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Chapter One

 

"Lily," I whispered.

She crossed the café in seconds and pulled me into a hug so tightly I could barely breathe. She smelled like rain and herbs and home, and despite the fear coursing through me, despite the thousand questions screaming in my head, I hugged her back.

"I've been looking everywhere," she said into my shoulder. "For months. I followed rumors and whispers and hints of magic, and it finally led me here. To you."

My hands were shaking. I pulled back, trying to compose myself, trying to think past the rushing in my ears.

I glanced around the café. It was Tuesday, four in the afternoon. The lunch rush was long over, and only old Horace sat in the corner nursing his third cup of coffee while pretending to read the newspaper. Usually I'd stay open until six, but this was different.

"Can we talk?" Lily's smile was tentative, hopeful. "Somewhere private?"

"Yes," I said. "Just give me a minute."

I turned to Horace, forcing my voice to stay steady. "I'm so sorry, but I need to close early today. Family emergency."

He looked up, his weathered face creasing with concern. "Everything all right, Alexis?"

"It will be," I said, and hoped I wasn't lying.

Horace gathered his things without complaint, dropping a few bills on the counter that more than covered his coffee. "You take care now. See you tomorrow."

After he left, I locked the front door and flipped the sign to closed. The simple action felt surreal. I'd built this routine, this life, this careful safety over the past year. And now Lily was here, and everything I'd worked for felt fragile as spun sugar.

When I turned back, Lily was kneeling on the floor, and my breath caught.

The cats had emerged.

Poppy approached first, her calico fur bright in the afternoon light. She walked right up to Lily and bumped her head against Lily's outstretched hand, purring loud enough to hear across the room.

"This one's safe," Poppy told me. "She has good magic. Old friend magic."

Gus was more cautious, hanging back near the counter. His black and white bulk made him look intimidating, but I could feel his uncertainty. "Don't know her," he grumbled. "Why is she here?"

Rocky, my orange tabby troublemaker, had no such reservations. He bounded over and immediately flopped at Lily's feet, demanding belly rubs. Millie, my shy Siamese, peeked out from behind the potted fern, watching but not approaching. And Sage, my little gray and white rescue kitten, crept forward with wide-eyed curiosity.

"You can hear them," Lily said softly, not a question. She was scratching Rocky behind the ears, and the traitor was purring like a motor. "I can feel it. That connection. It's stronger than it used to be."

My throat tightened. "Lily, how did you find me?"

She looked up, and I saw the exhaustion in her eyes. The kind that came from months of searching, of hoping, of fearing you'd never find what you were looking for.

"Can we go somewhere more comfortable?" she asked. "I promise I'll explain everything. But I've been traveling for days, and I'm..." She laughed, the sound a little broken. "I'm tired, Alexis. So tired."

Guilt hit me like a fist. Here I was, standing frozen with fear and suspicion, and my best friend looked ready to collapse.

"Upstairs," I said. "Come on."

I led her through the back and up the narrow stairs to my apartment. It wasn't much. Just a living room, tiny kitchen, bedroom, and bathroom. But it was mine, and it was safe, and now I was bringing someone from my past into it.

Lily stopped in the doorway of the living room, taking it in. The worn couch I'd bought secondhand. The bookshelf overflowing with mysteries and fantasy novels. The window overlooking Main Street with its view of the mountains beyond. The five cat trees strategically placed around the room.

"It's perfect," she said, and her voice cracked. "Alexis, it's perfect. You built this. A real life."

"Sit," I said, pointing to the couch. "I'll make tea."

I brewed chamomile, my hands moving through the familiar motions while my mind raced. When I turned back with two mugs, all five cats had joined Lily on the couch. Even Gus had relented, perching on the armrest with the air of someone grudgingly admitting defeat. Millie was curled in Lily's lap, and Sage was attempting to climb up her shirt.

"You always had a way with animals," I said, settling into the armchair across from her. I needed the distance. Needed to think.

Lily wrapped her hands around the mug, breathing in the steam. For a long moment, we just sat there. Two women who used to know everything about each other, now separated by years and secrets and fear.

"I left the coven three months after you did," Lily said finally.

My heart stuttered. "What?"

"I couldn't stay. Not after what they did. Not after what they tried to make us do." She looked at me, and her eyes were fierce. "You left without telling me why, without saying goodbye. That hurt, Alexis. It hurt so badly. But then I figured it out. You ran because you knew what they were becoming. What they wanted us to become."

"Lily..."

