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      Gourds and autumn garlands decorated the front window of the Speckled Hen Diner. The delightful scent of their famous cinnamon rolls drifted through the propped-open door and out onto Thornvale Road. Tempting as a spell – luckily, I’d already had breakfast.

      The diner’s owner, my coven mate Isabel Evans, offered a wave and a questioning look as I passed. She was serving coffee to Lucinda Barker, the busiest body in our neighborhood.

      Not particularly needing their input on my day, I just smiled and took a final wistful inhale of sugar and spice. Maybe I’d stop by later for some cinnamon rolls to take home. I only had a few minutes to spare before the show.

      The Collins Historic Theatre was on the non-witchy side of town, but I didn’t hold that against the century-old building. I had fond feelings for the place. After all, it was the only place to see movies in town.

      This week, the theater was spotlighting a spooky matinee every day leading up to Halloween. As soon as I saw the poster for Hocus Pocus, I was taken back to when Morgan was a kid, and I first showed her the film. At nine, she’d called the movie out for its multiple manipulations of witch history, turning folk magic into absurd, pointless drama.

      And that’s when I learned my daughter wasn’t into witch fiction.

      Go figure. I loved the stuff.

      Popular culture depictions of witches also tended to stress my best friend Meryl out. So I didn’t bother asking anyone. I was taking myself to the movies. 

      Bonus, I got to choose all the snacks.

      After procuring my single ticket from Ida Lowell, who’d worked here for years and also volunteered at the hospital where I worked, giving her the idea she could quiz me about why I was alone, I tugged the heavy door of the theater open and walked into the dimly lit lobby.

      I didn’t recognize the older fellow behind the small snack counter. Thank goodness. He waved me over and glanced at my ticket. “You know where everything is? The women’s bathroom is off the landing up the stairs to your right there.”

      The place housed a single theater. It had taken one visit to learn its layout, when I was six. 

      I was also a bit miffed he’d decided to start with the bathroom location, but I decided to let it go as I perused the decent candy selection behind the tiny glass window. They were getting the most out of their merchandising space, that’s for sure.

      “Could I please get some Junior Mints and a small popcorn? Plus a bottle of water.”

      He nodded and went to the cabinet to retrieve a fresh box. Bless him. Who wanted the stale display Junior Mints?

      Snacks in hand, I climbed the wide, winding staircase to the balcony seats. That was my favorite way to watch a movie here. In the summer it got a bit too stuffy, but in October it would be fabulous. They’d replaced the theater seats about a decade ago with some larger, plusher models. I wished they showed more movies here. The timing often didn’t work out with my twelve-hour nursing shifts.

      I passed the landing and the women’s restroom with just a little side-eye. Was I going to sit on the side of the balcony closest to the ladies’? Yes. Of course. I was a middle-aged witch, not a masochist.

      I loved the detailed carvings on the moldings and railings throughout this theater, but upstairs they were really on display. Gold-trimmed curtains framed a stage that had seen many a player over the years. I could almost imagine I’d stepped back a century and was about to experience a grand theatre production, or a lively political debate, both of which had been hosted in this building over Thornvale’s history.

      It still served all those purposes, plus fun seasonal movies that brought in a different crowd. But not much of a crowd today. Lunchtime on a Friday wasn’t the friendliest for many schedules, but I hadn’t seen a soul since the guy with the bathroom advice.

      Since I was just a few minutes early, I didn’t want to sit down quite yet. Instead, I approached the railing and scanned the seats below. 

      Wow. Almost no one had come out to see Hocus Pocus. What a shame. Maybe I should have called a friend or three. Oh, well. If I had to have the theater pretty much all to myself, so be it. I snickered and started to turn toward the seating, fumbling my snacks and yelping as I snatched the bottle of water out of thin air and watched the white box of Junior Mints soar over the railing, its green lettering spinning.

      “Oh, crap!” Dang it. Now I had to go back downstairs.

      “Oof,” someone grunted from down below.

      Freezing, I prayed my ears had deceived me. Surely, I did not know that voice. Intimately.

      Aiden Campbell leaned over the row of seats in front of him to crane his neck toward the balcony. “You lost your Junior⁠—”

      No freaking way. Of all the people to be sharing this nearly empty theater, it had to be him? What kind of game was the universe playing? I just wanted a break and a fun movie on my day off.

      “Oh. Hello, neighbor.” Aiden grinned up at me. “Are you flying solo, too?”

      The laid-back question threw me for another loop. Words didn’t come easily around him. I got all tongue-tied. Flustered. He was too damn good looking. And I’d broken my heart over him once before.

