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Chapter One
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A WIND AS cold as ice whipped through the street around Pie-Jinks bakery, carrying with it something I hadn’t felt since the Fae forest by the bog: Dread. Fear.

Invader.

Only this time, I wasn’t the invader. Someone else was. Or something.

I froze, then dropped the Will return in... cardboard clock sign back on the glass of the door and turned slowly to face the street, my magic prickling under my skin and hair shifting to the silver color of anxiety. But other than the jack-o’-lanterns and decorations set out for trick-or-treating later that week, the street was empty.

I pushed my glasses back up on my nose, pressing them into my face with a finger on the corner of the frames, and squinted through the lenses as if that could reveal whatever it was I felt. This magic within me was powerful—more powerful than it had been only a month ago—and I was still figuring out what all these alarms and signals it gave me meant.

But if there truly was an invader here, I couldn’t perceive them. Not with these eyes, these mundane glasses.

A leaf skittered across the pavement, and I jumped to face it, eyes flying wide. For a moment, I thought I saw a shadow no bigger than a mouse but with less form. But as soon as my eyes fixated on it, it was gone. More leaves followed, carried on the bitter wind, and I took a deep breath, willing myself to settle down.

It was just the spooky atmosphere in town. That was all. Cider Hollow took Halloween very seriously, and some of the decorations I’d passed by that morning were just a little bit too real.

I was just spooked.

The bell at the bakery across the street jingled, and I lifted my chin to see Gemma, the siren owner of On a Cinnamon Roll, step out and lock her door. The last of my hackles went down, and I smiled, turning back to finish locking up for lunch.

The bakeries had only been open less than a week, but already we’d fallen into a habit of meeting halfway through the day. As scared as I’d been about the competition (not to mention the bad feeling I got about the sirens—which turned out to only be Gemma’s sister), I had to admit that it was actually kind of nice to have someone exactly on the same page as me. We were both new to owning a storefront, both young women entrepreneurs, both embodying a touch of magic. And even though Lissa still worked with me some days, her heart was really in her art. As much as Maple or Forrest tried to understand what it was like to be a small business owner, doing the work I did, the simple matter was that they couldn’t, not completely.

But Gemma? She was a gem. I couldn’t help chuckling at my own pun.

Boot heels clicked as she crossed the street toward me, and I turned to see my new friend, her long blue-black hair waving in the chill wind. Just like every day, she wore yet another shade of blue-green, this time a soft-looking sweater in a deep teal, and her shining black boots reached her knees. I’d opted for the more comfortable sneakers today, still getting used to the extra time on my feet, and a sage sweater over jeans. To my eye, she looked every bit a siren in disguise while I radiated modern witch.

“Hey,” Gemma said, stopping next to me. “No Lissa?”

“She’s off today,” I said. “Family matters or something.” My stomach clenched, a trace of silver streaking back into my hair. At first, it seemed her family would completely cut her off after she’d been turned vampire last summer. Now, they hardly ever contacted her, but I had a feeling—that same magic, prickling chill I’d felt on the street, actually—that something was up now. Something big.

“Where do you want to eat today?” Gemma continued, pulling me back from my worries.

I turned the key in the lock and stepped back, dropping the key into my pocket. “Cookie’s Café? The diner? What are you feeling today?”

“Let’s do Cookie’s. It’s a little closer and a lot quicker. And I have a few dozen rolls to bake this afternoon yet.”

I smiled again. I’d had those overwhelming orders, too. I could hear the anxiety tighten her voice. “You got it.”

Together, we turned toward the town center where Cookie’s sat nestled across from the park. I’d already passed it once today, when I picked up a coffee at Witch’s Brew.

The walk was quiet, the kids in school just like every Monday in October, and the local businesses occupied with the flow of lunchtime traffic. The decorations increased in abundance as we approached City Hall, the center of all social life in town, and the hum and buzz of lunch grew louder. The wind whipped by again, cutting through my sweater, and I shivered.

