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      Jasper reached into the dish of herbs at his side. As he pinched into the dry texture he knew so well, his heart did too. Small pieces rubbed against his fingertips as he sprinkled the rough textures over the plated fish in front of him. Then his heart plummeted.

      It used to feel so good to do that, and now the sheer act of flavoring the food he loved to make filled him with dread.

      "You didn't even look!" his sous chef, Chloe, accused him.

      She wasn't wrong. He should have looked, even if he did work by feel. The skills he possessed made it difficult for anyone to replace him on days he was out. Chloe often stood over his shoulder doing her best to record exactly how much he added and at what steps in the process. She noted the setting on the gas stove and the length of time he'd seared each side of the salmon, but no amount of exact replication could make it the same. Jasper Velasco simply had a gift.

      And he was about to pay dearly for it.

      The patrons at his restaurant hadn't complained when he wasn’t behind the counter, but the few who were true foodies had started calling to check. The hostess reported people asking, "Is Jasper in tonight?" The staff found if they said no, their true blue superfans simply weren't found among the white tablecloths and low lighting that evening. The waiters reported being asked if Jasper had made the dishes.

      Jasper's was the place in Charlottesville to see and be seen, to bring your most important guests, to look out across the city, and maybe the thing he was most proud of, to propose. He was grateful his parents gave him a name that looked good in lights and that they’d always welcomed him in the kitchen when he was a kid. He hadn’t been this good back then. In fact, Jasper knew the exact day and time he’d become sensational. He might need to regret that here soon.

      As he shoved his attention back to the real world, he pushed the plate to one side and called for the next. The chorus of voices yelling, "Yes, chef," as he gave his orders made his heart squeeze down tight. This time for an entirely different reason.

      Still, fear seeped through the marrow of his bones and walked chilled fingers up his spine, reaching into the back of his brain. This was his dream: This place, his name on the sign, and this food. Jasper Velasco was born to feed people, or so he'd always believed. It was why he’d done what he did. And why he’d never told a soul. It might cost him all of this. And soon.

      Everyone told him how amazing he was. His first job was as a line cook, where he’d quickly been promoted to the lead position. His mother grew worried once she found out the kind of stress that line cooks endured, but to Jasper it was exactly where he belonged. The pieces made sense as they went together. He didn’t flip out or burn out or become anxiety ridden. The line suited him with its sizzling foods and high pressure.

      He’d always had a feel for the perfect consistency for a pumpkin soup. The absolute right tenderness for a lobster tail. The perfect amount of nuts for the right crunch and flavor in a salad.

      But he hadn't been as good as he believed, and he'd been rejected from the Le Cordon Bleu school in Paris. That one lone piece of printed paper, the blue ink, the international postmarking, had nearly killed him. He hadn’t opened the letter for five hours—it was standard size, thin, nothing that screamed of a welcome packet for a new student. Once he’d had his worst fears confirmed, he’d slid like oiled sauce into depression. He hadn’t spoken for five days. Barely left the house or answered the knocks at his bedroom door.

      He’d been young enough that his ennui had been chalked up to standard emotions. On the fifth day, his parents had been pleased that he was heading out to ride his bike. Jasper simply couldn’t stare at the same four walls anymore, no matter how nice they were. The bike had been to burn off his anger. He’d ridden right out of Belle Hollow, deep into the Virginia mountains. Passing little clusters of homes and lone farms, he’d just kept going with no thought of how he would make it back. But then he’d seen the house and the little sign on the mailbox.

      Next, the Cordon Bleu had changed their minds. They’d mailed and said they made a mistake, they waitlisted him, then they informed him there was a position. Though he’d found a way in, something had already happened. He'd leveled up. His small town cooking in his family's kitchen upbringing had started to become innate. The kind of work he didn’t have to work at, he just knew.

      The little restaurant he plated meals on white melamine plates slowly started attracting praise. Then he left and attended school. He came back, and the banks all wanted to lend him money. Gastronauts from nearby towns came to test out Jasper’s in Charlottesville. He landed on lists and brought in travelers through word of mouth.

      And he'd loved every single minute of it.

      Until last week.

      Until he'd gotten the message that his note was due.

      "You okay, chef?" Chloe's voice cut through the clutter of his brain.

      "Wool gathering," he said, an old term his mother used and his grandmother had before her. It always seemed stupid, and he hated it, but it was exactly what he was doing now. Or at least it was a better excuse than what he was really doing now.

      As he looked around at his kitchen staff, he wondered what would happen to them and their jobs if he couldn't pay the note. He watched as Chloe walked away shaking her head. He hadn't convinced her everything was okay. Maybe because it wasn’t.

      He didn't know why he looked up just then, or maybe he did. He felt the shift in the air, or maybe in his bloodstream. He always did when she was near. But why would she be here, forty minutes from home, in his restaurant?

      Glancing through the large window that showed the restaurant to the kitchen staff and the kitchen and the cooking process to the patrons, his hand paused. Sure enough, there she was, auburn hair falling in perfect waves as she leaned forward at the hostess station, hands on the edge of the lectern. Plump lips widened in a smile as she turned her head and checked over her shoulder, looking at the man behind her.

      Jasper felt his gut twist and his jaw clench, and it was the dumbest, stupidest thing ever. She wasn't his. He was just attracted to her. She was just someone he'd known since middle school, when she was cute with her hair in braids and her occasional scraped knee and her irritation with it. Her magic could find her all the right rocks or the perfect fabric for whatever she was making that day. She could mend anything to perfection but do nothing for the scrape to her own skin.