      Not that he remembered. A spell had ruined my newfound dreams two months ago.

      Sigh. So much for summer love.

      Brain jammed with too many thoughts, all I could manage was, “Enjoy the movie.” Heat rose to my cheeks. I backed up from the railing and chose the nearest seat. I just needed to sit down.

      I still wanted my Junior Mints, but I wasn’t about to trek down and retrieve them, just to suffer a prolonged exchange with my out-of-bounds neighbor.

      The projector behind me whirred to life and the screen flickered.

      Oh, thank you, thank you. I sighed for real this time, hopefully not loud enough Aiden could hear. I just needed to ignore his presence and enjoy my movie.

      Footsteps behind me made me turn. Aiden smiled. His hands were full between a soda, a much larger vat of popcorn than mine, and my slightly rumpled Junior Mints.

      “Thank you.” I took the mints.

      “Mind if I sit with you?” he asked. “I can go back downstairs if you rather, but I figured as long as we’re both here, we might as well enjoy the witchy madness together.” He wiggled his eyebrows.

      “Oh…okay. Sure.”

      He took the seat next to me, arranging all of his goodies and stretching out his long legs. “It’s nice up here. This is how the locals do it?”

      I shrugged. “Some of them. So…Hocus Pocus, huh?”

      “Yeah, I love this movie. Takes me right back. My little sister and I watched it every Halloween for years. Can’t wait to tell her I enjoyed it in a theater like this.” He threw some popcorn into his mouth.

      My eyes were drawn to his kissable lips. Very kissable. You might say irresistible.

      I forced myself to look at the screen. I felt hot. The world was very unfair. Still, a part of me was over the moon that we were just sitting together, even if it was so much easier for him.

      These days I mostly avoided Aiden, so I didn’t need to keep up some charade that he was just my neighbor.

      But I could pretend for an hour and a half. I wouldn’t think about how it would hurt after. “At least you know what you’re getting into. Lots of guys are more into the horror side of spooky season.”

      He shook his head, winked at me. “I’m squeamish. No slashers or gore for me. No thank you.”

      “Too bad. Tomorrow night they’re playing The Texas Chainsaw Massacre.”

      “Why, Jill. Are you asking me on a date?” The rich timbre of his voice seemed to drive right through me.

      Heat infiltrated my cheeks again. In fact, steam was probably rising from my head. Great.

      Why did my body have to respond to him so immediately? He was so close. And we were so alone.

      Curse my midlife hormonal surges. My hands had gone clammy.

      “If you were to ask me on a date, I much prefer a cozier film option.”

      “We may have to wait until next week, then,” I heard myself say.

      He nodded. “I have plans tomorrow anyway.” He leaned toward me. “But I will look forward to your invitation.”

      Oh, would he?

      He’s just flirting, Jill. He’s nice and friendly and you’re here. That’s all.

      The projector clicked behind us, the track rolling over to the main event. 

      With another wink, Aiden turned his attention to the screen. The music rose. “Yep. Love this movie. Can I have a few Junior Mints, please?” 
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        * * *

      

      A thin stream of lavender smoke rose on the breeze and escaped through my open attic window. Despite knowing what I would see, my gaze followed it into the night, drawn to Aiden’s darkened windows. Which hadn’t changed in the last half an hour and likely wouldn’t until oh-dark-thirty tomorrow.

      Aiden was an early riser. It was one way we weren’t compatible. 

      The other way, of course, was that he didn’t even remember what we’d had.

      Give it a rest.

      I forced my attention back to my altar and the image of my mother and grandmother in a side hug, grinning widely. The lavender stick burned next to a trio of black pillar candles. A collection of fall odds and ends like a fiery orange maple leaf and a tiny acorn cup I’d filled with water as an itsy-bitsy offering completed the altar on my dresser. 

      A small wreath hung on the wall behind it, woven from raven feathers. Left by the Morrigan when she healed Aiden. It was my reminder the outcome that night could have been much worse.

      But we were in the season of the ancestors. The gods might not be on my side, but these two women had always had my back. With no one else to spill my guts to, I’d been spilling my woes over the man next door to them, taking solace in the idea they might hear me. That they might understand.

      Who better to grasp thwarted love than my mother, a witch who’d borne three daughters to a werewolf and lived to love him – sometimes – for more than three decades? And Grandma, the most down-to-earth powerhouse witch who supported her daughter, and us, when the coven would reject our father.

      “Anyway, we’re coming down the home stretch to Samhain. What are you all craving?” 

      Probably an apple crumble for Grandma. And Mother…she used to love the Blackberry Inn’s crème brulée. Was that over the top for a spirit dinner?