"Let me finish." She took a sip of tea, hands still trembling slightly. "A week after you disappeared, Margot started asking questions. Where had you gone? Did I know how to find you? Had you mentioned anything about leaving?"

Margot. The coven leader. The woman who'd taken us in when we were lost and searching and desperate for belonging. The woman who'd slowly, carefully, turned that belonging into control.

"I told her I didn't know," Lily continued. "And I really didn't. You never told me. I had no idea where you'd gone." Her voice broke. "That's when I understood. You were protecting me. If I'd known, they would have gotten it out of me eventually."

My throat was tight. "I wanted to tell you. Wanted to bring you with me. But I knew if I did, you'd be in danger."

"I know that now." Lily set down her mug. "But at the time, I was just hurt and confused. Then Margot started pushing harder. More demanding rituals. More dangerous magic. She wanted us to bind someone. Fully bind them. Take away their free will."

My stomach turned. "Did you..."

"No." Lily's voice was sharp. "I refused. That's when I realized you were right to run. That's when I understood why you didn't tell me where you were going. So I left too."

"You could have led them here." The words came out harsher than I meant them. "Margot could have followed you. The whole coven could be on their way right now."

"I was careful." Lily leaned forward. "Alexis, I was so careful. I backtracked. I laid false trails. I used every trick we ever learned. No one followed me. I made sure of it."

"You can't be certain."

"I can. I am." She reached out like she wanted to touch me, then pulled back. "I felt the magic here. The ley lines, the convergence points. The magical energy here is thick, like a fog. It masks our presence. That's probably why you felt drawn here, even if you didn't realize it consciously."

I stared at her. I'd learned about the convergence points from Maeve and Hazel's letter, but hearing Lily explain it made it feel more real, more protective. "You really think we're safer here?"

"I'm sure of it. I've been to seven different states over the past four months, following leads. Nowhere felt like this. Larkspur Valley is special. The magic here... it's like a shield."

The tension in my shoulders eased, just a fraction. "And you're sure no one followed you?"

"I'm sure."

I wanted to believe her. Wanted to feel relief instead of this gnawing fear. But a year of hiding, of constantly looking over my shoulder, of building a life on the foundation of running away, that didn't just disappear because my best friend showed up and told me it was okay.

"Why now?" I asked. "Why keep searching for me? You got out. You were free. Why risk coming after me?"

Lily's eyes filled with tears. "Because you're my best friend. Because I've been alone for four months, and I was alone before that, even when I was still in the coven. Because when you left, I realized I'd lost the only real family I ever had." She wiped at her eyes angrily. "And maybe because I was hoping you'd be happy to see me. That maybe you'd missed me too."

The words hit me like a physical blow. I'd been so focused on fear, on danger, on protecting what I'd built, that I hadn't let myself feel it.

But now I did.

I'd missed her. Desperately. The way you miss a part of yourself that you thought was gone forever.

I set down my mug and crossed to the couch. Sat next to her, careful not to disturb the pile of cats. Took her hand in mine.

"I missed you every single day," I said, my voice breaking. "Every single day, Lily. I wanted to tell you I was leaving. Wanted to bring you with me. But I knew if I did, you'd be in danger. That they'd use you to find me. That staying away from you was the only way to keep you safe."

"I know," she whispered. "I understand now. I do."

We sat like that for a while, hands clasped, years of separation slowly knitting back together. Outside, Larkspur Valley went about its Tuesday afternoon business. Inside, the cats purred and the light shifted toward evening, and two witches began to remember what it felt like to not be alone.

Finally, I pulled back. "You can't stay at a hotel. Well, you could. We have the Ridge View Motel and a couple of bed and breakfasts. But you shouldn't. Not when it's been this long and we need to properly catch up."

Lily laughed, surprised and relieved. "You're offering me your couch?"

"The couch pulls out. It's not fancy, but..." I gestured around the small apartment.

"It's perfect," Lily said firmly. "If you'll have me."

"I'll have you." The decision felt right, settling into my chest like a warm weight. "But we need a cover story. A reason you're here. People in this town notice things."

"Old colleagues?" Lily suggested. "We worked together years ago in Chicago, lost touch, you mentioned you'd moved to Larkspur Valley, so I decided to visit and reconnect?"

"That could work." I thought it through. "We could say you're thinking about moving here. Looking for a change. I could introduce you around, help you find an apartment."

"Are you offering me a town and a job in one day?"

"The café could use help." The words surprised me, but once I said them, I knew they were true. "It's been busy. More than I can handle alone sometimes. And if you're here, if we're together..." I trailed off, not quite ready to say it out loud.