      Something had changed the last week, and he didn't know what it was. Probably because the note was due. Maybe it was just his nerves reacting. As another plate was pushed in front of him, he picked up the nearby bottle and added the perfect design of dark plum balsamic vinegar glaze around the wide edge of the plate and in a dash over the top of the side dish.

      Dipping his fingers back into the herb bowl, he grabbed another pinch and tossed it on top, forcing his eyes away from the hostess station, and—as Chloe had accused him of—still not looking at the food in front of him. He didn't need to. He hadn't, not since the day he'd agreed to everything he ever wanted.

      He realized now it was stupid. It wasn't everything he'd ever wanted. Sure, it was most of it, but⁠—

      He glanced up again, watching as the hostess in her black dress and heels led Delanie in between the tables and through the dimly lit restaurant. Delanie’s skirt swished as she passed by, and Jasper told himself he didn't notice. Moving a hand, she brushed her long hair back over her shoulder, as the man who'd been standing at the hostess station behind her followed along.

      Definitely a date.

      Damn it. The spell hadn't included everything he'd wanted.
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      "This menu looks amazing," Cameron told her, and Delanie smiled up at the good-looking man across the table, or she did until he pinned her with a sharp gaze and asked, "So why are we really here?"

      She wouldn’t answer that. She wasn't going to be dishonest, but there was no way she could possibly tell him the whole truth either. That would take way too much time, and it wasn't her story to tell anyway. Delanie settled on, "I've been here before, but it's been a while, and I don't think we have any place else like this in the area."

      She lifted one hand, pushing her long red hair back over her shoulder even before realizing she was doing it. Once she did, however, she had to wonder if Jasper noticed from his spot in the kitchen. Before Cam could push her any further, before she had to admit to anything she didn't want to, or offer up any of her sisters' shameful secrets, she added, "The brisket is out of this world."

      Cam didn't take the bait. To be fair, that was why she liked him, but maybe tonight she liked him a little bit less when he tipped his head and said, "Is this actually about the brisket or is it about the beefcake in the kitchen?"

      He quickly added, "He's been eying you, you know."

      Damn it, Delanie thought. She should have cast a spell on herself before coming out, so any blushes and embarrassment wouldn’t show on her delicate complexion. It wasn't like she could just whip up a little glamour here at the table with the menu in her hand. Cam might know she ran a witchcraft shop, but an impromptu demo was not on the menu tonight. Delanie felt the bright flush creeping up her neck and cheeks and there was nothing she could do about it now. If the color wasn't enough, she also had just a little smattering of freckles, enough to make sure that when she blushed there was something to compare it to so people could be certain she was regretting something.

      "I guess it is," Cam murmured warmly. "What is it about him?"

      Delanie closed her eyes, pressed her lips together, and shook her head with a long-suffering sigh. On the one hand she almost asked Cam, did he have all night? And on the other hand, it wasn't that long of a list. Jasper was just Jasper. He was the boy she'd begun fantasizing about when she was in middle school. The one she’d never had a shot with and thus never gotten over. He was a couple years older, tall, lean, talented, and wicked smart. She wasn’t the only one who thought that. Jasper caught everyone's attention, and that was Delanie's downfall.

      That boy had his pick, and she didn't stand a chance. Gangly, awkward, knobby-kneed, and flat-chested, it didn't help that she was a couple years behind him in school. She didn't think he'd ever noticed her. By the time she’d grown into any looks, Jasper was long gone from Belle Hollow. Him coming back a handful of years later hadn’t saved her either. Somehow, the time had only made him hotter, and he still had his pick. Little Delanie Goodman wasn’t it.

      The problem was he knew her name and he knew who she was, so she couldn’t escape her own desires. He wouldn’t see her, but he wouldn’t go away either. Even as kids, they ran with the same families. Annelise and Jasper’s brother Rowan, were friends with Delanie's older sister Avery. Delanie had mostly been relegated to the younger batch of kids: Hazel Hale, the twins—Elodie and Daphne Bormann—and then Ford and Heath Velasco, Jasper's younger brothers. Heath had been her best friend, but she and Jasper had practically grown up in each other's back pockets. Yet she didn't think he'd ever seen her as anything other than a twelve-year-old pest.

      Deciding now it was better to admit to at least some of it, Delanie kept her eyes on the menu as she added, "I made a bet with my sister."

      She watched as Cam's eyes went wide and he leaned forward, arms crossed. Cam was a great catch, and she was stupid for not being attracted to him. He was straight. He was smart. He was kind. He was her age. And she was a damn fool.

      "For my part," she told him, "I have to ask Jasper Velasco out."

      "Oh, he's one of those Velascos." Cam had heard enough about her life growing up in Belle Hollow to know about those Velasco boys.

      The girls had all been warned away from the six brothers—at least the witchy girls had. There was some bad blood or dark magic in the Velasco family history, though Delanie had never been quite sure what it was.

      "What does your sister have to do for this bet?" Cam asked.

      "That part I’m not allowed to share," Delanie tried to shut him down, flipping the one-page menu to the back side and deciding she definitely needed a cocktail tonight.

      She and Cam had met at a local small business owners meeting, one that Avery hadn't attended because she had been off with her boyfriend again. Delanie could feel her teeth grind at the mere thought of Rob. He was what this stupid bet was about. Even though she was confident that she was going to ask Jasper Velasco out and he was going to laugh in her face and ask what in the hell she was doing, she was going to do it. Avery owed her.