      Nah. Give the ghost lady what she wanted.

      If it would lure them to my table for the night, I’d serve her dessert on gold plates nested in roses.

      The idea would make Mother giggle.

      I missed my mom.

      We didn’t do the spirit dinner every year, but this year it felt especially important. I’d never fully processed losing Mom. I hadn’t realized how much I needed to until recently.

      It had been ten years. Most of my parenting life. I didn’t like thinking about that. How little Morgan would remember of her, the all-too important specifics, like the sound of her laugh or the smell of her favorite perfume.

      I was the eldest in the house now. Maybe that was my stumbling block. 

      Maybe spirit dinners would be more important in this second half of my life. I’d lost enough to understand the tradition.

      It was time for new traditions at Ravencrest. Morgan was past being worried about celebrating Halloween like the other kids in Thornvale, so we didn’t need to squeeze in trick or treating and harvest parties. Not that I’d discourage trick or treating if she decided to go. Even in our neighborhood, the little ones went around in scary masks or as animals – an old custom to keep them safe from wandering spirits, renewed and modernized with treats to delight the grandmothers on the block.

      If Morgan wanted to dress up again this year, I’d be thrilled. I wanted my girl to be a kid in whatever way she still wanted. Fourteen was still a kid in my book.

      Focused on the picture of the women who’d raised me, I felt a little tickle at the nape of my neck. It persisted in a way that told me it wasn’t a breeze. I wasn’t sure who it was. 

      Neither of the women in the photograph had ever come to visit me in spirit. 

      But it felt like someone wanted to make contact.

      Hmm. I could at least try.

      I went downstairs to Mother’s room and retrieved Grandma’s rose quartz crystal ball, and my wand for good measure, returning to the attic with the fragile globe cradled against my abdomen. I had an unfortunate history with breaking crystal balls, though not ones that belonged to my own ancestors. 

      Seated on the plush, high-pile rug in my bedroom, I held my hands palm up on my knees in invitation. I let my gaze drift over the muted surface of the crystal. Breathing deep into my belly, I followed the drumbeat rhythm of my heart, redirecting my thoughts several times before I lost myself in the opaque patterns of the crystal, my will giving way as I slipped into trance.

      Pink clouds became pink grass. Chilly pink grass, brushing my sides, my vision morphing as I slithered into a hole carved deep into the earth. 

      I must press on. I must return to the earth...

      I needed rest now, more than anything.

      Tendrils of roots bound the soil, squeezed as I forced my way through into the den, too small for me now.

      This was the last time I’d find refuge here.

      The edges of the box caught my attention, gilded in the tiny bit of light available. Too smooth and straight. Unnatural. Human. It unnerved me now, after all I’d seen outside.

      I hadn’t reached my full strength. I tired too easily.

      But I would find it. They hid it, but only so well. 

      Its power called to me. A bright thing. Even from a distance, its presence grated on my senses, knowledge of it pulsing in every inch of my skin.

      It called.

      Coiling my length into a tight ball, I resolved to find it tomorrow. 

      The snug den made me drowsy. I could sleep here, without worry of discovery. 

      Sleep…yes. 

      Sleep.

      I startled awake flat on my back on my floor. My bones creaked as I forced myself back to a sitting position, grimacing as I straightened my limbs. What the heck was that?

      Ignatius chirped at me, near my legs. Oh…he was covering the crystal ball. He’d morphed from his dog form to a flattish body similar to a stingray.

      The dragonet – my sister’s familiar officially, though she was currently out of town – flapped his strange appendages at me. Apparently, he’d thought I needed a little help controlling as common a tool as a crystal ball. He’d severed the trance with his interruption and that’s what woke me. 

      “I’m not sure what to do with this level of distrust,” I told him.

      Brrrr, Iggy trilled. One of his flat parts bulged and I looked away, unwilling to watch his full shift, because ew, gross. Frowning, I threw a blanket over the crystal ball, unable to bring myself to take it back downstairs. I was so tired. 

      Exhausted enough I’d fallen asleep trying to read a crystal ball.

      It was cold in my attic room now, probably cold enough to bother Morgan next door. With a weary shake of my head, I blew out the candles, snuffed the lavender incense, and crawled onto my bed.

      Iggy’s weight settled at the end of the bed, on the point nearest the door. I suspected he chose that spot to protect me – directly between me and the most likely source of attack.

      I appreciated his vigilance, but if someone reached the attic, we probably had worse problems than them coming after me. And who would be trying to hurt me, anyway?

      Still, I gave him a pat and said goodnight. Strange as it was, his presence was a comfort.

