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Chapter One


death and deception





Death and deception were the only ways Morgan could gain freedom. 

At least that’s what she told herself when faced with leaving her boss, Avery Morningstar, aka the villain.

A villain? Avery wasn’t the only villain the Materiawilds had—far from it—but many people considered the half-orc bad news. Morgan had mixed feelings. Avery had pulled her off the streets, given her shelter, employed her. But, of course, she was also a thief and a murderer. It was confusing.

At least it used to be.

Morgan had fought with her anxiety for months as she’d formed her plan. Late nights spent in a room that was never meant for her, inside Avery’s hideout.

All the stress was about to pay off as she waded through the dense fir trees lit by fireflies. This forest was good for slipping into the shadows, good for shady deals, good for ambushing.

The earthy scent of leaves and damp dirt made Morgan miss her comfy bed back at the estate-house-turned-hideout, but she’d no longer sleep there after tonight.

Hiking her long, flowing skirt up on one side to avoid it catching, Morgan manoeuvred between the trunks like the ghost of Professor Stumps in book four of the Oliver Black series—the greatest books ever written in Morgan’s opinion, and no one could change her mind. If only her life had been like Oliver Black’s. How many hours, days, no…years had she spent reading and rereading about his adventures in finding love and a family?

Now it was Morgan’s turn.

This was the only way.

Well, not the only way. Echo would have suggested others—sitting Avery down and telling her the truth or bringing Echo home for dinner among the twenty or so other minions Morgan lived with. Echo was beautifully brilliant like that, but the other options were not something Morgan was comfortable with. Avery hated weakness, and Morgan knew she’d think her love for Echo was weak because she was the enemy—Broadshield’s sidekick.

The death and deception option avoided an uncomfortable conversation and guaranteed violence.

She paused at the tree line, pulling her hood further up around her pointed ears because the tips always caught a chill. The night was bitter. Moisture from the leaves clung to Morgan’s cloak. Her toes were numb despite her hide boots and thick woollen socks.

Avery, green and muscular, stared out over the forest in silent contemplation atop the nearby hill in the clearing. Her breath came out in wisps, her head moved ever so slightly, scanning the trees for any signs of him.

“Now or never,” Morgan whispered. She stepped back, letting the shadows crawl over her. She had never loved the dark, was always more comfortable in a crowded room. She’d miss the drunken parties after a raid and the karaoke at midnight.

Morgan arched her pale wrists in a sweeping motion, her bangles clinking together. Purple and pink magical energy flowed from her fingertips like water. Magic had always come naturally to Morgan; she was five years old when she created fire in the palm of her hand. Five years old when she learned the people you love eventually leave you.

As the magenta power escaped her palms, it pooled in front of Morgan as though she were a fountain pouring water into an invisible bucket. The energy sparked and twisted, growing in size. Slender hands formed, pale skin, lengthy blonde hair until a perfect illusion replica of Morgan stood opposite her.

Morgan knew she was a great mage, it’s why Avery needed her, but sometimes she really outdid herself. The magical copy had her sharp jawline and the same splattering of freckles across the nose. Perfect in almost every way. A perfect illusion in every way. But still an illusion. If Avery tried to touch the copy, the spell would break. Morgan needed to be cautious and subtle—not her strongest traits.

“Show time,” she said. “Are you ready?”

Illusion Morgan nodded with the confidence real Morgan severely lacked.

The illusion slipped through the trees to the shaggy, damp grass at the base of the hill where Avery still stared out from. The half-orc noticed Morgan’s illusion almost instantly, head spinning around as though Morgan was an assassin coming to kill her.

It wouldn’t have been the first time, so the reaction was justified.

The instinctual response to a threat softened slightly as she realised it was Morgan.

“Jailbird,” she boomed, her tusks protruding from her grin. “Isn’t this spot perfect?”

Morgan could see through her illusion’s eyes, hear as though she were there. She gazed up at the stars. “It’s beautiful.” Though she knew the sky wasn’t what Avery meant.

Goddess, before Echo, the sky wouldn’t have been what Morgan noticed either.

Avery turned to the cliff edge, crouched on one knee, the wind pulling out strands of her ebony hair. “He’s down there in the forest. I saw the flicker of a campfire in the distance.”

Straight to her fixation as usual: Liam Broadshield, her greatest nemesis. Most referred to him as a hero because he enjoyed helping people instead of stealing from them.

Morgan thought the idea of heroes and villains was subjective. In the Oliver Black series, both characters considered themselves the hero of their own story, and she knew Broadshield was far from innocent.

The so-called hero had once flooded an entire town to put out a fire—a fire Avery had started—but pouring a dam’s worth of water on people’s homes seemed more damaging.

“The tracking team are searching for him now. We’ll surround Broadshield and his irritating sidekick, cutting off their escape.”

That irritating sidekick is my girlfriend.

How many times had she tried to tell Avery the truth about her relationship with Echo? Doubt gnawed at Morgan’s chest like a burrowing sandworm. She was aware what she had planned was the coward’s way out. Echo would never approve, which was why Morgan could never tell her.

Could she simply talk to Avery? Make her understand Morgan was in love and wanted a fresh start?

“Is Isla leading the tracking team?” Illusion Morgan asked instead.

Avery made a growling sound in her throat. “Prune’s in charge of the trackers now. Remember, I told you someone was taking from the treasury?” 

Could you call an heirloom armoire that belonged to Avery’s grandmother a treasury just because it was filled with stolen loot?

“Isla was the thief,” Morgan guessed, only momentarily feeling sorry for the woman who was most certainly now dead.

Avery grunted. “No second chances.”

The half-orc stooped lower, her double-sided axe strapped securely to her back, perfectly clean, reflecting the moonlight. The real Morgan inhaled sharply. She’d seen Avery use her weapon to cleave many a person for acts of betrayal, and Morgan did not wish to ever be on the receiving end.

No, there was no talking to Avery.

The real Morgan pulled a piece of parchment from the folds of her long silver skirt. The spell hadn’t been easy to come by, but Morgan had an illegal magics contact in the north and, as difficult as it had been to retrieve, the spell had been even harder to hide from Avery and the other minions. Untrusting people were a nosy lot.

Panic sparked through Morgan’s chest, and she snuffed it out. This was the path to uncomplicated freedom. It had to be. Being with Echo was everything to her, and keeping them together was the only thing that mattered.

She unfurled the crisp paper and read the spell, taking care to enunciate the foreign words correctly. Morgan was skilled with many languages. You wouldn’t believe the number of spells that weren’t in the common tongue. Her fingers shook, probably from the cold. A light, chilly breeze wormed its way through the trees.