      Better yet, Avery owed herself. If Delanie had to humiliate herself to make that happen, she was willing. Not happy about it, but willing. Her sister deserved better.

      Cam was all the things Delanie would have listed in a date. His background was pretty different than hers, but that wasn’t the kind of thing a relationship had to share. Just look at herself and Jasper—they checked all those boxes, but so far, their relationship remained imaginary and one-sided.

      Cam was right here in front of her and though he remained a steadfast friend that she trusted, she hadn’t even bothered to find out if he was interested. Delanie just didn’t have room for more. She was hung up on a man who didn’t notice her at all. Maybe this bet would close the doors on her fantasy once and for all. Then she could move onto a real man.

      She and Avery had opened Alchemy just after she'd graduated high school. They’d done it all from scratch, all by themselves. On the other hand, Cam had inherited two different furniture chains. He had ten-thousand square foot warehouses and an already thriving business. Alchemy was a small store in a converted home on Main Street. She and Avery lived upstairs. She sold crystals. He sold couches. Where she had beads, he had beds. Her supplies were witchy. His were wardrobes. His business moved large amounts of cash. Hers still covered a reasonable amount of charity for the locals.

      Initially, the sisters supplemented some of the herbs, spells, and candles with yarn and crafting supplies to make ends meet. Delanie had a gift with fabrics and textiles of all sorts, but it didn’t leave them a lot of cushion. In later years, they’d added online purchasing and made it all work. Belle Hollow wasn’t big, but it needed her store. Cam was the opposite, almost couldn't keep up with his orders. But he understood the ins and outs of running a business, the inability for her and Avery to take a vacation together in those first years, and the difficulty of doing so even now when it was possible but required a spell—or ten—to make it happen.

      Maybe she could find someone better for her, like Cam, once she shook this foolish fantasy about Jasper Velasco. As she looked up at him, Cam pointed to the appetizers and Delanie nodded, wondering if she would be able to feel or taste Jasper's touch in the food. She didn't tell Cam that she'd eaten what Jasper served at his own home sometimes, and even then, he hadn't noticed her at all.

      She reached for the crusty, hot, garlicky bread set on the table in between them and fought the urge to roll her eyes and moan as she bit into it. Cam had laughed at her until he bit his own piece. He did roll his eyes and moan. She laughed, "See, I told you, it really is that good."

      Then she did it. Like a fool, she turned her head, attempting to casually swish her hair back behind her shoulder again as she glanced into the kitchen, her eyes searching for Jasper. But her head and her heart were wondering what the hell she was doing.
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      "Hey Jasper, I'm out," Chloe told him. As sous chef, she was generally the second to last to leave. Using his given name rather than the working moniker “chef” generally meant she was off the clock.

      He waved at her absentmindedly as she headed out the back, apron rolled around her knife kit and tucked into one curled arm. It was the same as every day they worked together and that routine alone should have offered him some comfort. Tonight it didn’t.

      Jasper could have pulled rank, played to his ownership of the place, and ducked out early, but it wasn’t his style. He wasn't here to be the boss. He was here to make the food. The fact that he was also the boss let him decide whatever the hell he wanted the food to be. The atmosphere. The aesthetic. It also meant he had to pay the rent and price the menu and it was a metric ton of work, but the control had its benefits. Given his morals, it also meant he was last to leave.

      With Chloe gone and the door closing behind her, the lock clicked into place with that soft snick that used to signal the end of his day. He usually followed her right out, locking the door comforting him. Now, the thought made his bones clench.

      Picking up one of the nearby cloths, he started to wipe down the counters, but the stainless steel already gleamed. His staff left the place spotless. If he wanted something to do he’d need to invent it. Chloe knew what she was doing and she cared for Jasper’s as much as he did. She was headed home to a husband who loved her and a toddler who thought she hung the moon. Something Jasper didn't have and probably wouldn't ever.

      For a long time, he’d told himself he was content like this. For just as long, he'd believed the lie. He’d gone to school and the note had never appeared. He’d opened the restaurant and no one had ever come to claim what he owed. He’d run the place for a fistful of years, and he was about to think maybe everything would be okay. Maybe the old woman was dead, maybe the note would never come due if she wasn’t around to collect it. She’d been older than dirt when she granted his wish. He’d just started wondering if maybe he could have more. When that thought entered the scene, he’d wondered if Delanie Goodman was maybe, possibly, still available.

      He’d lasted a week watching the redhead, trying to figure out if she was single. He’d tried to ask around subtly, but there wasn’t much subtlety in the gossip vines wrapped tight around the Hollow. When he didn’t hear about anyone in her life and he’d decided to make a move, the note had come.

      That had been a month ago.

      Now, the back of his throat hollowed out, dry and tense, just thinking about it. He owed the price for all of this, he thought, as he stood with the rag still clutched in his hand, knuckles white. Pots and pans were cleaned and stored above the cooktop. The dish station sat empty and quiet, everything gleamed, ready for the next day’s shift.

      The front of house was empty and dark, already locked up, signs turned to closed, wait staff long since gone. The food was covered and placed in the walk-in, and Jasper was the only living and breathing thing left. And he had to get home.

      Standing here sulking, waiting for the next shoe to drop wasn't helping anything. No more notes had come, no instructions. Just that one message that it was time to pay for what he had.

