingers are tightening on my waist and his head is dipping to press a kiss to the top of my head, something that soothes the ache of the bond a bit more. “Come on, baby. Let’s go.”

The use of the pet name sends my mind and body into a whirlwind, but I nod all the same, following Jack as he moves back in the direction we were going.

“Nice seeing you, Caden!” I say over my shoulder, trying to be amicable because even if Jack won’t have to face the man ever again, I probably will.

“No, it wasn’t,” Jack mumbles low, but since vampires have impeccable hearing, I’m sure Caden caught it as we head out the door of the club. We walk in near silence out the front doors and I note that it’s dark, the sun having set early now that fall is upon us.

“I’m so sorry,” he says once we’re back in the dim light of the streetlights, moving toward his car. Once we were out of sight of the bouncer, he dropped my hand like it was on fire, and I, despite myself, missed the connection immediately. It seems his touch might quiet the need for the bond.

“No, no. I’m sorry. I should have warned you about everything along the way, but I was just so focused on getting what we needed. I stupidly thought we could get in without the bond. And—” Jack’s steps slow, and I cut myself off looking at him. He’s giving me a small, entertained smile.

“I meant about being an ass to your friend.” I stare at him in confusion. “Your ex?”

“Oh,” I say, then shake my head. “No need. He’s a jerk.”

“I just felt very… protective of you.” That blush comes back, and I know the word he’s looking for is jealous, though I won’t make him feel more uncomfortable by pointing that out. He opens the passenger door to his car for me and I slide in before it slams. While he moves around the car, I comb through my mind to find the right words.

“I’m sorry,” I say, deciding that’s where I need to start. “The protective feeling is my fault. It’s the kiss bond. It’s going to make both of us a bit… testy.”

“Testy?”

I sigh, not wanting to explain this, but doing it all the same. “The kiss bond is a way for magical beings to pair off with nonmagical ones. It makes the connection stronger, and it makes it so that other magical beings know they are claimed, so to speak.” His face scrunches up. “I know it’s antiquated and strange, but it’s just… the way. Once it’s locked in place, both people feel a… connection to each other. It only lasts a week or so if it’s not… topped up.”

“Is that why I feel like I might combust if I don’t touch you?” My heart skips a beat, but I let out a noncommittal laugh, trying not to cue him in to how that makes my gut warm. I nod, then reach out for his hand, lacing my fingers with his. My chest loosens a bit with the touch, and I realize now why Mom got all of us lockets as soon as we were preteens. This feeling is like a drug: I can’t imagine what it would be like if you added something even more volatile, like hormones, to the pot.

“Yeah. You won’t feel it as badly when we’re not right next to each other and once it starts to fade, but since we’re in the car together and the bond was just made, it’s more intense.” He lets out a small sigh of his own, but I can’t miss how his jaw has loosened with my touch, how his shoulders have lowered, how he’s sitting back a bit in the car seat now. His free hand moves to start the car and then pull out of the parking spot he backed into one-handed. The drive home is silent, though Jack’s hand stays laced with mine the entire time he drives us home, keeping one hand on the steering wheel.
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“So you’ve, uh,” Jack starts as he walks me to the door of the bookstore, “you’ve got it, right?” I nod, then grab the plastic bag with the soaked handkerchief in it, waving it to show him. He looks at it a bit skeptically. “We’ve got five weeks until the full moon. Do you think we have to worry about… mold or anything?”

“Magic, remember? I spelled it to stay wet and against any contagion. Later tonight, I’ll use a spell to wring out the hankie and bottle up the tears.” Finally, we’re at my door and I put a hand to the knob. “You don’t have to do this.” I wave between us. “Walking me to the door.” He smiles and shakes his head.

“I was raised with manners, and I’m sure my grandfather is watching us as we speak,” he says. I return the smile, knowing he’s right. More often than not, if you look up at the window, Phillip is being nosy, taking note of the people of the town. I step back a bit and we both look at the window above my shop and catch a glimpse of a ghostly form ducking out of sight. I roll my eyes but then we stand there in front of my door awkwardly, like we’re both unsure of what to do. I’m fighting the urge to tell him to come in and hang out with me, just so I can have him close. Same with my sudden urge to move to my tiptoes and give him a good night kiss as if this was a date and not some mission we were both taking to gather magical ingredients.

God, this was such a bad idea.

I wonder if Jack is thinking the same thing when his eyes finally leave mine, moving to inspect the glittering strands of magic ghosting along both of our bodies.

“Hey, so, about this,” he says, trying to point to the glitter strands connecting me to him.

“Sorry, it was a necessity. They weren’t going to let you in.” He nods, understanding, so I continue. “No one else can see them,” I say. “Unless they have magic and even then, it’s not polite to bring it up to the human side of the bond.” Which means my sisters will definitely be able to see the bond.

That’s an issue I’ll have to deal with later. After I sleep for a decade, and try to ignore the effects of the bond while I wait for it to ease. A delusional part of me hopes that once I put my amulet back on, it will break. However, I remember my grandmother telling me it takes a full seven rotations of the sun for the kiss bond to fade.

For seven days, I’ll have to avoid Jack for my own sanity and to protect the tentative friendship we’ve been forming. Because even if our instincts are begging for something… more right now, when the bond fades, it would be like an awkward morning after.

Though I should warn him. “You’re going to feel a pull, like you want to be with me.” His brows furrow with confusion, and I explain quickly. “It’s a side effect of the bond. You might feel the need to be close to me.” At least, that’s what I’ve read. “Don’t feel weird about it if it becomes too hard to ignore. If you want to head over here and hang out, that’s cool. Something as simple as hand-holding can satisfy the lingering effects from what I’ve heard.”

“Lingering effects,” he says.

“Yes. That jealousy in the club? It was the bond,” I explain. “Same with any need to hold my hand. It’s totally normal.” A look of relief washes over his face, and despite it being cute, something about it twists in my gut—the idea that he’s relieved because the attraction he feels right now is a magical side effect instead of a true feeling. I tuck that far, far away, though, continuing to explain. “So if it’s too much, you can just… you know. Head over. You’re in this mess because of me.” He shakes his head quickly, and my stomach knots.

“I don’t think I’ll need to. I think I can resist your magic for a week. I’ve got a really good handle on my emotions,” he says. And I smile.

“Trust me, I know, ice man. I’m just offering. It wouldn’t be weird, and it would just be easing the bond.”

“What else eases the bond?” he asks, looking genuinely curious, and with his question, a blush of my own burns on my cheeks.

“I, uh, kissing is the most surefire way. Physical contact,” I explain, tucking a piece of hair behind my ear. God, this gets more and more uncomfortable by the minute. “Since we kissed a bit today, it should be good for a day or so, but you might be feeling the effects more in the coming days.” Without meaning to, my eyes drop to his lips, full and pink. It wouldn’t take much for him to dip his head, to kiss me, to—

A loud meow comes from the other side of the door, and I jump back from Jack.

“Goddammit, Percy,” I breathe, looking at the door as if I could see through it to my pesky, obnoxious cat. “It’s not even past your dinner time. Can you chill for two minutes?” As if in reply, he meows again, this time somehow louder. I roll my eyes, and when I look back at Jack, he’s smiling.

“Sounds like you should go. Today was…” he hesitates, not sure how to put it. “Educational.”

I let out a loud laugh at what feels like a confession. “It’s okay to admit you had fun with me, Jack. Kiss bond aside.”

“Yeah, yeah. Kiss bond aside, I guess I had fun.” He hesitates as I smile. “And educational. I learned a lot.”

“You’re finally coming to terms with the other world that’s been living underneath your nose this whole time?” He smiles now and shrugs before nodding.

“Slowly, yeah. I mean, it’s hard not to believe when I’ve seen the evidence live and in person so many times now. Though I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to the idea that vampires exist. Or dragons. Did you say there were some behind us?” I nod, and his face lights up.

“Are they—” he starts. Percy meows again.

“Percy, stop it! You’re ruining the good night kiss!” I hear Phillip stage-whisper through the door, and I roll my eyes, feeling my cheeks burning and hoping Jack didn’t hear that too.

“I gotta get in to him. But anytime you want to pick my brain on magic or dragons or supernaturals, come on over.”

“That would be… cool. I have a lot of questions.”

“I’m happy to answer them,” I say. There’s an awkward moment as I try and decide what to do. If he were anyone else, I’d give him a quick, friendly hug, but this is… Jack. He decides for us when he extends his hand out for me to shake.

“See you later, Rosie.” I shift my gaze from Jack’s hand to his face and back again a half dozen times before I shake my head and let out another laugh that fills the space around us and makes those golden strands over his skin dance. Then I ignore the hand altogether and step closer, wrapping my arms around his neck and giving him a hug.

We’re friends, after all. Right?

Friends hug.

He stands awkwardly for a moment, his hands lifted up on either side of me as he tries to decide what to do before whatever pull the bond has takes hold and his body eases, hands resting on the small of my back and hugging me back. We stand like that for a few moments, a bit longer than a quick thank you or goodbye hold before I step back, a wide smile on my lips.

“Later, Jack Attack,” I say, and that seems to break him out of his daze, rolling his eyes and shaking his head at me, though he smiles as he does.

“It’s just Jack,” he says, but somehow, it’s missing the normal fire the words hold. Before I can look or think too far into that, he’s turning on his heel, headed toward the Gaming Den, and I turn to my door, all the while vehemently resisting the urge to turn around and look at him again.







CHAPTER 13

Jack

35 days until Halloween

I manage to avoid Rosie for three days, but on Thursday, I find myself shooting glances at her store all morning, watching the golden strands slide underneath my front door, across the cobblestone road, and under her door.

The kiss bond has been much more of a mind fuck than anticipated, giving me the overwhelming urge to cross the street every single day and see her. Talk to her. Touch her, the voice in my head says, but I ignore him the fiercest, pushing him back into the box that I’ve very carefully kept him in since I last saw Rosie.

Today is the first really cold day of the season, summer officially gone, and a dreary, rainy, cold fall day in its place. Because of this, the town is pretty quiet, and my shop is even quieter. I filled a handful of online orders that needed to be completed today before Jefferson, the mailman, arrived. After, I did some general cleaning and inventory management, but now I have nothing else to distract me from the store across the way, which has a closed sign flipped to face the street.

It’s a slow day, but she doesn’t typically close just because it’s slow. Not that I’ve been taking notes. Since her car is parked behind her place and all of the lights are on, I’m pretty sure she’s home. Without much else to keep it occupied, my mind starts moving. Maybe she’s sick. Maybe she’s hurt. Maybe a spell went wrong. Maybe she needs someone, something. Maybe she needs me.

My mind continues to spiral, and I decide that the only way to make it so I can actually focus on anything today is to go over and check on her, make sure she’s okay. The gold tingles across my skin with a mind of its own, aligning with the sentiment and nearly jumping with excitement at the prospect of seeing Rosie. I sigh, then put the hood of my sweatshirt up before moving out my front door and rushing (to avoid the rain, of course) across the street until I’m in front of her place, the overhang stopping the freezing cold rain from hitting me.

Instead of barging in, though, I stand there, contemplating what the fuck I’m doing. With the increased proximity, the gold strings are now tugging at me, their source somewhere in my chest, but I force logic to win out. If I just barge in there and there’s nothing wrong, Rosie is never going to let me live it down, even if I explain that it’s a symptom of the stupid bond she placed on me, even if I go into detail about how I was worried, even if—

A loud, annoyed groan comes through the door, and with it, concern floods me. I twist the doorknob of her shop, pushing it open. I remember her saying she rarely locks the doors, something I find insane, but in this moment, I’m a bit grateful for.

“What the fuck!” her exasperated voice calls from what I think is her backroom. That’s when a wave of cold hits me, not colder than outside, but surprisingly chilly nonetheless. Definitely not her normal warm, welcoming store. I look around, trying to figure out where it’s coming from as I move by instinct toward where I’m assuming Rosie is.

“Oh, good, you’re here,” my grandfather’s ghost says, floating through the wall and shocking me. I think I’m taking all of this pretty well, but I don’t think I will ever be used to my dead grandfather floating through a wall. I haven’t been in the shop since the bond snapped into place, but now I can see her pink glittering magic around the place, and I am dying to know what each trace of it is for. Cleaning? Organizing? The building of a bookshelf? In the days since the bond, I’ve determined that Vi’s magic is lavender and Poppy’s is a mint green. I was also stunned to see a rainbow of other colors throughout town, reminding me that Rosie said Heartwood Hollow has more than just the magical sisters living here.

But I don’t have time for that, not when Rosie is clearly in distress.

“What’s going on?” I ask as I move through the bookstore, winding around shelves.

“Her heater died. She’s in the back room.” I slowly start making my way to where the heating unit is, following the sounds of groans and whimpers and the tug of the bond. Grandpa floats along with me with a smug look on his face that I can’t focus on much, not with the pull of Rosie being so close.

“The heater?”

“Yes, looks pretty old, but not much older than mine, which you knew how to fix.” Before my grandfather moved in with my parents, I came to his house often to do minor handyman repair work, not wanting him to get overcharged by some asshole who saw an old man and took advantage of him. Not because I felt bad for my grandfather, but because if he realized, he would cause a scene, getting into a full-blown argument with whatever asshole tried to take him down, and I’d typically get called in to handle it anyway.

Since I had to work on his heater more than a few times, I’m well aware of just how finicky they can be. Finally, I open the door to her back room, where boxes are littered everywhere and piled high, and shelves are filled with overstocked books. I let out a quiet sigh of relief that I refuse to examine too closely when I catch Rosie on the ground, her head in her hands, a small pink toolbox before her.

“Uh, hi?” I ask, and her head jolts up, a wrench in her hand, wielded as a weapon. I have to fight the urge to laugh, especially when I see a smear of dust over her cheek, eye makeup smeared beneath her eyes like she’d been rubbing them, and her normally perfectly coiffed hair thrown into a wild knot on top of her head.

“Oh my god, you scared the shit out of me,” she groans, the wrench falling with a clatter to the cement floors as she lets out a sigh. When she sits back, I realize she’s in a pair of pink pajamas with little books on them, the buttons pulling at her full chest with the way she’s sitting, and I have to force myself not to think about whether or not she’s wearing a bra. It looks like she rolled out of bed and got to work on this mess. My mind wanders to what she looks like when she first wakes up, but I shut it down quickly.

That fucking kiss bond. It’s messing with my head more than I’ve been willing to admit, but now that she’s here, right before me, I can’t ignore it anymore.

“You okay back here?” I ask, fighting a smile on my lips.

“Yeah, just dandy. Something you need? I’m closed for the day, and I’m too busy to go on an ingredient adventure. Don’t worry, we’ve got more than enough time until the moon.”

“Yeah, I got that,” I say, looking around. The front panel of the heater is open, and a YouTube video is playing with the sound off on a laptop a few feet in front of her.

“What happened?”

She lets out a deep sigh; whatever modicum of nonchalance she’d been holding onto is long gone.

“My heater kicked out. The last time I had Chuck out here, he helped me limp it along, but he said the next time it went out, I’d probably have to replace the whole thing, which is like a billion dollars. Isn’t that crazy?” I don’t think this is the right time to tell her it definitely wouldn’t cost a billion dollars, so I just nod instead. I also know that Chuck, the local handyman, is kind of an ass and loves to overcharge people when he thinks he can get away with it.

“You can’t fix it with magic?” I ask, confused. She shakes her head and lets out another forlorn sigh.

“Unfortunately, since I don’t know what’s wrong, I can’t tell the magic what to do. Practical magic is wildly impractical that way. I have to know at least how to do it, and despite my watching these videos all morning, I still can’t figure out what it is this thing needs,” she says, then kicks her foot out, hitting the heater.

It makes sense, I suppose, that her magic can only do what she already knows how to do, even if the concept of magic as a whole is new and doesn’t actually make any sense to me.

“I don’t think kicking it is going to get you the results you want,” I say, moving closer and squatting in front of the unit to inspect it.

“I told her it was the same one I had,” my grandfather says from beside me. “He knows how to fix it.” From the look of it, I think a few of the connectors have gone bad, and it might need a new circuit, but it’s nothing that would be too difficult. I bet I could…

Don’t do it, don’t do it, don’t—“I could probably help you,” I say against my own best judgment. Her head tips up, hope on her face, and I know I’m fucked. So very fucked.

“Really?”

Say no. Say no, Jack. Say no. Tell her you’ll stand by when Chuck comes to make sure he doesn’t take advantage, give her some pointers, say you have emergency surgery today, say anything so you’re not stuck here with this consuming feeling for hours on end, anything but—“Yeah. Definitely.” Her eyes start to water then, and any hesitation I felt about helping her in order to maintain distance is completely washed away.

Distance? Who needs it? Definitely not me with my mixed emotions and scrambled thoughts.

“Oh my god, you don’t know what that would mean to me.” Pride swells in my chest at the look on her face, and again, I have to fight not to give in. Instead, I move to squat and take in the unit before looking at her pink toolbox.

“Will those work?”

I give her a smile, because while I have a full-sized box of tools in my shop, I’d rather use her things, show her how to fix it so her magic can do it next time. So instead of heading to grab my things, I reach behind me and take off my damp hoodie, tossing it in a corner before nodding.

“Yeah, they’ll work. Want me to show you what I’m doing so you can learn?” Her eyes water again, and she surprises me by putting her arms around my neck and pulling me in for a tight, grateful hug.

“That would be amazing, Jack. You’re a lifesaver.”

I get to work, pointing out different things to her so she can understand them, even if some of the fittings need loosening or tightening, probably beyond what she could do herself. After a while, we fall into a comfortable silence, but I’m desperate to hear her talk some more.

“All these books—have you read them all?” I ask.

“What?”

“This room is full of books, your overstock, I guess?” When I look up, she nods. “Have you read them all?” A beat passes before a light laugh leaves her lips.

“God, no. I wish. It would take me a century to get through them. Plus, more books come out every day. It’s actually a nightmare of mine, dying before I read all of the books I want to.”

“I feel like that’s more of a reality than it is a nightmare.” She gives me an exaggerated gasp, and I smile, trying to lean into the heater to hide my smirk. “I’m just saying, you’re never going to be able to read a million books.”

“I can try. What if one I skip is secretly a book that will be my favorite for the rest of my life?”

“Well, you’d never know any better, so what would it matter?” She’s quiet for a moment, contemplative, before she sighs.

“I guess you have a good point.” Earlier, she was in here organizing and whatnot; now she’s just sitting on the floor a few feet from me, a book in her lap. She’s tried to pick it up a few times, but each time she got distracted, asking me a question of some kind or another. I wonder if she feels it, too, that urge to be near me because of the bond, or if it’s just because I’m the nonmagical one in this strange mess.

“What’s your favorite one?” I ask, and she looks at me with wide, panicked eyes.

“My favorite one?”

“Favorite book.”

“That’s like asking a mother who her favorite child is.”

“I’m an only child,” I say with a smile she returns.

“Well, for reference, your mother isn’t supposed to pick favorites, and I can’t either.”

“Favorite in each genre? Or trope?” Her eyes go wide and entertained, a smile lighting up her face.

“Oh, look at you knowing the lingo.”

I roll my eyes at her. “I’ve lived across from a romance bookstore for three years. I’m bound to pick up on some things.”

“So you’ve been watching me, huh?” I don’t want to admit how much of that is truth, so instead I just shrug and stay quiet. After a while, she starts speaking again, filling in the silence and telling me her favorite genres, as well as her favorite books within each one.

Over the next hour, I find out her favorite trope is grumpy sunshine, which makes me feel a bit warm, though I ignore it. She likes paranormal stories occasionally, but they’re usually too far from the truth she knows, so she finds it hard to dive into them without judging. That feels fair to me, and I find myself wondering if she would feel the same way playing one of my games.

“What do you like about them? Romances?” I ask after a while, and Rosie sighs.

“Besides the fact that my magic calls to it?” I nod. “The… happily ever after of it all. The idea that there’s one person out there for you, even if they’re totally your opposite, who is meant to be with you. I love it when they dislike each other at first and then warm up to each other. I love it when one has some baggage and the other doesn’t just handle it, but helps them unpack it. I love caretaking scenes, where one person takes care of the other—”

“Ironic for someone who has refused to accept my help,” I say without meaning to, and then I look over my shoulder at her; there’s a pretty blush on her cheeks.

“Yeah, I…” She takes in a deep breath. “I’m not good at that.” I shrug, trying to brush it off.

“We all have our strengths.” Silence takes over once more, but it’s not the comfortable kind that was there before, and I regret calling her out like that, so I continue my line of questioning. “What else? What else do you like?” She smiles then, like she’s remembering something sweet.

“The grand gestures. I love a grand gesture.”

“A grand gesture?”

“You know, some moment where he does something to show how much she means to him. When he shows up at her event when she thought he wouldn’t come, or when a billionaire buys an entire company for her, or something like that.”

“Buying a company is romantic?” I ask, reaching for a wrench to tighten a screw.

“Typically, the company means something to her.” I shake my head with a laugh.

“I guess anything can sound romantic if it has a big enough price tag.”

“No, no. The best ones are the small ones; those were just the easy ones to explain.”

“So what are your favorites?”

She genuinely ponders it before answering. “I mean, I think every little girl who likes to read loves the moment where the Beast shows Belle the library. That’s kind of iconic. But I like the smaller moments, the tiny things he notices and makes happen. In this one book I read, he kept bumping into her, and they never hit it off. So, when they finally got together, he began to recreate all the dates they missed, from college to the present. It was sweet. Or in this single-dad-nanny book, she ghosted him after a one-night stand, only to find out he’d been keeping her coffee flavors for a while, just in case she came back into his life. It’s just little things that scream I’ve been listening to you and I’m yours.” She shrugs before another light blush burns on her cheeks.

“I don’t know, maybe it’s silly. Maybe the curse doesn’t even exist and I’m just single because I’m picky,” she says with a laugh, but there’s a glimmer of self-deprecation in her words. I pause what I’m doing then, turning to face her, seeing it written on her face as well.

“Don’t say that.”

“That the curse isn’t real?” I shake my head.

“The other part.” Her brow furrows, and she looks to me. “About you being too picky.”

“I just mean, maybe that’s a bit too much to expect out of a real-life man, rather than a fictional one, you know? Men can’t read your mind to know what you want.”

“I don’t know you all that well, Rosie, but even I know what you want. People just have to listen, to pay attention. It isn’t about grand gestures: you just said it yourself. It’s about moments where someone proves that they know you, that they’ve been listening to you. I don’t think that’s asking for too much.” She stares at me for moments that feel like they go on forever, and then it’s my turn to blush under her intense scrutiny.

“You’re really something, aren’t you, Jack Haggerty?” A soft smile I’ve never seen before spreads over her lips, and she gives me the softest shake of her head. Unsure of what to do, I shrug and turn to the heater once more, hoping to hide the blush that slowly burns on my cheeks.

“Just saying it how I see it,” I say before we fall into a comfortable silence, Rosie reading while I finish up her heater, though a few times, I catch my grandfather floating by, looking at us with a pleased look.
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“Hey,” Rosie says in a low voice two hours later when she walks into her stockroom in new pajamas just as I’m cleaning up. Her eyes shift and I realize with shock and discomfort that she’s nervous. It’s such an unnatural state for her, the sudden shyness written in every inch of her body.

I don’t like it.

I hate it, actually. I’m learning with mixed feelings that I hate anything that makes Rosie anything but the self-confident chaos queen she is.

“Hey,” I say, trying to make my smile as comfortable as I can make it. She went upstairs to take a warm shower now that her heater works, and she’s in a sweatshirt and sweatpants, moving toward me nervously. Her strawberry blond curls are in a pile on top of her head, not wet, so I’m assuming she just washed her body. I have to quickly shake my head, forcing myself not to think about things like Rosie in the shower.

“So I did a bit of maintenance on the fittings, but we’ll have to order a new circuit board soon. This one’s on its last leg. I’ll install it once it comes in. Other than that, you’re all good.” Relief takes over her face.

“Thank you, Jack. I really can’t tell you how grateful I am that you did this.” I shake my head to tell her it’s no big deal, but she stops me. “I’m serious. I owe you big time. Do you…” She bites her lip in a way that I should not find cute.

She’s annoying, I remind myself. The most annoying person I’ve ever encountered, actually. So annoying, I should—“Do you want to stay for dinner? As a thank you. I really… I would be really screwed if you hadn’t come over today.” She bites her lip again, looking around the messy stockroom. “I could cook, or we could order takeout or—”

“Yes,” I say too quickly, because the thought of turning around and leaving her makes those golden strands tug a bit.

That’s why I say yes.

Because of the bond.

At least, that’s what I keep telling myself.







CHAPTER 14

Jack

35 days until Halloween

“You know you don’t have to sit so far away,” Rosie laughs as I sit on the furthest couch cushion from her in the living room. We’ve eaten dinner here, and now greasy paper plates and a mostly empty box of pizza are on the coffee table before us. She’s still in that sweat suit that engulfs her whole body and shouldn’t look as good as it does, but here we are. And I feel… at a loss. I’m not sure what the standard protocol is when you’re temporarily magically attracted to your neighbor who is supposed to annoy you to your bones. Especially when, with each passing minute, you have to fight harder against the voice in your head that’s begging you to reach over and tug her into your lap so she can watch whatever random television show is playing with her head on your chest.

“I think…” I swallow, that now familiar panicky feeling building in my gut, as though if she gets within arm’s reach, I won’t be able to stop from pulling her body into mine. “I think it’s better that I stay here.” She looks to me, confusion marring her gorgeous face before tipping her head to the side.

“Why? Do I…” Her blue eyes go wide. “Oh my god, do I smell?” She lifts an arm and starts sniffing before pulling at the neckline of her shirt to try and smell beneath it. Unfortunately, it pulls the hem of her sweatshirt up a bit, giving me a glimpse of the soft, smooth expanse of her bare stomach and the fair skin at her hips, which, in this moment, I would give anything to see.

“No. No, you don’t smell.” Bad, I add silently, because Rosie smells like lavender sugar, sweet and calming all at once. She stops trying to smell herself and looks at me skeptically, waiting for an explanation. I groan, running a hand through my hair before finally speaking. “I feel like I’m going crazy,” I finally admit. She raises an eyebrow. “If I sit closer to you, I think all common sense will be out the window, and I’ll pull you into my side and make you sit there for the rest of the night.” And ideally, a whole fuck of a lot more, but I’m not touching that one right now. I rub at my chest, at the source of those fucking gold strands.

“The kiss bond,” she says with understanding.

I shrug. “I guess.”

She grimaces, guilt written all over her face. “I’m sorry. It should be gone in about three more days.” I grunt out my agreement as if I haven’t been holding onto that countdown with every bit of sanity remaining in my bones. Simultaneously, I try not to think too much about how she’s saying the need only impacts me. “But, really, would that…” She swallows, her tongue coming out to lick at her lips. I can’t stop watching it, and when she speaks, I’m so lost in it that it takes me a moment to actually hear what she’s saying. “Would that be so bad?”

“What?”

“Would pulling me into your side and sitting with me all night be that bad? It would ease the bond a bit.”

“It would ease the bond,” I repeat low to myself. She nods then, but I shake my head in the negative, forcing myself to worry more about her comfort than my own discomfort. “I can manage. You don’t have to make yourself uncomfortable to ease my temporary issue.”

“The issue is my fault, Jack. And, you know, you’re not the only one feeling its effects.” Well, that’s good to know, I guess. I force myself to focus on that new fact rather than how her tone went breathy. “I didn’t hate it, you know,” she adds, and I see it then: a light blush of her own burning over her cheeks. It’s sweet on her, the almost watermelon color blooming on her cheeks. It’s also unexpected from Rosie, who seems to love picking and prodding at me, whose confidence could rival a supermodel’s.

“Hate it?”

“Kissing you. It was… nice. You’re a good kisser, Jack.” Those golden threads seem to throb against my skin with her words, and I wonder if she feels that too, or if that’s my own unique torture.

“We could try it again. We could…” She licks her lips, eyes locked on mine. “We could make out?”

“Make out?” I ask with a laugh, thrown back by her suggestion. “What do you mean by make out?” A beat passes before her eyes go wide with shock before a teasing smile takes over her face.

“Oh my god, Jack, have you never made out with a woman before?” It puts us on more even footing, since this is the version I’m used to: the teasing version of Rosie, not the nervous one. “I mean, I know you’re all nerdy, but…” Those big blues go somehow wider, and she gasps. “Oh my god, are you a virgin?”

“No, I’m not a virgin,” I say quickly with a shake of my head. She smiles, and I realize I fell into some trap of hers with my quick answer. I sigh, rubbing a hand over my face. “I’m not a virgin. I’m just… I don’t see how… making out would fix anything.” She nods with understanding before explaining in shockingly patient terms.

“The magic of the kiss bond is more protection than anything, but magic has side effects, so it makes us both feel a bit protective, like when you felt jealous at the club, but it can also make you feel… needy.”

“Needy?” I ask, but the word sounds like a whisper to my ears. Her smile goes from soft to embarrassed.

“That untamed feeling, you said? It’s you needing to know I’m nearby, to get reassurance that I’m not going anywhere. I feel it too. It’s the protection aspect of it. When you walked into my place and locked eyes on me, did it lessen?” I remember the feeling like a weight was lifted off my chest and nod. She gives me another soft smile. “The magic of the bond. You saw me, could confirm I was safe, the magic eased off.”

“But…”

“But the magic also doesn’t really love that we’re in the same room and not touching. Remember in the car? Holding hands?” I nod. “It eased you. Being together for that length of time helped, bonus points that we were touching. It built up during that evening, making the separation from the bond endurable for a bit, especially with both of us busy and distracted with work and right across the street.”

“Okay…”

“It lingers, the ease, but since you’ve been avoiding me for days—”

“I haven’t—” I correct, but she shakes her head.

“It’s fine. I was avoiding you too. I feel bad, doing all of this to you.” Her fingers glide over one of the golden strands lightly, and I give her a soft face.

“You had to. I insisted on coming to the club with you.” She shrugs like that doesn’t matter.

“I could have warned you. I could have given you more of a choice. I kind of made that decision for you, and that isn’t right. I’m sorry for that.” It’s a genuine apology, one she doesn’t need to give, but one I appreciate all the same. “But I’ve never, uh…” Her words trail off before she takes a deep breath, like earning the courage. “I’ve never done a kiss bond with someone.” She tugs a locket out of her sweatshirt. “This amulet typically blocks it, and since I’ve never told a man what I am, I’ve always worn it. All of this information is from my research on the bond.”

“You’ve never done it?”

She shakes her head. “Revealing who and what I am is a big risk if I tell the wrong person, not just to me, but to my sisters too. It’s a leap of faith. If I couldn’t trust that I would be able to tell a man I loved him without things ending terribly, I surely didn’t want to tell him about my magic.” I nod then, still contemplating. “But it’s pretty… typical of witches and supernaturals to have a kiss bond with their partners. It’s a public claiming, so to speak.”

The words settle in my stomach, and the idea of Rosie publicly claiming me makes me feel warm in my gut. Fuck, this kiss bond is some heady shit. I’ve never liked a woman who took control, much less claimed me. Yet here I am, fantasizing about Rosie claiming me for real.

“If we kiss now, halfway through, the bond will probably be sated until it fades completely. If we don’t, there’s a good chance you’ll feel the same pull as you did before you came over in the morning, and you might have to spend more time with me to sate it.” I try not to think too hard on how the idea of spending time hanging out with Rosie once felt like a painful punishment, and now I’m starting to actually enjoy her company.

“Will it make it last longer?” I ask. She shakes her head.

“No. I’m wearing this again.” Her fingers move to the locket and lift it. “It stops kiss bonds from forming.”

“And then this urge will fade in a few days?”

She nods. “But if we… sate the urge now, it will be a more tolerable few days. You can go back to ignoring me more or less until our next excursion.” I don’t have the mental fortitude to think about our next excursion, not when her eyes keep drifting to my lips, not when all I can think about is the kiss outside the club, her lips on mine, the way she felt in my arms.

It’s the magic, I know. That’s what has me feeling this way about this woman who typically drives me up a wall, but I can’t seem to rationalize with myself. Not right now, not when she’s looking at me this way.

“Okay,” I say low, taking my glasses off and setting them aside.

“Ok—?” she starts, but my desire wins when I reach across the couch and tug her into my body until she’s pinned against me, until my lips are moving against hers. A small sigh leaves her lips as if relief is flooding her, her body going a bit lax as she does, and it’s a feeling I understand as well. The second our lips touch, that feeling in my chest loosens, the magic loosening its grip and leaving my chest, the bond moving around us to tie us closer together.

She shifts then, moving and pushing on my chest, and with an arm on her lower back, holding her close to me, I gently fall back onto the couch, her body pressing against mine. I fight the consuming urge to grab her ass, to pull her into my front and grind my hardening cock into her.

Even though it’s creating a new issue, a different form of need and desire coursing through my veins that I don’t want to look too closely at, the gold-tinged need that’s been fueling me for days seems to be slowly satisfied, like this touch of her lips to mine was what I needed.

“Jack,” she whispers, surprise in the word, but I can barely hear it as my hand lifts, as I tip her chin up to me, as I move to press my lips to hers.

I tell myself it’s the magic of the bond she spoke of that needs to refresh the kiss to make this ache in my chest ease, and when our lips touch, it does. But I also can’t ignore how a new, different ache replaces it. Something completely different and concerning fills my chest, a tethering to her that I don’t think has anything to do with magic, except for the magic that is Rosie.

A small gasp leaves her lips as I kiss her, and when her lips part, I can’t help but slide my tongue to brush against her bottom lip, a gentle, polite request that I’ve been thinking about since the club.

I want to know what Rosie tastes like.

She accepts my gentle prod, lips parting and encouraging mine to do so as well before her tongue touches mine. I groan at her taste, sweet and zesty lemon sugar, like the frosting of her sister’s cookies, but so much better because it’s somehow Rosie.

And for the first time, in some deep place I can’t fully access, I admit to myself that part of the reason I’m always so frazzled and irritated by Rosie is because the first time I saw her, I was stunned by her beauty. So radiant, so overpowering that I didn’t know what to do. And over the years, it only made me increasingly frustrated as it became more and more clear that she is everything I can’t have: friendly, bubbly, and kind; chatty, goofy, and popular. I started to become callous to the fact that I couldn’t have her, making me want to hate her.

But I never could.

Her mission to make me like her is a lost cause because I’ve been enamored by Rosie for years now.

It’s probably an hour of kissing on her couch, nothing more, nothing less, when it seems to feel like we’ve got our fill. “Told you,” she says with a smile. “The bond needs its payment. It’s not as bad now, right?” I nod at her.

With each touch of her skin, each brush of her hair, each moment I hold her close, it eases something in my chest that had been tight since I last saw her. Now I almost feel back to normal. I don’t want to look too deeply into why I continue to kiss her despite that urge seeming to be sated.

“And it’ll fade in a few days for good?”

She nods again. “Honestly, from my research, you should be topped off until it wears off for good, but if you feel the need again, come over and have a necking session again.”

I let out a laugh that feels freer than I can remember before unintentionally confessing. “You know, I’ve never done this,” I say with a laugh before trailing my lips along the column of her neck.

“Kissed a woman?”

I shake my head and laugh into her skin, her body shivering as I do.

“No, I’ve done that plenty.”

“I’ve never seen a woman at your place,” she says, and that’s when I pull back, smiling at her. A blush begins to spread down her neck to her chest, cherry red on her cheeks. “Not that I—” 

Before I have to confess that I’ve also kept an eye on whether or not she’s brought men home, I cut her words short.

“I don’t really date,” I say, using my fingers to push her hair back.

“No?” she asks, her own hand cupping my cheek. I shake my head.

“I, uh…” How do I tell a woman who is sitting in my arms that I typically have one-night stands because women usually don’t like my personality for longer than that?

“I’m standoffish,” I say, and she lets out a laugh.

“You don’t say.” I stare, and she smiles, and something about it has me explaining more.

“Women I meet aren’t really into the nerdy guys who read comics and collect trading cards. I can do small talk for one, two dates, but eventually it gets old. Plus, I like my space. I haven’t really figured out how to say Hey, I like you, but I don’t want you near me right now because I want to sit in silence and play video games without sounding like an asshole or some basement-dwelling loser.” She lets out a loud scoff of laughter that I can feel against my body and shakes her head.

“Yeah, I can see how that would come off bad.” She contemplates for a long moment before speaking again. “You need a reader. Someone who would be happy to sit in silence with you while you play and she reads.” Don’t think it, don’t think it, don’t—my mind wins out and a picture of the two of us cozied up on my couch flits across my mind’s eye. Rosie’s head in my lap, reading one of her books while I sit up and play a game.

I could see how that would work.

“After the curse is broken, I’ll have to keep an eye out for eligible readers for you.” Her words settle in my gut in a bad way, like I ate too much, too fast, and now I feel sick, but I know she meant it well, so I nod and smile. With my confirmation, she smiles wider, energized. “It’s my specialty, after all.” Suddenly, my smile feels a bit less real than it did five minutes ago. We stare at each other for a few moments before she shifts subjects.

“I, uh. This Thursday is the full moon, so the moonflowers will be ready to bloom for the potion.” There’s hesitance in her words before she speaks. “I can get them myself, since it will be a long night. There’s a short window when we can—”

“I’m coming,” I say, and she rolls her eyes. “Not because I don’t trust you, though. I think we’re long past that.” Her eyes narrow, and she looks at me, confused, but I shrug. “If I’m being honest, despite the chaos, this is the most fun I’ve had in a long time. I’ve spent my life reading about and getting lost in fictional worlds of magic and potions and quests. I’m finally on one. Let me live in it for a bit.” It’s a shallow excuse, but she seems to accept it when she nods.

“Okay. I’ll come to your place on Thursday at nine.”

“It’s a date,” I say, and even though I should correct myself, especially when she blushes, I don’t.

And I don’t miss how she doesn’t stop me, either.







CHAPTER 15

Rosie

35 days until Halloween

Lying in bed that night, I’m frustrated.

I tell myself it’s because I’m in a reading slump, something that never happens. Not to me, not when I have an entire bookstore at my fingertips. Not when I have spent my entire life getting lost in books, surely not when my magic is most fond of love stories.

But I’m in a slump and I fucking hate it. The only other time I can remember being in an actual slump was the day before I came down with the flu, when I was in denial of how sickly I felt, my head pounded so bad, and staring at a page made me want to cry.

Right now, I blame it on the mission.

Up until yesterday, I blamed it on the kiss bond that kept my brain thoroughly distracted, desperate to, at the very least, be in the same room with Jack, despite my iron-clad decision to stay away from him until the bond left for good. But an evening kissing him sated that enough so I could think. Now there’s only one real thing fogging my mind, though I won’t admit it.

Jack Haggerty.

Today, with him helping me and then spending almost an hour making out on my couch, felt far too good. Having him pressed against me, resting with my head on his chest, and taking in his uniquely Jack scent felt… right. Letting him help me when I needed it felt more natural than accepting help has ever felt, especially when he understood my unique and sometimes irritating need to figure it out myself, guiding me through every step as he fixed the unit.