The parchment sparked, and Morgan turned her back to hide the light. It crackled with blue flames at its centre until it burned away.

This had to look like an accident. Avery would be suspicious otherwise, and Broadshield would be the first she blamed, which would put Echo in danger.

The sky illuminated with blue lights—shooting stars streaking across the black sky.

“Beautiful,” illusion Morgan said, though Avery seemed focused on finding the firelight she’d seen earlier, shuffling around the edge of the hill like a dog tracking a scent on the breeze.

The sky brightened blue and red as small meteors tumbled towards the ground with fiery tails.

“What’s going on?” Avery asked, finally noticing. She rose to her feet and hovered a beefy arm in front of the illusion’s chest.

Was she protecting Morgan? There was no time to think about it as illusion Morgan took a step back. She couldn’t risk being touched and the spell breaking. Not when she was so close.

The blue glow of the meteor cast harsh shadows on Avery’s face and fangs like war paint.

“Meteor shower,” Illusion Morgan replied. “Not uncommon.”

They stared at the falling sky for what felt like eternity, then the first rock struck, landing off to their left in the densely packed trees. The ground vibrated with the impact, smoke wafted into the sky.

Morgan bit her lower lip. She had not considered the damage to the forest when planning her disappearance. Echo would be displeased at her for destroying nature so carelessly. Morgan suddenly wished she’d come up with a different plan, but there was no going back now.

A second rock slammed into the trees below the cliff. Heat prickled on illusion Morgan’s skin. The damp scent replaced with smoke that burned the real Morgan’s nostrils.

“That was close,” Avery mused. “Maybe too close.” She grinned, but her muscles tensed under her tight maroon shirt. She’d moved even closer to illusion Morgan, too close for the real Morgan’s liking.

“I think we should get to safety,” illusion Morgan urged, taking another step away from Avery.

Avery’s gaze lingered a moment longer on the forest, probably contemplating the risks of going after Broadshield now. Even in the face of danger, he took up too much space in her mind.

“Avery,” illusion Morgan said.

She grunted, her large fangs showing. They moved away from the cliff edge, two more meteors crashing around them. The scent of burning leaves carried on the breeze. Morgan’s stomach tightened.

The spell didn’t have a wide range. It would centre the shower around the real Morgan. Echo would be safe. She was much deeper in the forest, saying her own goodbyes. The fires would probably not be too bad. Morgan knew water sprites lived nearby. They would fight the flames with their magic.

A shockwave slammed Morgan against a tree trunk, knocking the breath from her lungs. Her concentration almost slipped. The illusion stuttered a moment before Morgan refocused. She pressed her back to the tree, twisting away from the flaming meteor that had thrown her back.

Her gaze whipped up to the hill, her chest tight. Had Avery seen the slip up? No. Avery was ahead of illusion Morgan, leading the way down the hill.

Morgan let out a shaky breath, watching the skies, waiting for the right moment. The clouds glowed blue as the flaming boulder hurtled down on the perfect trajectory.

“We need to hurry,” illusion Morgan called, lagging ever so slightly behind her boss.

“We need shelter,” Avery growled. “Can’t you magic us some cover?”

That’s what Morgan needed. Her illusion halted and raised her arms up in a spell casting motion. “I can try a barrier, not sure how strong it will be.”

“Just do it, jailbird,” Avery ordered. The last order Morgan would take from her.

The illusion of magic swirled around her—her illusion couldn’t cast spells, but Morgan was nothing if not showy. The blue glow behind illusion Morgan grew brighter.

The real Morgan held her breath. Death and deception were the only way.

“Morgan!” Avery shouted, reaching out too late.

The meteor crashed into the illusion, blowing Avery backwards down the hill. Grass and dirt showered down as the celestial rock dug its way through the clearing.

Morgan’s chest caged a fire within, her breathing erratic. The way Avery had called her name—her real name, not the irritating nickname she always used—cut deep in her heart.

“This was the only way,” Morgan whispered like a chant to calm the shaking in her hands.

She let go of the illusion and scanned the area for Avery. The half-orc lay on her back, chest rising and falling slowly. She didn’t appear to be conscious but wasn’t injured either. 

Morgan’s spell died down, the last rock falling in the distance.

It was done.

Avery had seen it with her own eyes. To her, Morgan was dead.

Now Morgan’s new life could finally begin.
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Chapter Two


beneath the silverbark tree





Morgan was rereading—for the millionth time—her worn, but loved copy of  Oliver Black and the Rainbow Crystals while she waited at the meeting point Echo had picked. She sat under a silverbark tree at the top of a hill overlooking the city of Laluna. Its red and yellow leaves fluttered in the midday autumn breeze, catching the light of the afternoon sun like stained glass.

The hill was a high vantage point, making it easy to spot dangers—like a half-orc hellbent on killing Morgan for betraying her.

Morgan’s arms prickled, and she scanned the horizon to settle her mind. It had been days since she faked her death and there had been no sign of Avery or the other minions. Her mind kept digging up the doubt she’d tried hard to bury. Perhaps she should have done as Echo suggested and talked to her ex-boss.

Straw-like strands of golden hair fell in front of Morgan’s face as she shook her head. Avery wouldn’t have understood. Once a villain. Always a villain.

A silly mantra Avery quoted regularly when hunting Broadshield, when she burned down towns, when she killed those who got in her way.

“Justification for tyranny is still tyranny,” Echo had said almost two years ago in the Misty Forest when they had been snuggled together for warmth. When everything between them changed.

She hadn’t believed Echo’s words, but now Morgan knew better. She wanted to be better. Be the woman Echo thought she was.

Pushing thoughts of the past aside, Morgan put away her book and focused on her surroundings. She studied the metallic shine of the silverbark tree trunk, the contrast of the burning leaves.

Morgan had never taken much notice of nature before Echo. Her forest nymph girlfriend was always being careful of where she stepped to avoid damaging seedlings. She named strange plants by kingdom, phylum, class, and order—words Morgan had never heard before, but now had a clear understanding after making the mistake of saying, Aren’t all plants basically the same?

She now knew the silverback tree was a seeding, flowering, order of Myrtales tree. There were fancier words, but Morgan was amazed she remembered that much. Echo was proud too, which was the reason Morgan had tried to remember it at all.

The burning forest from that night with Avery flashed in Morgan’s mind and she chewed the inside of her cheek. Echo would not be proud of that.

Where is Echo? Morgan had thought her girlfriend would have arrived before her.