“Should have brought my coat,” I said, laughing lightly.

Gemma glanced at me, then looked around and up at the sky. “I didn’t notice.”

“Really? It’s freezing!”

She shrugged one shoulder, and her face flushed a light blue. “My family lived in a deep-water clan. It was always cold there.”

I nodded. That explained her affinity for the freezing cold lake, too.

Which reminded me... “How’s Brent?”

She smiled again, her face too beautiful to be human in the overcast light of the day. “He’s good. He’s been helping me rebuild the lakebed house, but we discussed making it a little easier for... friends to visit.” She looked up at me shyly.

“Oh? Who did you have in mind?”

She shrugged again and looked away. “You. Lissa. Maple. I always wanted to have a human slumber party. I know I’m a little old, but...” She trailed off.

I shook my head vehemently, even though my skin crawled at the thought of returning to that place. “Nonsense. Never too old for a good slumber party. Whenever you’re ready, count me in!”

She perked up at that, and a skip came into her step. “Okay!”

We finally reached Cookie’s, and I held the door for her to scurry in as another gust nearly pulled it out of my hands. My magic prickled again, but it was weaker now, either because we’d gotten too far away from whatever triggered it or because I felt safe with Gemma. I’d have to think about it later, see what Aunt Kit thought.

The line to the counter was only a few people deep, but just after we got there, a rush of at least ten others piled in behind us, all the way out the door so the wind made its way in here, too. I tried to focus on the menu, deciding what I’d get this time. Or pretending to decide. I almost always got the Feast Wrap, a wrap of turkey, cranberry, stuffing, and pretty much anything else I associated with Thanksgiving and fall.

Eventually we made it to the counter and got our food, but we didn’t quite manage to find a table. Gemma tilted her head toward the park across the street, and I reluctantly followed her back out into the wind. Lucky for us, someone had lit one of the communal firepits, and we were able to find a place at a small wood table—much warmer than the wrought-iron chairs in other parts of the park.

And for a few moments, away from the hustle of the bakery and the pressure to succeed and be social, I could just be. The wind ruffled my hair around my face, and I leaned my head back to watch the slate clouds scuttle across the autumn sky. The woodsmoke from the fire was better than any aromatherapy, and I felt the tension of the day—not to mention the anxiety I’d felt while locking up for lunch—melt away.

My eyes caught a blob of bright, bubblegum pink bobbing toward us from the other side of the park, an almost neon contrast to the reds, yellows, and browns of the season. A couple minutes later, Maple plopped down next to us, her fingers wrapped around a tall cup of what smelled like a mocha pumpkin spice latte.

She beamed at us. “Fancy meeting you guys here!”

But it was more than coincidence... I could see a glimmer of something, some hidden mischief, in her eyes. My stomach tightened with apprehension, magic prickling in warning, as she sat down across from me, fingers still wrapped around that latte that she was suspiciously not drinking.

Then my stomach knotted even tighter as she slid the latte across the table toward me, and I set aside my unopened wrap, eyes flicking up to her warily.

“What’s this?” I said, not yet reaching for the cup.

Maple shrugged a shoulder, still smiling at me in that unsettling way. “Pumpkin spice mocha. Can’t I just bring you coffee? You love that.”

“Normally, yes,” I said. I shook a finger toward her. “But you want something this time. I can feel it in my bones.”

Maple dropped the saccharine smile and leaned forward, hands spread on the wood planks of the table. “Okay, you caught me.”

Vindicated, I smiled hesitantly. I didn’t take the coffee yet, though—even with the swirl of delicious aromas tickling my nose. Next to me, Gemma unwrapped a tuna salad sandwich on fresh ciabatta, her eyes fixated on me and Maple like it was some kind of dinner show.

“Well, I started volunteering at the library,” Maple began.

I blinked in surprise. “You did? When? And with what time?”

She lifted a shoulder again. “It’s only one night a week, running a kids’ program. Buuut... I managed to rope myself into a joint Halloween program with them and the bookstore.”