      I was reaching to close the window above my bed against the autumn wind outside when I noticed the bird. A raven. Its inky black feathers had blended into the night. It blinked at me and nodded its head. With a single loud caw, it spread its wings and launched into the night. It didn’t like getting caught spying.

      Iggy pressed himself against my legs. I didn’t let myself finish wondering what shape he’d taken now. A comforting shape. 

      I could rest. I was safe. 

      Snug as if I’d slithered into an earthen den. Drifting lower, and lower. 

      I sighed gratefully, the sheets whispering against my skin and the weight of the blankets enough reason to give thanks. 

      Yes, this was quite snug. 

      I burrowed deeper. 

      Tomorrow I would find the bright thing…
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        * * *

      

      Grape-flavored steam filled Corabel’s kitchen and fogged the windows. The fault of a large pot simmering merrily at its seasonal business. Corabel stood at the counter, measuring sugar into bowls for the jelly that was to come. I was on juice duty. Juice wasn’t that hard – it just took time. Once we’d applied the heat, gravity would have to do its work. And you couldn’t rush that.

      I was busy at the sink, washing yet more wine grapes for the final batch. 

      This was a small part of the coven’s grape harvest. Most was going into wine. But each year, a bit went to make jelly. My aunt Julia would be over in a bit to work on that part. I didn’t have the patience. I’d scorched more than my fair share of precious juice over the years raising the heat to speed things up. 

      Patience had never been my strong suit.

      Done washing, I rubbed the steam from the window over the sink and looked out over Corabel’s small, sunny backyard. A couple of gold-hued leaves drifted lazily on the wind. The woods beyond were dark, tightly clustered enough that deep shadows wound between them. 

      Secrets hid in the shelter of those trees. Smothered in darkness. Bound by roots.

      But not forgotten. Not at the price I’d paid.

      Two months since I ruined my best shot at happiness with a foolish, amateurish error. 

      Two months since I completely screwed up.

      “That batch is ready, Jill. I can smell it.”

      “Huh?” 

      “The juice. Don’t let it go too long.”

      I turned toward it, misjudging the space and knocking the bowl of freshly washed grapes off the counter in the process. “Whoops.” I shoved the bowl back and skirted the spilled grapes to take the pot off the burner.

      Corabel started to cross the kitchen.

      “Hold on! Don’t step there.”

      She stopped and stood where she was, waiting for the all-clear.

      “Just a sec…there. I’ll just rewash these.”

      “Is that the third time?” Corabel snickered.

      Yes, I’d been full of mistakes today. “Ridicule doesn’t help me concentrate.” 

      “Well, what does? Give me a tip. You’ve been something else these last few weeks.”

      “Tell me about it,” I seethed under my breath.

      “All right. I’m taking pity on you. For today, anyway.” Corabel’s shoulders slumped tiredly as she reached the kitchen table.

      “Good, you can sit down then.”

      She found one of the wicker chairs by feel and sat. “Didn’t realize I needed to…until…hm.”

      I was at her side in seconds. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nah. Nothing. I’m just old. Catches up with me sometimes.”

      Moments like this her blindness was a benefit, because she wouldn’t like the way I looked her over. She didn’t have much interest in being nursed. “Hurting anywhere in particular?”

      “I said no, girl,” she growled, her power evident in her voice if not her posture.

      I backed up a step, unable to help myself. “Fine. Jeez.”

      Corabel wouldn’t typically shove at me with her magic. But I didn’t blame her for getting feisty over her independence. At some point, we’d be caring for her all the time. None of us was looking forward to it – not because we didn’t love her, but because we knew relying on us for more of the basics was going to wound the spirit we all held so dear. Our matriarch. Our high priestess.

      But we were all of this earth, and even the most powerful of us returned to it in our time. 

      A figure walking up the back path saved me from my thoughts. “Aunt Julia is here.” I spotted her black cat and familiar, Fable, bouncing in the bushes next to the path, no doubt hunting a bug. He was boisterous for a sixteen-year-old cat. Most of the coven cats were just cats, but those who formed a connection as a familiar did tend to live longer.

      Corabel clapped. “Thank goodness. You’d gone too somber on me. Julia will raise the tempo in here.”

      I rolled my eyes. My aunt caught the gesture through the glass and raised a hand to her mouth to stifle a laugh.

      “What’s she giggling about?” Corabel demanded. She turned her face toward the door and waited until it cracked. “What are you giggling about?”

      “Jill’s face,” Aunt Julia said with a smile. “Are you two arguing?”

      “Just like a couple trapped cats.”