She’d put out as many fires as she could while fleeing the forest. Willing the flames to smoulders was simple, Morgan’s affinity had always been with fire over the other elements. Chaos loved chaos, she’d been told often as a child by adults who only saw Morgan as wild and dangerous.

Putting out fires hadn’t stopped the guilt from clawing at Morgan’s chest, though. Smoke had blackened the sky for days afterwards.

Stop focusing on the bad. You can’t change the past.

Morgan turned her mind to the city that was to be her home. From this distance, Laluna was a sprawling city of thatched roof buildings on the flat horizon surrounded by hills to the east, mountains to the west, and plain lands north and south.

Morgan had picked Laluna after a story she heard from a traveller in an inn soon after she and Echo had decided to leave their jobs about a year ago.

“A good place to get lost in,” the old man had wheezed over his beer. “Cobbled bridges to die for. Used to sit by the water every morning with my husband and a scone from the bakery. Can still taste that crumbly treat now.” Undoubtably, there had still been bits of scone in his wiry beard. “A great place to settle down.”

Morgan had never actually laid eyes on Laluna before today, but she could see her choice was sound. It was big enough to not draw attention, but not the largest city she could have chosen.

Her thoughts turned to their collective dream—hers and Echo’s—a bookshop in the city’s heart with a view of the river and the quiet comings and goings of regular customers.

Assuming Echo wants that… Wants you. The intrusive thought cut deep. Echo still hadn’t arrived. What if she didn’t actually want to be with Morgan? What if it was all some long ploy? It wouldn’t have been the first time Morgan had been duped by people she thought cared about her.

“You found the spot,” Echo said, and Morgan tried not to jump in surprise.

Echo’s here. She wants to be with you.

Morgan hadn’t even heard Echo approach despite having the high ground advantage, but stealth was Echo’s specialty—especially in nature. The gift of a forest nymph. Not to mention, Morgan was distracted by her spiralling thoughts.

“Love. You made it.” Morgan’s eyes flittered down Echo’s body from her curly moss-coloured hair to dark eyes, a sharp jawline of umber skin, and pursed lips.

It was always like this when they’d been apart. It was like Morgan was seeing Echo for the first time. Anticipation tingled up and down her skin. Her eyes lingered on Echo’s lips, recalling how soft they were. Morgan wondered if her memory did them justice.

Her gaze drifted lower when she caught sight of Nigel, Echo’s tree frog companion, perched on her shoulder. The slimy speckled creature was small in stature, but big in attitude. 

He glowered at Morgan as if warning her—eyes up, mage. The little cranky amphibian had never taken to her. The feeling was mutual.

Her eyes flicked back to meet Echo’s.

“I missed you,” Morgan breathed, stroking her girlfriend’s cheek. It was as soft as she remembered.

Echo exhaled into Morgan’s touch. “And I you.”

Morgan leaned over, tilted Echo’s head up and kissed her gently. Taking the time to savour the moment. She brushed back Echo’s curls which took up one side of her head, the other side was shaved—a lovely sensory contrast.

Every kiss before now had felt rushed, secret and stolen, like someone might spot them at any moment—and it was highly possible they would have been. Now Morgan had all the time in the world to kiss Echo, touch her, love her.

Now they had forever.

Morgan laced her fingers with Echo’s hand and pulled her in close. She had missed Echo’s presence, the scent of her—earthy and sweet.

“I know you’re excited,” Echo said, placing a callused hand on Morgan’s collarbone. “However, we are in public.”

Morgan reluctantly broke off their entanglement, but didn’t release Echo’s hand. “We’re allowed to be in public now.”

“But some things are still frowned upon by onlookers. Like making out with your girlfriend.”

“You’re right. I don’t want an audience. I want you all to myself.” Morgan kissed her irresistibly sexy girlfriend again and Echo battered her away.

“I’m sorry for being late,” Echo said, her lips pulled into a thin line. “There were forest fires because of a meteor shower. I stayed to help the water sprites put them out.”

Morgan shifted uncomfortably, releasing her partner’s hand. If Echo knew the fires were Morgan’s fault, would she regret her decision? Would she leave Morgan like so many others?

“How did things go with Broadshield?” Morgan asked, her heart beating fast.

Liam Broadshield, the hero and Echo’s former boss, though she’d describe their relationship as companions, family even. Morgan didn’t know what it was like to have a family.

“Telling Liam was difficult and emotional,” Echo replied, creasing her thick brows. “He was surprised to hear of our relationship and hurt that I hadn’t told him.”

It’s none of his business, Morgan wanted to say, but, as much as she hated it, Broadshield was important to Echo.

She’d learned early on that Echo wasn’t fond of her badmouthing the so-called hero. Despite deserving of it most of the time—well, some of the time. Look, the guy wasn’t perfect, and Morgan felt compelled to make people realise that.

“Are you alright?” Morgan said instead.

Echo tugged at the ends of her curls. “We talked for a long time. Liam says he’s happy for me, but I could still see his doubt.”

“About me,” Morgan said, bristling.

Echo looked up at Morgan with nothing but sympathy. “He doesn’t know you. Not the real you.”

Morgan’s jaw set. “I’m just like Avery to him.”

“You’re not though.” She stroked Nigel’s back. The grumpy tree frog glared at Morgan as if to say, you’re exactly like Avery.

Morgan flinched. “I’m glad you could leave without trouble. Do you worry he’ll come and find us?”

“He will in time. I’ve asked for space while we settle. We’ll see if he listens.”

Broadshield would still be in their lives. Morgan knew it was a likely outcome, but a part of her had wished he would have disowned Echo so he’d be out of their lives for good.

Though, she didn’t want Echo to feel the pain of losing someone she cared about. He would always be a reminder of the life Echo could have had: adventuring and helping people.

Echo wants this, Morgan reminded herself. She wanted to be with Morgan and open the bookstore. She wanted to settle down.

Nigel croaked, cocking a brow. You sure? His look said.

Damn, she disliked that judgy frog.

As if sensing her internal turmoil, Echo’s fingers brushed Morgan’s. “How about you? How did things go with Avery?”

The dreaded the question. How much did she share? How much did she hide? Morgan couldn’t tell Echo what she’d done. She couldn’t risk Echo leaving her. She was the only good thing in Morgan’s life.

Echo was kind and compassionate, but Morgan didn’t know how far that extended. She couldn’t risk it. Everyone had a limit and Morgan always reached it eventually.

“Similar to you,” Morgan said keeping her features neutral. “There was talking, and I walked away.”

Half-truths.

Morgan hated herself. She was building their new beginning on falsehoods.

“Do you think Avery will come to see you?”