I know it’s the bond. In reality, I know that. But I also… I can’t seem to function, which, from my research, doesn’t seem to be a normal side effect.

Maybe it’s because I haven’t had an orgasm in some time. With Phillip around, I haven’t really felt comfortable breaking out any toys and doing some self-care, but maybe that’s my issue. I stare at my side drawer, suddenly feeling that need curling in my belly, and make a split decision.

Self-care will fix this. Right? It has to.

“Keeping boundaries won’t cause gloom, make a sound and ghost barrier for my room,” I say as my fingers shake with sudden, strange nerves. My magic leaves my fingers and coats the walls, ceiling, and floor in glittering pink that, if my heart wasn’t racing so much, I might find pretty.

Instead, I move with haste, shimmying my pants and underwear down before rolling to my bedside table to get my vibrator. It’s the one with a dildo and a vibrating finger on top for my clit, and my pussy clenches as I hold it, at the mere promise of what’s to come.

Literally.

Yes. This is all I need. Just a nice, relaxing evening with my battery-operated boyfriend, because we all know men are nothing like the books when it comes to sex. I click it on and the toy thrums to life and I let out a shaky breath as I move my hands under the covers, my legs spreading and my eyes drifting closed. A breath leaves my lips as I slide the vibrating head over my center, already wet with anticipation, then up and over my clit. The tiniest mewl leaves my mouth, and I bite my lip.

Even though I know my magic is working, I can’t help but feel the need to keep it down, just in case.

My mind moves through all of my normal self-love options from some of my favorite books: a pierced tattoo artist with a daddy kink, a fae who loves hand necklaces, a sweet golden retriever of a man who fucks a woman over the hood of his truck. My usual options don’t pique my interest as they usually do, but eventually, I settle on one I read a few weeks ago about badass women PIs. The male love interest found out who she was while undercover and tied her to the bed while interrogating her until she spilled the beans.

My mind fills with images of being restricted, unable to move, while a man pleasures me, and a shaky breath leaves me. Need courses through my veins as I circle the head of the vibrator over my clit again before sliding down my center and dipping the head in. I groan at the stretch and wonder when the last time I used this one was. I’ve been using my bullet vibe for quick orgasms, but I somehow instinctively knew tonight I would need more to take off the edge.

That’s it, I tell myself as I slide the vibrating cock into me, picturing the man from my book hovering over me, slowly sinking in, teasing and taunting me with the fullness. When it settles deep inside of me, the vibrating finger lays on my clit and I groan. Yes. This is it. I just need to take off the edge, and I’ll stop thinking about Jack. About making out with him and lying with him and kissing him and touching. Him.

I pull the vibrator out then slide it back in, slowly fucking myself as I picture the man from my stories, dark hair flopping forward and a crooked smile as he slides in, teasingly. My hips shift, trying to get more, to change the angle, and I groan when the thick tip grazes along my G-spot.

Suddenly, the faceless fictional character in my mind shifts, a more familiar smirk taking its place. Tousled dark waves fall forward into his face, and those black-rimmed glasses perch on his nose. Full lips pout as I slide the vibrator in deep, a grunt coming from his lips.

Glasses.

The lead in my book didn’t wear glasses, did he?

My hand doesn’t stop moving, though, and I slam the vibrator in deeper, letting it buzz against my clit.

“That’s it, Rosie. Take what you need,” the man in my mind says, but he’s no longer resembling a fictional character.

It’s Jack.

Somehow, my fantasy has moved back to where I needed to get it away from, and I’m fucking myself thinking about my neighbor.

I should stop. I should definitely stop.

But instead, I picture his head dropping, running kiss-swollen lips and tongue and teeth over my neck as he starts to fuck me, hard and fast.

“Oh god,” I groan, as he fills me over and over, pleasure so intense starting to build in my belly.

“That’s it, Rosie girl. That’s it. Take my cock like my good little witch.” My hips buck to get the toy deeper, to get him deeper, and my other hand moves to pinch my nipples as the need and desire continue to build and swirl in my belly, taking me higher and higher.

“Fuck, Jack,” I groan, and with his name, I feel those golden strands of the kiss bond, tugging and tightening, like even my magic wants it, wants him.

“Come for me, Rosie,” he groans through gritted teeth, and that’s all my mind needs for the pleasure to rush over me in intense waves, over and over again, tightening around the toy and bucking to get it deeper in the most intense orgasm I’ve ever given myself—or had, period.

And when I come down from my high, the walls still glittering with my magic, I stare at the ceiling and count down the minutes until this bond is out of my system.

31 days until Halloween

“So which one of you kissed Jack Haggerty?” my sister Violet asks when Poppy and I are hanging out at her place. With her words, I nearly spit out my muffin. Instantly, I try to think of an excuse, a work-around, but just as quick, I realize I’m already a lost cause: the muffin was touched by her magic.

It turns out her call for a sister night was nothing of the sort; instead it was a planned attack I didn’t even see coming. The bitch.

“I did,” I admit quickly.

Loose-lip orange olive-oil muffins. Fucking Violet. I love my sister and I love her baked goods even more, but god, I have to be more careful when accepting whatever she gives me. You’d think I’d have learned my lesson when I broke a vase sneaking into the house when I was seventeen and tried to blame it on her, only to be slipped this same goddamned muffin and then told the truth. It happened to Poppy, too, when she lost her virginity but wouldn’t tell either of us because she was scared we’d judge her.

It’s the oldest trick in Vi’s book, but I love her stupid muffins, so I fall for it every time.

The bright side is, I’ve had this happen before, and while I know there is no chance of lying, there is a way to avoid the worst of its effects. As long as I don’t tell an outright lie and as long as Violet doesn’t ask too-specific questions where I can’t tiptoe around my answer, I’ll be safe.

Probably.

Hopefully.

I’d been avoiding Vi and Poppy all week and thought I was safe to see my sisters again, since when I woke up, the golden strands were gone, visually, at least. While the pull of the kiss bond is mostly gone as well, I still feel the occasional phantom tug to see or talk to Jack that I’m hoping will wear off sooner rather than later.

“I knew it,” Vi says with a laugh, and I fight the urge to needle her. Obviously, it would be me: I’m the only one of us who talks to Jack, not to mention he lives right across from me.

“I’m sorry, what? You kiss bonded Jack Haggerty? Why?” Poppy, our sweet head-in-the-clouds sister, asks. “And why did Vi know before I did?”

“It wasn’t hard to figure out. She came into the bakery a couple of mornings in a row, asked what he liked, and got coffee for two. I thought it was strange, but she told me that she had annoyed him again and was trying to win him over so the metaphorical war could be finished once and for all. But then he came in the other day and was glowing like golden Christmas lights. Poppy, you can’t keep a secret to save your life, so I knew it wasn’t you. But now I’m wondering why our sweet sister gave her first kiss bond to the grumpy nerd across the street.” I groan, feeling the pull of her magic again.

“It’s kind of a long story,” I say, glaring at the muffin. Despite the fact that it’s one of my favorite flavors (the bitch), I refuse to eat more. The more I eat, the stronger the spell, and I can’t have them asking too many questions or finding out the truth.

I don’t know if they know about the family curse, but neither of them has been able to maintain a long-term relationship either, further cementing my need to break this curse. In my perfect world, they’ll never find out about the curse and never have to have that dark cloud hanging over them. They’ve had enough misery and sadness in their lives; they don’t need to know our family is cursed to loneliness too. Deep down in my soul, I want all of us to find love, the kind that lasts and doesn’t end in heartbreak or tragedy. But if they knew the extremes I was going to—communicating with the dead, dragging random Heartwood Hollow citizens into our world, taking my neighbor to the supernatural club in Diamond Ridge—they would have a lot of concerns.

Rightfully so, but that’s neither here nor there.

“We have time,” Poppy says, sitting back and staring at me.

“Casey saw them at Ghastly,” Violet spills, and I sigh, sitting up and putting my fingers to my temples. God, this is getting worse and worse. I force myself to focus on the version of the truth I want to share, fighting the urge to whisper a breaking spell because that would be far too obvious, and depending on how Vi made the muffins, wouldn’t work, instead only making them more suspicious.

“What?!”’ Poppy shouts, and I groan at the hurt in her voice from not knowing. I know she sometimes feels like Violet and I are closer than we are to her, since we’re so close in age, and Vi knowing these details first won’t help that.

“Okay, okay. So,” I take in a deep breath and make my decision. “Two weeks ago…” I try to embellish my story, to tell them that Phillip came out of nowhere, but the words don’t come, so I keep it simple. Magic is all about knowing the rules and how to move around them, after all. “A spirit appeared in my shop.” Violet’s eyes widen, but Poppy nods. She’s often approached by spirits, given that the flower shop she owns is located next to the cemetery. “It turns out, it was Jack’s grandfather. He won’t leave me alone.” Not a lie, because Phillip has been hovering around my house all day, every day, to the point where I think he’s actually stuck within the confines of my home until I break this curse. All the more reason to do it quickly. “He wants me to help him move on to the other side.”

“Rosie, no,” Violet says, a stern look in her eyes that I find annoying since I am the older sister, after all. But Vi was always the more responsible one.

“What was I supposed to do?” I ask. “Just let him hover in my place for eternity?”

“I don’t know, call us?” Poppy says, throwing her hands up into the air, and I give her a glare.

“I know, I know, but I don’t need to bother you two with my drama. I have it covered.”

Violet gives me a knowing glance. “I know you’re the oldest, but that doesn’t mean you have to do everything yourself.” I stare at her, her eyes sincere and settling in my chest with guilt I don’t have the time or energy to touch right now.

“So what happened?” Poppy asks, thankfully breaking the moment.

“I told him I’d help him,” I say, again, not a lie, just an omission. Unlike my mother did, magic doesn’t seem to see an omission of the truth as a lie. “And I needed to get something he touched from Jack’s place. Because of our… history, he wasn’t exactly excited to give me what I needed. So I had to prove things to him by bringing him to my place and showing him Phillip.”

“Phillip?”

“His grandfather. After Jack fainted—”

“He fainted?” Poppy asks, looking alarmed.

“He was fine,” I say with a wave of my hand and a roll of my eyes. “But he wouldn’t agree to just give me the flask. He insisted on getting the ingredients with me since he doesn’t seem to trust me to do it on my own.” Poppy shrugs like she can’t blame him, and I glare at her.

“Do you think he’ll tell our secret?” Violet asks, interrupting my staredown with our youngest sister. I shake my head immediately; that, at least, is not even close to a lie.

No part of me thinks Jack will ever betray me and tell our secret. I know it in my gut, even if I can’t really explain why.

“No. He’s very committed to helping his grandfather pass on. They were very close.” Poppy nods. “And it seems like he saw his grandfather do magic when he was a kid and kept that secret all this time.”

“But you kissed him?” Violet asks, and I sigh again before continuing to explain.

“One of the ingredients was the tears of a vampire,” I say, and Poppy nods sagely, while Violet lets out a loud laugh.

“Let me guess: Geraldine?” Violet asks, knowing the emotional supernatural. I nod.

“I took him to the club because he doesn’t trust me to get the ingredients on my own without causing a disaster.” I don’t tell them that I think the truth is he really just wants to experience the world of magic a bit more, but I don’t have to when Poppy’s eyes widen, and Vi gives an I can’t blame him look.

“Did he tell you about the card tower?” Poppy asks, apology in her words and on her face. I nod with a smile.

“Unfortunately, the day I came for the flask, I did the exact same thing and decapitated his warlock.”

“His warlock? Decapitated?” Poppy asks, eyes wide with panic.

“It was a cardboard cutout he made for his storefront.” Poppy lets out a sigh and leans back again, seemingly relieved I’m not a murderer.

“Anyway, you know the club rules,” I say with a shrug, desperate to tie up the conversation.

“Humans need to be kiss-bonded or else they’re free game for… anyone,” Poppy says, contemplatively.

“Exactly. And I couldn’t let him go in unprotected.”

“How was it?” Violet asks, suddenly intrigued.

“What?”

“The kiss, dummy!”

“Oh,” I say, then pause, trying to think of how to answer. “It was…” My sisters are staring at me with wide, anticipating looks, and I hesitate before answering. “F—” The word dies on my lips. “F—” Poppy lets out a loud laugh before I can even realize what’s happening.

“Loose lips muffins,” Violet says with a smug smile. “Can’t tell a lie.”

It’s not a lie! I try to say, but the words also die on my tongue, magic deciding that too is a lie.

Well, fuck.

That can’t be good.

“It was…” I work to find the right word that will answer her question, but also not break the magical bond I’ve walked into. Fuck it. “It was good.”

“Oh, she’s so gone for him,” Violet says low, turning to Poppy, who gives her a knowing nod and smile.

When I try to tell her she’s out of her mind, that I’m not gone for Jack, my mouth stays shut.

No, no, no.

I do not like Jack Haggerty. That’s impossible. Right? He’s too grumpy for his own good, antisocial, and a nerd.

But he also is nice to me, lately. And I enjoy talking to him and spending time with him.

And he’s also hot. His arms are thick and corded, muscled from carrying big boxes up and down from the storage area, those thick-rimmed glasses are a Clark Kent type of hot, and his messy hair begs for my fingers.

Oh, my fucking god.

I am so into Jack Haggerty.

Just physically, I attempt to console myself. Anything else is just the lingering effects of the bond kiss, making me feel like I might scream if I don’t see him soon. Which I haven’t done because I have been avoiding him like the plague, not that he’s made any effort of his own to see me.

And, if I admit the truth to myself, it makes me a little bummed out. But I knock that pesky revelation out as soon as it enters my mind.

“So, he’s hot,” I say. “I think everyone can admit that.” That feels like a safe response.

“He’s very much your type,” Poppy says.

“Oh, for sure,” Vi says.

“He is—” I start, trying to deny it with a roll of my eyes and failing. Despite my incomplete thought, my sisters glare at me before Violet speaks, ticking items off with her fingers.

“Tall, dark, handsome. Glasses. Hot and built, but in a Clark Kent way. Nerdy as all get out. Probably would let you read all night long while he played video games or whatever. Moves like he’s good in bed, but also probably self-conscious enough not to let it give him an ego.” I fight the tightening of my gut, push down the desire to snap at her for talking about him like that. God, this fucking kiss bond. The jealousy from it is absolutely driving me out of my mind.

The bond wore off, the tiny voice in my head says, but that, too, I toss aside.

“You’re out of your minds,” I say, reaching for what I know to be a good vibes chocolate chip cookie, made to give you the cozy, happy feelings of a cookie fresh out of the oven. I could use some good, cozy vibes.

“Have you guys kissed since?” Poppy questions. I shrug then explain.

“We made out halfway through the week when he helped fix my heater that kicked out again.” Vi lifts an eyebrow. “It was to sate the bond, you idiot.” Oh thank god that the magic didn’t deem that as a lie.

“Sure it was,” Violet says with a smug grin. I roll my eyes but ignore her. “You know, you should hook up with him during your mission.” I shake my head to argue, but Poppy pipes up, clearly on the same page as Vi.

“Who knows, maybe he’ll be your happily ever after. Maybe you always just needed some grand adventure to find your prince. Isn’t that what happens in your books?” Poppy asks, sitting back with a cookie of her own. I nod.

And she’s right.

I do need an adventure to find love. But not because of the reasons they think. I’m lost in that thought when Vi tosses my world upside down once again.

“Have you felt him jack off yet?”

My body stills. “What?”

She looks from Poppy to me, then tips her head to the side. “Have you felt him jack off?” she repeats, humor in the words this time.

“Why… why would I feel him jack off? I just told you we kissed a bunch to wane off the kiss bond, but that’s it.” Silence fills the room and my heart skips a beat again. “Vi?” Unlike me, Violet once had a kiss bond before, the brother of a witch friend of our cousins, who had no magic, just to see what would happen. She said it was fun and wore off in about a week, but that’s all I know about the experience.

“Well, when you have the kiss bond, any intense emotions you have, you both feel.” My heart feels like it’s slowing down. “So, like, if you’re really stressed, he feels it.” I remember how he came in already concerned when I was struggling with the heater, almost like he knew it was happening. “Same thing if you’re turned on. If he were to jack off, you would have felt a rush of lust or need.” I stare at her, slightly panicking as I remember my own self-care moment.

“This would have been great intel to give me, say, three days ago.”

She gives me a deadpan look. “Oh, I’m so sorry for not realizing you were going to kiss-bond your neighbor because you took him to a supernatural club and you’re communing with his dead grandpa.” Okay, fair point.

“Does this mean you’ve felt it?” Poppy asks, confused as she watches our back-and-forth. Vi is only eleven months younger than me (our poor mother), so we’ve always been the ones most likely to bicker. Poppy came along when I was four and Vi was three, making Vi and me feel more like twins and Poppy our little sister. Because of this, she’s always watched us argue as if we were twins who shared the same womb space and has become an expert at knowing when to step in and stop things before they escalate.

My mind roams over the other night, and I groan into my hands.

I hadn’t felt him, but I had gotten all riled up, and then took care of it and…

“I think that look means there’s a good chance he felt her,” Vi says with a smug smile. I groan again and fight the sudden all-consuming urge to cry.

“Kill me now,” I mumble as my sisters laugh again at my misery. Poppy rubs my back.

“Well, at least he doesn’t actually know what happened,” she says. “And the bond is over now, so you’re safe. No more pesky attraction.” I nod and wallow for two more minutes before we move on to gossip about different townspeople, but all the while, I can’t help thinking about her insistence on no more pesky attraction and my inability to admit that with the truth-telling spell in my system.

I am so screwed.







CHAPTER 16

Rosie

29 days until Halloween

I don’t see Jack again before the full moon, and it’s fully intentional. Everything is far too confusing. My conversation with my sisters only made things worse, and I decided staying away was the best plan of action. Still, on the night of the full moon, I trudge across the cobblestones and knock on his door, my stomach in knots.

What alternate universe have I jumped into where Jack Haggerty makes me nervous? Clearly, the world is on fire.

But he does, and as I lift my hand to knock, my pulse is pounding. At least Jack isn’t a shifter or a vampire, because he would absolutely be able to hear the blood rushing through my veins. I don’t have much time to think about that, much less try to even out my pulse, before Jack opens the door, a nervous smile of his own on his lips.

“We’ve escalated to knocking?” he asks as he lets me into what has, against all odds, become a familiar place to me. I notice a few new displays and signs for Halloween, but everything else looks the same. I wonder if he spent the last couple of days building displays to keep himself busy, just as I did, putting together paranormal, fantasy, and witchy romance displays, knowing they would sell well in the coming weeks. That part wasn’t out of the norm for me, but the intense dedication I spent assembling and decorating them was.

But I was afraid of what would happen if I let myself sit with my thoughts for too long. Once I was done with decorating and cleaning the front of the store, I completely organized my backroom, did my inventory (something I’ve never actually done, instead depending solely on my imperfect memory and a quick glance at the shelves to determine what I need to reorder) and anything else I could think of to wear myself out enough so I would fall asleep the moment my head hit the pillow.

No idea what I might be avoiding, of course.

“I’m trying to be polite,” I say with a playful smile as I move to the register, where a big bag sits.

“A new personality trait, I suppose,” he replies with his own grin. I roll my eyes and fight the urge to push on his shoulder, afraid of any kind of physical contact. The kiss bond has long worn off, but I don’t want to test it, not with the lingering feeling it seems to have left behind.

“Shut up,” I say instead before tipping my chin to the bag. “What’s in that monstrosity?” That’s when a light blush burns over his cheeks, adorable and hot in the same moment.

That. That’s what I missed most while avoiding him: that blush that comes when I tease him, or when he’s about to confess something he isn’t sure is cool or is too nerdy or strange. But for some unhinged reason, I always find it cool or cute or thoughtful, and each one is just one more thing for me to find endearing.

“I packed a bag.”

“A bag?” I ask, lifting an eyebrow.

“Yeah, just… you know. Basics. Waters, a blanket, and hand warmers. I figured you had some kind of container, but I put a few in there so we could…” His words trail off; clearly he’s becoming embarrassed. “Maybe it was stupid,” he says, shaking his head. “I could—”

“No, no. It was nice. I appreciate it. I just brought this.” I lift the small tote on my shoulder that has a bag for the flowers and a couple of snacks, but nothing else of use. “I’m not the best at thinking ahead,” I say with a smile.

“I like preparing for things when I’m unsure of what to expect. Makes me feel less stressed about it,” he says.

“Sounds like we’re a good pair then,” I say, and as soon as the words leave my lips, a blush turns across my own cheeks. That sounded far too intimate for two people who allegedly can’t stand each other and are only here on a quest, as he would call it. “I didn’t mean it like—”

“We are,” he says. “A good pair. Balance and all of that.” It makes me think about how my mom used to tell me that all magic needs to be equal, something to counteract it and keep nature in equilibrium. Witches work with nature, not against it. Energy we use is taken from ourselves, or if it’s a more intricate spell, the ingredients used, like the bowl of smoldering herbs or the white candles needed to summon Phillip. Vi’s recipes require a balance of sugar and fat and magic to work as intended. Poppy has to be careful to make a well-rounded bouquet or the results might be wonky—freesia in a love bouquet can remind the recipient that your lover should also be a friend, but too much and they might think the gifter is just a friend.

When my mom taught me about that, I said “just like love,” because even then, I knew my talent was in putting people together. She nodded and told me that love needed the most balance of all, that no one could really, truly tame or control it. It would take what—and who—it wanted.

“Yeah,” I whisper, that unsettling feeling I’d had in my gut for a week now making itself known once more. “Yeah. Well. We should go. It’s going to take about an hour to get there.” A beat passes before Jack sighs, then nods.

“We’re taking my car.” And despite the niggling feeling, I can’t help but smile before I nod at him.
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We drive in utter silence, no music or conversation, both of us lost in our own thoughts, and then it continues when we trek across the valley where the flowers will bloom in about an hour, before settling into a spot on the top of a steep hill where I find the buds of the moonflowers. The only sound around us is the quiet whistle of night air, a rustling of trees off in the distance, and a few animals moving around us. I’m grateful it’s a warmer night, a heat wave hitting the last few days, so despite the fact that it’s early fall, it’s not too unbearably cold out here. The blanket Jack brought has one of those plastic backings so we stay dry as we sit, though we carefully leave a good foot between us. While the silence isn’t new for us, it suddenly feels suffocating, and I have to fight the urge to break it every other minute. When Jack does instead, I actually jump at the shock of it.

“I brought some snacks,” he says, shifting for his bag.

“Snacks?”

He nods. “I got some things from your sister’s bakery. Some lemon cookies and the muffins you like.” A hand goes to behind his neck and he rubs there nervously. When I see the cookies in question, I shake my head.

“Yeah, we’re not eating those,” I say, grabbing the bag from his hands and tossing it down the hill. I’ll have to grab it before we leave, but in the meantime, I need those cookies as far from us as humanly possible.

“What the fuck, Rosie?” Jack says, brows furrowed and irritation clear on his face. “If you didn’t like them, you didn’t have to eat them, but I like them and—” I ignore his protests, reaching into my own bag and revealing something I didn’t want to: that I also went to Vi’s place early this morning to get some treats, including his favorite cookies, for our outing tonight. I was relieved when I saw my sister was in the back when I came in, but it seems Jack wasn’t so lucky.

“I got some, too, don’t worry.” I reach into the bag and pull out the pumpkin-shaped sugar cookie and hand it to him. He furrows his brow, something I barely see in the dim light of the nearly full moon, before taking a small, tentative bite.

“You didn’t have to throw mine out, though,” he grumbles, and I nod in response.

“Yes, I did,” I say, matter-of-factly, already planning for how I can strangle my sister.

“They were perfectly good!”

“They were spelled,” I calmly inform him before taking a bite of my brownie. Silence fills the air as Jack processes my words, and I chew on my treat, hoping the sugar rush will ease my irritation.

“I’m sorry?”

“She spelled them. She probably thought it was funny. I can’t confirm the exact recipe, but I have my theory, and we don’t need that kind of complication.”

“What kind of complication?”

I sigh then groan, flopping back on the blanket. “I think she put some kind of lust spell in them. It would make you feel very… needy. Like the kiss bond, but worse.” Silence fills the air.

“Oh,” he says eventually, and my entire body burns with an embarrassed flush as I stoically stare at the stars. There’s a sound of him digging through his bag before he moves to lie beside me on the blanket. “Why would she do that?” he asks after a span of silence. I had hoped the conversation was going to end with my previous explanation, but I should have known Jack doesn’t let anything go. He needs all the information at all times. Normally, I find it endearing, but right now…

“She saw the bond on you and decided it was mine. We were hanging out, and Vi gave me truth-telling muffins—”

“Truth-telling?” he asks, his head turning to me, and I repeat the movement so I face him, smiling.

“Having witches for sisters can be so annoying. She reserves them for us, so no need to worry about you getting a dose.” Unless we start something and my sisters get protective of me, I don’t add.

“Damn,” he grumbles, and I nod.

“Anyway, I confessed enough that they got the gist.”

“Enough?”

“They don’t know about the curse, so I told them the bare minimum of what we were doing to get us bonded together. You can’t lie under the spell, but you can avoid revealing things so long as you stick to the facts. I’m pretty sure my sisters think we have some kind of thing between us and they told me I should… jump on it. Vi probably thought giving you the lusty lemon cookies would get that ball rolling.”

“Jump on it?”

I groan again. I wish he would just accept my explanation without needing all the details, but because I probably owe him the truth, I give it to him.

“I haven’t… been with someone, so to speak, in some time, and they know it. They think I should. You know. With you.” Honestly, I’ve been unable to think about much else since that conversation and their suggestion. I think my conversation with my sisters really fucked with me, especially when the fucking muffins made it impossible to lie, even to myself.

Since then, I’ve found myself wondering what it would hurt if we sated this clear need between us just for a bit. Just until the curse is broken. It would almost be foolproof, since once the curse is broken, we could both move on with our lives. Phillip said all previous relationships would be forgotten, and soon after, I would bump into my true love once and for all. I know how love works, how the universe determines these things, and I’m more than ready and have to believe I’m of a pure heart, despite my many flaws.

Love doesn’t care about your flaws, after all. Just your intentions.

“Huh. That’s… an interesting take,” Jack says after a long beat, and that’s not really the most encouraging of responses.

“Don’t make it seem like a death sentence,” I say with a laugh that doesn’t feel nearly as real as I want it to before turning back to stare at the sky. The clouds have cleared, leaving bright twinkling stars overhead. I focus on them, my eyes following the constellations my grandmother made us memorize as part of our training to be witches instead of thinking too hard about Jack’s obvious disinterest.

“I didn’t… shit,” he starts. “I didn’t mean to sound any kind of way. I don’t really know the correct response when a hot girl tells you her sisters say you should fuck her to end her dry spell while she waits for her family curse to be broken and her prince charming to roll in.” I let out a laugh at that, a real one, this time.

“I guess that’s fair,” I say, then we fall into another silence, this one not uncomfortable, but I know we’re both lost in our thoughts. My mind wanders through possibilities before slowly moving toward our kisses on the couch, how good he felt against me, and then down a more dangerous avenue when I start thinking about my time with my vibrator while under the thrall of the kiss bond. I’d hoped it would take the edge off of my intrigue, but…

“I’ve been thinking about it a lot,” I say without meaning to, staring at the sky. “Our kiss at the club. And then kissing you on the couch.” Silence fills the night, and for a moment, I think he’s going to ignore me, or maybe change the subject, but then I hear his deep voice, coating every one of my nerve endings like honey.

“Me too.” I turn my head to look at him, only to see his eyes are already on mine.

“I’ve never actually seen you with someone. Dating or… whatever.” I know if there were enough light, I’d see a blush burning over his cheeks.

“Sounds like you pay a lot more attention to me than you let on, Rosemary Mayfield.” Now it’s my turn to blush.

“You’re right across from me,” I say. “It’s hard not to keep track of those things.” He lifts a hand then, moving back one of my curls and tucking it behind my ear. The touch makes molten heat swirl in my belly.

“Yeah,” he whispers.

“I liked kissing you,” I admit without meaning to. Something about the way he’s looking at me, about the way his eyes move over my face, I can’t seem to keep my thoughts to myself.

“We could do it again,” he says, words so low I feel the rumble of them more than hear them.

“What?” I ask in a whisper.

“We could do it again.”

“Kiss?”

“Yeah, or… whatever.” My eyes widen and my mouth drops.

“Jack Haggerty, are you suggesting we fuck?” I say, stunned, smiling over at him. The thought is both thoroughly entertaining and sends a jolt of excitement and heat through me. He lets out a loud laugh that rings through the field and makes me smile wider. I would be okay with hearing that sound every day for some time. Not forever, of course, but… a while. The thought flees my mind when he turns on his side and uses one surprisingly strong arm to tuck under my side and tug, pulling me against his chest and holding me there.

“Would you be opposed?” he asks. His lips are just inches from mine, breaths coasting along them as he takes me in. My heart pounds with wild anticipation. My mind moves to my conversation with my sisters, to my imaginary session in my bed, to all of the wild and outrageous thoughts I’ve had about Jack lately, and I realize the answer is no. I wouldn’t be opposed to it.

Far from it.

“And after the curse is broken?” I ask.

“Then we go on with our lives.” I blink at him. His eyes move to my lips, and without my permission, my chin tips up a bit, giving him access should he need it. But my last remaining sliver of common sense takes the wheel.

“It could be a bad idea, starting something with someone who lives across from me, friends or not. What if things went wrong?”

“It wouldn’t matter. Actually, it’s perfect. We both are… pent up. Once your curse is broken, you’ll be off to find the man of your dreams.” My mind starts working to convince myself that this is a good idea, just as his does. His reasoning is sound. It makes sense to me. But…

“And you don’t see yourself liking me long term, right? No developing feelings?”

“No,” he says quickly and efficiently. “You’re not my type.”

I push his shoulder, but his tight arm on my waist holds me in place all the same. “You don’t have to say it so vehemently, my god.” A hand lifts to tip my chin up so I have to look in his eyes, and I see the honesty and heat there, taking the breath from my lungs.

“You’re fucking beautiful, Rosie. You know that. And you’re the kindest person I know. And you make me laugh all the fucking time. But you’re a social butterfly, and I can barely talk to a new person without breaking into a sweat. You’re fun and silly, and I’m serious and structured.” Without my mind’s permission, my heart once again thinks about that balance all magic needs. “And I’m not looking for anything right now.” He laughs, before dipping his head and pressing a soft, chaste kiss to my cheek. “And neither are you.” Another kiss on my cheek, slightly closer to my lips. “But I’d be lying to you if I say I’ve been able to think about anything but you in the last week or two.” A third kiss, this time on the very edge of my lips.

Heat flows through me, starting where his lips barely brushed and feathering out from there before settling in my lower belly. Oh my god, I’ve never had a reaction to a man like this. Never.

It must be the intimacy of what we’ve been working on or the remnants of the kiss bond or maybe just the brewing sexual tension between us for years, all the back-and-forth. It could be that’s really why we’ve always fought so often. Maybe it’s just a bandage we have to rip off, fuck once to get it out of our systems.

Or twice.

Or three times. The small voice in my head whispering those amendments should stop me, but I’m blinded by lust, by the heat of his body pressed against mine, by the hardening of his cock between us. I felt it on the couch, but that moment didn’t feel as lust-filled or needy as this moment right now feels.

“It could work,” he says low, and my heart skips a beat as his fingers start to move along the sliver of skin exposed between my sweatshirt and leggings. “But what about after? You said you don’t date in Heartwood Hollow to avoid having to see someone you hooked up with or had feelings for around town.”

I think about that because he’s right: he lives and works right across the street from me. Even before we were working together, I’d still bump into or see him once a day at least.

If there was something between us, it would be awkward at best. If I got my heart broken, it would be a daily reminder of that pain. But I remember my conversation with Phillip the night I met him and shake my head.

“Your grandfather told me all of my previous lovers wouldn’t matter once the curse is broken. A clean slate.”

“So what, we hook up while we’re working together and then just… move on?”

I nod. “Yes. Exactly. It’s perfect. Then we can be friends. Until then, we’re friends with benefits.” A beat passes before his warm hand leaves me and he turns onto his back. My heart falls to the ground, shattering as he clearly changes his mind. I should be happy, especially if his rejection hits this deeply, but somehow, I can’t find it in me to be relieved. I—

Then I watch him take off his glasses and set them aside before turning back to me, a hand moving to my hip and tugging me close again before his lips are on mine.

This kiss is not sweet and gentle. It isn’t curious and tentative and intrigued like in the club.

It’s hot.

It’s intense.

It’s dark and quiet and way more than I expected, just like the man himself. It’s hot and deep, his tongue sliding between my lips without the gentle prod of last time, his tongue touching mine. I groan into the kiss, that ember of need that I’ve kept hidden for days, weeks, longer if I’m being honest, flaring to life and creating a blaze in my stomach. His teeth nip at my lip as he growls against me, a hand moving to cup my ass and bring me closer to him. I moan as I feel his hardness against my belly, turned on beyond belief at the idea that I’m making sweet, calm, nerdy Jack so heated and hot and possessive. His hand moves again, sliding down the back of my thigh to hike it up over his hip as he settles between my legs. 

His cock beneath his tough jeans grinds against my clit and a breathy desperate sound leaves my lips.

“Jack,” I whisper as the kiss breaks, as his lips leave mine to trail down my neck.

“Fuck, I can’t tell you how long I’ve wanted to hear my name on your lips like that,” he groans. I should wonder what he means by that, but there’s no time, no headspace left as his hand slides down my ass, grazing over the place where my thigh meets my center, and my breath stops.

Suddenly, I’m desperate. Desperate to feel his fingers against me, to know if the promise of him lives up to reality. My hips move back toward his hand, and he chuckles. I groan at the tease, then move forward again, grazing against his rough jeans once more. My breath hitches at the pleasure, and I slide my hips back once more. This time, his fingers are right where I need them, grazing along my thin leggings.

“Oh, shit,” I breathe, feeling the pleasure that usually only I can find on my own starting to build. “Oh, god.”

“That’s it, Rosie. Fuck, you’re so pretty.” My eyes drift shut and my hand moves to his neck, pulling his face to mine once more, needing his lips on mine. Each shift of my hips builds more and more pleasure in my core, my chest tightening with excitement and a hint of panic because somehow, I know when Jack finally makes me come, it’s going to be game-changing, expectation-shatteringly good.

It builds and builds and builds and soon the panic that I’m about to come from this and this alone starts to take over and—

Then the alarm I set goes off. I groan, pressing my hips up into his, and for a moment, I contemplate saying fuck it. Fuck the flowers, fuck the curse, fuck Phillip. Because my life can’t be that bad if I still get to feel this good, get to feel Jack’s thick fingers between my legs, get to have him give me that look while he watches himself build it up in me.

But then he’s sliding his hand away as he shifts my leg off his hip, rolling me to my back, and I think the moment is gone. He sits up and looks down at me, still lying on the blanket, when he shocks me. He reaches over to me, hand going between my thighs and cupping my pussy, a finger moving to my entrance and pushing my wet undies and leggings up into me a bit. I moan as he does, but refuse to close my eyes and miss the look on his face.

“Fuck, I can feel how wet you are through these. Just from kissing me, baby?” The look he gives me is so hot, I might come on the spot. When he smiles, my pussy clenches, and I know he can feel it when his lips tip in a self-satisfied grin.

“Come on. We have to get the flowers, and then we have to clean this up.” Confusion and disappointment flood me at the thought of this being over, at the thought of him moving past this, but then he stands and smiles. “Then we can go back to my place and finish what we started.”







CHAPTER 17

Jack

29 days until Halloween

My hand rests on her thigh the entire drive home, and my fingers itch to touch her. Silence has filled the car since we entered it, but it’s not like the uncomfortable silence that loomed on the way here; this one is heavy with anticipation. Halfway home, her legs part ever so slightly, and even though I want nothing more than to slide my hand down the front of those leggings that hug her ass so perfectly, I resist the urge. I’m so wrapped up in need and desire, I don’t know if I could stop if I started. Feeling her move against me and let out those soft whimpers in the field did something to me that I can’t quite explain, nor do I want to.

After a minute or two, her legs shift again, widening ever so slightly, and when I glance over at her, I can just barely make out her flushed cheeks, her chest rising and falling, each breath bathed in desire. Because it intrigues me and because I am a weak man, I let my hand shift just a hair, then allow my pinky finger to slide up and down the seam along her inner thigh slowly. Her body is so still, like she’s on high alert, anticipating my next move, but I keep my eyes on the road, continuing to move nothing but that one single digit. Up and down, over and over until I feel her body relax, like she’s given up on the anticipation.

That’s when I move, my hand sliding in and up, that pinky grazing over the center seam of her leggings over her pussy. Her breath hitches, and she shifts almost imperceptibly, hips trying to get more, but I know at this angle, with her buckled in, she can’t move much, especially not when my hand tightens on her thigh, holding her in place.

Her breaths get heavy as I continue my taunt, a gentle finger gliding over and over. When we’re ten minutes from home, I shift a bit, grazing over her clit, and her breath hitches, the tiniest, prettiest mewl leaving her lips. Fuck, this woman is going to be the death of me.

Neither of us talks, not as I increase the pressure against her, not as her breathing continues to grow heavier, not as her leggings become damp beneath my ministrations. Not as her breath turns to faint moans.

But when I move my hand, moving up and then down, this time sliding under the waistband of her leggings and her panties until my hand is against her bare skin for the first time, she cracks, and it’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever heard.

“Jack,” she whispers into my ear, a plea as I slide down, my middle finger lying over where her fold parts. When I press gently, her clit throbs beneath the digit, and I bite back a groan of my own.

“Yeah?” I ask casually, as if I’m not hard as a rock, like my hand isn’t down her pants, like I can’t feel her wet pussy clamping around nothing just under my hand.

I want to feel that on my cock. Badly.

“Please,” she whispers, and when I look over at her, her eyes have drifted closed, her head back against the headrest. Her hips move again, almost imperceptible, but the way I am right now, I can feel it. Especially when it forces my hand closer to her, dipping into her wetness, the tip of my middle finger lying against her entrance.

Now, I groan.

She tightens again, desperate to be filled, and I can feel her grasping at the tip of my finger. A breathy moan leaves her lips and I move, barely, dipping the tip in a bit further then pressing my palm against her clit.

“Please what?” I ask. We’re a few more minutes from home, but part of me wants to take a wrong turn, to drag this out longer, to bask in the chaos of it all. The other part wants me to floor it back to my place or pull over and fuck her in the backseat, to sink into her and know once and for all the absolute pleasure it would bring me.

“I don’t… I don’t know,” she moans helplessly, her hips moving again to try to get more. I use my forearm to press her body back, to keep her where I want her.

At my mercy.