But Lily said it for me. "If we're together, we're safer. Two witches are harder to catch than one. And if they do find us, we face them as a team."

"As a team," I echoed. Then, because she needed to know, because it might make a difference: "And there are others."

Lily's eyes widened. "Others?"

"Other magical people in Larkspur Valley. Maeve, who owns the bookshop. She's a Seer. Atticus, the park ranger, talks to animals but doesn't realize it's magic. And there's a little girl, Ella. She's only six, but she can sense things. Hear the cats sometimes." I paused. "We're not as alone as I thought we were."

"A magical community," Lily breathed. "That's... that's incredible, Alexis."

"It's small. Quiet. Most of them don't even know about each other. But they're here. And if the coven comes..." I met her eyes. "We won't face them alone."

Poppy chose that moment to voice her opinion. "I like her. She can stay. But she has to learn that I get fed at six AM sharp. No negotiations."

I laughed, the sound startling me with how genuine it felt. "Poppy says you can stay."

"Oh good. I was worried about the calico."

We spent the next hour catching up, trading stories of the past months. Lily had been to seven different states, following leads that mostly went nowhere. She'd worked odd jobs to earn money. Waitressed in Denver. Cleaned houses in Albuquerque. Read tarot cards at a Renaissance faire in Texas. She'd kept moving, kept searching, until the rumors led her to Colorado. To Larkspur Valley. To me.

"I walked into your café and I knew," she said. "Before I even saw you. I felt your magic, your presence. And I just... I knew I'd found you."

"I'm glad you did," I said, and meant it.

As the light faded toward evening, I showed her the bathroom, pulled sheets from the closet for the couch, and tried to remember what it felt like to share my space with someone who understood. Someone who knew what I was, who I'd been, what I'd run from.

But as I lay in bed that night, unable to sleep, staring at the ceiling and listening to Lily's soft breathing from the living room, the fear crept back in.

What if she was wrong? What if someone had followed her?

What if bringing her into my life meant destroying everything I'd built?

"Stop spiraling," Gus told me, his warm weight settling on my chest. "The new person is fine. Smells like good magic. Smells like friend."

"But what if she brought danger?" I asked.

"Then we deal with it. Together." He kneaded my chest with his paws, claws pricking through my shirt. "You're not alone anymore. That's good. Being alone is terrible."

He would know. I'd found him abandoned in an alley, starving and scared. Being alone was the worst thing he could imagine.

Maybe he was right. Maybe being found, being known, being not-alone was worth the risk.

I fell asleep with that thought, with Gus purring on my chest and Rocky sprawled across my feet, and for the first time in four months, I dreamed of something other than running.

I dreamed of standing my ground.

The next morning, I woke to voices in my kitchen.

For a moment, I was disoriented. Then I remembered.

Lily.

I pulled on jeans and a soft sweater and padded into the living room. Lily was in my tiny kitchen, and she'd somehow found the coffee maker and the coffee beans I kept stocked for the café downstairs.

"Morning," she said, turning with a smile. "Hope you don't mind. I'm useless without coffee."

"That's fine." I slid onto one of the two stools at my breakfast bar. The cats were already gathered, watching this new morning routine with interest.

"So, what's the plan?" Lily poured coffee into two mugs. "Do we open the café like normal? Do I just... exist in the background? How do we do this?"

I thought about it. "We open like normal. You can help if you want. I'll introduce you as my old colleague from Chicago. People will ask questions, but that's okay. Curiosity is better than suspicion."

"And later?"

"Later, we figure it out. One day at a time."

Lily nodded slowly. "I can do that. One day at a time."

We finished our coffee, Lily chattering about how peaceful Larkspur Valley felt, how she could feel the magic humming beneath everything. I listened, letting her voice fill the spaces that had been quiet for too long.

At six, I headed downstairs to start my morning routine. The adoptable cats in the viewing room needed feeding first. Then my five needed breakfast, which involved careful negotiations with Poppy about portion sizes and Gus's complaints about his joints.

At seven-thirty, I started prepping the café for opening. Grinding beans, arranging the pastries that Flo had dropped off earlier from her diner next door, making sure everything was perfect.

Lily joined me around seven-forty-five, watching as I moved through my routines.

"You've really built something here," she said quietly.

"I've tried." I wiped down the counter. "It's not fancy. It's not glamorous. But it's mine."

"Ours," Lily corrected gently. "If you'll let me stay. If you'll let me help."

