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      My business partner is kissing the back of my neck. Since we spent the night together, this isn’t much of a surprise. I’m curled next to Malcolm, his arm draped over my waist, his rich, nutmeg scent warming the air. I want to laugh at the audacity and joy of it all, but don’t dare make a sound, don’t dare move. His kiss is a soft, shivery thing. I don’t want him to stop. So I remain absolutely still as morning light filters through the drapes and bounces off dust motes in the air.

      I’d be lying if I said I didn’t love this.

      I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t worried.

      But I am. This is new. Our business is still new, not quite a year old. Beneath the joy is a thin wire of dread that insists this happiness can’t last. We’ve made a huge mistake mixing business with pleasure, and once I confess what happened at Nigel and Sadie’s wedding reception last night, it will change everything; it will change us.

      I will confess. I know I must. But not before coffee. No one should talk about business or pacts with (possibly) demonic entities before coffee.

      Malcolm’s lips continue to explore the nape of my neck. I’m pretty sure he’s awake. True, he’s an expert kisser. Even so, no one has so much skill that they can execute what he’s currently doing while asleep.

      I’ve vowed not to move, but my toes begin flirting with his. They find the sensitive arch of his foot, and I’m rewarded with his exhale against my neck.

      “You awake?” he says, voice low and still warm with sleep.

      “I’m guessing you are,” I say.

      “How are you?”

      The simple question betrays so much with its tone: Are you okay? Was last night okay? Did we make a mistake?

      I’m sure there must be other doubts I’m missing, other things he’s feeling. I go with a single word reply.

      “Good.”

      “Hm. You were that last night, too, if I recall.”

      Now I turn to face him. I’m rewarded with that sweet, dark-roast smile, his eyes, shining at the sight of me. I can’t help wondering: how did I get so lucky?

      “I think I promised you some Kona blend,” I say.

      “You did, and I plan to collect. But first, I think I need my morning kiss.”

      Morning kiss. Evening kiss. It’s how we juggled being business partners and a couple, although that was before we moved the arrangement into my bedroom.

      “Well, we turned the lights off after midnight.” I peer up at him, trying to school my face into absolute seriousness. “Technically, that’s morning, so we’ve already had our morning kiss.”

      “Doesn’t count unless the sun’s up.” Malcolm tugs me closer, folds me into his arms.

      It is, by far, the longest morning kiss on record.
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      I’m not sure how many pots of coffee I’ve brewed. Thousands, certainly. On most days, I do it without thinking. Unless we’re up against a truly powerful ghost, I don’t need to pay attention to the particular blend (although Kona works best to eradicate ghosts) or how precisely I measure the water.

      This morning? My hands tremble—just a bit. I’m in Malcolm’s tuxedo shirt. The tails skim my knees. Even with the cuffs rolled, the sleeves knock against things with a sweep of my arms. When I sprinkle coffee grounds all over the counter, I set down the scoop, close my eyes, and try not to cry.

      “Hey.” Malcolm’s voice is gentle in my ear. He moves behind me, wraps his arms around mine, and then cradles me against his chest. “Don’t worry. I think it’s impossible for you to make a bad cup of coffee.”

      “I could if I tried,” I insist.

      “That’s just it. You gotta try. Just toss in some Kona blend. You could make brewed mud this morning. Trust me. I wouldn’t notice.”

      “You sound like you’re in a good mood, Mr. Armand.”

      “I’m in a very good mood.” He turns me in his arms and places a kiss on my nose. “I’ve never been in a better mood.”

      Something inside me loosens. Tension drains from my shoulders. I eye the coffee scoop and vow to make Malcolm the best damned cup of coffee he’s ever had.

      Only now I realize that it’s okay if it isn’t.

      By the time the scent of Kona blend fills the kitchen, and Malcolm has two cups and the half and half ready to go, I feel like myself again. We’ll drink our coffee, clear our heads, and then we can tackle the big problems left over from last night. We can do this, I’m certain.

      Just as I think this, footfalls sound above our heads. Malcolm and I glance upward and then, at the same moment, our eyes meet.

      “Belinda?” he says.

      I give my head a little shake. “I didn’t hear her come in last night. Did you?”

      He opens his mouth as if to answer, then shuts it tight. I take that as a no. Because treading above our heads is more than one pair of feet. We could make a dash for the stairs, but we’d only meet whoever is on their way down. We could hide in the living room, but that seems cowardly.

      Malcolm studies me, then he glances down at the T-shirt and boxer shorts he’s wearing. His lips twitch. Before I can say anything—or toss him one of my grandmother’s old aprons—Belinda charges into the kitchen.

      “Okay, okay.” Her words come out rushed, like she’s trying to convince me of something she knows is wrong. “Before you say anything, I just want to say that I’m not...”

      She stutters to a halt. Her gaze flits to Malcolm and back to me. For a brief moment, her mouth hangs open. But this is Belinda Barnes, so the shock is quickly replaced by an impish grin.

      “Well, it’s about time. High five?” She holds up a hand. “I think this deserves a high five.”

      Malcolm snorts. I scowl.

      “There will be no high fives,” I say, willing my cheeks not to flame. They do, of course. My entire face is on fire. Even my knees feel hot.

      This only makes Belinda laugh. “Fist bump?”

      I tilt my head and glare. It’s then I noticed her attire, remarkably similar to my own. The man’s dress shirt is a pale blue, and since she’s six feet tall, hits her mid-thigh.