“Mmm,” I murmur, flipping on my turn signal despite the empty roads and turning with one hand. “I think you do. I think you know exactly what you want, what you need, but you’ve conditioned yourself never to ask for it.” My fingers continue to play with her, grazing over her entrance.

“Finger me, Jack,” she says. “I want you to make me come,” she says, forcing confidence into the words and fuck. I want that. I want to give her that, the freedom and the comfort to ask and demand what she needs, not just when it comes to her pleasure, but everything.

Though I suppose I can start with her pleasure.

I slide two fingers into her tight heat, feeling her clamp down around me, and I bite back a groan of my own. I slowly start to move then, fingering her with an exquisite slowness that’s a tease to both of us.

“Jack, I…” she starts, desperate need in her words. “I need…” Her words trail off, unable to ask for what she needs, but if there’s one thing I want her to learn before we’re done here, it’s that she can always ask for help. Ask for what she needs. And if she’s not comfortable with that, she’s with the wrong man. A strange dread fills me with that thought, but I toss it out of my mind as soon as it comes in. There’s no time or space for that, not now. Not ever.

“Show me, baby. Or better yet, take it,” I murmur, forcing myself to focus on the road. Just a few more minutes until home. “Take what you need, Rosie.” With my words, her small fingers wrap around my wrist, and I groan, something guttural and deep that comes from my chest at the feeling as she presses on my hand, taking what she needs.

I have never experienced something so hot in my life, and we’re both fully clothed. Especially not when her hips start moving, riding the fingers that are deep in her. Not when her hand is pushing the heel of my palm against her swollen clit, not when her little pants are filling the silent car.

Surely not when I know once we’re home, I’ll be filling her with my cock.

Rosie tightens around me as if she can hear my train of thought, her breathing becoming faint and breathy and panicked.

“Come for me, Rosie girl,” I growl, trying to keep enough of a mind to remember to turn right to enter Heartwood Hollow. We’re not far from home, but I’ll circle the block a few times if I have to. We’re not leaving this fucking car until she comes on my fingers.

“Jack,” she squeaks, and I crook my fingers once more, pressing harder.

“Come on my fingers, Rosie. Let me know what it’s going to feel like on my cock when I get you into my bed.”

That’s what does it.

She shatters then, coming hard, her moan filling the car and echoing around. I groan as well, not meaning to, feeling her tighten, her orgasm fluttering around me. Her hips shift, fucking my fingers, and she comes and comes, before slowly, her grip on my wrist slackens, her body going softer.

But my fingers don’t stop. I keep moving at a more leisurely pace.

“Jack,” she whispers, her hips bucking a bit as my hand brushes over her clit, sensitive from her recent orgasm.

“Did I tell you to stop riding my fingers?”

Her breathing hitches once more. “But I already…”

“I’m well aware, I felt you tighten on my fingers, baby. But I intend to make you come many, many times tonight. Keep fucking riding them, Rosie. We’re almost home.” She gasps with my words, and I refuse to look over at her, unsure of what seeing her parted lips and flushed cheeks would do to me and the tiny thread of restraint I’m holding on to.

And then we’re parked in the shared community lot, her magic going dim, and my fingers are sliding out of her. She watches my movement in the dim glow of the streetlight as I lift them to my mouth, then taste her on my fingers. I groan at it, at the way she tastes exactly the way she smells, like lavender sugar and need and magic.

It’s Rosie.

When she lets out a tiny mewl, I smile.

Tonight is going to be a lot of fun.

“Come on, Rosie girl. Let’s get you inside.”







CHAPTER 18

Rosie

29 days until Halloween

My body is buzzing as I sit a bit dazed in the passenger seat of Jack’s car, especially when he opens his door, then looks over at me and leans across the console, pressing his lips to mine like he can’t resist. I taste myself on his lips, and it sends a bolt of heat through me, thinking about what comes next in this chaotic night.

If you asked me a few weeks ago if Jack would be fingering me as he drove us back from our latest adventure or that I would absolutely be letting him fuck me, I’d tell you you have absolutely lost your mind. And yet, here we are, him whispering, stay there, against my lips before he slides out of his seat, slamming it shut and then jogging around the front of his car with a wide smile, like he also can’t contain it.

It’s contagious, the glee I get when I’m around Jack these days.

He opens my door, then leans in, unbuckling my seatbelt before hooking his arms around me.

I let out a little giggle as he pulls me into his arms, mine having no choice but to hook around his neck, my legs following suit as he lifts me up. My center throbs, especially when I feel the hardness of his cock beneath my ass. He slams the door shut before he’s moving, quickly but carefully with me in his arms, toward his shop, unlocking it and slamming the front door behind him as well before relocking it. My mind can barely focus, my lips touching every free inch of skin I can find along his neck, but when he presses my back hard to the door as if he can’t wait another moment, I groan as his cock grinds into my center, his lips falling to mine.

“Jack,” I whisper as his lips move down my neck, nipping and sucking as he does. His hands dig into my ass, fingers pressing into soft skin, and a small part of me hopes they leave marks.

“I want you so bad,” he groans, and suddenly getting air into my lungs is difficult.

“Yes,” I say, both an agreement and permission. He smiles wide then, before dropping his mouth to mine again, kissing the breath out of me as he grinds into me. The angle we’re at has my pleasure building again, not that it ever truly left the building, and when I start reciprocating, grinding against him as well, he groans and steps back. He’s not as tightly pressed to me anymore, though his body is still against mine as he continues to hold me, fingers digging into my ass as we make our way toward the back of his store, then up the stairs. I don’t even have time to marvel at how his strong arms can carry me all this way and then up the stairs, not as his mouth makes trails from my lips to my neck, tasting my pulse, then moving up to nip at my earlobe. Not when my body is on fire, not when his is holding me close.

We enter what I assume is his room, and I don’t have long to mourn that I didn’t take in more as we moved through his home. He sets me to my feet and steps away, and I take in his room. In the center is a large bed with a comfy-looking cream comforter, framed prints on the walls, some I recognize as different games he sells or seems to enjoy, others I don’t understand at all. There is a large navy rug covering half of the hardwood floors of his room, and the dresser, bedside table, and bed are the only furniture in his alarmingly neat room. All three are in a heavy dark wood, seemingly heirloom pieces in contrast to the Ikea and social marketplace finds in my place. He moves to a bedside table, grabs a condom, and tosses it on the bed, sending an anticipatory shiver through me. My hands move to the hem of my sweatshirt, anticipating the next stage of this, but before I can move much, his hand wraps around my wrist, stopping me.

“I undress you,” he says firmly, and, honest to god, my knees go weak and I have to swallow back a whimper.

Hot.

He is so hot. Especially when he smirks at me, eyes burning up like he knows the exact impact he’s having on me. This is not what Rosie from four weeks ago would have thought Jack was like in bed, but I’m not complaining. A man who is sweet and caring and nerdy and quite normal, and then hot and domineering and demanding when he has me naked?

Hell. Yes.

His hands move to my waist, dipping underneath and moving along my skin. It’s torture, his fingers on my warm skin, feather light when I want him everywhere all at once. Before I know it, my sweater is in a pile on the floor and his fingers make quick work of my bra, letting it fall to the ground. While he works, I impatiently slide off my leggings and underwear simultaneously. Then his big hand is cupping my whole breast, a hot, satisfied breath leaving his lips and ghosting over heated flesh. “Fucking look at you,” he says, though it’s almost as if it’s said to himself. His other hand moves up, pinching and rolling my nipple, and I arch into his touch with a whimper. That makes a smile form on his lips.

“You next,” I whisper, desperate to see him. He looks at me then, tipping his head in a taunt and raising an eyebrow.

“Is that so?”

“Please?”

“Because you asked so nicely, Rosie girl, I will.” Then his hands are leaving my body, and I groan at the loss. Once again, he chuckles and makes quick work of his sweater, reaching behind him in that hot way guys do and tossing it to the side. I watch with bated breath as his hands move to the button of his pants, then slide them down along with his boxer briefs.

Then he steps to me, fully naked, cock bobbing with each step, and I groan as I take in the full image.

Fuck, Jack is a dream. His dark hair is tousled, some of that hair falling over onto his forehead, a chunk sticking up from when he took off his sweater. A strong jaw that has the perfect amount of scruff waiting to be shaved. Broad shoulders, defined muscles moving down his arms. His stomach is flat, though not cut into abs, which I’m even more into. A light dusting of dark hair over his chest that becomes more dense as it moves into his defined happy trail, like an arrow pointing to the most perfect cock I’ve ever seen. Thick and long, the tip shining with precum, reminding me that he has been stuck in foreplay limbo since the field.

And when he takes off those thick-framed glasses and tosses them to the ground, forgotten, his eyes narrowing on me with heat, I think I actually moan.

That’s confirmed when he takes a step closer with a cocky smile on his lips, like he knows I like what I’m seeing.

He turns me, pressing his lips to my breast, my back molding to his front as his hands move over my body, one moving up to cup my breast once more, the other moving down to cup my booty. I groan at the feel of it, arching my hips to get something—anything. He lets out a small laugh, the breath of it coasting over my shoulder, the vibration of it running through my body, and a finger settles between the seam of me.

He steps then, toward his bed, taking me with him.

“I’ve been dying to eat this,” he says, his finger moving deeply into me, the tip pressing against my entrance. I nod.

“Yes,” I whisper as if my words matter right now. I kind of love the fact that they don’t. That Jack is in control, to use and please me as he wishes. His finger presses a bit more into me, his hand pressing into my clit, and my hips shift closer.

“But I’m not nearly a patient enough man.” I groan, and he releases me, pushing me gently to the bed. “Maybe next time.” He shifts me so my knees are to the edge of the bed with him standing behind me still, then puts work-roughened hands to my hips, lifting them high before his fingers dig into the cheeks of my ass, spreading me wide. He can see everything like this, I’m sure, and his words confirm that. “Yeah, I’ll definitely be eating that pretty pussy next time.” My face flushes as it’s pressed against the comforter, my back arching as I wait in anticipation. He seems to shift, looking down at me.

“Fuck, this ass. It’s been taunting me for fucking years, always hidden in those sweet skirts and tight pants,” he rumbles low. I open my mouth to argue, to question what he means by years, but I don’t have time, not when he’s lining the head of his thick cock with my entrance and slamming in hard and rough. I moan, my eyes fluttering shut at the sensation, the angle.

Jack is big. Thick, and long, and I can feel every inch of him like this.

“Oh,” I groan. His fingers dig into my hips, and I groan at the feel as he uses the grip to move me on his cock, pushing me away slowly then pulling me back onto him. He lets out a deep groan that has my pussy tightening on him and my back arching to get him deeper.

I need him deeper.

I need him hard and I need him fast and I just plain need him.

“Jack,” I groan, pressing back to get more, but his fingers tighten, holding me where he wants me.

“I’m in charge, Rosie. Lay there all pretty and let me make you feel good.”

I shouldn’t like it.

I shouldn’t like him telling me what to do, telling me to lie there and take what he’s giving. It should annoy me, not make me hotter.

But it does all the same, the heat cracking through me like lightning. I groan, a new rush of wet coating his cock at his words, and I hear his chuckle.

“My stubborn girl likes it when I take control, huh?” I have no choice. My rational mind is not in charge now. I nod.

“Yes,” I whimper. One hand drifts down my back, gathering my hair and pulling it, not hard, but enough to tug, enough to move through me like fire, burning and building me higher, faster. He groans at the feel, then starts moving faster, harder. Each thrust, he tugs a bit on my hair, and soon I’m rambling with the pleasure that my entire body is experiencing, getting him to give me more, to fuck me harder, telling him how good he feels in me. My breasts move against the blanket with each thrust, his hand in my hair, his fingers in the plush skin of my ass, his cock bottoming out with each thrust.

“Rub your clit, Rosie,” he says. I hesitate, my brain now able to comprehend what’s happening, but then his hand moves from my ass, landing with a hard crack on the skin of my ass. The slap reverberates to my clit, making me tighten around him and moan.

It’s a surprise, this hard edge to Jack when we’re like this, but not one I dislike.

But I do as he asks all the same, moving my hand between my legs and starting to rub my swollen clit.

“Oh, fuck,” I groan into the blankets of his bed.

“You feel so fucking good, Rosie.” I tighten, the pleasure swirling and building, too much, too fast, too consuming. “I need you to get there,” he says through gritted teeth.

“I don’t think I can,” I groan, despite my rapidly rising pleasure, despite my fingers moving in quick, precise circles around my clit. One hand leaves my hips, moving up my body and wrapping its hands in my hair and pulling back, the move still tinged in the signature Jack gentleness despite the hot tug.

“The first time I come in you, Rosemary, I’m doing it with you tightening and taking me over the edge.” I groan at his words, my fingers moving faster as my back arches, his body bending over mine, his hips still fucking me. “Now fucking come for your man.”

The demand is a growl, ripped from the pages of one of my spicy fantasies, and my vision goes black, and I combust, tightening around his cock and coming.

And coming.

And coming. I barely register the extra tug on my hair that has my pussy clenching again. Mini orgasm, but I definitely feel him push in deeper still, then groan into my neck as he pulses inside, spilling into me. After long, heavy-breathed moments, his fingers loosen in my hair, before the tips scrub at my roots as if trying to erase any discomfort he didn’t cause. Then slowly and gently, he lays me back onto his bed, sliding out of me. I collapse into a pleasure-filled puddle and he chuckles before pressing a soft kiss to my lower back, then padding away. I can feel myself starting to drift off—it’s almost morning, after all—when his feet return and I feel a warm, wet cloth between my legs as he cleans me. I close my eyes, swallowing the lump in my throat with the realization that though I’ve read of aftercare, I’ve never experienced the sweet thoughtfulness of it. He’s gone again, and I breathe through my nose and try to center my emotions before he lies next to me on the bed, pulling me into his arms. My face snuggles into his chest and I take in the uniquely Jack smell before finally, finally I speak.

“Was it magical, Jack?” A beat passes before his entire body shakes with a laugh, and my lips tip up, and even though I should be overthinking every moment of this, I can’t find it in me to.
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I wake in Jack’s bed and, unlike in all of the books I’ve read, there’s no moment of confusion, no beat of wondering where I am or how I got here.

Probably because this isn’t my happily ever after enemies-to-friends-to-lovers romance.

Instead, I remember every moment from last night in vivid, soul-shaking detail.

The field with the moonflowers, nearly coming from dryhumping Jack. The car ride home, sliding his hands down my leggings. Coming back to his place, and my pleasant surprise to learn my shy, blushing, nerdy neighbor is anything but in bed. My core tightens as I remember it, and a small smile spreads on my lips.

“You up?” Jack murmurs, his voice low and gravelly against my cheek, and I shift, opening my eyes to see him smiling down at me. His glasses are on already, making me wonder how long he’s been up.

“Yeah,” I murmur, then try to sit up. What’s the protocol for hooking up with your neighbor who used to hate you and you’ve now dragged into the supernatural world and are on a magical quest with? I’d have to assume snuggling is off the table. But when his arm tightens around my waist, I look up at him and he gives me a soft, shy smile.

“A minute longer. Then you can run off if you want.” I stare at him for a bit, realizing he wants to snuggle. Considering I am very much a snuggler, I give in immediately.

“So last night…” I say, not looking at him, which makes it easier.

“Is something I’d very much like to redo.” My head snaps up and my eyes are wild when they meet his. His eyes are filled with amusement and his lips are tipped similarly so. “Unless you don’t…”

“No, no. I, uh…” I clear my throat, unsure of how to say what I want to say. “I do. I just… does this make things… messy?” He shrugs.

“Only if we let it be.”

That sounds simple.

Too simple, actually.

I’ve read a lot of books. Fake dating and hookups and one-night stands and friends being something just for now always ends in a mess.

But those are books.

And this is real life.

And in a few weeks, all previous relationships will be wiped from my mind and I’ll be off to find my true love.

Right?

Right. In fact, this seems pretty much perfect, if you ask me. So I smile at Jack.

“You make a great point.” He smiles back. “And it was… it was very good.” He lets out a laugh then, his smile turning to a wide grin I love seeing, before he reaches up to take his glasses off and set them back on his bedside table.

“It was. Maybe we should test it out, make sure it wasn’t a fluke.”

“Definitely,” I say in a whisper, and then I’m on my back, Jack pressing kisses down my body, and all thoughts of anything but that are long gone from my mind.







CHAPTER 19

Rosie

28 days until Halloween

“Hey, Vi,” I say, stepping into my sister’s busy bakery later that day, but despite the five or six other customers here, her head lifts, and she smiles wide at me.

“Heya, Rosie,” she says. Then her eyes move, once to the man standing next to me, a shy look on his face, and again to his hand, where his fingers are entwined with mine. “And hello there, Jack.” Her smile goes nearly debonair and knowing. “How were your cookies last night?” A deep blush burns over his cheeks, and I glare at my younger sister.

“I threw them out before he could eat them,” I say with a glare. “Don’t do that to him,” I say, giving her my sternest older-sister voice. Her eyebrows raise, and she lifts her hands in surrender.

“Sorry, sorry. I was just trying to help a sister out.” She looks from me to Jack once more. “Looks like it worked itself out regardless.” I give her yet another shut up, please look, and she sighs, then rolls her eyes. “Fine, fine. What can I get you guys?” Jack and I order drinks and pastries before he turns to me, a smile on his lips.

“I’ll let you two talk without me standing right here. I’ll wait at the end,” he says, his hand resting lightly on my hip.

“Oh, you don’t have to—” I start, but Violet nods emphatically.

“That would be great, Jack. I like you for my girl already.” Another one of his signature blushes blooms, and he smiles, shaking his head before walking off. I glare at my sister.

“Violet—” I start, but she shakes her head and cuts me off.

“We don’t have a lot of time. Spill. As far as I know, last time we talked, you were still anti-Jack, and you were not going to take our hook up with him advice. Now you’ve got a glow about you, and he’s walking in with his hand on your hip and knowing your order and watching you from the other side of my bakery like he’s ready to step in and fight me if he determines that I’m making you uncomfortable.” I shake my head to argue, but when I look over at him, behind his glasses, Jack does have the look of someone who would fight my middle sister if she were making me upset.

Well, that’s unexpected.

“And this is Jack we’re talking about. Jack, who barely wants to talk to any of us. Jack, who is nerdier than Poppy. Jack, who—”

“Can you stop?” I say through hissed teeth because I don’t like the way she’s tearing him down, as if he isn’t a great person. An incredibly hot person. A kind person. A—

“Tell me what’s going on and I will,” she says with a knowing look. I groan then lean forward on the counter, knowing I’m going to have a lot to explain in probably just a few hours, but for now, I just tell her the basics in a hushed voice.

“I took your advice.”

She smiles and nods. “As you should. Younger sisters always know best.”

“I’ll be sure to tell Poppy you said that.” My sister’s jaw goes tight then, and I let out a laugh.

“Are you going to tell me what happened?” I give her an are you out of your mind? look, one I find myself giving Vi quite often.

“He’s standing right there,” I say, fighting the urge to tip my head in his direction. “Watching us.” She continues to stare at me and I realize in that moment, I’m not getting out of this mess without giving her something. “Fine. We… we made a truce of sorts.” That makes my sister let out a loud laugh.

“A truce?”

“Friends with benefits. Until Halloween when his grandfather drinks the potion. Because we’re stuck together anyway.”

“And after?” I tip my head, trying to answer her questions without causing more, but also not revealing the true source of our potion, since after Halloween, whatever relationships—or non-relationships—I have will be nonissues.

“After we’ll end things. Friends with benefits, remember? We’ll go back to just friends.”

“And the benefits just… expire on Halloween?” She’s clearly confused, and honestly, if I were her, I would be too. She doesn’t have the full picture. If she did, she would see this is completely reasonable. A genius plan, even.

“It’s complicated,” I sigh. Her eyes are assessing before irritation and concern clouds them.

“Rosie, you are not a friends with benefits kind of girl. You’re a commitment and roses girl. You want a happily ever after and a white picket fence.”

“The picket fence is optional,” I say, a joke I’ve said for years, but this time, Violet doesn’t laugh, instead looking at me with concern written all over her face. Shit.

“You know what I mean. Does he not want commitment? Is that why you’re settling for temporary?” I resist the urge to look at Jack while I contemplate her words because I really don’t know. Last night, he said he didn’t have time for a relationship, that he was busy with work and whatnot, but did that mean he doesn’t do commitment? I’ve never seen a woman at his place, but maybe it’s because he’s no good at getting one? “I’m afraid you’re setting yourself up to get hurt, Rosie. You’re going to get attached. You always do.” I shake my head, wishing I could tell her everything so she’d understand.

But I won’t because even if by some bizarre twist of fate, I get attached, she doesn’t understand that once the curse is broken, I’ll be free to find the love of my life with no stress, no problems. According to Phillip, all previous pain and relationships will be forgotten.

But I can’t tell my sister that, so instead I deflect. “I don’t always get attached,” I say, and she gives me a pitying look.

“Percy,” she says as evidence to the contrary. My mouth screws up in irritation.

“Percy is not evidence I get attached, he’s a nuisance I can’t get rid of.” She tips her head and raises an eyebrow in disbelief.

Okay, so, maybe I found Percy near the garbage behind my place not long after I moved in, and he was so tiny, I had to bottle feed him. The rescue agency was so busy and couldn’t handle another baby, so I offered to foster him until he was big enough to be adopted out. And when he was finally big enough to adopt out, I decided to keep him, but mostly because it seemed cruel to take away the only person he knew after what was already a long and traumatic life.

That’s not getting attached, that’s having a soul.

“The bird at Mom’s?” I sigh and roll my eyes. Tweety, the bird that lived in our childhood home, was a baby I rescued when I was a teenager. She had a broken wing and I nursed her back to health, and when she was all better, I built her a little home inside to make her comfortable and happy since I figured kicking her out would, once again, be cruel.

Once she’d assimilated to life with humans, she couldn’t just go back to being a wild bird. That would have just been mean. She died a year or two after Mom did, and it tore me up.

“Those are animals, Vi. Humans are different.”

“You give yourself completely to anyone who needs your help,” she says, and it sounds like an accusation.

“Jack doesn’t need my help,” I say with a roll of my eyes.

“His grandfather… ?” she says, like I’ve completely lost the plot. Oh, yeah, I forgot she thinks I’m doing this out of the goodness of my heart and for no self-serving reason.

“He’s haunting my place, so it’s really helping me, not him.”

“What about all of his socializing?”

“What?”

“The man doesn’t go out, Rosie. Suddenly, he’s out and about all the time, walking around town whistling. Saying hi to everyone he sees. Everyone is talking about it. I know it’s your doing.” Is that true? No way. I look over at Jack, who’s smiling at Mr. Crockner and making small talk with him. Small talk! Jack Haggerty!

That one I can’t deny.

But honestly, I have to think anyone who spends a chunk of time with me becomes slightly more chatty. It’s inevitable. I’m not overhauling him or helping him overcome anything. At all.

“You’re reading into things far too much,” I assure my sister. “I’m fine. I’ve got this under control.” She stares at me with doubt in her eyes but must see the determination in mine because she lets out a sigh and shrugs.

“Alright,” she says. “I just love you and worry about you.”

“Maybe you should find a friend-with-benefits nerd like I did. It does wonders for your worry levels.” She lets out a loud laugh, then shakes her head at me.

“Not happening,” she says, then she tips her chin toward Jack. “Go. Be with your hot nerd friend-and-definitely-not-anything-more guy.” I want to argue at the sarcasm in her tone, but I choose the high road instead and just roll my eyes and shake my head.

“Love you, see you later,” I say, reaching over the counter to hug her.

“Love you more,” she tells me, returning the squeeze before I walk over to Jack.

While I contemplate eating at Vi’s place, now that I know she’s going to pick apart our every move, I’d much rather be in the comfort of one of our own homes. “Want to take it to my place? I have to feed Percy, and although he likes your grandfather, Phillip unfortunately for him cannot grab cabinet handles or pour cat food.” Jack smiles, then presses a kiss to the side of my head that I feel all over.

“Sounds perfect.” The smile he gives me is soft and sweet and filled with so much emotion. I could overthink it, but then my name is being called, and Jack is stepping away to grab our order before waving at my sister as he guides me out. She gives me wide eyes, and I try to ignore them before Jack holds my hand the entire walk back to my place. It’s silent as we move, but not in an uncomfortable way, and try as I might, I can’t seem to stop thinking about what Violet said.

But I’m not falling into my old ways of helping someone out and becoming attached, because Jack is helping me, which never happens. Which I never allow. I know if my sisters knew that part, they’d see it differently, understand we truly are friends.

Friends who are temporarily fucking since there’s no way we could have the time to get with anyone else while we work on our mission.

Easy.

Truly, a win-win. Economical, even.

Percy rubs on my legs when we walk into the bookstore, and even though it seems cute, I know it’s just because he wants me to feed him. He’s been that way since he was a kitten, sweet and gentle when he wants something. When Phillip floats down to greet us, he smiles wide, eyes focusing in on our entwined fingers. Rolling my eyes, I let go of Jack’s hand before bending to grab Percy and scratching behind his ears. I make my way up the stairs and head right to the cat food cabinet, Jack and Phillip chatting behind me.

Jack gets our breakfast set up on the coffee table while I feed Percy before we both sit down. “God, I miss food,” Phillip says, hovering around us, and I roll my eyes.

And then we eat our breakfast as our strange little crew.

It’s the best Sunday morning I’ve ever had.







CHAPTER 20

Jack

23 days until Halloween

“Hey, Jack Attack,” Rosie calls as she walks into my shop. I don’t fight her on it anymore, because there’s something so Rosie about her calling me that, I can’t be mad. And although all things deeply Rosie used to annoy me to no end, I can’t seem to muster up that same irritation anymore.

It’s been almost a week since our night getting the moonflowers, and she’s spent nearly every night since in my bed. There was one night when we stayed at her place because she had a late-night book club, and I waited for her upstairs, talking with my grandfather. I still haven’t wrapped my head around the fact that he’s here, and though I keep trying to get as much time as I can with him before he’s gone again, he seems much less bothered by that same pressure, always telling me to spend time with Rosie instead. That night, she made sure to cast a spell to keep him out of the bedroom and block sounds, but we didn’t do anything more than some below-the-covers hand action since neither of us is fond of my grandfather being nearby while I fuck her. Thankfully, we made up for it the next day when Rosie texted me around lunch and asked if I had time for a quickie at my place.

The answer was yes, obviously.

My biggest hurdle to finding a partner in the past was that, with my business, I didn’t think I’d have enough time to devote to her. However, I’m finding I always have time for Rosie.

Except today.

“Hey,” I say quickly, my eyes never leaving my computer screen as I look at the checklist I made two weeks ago and triple-check to make sure I have everything on the list. Next, I need to print a dozen papers for each attendee and then head over to the grocery store to pick up the catering order I placed. Then I have to clean my store even though I stress-cleaned it this morning when I was slow.

She moves through the store to her normal spot, perching her peach ass on the edge of my counter, and I look up, watching as she moves my things aside to do that.

“Can you not?” I ask, exasperated. Her brows shoot up on her forehead, but I’m an idiot, so I don’t take the hint that I’ve overstepped. “I just organized all of that stuff how I wanted it, and you messed it up.” She looks around at the empty store with confusion before looking at me, reading my face in a way I don’t like, but she always does all the same.

“Is this a bad time? Should I… should I go?” There’s a look on her face, something hidden beneath the flirtatious indifference she always wears. I take a deep breath.

When I get stressed, I can be rude, and Rosie doesn’t deserve that. It’s just another reason I’ve been single for so long: until I can manage my own emotions like an adult, I’m not going to put a woman through having to deal with my shit. “No, no. I’m being a dick. I, uh,” I start, putting a hand to the back of my neck and taking in a deep breath, closing my eyes to settle myself. “I’m sorry. I’m just a bit stressed.”

“About?” she asks, and when I open my eyes once more, she’s still watching me, raising one of her perfectly manicured eyebrows. Mine are full and can be wild, which is why she’s always rubbing one of her soft thumbs along them, like she desperately wants to tame them. I groan, trying to decide whether or not to admit what’s happening, but considering she and I are closer right now than I’ve ever been with anyone, and I’m quickly tipping over the edge of my anxiety, I spill.

And even though I don’t want to admit it, it feels good to get it all off my chest.

“A month ago, I decided to advertise a game night at the shop, thinking no one would really sign up. I said it would be awesome with snacks, games, giveaways, and tables all over from six to nine, but I didn’t really think many people would sign up. It could be a tester, see if this was something I could actually do. Dip a toe into it.” I take another deep breath, trying to chase away the tightening in my chest before continuing. “Unfortunately for me, people did sign up. Enough that I had to create a fucking waitlist.”

Her eyes light up. “Jack, that’s—”

I cut her off, on a roll now. “And that would be amazing, especially since they’re probably going to make purchases today and they all paid an entry fee and it’s a smart promotion, but now I have to have fifteen people in here in six hours and five of them are bringing their girlfriends, apparently, because they’re codependent and can’t leave home without them, which I get because hell, I’m also anxious about hanging out with new people, obviously. But I have no idea what I’m doing. I have to set up tables and check inventory and make the game packets and pick up the food I ordered, and I’m overwhelmed and I know it’s not fair that I took that out on you, but honestly, I usually keep to myself so I’ve never really had to interact with people when I felt like this and you walked in and… well… yeah.” I take in a deep breath when I finish my tirade and even though it leaves me feeling a bit relieved, embarrassment creeps up behind it.

“That sounds like fun,” she says simply, and I blink at her. “When does it start?”

“Six.”

“Okay, so six hours until we have to be ready? Give or take fifteen minutes for people who inevitably get here early.” Early? People will show up early? “Where’s the food at?” she asks, clearly blind to my panic.

“What?”

“You said you ordered food?”

“Yes,” I say, unsure of where she’s going with this, but also realizing the clock is ticking, and as much as I like chatting with Rosie, I don’t have time for this today. “Snacks and whatnot. Catered trays.”

“Where did you order it? I can pick it up. I’ll grab lunch while I’m out too. I haven’t eaten yet. Have you? We’ll have to order dinner in, in case anyone comes in really early, but Prima delivers, so that shouldn’t be a problem. That is, unless you want something more balanced,” she says of the pizza shop next to her sister’s bakery. I blink at her.

“I don’t understand,” I say low. She smiles wide, somehow knowing what I mean, like she always does. She reaches out, touching my cheek.

“I’m going to help,” she says.

“What?” I’ve noticed that Rosie never gets annoyed by confusion, instead slowing things down for me, explaining a dozen times if needed, in different ways until I understand what she’s saying.

“I’m going to help you with your event. I love events, I’m sure you’ve noticed.” I have. It’s actually why I started this godforsaken event, because I saw Rosie constantly running in-store events and book clubs, getting people from all over to visit her little shop, and it sounded like a smart idea.

One I’m deeply regretting right now.

“You don’t have to help me, Rosie,” I say, running a hand over my hair. “I’ve got this.”

“You helped me before. Now it’s my turn.”

“You’re crafting a potion to help my grandfather move on to the other side. I think that’s enough to balance it out.” She gives me a disbelieving look.

“And I have completely selfish intentions with that as well. Plus, we’re friends, Jack. Friends help each other.” She stares at me, waiting for me to accept her offer, but I’m stuck on the one word I’m starting to hate more and more.

Friends.

Because that’s all Rosie and I are, after all. Friends.

Just friends. Friends who fuck and go on quests together, but as she loves to remind me, friends. And in just a few weeks, her family curse will be broken, so she’ll be free to bump into her soulmate or whatever the fuck, leaving me… I shake my head gently, not wanting to think about it.

“Oh, come on, Jack, don’t be a—” Clearly, she interpreted my need to clear my mind from a downward spiral with a rejection of her help, but the truth is, we both know I’m in no position to turn her assistance down.

“Sorry, no, I… yeah, I’d love your help.” She smiles wide and pure, making me happy I accepted her help, if only so I could get her beaming smile again. She hops off the counter and moves toward me quickly, putting her arms around my neck and pulling my head down to press my lips to hers as if I’m doing her a favor instead of the other way around.

“Oh, this is going to be so much fun! Can I stay for the event? I’ve never actually watched one of these games in progress, and I’m so intrigued.” A blush moves across my face, and I can’t help but smile, nodding and pressing my lips to hers.

“You want to hang out for my nerd event?”

“Absolutely,” she answers without hesitation.

“Then, yeah. You can be on my team.” She squeals with excitement and claps, and I can feel a part of her settle deep into me, so deep I don’t think she’ll ever be free, not even years after this mission is over and she’s settled in with her dream man and her two point five magical kids and their white picket fence.

But hey, maybe we’ll still be friends then.

I’m learning that I like having Rosie as my friend.

[image: ]
By the time five thirty rolls along, the nerves are still there, but they aren’t as all-consuming as they were before. I no longer feel like a large animal is sitting on my chest, stopping me from taking a full breath. Instead, nervous butterflies float in my stomach, but it’s the kind that is more excitement than genuine nerves. With Rosie’s help, I feel completely prepared to handle tonight. I know I would be in a much worse state right now, when the bell chimes over the door as my first guest walks in, if it weren’t for Rosie.

It also helps when the first person to show up is Ryan, whom I met at the fall festival. I’m glad that the first person I’ll have to greet and engage with is someone I’ve not just already met, but have talked to a good bit since we exchanged numbers.

“Wow, it looks great in here,” he says, smiling wide and looking around the decorated shop. I follow suit, taking in the transformation Rosie did over the last six hours. The tables where games will be taking place are draped in green and black tablecloths and decorated with some kind of garland, something Rosie took responsibility of, and they look better than anything I could ever have managed. She found some kind of printable decorating set online that I think was technically for a birthday party, but with her skill it looks professionally done. I stood in awe as she hung black and purple streamers along the ceiling with her magic from a stash she had in her store. Food is laid out on a table, and she even assembled gift bags with freebies and a pamphlet for tonight’s activities for each guest, different than the admittedly ugly stack of things I had planned to hand each of them.

“Ro—” I start, stepping to Ryan and putting a hand out to shake his, but Rosie cuts me off as he grabs my hand.

“Isn’t it amazing? Jack’s been working so hard on this, and I really think it’s going to be such a hit!”

“It is,” he says with a nod, turning to her. “How’s it going? Didn’t really pin you as a gamer.” She shakes her head and lets out a small, tinkling laugh.

“Oh, I’m not. Jack’s tried to teach me a couple of times and I’m totally lost. But you know if someone needs help, Heartwood Hollow steps in.” He nods like this is common knowledge everyone in town knows, and maybe it is: I’ve never made much of an effort before Rosie came into my life to learn. But that’s changed recently. The week after the fall festival, I met with Mrs. Hanna and we made plans for a joint sale weekend, where customers could get a Five Realms–themed craft and a pack of cards for a discount if they visit both shops, and late last week, I met with the owner of the local antique store to talk about comics, cards, and second-hand pricing. Even Ryan’s been chatting with me a bunch since then, coming to the shop a few times, once not even with shopping in mind: he just walked to talk about our shared interests.

I’ve been more engaged in this town in the past month than I have in the entire three years since I moved here, and I know there’s one person to credit that change with. My eyes are locked to her, lost in my thoughts, when Ryan speaks again.

“Anything I can do to help? Looks like you two covered everything yourselves for the most part. I wish you had called me up. I would have been happy to come early.” I shake my head and open my mouth to tell him no, but Rosie cuts me off.

“Actually, we ordered pizza from Prima in case anyone needs real food instead of just snacks, but their delivery is super backed up. Any chance you can go pick it up?” she says, and I turn to her, eyes wide with disapproval. She can’t ask a guest if—

“Oh, for sure! Anything else you need?” Ryan asks, looking at me. Again, I shake my head.

“No, no. And you don’t have to do that, either. I appreciate it, but it’s not necessary. You came here to enjoy a night of games and—” He looks at me, confused, and my words trail off.

“That’s what friends do, right?”

Over Ryan’s shoulder, Rosie smiles wide, nodding and giving me two big thumbs-up. I stumble on my words, and I think I say thank you through my shock and confusion as I realize he’s right. Somehow, I’ve made a second friend in just a few weeks, all thanks to the woman who can’t seem to contain her joy. I give Ryan some cash, and he heads out to get the pizzas. When the door closes behind him, I turn to Rosie, whose smile is still taking over her entire face.

“Look at you, finally being a real local, making friends and whatnot,” she says as she steps closer to me. I open my mouth to argue, but she shakes her head, her face going soft. “I’m proud of you, Jack.” Her words are gentle as she wraps her arms around my middle, looking up at me with soft eyes and genuine pride on her face. With the look, the panic that had started to build up once more in my chest melts away. “This is a lot for you, but you’re killing it.”

A million responses flood my mind, and then I come to the conclusion that none of them are appropriate for a friends with benefits situation like we have and would surely screw up whatever we have beyond repair. Instead, I lean down, pressing my lips to hers, my hands lifting to cup either side of her face. I kiss her, sweet and hard, and hope that somehow, in some small way, she understands everything that today means to me: her trust, her belief in me, her help, her kindness.

The kiss lasts long enough that I lose track of time, simply kissing this woman who, suddenly, I’m realizing my world is starting to revolve around, and letting myself forget about any kind of expiration date it might have. It breaks when the bell over my door chimes, and I spot three men entering, one of whom I remember bought three tickets for the event. My pulse pounds once more, and my gaze shifts down to where Rosie is smiling wide.

“Game time,” she says, then steps back and greets the customers with a happy grin.
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Two hours later, I look around my packed shop in awe. The room is filled with more people than have ever been here at once, with each table full and people dotted along, watching the ongoing games. More guests stand along the side of the room with plates of the snacks Rosie set out and has been refilling before they can get too low, and I realize I did it.

We did it.

My first in-store event is a complete success, with laughter and talking and new friends being made. I’ve already had two people come up to me and ask if this is going to be a regular thing, and the sales from this night alone prove that I could even reduce the entry ticket fee and still make it incredibly profitable.

But even if I lost money tonight, I know I’d want to do it again. Tonight has given me the same feeling I felt years ago in school when I’d spend the night with my friends in someone’s basement, playing around a table. Laughing, giving out tips, trading cards, and enjoying this nerdy community, it’s what made me want to turn this place into a business, but it seems the fun has gotten lost in my quest to create a successful business. I need to find that balance again. Maybe it’s just like Rosie was saying about magic needing balance: my life needs it just as much.

“Hey, babe,” the woman in question says, as if she knew I was thinking about her. She comes to me, and my eyes follow her, warmth moving through me. Despite my being an ass to her this afternoon, she’s been on it all evening, making sure everyone is having a good time while I handle the gaming and sales aspect of things. That balance has also been felt tonight in this aspect, with Rosie being the effervescent, personable host, answering basic questions, ensuring everyone had a drink or snack, and introducing people if someone looked lonely. If I’m being honest, she’s a big part of why this whole night not only felt doable, but like something I’d want to recreate. Gratitude takes over me, bubbling over until I need to have her in my arms. I wrap an arm around her waist and pull her into me, pressing my lips to hers. As seems to be the way, once she’s in my arms and once my skin is on hers, the world calms.