I couldn’t quite picture her “roping herself” into anything. Or her boss, Paige, the owner of Page Turner, for that matter. She’d definitely done it on purpose. Probably with gusto and a bubbliness that matched her bubblegum hair.

“It’s on trick-or-treat night. And I’m trying to get the local businesses to participate or donate treats. Kind of a centralized place for kids to get extra treats and their parents to get a break and interact with the local business owners. I even got City Hall to approve the park as the venue!”

“And you want me to donate?” I said, already imagining not only the fun and smiles of the children but also the stress of preparing and the cost of materials.

Maple shifted her amaranthine eyes to Gemma. “Well, both of you, actually. Or you could run a booth together?” She bit her lip, a hopeful expression on her face.

Gemma set her sandwich down slowly. “What is trick-or-treat?”

I turned slightly toward her. “Basically a chance for the town kids to get candy and dress up. It’s adorable. And delicious.” I shifted back toward Maple. “But this sounds more like a party. Or festival.”

“Kind of,” Maple confirmed. “But the kids would only use it as a stop on their routes, just like knocking on a door. It would be city sanctioned and safe for everyone. Get their treats and keep going. The library got some small toys, and Paige has a crap ton of bookmarks to give out. Plus coupons for the parents. You guys could have, like, sweet treats and hot drinks for everyone?”

Gemma was nodding thoughtfully, eyes far away. “Sounds like fun.” She looked back at Maple. “I’ll do it.”

Then they both turned their otherworldly, inhuman gazes on me. It was unnerving, and I had to suppress a shudder.

But truthfully, I felt like Gemma. It did sound like fun. And there was still almost a week to prepare. It wouldn’t be hard to whip something up, especially if I had Gemma and Lissa to help me.

I sighed good-naturedly and reached for the latte, finally. “All right. I’m in.”

[image: image]

AFTER GEMMA AND I PARTED ways, I returned to the kitchen and pulled out my phone. I had texted Aunt Kit while Gemma and Maple were busy chatting, and she responded during the walk home.

I sighed as I looked at her message. She didn’t know, but she would do some digging. It seemed like there was so much we didn’t know about my magic these days. It was both thrilling and absolutely terrifying. Depending on the day, of course. But most days, it was just plain confusing.

Something clattered along the pot rack above my head, and I snapped my gaze up from the phone, my skin prickling like it had earlier. I squinted at the rack, the pots just barely swinging as if something bumped them.

Suddenly, a line of what I could only describe as black chewed gum—with eyes—popped up along the metal bar. I jumped back, and every eye turned down to me. The air around them shimmered, and my head suddenly felt light. Probably from the sudden pounding of my heart.

“What the...” Holding a hand over my heart, I leaned to get a better look. After all, they were only about as big as a strawberry. What harm could they do?

The bell jangled in the dining room, startling me out of my study of the... things. A customer. I glanced back up at the rack, but whatever had been there, they were gone now.

I kept my eye on the rack as I strode from the kitchen, apprehensive about leaving it unattended where I prepared food, but there was no choice. When I finally returned, it was as if nothing had ever been there at all.

I tapped out another text to Aunt Kit. Ever see blobs of chewing gum with eyes?

She simply sent me an emoji with wide eyes, followed by, Pics?

Spoiled spells. Why didn’t I think of that? No such luck. If I see them again, will do.

And then just a gif of a cat with thumbs... giving two thumbs up. I chuckled and slid my phone back in my pocket, grabbing my apron from the hook and pulling supplies out to start preparing new dough. I was so absorbed in my work that I didn’t hear the bell again, and then Lissa was stomping through the kitchen door, looking like she was sucking on a sour candy.

“Everything okay?” I said tentatively, rolling out some fresh pie dough. I had made all of the pies for the day, but we had my mom’s book club that night, and I’d gotten into the habit of bringing pie.