“No,” Morgan said a little too quickly. “She won’t come looking for us.” If she thought Morgan was dead, they were safe.

“That must have been hard for you, Morg,” Echo replied, pushing Morgan’s hair behind her pointed ear causing shivers down Morgan’s spine. “I hope you’re alright.”

Morgan wanted to cry, wanted to breakdown and tell Echo the truth. The way her girlfriend was looking at her showed nothing but love and support, but Morgan couldn’t bring herself to speak.

Avery was in the past. Morgan would focus on the future and be the better person Echo believed her to be. No matter what it took.
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Chapter Three


there's always time for tea





Morgan’s boots clopped on the cobbled stones as they walked on Laluna’s main street, past rows of white-bricked buildings with wooden accents. 

Laluna was home to many races, positioned at a crossroads between four kingdoms—an entity all its own, and a great place for a new start.

The diversity was part of the reason Morgan chose Laluna. She was looking for a place like Elementus, the elemental school in the Oliver Black series. Where people from all walks of life came to learn magic.

She had grown up around many different races while working for Avery. Morgan was used to different faces with different cultures, but it wasn’t always welcoming. She hoped Laluna would be different.

Things would be different here.

Horses and carts trudged along both sides of the wide main street. They stood amongst the flowing crowds, moving like rivers. It was hard not to be swept up. Morgan breathed in the scent of bread, scones, and cakes from a nearby bakery. Echo’s fingers entwined with hers, the warmth of her skin pressed into Morgan’s, and any of the worries that had plagued her mind drifted away on the chilly breeze.

“Main Street would be ideal,” Morgan said, examining the lines of the well-maintained shops on either side. Folk gathered and pointed at large bay windows displaying high-end wears—hats, adventuring gear, potions, and perfume.

“Comes with a heavy price tag,” Echo replied, eyeing black leather boots and belts hanging inside There and Back Again, the adventuring store.

Morgan felt the weight of her coin purse on her thigh. She had squirrelled away some money over the years working for Avery, but mainly spent it on clothes and jewellery. She had liked that her sense of style—blues, purples, greys—set her apart from the other minions, who had mostly preferred dark leather and metal—easier to clean bloodstains.

It was only once Morgan started dating Echo that saving money for the future became important.

Echo seemed to have less desire for material objects—her clothing was practical, everything she owned fit neatly in her pack. She and Broadshield were always on the move, never settlings down. Morgan supposed earnings under Broadshield were considerably less than Avery. Stealing often paid more than heroic rewards.

“A street or two over then,” Morgan replied. “We wouldn’t want to be much further if we want to succeed.”

“We should research shop prices.” Echo jotted her thoughts down in her notebook then tapped her chin with the pencil. “It might be better to start off smaller and work our way up.”

Always the voice of reason to Morgan’s chaotic optimism. It was one of the many reasons she loved Echo; they balanced each other out.

“It has to have a view of the river, though.” Morgan took the notebook and wrote river view, underlining it twice. 

Echo’s dream was to engross herself in nature. She’d have lived in the forest with the other nymphs if it had been financially stable and she hadn’t been required to dance naked on full moons. Morgan would have followed, even if she missed the loud hustle and bustle, but especially if she got to see Echo dance naked. 

Morgan’s life had always been loud until Echo brought the much needed quiet. They had both agreed on city life. Not many bookshops in the forest. A love of reading was one of the things they had bonded over in the beginning of their relationship. Echo had been the first person to listen to Morgan’s three-hour, in-depth explanation of the entire Oliver Black series.

“You speak of costly endeavours, Morg,” Echo said, taking back the notebook and holding it close to her chest. “Shops along the river will be very expensive.”

The slump in Echo’s shoulders had not gone unnoticed. She couldn’t understand all her girlfriend’s subtle movements yet, but Morgan was learning to read her body language.

Morgan squeezed Echo’s hand and beamed with encouragement. “A river view is the only option. We won’t know until we look.”

They turned their backs on the thoroughfare and strolled along the river to the south. The Divine River snaked its way across the plains and into the city, disappearing between the buildings until it reemerged on the other side, continuing to the Alfae coast.

Bluestone stacked, arched bridges crisscrossed over the water like stitches holding the river in place. Staircases trailed down to square wooden docks along the river’s path—an easier trade route than navigating the maze of winding streets as the river passed through most districts.

Echo’s eyes widened at the sight, which only affirmed Morgan’s need to find them a shop by the river, a building they would fill with books and plants.

“It’s very beautiful here,” Echo said, leaning over the bluestone wall to watch slender boats drift back and forth, carrying crates. A person on the back steered each one with a long oar they swept from side to side.

Morgan exhaled slowly. Echo liked it in Laluna. She wanted to be here with Morgan. There was nothing to worry about.

Nigel leapt down from Echo’s shoulder onto the wall. His tongue lashed out, snagging a fly, before gobbling it up. He croaked.

“You’re right. It’s different from what we’re used to,” she said to the melding amphibian.

Was the frog trying to undermine their choices? The thought didn’t surprise Morgan.

The bond Echo and Nigel had was unique. He was her companion, almost like a mage’s familiar, but without the magical bond. Yet she always knew what he was saying.

Morgan had never bonded with a familiar. She’d read about them in her studies as a child. A creature who would bind themselves to a mage and share their powers. The idea of a creature—a friend—just for her had kept young Morgan up at night wondering what it might be. To Avery’s frustration—particularly after Morgan had been bitten by a poisonous lizard—young Morgan spoke to every creature they encountered to no avail.

“Give this place a chance,” Echo said, stroking Nigel’s back and bringing Morgan from her thoughts. “This is going to be our home now.”

“Let’s check out the nearby streets,” Morgan called.

Echo picked up Nigel, placing him back on her shoulder. “Then we need to get something to eat. All the cafes are making my stomach growl.”

As if on cue, her stomach gurgled in agreement.

Morgan cupped Echo’s cheek and kissed her quickly. “Whatever you want, love.”

While the main street was wide and straight, the rest of the city was comprised of narrow winding alleyways, perfect for making quick getaways if you knew the paths well.

The first street over from the river was packed with bodies. Morgan found herself shoulder to shoulder with passersby, who kept stopping to look in windows or chat with friends. This kind of crowd was full of easy targets for pickpocketing. An accidental bump, a sleight of hand, and the target wouldn’t even know they had been stolen from until it was too late.

Echo grabbed Morgan’s arm as someone bumped into her shoulder. She held a hand to her neck to stop Nigel from being thrown.

“Apologies, miss.” The half-elf nodded, then continued moving through the crowd.