      How many years of interest did he owe? How much had he accrued recently thinking he was free and clear and he could spend his talents as he wished? There were no good answers. The deal had been vague at best when he made it. In fact, he hadn’t truly believed it was real, just a comforting thing said by an old woman with a startling last name and a family connection.

      But the next day, the Cordon Blu sent him an email saying they’d made a mistake sending the rejection letter. And Jasper had started to believe.

      So now he stepped into the office of the restaurant he’d built with borrowed luck and managed to waste another twenty minutes. As if the longer he put it off the better things would be. But at last, he grew weary. He had to face whatever was waiting, so he shut off the last of the lights and headed out the back door.

      In the front, the restaurant faced the street, wide windows framed in dark cherry woodwork. Patio seating was noisy and moody during the evenings but now sat dark, having been pulled up for the night. The welcoming space had a touch of Craftsman style to it, but in the back it was industrial. Where he left, the old metal door opened to a gravel parking lot for the staff. As he stepped down one concrete stair into the ring of yellow light from the single bare bulb, he glanced down next to the step.

      He couldn't help it. He had to look.

      Son of a bitch.

      A dead rat lay on its back, its stiff little feet standing straight up. The tail stuck out rigid, and the body waited for someone to find it.

      Well, he had.

      It was nothing, Chloe said when he’d mentioned the first one. They had cats back here. Lord knew Jasper put food out for them regularly. When his younger brother Ford came around, he actually gave them veterinary inspections, declared them healthy, then trapped and neutered them.

      The little dead body should have been nothing. As Jasper's fists clenched at the sight, he realized he still held that damn wash rag in his hand. Had he carried it into the office with him or picked it back up as he passed through the kitchen? It bothered him that he didn’t know. He certainly wasn’t paying enough attention to go out the door with it still in his hand. But the rat was here and Jasper wasn't going to turn back.

      There was no way he would let the early staff find it tomorrow when they came. He dropped the rag over the rat and fought his churning stomach as he picked up the wrapped lump. Holding it at arm’s length, he headed across the way to drop it in the dumpster.

      Chloe was right. It should mean nothing. But why would the cats leave it here? Wouldn’t they eat it? If it was some kind of thank-you offering from one of the toms, how had no other cat eaten it? Jasper couldn’t answer any of those questions and that’s part of what turned his stomach.

      His biggest concern was that this was the third one. The dead rats had appeared every third day. So now he wondered, did the threes mean anything? Spells were often cast in threes. Maybe this wasn't just a warning, but another spell being cast on him. One he hadn’t agreed to.
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      Delanie watched as her older sister piled leftover pasta onto her plate. She and Cam had ordered too much the night before and he'd insisted she take the rest home with her. When he’d suggested ordering some of everything to taste, she hadn’t expected him to leave it all to her.

      Cam had made an offhand comment about Jasper making it specifically for Delanie, but she’d wanted to scoff at that. Jasper hadn't even noticed she was there. Luckily the food was amazing, and even now, reheated, it was still delicious.

      She watched as Avery sat down across the small round table from her own seat. Her sister had silverware and napkins neatly placed. As Delanie took her own spot, she saw Avery's eyes dart to the side. Damn it!

      What had Avery done? Or not done? The evidence that Delanie was at least starting the work they had promised each other sat steaming right in front of them. The sideways glance meant Avery wasn't doing her share. Or that something had gone wrong.

      Jasper and Delanie wasn’t the point of this endeavor. It wasn’t about the stupid crush she'd nurtured for years. It wasn't that every time she'd left someone behind or gotten her ass dumped that she'd soothed herself with dreams of a fictional Jasper Velasco. It was that Avery was in a world of trouble and she wasn't admitting it.

      Sticking her fork into the handmade tortellini, Delanie stuck her comment right into the thick of things. "What have you done so far?"

      Avery wasn't having it. "What have you?"

      In a snarky reply, not loving this conversation, Delanie waved one hand at the food on the table, indicating she'd at least made first contact.

      "Going to his restaurant isn't the same as asking him out or getting him to ask you out."

      "I'm aware. But I’ve made the first step. What have you done?"

      Again, Avery's eyes glanced to the side. This time too quick, this time her gaze trailed down to the floor. Son of a bitch, Delanie thought. "You went to see him."

      "I went to break it off. I was being a good girl." Avery looked up and the heat in her eyes belied the broken promise.

      "Did you sleep with him?" She couldn't even get the damn tortellini in her mouth with this hanging between them. She knew it would taste like ash. Then it hit her. "Oh my God, you did." It wasn't even really an accusation. Just a vocal statement of what she could see on her sister's face.

      "He's getting a divorce." The words were quick. Staccato. Forceful.

      Delanie let her fork fall to the edge of the plate with a clatter. But she forced a deep breath, trying to be an adult. Her emotions shouldn’t have the driver's seat, even though they desperately wanted full control of the wheel right now. They wanted to lash back at Avery. They wanted to yell, The next time he breaks your heart, I won't be here!

      But Delanie couldn't say it. She lived in the same house as her sister. She heard the tears as Avery cried herself to sleep at night. The bedroom walls weren’t thick enough to hide how Rob broke Avery over and over again. It was Delanie who picked up the shifts when Avery was too red-eyed to face the public and could only work in the back. More than that, Avery was her sister. They’d survived too much together already, their bond was unbreakable. Avery's problems were both their problems, and unless she was going to completely dissolve the business and close Alchemy's doors, then Avery still seeing Rob was going to break Delanie's heart too.