I met her eyes. Saw the hope there, the fear, the desperate need to belong somewhere after months of running and searching and being alone.

I knew that feeling intimately.

"Ours," I agreed.

At eight, I unlocked the front door.

Within minutes, the morning regulars started trickling in. Horace, looking for his first coffee of the day. Mabel, the librarian, picking up her usual Lavender Dreams tea. Young Timothy from the hardware store, grabbing a muffin before his shift.

And everyone, absolutely everyone, noticed Lily.

"New hire?" Horace asked, his eyes twinkling.

"Old friend," I corrected. "Lily and I used to work together in Chicago. She's visiting, thinking about relocating."

"To Larkspur Valley?" Mabel looked delighted. "Oh, how wonderful! We could use more young people in town. And Alexis could certainly use the help. This place has gotten busy since she opened."

Timothy was more direct. "You seem nice. You should definitely move here. It's a good town."

Lily handled it all with grace, smiling and answering questions and learning the espresso machine like she'd been doing it for years. Maybe she had been. I realized I didn't actually know what she'd been doing for work before the coven, or during the coven, or after she left.

There was so much we needed to catch up on. So much to learn again about each other.

But we had time now. That was the thing. We had time.

Around ten, during a brief lull, Lily turned to me. "This is nice. Really nice. You've built something special here, Alexis."

"I've tried." I organized the counter, my thoughts settling. "It's not fancy. It's not glamorous. But it's mine."

"Ours," Lily corrected gently. "If you'll let me stay. If you'll let me help."

I met her eyes. "Ours."

The bell over the door chimed, and we both looked up.

A man walked in. Tall and lanky, with strawberry blonde hair that looked like he'd forgotten to comb it and freckles across his nose that made him look younger than his forty-six years. He wore a graphic t-shirt with some superhero I didn't recognize and carried the easy confidence of someone who'd never learned to guard himself.

"Lionel," I said, smiling despite myself. "Your usual?"

"Please." He settled at his favorite table by the window, pulling out a worn paperback. "And one of those lemon scones if you have any left."

"For you? Always." I started preparing his Dandelion Root Revival. Lily was watching me with interest.

"Friend?" she murmured.

"Regular," I said. Then, more honestly, "Maybe friend. I'm still figuring that out."

Lionel owned the comic shop three doors down. He came in almost every morning, ordered the same thing, read for an hour, and left. We'd struck up an easy friendship over the past few months. He'd invited me to his Friday game nights at the shop, and I'd actually gone a few times, surprised by how much I enjoyed the casual atmosphere and friendly people. He brought me graphic novels sometimes, choosing ones he thought I'd like with uncanny accuracy.

But there was something in the way he looked at me sometimes, something hopeful and patient, that made me keep my distance. I wasn't ready for more than friendship. Wasn't sure I'd ever be ready.

I brought his coffee and scone over. "Lionel, this is Lily. She's visiting from Chicago."

"Lovely to meet you." He stood, shaking her hand with genuine warmth. His green eyes were kind. "Friend of Alexis's?"

"Old colleagues," Lily said smoothly. "Catching up after too long apart."

"Well, any friend of Alexis's is welcome here." He smiled at me. "There's a new graphic novel series that just came in. Urban fantasy with a witch protagonist. Thought you might like it. Want me to set aside the first volume?"

"Please."

After he settled in with his book, Lily gave me a knowing look. "He likes you."

"He's just friendly."

"Alexis. He stood up to shake my hand. He's setting aside graphic novels about witches for you. He likes you."

I felt my face heat. "It's not... I'm not..."

"You're not ready," Lily finished softly. "That's okay. But maybe someday?"

Maybe. But not now. Not when I was still figuring out how to have my best friend back. Not when the fear of the coven finding me still woke me up in the middle of the night.

The door chimed again. A woman in her fifties entered, elegant and composed in a way that suggested warmth and confidence. Florence Hendry, one of the town's founding family members and one of my first customers.

"Alexis, dear," she said, beelining for the counter with her usual energy. "I'll have my regular Chamomile Calm Latte, please. And don't tell me you're out of those chocolate croissants I brought over this morning. I know I made extras."

"Never out for you, Flo." I started on her latte. "This is my friend Lily. She's visiting from Chicago. Lily, this is Florence Hendry. She owns Flo's Diner next door and supplies all our wonderful pastries."

Flo's face lit up as she turned to Lily. "How delightful! Are you thinking of moving to our little town?"

"I'm considering it," Lily said.