      Then the shirt’s owner clears the kitchen doorway, and the whole situation goes from slightly awkward to fairly mortifying.

      Jack Carlotta stumbles over the threshold, not that there’s anything on the floor to trip him up. To his credit, he swallows his shock almost immediately. Maybe that’s a lawyer thing. Before he does, I see a flash of ... something in his eyes. I can’t tell if it’s regret or guilt or simply shame.

      Once upon a time, Jack, Belinda, and I attended high school together, and once upon a time, Jack and Belinda were the couple. You know the kind—star athlete and homecoming queen. That was also before the ghosts started tormenting Belinda, before the drinking, before Jack left for college.

      And before he started asking me out on a regular basis. By text message. I still have one on my phone from only a few weeks ago. I’ve never said yes. He’s never stopped asking.

      After last night? I’m guessing that might change.

      Along with the warm scent of coffee, the air is thick with embarrassment. It’s my kitchen, which I suppose makes me the one responsible for starting a conversation, offering my guests breakfast. I glance at Malcolm, but his brow is clouded with a low-grade glare aimed in Jack’s direction.

      They’ve never really liked each other.

      “I have Kona blend!”

      I blurt the words, and they ricochet in the tiny space. Then Belinda tips her head back and laughs. The sound of it slices through the embarrassment to the point where even Malcolm cracks a smile.

      “Pour us some coffee,” Belinda says, pulling on one of my grandmother’s aprons. She winks at me. “And then get out of here. Jack and I will make brunch.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Malcolm and I do end up hiding in the living room. A racket comes from the kitchen—the clatter of pots and pans, the sizzle of veggie bacon, and the aroma of biscuits baking. I cradle a cup of coffee, and if the steam doesn’t do much to cool my cheeks, at least it clears my head.

      Malcolm paces. He’s set his cup on the mantelpiece and pauses after each lap around the living room for a sip.

      “You know,” he says, after he’s logged at least a quarter mile. “This isn’t the way I pictured the next morning. I was hoping to cook you breakfast in bed.”

      “I still had to get up to make the coffee,” I point out.

      He makes terrible coffee. For the life of me, I can’t figure out why since he’s so good at everything else.

      “I make okay coffee,” he says.

      “No, you don’t.”

      “I do. Ask Nigel.”

      “But—”

      “I’ve been faking.”

      “Why would you...?” I trail off, my mind whirling at this new bit of information. “But we’ve spent hours in the kitchen.”

      A sheepish expression lights his eyes while that dark-roast grin spreads across his face. “Yeah, that was kind of the point. At first, you know, before ... everything.” He waves a hand toward the ceiling and the general direction of my bedroom. “I just wanted an excuse to spend time with you.”

      I tilt my head and go for stern. “And then it got too complicated to explain.”

      He raises his hands in surrender. “I know, I know. Bad habit.”

      I grumble a sigh, and he laughs.

      “Forgive me?”

      “I’ll think about it.”

      I’m expecting him to log another quarter mile around the living room while I do. Instead, he shakes his head as if he’s shaking away a thought—and the laughter that goes with it.

      “What?” I ask, bracing for another confession.

      “I was just thinking that we should text Gregory and Terese and invite them over for the most awkward morning-after brunch ever.”

      Now, I do laugh and pat the spot on the sofa next to me. “Sit?”

      He does, and not too much later, I’m snuggled in his lap. His chin rests on my head, and I’m flush against his chest. His heartbeat is a strong, steady thing against my back.

      “Am I forgiven?” he whispers.

      “Still thinking about it.”

      His laughter rumbles beneath me. I’m a terrible liar, and he knows it.

      I contemplate the front lawn, the spring morning. I let my gaze drift. At first, the shadow doesn’t register. At first, that’s all I see, a shadow stretching across my lawn. It takes a few moments before it attaches itself to the man who is so clearly casting it.

      He stands on the sidewalk midpoint between my house and Sadie’s. In the past months, I’ve seen so many necromancers stand in that very spot that I’m pretty sure he’s one as well.

      True, he isn’t pulled together as most others I’ve met. His canvas trousers are the color of damp sand, worn and patched. His hair is shaggy, dipping beneath his collar, and far more gray than black. He carries a backpack slung over his shoulders. But there’s something in the way he tilts his chin, tucks his hands so casually in his trouser pockets that pings sudden recognition.

      I don’t know him. Certainly I’ve never seen him before, but he’s familiar in a way I can’t pinpoint.

      “Malcolm?”

      “Hm?” It’s barely an answer. His lips are too busy brushing against strands of my hair, and his fingers are intent on caressing my arms through the long sleeves of his shirt.

      “I think there’s a necromancer on my sidewalk.”

      The caressing comes to an abrupt halt. His fingers curl around my arms, and he holds me steady.

      “Where?”

      I part the shutters to give him a full view of my front lawn, the sidewalk, and the necromancer whose gaze is doing a slow and steady survey of my house.

      Malcolm doesn’t speak. He doesn’t move. He is so still that dread curls in my stomach. Up until now, a necromancer on the front walk has been a harbinger of bad things. Still, this particular necromancer doesn’t look all that dangerous.

      “Am I right?” I prompt.

      “Yeah.” He exhales. “You’re right. That’s a necromancer.” With his grip still on my arms, he eases me from his lap. “That also happens to be my father.”
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      I’m uncertain how long we stand in the living room; Malcolm’s gaze is focused on the outside, while mine flits back and forth between him and the man on the sidewalk. Now that he’s said the word, called this man father, I see the resemblance. In fact, I can’t believe I didn’t before. It’s there in the tilt of the chin, the solid jawline, and the stance. More than once I’ve seen Nigel tuck his hands into his pockets and affect that very pose.