      Breathing out slowly through her nose, Delanie rubbed her fingers back and forth across her jeans three times. Then snapped her fingers, clacking her silverware down one more time, hoping to cover the sound, because if anyone knew she was casting on herself, it would be Avery.

      Maybe luckily, her sister was too distracted. The calm settled over her, and she managed to be clear, "No he's not getting divorced."

      Rob told her sister before that he was leaving his wife, and each time Avery believed him. He’d never done it and Delanie was pretty certain he never intended to do it. The urge to shake her head or stare at her sister like she was just being stupid was strong. But Avery wasn't stupid. Avery was brilliant, except apparently when it came to Rob Miller.

      "This time he is," Avery insisted. She at least was eating the food. Delanie was glad someone was able to enjoy it.

      She tried to stay calm again, though. Maybe statistics would make a difference. "How long have you been seeing Rob?"

      "Four years." It came out slowly, as if the words themselves were an admission.

      They were. Delanie knew. She pushed again, "And how long have you known he was married?"

      "Two and a half years," Avery admitted. This time her own fork settled softly at the edge of the plate.

      Delanie hoped the numbers were making a point she hadn't been able to. "And how many times has he told you he's leaving his wife?"

      This time her sister didn't answer, and Delanie went in for the kill, because she knew. She knew the first time she'd heard that Rob was married that Rob was getting a divorce. But he didn’t. She didn’t wait for the answer. "How many times has he actually left her?"

      She hated being this person. She hated advocating that some man should leave his family. Nothing about this was good. When Avery didn't answer, Delanie pushed one more time. "Has he shown you his filed divorce papers?"

      Honestly, in her own mind, Rob getting divorced wasn't good enough. When she'd met Rob in the early days, she'd really liked him. He was charming, doted on her sister, and she'd been jealous because Avery had found the one. The problem was somebody else had already found Rob and declared him the one and married him and had two kids.

      Delanie told Avery to leave him right then. It didn't matter if he was getting divorced. He was married, and he'd lied for eighteen months of their relationship. To Delanie, that was a deal-breaker.

      It hadn't been to Avery, though. She'd been in love. She could only see the Rob that she believed was there. At least on a conscious level, Delanie could understand. But two and a half years later, he still hadn't left his wife. As Delanie leaned forward, searching for her sister's face as Avery avoided her gaze, she realized there was something else going on. "Ave," she asked. "Ave. What is it?"

      She watched as her older sister visibly swallowed, pale skin darkening pink behind the freckles that looked so much like Delanie’s own. Avery had always been the one she looked up to, the older sister she'd always wanted to grow up to be, and these last few years it had been painful to lose that admiration.

      She still admired her sister for other things. She still was in business with her, but her respect had slipped and she didn't quite know how to get it back. The loss hurt her own heart. Maybe that was why she was willing to put her own stupid heart on the line to save Avery's.

      "What is it?"

      Damn, this was supposed to be an amazing meal, and she’d expected to hear Avery say she'd made the first step. She'd stopped replying to Rob's texts. She told him that she wasn't going to see him anymore, which, to be fair, had happened several times in the past, and Avery had always broken, but at least it would be something.

      Avery mumbled, but it was too quiet for Delanie to hear. Or Delanie hoped it was. She prayed to all the gods she’d not heard that right. "Can you say that again?"

      Avery mumbled one more time, and Delanie felt her insides twist. "Beth had another baby? There's a third child now?"

      Her sister’s nod was so tiny Delanie almost couldn't see it.

      This time she didn't even have it in her to get mad. That asshole was so not leaving his wife, and Avery had to understand that at some level. They had a third child—while he was telling Avery he was leaving. That was when it clicked for Delanie. "You understand Beth didn't have this child on her own, right? Even if she got pregnant by accident, it's Rob's child, isn't it?"

      As far as Delanie had ever heard, Beth didn't know about Avery, or if she did, she was letting it slide. But Delanie didn’t know how to stomach something like that. Good Lord, she thought, there was nothing about this situation that was acceptable, including the food getting cold on the plate in front of her.

      Trying another tack, Delanie reached out and placed her hand softly over her sister's. Maybe it was the spell she'd cast on herself, or maybe they were reaching the end of whatever this line was, but she squeezed tightly and tried for something completely different. "You promised."

      For the first time Avery looked at her. Delanie turned the screw. "If you can't do it for you, can you at least do it for me?"

      "It's not about you."

      The table almost flipped and the chair skittered across the floor, Delanie jumped to her feet so fast, rage emanating from her. "It is about me. You and I own a business together, and when it gets out that you've been seeing a married man after knowing he was married, that's going to come back on everything."

      Avery tipped her head as if to both acknowledge the problem and to say it wasn't as bad as Delanie was making it.

      "I'm tired of hearing about him not leaving her!" She gestured, one hand out, pointing with her fingertips as if the sharpness of the move could accomplish anything. It felt like nothing could accomplish anything. Avery was a brick wall where Rob was concerned. "Are you going to live your whole life as the other woman? You're better than that."

      That was when she saw it. For whatever reason, Avery didn't think she was.

      “Ave,” Delanie walked slowly around the table, ignoring the chair that was now several feet out of place. She knelt in front of her sister and took her hands in her own. Squeezing gently, she watched as Avery's bowed head tried to cover the tears that were falling onto her own lap. "You've got to get out of this. There's something better around the corner, and I know it.”