She giggles against my lips and pulls back, looking at me with the most joy-filled smile, and for a moment, I can see it. A future with Rosie where this is normal for us: she helps me with my events, I come and fix her heater, and we spend all of our nights together. Where she calms my nerves with a simple kiss and a confident word, where…

But like a tidal wave crashing over me, I remember that this isn’t that.

This is not a daydream about a future together type of relationship.

I knew that to be the truth a week ago, two weeks ago, but this might be the first time I’m forced to come face-to-face with that fact, and I’m not sure how I feel about it.

Thankfully, Rosie speaks, and I don’t have to think about that much longer than necessary.

“Do you mind if I take a couple of the girls across the way, let them have some late-night shopping?” She tips her head toward a group of three women who came with their boyfriends tonight. One waves at me with a smile, and I nod my head before turning to Rosie. “They’re a little bored—not that this isn’t the peak of entertainment, but—” I smile, cutting her off with another soft press of my lips to hers.

“It’s not for everyone. I get it.”

“Anyway, I was talking to Carlie, who came with Steven, about the new shifter romance I got in last week, and she said she couldn’t find it anywhere because it’s been sold out. Then Grace heard we were talking about books and, well, one thing led to another. I thought it would be a fun way to keep everyone even more content.”

Didn’t Rosie once say something about a gamer boyfriend and a reader girlfriend being the perfect pair? Maybe there’s something to that, a way for our shops to work together in the future.

Or just a good way to explain why you two work so well together.

“Of course. That’s smart—I’d appreciate it. I definitely want to do this again, so I want to make sure everyone has a great time.” She gives me a wide smile, pressing another kiss to my cheek before stepping back, then giving a thumbs-up to the women behind her. Then she moves to the side of the room where a few other guests who aren’t participating are chatting. She talks to them, pointing to the women near the door, then across the street, and the others nod. Another woman and a man, whose girlfriend is sitting at a table absolutely destroying Ryan, following her. She waves at me before ushering the group across the way.







CHAPTER 21

Rosie

23 days until Halloween

“That was a lot,” Jack groans, falling onto the couch in his apartment above the shop.

“Yeah,” I say with a wide smile. “But it was fun.”

And surprisingly, it was.

Or maybe it’s not surprising at all, since I’ve found I always have fun with Jack.

I flop on the couch next to him, and I snuggle into his side. His chest rises and falls with a deep breath, and warmth and calm wash over me as his own body eases beneath me. I thought about using my magic a few times throughout the day to ease the stress he’d been feeling, but decided against it, and I’m happy I did. I wanted him to do this on his own, feel and harness those nerves, so when his next event came, he knew he could do it. His arms come down to pull me closer into him, and I melt further into him, my hand lifting to brush along his arm.

Tonight was perfect, really. Ryan came early, and even though Jack felt weird about it since he was technically a guest, he helped a ton. He helped some attendees find what they needed, taught different game rules, and, of course, hyped Jack up the entire time. I knew they would get along well, since Ryan is outgoing and friendly, if a little overly excited sometimes, but they’re an even better match than I could have imagined.

And once Jack got over his nerves and social anxiety, he was the perfect host, and it was a blast watching him in his element for once. He knew the answer to every question, was able to guide players into ways to use their cards more efficiently, and was the king of the party. Each time someone complimented him, a deep blush burned over his cheeks, so unused to anyone complimenting him, and it was sweet.

When a few of the partners who came to support a player showed interest in going across the street to check out my shop, I also couldn’t stop thinking about what a perfect match our shops could be. My mind started buzzing with ideas about joint event nights, maybe an occasional book club and a game night at the same time, though it would probably mean I wouldn’t get to hang out with Jack. My hand continues to roam over his arm absentmindedly as we sit in silence, my mind roaming over ideas.

It seems Jack’s mind is also roaming with his next words.

“I’m sorry, I don’t want to…” I look up at him when he starts and see a blush burning over his cheeks. “Do anything. Tonight was a lot. If you want to leave, I totally understand.” I give him a soft look, then try to sit up, but his arm tightens around me, making it so I can’t leave.

“That’s fine,” I say with a shake of my head. “I have nothing going on for the rest of the night. Unless that’s code for hey, get out, I want to be alone. I won’t be offended in the least.”

He looks at me with a bit of shock on his face, and I try to understand where it’s coming from before he clarifies.

“No, no. I just meant… you know, if you had any expectations… I don’t want you to be, uh…” His blush becomes somehow deeper, and I have to fight a laugh from leaving my chest, not because I want to make fun of him, but because he’s just so freaking sweet. “Disappointed.” A beat passes before I shift to straddle him, holding his jaw in my hands and smiling down at him, seeing the exhaustion mixed with accomplishment written clear across his face.

I understand now where he’s coming from. The fact of the matter is, we’ve never spent time together without doing something. But still… “We don’t have to fuck all the time, you know that, right?” That blush burns brighter.

“I just thought today was already so far past the fuck buddy expectations that—” The laughter finally wins, escaping my chest in a burst of joy, unable to be contained any longer.

“Fuck buddy?”

His brow furrows in confusion. “That’s what we are, aren’t we?”

I tip my head to the side and smile gently at him, my thumb brushing over his high cheekbone, stubble grazing along the pad of my finger.

“I mean, yeah. We’re fuck buddies. But I think we’re also friends, too, Jack.” My heart swells with the smile that takes over his face, warmth moving through me even though there is a voice in my head telling me I’m getting far too comfortable with this. With him. With us. “Friends can hang out.”

Friends. A word I never in a million years thought someone could use for Jack and me and our once tumultuous relationship, but here we are, fucking any free moment we have, going on a magical quest together, and helping each other with very run-of-the-mill nonmagical life moments.

I guess that could be classified as friends. Right?

“Okay, well, what do you want for a late-night dinner?” I smile. “I can—” I start, and he groans, dropping his head back dramatically and making me laugh.

“Rosie, after all the elaborate help you gave me today, at the very least let me feed you.” Despite his dramatics, when he settles his gaze back on me, I realize he means it and wants me to let him do this.

Who am I to deny him that?

“Okay, Jack. I’ll let you feed me.” And when he smiles wide before giving me a soft kiss, I know I made the right choice.
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“I think it’s the journalist,” I murmur, shifting on the bed and moving until I’m on top of him, my chest against his as I set my book aside, too tired to read any longer.

“Hmm?” I realize that his game is paused, and I wonder for a moment how long it’s been like that. The controller is set aside, a foot away. We ordered Chinese delivery from a place still open one town over and spent the last two hours with my head in his lap, the blanket of his bed a mess around us, me reading silently while he played his game. Occasionally, his hand would move, running through my hair while a new level loaded, and once in a while, I would look up and ask a question about the game. He’d patiently answer and would entertain me when I told him about what was happening in my book, providing details when I gasped at different moments. I’m reading a suspense romance where there’s a serial killer on the loose in a normally sleepy small town. This author never fails to have me on the edge of my seat, and I’m thoroughly enjoying having someone to tell about all of my theories.

All that to say, it’s been the most peaceful, perfect night I’ve had in a long time.

“In my book. The killer? I think it’s the journalist.” He gives me a soft smile that shines in his eyes more than it’s written on his face, and it goes straight to my stomach, filling it with sunshine warmth that radiates out.

“Hmm. Would make sense, since they’ve been on the scene every time someone was found.” I refuse to let my mind stop too much on how he’s clearly been listening every time I tell him about the story I’m reading—not when everyone I’ve ever dated has always gotten annoyed by my excited need to tell them about my books. I’ve never had that: a man who was not only willing, but also content to just be with me for a night, reading and being together in relative silence, and somehow was happy just to hang out together, separately.

Thankfully, my mind doesn’t have to linger there too long, not when his face goes sincere and his hand cups my cheek, a thumb brushing over my cheekbone. “Thank you, Rosie,” he whispers. My brows furrow in confusion.

“For what?”

“Being okay with doing nothing.” I shift then so I can see his face clearly and give him a small smile, hoping he understands just how much I mean my next words when I say them.

“I can’t think of anyone I’d rather do nothing with more, Jack.”

Because I can’t.

And slowly, I’m realizing with an equal mix of awe and panic that it’s the truth, and in just over three weeks this will be over and the curse will be broken. I’ll be moving on to find my one true love, and for a split, insane second, I wish I could stay cursed just a little longer.







CHAPTER 22

Rosie

18 days until Halloween

“I think this might be the most difficult one we’ve done,” I say with a sigh as I stare at one of the last ingredients we need on our list. I should have prioritized getting this one, since now that we’re faced with it, I’m not sure how we’re going to manage getting it in time.

Hair from the most powerful man in town.

Now, how the fuck am I supposed to get that without getting arrested?

“Who do we think would qualify?” Jack asks, looking it over as he sits next to me on my couch. With just over two weeks until the full moon, I’m feeling the increased need to finish collecting the items we require. I twist my mouth left and right, trying to think, but the answer seems obvious regardless.

“Probably Mayor Greenwell. I can’t think of anyone who has more power than him, except for maybe Mrs. Hanna, but it says man, so…” My words trail off. It would be so much easier if this potion weren’t misogynistic, as well. Mrs. Hanna is definitely the most powerful woman in Heartwood Hollow. She’s on every board in town, headlining almost every fundraiser, knocking it out of the park, and leading the business committee. People would be much more likely to listen to her than the mayor if push came to shove. But alas, this potion recipe was probably written by some arrogant warlock years and years ago, by the likes of the man who got us into this predicament in the first place.

Men.

They’re always making things so much more complicated than they need to be.

It would be as simple as could be to just go into Mrs. Hanna’s shop and get a hair from her, but instead, I have to get a hair from the mayor.

“That makes sense. So… we need one of his hairs?” Jack asks. I nod and sigh. “Can you use your magic? Send your magic into his house to grab one off his pillow?” I shake my head.

“I don’t know the layout of his house, so I couldn’t confidently tell it where to go. There’s too high a chance it would either get the wrong hair or nothing at all.” Percy moves past us as we sit on the couch in my apartment, rubbing along Jack’s legs. He bends a bit to pet my cat absentmindedly, nods as if he understands, and I think, in his own way, he genuinely is starting to understand how things work.

For someone who was sidelined by the existence of magic recently, he’s been a fast learner.

“So what are you thinking?” Phillip asks, floating in a loopy circle. I roll my eyes as the pesky phantom. Jack and I have made a habit of coming to my place for dinner recently, for Jack to spend time with his grandfather before he passes along to the other side. I tell them both it’s for Jack’s benefit, but the truth is, my ghostly roommate has kind of grown on me, despite being annoying and meddling, and I think I’ll actually miss him once he’s gone.

“I think he goes to Clips and Snips for his hair,” I say, telling him the idea I’d been brewing on for a few days. “The problem is, I don’t know what days he goes in. If we did, I could absolutely get a clipping, even if it’s by stopping by on the day and time of his haircut and dropping something nearby. I could pretend I’m dropping off treats or flowers from my sisters. They do that to local businesses often, and I’ve done drop-offs for them on slow days.”

“We’d need to know his schedule?” Jack asks, and I nod.

“I could ask Sienna, his personal assistant, but I haven’t been able to figure out how to make that sound… natural, you know? If I could get into the book of the barbershop and just… see, it would be easy peasy.”

“Why can’t you just go in and ask?” Phillip asks. I roll my eyes again.

“Because it would be incredibly suspicious if a random citizen in town wandered into a barber she does not frequent personally and asked when the town’s mayor was getting his next trim,” I say, deadpan. “It would probably get me on some kind of a list, and some of us are still going to have to live in Heartwood Hollow after you drink that potion.”

Phillip opens his mouth to add something, then closes it, like he decided it wasn’t a wise choice. I stare at him for a long moment, skeptically, before I realize Jack is quiet beside me as I bicker with his grandfather, and I turn to look at him.

“Jack?” I ask, confused. He looks at me for a moment, which makes me pause before speaking.

“I can do it.”

“You can… do it?”

He nods. “I mean, I can try.” I tip my head in confusion, not understanding.

“You can?”

He nods again, and my brow furrows. Jack, who was too shy to talk to members of the business committee to help his own business, can go into Clips and Snips and make small talk?

“I have… an in. I can make an appointment and scan over the datebook when I do.” Phillip lets out an amused sound, but I ignore it, turning fully to Jack.

“An in?” That all too familiar blush burns across his cheeks before he nods and explains.

“I used to date Jeanette.” My body stills, a mix of confusion and another emotion I won’t look at too closely taking over.

“The receptionist?” He nods. “Jeanette Smith?” I clarify further. He smiles and nods. I don’t… I don’t know how to handle that. Jeanette is an absolute bombshell, all tits and ass and a fuckton of hair anyone would be jealous of, and she knows how to work all of it. The idea that Jack dated someone, someone as gorgeous and sexy and outgoing as Jeanette, just… doesn’t fit.

“When?”

He reaches behind his head and scratches the back of his neck before shrugging, but answers all the same. “I don’t know. We stopped seeing each other maybe… six months ago?”

“How long were you together?”

“Is that jealousy I’m sensing, Rosemary?” Phillip asks, and I fight the sudden urge for my jaw to go tight, instead giving the ghost the middle finger.

“No. I just…” I want to know because about eight months ago, Jeanette came into my store looking for a book. She told me she was really into some new guy she was dating and wanted to keep the happy feeling going.

There was no reason not to, but for some reason, I didn’t think she was ready for a love pick. So I pointed her in the right direction of the rom-coms and let her shop on her own, not giving her a love match. It’s haunted me since, especially when Violet told me that a month later, Jeanette came into her shop upset and looking for a pick-me-up.

She’d been dumped.

By Jack, it seems.

And I can’t help but think part of that was my fault, that if I’d given her a love book, she would have found her magical happily ever after. Despite the guilt eating at me even now, I can’t help but feel that tiny spark of satisfaction burning in my chest. The idea that Jack is single might have something to do with me.

Not that it matters.

I’m cursed.

I can’t fall in love.

We’re just fuck buddies, as he put it.

And once this curse is broken, I’ll go off on my merry way and find the true love of my life once and for all.

“I’m not jealous. I’m just… surprised. I hear all the Heartwood Hollow gossip. And you don’t… people.”

“I’ve been with women, Rosie,” Jack says with a smug smile. It takes everything in my being not to react to those words, to the idea of him having been with other women. “I just don’t date them, not really. I don’t go to dinner with them or spend nights playing video games or going on adventures with them.” His words are pointed, his face assessing, and my stomach starts to turn in on itself. His words are so intentional, but I don’t have the guts to actually ask him, so I don’t. Instead, I smile and widen my eyes, raising my eyebrows repeatedly. He rolls his eyes and continues on. “Anyway, I think she thought it was more than it was, so I broke it off before things got too… complicated.”

I wonder if that happens a lot, Jack making people feel special and different, only for it to be a miscommunication. A sense of relief washes through me that we won’t have that problem, not with everything coming to an end when the full moon hits, of course. I wouldn’t want a miscommunication to ruin the friendship I’m learning to value. I give him a tight smile before turning back to the task at hand.

“I’m surprised because… well, you know,” I say without meaning it.

“I don’t,” he says with a teasing smile that tells me he very much does know. “I think you should tell me explicitly what you were surprised about.” Phillip chuckles, entertained by the back-and-forth, and I roll my eyes, trying to ignore the burning blush that is creeping down to my chest now.

“That you dated someone in town? That you’re suave enough to land a hottie like Jeanette?”

“I landed you, didn’t I?” My pulse rockets again, and in that moment, I think he’s spending way too much time with me because he’s getting way too good at the comebacks. Who is this man across from me, and what has he done with my shy, grumpy neighbor?

I clear my throat, but I’m unable to clear my mind as well. Still, I take a deep breath and grin. “Point made.”

“We weren’t dating, per se. Well, I didn’t think we were. It was just a… benefits thing,” Jack explains.

“Friends with benefits?”

He shrugs. “I guess you could call it that.” It settles heavy and uncomfortable in my stomach, a foreign feeling taking root. Jealousy? Hurt?

I’m not sure, but the fact that this isn’t Jack’s first foray into friends with benefits settles over me. Is this not… special to him?

“Less friends, though,” he clarifies, as if he can see the thoughts running through my mind and wants to mollify me.

It doesn’t matter, though, I remind myself. This is fun. This is just friends. Friends don’t care about friends’ sexual or dating history, not really. “So… are you sure you want to go there? Maybe I should, if there’s bad blood between you both,” I offer, trying to change the subject. “I could go and try to butter her up.”

He shakes his head. “That would be a bad idea.”

“What? Why?”

“She, uh… I don’t think she likes you.” He cringes at me, and I blink back at him.

“I’m sorry?”

He shrugs. “She doesn’t like you.”

“But I’m… I’m… I’m delightful.” A small smile tips on Jack’s lips.

“Well, she disagrees.”

“Well, she’s an idiot,” I say. Jack’s smile turns entertained, and he lets out a small laugh like he can’t fight it back before wrapping an arm around my waist and tugging me into him.

“Yeah, she is. But she’s also…” He pauses, contemplating how to say his next words before proceeding. “She came in a few days ago. Asking if I wanted to get coffee with her. See if we could… work things out. Try again.” I lift an eyebrow taking him in skeptically, my stomach in knots at the thought of Jeanette, gorgeous Jeanette with her lustrous long hair that I could only manage with a tonic if I remembered to put it on every single night (unlikely), with her curves and her somehow flat-as-a-board stomach that I couldn’t have if I even wanted to because I will never stop eating sweet treats on the regular, and her sex kitten voice that even I think is hot, striding into the Gaming Den with reconciliation on her mind.

“And?” I ask.

“And,” he says, using a hand to smooth some of my hair back. He does that a lot, pushing hair behind my ear or my shoulder, like he’s worried it’s in my face, worried it’s bothering me. I used to wear it back when I was working to avoid just that, but I’ve found lately I’m letting it go more and more. “Before she got an answer, a small redheaded witch rushed through the doors and attacked me because she guessed the ending of her book correctly.”

I blink, trying to remember the day. I remember the book because I’d been telling him about it a few days earlier. It was the mystery and suspense romance I’d been reading after his event. When I finished the book on a slow day at the shop, I realized I’d been right and instantly needed to tell Jack about it. I flipped my sign to closed and nearly sprinted across the way to tell him.

When I work through the memory a bit, I do remember him talking to… someone, but I was so excited that I couldn’t focus on anything other than telling him. And then his arm was around my waist, and he was tugging me into his side and pressing a kiss to my hair, giving me a soft, good job, babe, so I was a bit distracted.

But apparently, he was standing there with Jeanette. And she was asking him about their friends with benefits situation, only for me to flaunt my own in her face.

Oh, god, that was so uncool of me. But also, a small, very petty part of me giggles and steeples her fingers maniacally. I push her aside and put on my logical thinking hat.

“So what, you’re going to go in and flirt with her and sneak a peek at her appointment book?”

“Pretty much.” He shrugs like it’s no big deal, but I’m skeptical. This is Jack we’re dealing with, after all. “Wanna go now?”

I stare at him for another beat before shrugging reluctantly. “Sure.”

He stares at me again, then smiles wide before pulling my face into his, kissing me.
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“Hey, Jeanette,” he says as he walks into the barber shop, well over an hour later, after we went to his place so he could change his shirt and got… distracted on the couch. I stare at my phone with rapt attention. I spelled both of our phones, so his is recording their interaction and displaying it on mine, but his screen looks totally normal. I can also tap on mine to see different angles of the shop. That way, I can watch without being there and screenshot the appointment book when she hopefully shows it to him.

I said it was because I wanted to make it easier to see the datebook so I could take note of what we needed, and he could stay focused and play the game. But now, I’m not sure why I insisted on it. Partly, I think, because I wanted to watch Jack turn on his apparent inner flirt, but a part of me, the jealous part that has been far too loud and possessive as of late, insisted as a form of self-torture.

“Hey there, Jack. Didn’t expect to see you here,” Jeanette’s voice perks up when she notices him walk in, and my jaw goes tight. I’m sitting across the street on a bench, and I can kind of see them moving through the big glass windows, but not much. On my screen, I watch Jeanette put her elbows on the counter and lean forward. From this angle, I can’t see it, but I just know her healthy cleavage is spilling out over the low top she’s wearing. I tap on the screen to get a different angle, to watch Jack instead.

“Oh, you know. Need a haircut soon.” A beat passes, and Jack gives her a wide smile. My pulse is pounding, which is weird because I don’t care who Jack smiles at. Of course not.

That would be outside the scope of our just-friends agreement.

“I think it looks good.” Her hand reaches out and touches his hair, coming into view. Her voice is soft and sweet, and I can see it, for a moment, Jeanette and Jack. Hell, even their names sound good together.

Maybe after the dust settles, I’ll tell Jack to go for it, to try something with Jeanette.

After the curse is broken and I find my true love, it won’t bother me as much, of course.

“You’re sweet,” he says. “What do you think I should do?”

“You’ve got a strong jaw, so you can handle just about anything, Jack. You know that. Plus, you’re so handsome.”

“An honor from a gorgeous woman like you.” A giggle comes from her, and my jaw tightens, so I should probably worry about my teeth’s health. Instead, I force my grip to loosen on my phone and take a deep breath.

This is a part of our quest.

More importantly, this is not real, what Jack and I have. It’s probably just the lingering impacts of the kiss bond or just the fact that he’s the person I’ve spent the most time around. I never did get around to researching the side effects, much less asking my sisters more about it. I wouldn’t want them to get the wrong idea, after all.

“Anyway, do you think Kate could fit me in in the next couple of days?” She grimaces like she’s unsure.

“Oh, I don’t know, she’s pretty busy.”

“Can you check to see if there’s a spot you can fit in a friend?” His voice is smooth and confident, and for a moment, I have to double-check that it’s Jack.

“Friends?” she asks with awe in the word.

Oh my god. He is so good at this. So good, if I didn’t know him at all, I’d probably think he was a cocky asshole. And for a moment, I can’t help but wonder why he’s never tried to use it on me. Has he really always been so uninterested in me, only accepting our agreement after a magical bond and because it’s convenient? Acid churns in my stomach with the words.

“Aren’t we friends? You came to my place recently to ask if we could go out for coffee, right?” Bad move, because his smile falters just a bit.

“And then Rosie Mayfield came in.” She says my name with malice, and I roll my eyes. Despite what I said to Jack, I’m pretty sure she’s hated me since I won prom queen my junior year when she was a senior.

“Oh, Rosie? We’re just neighbors. She comes in like that all the time, all excited.” Just neighbors. My breathing becomes shallow, and I force myself to even out my breaths.

“It seemed a little… friendly.”

“Well, yeah. We’re friends,” he says, and my gut twists.

“The way we’re friends? The kind of friends you want us to be? Because last I talked to you—” Jeanette starts, and this is going so badly. We’re going to have to find another way to get the mayor’s hair fast. I guess I could just use a spell to grab it from his trash, make multiple variations of the potion with whatever I find. And if we mess it up, we can try again next year and Jack and I can remain—

“No, no. Rosie and I aren’t the kind of friends you and I are. You know that,” he says, giving her a soft smile, reaching out and grabbing her hand. I stuff down the way that grates against me, but I can’t focus on it for long because he’s speaking again. “So. The schedule? I can make almost anything work. If you show me the calendar, I can see when I could come over here.” A beat fills the silence before she sighs.

“For you? Of course, Jack.” Then she slides the calendar toward him, shifting so she’s leaning across the desk and grazing his shoulder.

“Let me pull up my calendar to double-check,” Jack says, then lifts his phone and presumably starts tapping the screen to open his calendar. But when I tap my views, I realize his camera is pointed right at the schedule so my magic can get the best angle, and I start taking screenshots over and over, even as I see the mayor is supposed to come in the day after tomorrow for a haircut. I also happen to see it’s Jeanette’s day off, something I’m wildly grateful for because it won’t be too hard to come in and do my own flirting with Tom, the weekend receptionist who usually takes over when Jeanette’s not on. Tom has a soft spot for me and has been trying to get me to give him the time of day for years, though he’s totally not my type.

Perks of being in a small town: you know everyone’s business.

They make plans for Jack to come in next week for a haircut he doesn’t really need, and I secretly hope he cancels, not just because it’s a day Jeanette is working, but because I kind of like the slightly overgrown look he has going on, the waves of his hair a bit more unstyled and untamed than normal.

But that doesn’t matter, I guess, my opinion.

We’re just friends after all.







CHAPTER 23

Rosie

18 days until Halloween

I turn off my phone once I secure the information we need, but that uncomfortable feeling still pools in my belly, waiting for its opportunity to strike and torture me.

It’s not jealousy, of course. It’s probably the idea that he and Jeanette had—and, from that interaction, might in the future, have—something going on, and I can’t stand Jeanette. While I wait for Jack to be done, I get up and move a few benches down so he won’t be walking out right to me like we planned. I try not to think too much about what’s happening in there and find myself failing miserably.

You’re being stupid, I remind myself.

This thing between us will be over soon, as anticipated. We’re both going to go on our merry way, and I’m finally going to fall in love like in all of my books. I’m just a little nervous, is all, and who wouldn’t be, really? I’ve been waiting what feels like my entire life for this, and it’s so close I can taste it. It would make anyone nervous—the idea of knowing that the next person you date will most likely be the one you fall in love with and spend the rest of your life with.

I’m excited for it. Really, I am.

I’m still lost in my thoughts when Jack comes into my line of vision, a small smile on his lips, like even he knows he did well with his mission. I can’t help but return his grin as I stand, meeting him in the middle before we both start slowly walking toward our homes. It’s a warmer day today, the perfect fall afternoon, and since the barber is barely half a mile from our store, I had suggested walking. But with the strange and uncomfortable feeling swirling under my skin, I’m not sure how I feel about a twenty-minute walk with Jack.

“Did you get the time? I scanned it when I could, and I saw his name on there for tomorrow, but I didn’t catch the exact time.”

I nod. “Yeah, I saw it. Two o’clock tomorrow,” I say. We fall into another silence before he lets out a small laugh.

“That was easier than I expected,” he says.

“Me too.” I did think we’d need a backup plan, that I might have to send Poppy or Vi in later to try and get the info, or risk a spell at his house. “You… you were so smooth,” I say with a shocked laugh, and he smiles at me, wide and content like he knows he did a great job, but I’m still baffled.

How did he do that? He flipped the switch with expert precision. Like someone who… does that all the time. Which is completely unexpected from Jack.

“I’ve flirted with women before, Rosie. Believe it or not, some women are into the built nerd thing.” I blink a few times and shake my head, pushing at his firm arm playfully.

“I know that, of course.” I try not to add that I am one of those women, but when he smiles, I’m pretty sure he sees it written on my face. We’re taking the back way to our places, and I stop walking between shops, standing with my hand on my hips, too flustered to keep going. There goes playing it natural, I suppose. “But you’re you. You are not the king of flirting and cocky smiles. You’re… stuttering and getting mad and blushing as I push your buttons.”

He stops, too, turning to look at me, three or so feet between us, his brow furrowed.

“No, I’m not,” he says, and the tiniest smirk tips up at the edge of his lips, like he’s fighting it back. If I weren’t watching him intently, I’d miss it, but I am, so I don’t.

“Love the confidence, Jack, really, it’s adorable, but you are. You might not realize it, but you absolutely are the shy nerd.” His head tips to the side, but a bit before shaking his head.

“I’m not, Rosie. I was voted the biggest flirt in high school.”

I blink once, twice, three times.

“No, you weren’t,” I say with a disbelieving laugh, but his face isn’t showing deceit or laughter.

He’s dead serious.

“Oh my god, you’re being serious?”

“Rosie,” he says with a small smile, stepping forward. I take a step back, my back toward the brick wall of the alleyway, and he takes another step to close that gap until our bodies are just inches apart, his hand resting gently on my hip. “I know how to flirt. I’m pretty good at it. I realized pretty young that I wasn’t half bad looking, and if I just leaned into it, I could get a girl. I’m awkward, but I know how to make it work for me if I want to. As a kid, I read and watched shows and figured out that being a quiet nerd was something girls liked, so I made it work for me. I have social anxiety when I’m talking to normal people, but if I lean into the facade, I can get a woman.”

“You don’t use that around me.” That smirk turns into a full smile, his hand lifting, brushing over my cheekbone. I realize belatedly that a part of me is jealous. Am I so unattractive to him that he never wanted to win me over?

“Because you get under my skin in two point five seconds and I can’t maintain it around you.”

I roll my eyes. “Or you’ve just been so uninterested in me that you didn’t feel the need to bother,” I mutter in a childish pout. He shakes his head and smiles at me, the kind of smile you give a kid who is trying to come to terms with the fact that fairies aren’t real or that there isn’t a man in the moon, though, for the record, both of these are actually true, but don’t tell anyone.

“You’re not getting it,” he says under his breath, almost to himself. My brow furrows and my mouth opens to argue and ask what he means, but then he’s taking another step closer to me, moving me so my back is pressed to the brick and his front is against mine.

“Jack,” I whisper, confusion mixing with something totally different and hot in my words.

“It’s just you, Rosie. You’re the only one who gets me frazzled. You’re the only one who gets under my skin, who makes me blush and stutter. You’re the only one who I couldn’t flirt with because, since the first day I met you, you got me tongue-tied. I grunted at you and acted angry with you because I was. You made me so annoyed, cracking through my perfectly curated cover. I’m not an idiot: I’m conventionally attractive, I work out, I have common sense, and own a business that, while nerdy, more than pays the bills. I can overcome whatever confidence hangup I have. But you, you make me feel like I’m fourteen, still awkward and scrawny and nerdy, but with none of the other benefits to even the playing field. It drives me crazy—it’s always driven me crazy.”

Breath is suddenly hard to get into my lungs. “Is that why you hated me?” I ask, my words faint and with the barest hint of something that sounds a bit too much like hope for my own sensibility. He dips his head then, pressing his lips to mine, a hand on my jaw to tip my head where he wants it, the other gripping my hip like he’s afraid I’ll get away from him if he doesn’t keep me in place. I give in to the kiss, parting my lips, suddenly desperate to taste him, to reassure myself that he’s mine.

If only temporarily.

The kiss gets more and more heated, his body pressing into mine, my hands moving to tangle in the back of his hair as he shifts, a leg moving between my legs, his arms and hands moving to my hips to situate me until my center is settled over his hard thigh. A low groan leaves my lips, and he smiles into the kiss before breaking it.

“I never hated you, Rosie. I was so into you, it pissed me off that I kept fucking up my shot. Then things just kept getting worse and worse, and I kept making more and more of a fool of myself, that eventually, I decided it would be easier—safer—for you to think I was annoyed by you instead of a bumbling idiot whose tongue got too big for his mouth every time you were nearby.”

His words settle in my gut with a warmth I can’t be feeling, the reality of his words crashing down around me.

Jack never disliked me.

In fact, it was the exact opposite.

He was so into me, he couldn’t act normal.

Now what the fuck am I supposed to do with this new intel?

But common sense comes in on the trail of this revelation with another, oddly more logical explanation: the kiss bond. It hasn’t been too long since it wore off, and I’m not sure of the long-term effects or how constant interaction after the strands faded would impact things. My magic is just weakening his memories, making him see things where there were none.

It should ease my nerves, and in a way, it does, but it leaves the sticky feeling of disappointment I can’t wash away in its wake.

“Jack, I—” I have no time to finish my dismissal because his lips are on mine, kissing me hot and deep, lips and tongue and teeth nipping, and each shift fans the flames of need settled in my belly and sends heat through my veins. I groan quietly into his mouth when the hand on my hip shifts me, guiding and grinding me against the denim of his pants. I’m wearing a skirt with tights today, and I feel every single inch of that grind.

Finally, he breaks the kiss, lips moving to the spot right beneath my ear as he continues to guide my hips back and forth.

“But for right now, I’m enamored by you and I really want to see if I can make you come in this alleyway with just my thigh between your legs and my lips on yours.” A breathy noise leaves my lips. “But only if you promise to keep quiet.” My pulse goes wild, and Jack’s lips tip higher, knowing his effect on me. I should say no.

I should tell him we need to get back to his place.

I should do just anything but nod.

But I do. I nod and whisper, “Okay.” He smiles wide before his lips are on mine again, and his hands are shifting my body. The cocktail of emotions in my gut churns and churns, a mix of all-consuming jealousy and heat and anxiety that I won’t look at too closely, not in this lifetime, but I swat it away and focus on the most pressing things: the feeling of his leg against my pussy, the look in his eyes when I said okay, and the way I can feel his pulse pounding in time with mine as my pleasure builds.

I’m close just moments later, probably from the mix of adrenaline and the idea that anyone could see us here like this, when his hand stops on my hip, holding me in place, my swollen, needy pussy pressed against his leg. With my thin panties and tights, I wouldn’t be surprised if there’s a mark on his jeans, but I can’t think of that, not as I force myself not to let out a loud noise of protest.

“Tell me you were jealous, Rosie.” His words, low and gravelly, roll through me with heat, making me tighten against him.

“I—” I try to protest, but his hand moves again, grinding, this time his leg shifting to increase the pressure on my clit, and I have to bite my lip.

“Tell me you were jealous that I was flirting with Jeanette.” I fight the sudden urge to tell him to stop saying her name. I don’t want to even hear it on his lips. “Admit that it made you fucking nuts and I’ll tell you about how I felt when you walked into that bar with your tits out and your sweet little dress, every man’s eyes on your ass, to go sweet-talk your ex.” My words clog in my throat as I think about the look on his face when I walked in, the way his jaw was tight.

Was he jealous then?

Back then? But we weren’t… anything then. We were neighbors, enemies turned unwitting partners… we were…

I never hated you, Rosie. Suddenly, those words might not fit into the perfect little box I forced them into moments before.

“Tell me, Rosie,” he whispers, his head dropping to nip at my jaw.

Common sense and self-preservation leave my mind.

“I was jealous,” I say in a quiet confession. “I was jealous because she wants you and right now, for a short time,” I add that part for myself as much as to prove a point, “you’re mine.”

“Yeah, I am,” he growls, barely a breath, then his hands are moving again, pressing more, pinning me tightly to the wall so all other thoughts besides him and his body and the pleasure he’s bringing me leave my mind. There is no full moon, no curse, no Jeanette. Just Jack and me and this alleyway. “Now I’m going to make you come here, nice and quick on my thigh before I take you back to my place and fuck you until you scream my name, a reminder of just whose I am.”

“Okay,” I concede in a breathy whisper, and he lets out a chuckle before moving quicker, faster, just the way I need and want, like he somehow knows my body better than I do. Better than anyone ever has. “Yeah. That’s it.” His fingers dig into my hips as he rocks me back and forth over his thigh, my breathing becoming heavy.

“So fucking pretty and so at my fucking mercy.”

“Yes, yes.” Unable to keep my head up, I drop it on his shoulder with the pleasure rushing through me. He bites at the back of my neck, then growls low.

“Fucking come, Rosie.”

And I do.

Right there in the back alley in broad daylight with no magical reason to explain my sudden lack of sensibility, I come on Jack’s thigh, biting into his shoulder to hold my moan back.

And after, I let him take me back to his place and fuck me hard and fast, pulling another three orgasms from me before he follows me over the edge. As we lie there, panting and naked after, Jack tucking my body into him, all I can think is, suddenly, I’m not so sure I want to forget all of my relationships post–curse lifting.







CHAPTER 24

Rosie

15 days until Halloween

It’s anticlimactic, getting the last item, the bark of a northeast willow tree. I simply have to go two towns over to find it, spend a total of $14.37, and it’s done.

Upon bringing it home, I set the bag with the bark on my desk alongside all of the other ingredients, including the hair I had gotten two days earlier. I had gone to the barber shop with some treats from Violet’s, lying that I was just delivering a neighborly gift. After flirting a bit with Tom, I said hello to the mayor, who was already halfway through his trim, hair clippings scattered about on the floor. While chatting, I clumsily dropped my phone right over a lock of his hair, then swiped both up, securing the goods.

Now we have all the ingredients for the potion to help Phillip cross to the other side. And I…

I am miserable.

Even more so because for the last item on our list, I went alone. When I woke up this morning in Jack’s bed and told him I was going to Fair Meadow after I closed the shop early to grab the last item, he told me I could go alone because he had an appointment of some kind.

Alone.

After weeks of him insisting he join me on every task, he lets me go on the last one alone.

I’d rolled over onto him, giving him a small smile that felt fake. “So you trust me?” I asked. His hand lifted, sliding up my back and to my face, tucking my hair behind my ear slowly and softly, almost reverently.

“More than you could know,” he said low, and something about it settled in my gut. If I’m being honest, I can’t quite tell if it’s in a good way or not. We walked to Vi’s together to get coffee before separating for the day. When I closed up shop and glanced across the street, the lights were off in his shop, the sign flipped to closed, and it was the same when I returned.

Now it’s nearly seven and I’m still waiting for Jack to text and beginning to wonder if he will at all. Maybe his appointment went long. Maybe he doesn’t feel well. Maybe he just wanted some alone time.

He technically never promised he would get in touch with me after he was done, and really, he doesn’t owe that to me. He owes me nothing.

We aren’t that after all.

Inevitably, my mind moves to other possibilities, as is my curse. Not of the magical variety, but of the anxiety variety.

Maybe now that we have everything, he’s over hanging out with me.

Maybe this was much more temporary than even I thought.

Maybe he didn’t even like me, only saw the opportunity to get some while we completed our adventure.

Maybe this is just one last reminder of why I desperately need this curse lifted: men suck.

Maybe—

But then I hear it as I lie in bed, overthinking. The tiniest clink. I sit up, looking around and trying to see what it was. When I see nothing nearby, I think it must have been in my head, or Percy may have knocked something off a counter. Yes, that must be it. Meddling Percy is constantly getting into trouble. But when he lets out a little meow, probably thinking that my sitting up might mean a second dinner for him, I realize it couldn’t have been him.

It was in my head. I start to lie back down to fall into my thoughts again, but I hear it once more, and this time I manage to catch the direction it’s coming from.

My window.

A tree branch? A bird? A—

A third hits, and then I stand, both anxious and curious. Phillip moves through a wall until he’s in my room with me.

“What did I tell you about not using the door to my bedroom?” I haven’t put a permanent enchantment on my room for fear Phillip will accidentally get caught in here, but now I’m wondering if maybe I should.

“There’s hubbub going on in here. I thought that meant the rules were off. What if it were someone trying to attack you?” I give him a look.

“And what would you do about it, oh incorporeal figure?” I deadpan.

“Tell Percy so he could attack,” Phillip says matter-of-factly, almost like he and Percy have long had this conversation and come to a conclusion about what to do if an intruder comes in. I give him another confused look and open my mouth to argue, but another something hits the window. It’s too much happening at once, so I shake my head to clear it before deciding to deal with Phillip—and possibly Percy—later, before moving to my window. I’m not sure what I expected to see in the grass beside my building, but it surely wasn’t Jack. My heart pounds, and his wide smile gleams in the dim light.

“Jack? Is that you?”