Lissa grumbled something and grabbed her apron off the hook on the wall, swinging it over her head and tying it roughly. She stepped up to the kitchen island across from me and grabbed another ball of dough, slapping it down roughly and rolling it out with the second rolling pin like it was a coffee table she’d stubbed a toe on.

I bit my lip and focused on patting my own dough into the pie pan, pricking holes in the bottom with a fork, and sliding it into my new industrial ovens for a prebake. I was just mixing autumn spices and a potion for cozy nights by a fire into the apple filling when Lissa finally dropped the rolling pin to the steel countertop. I jumped at the slam, nearly dropping the potion bottle.

“They’re so infuriating sometimes, you know?” she blurted, hand on a hip.

“Your family?” I ventured. My stirring slowed as I watched her, wary but also a bit worried. She’d been gone a long time.

“Yes. They’ve been snubbing me ever since I became a vamp, right?”

“Right.”

“Wouldn’t even come to my blood moon ceremony.”

“I remember.”

“Well, all of a sudden a new vampire moves to their town, and they want me to come home for Thanksgiving next month.”

I nodded slowly, trying to piece it together. I didn’t know them well enough to really understand what the dynamic was here, so I threw out my best ideas. “So... they want to show you off? They want you to protect them? What?”

“They’re probably scared.” Her expression sank from fury to something sadder. “And apparently my great-uncle isn’t doing so well, so they played the guilt card.”

I frowned at her, shaking my head in sympathy. “I’m sorry to hear it. Are you close?”

“Not really.” She sighed. “It’s just... they always guilt me into doing things I don’t want to do. Like coming home for Thanksgiving. I don’t know my uncle well, but the way they talk, he might not even make it to Thanksgiving, and my dad is close to him, so it’s like... I have to go to support him? But, like... Where have they been since this summer? Why couldn’t they... be there for me?” Her voice grew small by the last word, her face collapsing in on itself.

She dropped into one of the tall chairs by the island and covered her face with her hands. She wasn’t breathing—not that vampires really needed to breathe—and a tiny escaped squeak of a sob alerted me to her tears. I dropped my spoon and hurried around the island to wrap an arm across her shoulders.

“Aw, Liss,” I said, thinking of how my own mom had pulled similar things in the past, like when she’d tricked me into attending the book club. I’d ended up loving it, but this? This was different. “I’m sorry. Do you need the rest of the day off?”

She sniffled again and stood up, pushing away from me. Wiping at her cheeks, she said, “No, I’m good. This has been happening for years. Let’s bake pies for tonight.”

For years? That poor girl. But she obviously didn’t want to talk about it anymore, so I followed her lead back to the island, and we dug our hands into the sweet preparations.
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Chapter Two
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NORMALLY ON BOOK club night, Forrest would meet me at my house and we’d walk over to my parents’ together. After all, the Autumn Court was in the woods directly past my backyard. But tonight, instead of Forrest, two bouncing autumn sprites stood at my door.

“Reeeeese!” Oak sang. “We’re here!”

Cardamom didn’t say anything this time, but scurried between my legs into the kitchen and started sniffing out anything she could find. She landed at the bowl of candy I had started keeping for just this reason. At least if they had something specifically for them, they wouldn’t eat the baked goods that weren’t for them. Or turn my house to candy.

“I can see that,” I said, stepping aside so Oak could enter.

He looked almost identical to his sister: dark skin, a smattering of freckles across his nose, and coppery hair. Only his hair was cropped short under the beanie that looked suspiciously like an acorn cap where Cardamom’s was twisted into two long braids.

He made his way to the candy bowl and plunged a hand in, digging until he found whichever one he’d wanted.

“Um,” I started again, shutting the door. “As much as I love you guys... Just why are you here? And where’s Forrest?”

Cardamom swung around from the bowl so quickly that her braids twirled with her. I could almost see a swirl of glimmering autumn magic around her with the sudden movement. The sprites were cute, but they were also powerful. And full of mischief. It was a little too easy to forget that.