Morgan’s eyes flicked to Echo’s belt, making sure her coin purse was still attached. If Morgan knew how easy it was to steal from people in this street, others would, too.

“This street is lively,” Echo shouted over the chatter.

Morgan wrapped an arm around Echo’s waist, pulling her close. “You should be careful no one steals from you.”

Echo furrowed her brows. “Not everyone’s a thief, Morg.”

Sometimes Morgan thought Echo trusted too easily. She’d fought enough so-called villains that she really should have had a harsher view of the world but, while Echo was practical, she always believed the best in people.

If she hadn’t, Morgan may have never had a chance with the stunning forest nymph.

“I don’t think this is the street for us,” Morgan said. Hustle and bustle was the old Morgan. The new Morgan was looking for quiet and safe.

They made their way back toward the river, but the second and third streets over weren’t much different. Morgan may have underestimated how busy Laluna was.

She growled as they passed yet another hectic street—the buildings were skinnier and more closely packed than the wider stores on the main road.

Echo grabbed her hands, making Morgan face her. “I think we need a break.”

Continuing along the river, it was easy to find a cafe. The problem was choosing one. There were bakeries on every second corner selling everything from everyday bread to fancy tiered cakes. One store seemed to specialise in cupcakes that looked like cats.

“Where do you want to go?” Morgan asked, gesturing around.

Echo remained quiet, biting her lower lip and tugging at the longest curl near her chin.

“Let’s go to Sereni-Tea,” Morgan decided. “I need a warm drink and there’s seating overlooking the river.”

Echo nodded, her mood brightening. “Did you know all the tea shops in Laluna have puns for names?”

“How very punny,” Morgan replied with a smirk.

Nigel rolled his bulging eyes, but Echo giggled, and that was all that mattered to Morgan’s ego.

Taking Echo’s hand, she led her up a set of white metal stairs to an open terrace packed with patrons enjoying afternoon tea and cake. The chatter of conversation and the clinking of cups, plates, and forks was welcoming. 

Pushing past two women in puffy dresses, who were too encumbered with shopping bags to manoeuvre themselves, Morgan snagged a table right by the wisteria entwined balcony railing—part of the legumes family, if she remembered correctly. Dropping her worn and weathered pack on the ground and plonking herself on one of the metal chairs, Morgan relished being off her feet. The two overdressed women stared daggers at them, with opened mouthed outrage.

“I think we took their table,” Echo said, hovering next to her seat.

“If it was their table, they’d have been sitting at it,” Morgan replied, triumphantly lifting the menu to check the specials. “They have elderflower, your favourite.”

Echo gave the women a sheepish glance before sliding into her seat. The pair walked by the table with pouted lips, surveying the terrace for a free spot.

“Uncivilised,” one woman whispered under her breath, eyeing Echo’s dusty trousers and Morgan’s tangled hair.

Morgan’s grip tightened on the menu. What did she say?

Echo’s hand closed over Morgan’s and squeezed. “It’s not worth it, Morg.”

She set her jaw and forced a smile at the horrid women. She wouldn’t cause a scene, but did imagine throwing scones at the woman’s dresses, covering them in cream and jam. Her fake smile turned genuine at the thought.

“They’re just frustrated at not getting a table,” Echo continued.

Echo was right, but Morgan hated people judging her. She by no means wanted to look or act like those stuck-up women, but she also prided herself on dressing nicely and keeping clean whenever possible. It was often hard when spending days or weeks traversing the wilderness in search of Broadshield. Mud was the enemy.

Her gaze returned to the menu. “I’m thinking tea and scones.”

Echo exhaled and released her hand. Morgan’s gaze darted from her hand to Echo to the women. Did Echo believe she’d turn to violence for a harsh comment? She wouldn’t have, right? Morgan had imagined the chaos in her mind, but if Echo had said nothing, would she have acted on those impulses?

Of course you would. Once a villain. Always a villain.

Morgan needed to try harder. For Echo’s sake, she would be better.

“I was hoping there would be more available real estate to choose from,” Morgan confessed when their elderflower tea arrived. 

“We’ve only started looking,” Echo replied, staring out at the river. “Laluna’s a big city.”

Morgan sipped her steaming brew. “It’s taking too long.” 

“You’re always racing to the end.” Echo grinned, spreading sweet-scented jam on her buttered scone. “We’re not in a rush. We can stay at an inn and explore more. It might take time to find the right place.”

Morgan didn’t want to slow down. She needed to find a shop to buy as soon as possible and get everything set up. She needed Echo to see their future together because the longer they waited, the more Echo might doubt her decision to be with Morgan.

“I’m determined,” Morgan replied, helping herself to the bowl of cream. “I will find us the perfect place.”

Echo’s finger traced the edge of her teacup. “We may need to start out smaller than originally planned. There’s nothing wrong with that. We can work up to something bigger.”

Morgan didn’t need an extravagant place to set up their home. She’d lived most of her life in Avery’s estate house hideout and found it far too big for her liking. Fifteen bedrooms, each filled with more empty space than furniture. A grand staircase, two dining rooms, and a ballroom were simply overkill even when she considered that twenty minions lived there. It was too much, but Morgan knew what it was to have nothing—living on the streets and stealing food just to survive, searching for warm places to sleep, and hiding from magic-hating townsfolk. 

There had to be a middle ground. Somewhere cosy and warm with just enough space for furniture they picked together, shelves filled with books, and potted plants in every corner. 

She gazed out over the terrace at the residences across the river. The south-west side of the city was mostly housing and green spaces. A few older homes were hidden in the heart of the city held by ancestors of the original city founders. Morgan had done some research on Laluna before deciding to pick it as their forever home. 

As her gaze drifted over the city, something caught her eye. Morgan leaned across the table with a smirk.

“I know that grin,” Echo said, placing her cup down. She met Morgan in the middle of the table. “That grin means trouble.”

“Do you trust me, love?” Morgan asked.

Echo’s brows quickly creased and uncreased as she seemed to realise how important it was to answer Morgan’s question.

“I trust you more than anyone,” she replied in a confused tone. “I love you.”

Morgan’s heart fluttered as she stared into Echo’s dark eyes. She leaned closer to kiss Echo before remembering where they were. The heavy, judgemental gaze of the snobby women four tables over held her back. 

When her girlfriend said things like that, Morgan almost believed that Echo would never leave her, but there were always limits—lying and faking your death was probably one of them.

“I love you, too,” she replied, shoving her fears deeper down in the hopes they would never catch alight. If only she was so lucky. “Finish your tea, love, and I’ll show you our dream shop.”
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Chapter Four


ominous? amazing?