      It’s a deliberate move, one designed to make him look harmless.

      The man doesn’t budge, but then, neither does Malcolm. There are the wards, of course, the one around Sadie’s house that Nigel put into place, and then my own that surrounds my property.

      Malcolm’s father hasn’t dared to cross either. In my case, that makes sense. He’s a stranger, and my ward is particularly strident when it comes to stranger danger, especially of the necromancer variety. But he’s also Nigel’s father. From what little Malcolm has told me, I know they had a falling out.

      One so big he won’t cross the ward and knock on the door?

      “Should I invite him inside?” I ask, pitching my voice low so he can pretend not to hear the question.

      Malcolm’s mouth is nothing but a grim line, but he gives the slightest of nods.

      I head for the door. I’m about to pull it open when I realize my state of dress—or undress as the case may be. I consider rushing upstairs to pull on some clothes. But really? That doesn’t change the situation. Besides, Malcolm is still in his boxers and T-shirt and shows no signs of panic or embarrassment.

      The porch is cool beneath my toes. A breeze catches the shirttails and chases them around my knees. I grip the rail for support and call out.

      “Excuse me, Mr. Armand? Would you like to come in for some coffee?”

      He abandons his contemplation of Sadie’s house and turns toward me. He walks a careful line along the sidewalk until he reaches the walkway to my house.

      “Are you granting me entry?” he asks. His voice is deep, a rich bass with a hint of an accent.

      “I am.”

      He nods and continues up the walkway. At the porch, he pauses. He has the same eyes as Malcolm, dark and piercing, but where Malcolm’s are so often filled with warmth and humor, his father’s are flinty. Up close, I can see the years spent outdoors written on his face—entrenched grooves around his mouth, crows feet that deepen when his gaze takes me in.

      “You’re a Lindstrom, aren’t you?” he says.

      “I am.”

      His lips compress into a line. In that moment, he definitely resembles his son. “I was afraid of that.”

      I’m not certain what to say to this. I’m not certain I should even invite him inside. But he’s here, on my porch, and whatever happens next, it’s probably better if it happens inside.

      “Malcolm’s in the living room,” I say. “I’ll go get you a cup of coffee and be right there.” I gesture toward the living room with the vain hope Malcolm will appear and do something about his father. He doesn’t, so I’m reduced to asking, “How do you take it?”

      “I don’t suppose you have any tea.”

      I open my mouth, but before I can respond, he speaks again.

      “No, I don’t suppose you would. Extra sugar, no cream.”

      I give a numb sort of nod. My pulse is thrumming in my throat. My feet feel awkward and clumsy, and I’m afraid my next steps will send me tripping into the kitchen. I have no idea why this man is judging me—well, other than the fact I’m wearing his son’s rented tuxedo shirt and not much else—but his gaze is not kind.

      So I jut my chin forward and say, “I’m Katy Lindstrom, by the way.” I hold out my hand.

      He stares at it for a long moment. “Darien Armand.” With what feels like reluctance, he takes my hand. “Short for Katrina?”

      “It is.”

      He drops my hand as if he’s just discovered it’s covered in slime. “Like the hurricane. Seems appropriate.”

      Without another word, he turns toward the living room and vanishes inside.

      I tiptoe a few steps closer, but nothing but silence comes from the room. I wasn’t expecting a tender father-son reunion, but the absence of any reaction makes my stomach tighten once again, the dread heavier than before. There’s something worse about no emotion at all.
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      The kitchen is a warm, safe refuge. I’m tempted to pour that cup of coffee for myself (no sugar, just half and half), sit at the kitchen table, and send Belinda eye messages while she prepares brunch with Jack.

      She’s standing at the stove, clutching the spatula almost like a sword, as if she’s ready to do battle. But it’s Jack who speaks.

      “Who the hell is that?” He’s at the kitchen sink. Plump raspberries sit in a colander, their juice staining the white porcelain. He looks as if he’s ready to charge into the living room, but his state of dress isn’t much better than Malcolm’s.

      “That’s Malcolm’s father.”

      Belinda exhales and swears. “You’re kidding.”

      “I wish I were.”

      A sardonic smile twists Jack’s lips. “Well, that’s awkward.”

      I spear him with a glare. “It’s been an awkward morning.”

      A blush streaks up his cheekbones. He turns back to the raspberries.

      “He’s one of those badass necromancers, isn’t he?” Belinda says.

      I nod, slowly. “I guess so, but I don’t know for sure.”

      “I do,” she says. “He’s got that vibe.”

      “What vibe?” There’s a vibe? If so, it’s news to me.

      “You all have it.” She turns back to the French toast on the griddle and starts flipping the slices of bread. A sizzle fills the kitchen, its steam scented with vanilla and a hint of cinnamon.

      “We do?” I touch my fingers to my chest. “I do?”

      “Sure. I mean, I never realized it until recently. I just thought it was something special about you and your grandmother.”

      “My grandmother wasn’t a necromancer.”

      She raises an eyebrow but doesn’t contradict me. “Then when Malcolm and Nigel came to town, it made sense that they’d have it too. But now I can tell it’s different for each necromancer.”

      “I don’t get that vibe.” I frown, wondering if I simply haven’t noticed it or if it’s something I can’t notice.