      I giggled as Fable darted inside and launched himself into the chair next to Corabel.

      Corabel patted the arm of the chair, the cat leaning dramatically out of reach. “Sit a spell.”

      “My cat already is.” Julia laughed. “Move, Fable.”

      “You have to tell me when he comes in. I swear the cat gets a kick out of messing with me.”

      “Unfortunately, you’re probably right.” Julia sat, scooped Fable up and stroked him. “It smells amazing in here.”

      “Thanks. You’re going to have to take over soon. I’m operating at my max skill level over here. As Corabel keeps reminding me.”

      Corabel chuckled and waved me off.

      I reached for the twin pastry bags stamped with Fabled Boyle Catering, which was the bakery Julia ran from her historic Victorian.

      She bent close to me and whispered, “I need to speak with you. Later.”

      I nodded and took the pastries to the kitchen, where I busied myself with the next batch of juice and resulting dishes while the elders chatted.

      Aunt Julia was closer to Corabel than anyone. Most posited that Julia would lead the coven next. Eventually, Corabel would tell us her will in that matter. We couldn’t make any assumptions ahead of time, but Julia was essentially Corabel’s right hand. 

      There was a time when it was obvious my mother would lead the coven after Corabel.

      But she’d passed away after many years fighting a cancer that hadn’t given a damn if she was the most magical human alive.

      “Corabel has a dentist appointment on Tuesday afternoon.” Julia had joined me, towel in hand. She started drying as she talked. “I know it’s your day off, but⁠—”

      I shrugged. “I can take her. No worries.”

      “Actually, I thought you’d rather grab Zoe and Jonah from school, show them some spooky fun.”

      I grinned, placing the last dish on the drying rack. “That’ll be way more fun than the dentist.” I pulled her into a hug. “Thanks for sharing your grandbabies.”

      “You’re not starting to crave them already, are you?”

      “No way!” Eek. Morgan was only fourteen. That would be getting way, way ahead of myself. “It’s just been a long time since I had young ones around regularly.”

      “Besides the coven littles?”

      “I mean having them all to myself.” My brain was already bursting with ideas.

      I’d have to be careful with the creepy stuff and Jonah. Abby would be pissed if I gave him nightmares and last I heard he dealt with plenty of those already. One of the problems with being surrounded by so many spells…sometimes our brains tried to be helpful and invented reasons for the energies we felt around us. Many adults had developed decent mental barriers and good sleep hygiene habits, but the kids were still vulnerable. 

      “Zoe is super excited to hang out with Morgan.”

      “Ah. That makes sense.” Morgan was the incredibly cool older cousin, after all. I was a poor substitute for that level of coolness.

      Julia set aside the towel and turned to face me. “There’s something else I wanted to talk to you about.”

      “Oh, yeah? Why so serious?”

      “Speak up, ladies. I want to hear what’s so serious, too.” Corabel touched the door frame for reference as she walked through, face turned toward our voices. “And I’d love one of those cherry tarts, Julia.”

      My aunt smiled and went for a plate, adding a squirt of Corabel’s favorite whipped cream from a can, just how she liked it. Then she turned to me, serious again.

      “Look out for Aurora. She got a little riled at yesterday’s Chamber of Commerce meeting. Said a few things in the heat of the moment that do not reflect well on any of us.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like offering to hex a candidate for city council, for instance.”

      I groaned. “Let me just guess. Liz O’Brien?”

      We just had to make it through the next ten days until the election and that nightmare would be over. I’d never seen my sister’s competitive streak in such overdrive. 

      “Teddy wasn’t there.” Julia shook her head. “I don’t want to tell him…but I also feel like he has a right to know if she’s⁠—”

      “Out there running her mouth and making him look bad?” Corabel broke in.

      Teddy was Aurora’s partner in life as well as business. And the combination had been a bit rough recently. Ever since a certain spell backfired this summer, in fact. Aurora just couldn’t admit she’d been wrong about that. 

      But hexing threats? At a city meeting? This wasn’t cool.

      Yes, most in town understood implicitly that there were differences in the way we lived on Ravencrest Drive compared with the rest of town.

      We were witches. The coven had been here since the town’s founding, so this split was nothing new in Thornvale. But we didn’t go around pointing it out or using our power in anger. That was not the way.

      “I’ll talk to her.”

      Julia’s shoulders slumped. “Thank you. I thought about talking to her myself, but her temper has been a bit ragged around the edges lately and I didn’t want to stir things up.”

      I put a hand on her arm. “You’re right. She’ll take it slightly better from me. She’d be disturbed to know she’s causing you this worry. You know…if she was thinking straight.”