“Who else would it be, Rosie?” I blink because he has a great point, but still…

“What are you doing out there?” I look around the side of my building and realize slowly what’s happening, though none of the pieces are falling into place. Maybe he’s losing it because he’s standing outside of my apartment, in the fall cold in just a T-shirt, his phone raised high in the air while it plays music.

And he’s smiling. The man is smiling, like he just got a home run or won one of those games he loves.

“Throwing rocks at your window and playing music. Turns out, it’s hard to find a boombox these days. The only one I could find needed ten of those giant batteries, so I figured I’d just modernize it.”

“What?” I start, so confused, but his smile somehow widens.

“Come down here. I’m freezing.”

“Come up here!” I say.

“No, we’re going to my place, come on.” A million butterflies flit around my stomach before I smile and shake my head, slipping on my cozy shoes and grabbing my phone.

“Watch Percy, okay?” I tell Phillip, whose ghostly smile is wide and knowing, though I don’t have the mental capacity to question that. He nods, and before he can say anything else, I’m out the door and running down the stairs, feeling giddy for some reason.

Jack is at the door when I get to the bottom of the stairs, and he smiles wide at me, a reflection of what I know is the look on my face. Then he reaches for my hand, twining his fingers with mine and tugging me across the cobblestones that separate our businesses.

“What’s going on?” I ask as he unlocks the door to his shop, despite the fact that he clearly just left. We couldn’t be two more opposite people, and I like that about us.

“I have a surprise,” he says with a nervous smile.

“Jack Haggerty, you have a surprise for me?” I say with a gasp, hand going to my chest.

“Okay, don’t get too wild with it,” he says with a laugh. “It’s not a big deal. It’s just… a fun night.” I look at him skeptically before he leads me up the stairs to his apartment, where he unlocks yet another door. I smile and shake my head at him, and he gives me a bashful one back over his shoulder before pushing it open, and I stare… confused.

“What is this?” I ask, looking at his living room. There are bags and boxes all over, and the room is a mix of different smells.

“We’re traveling tonight,” he says, and the look I give him, wide eyes and raised brows, must be humorous because he laughs, pulling me into his side and pressing a kiss to my hair like he can’t help it. “From the comfort of my living room.”

“I don’t—”

“There are only three stops on the agenda today, but each one has some kind of food, a movie, or an activity, and some music.” I blink, still confused, and he must take it the wrong way before he’s taking my hand and leading me to one spot. “For an appetizer, we’ve got Japan. I thought it could be fun to make our own sushi. I went to the local Japanese restaurant, and they gave me all the food we needed, and I grabbed the mats at the store. I queued up a video for the how-to, but if it’s a mess, I also got us salads.” A lump forms in my throat as the reality hits me.

“Next is Mexico, and I got elote, chips, and salsa from that place in Diamond Ridge that’s been on TV a bunch. I’ve had it before and it’s wildly good, but that green one is deceptively spicy. For dinner, we’ve got Indian, and I googled a bit to find a good Bollywood movie, though I’m open to suggestions if you have one. Then we’ll end in Italy with cannoli.” He smiles wide. “Mostly because I love cannoli.”

After his speech, he stands there seemingly awkwardly, staring at what he’s set up for us—for me—but all I can do is stare at him, looking at him in a different light.

“Did you have an appointment today?” I ask low and then I see that blush move over his cheeks. Finally, he turns to me and shakes his head.

“No,” he answers, then his face goes nervous. “You said you had it covered, though, that it was easy. Was it not? Shit, Rosie, I—” Panic and guilt start to take over his face, and I cut in before it gets worse.

“No, no. It was. It was just a trip to the store.” I stare at him, trying to put pieces together, to understand what this means, and I… can’t. I can’t seem to make it make sense. “You lied so you could…” My brow furrows.

“So I could set this up. Yeah. I mean, I probably could have gone with you, but I wanted to make sure it was all… perfect. You said you wanted to travel, and I can’t afford or make time for us both to run off to another country, but I could bring a small piece of it here, you know?” I do, but I’m still baffled by the move.

“You did all of this because I mentioned I wanted to travel?” He shrugs like it’s no big deal, but to me, it is.

To me, it’s the biggest deal.

“You deserve to know what a grand gesture looks like.” That telltale blush moves over his cheeks and it warms my belly in response. “You know, before the curse is lifted. So you know what to look for. We don’t want you, uh…” he rubs a hand over the back of his neck, suddenly looking embarrassed, “… settling.” He looks around the room again as if not sure what to do, but I grab his hand and force him to look at me.

“Thank you, Jack. I can’t tell you what this means to me,” I say low, hoping he understands just how deeply I mean it. He gives me a small, gentle smile, pushing my hair behind my ear before dipping and pressing the softest, sweetest kiss I’ve ever experienced to my lips.

“Any time, Rosie. Any time.” Then he shifts back again and turns to our adventure. “Ready to make some sushi?”
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Later that night, long after we’ve gone through each country and my stomach is perfectly full with amazing food (for reference, I was able to make a pretty decent sushi roll while Jack opted for what he called a “free form” version after his fell apart), Jack’s fingers graze along my arm as we lie on his couch. Some movie is playing, but I couldn’t tell you what it’s about or if it was a part of the travel date.

Night, I remind myself. Travel night. This was not a date. While Jack called it a grand gesture, it wasn’t actually a date. Just a reminder that if someone wants to give you an experience, they will. A friendly little push, a reminder for when this curse is broken and I’m able to find my Mr. Right for good.

Though, as of late, I haven’t even really thought much about finding my soulmate, something that is so far from my normalcy. I’ve been far too consumed with breaking the curse and finding the ingredients Phillip needs to pass to the other side. Right? Right.

After a few minutes, his hands move to my neck, looping a finger on the chain there and shifting it back and forth, a soothing and slow pattern that has my busy mind slowing. He moves in a way similar to how I do when I’m nervous, playing with the amulet to distract myself. It feels right, though, his fingers tugging at it, the tips grazing along my skin.

“You’re still wearing this,” he murmurs low, and my eyes open before shifting to look at him.

“Yeah. I always wear it.”

“Except at the club.”

I nod. “It holds magic: you can’t bring anything into that club that contains or wields magic. It’s against the rules.”

“So when you’re wearing it, you can’t kiss-bond people?”

I nod, though I’m confused by his line of questions, since we already went through this. “Yeah. It blocks it from taking hold. My sisters and I all got them when we were preteens. When it’s off, any nonmagical person I kiss is bonded to me temporarily.” My breath catches when his fingers move up and around my neck, before his fingers are at the clasp, undoing it. Gently, reverently, he removes it, clasps it again, and sets it on his coffee table.

“Let’s do it again,” he says, voice low once his eyes are back on mine. My brows furrow as I take him in, tipping my head to the side.

“Again?” My brain is working down lower with his hands on me, with his body so close, so it takes a minute to realize what he’s proposing. “You want me to bond you?”

He nods. “Just… just for the next couple of weeks. Until the curse is broken. It was a rush, you know?” I nod because I do. Bonding with Jack was unlike anything I had ever felt before. But I can’t help but recoil at his words, at him calling it a rush. Despite everything preceding our own bond, it’s supposed to be intimate and special, not something you do for the fun of it. His brows furrow; he’s clearly reading something on my face.

“What? What did I say wrong?”

I shake my head, then try to shift away.

“No, tell me. I said something wrong.” He tries to move over his thoughts before landing on something. I realize quickly that it is the right thing. “Shit, I didn’t mean your magic was a rush. Well, it is, of course. God, I’m fucking this up.” One of his hands comes up, rubbing over his face as he takes in a deep breath, his other hand still holding me tight so I can’t escape.

“The magic was a rush. But that feeling… the intimacy of it. The closeness. The… need. Fuck. I want to experience it once more with you. Before this is all… you know.” The dread curls in my stomach, the same way it has every day this week, as I thought of ending our time together.

It’s just the uncertainty of it, that’s all, I remind myself for the thousandth time. It has nothing to do with Jack. It’s the fear that, if my love life is still in shambles when there’s no curse to blame, I have no option but to realize I am the problem.

And despite it all, I want to feel that too: the intimacy, the need that filled my veins for Jack. In fact, it would be smart to know what it felt like before I did it with my one true love. What if it’s too much? Or not good? Or ruins something? I should know that, after all.

“Oh,” I say, finally. “That makes sense. I think it would be… very satisfying.” Those are the only words I can think of to describe how I think being with Jack while bonded would feel. Or at least, the only ones I’m comfortable with saying out loud. He smiles then, like he sees right through me and my hesitation.

“Have you ever had sex with someone while on the bond?”

My gut turns and churns, and I realize I have never told him the truth.

“I uh,” I start. “I’ve never done that with anyone.”

“Had sex while bonded?”

I shake my head. “None of it. The kiss bond? I’ve never done that. Never, uh, had the opportunity.” He stares at me for long, long moments before I start to word-vomit an explanation. “My mom gave me my locket. She warned me of the impacts, that it would undoubtedly expose my magic to anyone I bonded with, and I needed to trust that person fully. She basically talked the fear of god into me, so I told myself I wouldn’t do it unless I were in love. And, well, with the curse…”

“You never did it with anyone,” he says, understanding, and I nod before we fall into a silence. It’s not uncomfortable, but also not… great. Finally, he breaks it, staring at my lips.

“Can I kiss you, Rosie?” It’s sweet and soft, and I know he’s saying so much with it beyond can I kiss you.

Can I ignite the bond?

Can I be the first?

Do you trust me?

The answer to each of those three questions is the same, though, so I whisper it aloud.

“Yes.”







CHAPTER 25

Rosie

15 days until Halloween

His lips don’t touch mine.

Not immediately. Instead, his eyes go hot, and the sweetest smile I’ve ever seen slides over his lips, and he sits up, forcing me to do so with him before his hands are on my hips, guiding me off the couch.

“Stand up, Rosie,” he says, and even though I’m confused, I do as he asks. I’m rewarded for my obedience when his arms cross behind him, tugging until his long-sleeve Henley is off, tossed in some corner without a concern. My eyes follow it on instinct, but I never find it because I’m distracted when he reaches for me. The touch of his fingers on my heated skin snaps me back to attention, but I don’t watch his fingers as they move: I watch his face, fascinated by the subtle change, by the clear focus written there.

Slowly, reverently, with need and desire and something else I can’t quite describe, he begins to undress me. His fingers glide up my belly underneath my sweater, moving to guide me to pull it over my head gently. When it’s gone, tossed into the same corner his shirt went, I reach for him, desperate for his lips on mine. My hands move to his jaw, trying to pull him into me, but he doesn’t let me. Instead, he shifts away, not in a way that I find alarming, but adorably frustrating, especially when he smiles at me the way he does.

“Patience, Rosie. We’ve got all night. We’ve got as long as we need.” For a quick moment, common sense speaks. Not as long as we need, it says. Only until Halloween. It settles uncomfortably in my gut, the knowledge, the confirmation, but then he’s leaning in, still sitting as I stand. He presses a kiss to the place right above my panties, and all thoughts of timelines and expiration dates are long gone from my mind. Even more when his fingers hook beneath the waistband of them, tugging them down just as gently as he’s done everything else.

This is not the normal version of us, the one where he takes control, where he bosses me around and I concede. This is different, achingly intimate in a way I should find worrisome, but my responsible mind is long gone, replaced by the one controlled by my need for Jack.

If it was still there, it might recognize that this is something more than friends with benefits, more than a placeholder until my happily ever after walks into my life. This is a complication, a diversion.

But I’m too far gone in him to even recognize it. Especially not when his hands move to my hips, when he pulls me to him until my knees are on either side of his hips on the couch cushion, when I steel onto his thighs.

His hands are moving, the fingers of one digging into my hips and lifting, guiding me to my knees, and the other going between my legs. I gasp as I feel his thumb on my swollen clit, pressing there before he slides two fingers inside me.

“Already so fucking wet for me,” he groans. I tighten around him at his words. I feel the heat of him beneath me, and even though pleasure fills me as his fingers crook inside of me, it’s not enough.

I need more.

I need him.

“Please,” I groan, my head tipping up, lips parted, desperate for his to touch mine.

“Not yet. I want you to come once for me, then you’re going to slide down onto my cock. When you’re still riding that orgasm, you’re going to fill yourself with me so I can feel it. Then you’re going to take both of us there again.” His words are fire to my already heated body, and I try to lift my head, to get him to kiss me again, desperate for that connection, but he doesn’t give it to me. He keeps his head down, watching where his fingers disappear into my body, where my hips move over them.

“Jack,” I whisper, his fingers working me hard before his head comes to rest on my shoulder, a heavy, heated groan leaving his lips.

“You’re so fucking hot, Rosie. Fuck. Take what you need, baby.” That’s all it takes, that reminder once again that Jack always gives me what I need, always tells me to take what I need after I’ve spent my entire life taking care of others and putting them first. A moment later my head is snapping back, my eyes slamming shut as my body trembles, as I scream his name, drenching his fingers, and I come, hard.

“Fuck,” he groans through gritted teeth, his fingers leaving me to move to my hips. The wet feel of them on my skin has my pussy clenching again, even more so when he lines the head of his cock up with my entrance, sliding just the tip in.

“Jack,” I breathe, still confused. He said he wants to initiate the kiss bond, but we haven’t even touched lips since he said it. “Why aren’t—”

But the words are cut short when one hand moves to the back of my head, twining in my hair and tipping it back with a gentleness that isn’t typical for when we’re together like this. My eyes take a moment to focus, pleasure and the promise of more pleasure still moving through me like a drug, before I see his eyes.

He’s hiding nothing.

Desire and need, and utter adoration are clear in his eyes. His hand shifts to my jaw, the other still on my hip, and his thumb moves over my cheek. It should stop me in my tracks, but I can’t do anything but stare at him, sure the same is reflected on my own face.

“You’re so fucking beautiful, Rosemary,” he whispers. “I need you to know that. SO fucking beautiful, and so fucking mine.” Confusion tinges my arousal, but I can’t focus on that. Not when I’m throbbing around him, not when he’s stretching me in the most blissful way, not when my mind is still filled with orgasmic bliss. And certainly not when he grabs one of my hands in his, placing it on his cheek and holding it there, his other hand moving to the back of my head to pull me down before I press my lips to his.

It happens, then, that familiar tingle of my magic coating me, leaving me, moving along him. Those ties that start in my chest and end in his, tightening, a now familiar ache setting in and easing with his closeness just as quickly.

The bond feels electric and soft at the same time. That feeling you get when you’ve laughed for hours on end with your best friend, mixed with the butterflies of your crush smiling at you for the first time. In books and testimonies, it’s described as euphoric and ticklish, as a nuisance, and also as orgasmic. It seems everyone has a different take on it, and according to some articles I found, even the person you’re bonding with can make it feel different.

For me, with Jack, it feels like that airy feeling of falling in love. That feeling I’ve been chasing my entire life, the one I’ve been reading about.

I wonder if it would always feel like that. If I kept a bond with someone for eternity, would it always feel like those first days, weeks, or months of falling in love? That blissful feeling of walking on air that I’ve always been told would settle into my soul when I found the person put on this earth to be mine: could the bond replicate it forever?

Thoughts are written over with feelings quickly, thankfully, as he starts to move my hips up and down, helping me to fuck him. We never stop kissing, bumping teeth and nipping at lips, and it doesn’t take long before I come with his lips on mine, the feeling starting in my chest rather than my pussy, though the euphoric feeling of pleasure tightening and then snapping takes over my entire body, and at the same time, he groans into my mouth, finishing with me. His hand on my hips holds me down, trying to get deeper, to join our bodies further than they are somehow, like he wants to somehow find a way to get even closer to me, a feeling I desperately understand, especially right now, when he’s inside of me, when I can feel our hearts beating in time frantically.







CHAPTER 26

Jack

11 days until Halloween

“Hey,” I say as I step into Meet Cute Magic. Rosie’s head pops up and she looks at me, her eyes wide and her smile glowing.

“Hey, you,” she says, setting the books she was organizing aside and moving my way immediately. The glittering strands connecting us flare, as I’ve started to realize they do when her emotions change. This time, it shifts from concentration to happiness as she steps toward me, closing the gap between us. The bond in my chest settles as her arms wrap around my neck, and she presses a kiss to my lips. “You’re early.”

I shrug. “I was slow, figured I’d come see you.” I don’t tell her that when the store got slow and my random tasks dried up, I couldn’t resist the pull of her any longer and closed up early to make my way across the street to her. I find myself wondering how people manage this bond long term, or if, after some time, it starts to settle in with consistency and comfort.

I guess I’ll never find out.

A wash of joy replaces my momentary melancholy as she smiles at me, enjoying my hint of honesty. Ever since we created the second bond, I’ve come to realize that it’s not just the need to be with her that I feel: I also feel her emotions, to a degree. Not enough that, if we were apart, I could pinpoint them, but more like if we’re together and I can hear her voice or see her face, it’s easy for me to distinguish. It’s also been much more manageable than the last time we did a kiss bond, though I think our constant time together and the sex have helped that greatly.

“Well, I’m glad. I’m about to close up anyway,” she says, tipping her head toward the door and moving that way before flipping the sign over to closed. Then she steps to me, putting her arms around my neck and giving me a deeper kiss, her fingers tangling into my hair. My entire body relaxes with her touch, as if to tell me this is exactly what I needed for that slow building tension to ease.

Rosie.

In my arms, her lips on mine.

I return the kiss, my hand going to her jaw to tip her head to where I want it. We kiss like that for long minutes before finally we break off, her panting breaths and her small smile making my already hard cock throb.

“Okay, so, now that I have you buttered up for me,” she says, her smile leaving begrudgingly. “I have a request.” I lift an eyebrow but smile at her, pushing a loose hair back behind her ear.

“Was that all part of your master plan? Kiss me senseless so I’ll do your bidding?”

She nods eagerly. “Oh yeah, definitely.”

“What do you need, Rosie?” I ask, trying to sound put off but knowing there isn’t much I’d say no to, not these days. She bites her lip, looking so sweetly nervous. I can’t help but smile, leaning down once more to press a soft kiss to her lips.

“Okay, so my sister called me today.” My brow furrows in confusion. “Poppy, I’m sure because they knew I’m much more easily guilted by Poppy than Vi. I’ve been…” She bites her lip and looks to the side, “avoiding them. They said I’ve abandoned them, but that’s just because they’re dramatic.”

“What? Why?” I know how important Rosie’s sisters are to her, so I can’t imagine why she’d be ditching them. But then another bright red blush burns on her cheeks, and I know. I have to fight a smile, as I guess. “To hang out with me?” She shrugs. “You know we don’t have to—”

“I know, I know,” she agrees. “But I want to. And you know, the full moon is in eleven days, so…” The unsaid words hang heavily between us, because we both know what that means.

This ends.

She shakes her head like she’s wiping thoughts out, then continues to speak. “Anyway, I have to spend tonight with them.”

“Oh, no problem. I can just—” I start, and despite my easy acceptance, disappointment floods me. But it disappears quickly.

“You can have dinner with us,” she suggests, then rolls her eyes and sighs. “Actually, my sisters kind of insist. They, uh… Her lips roll between her teeth, and she bobs her head from left to right before settling on an explanation of sorts. “They want to give you the third degree.” When I look at her, still confused, she groans, her head falling forward onto my chest. I let out a laugh, and when she’s ready, she looks at me again, resignation on her face. “They think we’re together because, you know, we’ve been spending so much time together and the kiss bond and showing up at Vi’s all the time.” I nod, understanding. “And we’re close. They’re my little sisters. We always insist on meeting the new boyfriend and asking him a bunch of questions. It’s how my sisters vet my dates for me.”

“Do they often approve of them?” I ask, suddenly nervous. Another cringe.

“No. Actually, they’ve never approved of a man I’ve dated, which probably says a lot, but it’s probably just because I’m their big sister and they’re protective, you know?” I nod, then shrug, seeing that this is kind of unavoidable, especially if I want to stay on Violet’s good side. I have no way of truly knowing if Vi is magically spiking my treats, especially if the bond has faded.

“That’s fine. Dinner tonight? I can make a reservation for… four?”

She stares at me for a moment, confusion written on her face, and moves through the bond. “You’re okay with it?”

“Well, yeah. You’re Rosie Mayfield. We’re… pseudo-dating. And if you don’t want your sisters asking a million questions or digging too deep, you probably need to act like this is normal.” She stares at me for long moments before a soft smile tips her lips.

“You’re a good guy, Jack Haggerty, you know that?” I don’t respond, but I don’t have time to, not when she’s moving back to her tiptoes and pressing her lips to mine.
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“Jack!” Poppy yells from across the parking lot as we walk to where her sisters are. When Rosie came out of her room in the tiny outfit that looked far too close to what one of the bar wenches would wear in the game she’s watched me play, I almost called the dinner off and fucked her through the night instead. But the smile that spread across her face and the proud way she twirled, making the short skirt and the fluffy tulle beneath glide up a bit, made me bite back my retort.

Instead, I just pressed her against the wall and showed her how much I liked it.

Unlike the last time Rosie and I spent the night outside, fall has officially come, and it’s definitely chilly. We’re all bundled up, except for Rosie, who told me her coat clashed with her outfit.

“Hey, Poppy, Vi,” I say with a smile, and fight being awkward when each of Rosie’s sisters comes over and gives me a small, friendly hug. When I look over at her, Rosie’s lips are rolled between her teeth, biting back a laugh.

“Which car are we taking?” Poppy says, looking around Rosie’s driveway behind her shop, where my car sits, idling so it would be warm for the girls when we climb in. Rosie told me Poppy never got her license, instead choosing to have her sisters drive her everywhere. Considering we live in a small town that has everything you might need in one place, and they are witches, I assume a car isn’t as vital as it might seem.

“Jack’s,” Rosie says, grabbing my hand and leading me there, her sisters following behind. I think I hear one of them whisper thank god, but I brush it off as I open the door for Rosie and the passenger side as well, so her sisters can slide in, slamming the doors once all three are in and jumping around to my side.

“Jack doesn’t trust my driving,” Rosie says as I slide into the driver’s side. She turns in her seat to look back at her sisters, who are buckling into their seats in the back. Even though I can’t see her face, I know she’s rolling her eyes and making an exasperated look at them.

“I don’t blame him. You’re a terrible driver,” Vi deadpans. Rosie gasps, and her sisters laugh, but Poppy pipes in next.

“Don’t act shocked, Rosie. You’re a terrible driver.”

“I am not! I’m an amazing driver.”

Silence fills the car, then after a beat, the car fills with laughter as if none of them can even believe it. This devolves into loving barbs at one another before they begin chatting, dragging me into their conversations about random things like favorite childhood costumes, Halloween candy, and whether or not there actually is a genre of Halloween music.

I don’t have much of an opinion on any of these things, though clearly the girls do. I give my opinion when I have one and listen to their incessant teasing, both of each other and me, and I think for a blissful moment that I would be happy if this were my life.

For dinner, I drive us one town over to Fair Meadow, and the Mayfield girls chat the entire ten-minute drive there, giving each other updates of menial things in their lives and dishing out random gossip they’ve heard. We park in a township lot before making our way two blocks to the restaurant I chose, which has a wide variety of foods, including a solid burger and fries. I picked it out knowing that to be Rosie’s favorite food and that they have a great vegetarian menu for Poppy. The town seems to love the holidays; every foot of our walk is decorated for Halloween, meaning the girls ooh and ahh at every little thing as Rosie and I walk hand in hand at the front of the pack, her sisters trailing behind.

We walk past a sign promoting a holiday hayride, and without my permission, my mind runs to a month or two from now, Rosie fully bundled up, a warm cup of hot chocolate in her hands as winter sets in, and coming back here for the holidays. I’m sure if the decorations are this good for Halloween, they probably go all out for Christmas, covering every surface in twinkle lights. If I recall, there’s a cut-your-own-tree farm nearby as well, and I can fully imagine Rosie dragging me here to get not just herself, but me a tree as well. I can’t remember the last time I put a Christmas tree up in my place, not because I don’t like them, but because I’ve never really had a reason to.

Rosie is definitely a reason to.

But then I remember that come Halloween, we won’t be… this anymore.

We’ll be friends.

Neighbors.

And a niggling part of my brain wonders if we’ll even be friends, considering I don’t know if I’ll be able to stomach watching her date another man, fall in love with him, start a life with him…

Not when I’m slowly realizing I want that person to be me.

I don’t have time to wallow in my newfound misery, though, because Rosie is tugging my hand in the direction of the restaurant, both sisters trailing behind us and giggling and whispering as they do, just like Rosie predicted.

I’m an only child, and most of my friends growing up were as well, but like most only kids, I desperately wanted siblings when I was young. Seeing Rosie and her sisters reminds me exactly why: a built-in circle of friends who both have your back and are willing to call you out on shit. I know it gets to Rosie sometimes, but I also know she loves it more than anything.

There’s a short line outside the restaurant, people checking in or waiting to see if they can be seated. We wait to speak with the host, though it’s not a drag, as Rosie and her sisters constantly laugh and talk, make up games, and argue with one another. I don’t talk much, but I don’t have to. It’s comfortable in a way I haven’t felt in a crowd in some time. Two or three minutes into the wait, Rosie backs up into me, and I wrap my arms around her. Her head tips back to look at me, a soft smile on her lips.

“I’m chilly,” she says. I smile and shake my head, before stepping back and shrugging my jacket off. I have a thick sweater beneath it, and we’re next in line, but Rosie’s lips are turning blue.

“I told you to wear a jacket,” I say low. Poppy lets out a sound then, and when our eye contact breaks, I realize both of Rosie’s sisters are watching us, with a look that’s a mix of intrigue and satisfaction. Rosie slips her arms into each sleeve before wrapping the oversized coat around her tightly, a soft noise of contentment leaving her lips. I pull her into me, her back to mine as we continue to wait, rubbing my hands over her arms.

“You know, you’re the first guy Rosie has let us spend time with,” Violet says after a long moment, taking us in. I feel Rosie’s body go still beneath mine, and it makes me pause with anticipation.

“Shut up, Vi,” she says, but there’s no heat in the words.

“What? He is! You never bring guys around us.”

“That’s not true,” Rosie says, shaking her head. I know if I could see her face, she’d be rolling her eyes at her sisters.

“It kind of is,” Poppy says. “You usually just drop in for five minutes so we can pull a hit-and-run inquisition before running off. You never let us actually spend time with your boyfriends.” This is news to me, though it explains why her sisters never approve of the men she dates. What kind of man wouldn’t want to spend at least a dinner with some of the most important people in her life?

“See, even Poppy says! And when Poppy joins in, that means it has to be true,” Vi says with a raised eyebrow directed at her older sister.

“I bring guys around you two. Only when they’re worth the effort of having to get the third degree from you. There’s a good shot you two would scare off any guy I bring around if I let you spend too much time with them, so I have to make sure I’ve hooked ’em deep enough.”

“So Jack is worth the effort?” I want to hear the answer, my pulse beating as Violet lifts an eyebrow at her. Silence fills our small area, and I can almost feel the daggers she has pointed at her sisters with her eyes, but then Poppy turns to me with a smile.

“Better question is, are you hooked enough in our sister to not get scared by our third degree? It’s pretty clear Rosie’s into you enough to ensure our madness, but are you in deep enough not to get scared off?”

“I think anyone who isn’t willing to have her sisters make sure they feel good about whoever she is spending her time with probably has something to hide and isn’t worth Rosie’s time,” is what I land on, trying to balance between not wanting to make things harder for Rosie and telling Poppy and Violet a bit of my truth: that there are a lot of people out there who would complain about having her sisters interrogating them, and I am very much not one of them.

I’m realizing faster and faster with each passing minute that I would do a lot of things to make Rosie mine.
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Four hours later, my stomach is full of treats that we had at Rosie’s place while her sisters chatted with my grandfather, and Rosie and I watched. Their interrogation had continued through dinner and the drive home, but it never felt invasive or uncomfortable, though Rosie told me nearly a dozen times You don’t have to answer that when her sisters would ask something personal. But I answered every single one, for some reason, comfortable around the Mayfield women. Then we came back to Rosie’s place so the girls could meet and talk to Phillip.

Apparently, ever since Rosie confessed that she had summoned him, they’d been dying to meet him. We sat anxiously for the first five or so minutes, terrified that my grandfather would spill the beans about the curse that Rosie had never told her sisters about, but he played the game perfectly, telling jokes and making Poppy and Violet laugh for an hour before Vi said she needed to head home since the bakery opened early.

“I’ll go feed Percy,” I say to Rosie, trying to give the sisters some privacy.

“You don’t have to, I—” 

I smile, pretty sure Rosie is just trying to avoid alone time with her sisters, but I shake my head.

“I know I don’t have to, but I’m going to. Take your time saying goodbye. Later, Poppy, Vi,” I say with a wave.

“You don’t—”

“Bye, Jack!” Poppy says with a smile and a wave.

“We approve, by the way,” Vi says with a knowing grin that looks much less sweet than Poppy’s.

“Good to hear. Get home safe,” I say, giving Rosie a wink before turning back to the kitchen. Poppy and Vi giggle before Rosie shushes them and ushers them out the door.

“I don’t know why I didn’t see it before, but he’s perfect for you, Rosie,” I can hear Vi say, and I look around, confused. They’re down in the bookstore, Rosie walking her sisters out, but it’s as if they’re in the same room when Poppy speaks next.

“No, literally. Who would have known your soulmate was the angry guy you fight with all this time?” My eyes shift to a vent in her kitchen that must go down to the bookstore, carrying up their words.

“I don’t know if—”

“Did he really read that book you love? The one you’re always trying to get me to read?” Violet asks. I roll my lips between my teeth, attempting to hide a self-satisfied smile as I pour Percy a bowl of food, his plump body moving along my shins as I do. Rosie had been going on and on about the suspense series she’s been loving for the past two weeks, and after hearing about it so much, she sold me on it. I’d been listening to the audiobook of the first book in the series for the past few days, but I hadn’t told Rosie about it. She started talking to her sisters about it at dinner, begging them to give it a shot so she would have someone to talk to about it.

“I listened to the first one,” I said right before the table went completely silent, three sets of similar eyes locking onto me.

“What?” Rosie had said.

“I listened to the first one. It was good. I don’t think I was really prepared for how… intimate it would be, but it was good. I couldn’t guess who the bad guy was.” I could feel the blush burning at my cheeks but tried to fight it back, especially when the bond between Rosie and me started to glow, the threads at my chest tugging merrily.

“You listened to the book I was telling you about?”

I shrugged like it was no big deal, because when I downloaded it, it didn’t feel like a big deal, just something I could do to feel more connected to Rosie, taking part in what she likes, the same way she always asks me questions about games when she comes to my place.

“You sold me on it. It was good.”

“Oh my god,” Poppy had whispered with wide eyes.

“He read her book,” Violet added under her breath, bending to Poppy as if having a private conversation while both of them stared at me. Thankfully, the server came before they could continue to ask about it, and after, the conversation moved on to some other obscure topic. But it seems it was not forgotten.

“I… I guess he did,” Rosie says, and while I can’t see the shrug, I can almost hear it.

“See? He’s perfect for her,” Poppy says to Vi.

“You called it,” Violet agrees, the two of them clearly ignoring Rosie.

“Guys,” Rosie starts, a mix of exasperation and panic coming through the kiss bond.

“I’m just saying. Don’t let this one go. He’s perfect for you, Rosie.”

“Eavesdropping?” my grandfather says low, scaring me and making me lose the thread of their conversation.

“What? No,” I say, my tone guilty even to my own ears. He gives me a look I saw plenty of times growing up, and I roll my eyes. “Not intentionally.” He harrumphs like he doesn’t quite believe me, but swirls above us all the same.

“The potion will be ready in a little over a week,” he says.

“Yup,” I say moving to the living room with him floating behind me. When I sit, I reach for the remote and mindlessly flip through channels. I need a distraction, something other than Rosie’s sisters telling her we’re perfect together or my grandfather rubbing salt into the wound.

“What are your plans after?”

“Plans?”

“After the curse is over. What are your plans? Rosie’s plans?” That churning worsens, but I fight it back, convincing myself it’s the residual panic of Rosie having to lie to her sisters that has me feeling that way, and I shrug as nonchalantly as I can.

“I don’t know. Rosie’s going to go off and find her true love, I guess.”

“Not you?” he asks. My body stills. “Her sisters seem to think you’re a good pair.”

“This is temporary. After the curse is broken, it’ll all be gone, right?” I tell him something Rosie and I have both repeated many times, reminding ourselves and each other more and more frequently lately.

According to my grandfather, once the curse is broken, Rosie will no longer feel emotions for anyone she was with previously. Neither of us is completely sure what that actually entails, though. I haven’t really been brave enough to ask him for clarification. Will it mean her emotions will be wiped, and we’ll be friends? Or my bigger fear: does it mean she’ll forget me altogether?

I haven’t mentioned that fear to Rosie yet, because it doesn’t matter. What’s done is done: why add more stress to her plate?

“Does it have to?” he asks, and my body stills as he echoes words a voice in the back of my mind has whispered many a time. Each time, I’ve buried it deep.

“What do you mean?” I ask. He looks at me, assessing me as only he was able to do. It’s like he’s seeing past whatever easy facade I’ve been wearing for Rosie’s sake, and as he does, he’s planting ideas. Thoughts. Possibilities.

Hope.

“Do you two have to end? You both seem pretty happy, is all I’m saying.”

“I—” I start, but then Rosie’s footsteps become clearer as she takes the stairs back up to us.

“Just something to keep in mind, my boy. Not all good things must come to an end, you know.” I open my mouth to ask what he means, but then the door opens, Rosie entering and giving me a relieved smile.

“Thank you for enduring that,” she says with a roll of her eyes. “They’re a bit much and very protective.”

I shake my head. “No need. I had fun. They’re good people.” She smiles then, a real one, relief coming through the bond, and then I open my arms for her to walk into them. She sinks into the couch next to me, taking the remote from my hand and continuing to click through, but all I can think about for the rest of the night is my grandfather’s words.

Do you two have to end?







CHAPTER 27

Jack

8 days until Halloween

I’m going crazy.

That’s the only thing I can think. Every morning, I wake with Rosie still sleeping on my chest, and I feel complete in a way I’ve never felt before. I’ve never had this companionship that’s so perfectly paired with lust and need, but somehow I found it with the woman across the way who drove—okay, drives—me out of my mind. I’ve always been a bit of a loner, and even when I dated women, I rarely spent the night with them, much less at my place. Considering my grandfather is haunting her apartment and neither of us wants him catching an eyeful of that, we’ve been spending our nights in my apartment over the Gaming Den. Usually, when I have someone over, I feel an uncomfortable sense of urgency to get them out, wanting my place to myself once more. But with Rosie, it just feels… right. Like she’s meant to be here.

And it’s all going to end in a week. Eight days until the full moon, when she’ll brew the potion and my grandfather will break the curse that’s been haunting her family her whole life. I’ve never been a selfish person, but for the first time, I’m contemplating what I could do to get my way.

My grandfather’s words, Do you two have to end?, have been ringing in my mind morning, noon, and night, and every time she smiles at me or presses her lips to mine or comes while moaning my name, I feel that need settle deeper.

I don’t want this to end.

I want to wake up every morning just like this, Rosie’s red locks sprawled over my chest, her soft breath coasting over my skin, her magic twining between us, gold sparkles holding us together. I run a finger over one and watch her lips tip up in her sleep, the thread tugging at my heart with a terrible mix of adoration and sadness.

When we took things further, I told her to take off her locket and give me the kiss bond again, just so we could experience it. Deep down, I knew it was so I could play a mental game, so I could kick the ball down a bit, ignore reality for a bit longer. If I could blame my attraction, my need, my intense feelings for Rosie on the magic tying me to her, I could justify being with her all the time. It’s just because of the bond, right?

But I know in my gut it’s something more because when we were lying in the field waiting for three a.m., there was no bond between us. When we were in the car driving home, it was all I could do to stop from crashing because of my need to get there. There was no magic.

Except for the pure magic of Rosie, of course.

Slowly, she stirs, her body shifting even closer to mine, her face rubbing on my chest like a little cat, before her head turns to me, her eyes squinting open, a soft smile on her lips when she sees I’m already awake and watching her. My hand moves, shifting her hair from her face, and that smile grows a bit, her eyes opening more so I can see the green hue of them, the one that even before this mess reminded me of early spring leaves and fresh grass. Of nature and peace and all things good in the world.

Or maybe all of those things just reminded me of Rosie, and I was getting it mixed up.

“Morning,” she says in a sleepy whisper.

That’s the moment that does it.

It’s not the late nights of desire and sweetness, not the laughter we’ve experienced, or even the arguing that often feels more like foreplay than anything else. It’s not her helping me or letting me help her, it’s not her taking me to dinner with her sisters and them approving of me. None of that is what made me think that I would do anything to keep her in my life.

It’s that sleep-drenched look directed at me and the promise of having it for a lifetime.

I want Rosie like this every goddamn morning for the rest of my life. I want her sleepy smiles and her wiseass jokes. I want quiet evenings after busy days, where we sit together comfortably and neither of us talks. I want steamy nights of hearing her moan my name, I want her golden magic on my skin. I want to walk hand in hand in the early morning hours down to her sister’s shop to get coffee, and I even somehow want Percy following us around like he’s our own personal bodyguard.

I just want her.

“Morning,” I tell my little witch as I make a decision, for better or worse.

Because I love her.

I love her.

I’ve known it for a long time, long before the second bond snapped into place, probably before the first one, too, but with the clock ticking loudly in my ear and in my heart, I can’t deny it anymore. I know that together we can find another workaround for the curse, maybe plead my case to my grandfather to lift it in a different way, so our history isn’t forgotten and these feelings stay. But I also know my stubborn girl won’t want to change the plans. I just need… time.

Time to talk to my grandfather, time with Rosie, time to figure something out.

So I need to make the time.
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Before I formally open the shop, I make my way downtown. It’s after I fucked my sleepy Rosie awake, after we had a quick breakfast and a shower together, and after she left to go make sure she was ready for an early morning delivery she was expecting at her own shop. When she walked out the front, I left through the back door, not wanting her to see or question me. This small town was the first place my realtor showed me when I was looking for a storefront for the Gaming Den, and the last. Even though it had almost none of the things I was looking for, it just felt… perfect.

Now I can’t help but wonder if it was all some perfect mess of the universe, guiding me to this woman, to right the wrongs my grandfather made, to help Rosie find her happily ever after… with me.

I once found the close-knit attributes of the community a bit suffocating, especially for someone who values his privacy, but now I like it here. I like smiling at the owner of the smoothie shop on the corner, like nodding to Dana as she pushes a stroller while holding a to-go coffee cup with the logo from Violet’s store.

A cheery bell chimes overhead when I step into Poppy’s store, the smell of fragrant flowers almost overpowering as I step over the threshold.

“Be there in a sec!” the familiar voice calls.

“No rush,” I reply, then look around. There are buckets with different flowers, bouquets, and arrangements, pots and cases, and then probably half a dozen fridges filled with more flowers.