      Belinda’s sense of ghosts is as good as mine, even if she can’t catch them. When she was little, ghosts—mostly harmless sprites—were even her friends. She chatted and played with them. Her parents chalked it up to imaginary playmates. But the fact she’s so receptive makes her a target for the nastier spirits, the sort that will corner you, taunt you, truly haunt and torment you until they’ve drained all they can from you.

      I know my grandmother tried to teach Belinda how to capture ghosts. While we’ve been roommates, so have I. I don’t understand why she can’t.

      And I really don’t understand what a necromancer vibe is.

      I pull two cups from the cupboard and start in on the coffee. I suspect Malcolm will need a fresh cup. I’m dumping a couple of heaping tablespoons of sugar into the second cup when Jack makes a gagging sound.

      “Whoa. Really?” His face puckers. “That’s a lot of sugar.”

      “He said extra sweet.” I pick up both cups and head for the door.

      I can’t help but wonder if this is the only sweet thing about Darien Armand.
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      Again, I pause outside the living room entrance and soak in the quiet. Any other time, I’d say the space was empty. Except this silence feels spiteful. I glance at the cups in my hands. Kona blend can solve a multitude of problems.

      I’m not sure it’s up to this one.

      Malcolm is at the fireplace, elbow propped on the mantelpiece, fingers rubbing his temples. Darien Armand is standing in the center of the room, his backpack at his feet.

      I don’t know what to make of this. I never knew my parents; they died before I was old enough to have even a fleeting memory of them. I don’t understand the intricacies of a father-son relationship. I really don’t know how to bridge the gap between these two men.

      I know ghosts and coffee, so I will start there and hope something happens along the way.

      I offer the extra sweet to Malcolm’s father. “It’s Kona blend,” I say.

      He takes the cup and inclines his head in what might be an acknowledgment.

      “It’s a favorite of ghosts.” I cross the room to Malcolm and hand him the second cup. When I do, the pained expression leaves his eyes for a moment, but it returns far too quickly.

      I turn so I can keep both men in my sights. “We use it on all our eradications—well, most of them. Some ghosts like tea, but you probably know that. Malcolm makes wonderful tea.” The words pour from me like sugar might pour from an upturned canister, and I can’t seem to stop them. They sound loud—and a little bit desperate—in this space. “We own a business together. Did you know that? K&M Ghost Eradication Specialists.”

      “Really?” Darien takes a sip of the coffee.

      No face scrunch, despite the amount of sugar I dumped into his cup. Instead, he presses his lips together. His expression is deliberately bland as if he doesn’t want to betray even a hint of admiration.

      “So that would make you business partners,” he says.

      It’s not his words so much as his tone that rankles. Malcolm lifts his head and stares at his father.

      “Yes, we’re partners,” Malcolm says, and there’s a force to his words I’ve never heard before. “Katy’s my partner.”

      “I see.” Darien takes another sip, and in that simple gesture is a world of condemnation.

      Then it hits me. I remember Malcolm telling me about the Armands, how they’ve always been free-agent necromancers, how not so long ago, even Malcolm and Nigel were in competition with each other. Could that be it? Could their father disapprove of our partnership—and of me?

      “You’ll forgive my confusion,” Darien continues. “I could’ve sworn it was your brother who was on his honeymoon.”

      A flush invades my cheeks, hot and unrelenting. Something flashes in Malcolm’s eyes, something fiery and unforgiving—and flinty. In this moment, the two men are so alike that I’m scared of what might happen next.

      “That’s enough.”

      The measured tones come from the living room’s entrance. I turn to find Nigel standing there, framed by the threshold, hands tucked in his pockets. I gape, wondering at his prescience, when I see Belinda over his shoulder.

      She’s holding up her cell phone and gives me a little shrug.

      Nigel and his father stare at each other.

      “You could offer me your congratulations,” Nigel says.

      “Yes.” Darien lets the word hang in the air. He takes another sip of coffee before adding, “I could.”

      Are all father-son relationships this fraught? The air is thick with unspoken accusations. Beneath that, something else simmers, not so much anger, but a deep and relentless hurt. There are wounds here that haven’t had the chance to scab over.

      The racket from the kitchen makes me jump. I hear the timbre of Sadie’s voice, and I know she’s followed Nigel and has just commandeered my kitchen from Jack.

      “Katy has graciously offered you her hospitality,” Nigel says. Again, it’s his tone that catches me.

      It catches Darien as well. His skin is too weathered to truly show a blush, but his posture shifts, he nods in my direction and almost looks contrite.

      “And my wife,” Nigel continues, and when he says wife, his eyes light up, and he can’t hide his smile. “My wife is a wonderful cook. Let’s talk over breakfast.”

      I want to point out that, technically, it’s brunch, but I suspect that those are only more nonsense words that won’t help this situation. Before I can make things worse, Belinda darts into the living room and grabs my hand.

      “Come on,” she says.

      We slip past Nigel, who raises an eyebrow and then winks.

      “Trust me,” Belinda says as we head up the stairs. “It’s always better to meet the parents when you’re fully dressed.”

      “And you know this how?”

      She merely laughs and when we reach the landing, shoves me into my room.
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      Even without inviting Gregory and Terese, Belinda and I have managed to host the most awkward morning-after brunch ever. Malcolm has pulled on his tuxedo trousers, and the outfit looks stylish and deliberate. But he squirms next to me in his chair like a small boy who’s nervous about the next words that might come from his father’s mouth.

      Belinda is breezy in a sundress. I opted for jeans and one of the few blouses I own. I usually pair it with a blazer when we visit the one and only law firm in town. (Lawyers end up haunted more often than you might guess.)