“Just over this bridge,” Morgan said, tugging Echo along by the hand. They had taken their time to drink their tea—there was no rushing tea consumption—and now Morgan raced them across the stone stacked bridge to the street opposite the cafe district. 

“You want to buy a house and turn it into a bookshop?” Echo wondered, jogging to keep up. “I’m not sure we can do that.”

“Not a house,” Morgan replied. “Something much bigger.”

There were fewer people on this side of the river, but Morgan wasn’t worried because that meant all the shoppers on the other side would have a delightful view of their future shop. It was ingenious.

“This is it,” she declared, stopping outside the two-story white building covered in creeping ivy that had caught her eye from Sereni-Tea. A faded for sale sign was nailed between the chained, wooden double doors.

“It’s a church,” Echo said, examining the structure with furrowed brows. “A very weathered church.”

Morgan bounced on the balls of her feet, tugging on Echo’s arm. “Isn’t it perfect? We’ll have so much space for books and we could probably live upstairs. Home and shop in one.”

Nigel let out an obnoxious croak.

“Who asked your opinion?” Morgan huffed as the tree frog grimaced at her. “Sure, it’s a little run down, but we can hire someone to renovate or do it ourselves. I’ve got magic and, Echo, you’re great with your hands.” Morgan winked, and Echo’s eyes widened at the innuendo. Teasing her girlfriend was too easy sometimes.

Echo composed herself. “We are trying to save money. This place will be over our budget before renovations.”

The church had seen better days. The windows and doors were boarded up. The paint on the bricks was peeling all the way to the steeple. Small-leafed weeds grew between the mortar, turning upward in search of sunlight.

“The fact that it’s rundown means it will be cheaper,” Morgan insisted.

“It’s a good idea, Morg,” Echo replied, but Morgan could see her reluctancy—the creases between her brows and the way Echo’s lips turned down ever so slightly. “There are probably plenty of other buildings more suited to being a shop.”

Morgan just needed to convince her this church was a sound choice. She entwined her fingers with Echo’s and felt every callus on her girlfriend’s palm. “Please, love. Let’s just ask for a tour and see how much they’re asking.”

She held a breath in anticipation as Echo’s gaze drifted over the building in contemplative thought. Her girlfriend wasn’t one to make quick decisions—except in life-or-death situations—Echo liked having the time to think through her options. 

“Sure,” she said finally, still biting her lower lip.

Morgan wrapped her arms around Echo’s shoulders and held her tight. “You won’t regret this.” She’d make sure of it.

Echo’s uncertain caution shifted into planning mode. “First, we need to find the owner, then organise a viewing.” 

She untangled herself from Morgan, kissed her cheek, then turned her attention to the for-sale sign. “It doesn’t give any details of whom to contact.”

The weathered sign had clearly been up for some time and the fact that it was nailed between the double doors meant no one had entered in a long while, too.

“Ribbit,” Nigel said, gesturing to the sign.

“You’re right,” Echo replied, brushing a hand on the bottom of the sign. “It looks like a name had been written here, but it’s worn away.” She cocked her head and squinted. “Ta? Taw? Tane?”

Nigel cocked a brow as if to say, that’s suspicious if you ask me.

“Less competition,” Morgan declared, spinning it in their favour.

Nigel and Echo shared a knowing look, which prickled Morgan’s neck.

Undeterred, she wandered over to the otterfolk sitting on the step of the house next door, reading a newspaper through half-moon glasses.

Otterfolk were taller than regular otters and could speak in the common tongue. They walked on two legs and liked to live near rivers, which was why Laluna had an abundance of otterfolk residents.

“Excuse me.” Morgan crouched to meet his gaze. “Do you know who owns this church?”

The otterfolk put down the paper, adjusted his glasses as if it was hard to notice the giant building he lived next to. “Old Tawney owns that particular building, but I wouldn’t buy it if I were you. There’s a reason he hasn’t been able to sell the place.”

Morgan placed her hands on her hips. Why was everyone against her ideas? “What possible reason could people have? Bats in the attic? Structural damage? Leaky pipes?”

“Those are all legitimate concerns,” Echo whispered to Nigel.

She ignored them. “Well, what’s the reason?”

“Place is terribly haunted,” the otterfolk replied, flicking his paper back up.

Echo shot a glance at Morgan. “Haunted?” 

“How haunted are we talking?” Morgan asked, folding her arms across her chest.

She and Echo weren’t unfamiliar with ghosts and spectres. Their previous lines of work had taken them to plenty of dark places where many people had died with unfinished business. Not that the prospect of banishing a ghost was enticing. It could be a difficult process.

The otterfolk kept his eyes on his paper but nodded his head. “I’ve seen glowing lights through the boarded windows and heard the echoes of woeful howls.”

Morgan’s eyes widened and she stifled a squeak of excitement. “Just like the time Oliver and Lily Black were being hunted by spectral wolves.”

The otterfolk squinted. “Who?”

“Characters from a book series,” Echo clarified.

“The best book series,” Morgan noted with a pointed finger.

The otterfolk shrugged. “Well, Tawney’s been trying to get rid of the church since he inherited it last year. City doesn’t even want to take it.”

“That’s amazing,” Morgan said.

“I think you mean horrifying,” Echo replied.

Morgan’s smile didn’t falter. “No, amazing. If the place is haunted, it’ll be even cheaper. Tawney probably wants to get rid of it.”

“But then we will own a haunted building. Who’s going to want to come to a haunted bookshop?” Echo glanced cautiously at the church, her fingers instinctually touching Nigel, who pressed to her neck.

“Opening a bookshop?” the otterfolk asked from behind his paper. “We need more things to read around here.”

“You bet we are,” Morgan replied, hands on her hips and chin raised like she was posing for a statue. “Now, where can we find Tawney?”

The otterfolk scratched his furry chin. “The Wild Horse on main street most likely. Tawney spends most of his time there these days. He weren’t the same after spending the night in that church.”

“Ominous.” Echo gave another concerned glance to Nigel.

Morgan beamed. “Amazing.”
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“We need to get a sign like that,” Morgan said to Echo as she admired the craftsmanship of the black stallion carved on the hanging sign above the door. 

“We need to get a shop first,” Echo reminded her.

The inside of the tavern was surprisingly packed with patrons considering it was well after lunch, but not quite dinner. Many of the tables were filled with people drinking and talking loudly. Morgan supposed many parts of Laluna felt loud. But there were quiet moments too, like an otterfolk reading his paper, sipping tea on a terrace, and soon browsing the city’s best bookshop.