“That’s exactly it!” she said. “We have a message from him. Forrest isn’t coming.”

I blinked and adjusted my glasses, as if they were somehow responsible for the words my brain didn’t quite want to process. “Not... coming? But why?”

“He said to tell you he will meet you there,” Oak responded. “He has a family matter to attend to.”

At the conclusion of their message, Oak bowed and Cardamom curtsied—a movement made just slightly more absurd by her olive-green overalls instead of a skirt. But a lot of the Fae had been treating me different lately. More formal. After all, I was dating the Prince of the Autumn Court.

I flushed at the thought, both embarrassed that they had changed their interactions with me and giddy that I would be seeing Forrest soon. Sure, I was disappointed we couldn’t walk together tonight. But Lissa was going to be with us anyway. And Maple. And we’d invited Gemma, who should be over from next door any minute. At least I would still have them to help me carry the pies.

First Lissa, now Forrest. What a day for family matters.

I straightened, playacting their formality back at them. Even if they were serious about the formal interactions, that didn’t mean I had to be. “Very well,” I said, raising my chin so I was looking down my nose at them. “You have conveyed your message. I wish you well.” I lowered my chin again and dropped back into my normal voice. “Can I get you anything before the girls get here? Something quick, of course. I don’t have time to whip you up pies or anything like that.”

Oak tapped his chin thoughtfully, and Cardamom bounded past the counter to look around my kitchen. She looped back to the candy bowl and plunged her hand in, digging around like Oak had only a moment before.

But she yanked her hand out quickly, suddenly looking a little pale. “Eww!”

“Ew?” I said. “What’s wrong with the candy I got?”

Cardamom shook her head and backed away from the bowl, wiping at her hand. The air glittered around her like it did when she was doing her own magic. “Not the candy. There’s something sticky in there.”

I crossed to the bowl and began pulling the candy out piece by piece, looking for whatever sticky thing might be in there. At first, there was nothing. Then, a few pieces of candy coated in something dusty and shimmery.

Then a blob of black appeared between two chocolate squares, eyes staring up at me, surrounded by a small puddle of black goop.

“Eww!” I leapt back, pulling my hand away from the bowl. It was just like what I’d seen in the bakery. “What the heck is that?”

Oak and Cardamom approached, each peering into the bowl. The eyes on the thing suddenly narrowed, and a tiny mouth full of sharp black teeth appeared as it hissed. The sprites leapt back with me, and I wrapped my arms around their shoulders.

And then the doorbell rang.

We all looked over our shoulders toward the sound, and when we looked back, it was gone.

“You might want to get an exterminator,” Oak said.

“Yeah,” Cardamom agreed. “Whatever it is, it’s gross!”

I nodded at them wordlessly and left a quick note for Thea to call someone. While I was bent over the paper on the kitchen table, the twins made for the back door and disappeared before I’d even written the first line of the note. I quickly dumped the candy into the trash, debating adding the bowl to it, too, then instead placed it in the dishwasher. I didn’t know what that thing was, and I wasn’t going to risk anyone’s health over the powder and slime it had left behind.

And of course I’d forgotten to take a picture for Aunt Kit.

Then I made for the door.

Nutmeg, my dilute orange tabby, met me in the foyer, as if she also wanted to greet our guests, and I threw open the door to let in whoever it was. The thing in my candy bowl was quickly forgotten in the chaos just outside my door.

It turned out to be all three of the girls, chattering excitedly in a hum that echoed through my empty house. I greeted them, then we collected the pies, bade Nutmeg a fond farewell for the night, and locked the door behind us.

It was still chilly, especially now that the sun was down, and I was glad that this time I had a jacket and scarf. The wind mostly stayed away from my skin, and the brisk walk and fast conversation kept me moving enough that I didn’t feel it anyway. All I felt were the emotions rippling away from my friends like water in a pond: excitement, joy, contentment. And maybe a little anxiety from Gemma, though I couldn’t blame her. This would be her first time meeting my family.