      She paused and added, "Something that comes without this kind of heartbreak, something that will give you a life you can build on, because this is quicksand."

      This time her sister looked up at her, tears showing as streaks through the makeup she'd carefully applied that morning, lips pressed tight as she nodded, for the first time agreeing. "You're right, I know you're right, and I did go over there to break up with him, but⁠—"

      "Then maybe we go together," Delanie volunteered, though Avery quickly shook her head and held up a hand.

      "I don't know. Maybe you get one more try," Delanie stood back up, pacing the room now, looking for a solution that would work. "If you don't get it on this next try, then I get to have a hand at it." She sure as hell knew she could dump Rob Miller on his cheating ass in a hot second.

      "No. I'll do it," Avery promised. The tone was low. Her voice was soft, but Delanie was grateful for the determination she heard. It didn’t matter anyway, Avery always overrode her on these decisions.

      "Tell me about your night." This time when Avery shifted the topic, Delanie let her.

      "Let me reheat the food," Delanie grabbed the plates, thinking maybe it was just something to do with her hands. At the counter, she looked back over her shoulder across the small space. "I can tell you all about how he didn't even notice I was there."

      "I don't know," Avery said. "I think you and Jasper would make a great couple."

      "I think Jasper and I would make a great couple as well. The problem is Jasper doesn't seem to agree." Delanie closed the microwave door with just a little more force than was necessary. She told herself it didn't matter, that this was the last hurrah, because while Avery might be dating Rob Miller and it might be holding her back, Delanie was dating her imagination. She'd simply put Jasper's face on it. If she wanted to find something lasting, something she could build a future on, something like what she told her sister was out there, then she had to kick her bad habit too.

      "Did you cast on him?" Avery asked.

      "No!" Delanie whirled around in protest and maybe protested a little too much. Because while she had not cast on Jasper Velasco, she had certainly considered it. "That’s really unethical."

      "And that's why you didn't do it," Avery smiled, the tear tracks still visible on her face, but at least she was smiling.

      "You know it." When the microwave dinged for the second time, Delanie brought the food back to the table. Setting the plates down, she was determined to dig in so she didn't talk first. Planning to enjoy it this time, she put her fork into the tortellini again, waited for it to cool off, and then breathed a heavenly sigh as it practically melted on her tongue.

      "What is this?" Avery asked as she tried another bite.

      "It's squash. He put squash and sausage in tortellini."

      "Oh, that's so good!" Her sister practically moaned it.

      Delanie agreed. "I know, the man is a culinary genius."

      "I thought you were going to say he was another kind of genius that starts with the same kind of sound."

      "Well, I don't know that yet, now do I?" Delanie taunted back.

      This time Avery laughed a real laugh. Though it made Delanie feel better, in the back of her heart there was still the twitch that this wasn't the end of it. Avery could still go back to Rob. They could wind up having this exact same fight again.

      But, after a second bite, her older sister peered across the table at her and said, "You know you can't cast on him. It wouldn’t be right, but I have an idea kind of around it."
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      Ford headed up the neat front steps of the slim townhouse. It looked just like all the others in the row, the HOA keeping everything so nice and tidy that he had to count to find which door he was supposed to knock at.

      He'd woken up well before his alarm this morning and it felt like a sign. He decided that he might get this over with now, before he had to clock in at the clinic. He’d parked on the street just on the other side of the picket fence that Jasper surely hadn't chosen.

      Then he'd lifted the latch and let himself up the front walk, knocking hard on the front door before remembering that the doorbell had been fixed. Pushing the button, he set off that bell, too. His brother would just have to wake up.

      Standing there, hands jammed into his pockets, Ford realized Jasper might not even be here. Ford had driven from Belle Hollow into Charlottesville as normal, ready for a day at the clinic. Patients would begin arriving at seven-thirty, though the earlybird parents would possibly already be sitting in the parking lot, waiting for the doors to open. He checked his watch. Seven a.m. Jasper wasn't going to be pleased.

      Still, things needed to be said, even if Ford wasn't quite sure what the right words were, not yet. When Jasper didn't answer, he banged on the door again and stepped back. If he looked left and right, he could look directly down the little identical front doors. Stepping back carefully, he placed his foot one step lower and then another brick step below that, wondering if he could see upstairs if his brother turned on the light.

      But as he did, he caught sight of something right on the doorstep, waiting where a welcome mat should have been. Not that Jasper would ever put out a welcome mat.

      With a heavy sigh, Ford turned around and headed back to his car. His trunk held a cardboard box, clean towels, sanitizing hand wipes, a foldable shovel, and a medical supply bag. He also had bags of food and cans of formula. He was ready to rescue a stray kitten, help a tortoise across the road, or save a skunk that had been hit by a car. He had done all those things in the past few months, but not this.

      At least he had what he needed. Two paper towels and one hand sanitizing wipe in his fist, he headed back up the front stoop. He banged on the door one more time, before reaching down.

      What if Jasper wasn't home? What if he was waking the neighbors for nothing?

      Well, he'd already banged on the door three times, and it didn't appear his brother was answering, so he could at least clear the stoop. Using the paper towels, Ford scooped up the offender, then headed to the nook with the trash bins, dumping his find.

      "What the fuck?" The voice came from over his shoulder, and Ford let the bin lid fall with a slap as he stepped into view.

      "Hey, I'm here.” He caught his brother’s eye as he cleaned his hands the best he could with the wipe.

      “What are you doing over there?”