      “Do you think she and Teddy are okay? Owning a business together can be a real strain, I’d imagine.”

      Along with being from different worlds… “I hope they’ll work it out. I love Teddy. But yeah, it’s been a lot of arguing lately.”

      “Why does Aurora care so much about that damn council seat?”

      “Honestly, Julia, I think she’s jealous. I don’t think she realized how much she wanted to run until Liz went for it.”

      “So it’s as simple as feeling left out?” Corabel didn’t sound convinced. “There’ll be another election. But not if she alienates everyone in town over this one.”

      Too bad telling her so was akin to poking the bear.
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      I waited for my moment, postponing any talk with Aurora until Teddy had gone back to their store, Past Lives Vintage, to work on paperwork. While I was waiting, I made a batch of Iggy’s favorite treat, peanut butter cookies. I made them small, because once he got going, he’d eat a dozen of them if I let him. And I often did.

      I wasn’t sure how much snacking was too much for a dragonet, and Iggy wasn’t filling me in. No matter what he ate, it didn’t seem to affect his size. I’d taken to glancing at his waist when he was in doggy shape and I hadn’t seen any change since I’d been responsible for him.

      I wondered if Esme missed him. Now that I was used to having the dragonet nearby, I would miss him when next he left with my sister, who never settled anywhere for long. But wherever she was now, she was traveling light. And apparently not working complicated magic, because Iggy was a big help with that. 

      I popped the cooled off cookies on another tray and stuck them in the freezer for a few. They’d last longer frozen, and I couldn’t make time for his cookies more than once a week.

      This was why I didn’t have an actual dog. Iggy was needier than my teenager and he would happily accept any amount of care I’d throw his way.

      He probably realized how good he had it with Esme out of town. I knew for a fact my sister didn’t make him overlarge batches of peanut butter cookies.

      I heard the front door slam and paused. Was that the teenager, or was that Teddy leaving?

      Aurora appeared in the kitchen doorway. “What are you up to? More cookies?”

      “Yeah. You want one?”

      “Two. And thank you.” She snatched them and perched on a stool, watching me. “I got a vibe from you at dinner.”

      I took a second to wash my hands, gathering my thoughts. “I wanted to check in with you. Heard things got a little rough at a Chamber meeting yesterday?”

      “Aunt Julia called you?”

      “No. I saw her at Corabel’s while we were working on grape juice.”

      Aurora lifted her shoulders and let them drop dramatically. “I thought I saw smoke coming out of her ears.”

      “Threatening to hex people, Aurora? I get being fired up, but this is out of bounds. Bringing up spelling or hexing people isn’t just going to be forgotten. What were you thinking?”

      “Sounds like you have plenty of thoughts. Why don’t you tell me how I can prevent Thornvale from electing that idiot?”

      “How is scaring the rest of town going to prevent them electing her?”

      Aurora narrowed her eyes at me. “You’re not getting the larger context.”

      “I think I just told you about the context from the coven perspective. We get along in this town. We’re not trying to steamroll over mundane folks’ opinions.”

      She broke eye contact, a sullen expression shuttering her features. “I shouldn’t have said anything about hexing. I can admit that.”

      “Good.” I considered her for a few seconds. “Look, if this whole thing with Liz is bothering you this much, I suggest talking with Corabel. She’ll help you gain some perspective.”

      “I don’t need help with my perspective. I’m seeing more clearly than ever.” 

      I wasn’t getting past that stubborn wall. Time to cut my attempt at reason short, because the fire in my sister’s eyes said any more pressing would be met with the firmest resistance.

      “Okay. Cool. I’ve said my piece.”

      “You’ll give Julia a good report?”

      I frowned at her. “Jeez. That’s not what this was about. She’s worried about you too.”

      My phone chose that second to ring, and I’d left the volume up all the way earlier, so it was sort of ear shattering. I stuck one finger in my left ear and grabbed it from the counter with my right.

      Oh, sweet! Meryl. “Hey, darling. How are you?”

      “Um…been better, honestly.”

      “Same here.” I glanced up at Aurora, but all I caught was the sight of her blonde hair and swishing blue skirt as she left the room in a hurry. I sighed. “You were so smart not to have sisters.”

      “Whatever. You don’t mean that. Who would you look after if not for those two dorks?”

      I snorted. “Thanks for the perspective. I can always count on you.”

      “But can I count on you?”

      Perching on a stool, I lifted my feet up and spun around. “Of course! What do you mean by that?”

      “Can I count on you to meet me for a drink at Lupe’s tonight?”