Everything felt so... right. My little friend group had grown over the last months, blossomed into something warm and enveloping. I still felt bad sometimes for how I’d treated Gemma when she arrived with her sister—the siren who really was kind of evil—but she’d settled right in without any problems. Unlike her sister.

My smile faded into a frown at the thought. Merina had kidnapped me and held me hostage in that lakebed space Gemma was fixing up. And someone had hired her to do it.

Were Lissa and Maple as apprehensive as I was now, even though the new lakebed hideout would be completely different? Or would the memory of our time there forever ruin it?

Not to mention that whoever was behind Merina’s actions was too cowardly to talk to me directly. And they wanted me to help them set up another Court near Forrest’s. As much as I didn’t really understand Fae politics (especially after the incident with the local Fae and the upcoming meeting with their Council), my magic understood well enough that it was somehow a bad idea. Two Courts fighting over the same town?

There was a lull in the conversation. Maybe now was the time to ask for an update? And, to be quite honest, the whole thing was really starting to gnaw at me. Who else might be looking for me because of my power?

“So, Gemma,” I began, a little tentatively. “Have you heard anything new about your sister?”

Gemma sighed, and a mix of emotions sloughed away from her in pulses: sadness, disappointment, anger, guilt. I really didn’t want her to be any of those things, but sometimes, even I couldn’t fix a bad situation. I couldn’t imagine how I’d respond if my sister ever did something like Merina did.

Finally, she started speaking. “My father said she was due to meet with the leaders of our people to decide on guilt and punishments sometime next month. She’s of course under orders to stay home until her hearing, so he has tried talking to her. But she’s been quiet.”

“I see,” I said. I thought for a moment before continuing. “Do you have any idea who she might have wanted to work with? Or who she might have known who wanted me so badly they did... all of that?”

Gemma shook her head, and I felt her guilt and sadness again. “No, I’m sorry.”

I reached a hand out to her, touching her shoulder lightly and wishing I could ease her feelings. None of this was her fault, yet the feelings she had over the incident weighed on her.

Magic prickled under my skin, goosebumps raising along my arms as something flowed between us. I couldn’t identify it, didn’t really understand what was happening, but in only a moment, her negative feelings eased.

Was that me?

I pulled my hand back and blinked quickly. Add that to the list of things to discuss with Lyra and my aunt.

And, as I was learning... maybe also my friends.

I cleared my throat. “It’s just... really hard sometimes, you know? All of this is something no one has seen in hundreds of years, yet here I am. A witch of power, or whatever? And no one can even tell me what it means.” My eyes started burning in the fierce cold of the night air. “But at the same time, someone I don’t know seems bent on finding me, to use me for what I am. And then the fact that apparently my powers growing like this can only mean something horrible is coming. And the worst part is... I don’t know that if I’d been given a choice... whether I would have accepted it or not.”

A tear slid down my cheek, and I turned my face slightly away, trying to hide it. We needed to get to my mom’s, and I needed to be calm in front of the book club. No one needed a slew of questions about their personal life, especially when I couldn’t explain to any of them what was going on.

But all three of them seemed to notice, their eyes full of concern as they watched me and walked beside me.

Maple spoke. “Reese, I’m so sorry. I can’t imagine what this has been like for you.”

“Yeah,” Lissa cut in. “But... in a way, I kind of get it, you know? I didn’t have much choice in becoming a vampire, either, and I don’t know what I would have chosen. But even though it’s scary, and even though I had all those problems with the town not that long ago, I’m learning that it still has its advantages. I can’t begin to say I understand what it’s like to be in your shoes—no one can—but you’re not the first person to be afraid of what they are and how the people around them will react to it. You’re...”

She choked on the word, and I glanced over to see a tear of her own tracking along her jaw. The emotions coming off of her were another mix, only this one was full of fear, concern, awe, and... comfort. She truly did find something wonderful in what she was becoming.

She cleared her throat like I had only a moment earlier. “You’re not alone.”