      If not for Sadie, I suspect the entire meal would have disintegrated into sullen silence. She sits next to Darien and has somehow kept the conversation going despite everyone else’s monosyllabic responses.

      In fact, she’s in her element. I imagine that back when she was married to Harold that she must have hosted dozens of awkward dinner parties. What’s one brunch with a wayward father-in-law?

      “Nigel tells me you’ve traveled all over the world,” she says to Darien now. “That must be fascinating.”

      “It is.”

      “Do you have a favorite place?”

      “Each region has its merits.”

      Malcolm nudges me in the ribs. When I glance at him, he rolls his eyes.

      Sadie is undeterred. That, I think, is her strength. She continues as if he’s just regaled us with a tale of scaling the Andes.

      “Nigel and I will be leaving soon on our honeymoon.” She pauses to beam at her new husband. When she does, Nigel loses the sour expression and smiles in return. He gives her a nod of encouragement before bringing his fingertips to his lips and blowing her a kiss.

      “It’s not much of a trip,” she continues, “but we plan to stay in a bed and breakfast up north, perhaps do some antiquing. I like to restore old things.” Sadie gives a little shrug. “It’s a hobby.”

      Darien slices a thin strip of French toast, his silverware making the barest clink against the china. “I prefer not to be weighed down by material possessions,” he says before taking a precise bite.

      Malcolm pokes me again. Before he can treat me to another eye roll, Nigel tosses his napkin on his plate. He stands and plants his palms on the table.

      “Stop being rude. You’re a guest in this house. The least you could do is behave.”

      Darien tilts his head in Nigel’s direction. “You sound like your mother.”

      Sadie places a hand on Nigel’s arm. “He meant no harm. Everyone’s allowed their opinion on subjects. I like to restore antiques. Your father does not.”

      “That’s just it. He did mean harm. He meant to be rude.” Nigel glares, but Darien doesn’t return the gesture. Instead, his gaze is fixed on Sadie.

      “Oh,” Darien says, as if making a sudden discovery. “You’re a sensitive, aren’t you?”

      Her brow crinkles. “A what?”

      “He means you’re sensitive to ghosts,” Nigel says. He relents under the steady pressure of Sadie’s hand and sinks into his chair. He turns to her, his expression gentle. “That you can sense them when others can’t. Like with your sprites. You know when they’ve snuck in before I do.”

      “Yes, it’s true. I do sense ghosts quite easily,” she says to Darien. “Just ask Katy.” She shoots me a quick look before returning her attention to him. “So I guess that makes me a ... sensitive.”

      “Nigel’s and Malcolm’s mother is one. It often works out that way, a necromancer pairing with a sensitive. It’s a mutually beneficial arrangement.” Darien gives Nigel a sidelong glance. “Given your ... predicament, I suppose this makes a certain amount of sense.”

      Nigel’s eyes narrow. “You mean my addiction.”

      Through all this, Malcolm’s hand has found mine. He laces our fingers together and tugs me just a bit closer.

      “Your hand is cold,” he whispers.

      Both my hands are cold and have been ever since we sat down to eat.

      “You okay?” he adds.

      I nod, but I’m not certain that’s a true answer.

      “I guess that would make me a sensitive, too.” Belinda gives us one of her homecoming queen smiles, looking anything but sensitive. “Just ask Katy,” she adds, echoing Sadie. “So do necromancers always pair off with a sensitive, or do they ever marry or partner with each other?”

      As if on cue, I feel everyone’s gaze land on Malcolm and me. His fingers tighten around mine. I think the blush that started in the living room will become permanent.

      “Usually not,” Darien says.

      “But it’s not unheard of,” Nigel adds, his words quick.

      “I suppose it isn’t, but necromancers are far too competitive. There’s too much risk of betrayal. The Armands have learned that the hard way.” Darien gives his head a shake as if he’s shrugging off old regret. “Such arrangements never last.”

      Tension radiates from Malcolm’s hand into mine. He leans forward, on the verge of jumping up. I’m poised to do the same arm-calming maneuver that Sadie performed on Nigel a few moments before.

      Instead, Sadie stands and breaks the spell that has settled on all of us. “I think it’s time for some coffee. Katy, that’s your specialty. Will you help me in the kitchen?”

      Malcolm gives me a quick nod. With his hands at my waist, he propels me to my feet. Belinda hops up, grabs the empty French toast platter, and rushes after us.

      “I’ll help too!” she sings out.

      On my way to the kitchen, I peer over my shoulder at Malcolm. Despite everything, he gives me one of his sweet, dark-roast grins. It’s meant to reassure me. I return the smile—or try to—but Darien’s words ricochet through my mind, clouding my thoughts with words like betrayal.

      And I wonder if he’s right.
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      In the kitchen, Sadie leans against the sink, hand pressed to her chest, eyes fluttering closed for a moment.

      “Oh, my,” she says. “He’s a cool customer, isn’t he?”

      “He’s an ass,” Belinda says.

      Sadie directs a pointed look at Belinda, but there’s humor beneath the reprimand—and a sigh.

      “At least this explains much about the boys,” she adds. “Nigel’s told me some, of course, but it’s a sensitive subject.” Sadie pauses, her mouth twisting on the words sensitive. “At this point, he sees Reginald as more of a father figure than his actual father. I’m beginning to see why.”

      “He doesn’t like me.”

      I blurt the words without thinking, but I know the truth of them. Darien Armand does not like me.