“Well! I didn’t expect to see you here!” Rosie’s sister says, stepping out from the back room to the counter. I wonder what is back there, since the front of the store has more than enough flowers to keep the town and whatever neighboring deliveries she might have busy. Maybe wedding arrangements?

“Hey, Poppy,” I say with a smile. “How are you?”

“I think that is to be seen, I suppose,” she says, tipping her head. “What are you shopping for?” My brow furrows in confusion as it seems to be the case around Rosie’s youngest sister. Unlike Violet, who is direct to the point of sometimes being harsh, Poppy tiptoes around things, seeming to speak in riddles and half thoughts.

“I’m sorry?”

“If you’re here for apology flowers, we might have a problem, since I would assume that means you’re in hot water with my sister.” I smile then, understanding.

“No, no. No apology, not that I know of,” I say, though guilt begins to trickle in at the thought that I might need an apology if I go through with my plan. “Just…” I look around the shop with its explosions of different colors and textures, and smells. I realize then I should have come up with a better plan or, hell, a plan at all. Instead, I just walked down here thinking Rosie’s sister wouldn’t question a thing. I move through my mind quickly before landing on an answer. A lie, but hopefully the kind that can be forgiven easily in the future.

“I’m looking for some flowers for my aunt. It’s her birthday, and I figured I’d bring her some.” Poppy’s face brightens.

“Oh, that’s so sweet, remembering your aunt’s birthday!” I give her a tight smile and hope she doesn’t ask or tell Rosie about it, because unlike Poppy, Rosie knows I’m an only child of an only child of an only child.

“Seems like the right thing to do,” I lie again, feeling that guilt eating at me. “Moonflowers are her favorites. White ones. But stores don’t typically carry them, because, well, they only bloom at night.” Even saying the words had an undeniable guilt spiraling through me, but I pushed it back, keeping my eyes on the prize.

Plus, the chances of her having them are slim to none, which will be a sign from some higher power not to move forward with this ridiculous plan.

“Well, you forget that my shop is,” she gives me a devious smile, “magically different.” She looks around the shop, nods, and finds flowers that look similar to the ones we got on that hill. Memories of that night make the threads of the bond glow, and that night feels like an eternity ago.

“These?” I nod, trying not to look too suspicious. I’m still not sure how I’m going to swap them, but I’ll figure it out when I get there. “Perfect, with anything else in the bouquet?”

I shake my head. “No, no, that’s it. That’s what she likes.” Poppy nods before I look over the flowers in her shop, a million different colors and varieties, and decide on something additional. “But I was thinking of grabbing something for Rosie. Any suggestions? I can’t confirm, but I’m assuming she isn’t a rose woman. Too obvious.” Poppys eyes go wide with interest as she stands still while she wraps up the white flowers.

“You know her full name isn’t Rosie, it’s—”

“Rosemary, I know. But as she loves to remind me, men are stupid. And Rosie likes to be one step out of the expected, so I assumed…” Now I feel like an idiot, informing this woman about her sister, things she absolutely already knows or maybe I’m the one that’s way off and—

“No, no. You’re right. She hates roses.” Relief washes through me at the confirmation, mixed with further confirmation that I know her. “Carnations. She likes carnations.” I lift an eyebrow because even though I don’t know too much about flowers, I know that people often see carnations as the less-than flower, a cheap alternative to roses. Poppy shrugs.

“She likes to keep everyone on their toes, and she likes to root for the underdog.”

“I didn’t know there were flower underdogs.”

“Oh, there definitely are. Roses, lilies, peonies, those are the megastars. Carnations, not so much. And these,” she lifts up a long-stemmed flower with fluted-edged petals in shades of pink and white, twirling it, “are her favorite.” They look like something Rosie would like: full, lacy, and ruffly, pink and fun.

“Yeah, I’ll take…” I raise an eyebrow, and Poppy smiles wider.

“Two dozen. Not because I’m trying to sell them, but because it’s what will look good in the vase I know she’s going to use.” I lift my hands in acquiescence.

“I wouldn’t have argued if you said forty.” She lifts an eyebrow, and I laugh. “I’m not an idiot, trying to short-change my girl’s sister the first time I buy her flowers.” After a beat, Poppy smiles and nods appreciatively before grabbing a handful of flowers and wrapping them up as well.

“You two are good together, you know,” she says, grabbing a rubber band to tie the stems together, and my pulse jumps a bit.

“We are?”

She smiles wide, clearly entertained by me. “Oh yeah. Rosie has high standards from all those books she reads. But there hasn’t been anyone that she’s trusted with our secrets.” That pit in my stomach spreads, making me feel nauseous at the betrayal I’m about to enact. “From what I know, you’re the first. She really likes you, even if she’s pretending she doesn’t.”

“We’re just together until my grandfather moves on,” I say almost robotically. It’s what I’m supposed to say, even if it’s not what I want to be saying. I want to be telling Rosie’s younger sister that I’m crazy for her, that I need to find a way to make this last, to convince Rosie to give me a shot outside of this fucked up agreement we have.

“We both know that isn’t what you want,” Poppy says, and I blink at her, quickly wondering what kind of magic she holds. Rosie’s magic works with the books she sells, and Violet’s magic transfers to the baked goods she gives out. Poppy mentioned her magic keeps the flowers alive and makes the recipients feel a certain way, but… “I don’t need magic to read your body language, Jack.” There’s laughter in her voice as if she read my face before she shakes her head. “I know just by watching the two of you that you want this to last. But Rosie is being Rosie: stubborn as can be, head in the clouds, living in her own world. Watching out for everyone but herself.”

Well, it’s good to know that people other than me see that Rosie is self-sacrificing.

“She wants everyone around her to be happy, even if it’s at the expense of herself.”

“I’ve noticed that.” Poppy gives me a small smile and nods.

“When we were kids, she would do everything for Vi and me. If she could have, she would have taken my hand-me-downs, but I was three years younger than her.” A humorless laugh leaves her lips. “But it’s only gotten worse. Staying in Heartwood Hollow to be near us, helping with anything we’ve ever needed.” Her eyes meet mine, and she gives me a knowing smile. “Helping everyone fall in love and waiting for fate to make it happen for her.” My heart starts to pound. “She never puts herself first, and one day, it’s going to make her lose something important.”

I contemplate what to say next, how much to reveal, but clearly, I’m a desperate man, so I give her everything I can. “She thinks things between us will end when the curse—I mean, when my grandfather passes over.” Another nod from Poppy.

“Yeah, she mentioned that. Vi and I think the only reason she’s letting herself get so attached is because there’s built-in safety with you two, the whole friends with benefits thing.” A deep sigh leaves her chest. “Despite her desire to fall in love, Rosie keeps people at arm’s distance so she doesn’t get hurt. And I get it, really, I do: I barely even remember our parents, and she’s had so many shitty boyfriends, but part of that is because she takes safe bets with men everyone can see aren’t right for her. But you…” I lift an eyebrow. “You were always perfect for her, Jack. I always knew it. The one person she couldn’t charm, the one who didn’t fall for her cute act. The one who, it seems, won’t let her just do all the heavy lifting because she wants to be the one to take care of everyone. You two are good together. Vi and I both agree.”

I take her words to heart and spot the truths, even though she doesn’t know all the details. All the men Rosie told me about were red flags from the start, but she convinced herself it might work. Maybe that’s the true curse: not to never fall in love and stay there, but never to be able to settle.

And one thing I know is I would work myself to the bone every single day to ensure Rosie never felt like she was settling with me.

But if the curse is broken, she’s going to forget everything we had, taking our chance away in the blink of an eye.

“So what do you think I should do?” I ask as I give her my card and take the perfectly wrapped flowers from her. They feel heavier than they should, specifically those fucking moonflowers, though I know that’s just the guilt and my conscious speaking.

“Nothing,” she says with a shrug, swiping my card. “And everything.” I raise an eyebrow at her. “Look. Rosie is… Rosie. You can tell her all day long how you feel, what you think, blah blah blah, but the more you tell her, the more she’s going to fight it. So do the opposite. My advice? Let things play out. Let her think she’s getting her way, that you two are playing things easy and for the moment, then let her come to terms with the fact that you two are clearly made for each other. She’ll get there eventually.” My chest tightens with the inability to tell Poppy everything that we’re facing, the truth of our scheming, but I settle for asking for clarification.

“So you think I should let things be but keep moving toward more with her quietly?” I ask.

Poppy smiles wide. “Exactly. See? Made for her. You get it.” I nod in return, then take my card back after she processes the payment. “Happy for you two. Vi is as well.” I give her a tight smile, then wish her goodbye as I take the back way home, all along twisting Poppy’s words to tell myself that what I’m about to do is the right thing.







CHAPTER 28

Rosie

8 days until Halloween


R: Dinner at my place? I’m absolutely swamped with this restock and could use some big, strong muscles. I’ll cook if you move boxes?



It’s only half true, because I used my magic to unpack and sort the vast majority of the boxes that came in today and checked them all into the system. Now I just need to get all of my new stock into their homes or put away into overstock. But Phillip has been bugging me all day about having Jack over, and I’m starting to feel a bit guilty about keeping Jack to myself lately as the days tick down to the full moon.

Not to mention, Percy is being extra needy. I’ve attempted to bring him over to Jack’s place a few times, but each time he whined and scratched at the door until one of us took him back to the bookstore to snuggle between the shelves. I wonder if he’s just comfy here, if he doesn’t like Jack’s, or maybe, like I’m starting to worry, if he’s become a bit attached to Phillip. That will have to be a problem for future me in a week’s time when the ghostly man crosses over. That thought churns in my stomach, along with the knowledge that whatever is going on with me and Jack will be over too.

And, of course, my curse will be broken.

That. I need to focus on that part, not the rest.

Funny that six weeks ago, I would have ignored everything and everyone, sacrificed just about anything in order to have this curse broken, to get my shot at true love, and now, a small part of me, which I refuse to admit exists, is scared for it to happen. Not because I’m afraid I’ll find my person, but because of what—or, rather, who—I might lose in the process.

Thankfully, I don’t have to think about it much longer because soon I’m smiling wide at my phone with his response, and all concerns are flying out of my mind.


J: I’ll bring dinner. Want to go to Thailand?



The reminder of our night together—not a date, I keep reminding myself—sends a sweet warmth rushing through my veins, pulsing along the bond that ties us together. I ignore that, too, just smiling and saying it sounds great before he confirms he’ll head over soon with the plan to order delivery later.

And it’s not until long after we’ve put my inventory away together, as we eat our dinner on the couch together, laughing and teasing all along, that I realize I willingly asked Jack for help, and he didn’t blink an eye. He didn’t think I was weaker or mooching off of him or anything. He just said yes, dropped anything he might have been doing, and helped me.

A partnership.

A friendship.

A… relationship?

This is what I’m thinking about as I wash my face and get into comfier clothes, as Jack cleans up dinner so we can watch a movie on the couch. I guess in any other circumstance, what Jack and I have is a relationship. Two people who have intimate knowledge of one another, spending nights and days together, helping each other, talking into the night about hopes and dreams, and goals and regrets.

I look at myself in the mirror, face damp with water, golden threads dancing around me, leading out the door to where Jack is in my kitchen, and for a moment, I picture him standing there before me. I wonder what it would be like to tell him what is going through my mind, to confess those three little words to him.

“I love you, Jack Haggerty,” I whisper to my reflection. Strangely enough, the panic that typically comes alongside that revelation, anticipating the impending curse even if I don’t say it aloud, doesn’t swell. There’s some kind of safety in knowing that it won’t matter in a few weeks, in knowing that it is probably just the effects of the kiss bond, something I’ve never done with anyone else, so I have no frame of reference.

Instead, all I feel is bliss and desire and an adoration I let settle in my chest temporarily.

Maybe it’s the understanding that all of this, the feelings and emotions, are just a convenience factor, with the kiss bond back in place. It’s making everything feel so much more intense, making it feel like losing him would tear me in two, like having to choose him over my true love would make something inside of me unhealable. Mix that with the fact that I’ve spent nearly every day of the past six weeks with him, and some temporary and exaggerated feelings are bound to arise.

Fortunately for me, my thoughts are cut off when I hear Percy in the kitchen, meowing and hissing as if he’s trying to get my attention. I quickly pat my face dry, then make a mad dash to the kitchen to see what the little shit is doing.

“Percy, what the fuck?” I ask, walking into the room to find him hissing like mad at Jack. I’m ready to put him in a time-out, locking him in the bathroom until he can get his shit together, but when I take in the full scene, I freeze. There’s a buzzing in my ears, muting the sound of Percy still angrily yelling at Jack, who is frozen in place, eyes locked on mine.

Guilt is written all over him as his fingers are on the moonflowers in water, the ones we picked together weeks ago under the gibbous moon, just like the recipe calls for, the ones that are still perfectly perky due to my magic. In his other hand is a small bundle of moonflowers with a familiar ribbon tied around them.

The ribbon from Poppy’s store.

Suddenly, I remember the call I got from my sister this morning, telling me Jack had come in for flowers for his aunt’s birthday. I thought it was strange, considering Jack’s parents are both only children like him, but when he came in with the peonies, I figured my sister didn’t want to spoil some kind of surprise. She wanted to share that he came into the store, but not why, which is so very Poppy.

And now I’m realizing I was right: she didn’t want to spoil the surprise of my flowers, but I was also wrong: she didn’t tell me about the second bouquet. The bouquet of moonflowers. Basic moonflowers that, I can almost guarantee, were not picked in a field at three a.m. under the gibbous moon. Ones that, decidedly, would not work for a potion to help Phillip cross to the other side.

Or, in turn, break my family curse.

For a moment, I think I must be imagining it. He surely isn’t in the middle of swapping out the flowers we got with these basic ones from Poppy’s shop. Not after we’ve spent so long together working toward this, not when his grandfather’s afterlife is in the swing, not when he knows how damn important this is to me. But the look on his face is one of pure, unadulterated guilt, and I know in my heart of hearts what is happening here.

“What are you doing?” I finally ask, the words coming in a pained croak as tears already well in my throat. A beat passes, and he doesn’t move, doesn’t shift his hands or put anything down before he speaks.

“Rosie, you have to—”

“What are you doing, Jack?” I ask, the words, now unsteady, shaking as they leave my lips.

“Rosie—”

“What the fuck are you doing, Jack?” I ask a third time, this time finding strength I don’t feel, the words booming out. I feel my magic spark then, the anger making it volatile, the only time I don’t have complete control over it. Percy meows then moves to brush against my legs, sending a wave of calm over me. But it doesn’t touch the disappointment and betrayal in my gut. “Because it looks like you’re about to swap out the moonflowers we picked to help your grandfather pass on and break my family curse with some other ones.” My voice cracks in my raw, painful throat, but I don’t stop. “Ones that surely wouldn’t work in the potion.” The beat of silence that passes is more than enough confirmation.

“Rosie, it’s not what it looks like,” he says, guilt written all over his face. I give him a tight smile and shake my head, blinking back tears and trying to tap into anger instead of hurt. Anger, I can handle. Hurt is much harder to wrap my fingers around and tamp down.

“Then explain. I would love to be wrong.” That lump in my throat aches and aches and only becomes worse with his silence, with his inability—or maybe his unwillingness—to explain. When that silence looms between us with no attempt to explain why he’s doing this, to explain that it was a misunderstanding and he’s not actually doing what I think he is, what, in my gut, I know he’s doing, I become desperate. “Please tell me what this is,” I whisper, my words sounding broken and hurt even to my own ears before I speak my fears aloud. “Please, Jack. Tell me you weren’t swapping those flowers to sabotage this potion.” That painful silence lingers again before, finally, he lets out a bone-deep sigh, laying the bundle on the countertop and groaning, running a hand over his face.

“I was.” The two words are so small, infinitesimal in the grandness of this moment, but with them, something in me cracks, painful breaks that go to places I know no form of magic will heal before the first tear falls.

The moment feels so similar to the dozens of heartbreaks I’ve experienced over the years, yet it is different.

Worse.

It’s not only heartbreak, it’s betrayal of a friend.

“Why?” I ask in a whisper, and he watches the tear move down my cheek, his hand lifting as if to try and wipe it, but I shift away, taking a step back.

He does not have that right. He lost it when he lied to me.

“No. Do not touch me. Do not touch me, Jack, not when you’re fucking me over like this. Why are you doing this? We’ve spent six weeks side by side on this mission, trying to break this terrible curse on my family. The curse that’s ruining my life. That’s stopping my sisters from finding their true love. God, my grandmother has been single for as long as I can remember because of it. Why are you doing this? Why are you trying to take this from me? Do you really hate me that much?” A realization hits me so hard, I’m surprised I don’t physically stagger from the blow. “Oh my god. Was this all… was this your plan all along? I thought we kind of eased away from you hating me, but maybe I was wrong? This was your opportunity for payback in the biggest way and—”

“No. No, Rosie,” he cuts me off before taking a step closer to me. I take one back to maintain the distance I desperately need between us, and a flash of hurt moves through him.

Good. He deserves it.

He shakes his head once more but doesn’t come closer. “No, Rosie. I never hated you. Never. Even when I wanted to, I couldn’t find it in me to actually hate you.”

“Then why are you doing this?” I ask, a plea in the words. A moment passes, and Jack runs a hand through his hair before throwing his hands up into the air, looking distraught.

“Because… because… because I’m in love with you!” he shouts, and with those words, everything in my universe shifts. I hear nothing but the blood rushing in my ears, my vision narrows to see only Jack and the look of utter devastation on his face.

In any other situation, a man confessing his feelings for me would be anything but devastating. But now, with so much making that confession not just messy, but impossible, it breaks something in me.

“No,” I whisper as my face falls, shaking my head. “You’re…” A sigh leaves my lips as I understand slowly. “No, Jack. You’re not. You’re not in love with me.” Take it back, I want to say. Take it back. We can pretend you never said it. We can—

“I am, and I’ve known it for some time. And you love me, too, Rosie, even if you’re too scared to tell me. I’ve been holding it in, but what’s the point? I love you, and all I can think about is how desperately I don’t want you to break that curse.” My jaw slackens as his words hit me, each one feeling both painful and beautiful.

“Why?” I whisper, though it’s a silly question, one I already know the answer to. One he answers anyway, though.

“Because once your curse is broken, it means that this?” He waves a hand between us. “Will be over. You’ll have a fresh slate, and this will be erased.”

“Jack—”

“I know to my bones, Rosie, that when that happens, there will never be anyone else for me. It’s you. It’s always been you. But in less than a week, you’ll be able to finally fall in love without worrying, and you’ll meet your true love and get that happily ever after you’re chasing, and I’ll be here, heartbroken and watching from the sidelines.”

That dread twines around my chest, tightening like a painful vice around my heart as realization hits.

The kiss bond is taking over his common sense, and my magic is to blame. My biggest fear in showing my magic to someone I cared about is coming to life before my eyes.

“It’s not real,” I say, my heart breaking in two and wondering if somehow the curse has expanded to thoughts, if thinking that I’m in love with Jack was enough to ignite the curse. “It’s my magic. It’s the kiss bond. I told you, I’ve never done it long term or had sex while bonded. Maybe it just creates more intense feelings. You’re not in love with me, Jack. You’re just under a spell.” My heart continues to break with the realization of what’s happening. Somehow, this conclusion is even more painful than the idea of him hating me all along and wanting to sabotage me.

This version feels so, so close to something I want—something I’ve always wanted, to be loved and seen and adored, but is just a facade. A spell he’s under.

My magic is once again playing tricks on me.

“You’re in love with my magic, not me,” I explain, annoyance joining the hurt. Good. I’d rather feel this new bubbling indignation than the familiar heartbreak. My mom warned us, of course, about revealing our ways to nonmagical people. It could create complicated emotions, make people more into your magic than they are into you as a person. It always felt like some kind of parental warning that didn’t have much validity, but now I’m faced with that exactly. “I am not my magic, Jack. I—”

“I’m not in love with your magic, Rosie. This happened long before the bond. Your magic didn’t make me fall—I think that’s just fate and something that I’d been ignoring forever. The bond just gave me the push I needed, the excuse to look at things and see them for what they really were.” My brows furrow, and I stare at him, confusion and irritation mingling in my veins. “The bond is simply why I can’t live in denial anymore. It’s why I can’t just let you break this spell and ruin what we have between us, forget about us.”

I sigh at his words, a small fraction of relief, before I shake my head, forcing reality to enter once more. “It’s the bond. It’ll fade, Jack.” It tastes like a lie on my lips, though, something that, for the smallest moment, I contemplate. But that pesky voice of reality pipes in, telling me this isn’t anything but my mind romanticizing the past few weeks of having his attention. His help with my shop, going on our quests together, helping him with his event, the groundbreaking sex, and my sisters’ liking him have all turned into some grand gesture in my mind. I should be embarrassed by it, really.

But also, somewhere beneath the rubble, there’s a glimmering spot of joy that he listened to the book I mentioned just because he knew I liked it. A small, sweet, hopeful voice reminds me that he wanted to get to know me and my hobbies. I can’t think of another man I’ve dated that felt that way, that ever took that extra step. Someone willing to set his own prejudices and ego aside to give something I enjoyed a shot.

But reality tinges that with bitterness as well. How did I not realize my standards were on the floor, never expecting someone I dated and loved to at least attempt something I was interested in, something I’d devoted my entire life to?

“This has nothing to do with your magic, nothing to do with any kind of kiss bond. It’s been brewing for years between us; I was just too stubborn to realize it. I knew before I asked for the second bond that I was falling for you.”

“You never mentioned it,” I say, as if that’s evidence enough that it’s a lie. He gives me a sad look in response.

“Look how you’re reacting.”

I close my eyes and shake my head, not wanting to accept that as an answer, even though he’s probably right.

“I realized not long after the moonflowers that I could fall for you. That I was falling for you. If we’re honest, it was probably when I saw you stand on a bartop and calm an entire room of fighting bikers. Or when I watched you chat with Geraldine about that show being cancelled. Or when you snuck into my place and you tried to talk your way out of it, or when you decapitated my warlock—”

“It was an accident!” I can’t help but correct, but he ignores my outburst.

“But every moment just made it more and more clear. When I saw you get jealous of Jeanette, I knew it wasn’t one-sided, that you felt it too. Possessive and protective, and that maybe, maybe you could fall for me as well. So I tried to show you what you meant to me. Small moments and big ones. I even got your sisters to see how good we were together.”

“So all of that was fake?” I ask, though even I know I’m being a brat now. He doesn’t call me out on it, instead shaking his head and keeping a calm tone, a reassuring one.

“Never. Never, Rosie. I wanted you to know what it felt like to have a man falling for you, to have him care for you. You need to trust me on this.”

“How am I supposed to trust you? I just walked in on you sabotaging me!”

“I’m not—” He starts to argue, but my blood goes cold and my tone goes neutral.

“Those moonflowers are not the ones we got,” I say, cutting to the chase once and for all. There’s no need to drag this out any longer.

“I…” He takes a deep breath, closes his eyes, and confesses. “I didn’t know what else to do, Rosie. Move on and pretend like I’m not in lo—”

“Don’t,” I snap, blinking back tears despite my anger. “Don’t say that. Not when you know how badly I want it. Not when you’re trying to take it away. Not when—”

“I’m not trying to take it away! I’m trying to give it to you! To both of us! You can’t tell me you don’t feel it, Rosie. How perfect we are together? How we’ve always been drawn together?”

“You hated me up until recently,” I say, grasping at straws even though I know—

He shakes his head, his face going somehow softer. “You know that’s not true. You frazzled me. You struck me speechless with your beauty, which left me feeling annoyed. I’ve spent a good bit of my life building up barriers, trying to hide my discomfort from people, trying to be a normal fucking person, but every time you’re near, all of that work flies out the window. So yes, that was annoying to me, and it was frustrating that you were everything I’m not: kind, happy, open, and talkative. I didn’t know how to handle you. You drove me a little mad with your constant mishaps that always resulted in my things being messed up, but maybe that was the universe at work too. Trying to get me to notice you, to fall for you. And I didn’t know what to do, Rosie, because you keep reminding me that once this curse is gone, every past relationship won’t matter to you, or it’ll be forgotten. I don’t want that. I know to my soul, even if it erased my memory of you, I’d feel that aching hole in my chest until the day I die. And I think you would too.”

I shake my head, unable to believe what he’s saying. 

“What about your grandfather?” I ask of the ghost, normally haunting my place, that has been abnormally quiet today. I look around for the telltale whisps of him, but see nothing. “The deal was that he’ll break the curse when I help him pass. That’s what those flowers are for. You were just going to, what? Sacrifice that for him?” He shakes his head, running a frustrated hand through his thick hair, the messy look seeming to be an embodiment of how he feels in the moment.

“I just wanted to buy some time. We could still do it, just ask him not to break the curse.”

My heart cracks. “I need this curse broken, Jack. I can’t live like this, heartbroken nonstop. I want to find my true love. I want a love like in the books I read, just as I help others find theirs. I need this curse broken.”

“Why about us?”

“With this curse, there is no us!”

“There is! Right now, Rosie! There’s an us! Are you so fucking blind that you can’t see it?”

He doesn’t get it, and now I’m realizing he probably never will. We’ll never hit a point where we agree on this, not with the kiss bond overpowering his common sense.

That’s all this is. The book probably didn’t even have my magic in it, he’s just seeing things to connect dots that don’t exist, and I need to do or say something, anything, to make him see reason.

“We’re fucking,” I say, crossing my arms on my chest. “That’s it.” I almost watch the knife twist in his chest a bit, but I don’t care, not really. Not with the way he’s plunged his own into my chest with this betrayal.

“No, we’re not, and you know that. You helped me with my event. You get vicious if you see another woman flirting with me. We spend every waking moment where we’re not working together. Hell, we spend every night together. Like it or not, we’re together. You’re so desperate to break this curse, but we’ve got something good here.” My eyes start to water, then a single tear drops, and his eyes track it, sadness taking over his face as it does. I give him a soft shake of my head.

“You don’t get it, Jack. You don’t get it. It always goes well until it doesn’t. Then it ends, and I’m left trying to put the pieces back together. It happens every damn time.”

“Have you considered that’s just life? That’s how it goes for everyone. They meet someone, date, fall in love, and it ends once it no longer serves them. Until it doesn’t. Until they find the person they’re ready to spend forever with.” He’s so sure of himself, but he doesn’t realize it’s not that easy. Not for me. Not for my family. “This time could be different.” I look at him with sad eyes.

“I can’t risk that, Jack. I won’t.” I whisper my truth. Especially not if I already feel my heart breaking into two and I haven’t even said I love you. Not when I know if I let myself get in deep, it would hurt more than ever when it eventually fell apart, not when I’d have to see him every single day, to be reminded of my hurt and heartbreak.

I can’t risk it.

“We can find another way, Rosie. A way to get my grandfather to the other side without erasing this, without the curse being touched.” When I look at him, he’s so hopeful. He wants that, to find another way, to leave the curse in place, to…

“No,” I whisper. His jaw goes firm.

“What if it’s me, Rosie? What if I’m your person? What happens when you get the curse broken? We just pretend there’s nothing between us. I lo—”

“Don’t say it,” I plead, knowing the words he’s about to say. He steps closer and grabs my hands, my eyes watering. “Don’t say that, Jack. I’m cursed.” His hands take mine, grabbing and holding them as he looks into my eyes, so earnest and clearly full of love that it breaks something in me I don’t know if I’ll ever heal.

In my gut, I know what this is: the long-term effect of the kiss bond. If it goes on for some time, I’ve read that it can occasionally deepen feelings, leading the nonmagical person to fall in love. Once it wears off, there’s a good chance he won’t even like me. I thought we’d be okay, since it hadn’t been that long, but I guess I was wrong.

“I don’t care about your curse. I’m not cursed, after all. And whether I tell you this now or in a week when we break this thing, that won’t change.”

“Jack—” My throat aches with the single word, but he leans in and gently presses his lips to mine, silencing my words.

“I love you, Rosemary Mayfield,” he says so soft, I almost don’t hear it. God, I wish I hadn’t heard it. Because when I do, my chest fills and swells with joy and sweetness, and my head fills with doom and gloom.

I realize belatedly that whispering it aloud in the bathroom may have been the catalyst, may have set things in motion. This heartbreak is my own fault.

“I wish you hadn’t said that,” I whisper, and it breaks something in me to say it out loud. Even more when I see hurt flash across his face, with the realization that his confession doesn’t change anything. “I can’t do this, Jack. I have to break the curse. It’s not just me who’s cursed. It’s my sisters too. They deserve to find love, to be loved. To be free.”

He steps away then, seeing some kind of determination in me that he didn’t before. I feel the distance like a deep loss, feel his warmth leave me, and wish desperately that he wouldn’t even if it’s for the best.

“Okay,” he whispers, low and sad, and something about it breaks me further.

“Okay?”

“Okay. I’ll go.” He turns then to the garbage, throwing the flowers tied in Poppy’s ribbon into my trash before turning back to me. “I won’t get in your way.” I don’t know what to say, instead continuing to stare at him unblinking for long moments.

“Jack—” I start, but he shakes his head.

“You’re right. My feelings about you shouldn’t override what you want. I, uhm…” He runs a hand over his head, his hair tousling in a way I want to touch, to fix the strands, but I don’t think I can, not anymore. “I’ll head out.”

“Next week is the full moon,” I say in a whisper as he walks past me toward the door, my body turning and moving to follow his exit. “We have a curse to break.” He looks at me over his shoulder, and something in my face breaks at the look and the following shrug of his shoulders.

“You were the only one actually doing anything, Rosie, and we both know it. You’ve got it under control.” He turns back toward the door, and without realizing it, I follow him silently, Percy trailing me like a little funeral procession for the relationship we had.

He finally reaches the door, turns the knob, and glances one last time over his shoulder at me with a sad look.

“I’m sorry, Rosie. Really. I am.” And then he’s gone.

And just like it has happened a million times before, my heart breaks into a million little pieces.







CHAPTER 29

Rosie

2 days until Halloween

The curse has never hurt like this.

Not this all-consuming, soul-crushing, emotion-eating way.

This is different.

I tell myself it’s because of the kiss bond that’s slowly fading, because he was the first and only man I’d given that to, so that must be new. Or maybe it’s the fact that a ghost resembling a much older version of him is still hovering around my place. I will say, though Phillip haunts my place, it is much quieter and less obtrusive than before, almost as if he feels some degree of guilt over my heartbreak.

The day after our fight, I found the flask in a box on my front step. There was a small note in his too-familiar handwriting that read given willingly, and I cried for a full hour after I brought it inside. Just seeing it there, the quiet understanding that Jack was giving up on trying with me, even though I told him to leave, cut deep.

Four days after Jack and I fight, I wake to the golden strands fading and have to fight everything in me not to run across the street and press my lips to his, if only to keep those golden strands bright and fresh, though I don’t know why I so desperately want to keep that one last tie to the man who betrayed me.

On day five, there’s a knock at the front door of my shop, and even though I don’t feel the tug of the bond that would tell me Jack is nearby, I rush there with hope. When I don’t see his tall, broad frame in my doorway, my heart drops, and I curse my optimistic tendencies.

You don’t even want to see Jack, I remind myself. He hurt you. You wouldn’t have even let him inside.

But dread replaces my optimism, mixing with my disappointment when I see two figures I know to be my sisters at the door.

“Hey, Rosie,” Poppy says after I undo the lock and open the door. Even though Heartwood Hollow is safe as can be, I started locking it after Jack left for good. He always insisted I do, telling me I need to focus on keeping myself safe. I shift to close the door, not in the mood to deal with them and their interrogation, but Violet is quicker than I am as always, sticking her foot in the doorway and stopping it.

“Let us in now or we’ll break in ourselves. Choice is yours,” Violet says, carrying three bakery boxes sitting atop a pizza. Poppy is holding a bottle of wine and some sodas, and even though I want to be alone to bask in my misery, I sigh and let them in. If I closed the door, their own magic could be used to open it, and I don’t think I have it in me to bewitch my locks to overpower their magic and keep them out for good. With reluctant acceptance, I turn around and head to the back of the store and toward the stairs.

“Lock the door behind you,” I say over my shoulder, and even though I don’t look, I know my sisters look at each other skeptically. I’m sure they’re confused, considering I never lock my door—none of us do—but nonetheless, I hear the lock click into place as I take the stairs slowly. When all three of us are settled in my living room, Poppy grabs paper plates and utensils, and Violet lays out all of our many food options on my coffee table.

“Are you going to tell us what happened?” Violet asks, cracking first. She’s always been the least patient of us. I ignore her, reaching for a slice of pizza and sliding it onto the plate before accepting the large glass of wine Poppy poured, because God forbid we be complete Neanderthals and drink out of paper or plastic. Poppy has always liked fancy things, even if it was just in small moments.

“Rosie,” she warns, and I sigh.

“There’s nothing to tell,” I say, taking a big bite even though I’m not hungry. I wash it down with a gulp of wine and keep my eyes on my plate. If I look in their pitying eyes, I might lose it. “Nothing. Nothing happened.” Part of me wants to confess everything, to tell them about the family curse and my mission to break it, about kissing Jack and falling for him. About his betrayal.

Though lately, that anger has been tinged with a hint of understanding. While I’m hurt that he tried to sabotage my potion and thus the breaking of my family curse, if he has real feelings—or, at least, what he thinks are real feelings—for me, chances are he thought he was doing all he could do.

I don’t want to give him any credit, though, because the obvious, adult answer would be to fucking talk to me.

But would you have listened? a voice whispers, and I sigh.

This has been my internal battle for the past five days: irritation that he hurt me and took matters into his own hands, followed by the crushing understanding of why he did that.

“Babe,” Violet says, and the way her face goes soft with… pity?

Oh hell no. If there’s one thing I do not want to deal with, it’s pity from my toughest sister, who always sees things in black and white. If she’s pitying me, I must look horrific, and I can’t handle that.

“Seriously. I’m fine. It’s nothing.” Silence fills the room as I shove a giant bite into my mouth, chewing like my life depends on it.

“Your gold is fading,” Poppy says gently, running a finger over a thread that is weaving along my living room, leading out the door and to Jack’s place.

Something about that gentle observation is what does it.

A single tear falls, breaking the dam and allowing the rest I’d been holding in to fall. I’d done so well today, and now I regret letting my sisters in because I knew they would tap into it.

“Oh, Rosie,” Poppy says, moving toward me and pulling me into her as I cry. “Did he break up with you?” I shrug, then shake my head, and even though it makes no sense, my sister doesn’t argue. Violet moves some things before sitting closer to me on the other side of the couch, holding me as well. We’ve been in this position so many times before, all three of us sitting close, one of us upset, but it’s rarely me in the center, rarely me openly breaking down. Even during my worst heartbreaks, I’ve always done my best to keep it together, to hold the worst of my meltdowns in until I was alone.

I’m the oldest sister, after all.

The strongest, the one who has to be the soft, safe place for them to fall. Not the one breaking down. Except after weeks of Jack treating me with kindness and giving me the safety I needed to accept help and be vulnerable, my walls are much weaker, crumbling around me.

“What aren’t you telling us?” Violet asks as my cries turn to sniffles. “Love you, and I believe that something happened, that he hurt you, whatever, but there’s more. There’s something we’re missing.” I sit up then, using a napkin to wipe at my face, taking in a deep breath to try and center myself.

“There’s always been more,” Poppy says, giving me a knowing look. And with that look and my utter desire to get this off my chest, to confess it to someone other than Percy, I do just that.

“You’re right,” I whisper. “I’ve been keeping something from you, I think.” That small confession alone lifts a weight off my chest, and I know it’s time. Their eyes go wide, but there’s no time for questions as I spill everything I’ve been keeping in, not just for the past six weeks, but for years: I tell them about the family curse, which they confirm they were never told about. I tell them about being fed up with never finding my person, about deciding to take things into my own hands and break the curse. I tell them about summoning Phillip, and I watch Vi bite back her retort that it was stupid and dangerous, thank God. I don’t think I could handle her chiding right now.

“God, Rosie,” Poppy says.

“Why didn’t you tell us? We could have helped you,” Vi says.

“I had it covered.” My sisters roll their eyes almost simultaneously.

“You know you don’t have to do everything by yourself, right? You can ask for help.” Poppys words hit far too close to conversations I’ve had with Jack in the past few weeks, so I veer away quickly.

“Can I continue on with my miserable tale before I get a lecture?”

Poppy smiles then nods.

“Go on,” my youngest sister says before I tell them about the flask, about dragging Jack into it, our missions. About kissing him and the kiss bond, and making out on my couch just because Jack had never done it. About the night in the field and deciding we could be friends with benefits, knowing that once the curse was broken, I’d find my true love. When I tell them that, they exchange knowing looks, probably seeing where this is going, where my own blinders blocked my common sense.

I tell them about Phillip’s assurance that when the curse was broken, all previous relationships and heartbreaks would be forgotten. Then I tell them about thinking Jack was a safe bet and how he turned into anything but. Finally, through sniffling tears, I tell them about finding him trying to sabotage the potion.

“The moonflowers,” Poppy whispers, her eyes closing. “I thought it was strangely specific, but I’ve gotten stranger requests. I’m so sorry, Rosie.” I shrug, then shake my head.

“It wasn’t your fault. How could you have known when I was keeping everything from you?”

Silence fills the room before Vi breaks it. “But I don’t get it. Why would he do that? Why would he try to sabotage the potion that would help Phillip cross over to the other side?” she asks, then looks around for the friendly ghost who has made himself scarce lately. My heart falls to the floor with the question and how I have to answer.

“Because…” I take in a deep, uneasy breath. “Because he’s in love with me.”

“What? This is all because he’s in love with you?” Poppy asks, breaking the stunned silence after long moments. I nod in agreement, sniffling and wiping at my nose.

“That makes no sense,” Vi adds.

I shrug. “I know, because we were just friends with benefits and—”

“No, that’s not why,” Poppy says, shaking her head like I’m an idiot. “You two have never been friends with benefits, Rosie. We all know it. It makes no sense because you’re just as crazy for him.” My heart stops in my chest, nausea churning at my sister’s blunt words.

“I—”

“So why would he try to sabotage it if, when it was over, there would be no more risk of it going bad? You two are meant to be together. It’s obvious to everyone.” I sigh, then give them the last puzzle piece.

“Because once the curse is lifted, all previous relationships are forgotten.” Her brows furrow.

“But he was a current relationship. If you were both in love and the curse was broken, wouldn’t it just… continue?” I open my mouth, seeing her point, but—

“Unless he didn’t think you felt it too,” Violet guesses, and Poppy nods, agreeing.

“Oh, she was totally playing it down. I bet she kept talking about the curse breaking and finding her true love after, like it wasn’t him all along. That would make anyone feel desperate. But if she just told him how she felt, so it was clear it wasn’t one-sided—”

“That’s the solution, I think,” Vi says with a nod. As I watch them start to have a conversation about me and my feelings with each other, completely ignoring me, the all-consuming urge to scream bubbles in my chest.