And the emotions then, from all three of them, could have lifted me to the sky, something I had never felt so strongly: support. They surrounded me like a thick, fuzzy blanket, filled with warmth like a calming tea.

The frantic pace of my heart calmed, and my breathing slowed. “Thank you.”

There wasn’t much more to say after that, but there wouldn’t have been time, anyway. We rounded the bend down my parents’ street, picking up our pace as the brightly lit house came into sight. Cars were lined up along the sidewalk already, so most of the book club members must already be there.

As I reached to open the white gate, my hand on the latch, my magic prickled like it had on the street, like it had when I found the thing in my candy bowl, and then the shadows under Mom’s rose bushes seemed to move. I squinted, half sure my eyes were playing tricks on me, but then the air swirled in the yard to our left, a whirlpool of golden light, amber sparks, and fluttering leaves. I paused, giving the portal time to manifest before getting too close, and we all watched as it grew to the size of a doorway. After a few more moments, Forrest stepped through, a basket slung on his elbow. By the time he’d fully appeared, the prickle of magic was gone, and so was the shadow. If it was another one of the blob creatures, it was gone.

Forrest smiled when he saw me, and the portal shrank behind him until it disappeared completely. “Reese, darling!”

“Aww, so cute!” Maple said, her voice ringing with baby talk.

I rolled my eyes at her, but I was already blushing bright pink—a color that carried into my hair. Tonight, the mood-hair was annoying. I tucked it behind my ear and pushed the gate open to meet Forrest on the walk to the porch. He leaned down, and I pushed myself up on tiptoes to give him a peck on the lips. He smelled of autumn leaves and tea today, and I drank it in, grinning stupidly. I never noticed it until the last week or so, but his magic gave off a different scent almost each time I saw him.

“What did you think of the chapters?” he said, falling into step next to us.

My grin dropped, and I tapped my forehead with my fingers. “Dang it.”

Everyone laughed at that. I wasn’t exactly known for keeping up with the reading. But... I was kind of okay with it. It was still time with my friends. And book clubs were apparently a great place to get to know how your friends felt about different topics and what really mattered to them. The whole experience had brought us so much closer.

I looked over at Gemma. It was her turn to grow closer. To know us. For us to know her. For her to have the close friendships she seemed to crave, especially with her sister carted off back home by their father. And after the fight they’d had? I wasn’t sure she’d ever be friends with her sister again. But it was always hard to say with family. At least after our walk, I felt like we were knit closer, like we were a family we had chosen.

Then Lissa caught my attention, as she stepped up behind us. She had been the first one here, the first of my friends besides Maple to really grow close to my family, and my heart hurt for her, wondering what it was really like between her and her own family.

Everyone really was having family problems lately. Well... everyone except me, it seemed. Besides Gemma and Lissa, Maple was still coming to terms with how much of her family history she could share with me, and for a while it was tearing her apart.

Mom opened the door, her face twisted into irritation, but it softened when she saw us. “Oh, hi, girls. Hi, Forrest.” She stepped aside, waving us in.

“Mom? Everything okay?” I handed her my pie and started pulling off my scarf and coat.

She waved a hand, but she still looked irritated. “It’s nothing, dear. Don’t worry about it.”

Dad walked into the corridor, a magazine under one arm and a stein of beer in his free hand. “I’m just leaving, ignore me.”

He never stayed for book club, but he always made sure to say hello. Sure enough, he stopped for a kiss on the cheek from me, then said, “Your mom tell you your uncle called? She missed it, but he left a message. She hasn’t listened to it yet.”

Well, that explained a lot. Uncle Herschel was Mom’s other sibling, besides Aunt Kit. They had never really gotten along very well. But I’d always loved him. He was so much fun when I was a kid, always bringing me something new to try or play with, prank spells and charms, and he always took time to play with me. I just assumed Mom’s irritation was basic sibling disagreements. I had plenty of my own, as did every other person I knew with a sibling.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/image001.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