Morgan had researched the two other bookstores in the city. Both were located much further towards the outskirts, which was why a decent location, more easily accessible to the public, was so important. 

“Take a seat wherever you want, lovelies. Then come order at the bar,” a human woman called from behind said bar. Her curvy figure was accentuated by the magenta sequinned blouse that hugged her exposed bosom. Waves of inky black hair framed her striking colourful makeup. The woman had impeccable style.

The bar was a long wooden bench covered in ring marks from the many glasses that had been served. Bottles of liquid lined the back wall shelves in rainbow order. Old and tattered bar stools were evenly spaced beneath the bar, many already occupied.

The striking woman behind the bar poured drinks to two gnomes in brown leather tunics, swords on their belts, and a silver crescent moon on their chests—Laluna city guards.

Morgan tensed.

It was instinct. She’d done nothing wrong—this time—but the sight of authority always had her on edge, like they’d take one look at her and decide she needed to be locked up. Technically, Morgan had done many things she deserved to be imprisoned for, but none here in Laluna.

She had nothing to worry about, but still took note of the exits—the door they’d just entered through, a backdoor behind the bar that most likely led to the kitchen, and a skylight over the stage that was slightly cracked open.

“We should be quick,” Morgan said to her girlfriend. When Echo gave her a confused glance, Morgan added, “We’ll run out of daylight and a chance to see the inside of the church.”

It wasn’t a lie. The sun had been on its way down as they arrived.

Morgan turned her attention to the rest of the tavern. Round wooden tables and chairs dotted the room, a few rundown booths with faded fabric lined one wall, and an open fireplace and small stage poked out from the opposite side.

The wooden stage was stained with shades of brown from drinks spilled over the years. An elven bard sat on a stool with a lute in hand, blaring a song at the top of his lungs.

“I bet this place gets lively at night,” she said to Echo.

The scent of alcohol and roasted meats was so thick in the air it was almost tangible. Morgan’s stomach rumbled in response. “We should come here for dinner sometime. I wonder if they do karaoke?”

Echo pushed Morgan through the tables, shaking her head. “No karaoke. Not again.”

Morgan looked over her shoulder at the blush spreading across Echo’s cheeks. She was so cute when she was flustered.

“Let’s find Tawney.”

The otterfolk had given them a description of the church’s owner, which perfectly matched the lanky and grizzled man sitting in the tavern’s corner with a mug of ale in hand. His cheeks were rosy, his white hair wiry, and he was missing a few teeth.

Tawney sang an old sea shanty much louder than patrons wanted as he sloshed his ale from side to side.

Morgan approached his table. “Lovely song.”

“It’s about the death of a crew searching for gold,” Echo said, falling in behind her.

“Ye know yer stuff, lil’ lady,” Tawney replied, taking a swig.

“I’ve spent some time at sea. Shanties were a daily occurrence.”

Morgan quirked a brow at Echo. “I thought you didn’t like karaoke.”

“It’s not the same thing,” she hissed.

What Morgan wouldn’t give to hear a drunken Echo sing again, but they were getting off-topic.

“You’re Tawney?” she asked.

He wiped his dripping beard with his ragged sleeve. “Depends who’s asking.”

“Us. Obviously.”

Tawney looked them up and down, noting the bow strapped to Echo’s back and the leather pack on Morgan’s shoulders.

“Adventurers looking for information?” he guessed.

“Entrepreneurs looking to buy a certain church we heard you own,” Morgan corrected.

Tawney’s face paled, and he downed the rest of his ale.

“I’m sure that’s nothing to worry about,” Morgan whispered to Echo.

“He appears terrified,” she replied, and Nigel croaked in agreement. He always took her side.

Morgan wouldn’t be deterred. “Do you own the church for sale opposite Sereni-Tea?”

“Aye,” he replied, his gaze squinty and Morgan couldn’t tell if he was sizing them up or about to pass out.

She leaned a hand on the table. “We want to inspect the premises and negotiate on the price.” The gesture had meant to show confidence, but the table was sticky, and Morgan grimaced.

Tawney ran a wrinkled hand through his hair. “No.”

Morgan dragged her nails over the table. Why was everything so difficult? If Avery had been there with her, she’d have pressed her axe to Tawney’s throat by now. But it was Echo who stood by Morgan’s side now and she’d have to try a calmer approach. 

Morgan puffed out a breath. “No, you won’t give us a tour or no, you don’t want to negotiate?”

“No, to all of it. Don’t waste my time.” Tawney shook his head, shifting his body away from them, nearly falling off his chair.

“I assure you we’re not. My partner and I want to settle down and open a shop.”

Tawney waved his hand in dismissal. “It’s always the same. I’ll take ye over. Yer have a look inside and freak out when the damned ghost spooks ye right outta there.” He clutched his mug to his chest. “No, I’ve gone through enough.”

“Then why advertise it for sale?” Echo asked.

“Keep forgetting to take the sign down,” he admitted. “How’d ye even know I owned it?”

“Your neighbour,” Echo replied.

Tawney’s lips thinned and a low grumble filled his throat.

Morgan crossed her arms. Even the guy selling the church was telling her what to do. “We already know it’s supposedly haunted. We still want to look inside.”

“I ain’t going in there.”

Morgan huffed. “Just open the door and let us in. Unless the building is about to collapse, we’re probably going to buy it.”

“Morg,” Echo said, tugging the sleeve of her grey knitted jumper, but Morgan waved her off.

Tawney leaned in close. “Ye really wanna buy a haunted church?”

Morgan bent down. She could smell the alcohol wafting off him. “I’m not afraid of ghosts.”

Tawney seemed to contemplate the offer, weighing up his fear against his want to be rid of the place. This was exactly what Morgan was counting on.

He slammed his mug down on the table. “Fine! I’ll let ye take a look.”
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Chapter Five


a barely haunted church





Tawney opened the large iron lock on the church, the heavy chain falling on the ground with an ominous thud. He pulled off the  for-sale sign and scrunched it up.

“Last time,” he mumbled under his breath, which only gave Morgan hope for a much more reasonable price. Now, hopefully, the inside of the church was enough to convince her cautious girlfriend.

Tawney pushed open the door an inch, stepping back as though the inside of the building was about to erupt with ghosts. He waited a moment, body tensed in anticipation. When nothing happened, he eased the door completely open, then turned to Morgan and Echo with a forced grin.

“Off ye go. Have a look. I’ll wait here for…for safety. Not that there’s anything deadly inside.” He eyed Morgan, his smile too wide. “The place be lovely and ye should definitely buy it.”