      Sadie crosses to me. “Katy, no. It isn’t personal. I doubt there are many people Darien Armand does like.” She pauses and considers the ceiling. “I think it’s clear that he has a great deal of hurt he hasn’t ... processed yet. It has nothing to do with you.”

      Except, I’m pretty sure it does, but I can’t pull the threads together to explain why. According to him, I’m a hurricane and a Lindstrom. The latter might be the worst of the two offenses. I can’t say why he doesn’t like me, only that he doesn’t.

      “More coffee?” Belinda says. “Seriously, the man simply hasn’t had enough of your coffee.”

      I get to work brewing a fresh pot by pulling out the one hundred percent Kona. Even the rattle of the beans sounds expensive. It’s the coffee equivalent to Dom Pérignon.

      Forget Darien Armand. We have a newlywed couple to toast.
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      We emerge from the kitchen, a tray of cups and saucers jangling, the aroma of rich, sweet coffee paving the way for us. At least, that’s what I hope it’s doing.

      Everyone is milling about in the living room. I peer into the dining room and see the dishes neatly stacked on the table and all the chairs pushed in.

      Malcolm, I think, is responsible for these feats. Now, in the living room, he paces—or does when his father doesn’t toss him a glare and halt him in his tracks. He looks desperate for something to do, and his face lights up when he sees us enter. He rushes forward and takes the tray from my hands.

      “How’s it going?” I whisper.

      Malcolm’s gaze darts toward Nigel and Darien. “Tense. It’s tense, but civil. Probably because there are witnesses.” He nods toward Jack, standing at the mantelpiece, who’s managing to look both grim and grateful.

      Belinda sets cream and sugar on the table and then crosses the room to him. Jack tucks her in the protective curve of his arm, and she snuggles next to him. Momentary worry pings at me, but this isn’t high school. Belinda might be a sensitive, but she’s nobody’s pushover.

      Malcolm sets the tray on the coffee table, and I pour two cups—one extra sweet and one with half and half. I hold out the cups as I approach. The slightest tremor in my hands ripples the coffee’s surface, but I don’t spill a drop.

      I haven’t spilled a drop since I was eight.

      Darien inclines his head again, which makes me think that’s all the acknowledgment I’ll get from him. Nigel cradles his cup, his smile warm.

      “Thank you, Katy,” he says, the words directed more at his father than at me. “Katy makes the best coffee,” he adds.

      “The Lindstrom women always do.” Darien takes a sip. He likes the coffee; I can tell. Also? It’s killing him to admit it. “It makes one ponder nature versus nurture.”

      “Wait,” I say. “Did you know my grandmother? My mother?”

      “I grew up in the necromancer community,” Darien continues. “Even though the Armands like to hold ourselves apart.” His gaze scans his two sons before he returns his attention to me. “A community is still a community.”

      “But—” I’m about to protest that my grandmother wasn’t a necromancer when a revelation pops into my head. “You knew my mother.”

      It’s not really a question, but the silent answer plays across his features before he speaks.

      “Everyone”—he clears his throat—“knew your mother.”

      Again, it’s not so much what Darien Armand says, but how he says it. The words make my cheeks sting. I don’t even know what he means by those words or his tone, but when Nigel’s eyes go flinty, I do know this:

      It was on purpose.

      Nigel gives my arm a quick squeeze before he turns on his father. “Why are you here?”

      “You sent a ghost, son. You invited me to your wedding.”

      “Which was yesterday.”

      Darien shrugs, the barest lift of one shoulder. “Blame the messenger.”

      With his words, all three of us look at Malcolm. He’s the one who sent the ghosts since Nigel, with his addiction, can’t interact with them.

      “This isn’t Malcolm’s fault,” Nigel says, “and you didn’t travel halfway around the world simply to insult someone you’ve never met.”

      “Have I insulted anyone? I certainly didn’t mean to. I can’t be held accountable if they took offense.”

      Malcolm’s hand comes to rest on the small of my back. His other hand wraps around my upper arm. I feel a tug, a precautionary sort of gesture, like he’s moving me out of the way of an oncoming train. I brace for what comes next. Certainly, something comes next, what with the way Nigel is glaring and Darien is studiously ignoring both his sons, his full concentration on the rotation of his teaspoon in his coffee cup.

      Nigel opens his mouth. Malcolm’s grip tightens. The doorbell rings.

      At the sound, Sadie lets out a little gasp. I feel a wave of relief. I don’t know who it might be, and at this point, don’t care.

      “Excuse me,” I say.

      In fact, I flee the room with so much relief that it’s probably obscene. It feels like escaping on the last day of school, or breaking out of jail, or something. Malcolm follows right behind me, although I’m perfectly capable of answering my own door.

      The bell rings again.

      “Why don’t you let me get it,” he says.

      “It’s my door, Malcolm. No one is on the other side, trying to hurt me.”

      “I know, I know.” He scrubs his face with his hands. “I’m just edgy, okay?”

      I wait. After a moment, he peeks through his fingers at me and cracks a smile. Then I take his hand, and together we answer the door.

      On my porch stands a girl of maybe eleven. Her hair is a riot of braids, each secured with a plastic clip in the shape of a cat. I love them immediately and wonder if I’m too old for cat clips, then realize that yes, I probably am.

      “You’re Tara,” I say. “Aren’t you?”

      She nods and her braids bounce.

      “You sell me cookies every year.”

      She nods again.

      I still have several boxes in the freezer. Malcolm is patting his trouser pockets. He glances around, almost in a panic.