“Shut up!” I say, letting the urge win. They both stop and turn to me with wide eyes. “It doesn’t matter what would have happened. Right before it happened, I said I loved him, which triggered the curse. It’s doomed to end now. And he risked it all, betrayed me and broke my trust, and he isn’t even in love with me. Not really.” The words tug at my heart, but I ignore them, knowing that it’s all a facade.

“Rosie…” Poppy says with exasperation.

“It’s the kiss bond. He liked how it connected us, so we obviously redid it a little while ago, and we had sex while bonded. And that’s the real reason he’s feeling this way. Clearly, it’s fucking with his head. I’m not sure of the long-term effects of the bond: I’ve never bonded anyone, much less fucked them while bonded.”

“Rosie, that man has been obsessed with you for some time, kiss bond or no. I think you’re completely underestimating his feelings for you,” Violet says.

“No, I’m not. I’m being smart. Safe. I need to break this curse, and I need to do it now. His mind is melded, and instead of talking to me, he jumped into sabotaging the potion meant to uncurse our entire family. He was fine with messing with Phillip’s chance of moving on. No matter what you guys say, I know that isn’t what my true love would do. He would talk to me, he would have a conversation with me instead of making a decision that impacts not just him, but me, Phillip, and our entire family.”

And I believe that. I have to, if I’m going to survive the next few days.

“Where is Phillip, by the way?” Vi asks, looking around.

“Right here,” my ghostly roommate says, floating in on cue.

“What’s your take on all of this?” Vi asks, crossing her arms on her chest and giving him an assessing glare. “You’re the only one who has known all of this from the start.”

He shrugs. “I think Jack made an idiot decision trying to mess with the potion. Not just because it would benefit me, but because it broke Rosie’s trust, which is the most important ingredient in a successful relationship.” Violet continues to watch the translucent man bobbing in my living room with skepticism. He has a bit less of his happy, goofy flair, and I wonder if he feels the same disappointment I do.

“But?” Vi asks with a raised brow.

Phillip sighs, then shrugs. “But I think he meant well. I think he panicked and made a bad decision, and I know he regrets it.” I roll my eyes, then take another deep drink of my wine.

“How?” Poppy asks sweetly, tipping her head to the side.

“Because he’s moping around in his place every day. I can see it through the windows.”

I’ve done everything in my power to avoid seeing Jack since our talk, so this is a surprise to me.

“Really?” I ask, trying not to seem interested and clearly failing when three sets of eyes focus on me.

“The boy is heartbroken, Rosie.”

“Well, it’s his own damn fault. And now that the curse has been activated, this would be doomed anyway,” I grumble, crossing my arms on my chest. Phillip floats around, raising an eyebrow at me, silently challenging my words. I stare at him, trying to understand what he’s saying, but I’m distracted before I can grasp on to it.

“Don’t you think it’s interesting that the first time you’re not focused on trying to make a man fall for you, not fixating on I dos and happily ever afters, you fall for a man—and he falls right back?” Violet says softly.

“And it still ended in heartbreak,” I say with a humorless laugh. “I don’t know why he couldn’t have just waited. He said he wanted to see what would happen, but why not just wait? See what would happen! We could have talked once the curse was broken and seen where it went, but instead, he had to say something before it was broken, and it fell apart like always.” I don’t admit that I’m not sure if he had offered something like that, something before the curse breaking, if I had listened.

“But did it have to?” Violet asks.

“What?”

“Did it have to. Did it have to end in heartbreak, or are you so focused on your mission, on keeping an eye out for heartbreak, that you manifested it, breaking your own heart?” Her words hang in the room between us, and everyone is quiet as I run them through my mind.

But I know the truth: the curse was activated, and it would have been only a matter of time before it broke me. I’ve seen it happen time and time again. 

“I guess I’ll never know, right? Because on the full moon, I’m breaking the curse for good and all of this pain will be forgotten. Jack will be forgotten.”

“Rosie—” Poppy starts, but I can’t do it. I won’t do it. I don’t want to talk about it. I just need to make it through to Halloween, and my new life will start.

“Please. Can we drop it? I’m starving,” I lie, picking up my cold slice of pizza and taking a too-big bite. My sisters look to one another, a silent conversation playing out before Violet sighs and Poppy shrugs.

“Okay, Rosie. But… if you need us, we’re here.”

“We just want what will make you happy,” Violet says, agreeing, then reaching over and touching my hand. “And even if what makes you happy makes you feel scared, it’s worth going for.”

And even though we change the subject and spend the rest of the night gossiping, giggling, and eating, her words never stop circling my mind.







CHAPTER 30

Jack

1 day until Halloween

The day before the full moon, I wake up, and the golden strands that had been fading for days are completely gone. Even though the pull of the bond is no longer there, the ache hurts even more, confirming what I already knew: my love for Rosie has absolutely nothing to do with the kiss bond. I’d been falling for her long before it, after all.

I even tried to express my feelings to her before we ignited the bond the second time, but I couldn’t get the words out right, not when a million thoughts were flooding my mind, not when there was still that hint of fear in her eyes, and surely not when need and desire were coursing through my body.

I fucked up by telling her it was because of her magic and the book I read. Even though I stand by it, I phrased it completely wrong. It isn’t her magic that made me fall for her. It was her magic that made me open my eyes to what had been in front of me—or, rather, across the street from me—all this time.

I do think the kiss bond is what pushed me into the desperation of trying to sabotage the spell, though: something about knowing that our relationship would be ending mixed with the draw of the kiss bond combined to make an idiotic plan that I didn’t think through at all and deeply hurt Rosie’s trust in me.

She was right not to listen to me or give me a chance to explain.

I spent six weeks cultivating her trust, something she explained time and time again that she hadn’t given to many people, from trusting me with the truth of her magic to telling me about the curse to letting me have the utter privilege of giving her assistance to giving me her kiss bond. And I threw that trust in her face.

Even as I walked across the cobblestones that night, though, I knew at the very least, I needed the bond to fade before I could make my next move, if I were going to make one at all. I’d put myself in a shitty position, losing Rosie’s trust and breaking her heart. All in one move, despite my intentions. First, I had to make sure the bond cleared to assess my emotions. No matter what, I needed to be able to tell her that my feelings were real, not a symptom of the kiss bond.

Then I had to think of a plan for how to convince her to give me a second chance.

When I woke up feeling that yawning ache of missing Rosie, I knew for sure my adoration of her was not just the bond speaking.

One painful step down, I suppose.

I spent the morning pacing the store, pretending to clean up and check inventory, but I didn’t get a single thing done and couldn’t come up with a plan for what to do next now. Eventually, around noon, I decided I needed to get out and try to clear my mind, so I flipped the sign to closed and made my way downtown with no real plan other than to try and think of whatever it was that would win Rosie back, to prove to her that I wasn’t going anywhere. She’s terrified because I confessed that I love her before the curse was broken, and we’ve set the inevitable into motion. That’s something I can’t change, nor, if I’m being completely honest, do I want to. It’s all part of our very messy story. I have to believe there’s a way to overcome the curse and break it without losing everything we’ve already built.

That’s what I was so afraid of, why I acted like a desperate man, after all: I can’t imagine losing the memories I’ve built with Rosie over the last six weeks. What happens if the curse breaks, we forget everything, and we go back to ignoring each other, arguing, and never getting past my misplaced irritation with her? Without some extravagant excuse, I know the version of myself from six weeks ago would never have gotten to know Rosie. If that happened, I also know I’d live with an ache in my chest until I died alone, one I could never understand or pinpoint, but I’d miss her every day.

“Well, hello there, Jacky boy,” Violet says when I walk into her surprisingly empty bakery. The name should irritate me, but instead it feels like salt in a festering wound.

“You with the nicknames too?” I ask.

“It’s kind of a Mayfield thing.” She leans on the counter as I walk up toward the register and tips her head to look at me. “I can’t say I expected to see you here.”

I shrug. “Honestly? I didn’t expect to find myself here.” With the way she’s looking at me, I have to assume she knows about Rosie and me going sour. “Am I banned from the shop?” I ask.

She smiles, and shakes her head, turning to grab a scone that I’ve never had before with bright yellow flecks in the icing and laying it on a plate before sliding it across the counter to me.

“No, but you look like you need a little pick-me-up,” she says. I smile and accept it, taking a bite. It’s bright and lemony, perfectly sweet and delicate, and gives me the courage to ask the question I now realize I came all this way to ask.

“How is she?” I ask finally, unable to help it. I just want to know she’s okay. If she needs space, whether it be until after the full moon or forever, I’m going to respect that, but I need to know she’s okay, that she’s not suffering the way I am.

“Poppy and I ambushed her a few days ago,” she says, confusingly. “She looks like shit, but she told us everything.” My heart stops. I don’t speak, don’t ask questions, even now, protective of Rosie. I fucked up enough: I don’t need to make it worse by accidentally telling her sisters all of the lies and omissions she’d been giving them. “We know what you two have really been doing for the last two months and about the curse.” A long breath leaves my lungs, relieved that she finally told them everything, that she had someone to confide this mess to.

“Look, we—” I start, not really sure where I’m going with this, but determined to try and ease some of the guilt of Rosie.

“My sister is the best person I’ve ever met,” Violet says, cutting me off.

“I agree,” I say, and I mean it to my core. I’ve never met anyone as selfless, caring, hilarious, and fun as Rosie. Violet smiles then, but it looks less happy than before.

“But she is also the biggest idiot and the biggest scaredy cat.”

“Hey, I don’t—” I start, needing to stick up for my girl.

Not your girl, I remind myself. Not yours, because you fucked it up.

“She can’t trust her gut to save her life. She’s selfless to a fault, to the point where it truly works against her well-being and best interests. Part of that is some kind of older sister shit, things I don’t think she would ever not have, no matter how differently our lives could have played out. She always would be protective of us, and take on too much. Part of it is self-assigned responsibility, some of it is just the luck of the draw. She told you about our parents?” I nod.

“That your parents died, that she dropped everything and stayed in town to make sure Poppy could finish school and you all wouldn’t get separated.” Violet stares at me before she shakes her head, sighing with a small laugh.

“God, she really is so blind, isn’t she?” Violet murmurs under her breath. I raise an eyebrow, not understanding. “She doesn’t tell people that, about taking care of Poppy and me. She doesn’t even tell Poppy and me that. Hell, we knew—everyone knew—that she had bigger plans than this small town, but she never actually admitted that out loud.” Silence fills the space as her words sink in before she speaks again. “But she told you.” Understanding takes over, with the warmth filling the cold spaces that have been chilling me since I ruined things with Rosie.

“What does that mean?” I ask, unable to trust my own thoughts and opinions right now.

“To Rosie, that’s a weakness. Rosie hates showing people weakness. She’s all sunshine and rainbows and pink and love stories. She wants everyone to see that and never look deeper, never question what Rosie needs or is lacking. She’s afraid that if anyone looks too close, they won’t be happy with what they find, seeing she’s human and not all glitter and rainbows.” But she showed me every side of her. The sad side and the scared side, the determined side and the stubborn side, and, yes, the sweet sunshine side. She showed me every single side, and I adored each and every one.

“I’m in love with her,” I whisper my confession.

Violet rolls her eyes.

“I know that. We all know that, Jack. Fuck, I think the entire town knows that.” I feel a blush burn across my cheeks, but I push that away. “We’re all rooting for you too. You’ve gotta win her back or it’s going to become town lore about how you two were the royal couple that could have been.”

“I hurt her,” I confess. Violet gives me a small smile before nodding.

“Yeah. You did. But it happens. No matter how long you two are together, or how perfect you are for each other, you’re going to hurt one another. It’s the human way. Emotions are messy. The real part that matters is what you do after.” It’s reminiscent of what I told Rosie that night, when I asked her if maybe heartbreak is just part of the journey and not some grand curse, but I brush that away to focus on the task at hand.

“You think I’ve got a shot?” I ask with hope in the words.

She shrugs, then nods. “I’ve read a handful of Rosie’s books. They aren’t my thing, but she likes to give them to me in hopes that one will spark me to find my happily ever after, and I don’t have the heart to tell her that her magic doesn’t work on people who aren’t looking.” I don’t tell her Rosie’s confession that she really just wants to share her favorite stories with her favorite people.

“So I know what she likes. She likes a grand gesture,” she says, something I already know. “And she likes it when things were always meant to be. When the universe works in its mysterious, magical ways to push two people who would never look twice at one another together.”

“She doesn’t think we’re that, though. She thinks our feelings are just a result of the kiss bond.”

“I’m going to tell you a secret that Rosie doesn’t know,” she says, looking at me with a stern face. “I’d very much appreciate you not telling her I told you this, because I don’t want to deal with her. I just… I think someone needs to know this.” I lift an eyebrow in confusion before she sighs. “Rosie has never kiss-bonded anyone.” My heart falls as I realize the confession isn’t something I didn’t already know or something I can use in my quest to win her back.

“I know that. She told me, that’s why we didn’t know if—”

“But I have.” The bakery suddenly seems extra quiet, and I stare at her as I wait for her to continue. “I didn’t tell her because she’s such a Goody Two-Shoes and I didn’t need a lecture. But I’ve done it. Twice, actually. Both times were very different experiences, very different… relationships. But the thing is, if you’re not a match, the bond isn’t unbearable. It’s fun, it tingles, and it makes kissing and sex more exciting, but that’s it.” I blink at her because that sounds utterly… suspicious. And so different from what Rosie and I experienced. But then she continues. “But if you’re a match, it’s… intense. You feel the uncontrollable desire to be near them nonstop, especially in the beginning. When you’re together in an… intimate way, it’s way more intense.” My breathing hitches.

“When you say match,” I start, and Violet explains without me having to ask more.

“Witches have a handful of perfect matches born in the same lifetime as them. It’s someone who not only complements their power but also makes it stronger. It’s usually a human, though I’ve heard of it being a supernatural. It’s not like soulmates or fated mates like some supernaturals have, just a few people who fit perfectly.” My mouth is suddenly dry. “When you kiss your perfect match, the bond is intense. Similar, I would assume, to what you and Rosie felt, though I do not need details, please.” Despite myself, I smile.

“So you’re saying if I felt that intense need, Rosie and I are, in some way, meant to be together?”

She nods. “It’s the kind of thing that, say, if she knew or understood, she might feel more confident in what was between you two, curse or not.”

“Would a match like that overpower a curse?”

Violet’s smile widens. “I can’t speak to Phillip’s power, but it would have to be remarkable to be stronger than something like that.” Suddenly, my heart feels lighter than it has in a week. I need to find her. I need to talk to her, to stop her, except…

“She won’t not break the curse,” I say low. “It impacts your whole family. She can’t live with that kind of guilt.” I don’t mention that she won’t be able to deal with the looming panic that the curse might strike us at any moment, or how I know it would breed insecurities and resentment in our relationship over time. Violet knows her sister well enough to know that already. She shrugs.

“Then help her break it.” I blink at her, confused. “Help her break it and find a way around the side effects. She might not have asked for your help at the start, but you went on this mission together. Finish it together and then figure out how to move past it together. If the curse really does wipe the slate clean, then that sounds like the perfect opportunity to fall in love all over again, doesn’t it? Sounds like something my romantic sister would absolutely love. The grandest of gestures.”

My mind is realigning with her gentle encouragement and a bright idea hits me. It’s so obvious and exactly what we need. I smile wide then take a step backward.

“Thanks, Vi. This really helped,” I say. She returns my smile, then grabs a few items from the bakery case, puts them into a box, and hands them to me.

“Bright Idea Scones always do,” she says mischievously. I smile wider then, realizing her plan all along. I should have seen it coming, really, but I can’t complain. “There’s an all-nighter mocha brownie in there too. In case your plan requires a late night.”

“I think it will. Thanks, Vi.”

“Anytime. Now go win your girl back.”







CHAPTER 31

Rosie

Halloween

Just a little longer before it’s all gone, I tell myself as I stir the pot on top of my stove, the ache in my chest no less painful now that the bond is fully faded, to my dismay. Contrary to popular belief, modern-day witches don’t use a cauldron for their potions. A normal heavy-bottomed saucepan will do just fine.

It’s ten p.m. on Halloween night, and while I spent the evening downstairs in the bookstore handing out candy, the last hour the lights have been off, and I’ve been brewing up the potion.

And my heart has hurt the entire time.

I thought Jack would be here with me, laughing and joking around with me, asking a million and seven questions in his endlessly curious way that I adore. Instead, I’m here alone with the worst heartbreak of my life and strangely thinking about how much I’m going to miss Phillip, the nuisance of a ghost turned unwitting roommate.

Maybe when the curse breaks and I forget all previous heartbreak, that also won’t hurt as much. Maybe it won’t just be romantic relationships, but everything in between: lost friends, lost love. Lost family?

That one makes me pause because even though I miss my parents every day, I would never want to forget the pain of losing them, not when it made me who I am. I’d obviously never want to lose the memories of them, not even the most bittersweet of them.

Would I one day feel that way about my many failed relationships? Each one taught me something new, something about what I wanted or who I am. Would I one day regret not remembering them, remembering those lessons?

The alarm I set to get the stirring time just right goes off, and I shake my head. I check the clock one last time before stopping stirring, reducing the heat, and setting another alarm. I need to simmer this for fifteen minutes and then pour it into the flask for Phillip, where it will cool for another five minutes before it’s ready. I wipe down my counters, trying to get a head start on the cleaning I’ll have to do.

Or distract myself from my racing thoughts.

Because the truth of the matter is, I’ve never felt more scared than I do in this moment, knowing that not long from now, the curse that has been a burden on me my entire life is going to be lifted. To know that I’ll finally have the opportunity to fall in love, hard and real, with nothing getting in my way.

The next man I date will be the one for me.

I try and think about what I want in a man, manifesting him falling into my lap. Maybe I’ll bump into him at Vi’s, or maybe he’ll walk into my shop. I’ll give him a book and he’ll read it that night, then come in the next day, desperate for another recommendation and a date.

Unfortunately, as seems to be the trend, my mind turns to Jack when I think of a man reading a recommendation I give him.

Try as I might, he’s all I’ve been able to think about for a week now.

He broke my trust by lying to me and not even trying to tell me his feelings were getting deeper or more serious. Instead, he took matters into his own hands and tried to sabotage the potion, which would not just impact me but also his grandfather and my entire family. And after telling him how hard it was for me to both ask for and accept help, I finally opened up to someone and gave him my trust. He used that trust against me. But there were so many other ways to go about it.

And yet, in some strange way, I understand why he did it. I understand the desperation that he probably felt, mixed with the kiss bond, that drove him to do something so reckless and selfish. He wanted our agreement to become less fake and more permanent, but he didn’t communicate that to me. He simply decided to take things into his own hands and didn’t even bother to attempt a conversation with me about it.

You wouldn’t have listened, a small voice that sounds suspiciously like Violet’s whispers, and I swat at it like the annoying gnat it is. And, really, I know it to be the truth, as well: Jack was under the kiss bond, something that heightened his feelings toward me, so no matter what he told me, his actions would always be tainted in my mind. He didn’t understand the gravity of what he was saying, or how it was most likely a fabricated response, a reaction to the intense feelings of the bond.

Something that’s proven true now that those golden strands have faded, and I still haven’t heard from him. See? It was just exaggerated feelings. Now that he’s of a sane mind, he’s maintaining that space between us. The reality of that hits my heart like a dagger, not for the first time today. But I swipe that away too.

It doesn’t matter.

Soon, none of this will matter. Soon, this pain will be gone, and Jack will be just a faint memory at best.

But you did have fun together, that same voice whispers. You enjoyed spending time with him. He wasn’t just another man who broke your heart: he was a friend. And I can’t ignore that point, either. In fact, it might be what hurts the most. It’s not that there was a connection between us that felt a little too real, but the fact that, for the first time in my life, I had found someone I thought I could trust. Someone I thought I related to, someone I thought I connected with. A friend to whom I told secrets I’d never shared with anyone.

And despite everything, that will be missed.

So maybe, one day, after I’ve settled down with my one true love, I’ll go across the street. I’ll get some card game or a video game, and we’ll get to chatting and become friends again.

Maybe.

Or maybe even with the memories and the pain gone, I’ll still have some gut feeling about him and ignore him for the rest of my life.

Yeah, that’s probably the safest option.

I’m wiping down the flask Jack delivered to me the day after our fight and trying not to think about the many memories I now associate with it. After filling it, I hear it. The door to the bookstore opening, and the cheery bell jingling overhead to indicate a customer has walked in.

But it’s ten at night, and I know for a fact I locked my door, a new habit of mine, it seems.

My pulse starts to pound as I set the flask down, moving toward the front door of my home, trying to think about who it could be. An intruder? An extra insistent trick-or-treater?

“Rosie?” an all too familiar voice calls. My heart somehow both picks up speed and eases, no longer panicked about some masked slasher here to off me. A different kind of panic replaces it.

Instead, it’s my… ex? Calling my name and in my place despite a locked door and his lack of magic.

“Jack?” I ask, opening the door to look down the stairs that lead to my store, and seeing him at the bottom. His glasses are skewed, and I want to fix them. His hair is a chaotic mess, as if he’s been running his fingers through it nonstop. His chest is heaving, and there’s a book in his hands that I squint at to read the spine of, but I don’t recognize it.

There are also dark circles under his eyes, and his long-sleeve shirt and jeans look worn, like he’s been wearing them longer than just today, like he slept in them, maybe, though it doesn’t look like he’s getting a lot of that, either.

Vi texted me yesterday to say Jack came into her place for some pastries and that he looked like shit, which I told her I didn’t need to know. She said she thought I’d like to know the man who broke my heart looked just as miserable. I stopped replying, not bothering to tell her that I didn’t want Jack to be miserable in the least, despite the fact that he did betray me.

“Jack, what are you doing here?” I ask as he starts making his way up the stairs.

“Don’t finish the potion just yet. I need to talk to you,” he says, taking a few steps closer but not close enough to touch me. I let out a sigh that feels like it comes from the depths of my soul and step back away from the door. I’m not having this conversation in the stairwell, that’s for sure.

“I need to finish the potion, Jack,” I say as I close the door behind him, crossing my arms on my chest. “Phillip and I have a deal. And I won’t leave my sisters with this curse. Even if…” My stomach churns, and I can’t find it in me to finish the sentence. Even if… what? We stayed together? We were really in love? Wanted to make things work? He hadn’t deceived me? It doesn’t matter. None of it does.

“I know. I know,” he says. “I’m not stopping you. We’re going to finish this the way we started it: together.” He takes a step closer, reaching for my hand, and I take a step back, not wanting to get pulled into this again.

I don’t think I could handle it.

“And then we’re going to continue that way.”

My brows furrow in confusion. “What?” His lips tip up in a gentle, soft smile as he takes a step closer to me.

“Break the curse, Rosie. Break it and forget me.” He lifts the book he’s holding, an outstretched hand toward me. “Then remember us again.”

“I…” I start, staring at his hand but not taking what he’s offering me. “I don’t understand.”

“I wrote it all down,” he says, and I stare at him, confused. “I wrote us down. I…” He sighs, running a hand over his head. “Shit. I’m fucking this up.” He shakes the bound book he’s holding again toward me, and with shaking hands, I take it. “I wrote it for you.”

“What do you mean?” I ask, turning the heavy book in my hands. It has gorgeous brown leather with no words on the front, worn and aged, a golden ribbon bookmark coming out of the top, reminding me of the tiny threads that used to connect us.

“I wrote it all down for you. All of it. The good, the bad, my fuck-up, the million signs and opportunities I missed. All of it’s in there.” My heart pounds, but slowly, I open the book. It opens halfway through, revealing heavy cream paper, but that isn’t what has my breath stopping in my lungs.

The pages are covered in heavy-handed black ink. Jack’s handwriting, I realize.

“If you forget it, when you forget, it’ll be here.” My chest jumps, in despair or joy, I can’t decide, but it does all the same. “The first time I saw you, some part of me knew I was going to fall for you. Each time you came into my place and I argued with you. It’s in there.” As I flip through to the front, I realize there are dates and entries, going back three years.

Three years since I moved across the street and opened Meet Cute Magic.


March 14

The for sale sign came down across the way, and I saw you walk in. Over the next week, you moved your things in with your sisters, but I never came over to introduce myself.

You were far too pretty, and I knew I’d make a fool of myself.




March 30

You came over to introduce yourself, and I was so stunned that someone as sweet and beautiful as you was in my shop, I panicked and acted like an ass. It turns out, I’d do that a lot over the next three years.




April 30

The grand opening of Meet Cute Magic had a line outside the store. It made me smile, even if I complained to the town the next day that you left the balloons up too long.



I smile at the memory of Mayor Greenwell coming the next day with a begrudging, apologetic smile to remind me that all exterior decorations had to be taken down the same day. I never did know who complained, though I had come to my own, seemingly accurate, conclusions.

The passages continue, noting every interaction we ever had.

“How do you remember all of this? There are exact dates,” I whisper as I get to the time I knocked over his table. I’m pretty sure it was an accident, he writes. But I was a dick about it because by then, that was the personality I adopted when it came to you. It made me feel safer, knowing you’d keep your distance.

“I,” he starts, then puts a hand to his neck. “I journal. It’s lame, I know, but it helps with my anxiety.”

“So you wrote down every time we bumped into each other, every time we argued?” I continue to scan through, reaching when I broke his wizard, when he caught me. It was like electricity in my veins, touching you for the first time.

“You were on my mind a lot, Rosie. For years now.”

“And this is for…”

“So you can remember. You’re going to fall in love with me all over again once the curse is broken. I’m going to make sure of it because I know in my gut you were made to be mine, and I was made to be yours, to take care of you, to give you a safe place to be soft. But I also don’t want you to forget this. To forget the first iteration of us. You won’t forget every previous moment that led to us being what we are. What we’re going to be. I don’t know if I’ll forget, too, so I wanted us to have that, just in case.” He rolls his lips between his teeth before giving me a small, embarrassed smile and pulling his phone out, showing me the lock screen.

It used to be a photo of a dragon, but two weeks ago it was changed to a photo of us together. Now it’s black with big, bold white letters on it. Check your notes app; don’t forget her.

“Your notes app?”

He shrugs. “I wrote myself a letter explaining. There’s a video recording, too, in case I don’t believe myself. I’m not leaving anything up to chance.” My chest swells and my eyes begin to water as I flip through more pages, seeing our story written there in black in white, in Jack’s messy scrawl.

“You wrote this,” I whisper. “When?”

“I stopped at the stationery store at… one? Maybe? Then got right to work. I finished ten minutes ago. I had an epiphany, thanks to your sister and a lemony scone.”

“Bright Idea Scones.” I continue flipping through, referencing my sister’s lemon scones that bring someone’s best ideas to the forefront of their mind. “Why did you do this?” I ask finally. He steps closer, still not touching me, though suddenly, I want him to. I want that familiar comfort of his calloused fingertips on my cheek, want his arms around me, holding me together.

“Because I love you, Rosemary Mayfield,” he says, whisper-soft. “I love you, and it has nothing to do with magic or kiss bonds or a curse. It’s you. It’s always been you. I’ve been blind, and you’ve been scared, but I’m not letting anything get in the way of something this perfect. It would be disrespectful to the magic of love if we didn’t take this opportunity.” He moves closer still, so we’re just inches apart. “So finish the potion. Break the curse. And when you forget it all, this will help you remember where we left off.”

“You’re not here to stop me from finishing the potion?”

He shakes his head and smiles before stepping closer. “I don’t want you to live with that fear over your head, even if I know down to my bones I’m going to live the rest of my life with my hand in yours. If we have to start this from scratch, we will, but I’m going to spend all of my nights with you, your head in my lap while I play a game and you read. You’re going to help me when I get overwhelmed with people, and I’m going to fix the heater every time it breaks. We’re going to that club and getting drunk and chatting with everyone there. We’re going on a holiday hayride, and when you’re too cold, you’re going to snuggle into me. We’re going to get our happily ever after, Rosie, even if the pathway is a little windy.”

With his words, the tears start falling in earnest, my emotions, which have been on edge, no longer able to handle this much… beauty. This love, so bright and clear, genuine and warm.

“No, no, Rosie. No tears,” he whispers, then reaches out for me. But before he touches me, his hand hesitates, unsure if that’s allowed. A full sob leaves my chest then as I move into his arms, letting him wrap me up tightly, rocking me as I cry into his chest.

It’s not sadness.

It’s not anger or disappointment or even heartbreak.

It’s a relief.

Utter and total relief from so many fronts, I don’t know how to handle this.

Relief that Jack is here.

Relief that he did whatever he thought he could to make both of us happy, to help me break the curse, but keep the memories we both value.

The alarm goes off then.

“That’s the alarm,” I whisper, my heart pounding, not wanting to leave this moment just yet. “Phillip’s potion is done.” He nods, the smallest hint of sadness reflected in his eyes.

“One more minute,” he whispers. “Let me kiss you once before we start over.” I nod, my heart pounding as he leans down. When his lips are just millimeters from mine, though, I hear it.

“This is done, right?”







CHAPTER 32

Jack

Halloween

She isn’t screaming at me.

She didn’t tell me to leave.

She cried, but I think it was in a relieved way, a good way.

This is going to work out. We’re going to be okay. I had a backup plan if needed, of leaving town and then returning after the curse was broken, then winning her back with our fresh slate, but I definitely prefer things to work out this way.

This way, I get to kiss Rosie again, and I get to enjoy her one last time before the uncertainty of the curse breaking sets in.

“This is done, right?” an all too familiar voice says.

My head snaps to the dining table, where my grandfather grabs the familiar silver flask and throws it back with vigor.

“Phillip, no!” Rosie shouts in panic, fingers digging into my arms.

I stare at the ghostly figure, trying to understand what just happened before he lets out the loudest burp I’ve ever heard.

A ghost just drank a potion.

And my witch of a… girlfriend? Is staring at him, a mix of completely terrified and wildly angry.

“Goddammit, Phillip, you couldn’t have waited two goddamn minutes?”

“Was it not completed?” he asks, confused, looking down his body as if seeking some change.

“No, it was,” Rosie says. “But I wanted to kiss your grandson one more time before the curse would be broken and my memories changed…” Her words trail off at the end with a hint of confusion, as if she’s fumbling over the same revelation I am: the curse was set to break as soon as my grandfather got the potion, but our memories are still fine. “Oh no.” Her eyes are wide and panicked. “Did it not work?”

“Did what work?” I ask, confused on too many fronts. There’s so much going on, and if I’m being honest, I’ve barely slept in a week.

“He’s still here, and he drank the potion. He hasn’t crossed over. Did it not work?” I glance around Rosie’s small kitchen as if I expect some portal to pop up for my grandfather to walk through.

It never comes.

Instead, my grandfather starts laughing.

“You’re not going to forget anything, Rosemary. Calm it down.” Rosie’s jaw tightens at the brush-off, rightfully so. My own irritation is brewing the longer my grandfather draws out giving us an explanation. “Your memories will remain intact. Why would you think your memory was going to be wiped?” I look from my grandfather to Rosie, whose jaw has dropped, a dumbfounded look on her face.

“What do you mean?” she says, looking as if she would strangle the figure before her if she could. “You’re the one who told me that when my family curse was broken, all previous relationships and heartbreaks would be forgotten.”

“I meant it metaphorically. How was I supposed to know you would take it literally? And I believe what I said was that when you completed the potion, you wouldn’t feel the pain of your past heartbreaks.” A knowing smile crosses his face, and I think I start to understand before Rosie does. As I do, I become increasingly grateful that he’s already dead: dating Rosie from prison after she was convicted of manslaughter would really put a damper on the whole happily ever after thing. “Do you? Feel the pain of past heartbreaks?” Rosie stares at him, blinking as she seems to take in his words.

“Well… no?” It’s more of a question than an answer, but that seems to be what he needs to hear. He nods and then heads toward a box on the kitchen counter I recognize to be from Vi’s bakery. Both of our gazes follow him, our bodies shifting to watch the spectacle before us.

“Exactly. Now let’s see if the potion worked,” he says, rubbing his hands together with glee before reaching for the box.

And opening it. I stare with wide eyes as the ghost before us reaches in and grabs a double chocolate muffin, then takes a large bite.

“What the fuck?” Rosie shouts, eyes wide and panicked. “You couldn’t do that before, could you?” My grandfather chews with the most content look on his face and flies into the air, looping happily.

“It worked!” Rosie continues to stare at him with wide eyes before her jaw goes tight. She understands something I clearly do not, but the angry look on her face tells me that there is something I’m missing.

To be honest, I think I’m missing a lot.

“Phillip. Explain right now, or I’m breaking out five white candles and a salt circle and sending your ass back to whatever hellscape you came from,” she says through gritted teeth. My grandfather looks at her and rolls his eyes at her threats, but explains anyway.

“The potion you brewed wasn’t to help me pass on. It was to make it so I could taste food again.” Rosie’s jaw drops. “And my god, your sister is a great baker,” he says, taking another bite. That’s when I decide I should step in.

“Grandpa, I think you really need to explain. Quickly.” He finishes his bite, floats to the fridge, opens it, grabs a container of milk, and sets it on the counter. Rosie and I watch as he reaches for a glass, presumably to pour one for himself. Rosie’s grip on my hand tightens nearly painfully, like she’s about to lose her mind. “Grandpa.”

“Okay, okay. God, kids these days really have no patience.”

“Are you fucking—” Rosie starts, but stops when he starts to explain.

“It was really perfect, you know? You summoned me, and a minute into it, I realized who you were. I remember the last couple years of my life, coming to see Jack’s shop and there was a woman across the street who owned a bookstore. He would complain about her, but I saw it for what it was: he was into her.” Something in my gut tightens and my breathing goes shallow. My grandfather is completely immune to the volatile emotions in the room, taking a sip of his milk and smiling wide at the glass like he’s in awe. “Anyway, you told me you needed help, and I needed some help myself if I wanted to actually enjoy my afterlife, so I made a deal with you, knowing you’d have to go talk to Jack to get the flask. I knew he wouldn’t just give it to you: my Jacky was always stubborn, so you’d be stuck actually spending time together instead of just arguing.” Slowly, the full picture comes to light, and I don’t know how to feel about it.

“Jack was always looking at you with wide eyes. Honestly, you two worked faster than I thought. I figured you’d fall after you thought the curse was broken, and I could just continue on telling you you both worked together to break it. A love story for the ages.”

“So you didn’t break the curse?” Rosie says, with a hint of panic and more than a hint of disappointment in her words. My grandfather gives her a soft, genuine smile. One I’d only seen a handful of times when he was really alive. He sets down the cup of milk, glancing at it longingly for a moment before moving toward us. He tries to put a hand on Rosie, but it seems that whatever happened to him only applies to food as his hand moves right through her.

“You broke the curse yourself, Rosie.”

“What?” Rosie says, body going still.

“Okay, well, it wasn’t a curse, not really.” I close my eyes, with the confirmation of my assumptions. “It was a self-erected wall, stopping you from giving yourself to whoever you dated, mostly because from what I’ve learned, you only dated assholes who weren’t good enough for you. But you broke that wall down, with the help of my grandson.” The room goes silent as I stare at my grandfather then Rosie. Her face is a mask of confusion and outrage before she opens her mouth.

“You said you would break the curse and when you did, I wouldn’t carry the feelings from previous relationships,” she says low.

“No, I said your previous heartbreaks wouldn’t matter once the curse was gone. And I was right,” he says cheerfully. “Now look at you! You’re in love. Even the hurt of Jack betraying you is gone because it didn’t matter, not really. You know he did it with good intentions, and he manned up, trying to fix it. It doesn’t matter because you’re in love, and if it’s true enough, it’s enough to overcome a lot.”

“Are you out of your goddamned mind?” Rosie finally snaps, pulling her hand out of mine and taking a step toward my grandfather. I’d step between them if I thought he was in any real danger, but fortunately—or unfortunately, depending on who you’re asking—he’s a ghost. “There was no curse? I did this for nothing?”

“No,” he says with a small smile and shake of his head. “You did this because I wanted to be able to eat real food while in the mortal world.” You could hear a pin drop in the silence that hangs in Rosie’s apartment. Even Percy is silent as he stares up at my grandfather. “And, of course, so you could finally figure out whatever was going on between you and Jack.” The silence breaks.

“Are you fucking joking?! You made me spend two months making a potion so you could taste a fucking muffin? And convinced me it was to help you pass on to the other side?”

“Wait. Are you really mad?” my grandfather asks, seeming genuinely shocked.

“Yes!” Rosie shouts, hands going in the air. “I went around for two months getting this shit together. We got into a bar brawl and had to steal hair from the mayor! I risked Jack’s safety by taking him to the supernatural bar!” I look at her with a raised eyebrow because that risk is new to me—she made it seem relatively safe. “I kept secrets from my family—”

Phillip interrupts, raising a knowing finger. “That wasn’t new. You’ve been keeping secrets from your family about a curse that didn’t even really exist.” Her jaw goes tight.

“That’s not the—”

“Was it the most honest thing to convince you you were breaking a family curse to get my way? Obviously not,” my grandfather starts. “Were there other options? Probably. But the results were pretty good, you can’t argue that.”

Rosie stares in silence before asking, “Results?”

“You two! You both are finally together and happy. Kissing! In love!”

“We broke up because he sabotaged my potion because he thought your spell would make me forget him. We spent the last week apart in absolute misery because of your lies.” He waves his hand in the air like it doesn’t matter, and Rosie looks like she might throw something.

“Ehh, love is messy sometimes. You should know that by now.”

“You’re—” Rosie starts, but I cut her off deciding I need to get her away from my grandfather before she actually curses him.

“Are you going anywhere?” I ask my grandfather, trying to stop this cycle from repeating.

“No,” he says, doing another flip. “I like staying earthside. Only thing I missed was food, which your little witch fixed for me.” Rosie glares and opens her mouth but despite the chaos, I want to get her alone. I want time with Rosie. It’s been too long since I’ve held her, since I’ve pressed my lips to hers, and I need to know that we’re okay.

We can deal with this mess tomorrow.

Or the next day.

“So you’ll be here tomorrow for Rosie to yell at you?”

“I can be, I suppose. What time were you thinking?”

“You’re stuck here, what does it matter?” Rosie asks, exasperated.

My grandfather lifts an eyebrow and smiles. “No. I’m not.”

“You’re not?”

He shakes his head and lets out a laugh. “No, girl. I can go all around Heartwood Hollow.” He pauses, then looks at us skeptically. “Is that why you always escape to Jack’s? Because you thought I was stuck here?”

“Yes!” Rosie shouts, once again getting more frustrated. I can’t blame her, though.

My grandfather was always a trickster when he was alive, so I honestly should have seen this coming. Still, I need to step in before things get worse.

“Okay, so you’re stuck in Heartwood Hollow, you’re not going to disappear. We’ll be here tomorrow for you to continue explaining to Rosie exactly what happened. But it’s late, so we’re going back to my place for the night.” I look down at Rosie waiting for her agreement, realizing that it isn’t a forgone conclusion. We have so much to talk about, I have apologies to make, and she still hasn’t formally forgiven me. She smiles softly, though, and nods before relief rushes through me.