Morgan stepped inside without hesitation. She wouldn’t be scared off easily. Echo, on the other hand, wandered in behind her more cautiously, her dark eyes studying the door frame, the entrance, the floor for traps or spectres—and probably mould.

The church floor didn’t appear trapped—magical or otherwise—it was littered with lavender coloured leaves, though. This was odd because all the doors and windows had been locked or boarded up. Tawney had made a point of not having opened it in a long while.

“Strange,” Echo muttered, picking up a pale purple leaf and examining it. “I’ve never seen foliage this shade. I wonder what order of tree it came from.”

Nigel croaked.

“You’re right, it’s beautiful,” she replied.

They moved further into the space. The church hall was long and off-white, with a tall, curved ceiling held aloft by stunning wooden arches. Unchecked spiders had weaved webs across the beams connecting the arches like silk blankets.

Morgan weaved her way through pews that sat at odd angles, some upside down, as though people tried to leave in a hurry. The musty air tickled her nose, dust particles hovering like stars in the beams of light that managed to slip through the boarded windows.

“No blood,” she said over her shoulder to Echo. “A plus.”

Echo shook her head, but Morgan could see the smirk tugging at her lips.

The sound of claws on wood scratched up in the ceiling, slow and rhythmic. Morgan jumped back and was caught in Echo’s arms, warm and safe.

“Scared?” Echo whispered in Morgan’s ear, her mouth so close. She was teasing Morgan and if it had been anyone else Morgan would have hated it, but because it was Echo, she leaned her head on her girlfriend’s shoulder.

“Save me from the scary ghost,” she said with an overdramatic tone.

Morgan loved this side of Echo, laid-back and comfortable. She rarely flirted in public, unlike Morgan, who would steal any moment together if their ex-bosses weren’t nearby.

Another creak from the beams above, followed by a drawn-out sound of nails on wood made them jump apart.

“I’m sure that’s fine,” Morgan said, heat flooding her cheeks. “Just an animal.”

“So it’s infested,” Echo said dryly, her cautious armour raised once more. “Not sure if that’s better than haunted.”

Morgan grinned. “I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about. Nothing we can’t handle.”

Echo continued to wander around the edge of the building and Morgan wished they could go back to that moment of carefree closeness.

Soon. They just needed to get their life started.

“This glasswork is stunning,” Echo said, running her finger along the stained glass.

Morgan ambled to the middle of the church where a metal spiral staircase wound its way to a second floor that took up the back end of the building—a small balcony with the same black iron looking down on them.

“Is that a pile of bones in the corner?” Echo asked.

Sure enough, there was a neat stack of femurs on the balcony.

Morgan spun to face Echo. “I’ll admit that is weird, but not dangerous. People collect strange things. Let’s focus on the good stuff.”

Nigel rolled his eyes and Morgan bit back a retort.

It was time to set the scene of their life together. Morgan threw her arms out wide. “Imagine shelves lining the walls packed with books. Potted plants under the windows. You can decorate with as many plants as you want. We’ll build an indoor forest between the shelves.”

Morgan gestured to the large open hearth to one side obscured by thick webs and soot. “At night, after a day of selling books, we’d cosy up by the fire and drink tea, telling stories about our days. Then at night, we’ll head upstairs to our bedroom.” Morgan waggled her eyebrows.

“Our bedroom.” Echo flushed and touched her collar bone as her gaze drifted to the second floor.

There it was. Morgan continued. “A room just for us. With no one to interrupt or worry about.”

Echo bit her lower lip again. It was incredibly sexy. She still wasn’t one hundred percent sold on the church, but her opinion was shifting.

Morgan sauntered closer to Echo, her skirt swaying with her hips. “We’ll make our way to bed and—”

Nigel croaked loudly, and Morgan shot him a warning look.

“You’ll have your own space down here, Nige,” she added, not wanting the tree frog to be present for their bedroom activities. Morgan suspected she and Nigel were on the same page for that one.

Echo’s dark skin was impressively scarlet. “I want that.”

Morgan’s heart skipped as heat rose in her cheeks. It still surprised her that someone so dangerously gorgeous as Echo wanted someone with Morgan’s past.

“So, what do you think?” She slipped her fingers around Echo’s waist. There was no way she was going to say no.

“I think…”

An eerie howl echoed off the chamber-like walls. Tawney yelped, backing all the way to the river’s stone wall. Morgan had forgotten he was there.

Nigel stuck to Morgan’s neck like she was a tree, his little heart pounding against her throat. The moment he realised he’d attached himself to her, the little frog jumped backwards onto Echo’s shoulder, pretending like nothing had happened.

The howl came again, animalistic and ethereal, like something from an Oliver Black novel. Morgan shivered at the sound—exhilarated and nervous. She couldn’t place its origin. The building carried noise easily.

Echo pressed in next to Morgan. “I think it’s still a haunted church, no matter how nice it looks.”

“Barely haunted,” Tawney called from outside.

“See? Barely haunted.” Morgan grinned.

“Morg,” Echo sighed.

Dammit. Thanks a lot, ghost. It’s like the spirit actively didn’t want them to buy the place.

She spun Echo to face her, her hands on Echo’s hips. It was time for a last play. “Do you really think some ghost or monster could best us? There’s a reason Broadshield chose you as his companion, and I’m a pretty powerful mage when I want to be.” She cocked her head, peering down at Echo with hooded eyes. “Ruthless some have said.”

“We are two very capable women,” Echo agreed, eyes flicking from Morgan’s gaze to her lips. “Though, I have never found you to be ruthless. Clumsy, yes, but not ruthless.”

Morgan brushed back Echo’s hair and whispered, “It’s a great location with plenty of space. We won’t find a better place.” She was running out of things to say, and their proximity was making it hard to stay on topic.

It wasn’t the church’s barely haunted nature that was holding Echo back. Her girlfriend wasn’t afraid of ghastly things. She’d faced off against more frightening creatures. If it wasn’t the building, then there was only one other option for Echo’s hesitance.

“I promise you won’t regret this,” Morgan whispered. I promise you won’t regret me.

Echo exhaled slowly. “Very well. Let’s buy it.”

Unable to contain herself, Morgan kissed Echo deeply, her hand cupping Echo’s cheek—a promise of things yet to come.

“There are no take-backsies,” Tawney called from the doorway. 

Morgan reluctantly pulled her lips from Echo’s and pointed an accusing finger at the drunken man. “We’ll take it at a steep discount considering its haunted nature.”

Tawney groaned, but didn’t reject the offer.
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