      “I left my wallet upstairs.”

      My eyes meet his. I know the moment we both remember why his wallet is upstairs, in my bedroom. A blush burns my face—yet again—and a flash of pink streaks up Malcolm’s cheekbones.

      But yes, he wants to retrieve his wallet because he’s the reason my freezer is so full of cookies. He can’t help himself. He will buy as many cookies as he can afford and I can stuff into my freezer. He’s been in town for barely a year, and already the neighborhood kids know he’s a soft touch.

      “I’m not here selling cookies,” Tara says.

      It’s only now I notice how somber she is, her dark eyes sad and serious. She clutches a little purse, one of blue and yellow and in the shape of a cat.

      “I want to hire you,” she adds.

      I send Malcolm a questioning glance. He gives his head a little shake and mouths, “Why not?”

      “Okay.” I exhale and check the house behind me. It’s filled with tension and stranger danger. “It’s too nice to be inside. Can we talk out here?”

      Tara nods and the three of us settle on the steps. The wood is warm beneath me, the breeze on the cusp of losing the morning chill. The scent of lilac fills the air. My nose twitches in response.

      “I know it’s Sunday,” Tara says, “and you were closed for the wedding—”

      “Wait,” Malcolm says. “Did you walk downtown?”

      She bites her lip. A yes if I ever saw one.

      “We’re not closed,” I say, “because most ghosts don’t take Sunday off. They really can’t tell time.”

      That almost earns me a smile, but something is wrong. I can feel the weight, the burden this little girl is carrying around with her.

      “They won’t stop fighting,” she says, all at once, blurting much like I do at times.

      “Who won’t?” I lean forward, not certain where this is going.

      “My parents, but they don’t make any sense, and it’s cold in there.”

      “Where?” Malcolm asks, his voice gentle.

      “The living room. It’s like a movie, like they’re actors saying lines. They don’t sound like themselves. I mean, their voices do, but not the words.”

      My gaze meets Malcolm’s over the top of Tara’s head.

      “Possession?” he mouths.

      I don’t nod. I don’t shake my head. Despite the sun warming the porch step, my limbs are like ice. I’m cold, from my toes to the pit of my stomach. I’ve never dealt with a possession before. That’s a caliber of ghost way out of my league.

      I swallow hard. My grandmother fought a possession once, all on her own. She never told me what happened or what she did to separate the ghost from the person it had inhabited. The entire family moved from Springside not long after. I remember how my grandmother came home haggard and worn, how she crawled into bed and slept for nearly twenty-four hours.

      How she refused to speak of what happened when she woke.

      “I can pay.” Tara opens the cat purse. Inside coins glint in the sunlight. A few dollar bills rustle. She holds the purse up to Malcolm. “See? I have enough ... I think.”

      “More than enough.” He takes the purse and snaps it closed before handing it back to her. “But consultations are free. We won’t know what to charge you until we see what’s going on. Sound fair?”

      She beams at him. So do I. For a moment, I think we both forget our troubles—possessions and entities and estranged fathers—and just admire how the sun makes Malcolm’s ebony hair gleam, how sweet that dark-roast smile is, and the way his lashes reach his cheekbones when he closes his eyes.

      Yes, we both have a crush.

      “Is there any coffee left?” Malcolm asks, effectively breaking the spell.

      “Yes, but...” Mentally, I ransack my cupboards. What I need is my field kit—my lost field kit. “I’ll need to dig out some old thermoses.”

      “You do that, and I’ll let everyone else know they’ll have to get along without us.” He grins at Tara. “We have a paying customer, after all.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The thermoses jangle and jostle inside a reusable grocery sack. A small bag of sugar thumps against my thigh. I miss my canvas field kit. I miss my collection of precision-made German thermoses and their matching cups.

      Tara lives only a few blocks away. We’ve opted to walk, although now I’m rethinking that decision. Malcolm stops every few feet, adjusts his shoes, tugs at the tuxedo trousers. He’s pulled on the shirt, but it hangs loose and unbuttoned. Despite everything, he’s managed to make the outfit look intentional.

      “Sorry, sorry,” he says after the fourth or fifth time. “These weren’t meant for hiking.” His stare turns grim as he considers the shiny black dress shoes and then the expanse of sidewalk ahead of us.

      “They’re not,” I agree, “but you are rocking a James Bond thing.”

      His expression lights up, and I swear, a bit of a blush stains his cheeks. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      “But you can run home and change,” I add. “I’ll go on ahead and meet you there.”

      “No, no. If this really is a possession, you shouldn’t go in alone.” His gaze flits to Tara. “No one should.”

      He’s right. I know he is. Besides, I like having him at my side, even if he’s still squirming like a preschooler.

      A block later, he apologizes again.

      “Sorry,” he says. “I mean about this morning.”

      I’m about to tell him it’s fine, that nothing about this morning is his fault, but his eyes are dark and sad. In this moment, he looks almost lost.

      “It’s funny.” He scrubs his face again and then runs his hands through his hair. “I promised myself that the next time I saw my father, I wouldn’t completely shut down. What happens?” He casts me a sidelong glance. “I completely shut down.”

      “You were ambushed.”

      “We sent the ghost, so I’m not sure why we were both so surprised he’d show up—except we didn’t think he would. We even joked about it.” Malcolm shrugs. “He didn’t come for my graduation from the U of M. He didn’t even respond when I asked for help with Nigel’s addiction. It’s like we send ghosts and expect nothing in return.”