      “Let me in," Ford motioned as he arrived back at the top step once again.

      Jasper backed up. Ford looked his brother up and down as he stood in his own open doorway in boxers and a wrinkled t-shirt. He must have just run his hands through his hair because it was standing up on end, and even his beard looked like he'd slept on it funny.

      "No," Jasper replied even as Ford pushed past him in typical brother fashion. "I'm asleep."

      "You're up. Ten minutes."

      "I'm not up," Jasper protested in an open lie and stepped back again, as if he didn't have it in him to fight it, for which Ford was grateful.

      "Dude, what is this about?" Jasper turned and closed the door behind them but didn't turn the lights on.

      Already into the tiny bath tucked under the stairs, Ford left the door open as he washed his hands. He could have been upset about his brother's rude behavior, but to his credit Jasper was here now, and it had been most likely his brother would be sleeping in after closing the restaurant down after midnight.

      "You haven't been home in over a week." He stepped out again, closing the angled door behind him.

      "I've been busy," Jasper said, but as Ford watched, his brother did seem to fully open his eyes.

      "Mom's getting worried."

      "Is she now?" Jasper asked drolly.

      In response, Ford rolled his eyes, then immediately regretted the move. He was an adult. He had an advanced degree. He had a job, but it wasn’t a nine to five thing, and he didn't work at the veterinary office every day, and he did spend some of his time out on the mountain, still catching creatures. He was also sixth in the line of seven kids. That wasn’t listed in the oldest/middle/youngest psychological lineups. But he could tell anyone who wanted to listen that it was a mix of getting lost in the middle and never being allowed to be fully adult in the family.

      It also didn’t help that when he’d been a kid his mom had to look at him with a wary eye each time he was out of her eyesight. She was constantly asking what was in his pockets. To her credit, it'd often been several snakes, a toad, and even a mouse. He'd always been like this. He’d grown up much the same as he’d always been, providing no one with any dividing line or any real, regular proof that he was actually a grown man and not that same kid.

      But he was here as a grown man now. "Mom's worried and it's not like you. I'm on my way to the office. I can't bother you for more than ten minutes, but I'm tired of listening to her and you just need to come home."

      "And cook everybody dinner?" Jasper asked.

      Turning, Ford frowned at his brother. "You don't have to cook."

      Shrugging, Jasper ran his fingers through his hair and, if it was possible, his hair looked even stranger than before.

      "We thought you liked to do that.” Didn't he?

      "It's not that," Jasper said. "Sorry." Turning, he headed into the well-appointed kitchen and opened the fridge. He grabbed half a glass of something a little too bright to be juice. He didn't offer any to Ford, and Ford wouldn't have accepted anyway, and Jasper just repeated himself. "I've been busy."

      "Even when you were building the restaurant you showed up once a week and took over mom's kitchen," and then Ford played the card he didn't want to, but one that he knew was true. "With Dad gone, she's—" he didn't finish.

      "With Annelise's revelations, it's probably a little worse," Jasper added in, acknowledging the issues.

      Their older brother Rowan had recently gotten back together with his high school girlfriend, but part of that had included information about their father. Stunning information that Annelise Lockheart had been sitting on for fifteen years, including that their father knew his promotion came at the expense of Melinda and the Lockheart family.

      Ford watched Jasper seem to take in a deep breath. He drank some of the orange liquid. His eyes opened a little more. Then he looked his younger brother in the eyes and said, "Is that it? Is that what you're here for?"

      "Well, you've been acting weird," Ford admitted. It wasn't just the not coming home issue. The whole family had figured out it was more. "Is something up?"

      "No."

      His brother answered just a little too quickly. Other people repeated their lies as if trying to sell it to themselves, but not Jasper. He just said it once and changed the subject. "I'll be there soon. What were you doing at my trash bins?"

      Damn it, Ford thought. Jasper was lying, and he hoped his mother didn't ask him about that, because Jasper might not be able to lie to Ford, but Ford couldn't lie to their mom.

      Maybe knowing his brother was lying was enough. Ford changed the subject. "You've been feeding the neighborhood cats?"

      He was kind of surprised when Jasper shook his head, no. He thought he'd gotten all the siblings taking care of the local strays. He gave them all food and little dishes. Even Annelise had accepted it and now had a welcome mat next to her office door for cats that lived in the warehouse district.

      "Because one of the local cats brought you an offering."

      Jasper's lip curled for a moment. He took another swig of the neon juice, and then, as Ford watched, he almost froze for a second and lowered the glass slowly. "What did it bring?"

      "Dead rat," Ford said, “Left right on your doorstep.”

      When Jasper didn’t respond, the conversation seemed to wind down. He did only have ten minutes. He had to get into the office. Surgeries were lined up; patients would be waiting.

      "I’ve got to go, man," he said. Jasper just nodded to the front door and set the glass on the counter behind him without looking.

      Ford could let himself out, but as he headed down the steps he couldn't help but wonder what had triggered his brother. Jasper was lying, he’d suspected that. But his brother was now wide awake and worried.
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      It was two days before Jasper made it home. He knew visiting his family, staying over, being normal, was the right thing to do. He also knew it was exactly the wrong thing to do.

      Whatever he had stitched himself into years ago was coming due. He had to believe the dead rats showing up on his front doorstep and at the back door of the restaurant—when only he would see them—were pretty telling. They all had to be related. They were a warning, but of what, he didn’t know. And that’s what worried him.