      Lupe’s was a new bar and music venue that had just opened down on River Road. My cousin Abby had employed Lupe’s husband Mario at her restaurant Barking Crow Burgers for several years, but he’d just left to help his wife open her place. We were all super happy for him.

      Mario might not be coven, but he always had a ready smile, and Lupe was a real go-getter who’d tried out a singing career before she decided music was too unpredictable. Now that their kids were older, she was using those talents and connections to bring more bands into Thornvale on their tours.

      “Why? Who’s playing?”

      “I don’t even know. I just need to talk to you, preferably somewhere we don’t need to watch out for coven ears.”

      “I’m game. Pick you up in twenty minutes?”

      We agreed and I hung up, realizing too late that left me fifteen minutes to do my hair, makeup and decide on an outfit. I didn’t like making decisions this late in the day. It was exhausting.

      And Aurora, who was incredible at choosing outfits, was currently pissed at me.

      Sigh. I’d better go find out if my closet held hope or horror.
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        * * *

      

      The closet held horror. Mostly. It was obviously the closet of a woman who spent very little time going out of the house for anything but work, and since I was a nurse, scrubs weren’t exactly an outfit I could convert to something suitable for going out.

      “How do I look?” I asked Morgan once I’d chosen a black off the shoulder blouse and a flowy purple skirt that was one of few I owned without decidedly witchy embroidery or decoration. I wore it over leggings. The autumn wind would be chilly tonight.

      Morgan barely glanced at me from her bed. “Yeah. You look good. This is just a Meryl thing, right?”

      “Just a Meryl thing? Any time with Meryl is a great time.” 

      “She’s okay.”

      Everything was okay these days. These brief answers…I kept telling myself to have patience. So Morgan wasn’t finding me as much fun right now as I was used to… She was fourteen. This had to be a normal part of growing up. Stressing over every flippant retort wasn’t going to pull her around.

      She’d already gone back to her phone, anyway. 

      “You’re in for the night?”

      “I think so.” She looked up. “You know what…maybe not. I might go down to the Grove.”

      I didn’t like the flip-flop of my stomach. It was our holy place. I shouldn’t worry about her going there on her own. We all did that. A few months ago, I might have suggested she get her aunt to go with her, but that had changed with Aurora’s wild spell at Lammas. A spell that had nearly killed her and that left my daughter supporting all our magic while we got her aunt out of the disaster she’d caused. I never wanted to put Morgan in such a position again.

      “That’s nice. Be safe. And take a sweater.” 

      She didn’t look up. “Sure thing, Mom.” 

      Instead of barging in on Aurora too, I sent her a text letting her know my plans. 

      It still felt weird to leave Morgan essentially unsupervised with a whole evening in front of her. But she’d spend the rest of her life unsupervised. After this summer, we’d decided together that she was ready to take responsibility for herself and her activities and check in with me or another adult if she needed something.

      It was a big adjustment. I was probably making it slower than anyone, even if I was keeping these calculations to myself. 

      Saturday night in Thornvale. I grinned to myself. I didn’t take advantage of my freedom often enough. On my nights off I usually stayed in or hung out at one of the houses on my block.

      Windows were aglow all through the neighborhood. Dusk was fading to darkness between the cheery century-old cottages. Meryl’s dad Heywood waved at me as I passed. He was carrying a takeout bag from Barking Crow Burgers, which was a little surprising knowing how much Heywood loved his grill. But maybe the blustery wind had driven him back inside. It wasn’t exactly porch season anymore.

      A large Ford truck passed by me at the old sign for Ravencrest Drive, Barker Construction emblazoned on its side. I checked my rearview quickly, wondering where Mason Barker was heading tonight. His taillights lit up outside the Stephens’ house and abruptly went dark. But then, maybe he was visiting his aunt Lucinda next door. 

      On a Saturday night.

      I engaged my lead foot. It was high time I heard this story from Meryl.

      “Hey, girl,” I said in a sugar-laced tone as she jumped in. She’d been waiting outside for me. “What’s up?”

      She looked around the car. “Lupe’s. Let’s go.”

      “My car isn’t bugged, babes.”

      “They can magically bug your car. Of course they can.”

      “Who?”

      She pressed her lips together and a glimmer of uncertainty over my best friend’s mental health occurred to me. 

      “If they were going to magically bug my car, you’d know about it. You’re the charms master, after all.”

      “Where do you think I learned it?”

      From her aunt Shans. Sister of one Heywood Stephens. Now I rolled my eyes. “Your dad wouldn’t bug my car.”