      What they found to joke about escapes me, but then maybe it’s easier to joke than to be constantly disappointed.

      “How does sending a ghost work?” I ask, in part to change the subject—he looks so miserable—and in part because I’m curious. “I mean, we count on the fact that ghosts aren’t very good at navigating.”

      “It’s ... a necromancer thing.” His mouth curves into a half smile.

      Ah, yes. A necromancer thing. “I knew you were going to say that.”

      “Remember when you showed Selena how to find me?”

      Yes. Unfortunately.

      “It’s like that, only inside.” He taps his head. “A ghost can glean all the information you have on someone. So I knew my father was somewhere in South America or maybe the Falklands. I grew up with him, which provides even more information. The ghost takes all that along with some navigation points and heads off.”

      “So sending a ghost to someone in a known location would be much easier.”

      “Even then you need a reliable ghost. This isn’t a job for a sprite. I wouldn’t trust a sprite to get a message across the room.”

      Tara walks ahead of us, her steps slow enough I can tell she’s eavesdropping. It’s a trick I used when I was her age. I was so often in the company of my grandmother and other adults, working instead of playing, that it became something I did without even thinking.

      “Are you interested in ghosts?” I ask her.

      She stumbles to a halt before picking up her pace.

      “It’s okay to be interested in ghosts.”

      Her pace slows. She turns around and takes a few steps backward. “It is?”

      “Of course. I’m interested in ghosts.”

      “Yes, but you’re...” Tara pauses, brow furrowing as if she can’t find the right word.

      I want to say: I’m the girl who catches ghosts, because that’s what I’ve always been. But Tara’s next words take me by surprise.

      “You’re a grown up.”

      “I am?”

      Malcolm snorts a laugh. It isn’t the rich, full-throated laugh that tells me he’s happy. Still, a laugh is a laugh, and the sound reassures me. He nods in my direction and then rolls his eyes at Tara.

      “She’s been a grown up for so long she doesn’t even realize it.”

      “I don’t feel like a grown up,” I protest.

      Tara nods like she understands. “Because your grandmother died.”

      At that moment, an eleven-year-old girl speaks the truth and strips everything away. That hollow space opens up inside me, a tender ache like a fresh bruise. I want to resist the urge to touch it, but of course, I can’t.

      “Yes,” I say, “because my grandmother died.”

      “I miss her,” Tara says.

      “I miss her too.”

      “She would listen to me about ghosts.”

      “She would?”

      “When she was out working in her garden or sweeping the sidewalk,” she says. “I would talk to her sometimes on my way home from school.”

      “My grandmother had a thing about sweeping the sidewalk,” I tell Malcolm. “It was weird.”

      “Maybe she was using it as cover for placing a ward,” he says.

      I open my mouth, but nothing comes out except exasperated air. I feel as if the wind has been knocked out of me, twice in a matter of minutes. I grip his arm.

      “She was placing wards.” I speak the words and feel the certainty of them. “Right in front of me.”

      How many other things—necromancer things—did she do right in front of me? Why didn’t she ever tell me, show me, explain? I have no answers, and Tara is staring at us, wide-eyed. I give myself a mental shake. We have a job to do. Maybe I can’t change the past—in fact, I know I can’t—but I can help this little girl with her present, and possibly her future.

      “You can always talk to us about ghosts.” I point to Malcolm and then myself. “We’ll listen.”

      “I thought that might cost money.” Tara’s grip on the cat purse tightens.

      “Or,” Malcolm says, drawing out the word. “Maybe it pays money.”

      Her face brightens. “It does?”

      “Well, it has to be good information.”

      We fall into step with her and continue down the sidewalk.

      “Can you sense ghosts?” I ask.

      Tara nods hard enough the cat clips in her braids clack together.

      “Can you see them?” Malcolm pitches his voice a bit lower, like this is a serious job interview.

      Tara pulls herself up tall. “Sometimes. There’s a shimmery outline.” She waves her hands in the air.

      “Have you ever tried to catch one?” I ask.

      “With Tupperware,” she says. “My mom got mad because I lost the lid. And I never ended up with a ghost, anyway. I always wanted one, for a friend. But now, now that I see ... I’m sorry I ever even wished...”

      One tear, and then another. She stops walking, hangs her head, and I know she doesn’t want us to see her cry—she especially doesn’t want Malcolm to see that. I shoo him away and kneel in front of her.

      “You didn’t do this to your parents. Ghosts don’t work that way. They’re not ... smart enough. They only have room inside them for so many thoughts, and those thoughts are about themselves, usually something from before they were ghosts.”

      She nods, but her eyes still brim with tears.

      “That’s why it’s so hard to catch them. You have to be able to sense them and be a good detective.”

      “And coffee,” she says, the words thick with those tears.

      “And you need coffee,” I say.

      “They really don’t like instant,” she adds.

      “Not even sprites like instant,” I confirm. “Have you tried that?”

      “That’s why my mom got so mad at me and told me to stop talking about ghosts.” She peers up at me, the tracks of her tears staining her cheeks. “I stained the carpet.”

      “I’ve stained lots of carpets,” I say. “Still do. I’ve been catching ghosts since I was five, which means you’re old enough to help. In fact, Malcolm and I will need your help since we don’t know your parents very well. So, will you?”

      Tara nods again. The salt remains on her cheeks, but her eyes are filled with determination rather than tears. We start toward her house, a gray two-story with a bright blue door.

      After a few steps, her small hand takes mine and we walk the rest of the way together.
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