      He wasn't quite sure how much time had passed between when Chloe clocked out the other night and when he left, and yet there had been a dead rat. His sous chef hadn’t seen it, so it must have appeared between the two times. Who would know that?

      Ford thought the one at his home had been left by a cat, but that didn’t make sense as Jasper had forgotten to put the cat food out for quite a while. Also, Jasper hadn't asked, but he was willing to bet it was lying on its back with its feet up and its tail out straight, and he wanted to ask Ford if that was a natural position or not. Probably not.

      The problem was none of this was natural. He'd gotten his note. He knew he owed for the spell. He just didn't know what it was or how to pay it back. Then the dead rats had started appearing.

      Today, he’d had to go home. Still, he’d slept in, then gone to the restaurant and checked to be sure everything would run smoothly without him. Jasper told himself everything would be fine. Wednesdays weren’t busy. So when he pulled into the driveway at his mom’s big hillside house, he was surprised to see a variety of cars.

      That’s what he got for just showing up. Still, as he walked toward the back, aiming through the garage, he was petrified, checking to see if another dead rat waited for him here. He breathed out an audible whoosh when there wasn’t one.

      Maybe tonight would be okay.

      He headed in through the basement. Didn't even have a bag in his hand. He kept two sets of toiletries between the two places. He was here often enough that having to carry things back and forth—and more importantly, having to remember them—was too much.

      When his father built this house, he built it for each of the kids to have their own room. With seven children in the family, and starting from small means, it hadn’t always been that way. Jasper and the other older kids had clear memories of the house down on the river road. He remembered crossing the street and sliding down the embankment to play at the water’s edge. He remembered the other kids, some from magical families, catching fish and frogs and doing what kids did when there was no money for nannies or lessons or even local teams.

      Annelise Lockheart lived there and still did. The Goodman girls—Avery and Delanie—grew up on the river road, though the sisters now lived over their shop on Main street. A lot of the witchy families had lived near the water and so had the Velascos. Only now did Jasper wonder how his family had fit in. Only now as an adult did he know many of the witch girls had been warned away from “those Velasco boys.” Recently, he’d found out a hue and cry had gone up in the community when the Velasco’s seventh child was a girl.

      He’d been oblivious to all of it as a kid and Jasper had to wonder now if that had contributed to him making such a crappy decision as a teenager. Though now, he was still hard pressed to say it was the wrong one. Look at all he had...he just didn’t yet know what he owed for it.

      Then his father had gotten that promotion. He’d never thought to question it, not until Annelise held the evidence in his brother’s face. Jasper had seen it, but he didn’t like to look. Eventually, his dad built this house, big enough for everyone. Boys not sleeping in one room, six of them almost on top of each other. Bunk beds stacked to make space even slightly plausible.  Jasper had graduated high school, gone to a local culinary school, and even made his deal with the devil—that had to be what she was—before the house was finished. Even Sawyer had only lived here for his last year of high school. This didn’t really feel like home to him. Not the way it did to Ford or Indie.

      Sometimes when Jasper came back, it felt like the room was already set up and waiting, and his mother wasn't surprised that he was there. He thought of his dad and how this was exactly what he’d wanted for them. Ford was right. He shouldn't have stayed away, but what Ford didn't know was that Jasper had no idea how to tell them what he'd done. They'd praised all his successes. They'd helped raise the money to send him to Paris to study. They'd been thrilled when he opened the restaurant and proud when it got accolades. How could he tell them it wasn't real, that none of those accomplishments had actually been his?

      Passing through the relatively quiet lower floor, he took the stairs up to the main floor and heard voices. Women were talking, several of them. For a brief moment he wondered what he’d walked into, and then as he cleared the top of the steps, he didn't have to wonder.

      Heads were bowed around one end of the large table. Another thing his father had put into place: the gorgeous mahogany table was big enough to seat twelve—seven kids, two parents, and anyone extra. Jasper wasn't surprised to see Annelise Lockhart's dark hair at the head of the table, seemingly in charge. Since the women hadn’t noticed him, he peered between their shoulders and spotted the fabric laid out on the tabletop. In the middle sat the book, carefully laid open. Then Annelise's gloved hand waved smoothly above it as the pages turned.

      He'd grown up with this kind of simple magic. Practical, relatively cheap to cast, and the kind of everyday skill that no one in the Hollow bothered to hide unless a stranger was around. He also knew this book. His whole family did.

      The purchase price had been high, so obviously they could touch it. But Annelise taught them to handle it with gloves. The diary was several hundred years old, and his mother made a list like a library checkout queue, not that Jasper was on it. He had other fish to fry, or that would fry him.

      It seemed maybe they’d decided to just read it as a group. It was the strangest book club he’d ever heard of, but he didn’t have it in him to comment or even ask stupid polite questions about it.

      At first, they didn't hear him, but his mother quickly turned and declared, "Jasper, you're home!"

      Other heads around the table lifted at the greeting. Hazel Hale, her caramel-colored hair with blonde streaks swishing as she turned toward him. Wide eyes that matched her name offered a soft hello. His sister Indigo sat next to her, but it was difficult to miss the dark auburn color of Avery Goodman and the brighter red of Delanie, who looked up at him then stopped still. As the others said hello or smiled and turned back to the book, for a moment she just stared.

      What did she see? She was a witch, so he couldn’t dismiss the possibility out of hand. She'd always seemed to see more than he was willing to let anyone know, and now as she looked, it felt as if she saw everything.
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