“Works for me. Mind if I eat the rest of these?” Phillip asks Rosie, gesturing toward the treats on the counter. She glares at him.

“Go,” I say, squeezing her hand. “Go get a bag and we’ll head out.” A beat passes before she nods with a sigh and makes her way to her room, shooting another glare at my grandfather. When she’s out of sight, I turn to him.

“There was never a curse?” I ask low.

He shakes his head. “Spirits can see magic even if it’s not visible to other magic holders. We can see spells and curses, and Rosemary never had a curse. Neither do her sisters. I didn’t see it when I was alive, and I don’t see it now. I have a theory, but she’ll have to summon her mother to talk to her about it. Not my story to tell.” I sigh and nod, then decide to grab the pot on the stove and the now empty flask to clean them out. Might as well make myself useful while I wait.

“You knew this would happen all along,” I say, a statement instead of a question. Again, he nods.

“I mean, no one can know for sure, since human nature is unpredictable, but again, ghosts can… see things. Tiny threads tying people, potential mates from the fates.” I blink at him, shocked at this assessment. I look to where Rosie disappeared, wondering if she knows about that and he shakes his head. “Most witches don’t know and very, very few can even sense those ties. Rosie’s magic works in tandem with those ties when she gives people their books to find their true love. She can sense them sometimes, but can’t see them.” He shrugs then motions to me. “I knew there was something between you two, so I sent her to your place for the flask. It was confirmed when I saw you two together and saw the tie.”

“So you took fate into your own hands?”

“Is it so wrong to want happiness for my only grandson?” I know he wants me to buy his guilt trip, but I don’t, giving him a deadpan look instead. He rolls his eyes. “I had good intentions.” I know that to be true, which is the only reason I’m going to try and convince Rosie not to really send him to the afterlife if he doesn’t want it.

Though, if she did, I wouldn’t blame her.

“Just… don’t mess with her stuff too much. And try to think of something to tell her tomorrow to get her to forgive you for good.”

My grandfather smiles then. “You’re a good kid, Jack. You always were.” I open my mouth to say something in response, but then Rosie is walking back into the kitchen with a bag, glaring at my grandfather, and I follow her as she walks down the stairs and out the front door.

“I can’t believe…” Rosie says low as we cross the familiar cobblestone road between our businesses. “I can’t believe the curse wasn’t real.” I do feel for her, since everything she thought she knew seems to be imploding before her eyes. “It felt real.”

I hold in my own thoughts, knowing she really doesn’t want to hear them, not as she’s trying to come to terms with things.

But as my mind moves across everything she tells me, it makes sense to me. There’s a good chance it was some tall tale her mother told her as a kid, like the boogeyman, not expecting her to take it seriously. But Rosie, of true love and romance, who kept getting her heart broken and not finding the love she so desperately wanted, would have started to piece together connections.

But maybe the relationships were just doomed to fail all along. Maybe it wasn’t that her magic didn’t work on her, just that it worked slowly.

Or we were both far too stubborn to acknowledge it.

“I have to tell my sisters tomorrow,” she says as I unlock the door and hold it open for her.

“Probably,” I agree, then lead her into the store, her hand still in mind. I’m afraid to let go, like if I do this moment will be over and it will all have been some chaotic dream. When I wake up, the curse will have been broken and Rosie will have forgotten me, moving on to some other soulmate she’s been patiently waiting for.

Once the door closes behind her, I can’t hold out any longer—I reach out and pull her into my arms, taking in the uniquely lavender sugar scent of her and letting it move through me. “Do you forgive me?” I ask gently instead of answering her request.

“What?”

“Do you forgive me? I lied to you, I tried to mess with your recipe. Whether the curse really existed or not, you’re within your rights to be angry with me. You deserved a conversation with me about what I was thinking instead of my just acting on it.”

“Jack,” she whispers.

“I know I fucked up. I know that. I don’t have a good excuse for as to why other than I was scared to hell and—”

“It was the kiss bond, honey,” she whispers but I shake my head. I need her to know where I stand on this, too, so I correct her.

“No,” I say, shaking my head again before pressing my lips to her forehead, unable to resist that small contact. Needing it, even. “No, Rosie. No matter what happens, my actions are always my own. Your magic, whatever bond… that won’t be an excuse. I’m an adult who can make decisions. You told me yourself magic can’t make someone do something they wouldn’t normally do. It just makes them feel comfortable or willing. I made the decision to swap those flowers because I let my fear win, not because your magic was ruling me. And if we’re going to make it far, which, I’m telling you right now, we are, come hell or high water, we need to come to that understanding now. My actions are my own. I will never blame something I do on your magic.” Silence fills the shop, and my heart pounds, suddenly nervous for how she’ll react.

It’s not that I don’t love her magic. It’s not that it’s not heady stuff, intoxicating and beautiful.

It’s that I never want her to find a single reason not to pin my own actions on me. That’s the recipe for a failed relationship and not what I’m aiming for.

Finally, she breaks that silence, her lips tipping into an awestruck smile. “God, you’re perfect for me, aren’t you?” she whispers.

“Your magic seems to think so,” I whisper, and she smiles. “But I’m more worried about what you think. Do you think you can forgive me? Trust me again? I’ll do whatever it takes to prove it to you.”

“Anything?”

My heart beats faster, and the smile she gives me moves through me with heat.

“Anything,” I whisper. I can’t help it: a smile of my own stretches wide across my face. I move then, stepping and moving her until her back is against a familiar bookshelf where this all began. “I could get on my knees. Beg for your forgiveness.”

Her lips part, a light breath leaving them.

“I think that would be a good start,” she says, tongue coming out to lick her lips before her eyes go soft, her hand moving to cup my cheek again. “But can you kiss me first?”

I let out a laugh, then drop my lips to hers, feeling like I’m coming home as I kiss her, her lips softly moving along mine, the greeting I needed, the confirmation that even though we have a lot to figure out before us, we’ll be just fine. We kiss like that for long, long minutes, each one getting a bit more heated, a bit more needy, before I start kissing down her neck, her fingers twining in my hair.

And then I get to my knees before the bookshelf she once knocked down while breaking into my place and show Rosie just how sorry I am.







CHAPTER 33

Rosie

Jack and I spent the night making up for lost time, reveling in the new bond without the panic of time breathing down our necks like the last time. It was perfect, and even though there’s a lot for us to figure out and continue to talk through, I feel more lightness in my heart than I think I ever have. That’s enough for me to know that Jack and I are going to be just fine. We slept in, waking in each other’s arms before making love again and finally rolling out of bed before heading to grab a late breakfast at Violet’s and bringing treats back to my place to get the full story from Phillip, where he told me that in his afterlife, he saw the threads tying Jack and me and decided to play a bit of ghostly matchmaker while getting something for himself.

I should have been angry, but by the time I got the full story from him, I was blissed out after a night back with Jack and couldn’t find it in me to be too put off.

On Saturday night, my sisters and I sit in a much larger salt circle, a smoldering bowl of herbs before us, and five lit white taper candles surrounding us at the five points. We hold hands, repeating the same name over and over: Sarah Mayfield.

It happens just like last time, the chill moving through the room, the candles flickering, the creaking of the old floorboards before one candle goes out and an achingly familiar form is before us.

Our mother.

Her long dark hair is pulled back, and she still has some of the lines on her face, though she looks slightly younger now, like the burdens of everyday life have been lifted and she’s a bit freer. Confusion washes over her face before it clears as she takes in my sisters and me. My eyes water, and my sisters’ hands in mine tighten.

“Well, hello, my sweet girls,” she murmurs with a soft, mournful smile, and I let out a small, choked sob.

“Mom?” Poppy whispers and when I turn to her, tears are running down her cheeks. Vi’s eyes are watering, but tears don’t drop, and I wonder if, now that she’s a bit older, she can see the resemblance between herself and our mom.

“Hi, my babies. What am I doing here?” she asks with a small laugh.

“We, uh,” I say, sniffling and trying to snap myself back into the task at hand. “We summoned you.”

She nods, then looks around the room. “Oh!” she shouts when she sees Jack, clearly startled, and the flames flicker a bit with her surprise. “You, uh, you brought company.”

I almost forgot he was here, but then a part of my chest lights up, knowing I get to introduce them.

“Mom, this is Jack. My…” I realize that I don’t know what to call Jack. My friend? My lover? My—

“Her boyfriend,” Jack finishes, filling in for me and sending a wave of warmth through me with his words. “Lovely to meet you. I’d have brought flowers, but…” his words trail off, and a blush blooms on his cheeks. Poppy lets out a musical laugh as she wipes at her cheeks, and Vi snorts.

“But you’re dead, so you know. That would be hard,” my middle sister says. Our mom smiles at her and my chest swells.

My mom is here.

Holy shit.

“Well, it’s lovely to meet you, I suppose. Now, can I ask why you three went against everything I’ve ever taught you and summoned a ghost? The danger, girls!” our mother says, turning to me with wide, disapproving eyes. “Rosie, what did I—”

“All’s well that ends well,” Phillip says, floating through a wall. Percy comes prancing in through the door and just like last time, he walks right over to Jack’s salt circle and lifts a paw.

“Percy! No!” Vi says. The cat looks at her, glares, then walks away without messing with it, instead stepping into our circle and into Poppy’s lap.

“He did this last time too,” I grumble, though I’m not really that worried about his safety now that we aren’t actually summoning anymore, and Mom is relatively harmless.

“Last time?” our mother asks, raising an eyebrow in my direction.

“This isn’t Rosie’s first time doing it,” Poppy tattles, and our mom’s jaw goes tight.

“Last time she did it alone. Summoned Jack’s grandpa,” Vi says with a smirk.

“Snitch,” I say, shooting daggers at Violet.

“You’re the idiot who—”

“Girls. Girls!” Mom says in her firm voice that I haven’t heard in years, the one that gets all of our attention. “Enough. Are you three going to explain what’s going on here and why you’ve been summoning ghosts?”

“Are you going to tell me why you made me believe there was a curse on our family almost my whole life?” I ask in response. Mom floats there, shocked and confused for long moments before speaking.

“A family curse? Why would…” Her words trail off before her eyes go wide with understanding. “My goodness, Rosie.” The sound that leaves her is soft and disbelieving. “Tell me you didn’t believe that all this time?” Silence fills the room for a beat before Mom starts laughing. Laughing! Full laughs that shake her entire body, laughs that have her wiping tears from her eyes and taking in a few deep breaths to steady herself.

“Are you done?” I ask deadpan when she settles, raising an eyebrow and fighting irritation.

She nods, letting out one more breath before leaning forward and smiling softly.

“You thought there was a family curse,” she says, and it’s more statement than question, so I hold her gaze and don’t respond. “A heartbreak curse that afflicted all of us.”

“In my defense, that’s what you told me,” I say. “At a very impressionable age, might I add. And when it seemed to come true, I had no choice but to believe it.” I don’t add that she was already gone by then, so I couldn’t easily ask her about it, but she knows all the same, giving me a soft smile, humor still at the edges like even though there’s a bit of guilt, she still finds the situation funny. “And when I got tired of the years of heartbreak, I summoned a ghost who I believed cursed us, made a deal with him, and went on a quest to brew a potion for him.”

Our mother gasps in shock and horror. “You made a deal with the dead? Rosemary Mayfield, I cannot believe you!”

“Again I say, you told me our entire family line was cursed! I wanted to fall in love, and I surely didn’t want my sisters to suffer in the same way. I didn’t think I had many choices!”

“Well, let me correct myself now: there is no family curse. Not a heartbreak curse or any other one.” That would have been great to know years ago, but I don’t say that.

“Why did you tell her there was one?” Vi asks, curiously, a question I’ve wondered myself.

“I told Rosie that when she was sixteen because I knew that Daniel boy was no good and was going to break her heart. She was so hung up on him, and the last thing I needed was for her to give him her virginity and then he’d break her heart, or worse, get her pregnant.” I stare at her in shock, but she shrugs like she has no regrets. “So I told you there was a family curse to try and put the fear of magic in you.” She looks at me a bit more, assessing before adding with a bit of a grimace, “It seems I should have told you it wasn’t real at some point. In my defense, I thought you were under the impression it was just a tall tale and then, well, you know. I died.”

“I mean, I did think it was fake at first, but then I started to believe it,” I explain, still at a bit of a loss. “All of my relationships ended absolutely horribly.” Mom shrugs like it’s no big deal.

“That’s what happens to relationships that aren’t meant to be, Rosie, especially for witches. The balance of magic means that once it determines someone isn’t for you, it begins to work against you, making that increasingly obvious,” she says. “And no offense, but you are absolutely terrible at choosing men.” Jack lets out a snort, and I turn to glare at him. “Present company excluded, I’m to believe.”

“I’m on a mission to prove myself worthy, ma’am,” Jack says with a charming smile, and I turn to him, aghast as my mom falls for it hook, line, and sinker. He looks at me with a knowing smile then, and I can almost hear him saying, I told you I can win women over. I roll my eyes instead of speaking, and when I turn to our mother, there’s a wide, pleased smile on her lips like she’s thoroughly entertained by our interaction.

“We begrudgingly approve of Jack,” Vi says.

“No, we love Jack for Rosie,” Poppy says, elbowing Violet hard. Vi rubs at the tender spot and glares at our baby sister.

“I would hope so, since they’re a perfect match.” Our mom confirms what Phillip already told Jack and me.

“I knew it!” Vi says, and for some reason, she turns to Jack, giving him a wide smile that he returns.

“So, are you going to explain what is going on? There has to be a reason you summoned me against your better judgment. Or should I ask Poppy?” Poppy because my youngest sister was always the one to spill the beans to Mom. I can’t even begin to remember the dozens of times Vi and I had put spells on her to bind her to secrecy, especially when we were teenagers. It never worked; unfortunately, Mom was far too smart and talented for our early powers.

I roll my eyes, but begin to explain. Quickly, I tell her about my most recent disastrous relationship ending and my decision to try and find the warlock who cursed us. I explain how I found the spell in my grimoire and performed it on my own against my better judgement, but that it ended up just fine.

“Rosemary Luna Mayfield!” Oof, she broke out the middle name. “I cannot believe you summoned the dead! And without assistance? What if something went wrong?” Through her irritation and outrage, I don’t miss the glint of pride in her eyes at the fact that I managed to do it all my own.

“I had a salt circle,” I say, though I don’t tell her about Percy breaking it or how it was vacuumed up long ago, Phillip continuing to stay in my place.

“Was it blessed salt?” our mother asks, and I look away.

“It was… pink?”

“You used pink salt for a salt circle?” Vi asks, and I shrug.

“It was all I had!”

“Rosie—” she starts, but our mom raises her voice to refocus us.

“We’re getting off track. Who did it end up summoning if not the warlock who cursed us, since that man does not exist?”

I look to Jack, who smiles. “I didn’t choose my words carefully,” I say with a shrug. “I asked to find the person who could take the heartache away and help me find my true love.”

“And it summoned my grandfather,” Jack explains.

“That’s me,” Phillip says with a gleeful smile. I glare at him.

“Your grandfather?” our mother asks, aghast.

“A warlock who died a year ago who loves to meddle,” Jack explains. “He saw an opportunity and ran with it.”

Before we get too far off topic, I rush to tell her the rest of the story: needing the flask, bumping into Jack (breaking and entering, as Jack corrects, though my mother smiles wider when she hears that detail), enlisting his help with collecting the ingredients, the kiss bond… all of it, knowing that if I left anything out, Poppy would absolutely be conned into telling her.

“Hold on. A vessel held by the ghost, three a.m. moonflowers, tears of a vampire, hair of a powerful man…” A smile spreads on her lips. “He didn’t want to pass on, did he?”

“No, ma’am,” Jack says, and this whole ma’am business is absolutely winning her over. “He wanted to taste solid foods again.”

“Sounds like my kind of man,” she says with a wide smile.

I also realize in that moment I need to do everything in my power to keep the two meddling beings as far away from each other as humanly possible. It would be a power dynamic that would result in world domination, or, at the very least, all of us being completely miserable. Forever.

She crosses her arms over her chest, assessing.

“Let me guess: you two fell in love while on this mission.” A blush burns on my cheeks. “So you thought you were cursed to never find love?” she then asks with a soft face. “A cruel curse for a witch meant to help others find their soulmates.” I shrug, though I’m not sure how long it will take for that deep bruise to heal fully. “You should know by now magic would never be that cruel. How did you actually believe it?” she asks, confused, and I sigh.

“I don’t know. It was a sore subject, and I guess I was just desperate for an explanation.” Since finding out the truth, I’ve noticed half a dozen small signs that I wasn’t cursed, that it was just the natural order of things. Things I ignored and excused as the curse doing its thing, but really, it was just men who weren’t right for me. Mostly because they weren’t Jack. “Plus, you never dated when we were younger, and Dad…” I had always assumed my dad’s sudden death when we were young was part of the curse, a repayment for her getting to have the love of her life, if only for a handful of years. My mom’s eyes water just a bit before she reaches across the circle for my hand. Unlike when Phillip touched me that first night, it’s not cold. Instead, it’s warm, the touch feeling just like it did when she was alive. I wonder if it’s because we have the same magic or the same blood, or if it’s just because she’s my mom. Either way, I don’t complain.

“Your dad and I weren’t cursed, Rosie. It was a tragedy. And we were very much in love, and I mourned him until the day I was reunited with him in the afterlife.” My heart pounds, wondering just how mad she would be if we summoned them together next time. Vi squeezes my hand, and I turn to her, giving her a small smile as we’re on the same page. “You know, magic like yours couldn’t come from anyone else, after all.”

My brow furrows. “What do you mean?”

“Love magic is rare, Rosie. It’s not some talent that any old witch born to any old parents can possess. It has to be someone born from a perfect match, like your dad and me. That’s also why you, the eldest daughter, have the power you do. It’s a blessing and a curse, as you know, since your magic would never let you fully settle in with anyone who wasn’t your perfect match.” I look to Jack and give him a soft smile. “It also means you care deeply for everyone in your life and never want them to suffer, even if that’s at your own expense.” She gives me a long, knowing look. “Isn’t that right, Miss Refuses-to-ask-for-help-and-does-everything-for-everyone?”

I open my mouth, but Jack speaks instead.

“I’m working on that,” he says low. Mom perks up, head tipping and taking in Jack with a new light. “Working on getting her to accept help more often.”

“Well, well, well, looks like the magic really did get things right, didn’t it?” Jack and Mom share a conspiratorial smile that makes me roll my eyes before her attention comes back to me. “You were never cursed, Rosie. You were just waiting for your perfect match to come along.” Her attention shifts back to Jack. “Now, tell me all about yourself, Jack Haggerty. You run a business?” And to further prove that the universe picked well, he steps out of his own salt circle with a smile, then into ours, lifting me and settling me into his lap. Then he tells her everything there is to know about him and his family, and he answers even her almost-too-personal questions.

That’s when I know for sure that Jack Haggerty is meant to be mine.







EPILOGUE

Jack

Six Weeks Later

“It’s freezing!” Rosie says with a giggle as we wait in line to load onto the hayride. It’s December, and an early snow fell a few days ago, making the entire farm look magical. It’s six weeks after Halloween, and even though we’ve both been ridiculously busy with the holidays approaching and the holiday rush at both of our stores, we’ve made sure that every Monday night is our date night. We spent the entire day together since both of our stores were closed. We started at Rosie’s, and I helped her clean while she restocked, took inventory, and reordered anything she was running low on before we went to my place and repeated the process. Normally, we try and stay up late two nights a week to do it so we have a full day off together, but it’s been so busy for both of us, we haven’t managed it. Since things are going well at the shop, though, I’m seriously contemplating finally hiring someone a couple of days a week to manage the store, and I know Rosie is too.

Now that I have someone in my life who matters to me, I find I don’t feel as desperate to control every single moment. I’d rather be with Rosie whenever possible. But now, we’re at the farm I saw a sign for back when we went to dinner with Rosie’s sisters, waiting to board the holiday hayride. I smile down at her, pulling her in against my chest, then tucking my jacket around both of us.

“I’ve got you,” I say, tucking her into my arms to share my warmth. Even though I did convince her to wear a jacket this time around, considering it’s December, she’s still not as bundled as I would have preferred for her comfort, wearing a pair of thick tights and a skirt. “It’s date night, Jack,” she had told me when I informed her it would be freezing tonight. “I have to look cute.” I didn’t bother arguing, as I’ve found it is of no use when it comes to Rosie and wearing what she deems to be cute outfits, so I threw a couple of extra hand warmers into my pockets and came to terms with the fact that at some point, I’d be giving her my jacket. She looks around conspiratorially before turning in my arms and digging something out of her pockets.

“Here,” she whispers, holding out what looks like a truffle. I raise an eyebrow at her. “One of Vi’s Warm You Up cinnamon chocolate truffles. It’ll keep us warm.” I smile wide then open my mouth for her to give me the chocolate, letting it melt on my tongue. Instantly, Vi’s magic floods my veins. It feels different than Rosie’s, a bit harsher, less patient, much like the woman herself, but with it comes warmth, soaring quickly to my fingers and toes. The feeling returns in my nose, and I smile down at Rosie as she chews her own truffle, a flush coming to her cheeks.

“Next!” a voice calls, and glancing over Rosie’s head, I see that the line before us has vanished, and an impatient-looking employee in a Santa hat is waving us onto the hayride that is twined with white fairy lights. Letting my girl go, I take her hand into mine and step onto the trailer with her, grateful that somehow, we’ve made it to this place where we exist beyond Halloween.
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“I’m ready,” Rosie whispers nervously, hours later, when we step into my shop. We’ve spent more nights here than at her place, despite the news that my grandfather can, in fact, move from place to place willingly. I can’t tell if it’s just because Rosie knows I feel more comfortable in my own space or if she genuinely just likes staying here, but I haven’t questioned it. Neither of us has tried to have the move-in conversation, even though I haven’t spent a night away from Rosie since Halloween, except for a couple of nights when she had sister sleepovers. But even then, if she was staying at her place, she snuck over to mine for a few hours before tiptoeing back to her place to be there when the girls woke up.

Despite things still being new, we’ve talked about the future plenty of times, so I know eventually, we’re going to buy a house together on the outskirts of Heartwood Hollow, where I’ll make sure Rosie gets her white picket fence and however many kids she wants. As an only child, I’ve loved hearing her stories about growing up with sisters, and even more so, watching them interact.

“Ready?” I ask, confused as I close the door behind us, taking off my jacket and hanging it on the coatrack I put next to the door. I still lock the door even though she always makes fun of me, but she doesn’t seem to understand that the most important thing in my life sleeps under this roof with me. It’s a small concession to keep her safe. But that’s out of my mind as I watch Rosie’s hands lift, moving behind her neck, and my heart starts to race.

She’s taking off her locket.

Her amulet, as she loves to remind me.

“Rosie…”

“I’m ready, Jack,” she whispers.

We haven’t redone the kiss bond since it wore off, both of us aware of how the intense emotions could impact us. I didn’t want to put any form of doubt into Rosie’s mind, wanting her to know that all of my thoughts, feelings, and words of adoration were mine and mine alone, not a side effect of the intense bond of her magic.

But god, I’ve missed it. I liked having that connection to her, which gave me a better understanding of her feelings and reactions. And, of course, the sex. The sex while bonded was definitely intense, not that sex without it hasn’t been ground-shaking.

She slowly and intentionally redoes the clasp of the necklace before she takes a few steps toward me. Her free hand reaches for mine, grabbing my wrist and turning my hand so it’s facing up before setting the chain into my palm and gently curling my fingers around the warm metal.

“Rosie,” I start. “We don’t have to do this. I know it can make things confusing, and—”

“Jack, there is nothing confusing about what I feel for you. I love you. You love me. My magic will always be a part of me, and it will always be something that ties us together. I want to take you to the club and chat with Geraldine and Casey, and have them know you’re mine, for real. I want you to know for sure if Vi is slipping you something to try and be funny.” She’s referring to two weeks ago when Vi gave me her lusty lemon cookies and Rosie and I had to close our shops for a day, not that I minded. “I want to know what you’re feeling, and I want to have even more of an excuse to be close to you.” She takes off her coat and throws it to the ground like she couldn’t care less, her eyes locked on mine as she steps closer to me. “I want the bond, Jack.”

My heart is pounding as I take a step closer to her, but not close enough to close the gap between us. I’m afraid that if I get any closer, if I can feel the warmth of her on me, I’ll lose all common sense. And just like the last time she bonded me, I want to have a few moments of sanity, of clear thinking before the magic takes over.

“How attached are you to this necklace?” I ask softly, pushing her hair behind her shoulders. She’s looking at me, confused, and like every look she has, it looks pretty on her.

“What?”

“I’ll get you something new, something Rosie, to replace it, of course.” Her brow furrows deeper, and I brush my thumb along it, trying to smooth it out. “I don’t want you ever wearing it when you kiss me again,” I whisper. A shiver runs through me, but I’m concentrated on her wide, hopeful eyes on mine.

“You want the bond?”

I smile softly, brushing a thumb over her lips.

“I want everything with you, Rosie. But we can start with your kiss bond.” Her eyes widen further before she bites her lip.

“I don’t know the long-term effects, not really. I haven’t asked anyone. We could—” Panic is surging, but I shake my head.

“I don’t care, Rosie. I really don’t fucking care. I want you. All of you. And I definitely want anything that makes you feel just as crazy as I do about you.” She smiles wide, though her eyes are shining.

“I already feel that.”

“Perfect.” I continue to stare at her, to take in every change of her face, to catalog it because I never plan to see her without those golden strands dancing along her skin again, if I have my way.

“Are you going to kiss me?” she asks softly after a long moment. I smile wide.

“Not yet.”

Her awe shifts into irritation. “What?”

“I’ve wondered what starts it,” I whisper, then press my lips to her forehead. Nothing happens, and I smile.

“What?”

“Is it just your lips? Or is it the intention?” I press my lips to her temple and pull back again, not seeing those gorgeous strands.

Oh, this is going to be fun.

She’s smiling now before pointing to her cheek. “What about here?” I press my lips where she points and pull back, smiling. She moves to point at her neck, and I follow, letting my tongue taste her this time. A heavy breath leaves her parted lips.

Then her hands move, pulling the low, stretchy neck of her sweater down, the cup of her bra going with it. I groan when I see her full breast, her pink nipple already peaked. “Here?”

“For science,” I say low and sense more than see her smile in response as I drop my head, pressing a kiss to the tip of her nipple. A feather-light breath coasts along the back of my neck as she lets out a pleasure-filled sigh.

“Jack,” she says, but although she intends the sound to be annoyed, it’s anything but. Then she steps back and I watch in utter fascination as she kicks off her cozy boots before moving her hands to the waistband of the thick tights she’s wearing under her sweet skirt. Her thumbs hook in them, then she shimmies, sliding them down and off. Then she’s hooking her arms around my neck and hovering her lips over mine, but not kissing me. Letting me do this my way. Her breaths coast over mine. One of my hands moves to her ass, squeezing it before moving lower to the edge of her skirt.

“Were you planning this all along, Rosie? Wearing this little skirt with the thought of me fingering you like this?” My hand slides up under the skirt, along the sensitive skin of her thighs. Her breath hitches as I graze along her slit.

“Yes,” she groans. “Oh my god.”

“What do you need, Rosie?”

“Jack,” she whispers, but she knows the rules. My Rosie has to ask for what she wants. She has to ask for help. “I want your fingers inside me.” Now it’s my turn to groan, but I do as she asks, sliding two fingers into her dripping wet center. We both let out a heavy breath as I feel her tighten around me.

“Fuck, Rosie.”

“You feel so good,” she breathes, eyes slipping closed as I fuck her with my fingers, slow and steady, watching the small changes on her face as pleasure builds, as her hips start to rock in time. “I need more.”

“You know what you need to do, baby. Tell me what you want from me, and I’ll always give it to you. But you have to ask.” My fingers keep moving in her, my cock painfully hard now, but there’s no need to rush this.

I have the rest of my life.

“I want you to fuck me,” she whispers.

“Jesus, Rosie,” I murmur, eyes going wide with both intrigue and panic as she puts a leg to the edge of the counter.

“And I want you to do it right here on this counter, then kiss my lips as you slide into me.”

The woman might be the death of me, I swear it. My adventurous, sweet Rosie girl.

I’m going to have to keep her out of trouble for the rest of my life.

But I’ll do it happily.

“Rosie,” I say, not wanting to burst her bubble but knowing there are large windows at the front of the store. I look over my shoulder at said window and see it’s dark out and the streetlights have long turned off. Nearly everyone in our sleepy little town is probably long in bed, but still…

“Come on, Jack. I’ve always wanted you to fuck me here,” she murmurs, sliding up onto the counter. She’s still in her shirt, and the skirt hangs at her hips, looking much less innocent and sweet than it did when she stepped out in it this afternoon. Now, it’s like a dark frame to her cunt, the one I desperately have to convince myself not to fill right here, right now.

“Rosie, you know I’d give you anything—”

“Anything?” she asks with a light in her eyes.

I smile and nod. “Yes, but I don’t need the entirety of Heartwood Hollow to know what you look like taking my cock.” Her mouth opens a bit, her breathing becoming more labored. Then she smiles.

“Hide our antics from curious minds, cover the windows up with blinds,” she whispers mischievously as rose gold strands leave her fingers, sliding along the floors and walls, before each window is covered with basic-looking blinds. When I look back at my girl, her feet are on the edge of the counter, her pussy on display for me, her fingers gently touching herself. “Please, Jack,” she whines, eyes wide and lips panting as she slides a finger between her folds. “Fuck me.”

“Fuck,” I groan, but don’t do as she asks.

I remembered what she asked first, and I have long had fantasies of kissing her pretty pussy and the bond snapping into place. As my lips close over her clit, the bond doesn’t happen, but the noise of utter pleasure eases the disappointment. As does the way her fingers twine into my hair, holding me in place, guiding me to give her what she needs, what she wants.

My giving girl is taking what she wants.

“Jack,” she groans as her hips move, as I slide two fingers into her, as I groan against her clit. “Jack.” The words are more desperate, panicked, and I grin, adding a third finger as she tightens around me, crooking them the way I know she loves. “Jack!” she shouts, fingers digging into my scalp as she presses my head into her, coming with my name on her lips.

I continue to lap at her, to slowly move my fingers in her as she comes down, sliding them out only as her fingers in my hair loosen, as a hand moves to brush my hair back.

That’s when I stand and her hands move to the button on my jeans, taking over the job of getting me out for her. Her hand reaches in, taking out my painfully hard cock and stroking it once, twice, three times while holding my eyes. My breathing goes ragged, and I move closer to her, putting one hand to her chin and the other to her waist.

“I love you,” she says, lining the head of my cock up with her entrance.

I smile. “I know,” I reply. I press a kiss to her forehead, holding her gaze. “I love you, Rosie.”

“I know,” she says back, voice strained with emotion and need, hands moving up to the back of my head. When I slide into her fully, I finally press my lips to hers, that bond snapping into place like an old, familiar friend. A quiet sound that is close to a sob leaves her lips as mine move against hers, as I slide in to the hilt, as her fingers dig into my neck, holding me close, like she’s afraid I’ll disappear, like she’s afraid this feeling will disappear if she lets go.

I get it.

But I also know there’s no universe where I’m letting Rosie slip through my fingers. Never again.

“Jack,” she whispers when the kiss breaks, and I lift a hand, wiping the tear that falls.

“I know,” I say.

“I thought I’d never get this again,” she confesses. I slide out an inch, then lazily slide back in, my body working on a different wavelength than my heart and mind.

“I would have fought heaven and hell to get us here again.” And I realize then that I mean it. Things worked out, despite the long and windy and deceptive and sometimes frustrating road to get here. But there is no universe where I would have let her walk away without a fight.

And I know I would have won, eventually.

“I know,” she whispers, then gasps as I slide out again, two inches this time, before sliding home again. “Oh, god.” I let out a huff of an agreeing laugh. “Kiss me, Jack,” she demands. “Kiss me, then make me come, then take me upstairs and do it all over again.” I smile down at her. “Please.”

And because she asks so nicely, I give it to her.

But we both know I’ll always give Rosie whatever she needs, whether she asks for it or not.







SNEAK PEEK

Vi’s Story

The weather for the fall festival is annoyingly perfect, if you ask me. The breeze is cool, but the sun is warm, making it the perfect balance. Blissful fall weather that everyone in Heartwood Hollow and the surrounding areas is more than happy to take part in. As I walk down the cobblestone main street of Heartwood Hollow, I smile and wave at different townspeople, all of them familiar to me. I’ve just delivered a batch of apple cider donuts to Poppy’s stand, and now I’m making my way to Rosie’s to give her her own box. After that, I have one more delivery to make before I can hole up in the bakery. I took the morning shift at my booth, but now that Jasmine is here, I need to bake more to restock the shelves for tomorrow.

“Oh, this setup is so cute!” a woman says as I near Rosie’s booth.

Rosie and Jack’s booth, actually, because for this year’s fall festival, she and Jack have decided to make one big booth so they can hang out all day. They’re so sweet, it makes my teeth hurt, which is funny, considering my entire job is sugar. The display is incredibly adorable and leans into their shockingly successful recent marketing campaign: the gaming boyfriend and the reader girlfriend as the perfect pair.

The table is stacked with books on one side, starting with romantic comedies and contemporary on one end, then moving to paranormal and fantasy. At the center, there is a mix of Jack’s gaming and card game items before becoming fully Gaming Den products. The perfect balance, if you ask me.

“Look at this, babe!” the woman says, tugging her boyfriend’s arm and tipping her chin toward their table. “Just like us!” He looks at the woman with a soft smile before moving to pick up a video game and turning it over to read the back.

“We have a deal today, buy one book and one game and get five dollars off,” Jack adds, resting a hand on Rosie’s hip. She looks up at him, beaming, the glittering strands of their kiss bond sparkling along their skin, glowing brighter where they touch.

It makes me sick. Not because I’m not overjoyed for my oldest sister.

But because it brings up shitty memories. Ones I’ve buried deep.

“You two are so cute,” the woman says, and Rosie smiles at her.

“A truly magical match,” she says. I roll my eyes, and Jack lets out a snort and shakes his head when she looks over at him. Before she argues with him, as they always seem to do, she catches my eye, her customer service appearance dropping quickly as she bolts toward me.

“Tell me those are what I think they are,” Rosie says, reaching for the bags in my hand. I give her the larger one, while keeping the other one.

“A dozen apple cider donuts. I’ll have more tomorrow too,” I say.

“And they’re still warm,” she whispers.

“Of course they are,” I say. They’re magic, I don’t say out loud. “I brought the first batches to you and Poppy.” Her eyes go watery with gratitude.

Rosie has always been our emotional sister, the one who looks out for us, but she’s completely floored when anyone does anything for her. It’s been much more since she found her true love.

My phone beeps in my pocket, and I know it’s a confirmation from my next… customer.

“I gotta go, though,” I say with a smile. “Jazz is waiting on me to bring her more.” It’s a lie, but thankfully, Rosie’s skill is in love, not lies.

“Of course!” she says. We both turn when there’s a crash on the other side of the street, a confetti bomb exploding, and I roll my eyes when I see the whispers of a familiar ghost turn behind a building, and a telltale laugh fills the air. Phillip, Jack’s ghostly grandfather, has taken to haunting Heartwood Hollow, causing chaos by pranking people all over. It’s entertaining rather than dangerous, so Jack and Rosie haven’t forced him to stop.

I have threatened to send him back to the afterlife if he doesn’t stop stealing treats from the bakery.

Unfortunately, I’m pretty sure we both know it’s a bit of an empty threat.

“I’ve got it,” Jack says, pressing a kiss to my sister’s temple. “Thanks, Vi.” I nod, then wave to my sister as I make my way toward the bakery.

Five minutes later, I’m holding a bag in the alleyway behind my place, staring at Marguerite, a friend of my cousin’s who lives a few towns over.

“Just one should do the trick,” I say, handing off the bag of cookies to Marguerite.

“Just one?”

“Yes. Trust me.”

“What will it… do?” she whispers, and I roll my eyes.

This is the problem with this side of my… uh, business.

People come to me asking for a solution to a problem. Payback. Revenge. Karma. But as soon as they can have it, they start to chicken out.

“It won’t kill him, if that’s what you’re asking,” I say.

“Yeah, but…” She looks side to side. “What will it do?”

What started out as helping a friend get back at her asshole ex by giving him cookies that would temporarily make his hairline recede quicker has now escalated into an underground business for women trying to get back at people who have wronged them. I work through word of mouth, using the threat of delivering a memory-erasing brownie if anyone talks, though the people I work with are thoroughly vetted with my magic. Marguerite’s ex cheated on her when she was pregnant with their third child, and despite their divorce being finalized a year ago, he’s still giving her a hard time, the asshole.

“His luck is about to turn,” I say, tipping my chin to the bag in her hand. “Everything and anything is about to go wrong for him and only him. He’ll spill his coffee. He’ll be stuck in traffic before an important meeting. He’ll get food poisoning before a date. It’ll only last two weeks, but I think that should be enough, if you time it well.” She smiles. I know we’ve timed it well because on my consultation, she told me her ex was on probation at work and they had their final child support hearing in a few days. I can say with confidence that she’ll win that hearing, whether or not she gets that cookie to him, from what I’ve heard of the man. But the magic will find its target, and he’ll get his just desserts like he deserves.

Unlike my sunshiny sister, I don’t believe in true love.

But I do believe in revenge.
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Books Build Bright Futures

Thank you for reading this book and for being a reader of books in general. We are
so grateful to share being part of a community of readers with you, and we hope
you will join us in passing our love of books on to the next generation of readers.

Did you know that reading for enjoyment is the single biggest predictor of a
child’s future happiness and success?

More than family circumstances, parents’ educational background, or income,
reading impacts a child’s future academic performance, emotional well-being,
communication skills, economic security, ambition, and happiness.

Studies show that kids reading for enjoyment in the US is in rapid decline:

« In 2012, 53% of 9-year-olds read almost every day. Just 10 years later,
in 2022, the number had fallen to 39%.

« In 2012, 27% of 13-year-olds read for fun daily. By 2023, that number
was just 14%.

« Read to children in your life daily.
« Model reading as a fun activity.
Together, we | . Reduce screen time.
can commit to | « Start a family, school, or community book club.
Raising Readers | * Visit bookstores and libraries regularly.
dch « Listen to audiobooks.

an .C ange |, Read the book before you see the movie.
this trend. | . Encourage your child to read aloud to a pet or

How? | stuffed animal.

« Give books as gifts.
- Donate books to families and communities in need.
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Books build bright futures, and Raising Readers is our shared responsibility.

For more information, visit JoinRaisingReaders.com

Sources: National Endowment for the Arts, National Assessment of Educational Progress,
WorldBookDay.com, Nielsen BookData’s 2023 “Understanding the Children’s Book Consumer”
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