      She shrugged. “I wouldn’t put it past him and Mom at the moment. They are getting far too cozy with⁠—”

      “Mason?” I squeaked. “Because I saw Heywood with Barking Crow Burgers takeout, and Mason pulled up a few seconds later. Are they burgering together?” Her parents were having Mason over without her? “That’s weird. Unless⁠—”

      “Unless.” She nodded grimly. “My freedom is about to be curtailed. After all these decades, Meryl is coming off the market.”

      “What the fuck?” I smacked the steering wheel and accidentally honked, making an older lady walking down the sidewalk jump. “He’s asking for your hand?”

      She busted up. “Yeah, basically.”

      We were only halfway there, but we’d gone far enough. I slid into a parking spot with a shriek and pulled Meryl into a hug. “My girl! Congratulations!”

      “Thanks for the excitement. But I’m still thinking about it.”

      “Yeah, right.”

      “We’re going for a drink and I’m going to give you all my pluses and minuses. Deal with it.”

      I grinned. “Happy to deal.”

      Wow. Getting married…this was big.

      We got to River Road somehow. My mind was on this huge change. 

      Not that Meryl’s relationship with Mason had gotten in the way of our friendship. So far, at least. We were deeply embedded in each other’s lives, and I didn’t think either of us could survive any other way. I’d mostly found the whole thing entertaining. I’d never considered the possibility that Mason might be it for Meryl.

      “You’re quiet.” 

      “Nope. Just parking.” A familiar car had caught my eye. A car I noticed way too often.

      What was Aiden doing on River Road on Saturday night?

      “You’re surprised.”

      “Hell yeah, I’m surprised.” I shifted gears back to the engagement conversation. “How long have you known this was coming?”

      “Let’s go grab a margarita and I’ll tell you the whole story.”

      By the sign, we had forty-five minutes until the alt rock band of the night began. I paid our cover charge, figuring it was good for the band and Lupe’s, even if we didn’t stay more than a couple songs. 

      Dark green walls and accents gave the place a speak-easy vibe, accentuated by the polished bar that ran along most of one wall. The stage in the far corner drew the eye instantly, most of the light in the room concentrated there. Mismatched vintage tables were arranged in staggered rows from that focal point. Only a few of them sat empty. A good crowd for Thornvale, even on a Saturday night.

      Three musicians who appeared to be in their late twenties were setting up when we walked in. I wasn’t sure how they were going to play the number of instruments they’d organized on stage, and honestly, I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. 

      “Forty-five minutes until it gets really loud in here.” Meryl sidled through tables to reach Lupe’s bar. 

      “Counting sound checks, we have thirty minutes.” 

      She ordered the classic. I had my heart set on a spicy mango margarita. Our orders in, I put my back to the bar and scanned the restaurant.

      Aiden sat alone at a table for two on the opposite wall. He was looking at his phone.

      I was just that unlucky.
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      I touched Meryl’s arm and she followed my gaze instantly. Drawn, no doubt to the tall dude with long blond hair sitting by himself with a wide buffer.

      “Oh, crap.”

      “Well, he said he had plans tonight.” I hadn’t even considered the possibility that meant a date. I mean, we were talking about dates at the time. With each other. Yeah, I hadn’t taken him seriously, because my heart couldn’t in any way handle that, but from knowing him, I doubted he’d have made the joke just before a date with another woman.

      “When was this?”

      “I ran into him at Hocus Pocus. He retrieved my Junior Mints and we sat together.”

      “Really?” After a lingering glance at me, she turned toward Aiden, who didn’t seem to have noticed us.

      And she’d better not get his attention now. I was starting to regret this whole fiasco. He didn’t seem to be waiting for the music. He was waiting for someone.

      “The classic margarita,” our bartender called.

      Saved by the salt and the lime.

      Meryl thanked them and reached for it, taking a big slurp as the door to the street opened. 

      A pretty woman in a band t-shirt, black skinny jeans and heels took off her unnecessary sunglasses as she walked in, eyes already roaming the room. Despite the tee, she ignored the stage and waved when she spotted her target, already moving toward him.

      Aiden waved back and my stomach lurched.

      “And double crap.” Meryl slurped again.

      I could do with something to slurp right now.

      The intruder reached Aiden’s table, bent close to say something and then sashayed toward the bar.

      The bartender called out my order of the spicy mango margarita as Aiden put his phone away and looked up, following the pretty woman with his eyes until⁠—

      Our gazes collided. His eyes widened as he recognized me, and his face fell.

      His face actually fell. I normally didn’t understand that expression, but this was a darn fine example. He was unhappy to see me. And I couldn’t tear my eyes from his.
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