"Oh, you must. We'd love to have you." Flo leaned in conspiratorially. "Tell you what, there's a Founder's Day party this Sunday at my home. You should both come. It's the social event of the season. I'm presenting my family's heirloom necklace to my daughter. Five generations of Hendry women have worn it."

I hesitated. Parties weren't really my thing. Crowds, small talk, being on display. But Flo had been nothing but kind to me since I'd arrived. She'd been one of my first customers, had talked me up to everyone in town, had basically ensured The Cozy Purrch's success through sheer force of enthusiasm.

"We'd love to," I heard myself say.

Flo clapped her hands together. "Wonderful! Sunday, two in the afternoon. I'll text you the address." She took her latte with a delighted smile. "This is going to be such fun. I'll see you girls then!"

After she left, Lily raised an eyebrow. "We're going to a party?"

"Apparently."

"You hate parties."

"I know."

"But you said yes anyway."

"She's been good to me. To the café. I owe her." I sighed. "Besides, it'll be good for you to meet people. If you're going to live here."

"You've decided I'm staying?"

"I think I decided the moment you walked through my door yesterday." I looked around the café, at the customers reading and chatting, at the cats lounging in the window, at the life I'd built. "This feels right. Like you're supposed to be here."

"I'm glad," Lily said, and her voice was thick with emotion. "Because it feels right to me too."

The rest of the day passed in a blur of customers and questions and Lily fitting seamlessly into my routines. By the time we closed at six, I was exhausted but content in a way I hadn't been in months.

We headed upstairs, ordered pizza from the place on the edge of town, and spent the evening watching terrible reality TV and laughing at things that weren't even funny. It was perfect. It was normal. It was everything I'd been missing.

That night, after Lily had gone to bed on the pull-out couch and the apartment was dark and quiet, I stood at my bedroom window and looked out at Larkspur Valley. The mountains rose dark against the star-filled sky. The street lamps cast warm pools of light on the sidewalks. Everything was peaceful.

But beneath that peace, I felt it. The hum of magic Lily had mentioned. The convergence points. The protection that came from this place, this town that had become my home.

Maybe she was right. Maybe we were safer here than anywhere else.

Or maybe I was fooling myself. Maybe danger was coming, drawn by Lily's presence, by our combined magic, by the fact that two witches from the same coven had found each other again.

I didn't know.

But for the first time since I'd run, I wasn't facing it alone.

And that, I thought as I finally crawled into bed, was worth every risk.

"You're thinking too loud," Poppy complained from her spot on my pillow. "Go to sleep."

"Sorry," I told her.

"The friend-person will still be here tomorrow. So will the café. So will we." She kneaded the pillow, her purr rumbling. "Tomorrow is tomorrow. Tonight is sleep."

Wise words from a cat.

I closed my eyes and let sleep take me, Poppy's warmth against my head, Rocky sprawled across my legs, Gus on the nightstand keeping watch.

Whatever tomorrow brought, whatever the future held, at least I wouldn't face it alone.

Not anymore.

Never again.


Chapter Two

 

Wednesday morning arrived with the kind of bright, clear light that made Larkspur Valley look like something out of a postcard. I woke to the smell of coffee brewing and the sound of someone humming softly in my kitchen.

For a moment, still half-asleep, I forgot where I was. Forgot that I'd been alone for over a year. The familiar comfort of another person moving through the morning routine pulled me back to the coven house, to mornings when Lily and I would take turns making breakfast, comfortable in that easy sisterhood we'd built.

Then I remembered. Lily was here. Really here. Sleeping on my couch, her few belongings tucked neatly in the corner, her presence filling the apartment with warmth I hadn't realized I'd been missing.

I padded out to the kitchen in my pajamas and found her at the stove, making scrambled eggs while my coffee pot burbled on the counter. She'd pulled her dark hair back in a messy bun, and she was wearing the spare pajamas I'd lent her last night, the ones that were too big on her.

She looked like she belonged here.

"Morning," she said without turning around. "I made coffee. Yours is the blue mug."

I picked up the mug and took a sip. Perfect. Just the way I liked it, with a tiny touch of cinnamon that only someone who really knew me would remember.

"You didn't have to make breakfast."

"I know. But I wanted to." She glanced over her shoulder, smiling. "Plus, I figured if we're going to work together all day, we should probably eat something besides pastries from the display case."

"You're doing the nervous thing again," Poppy said from her perch near the window. The calico was watching me with those knowing amber eyes. "The friend-person will be fine."

"Unless she's terrible at making coffee," Gus added from the armchair where he'd settled for the morning. The tuxedo cat had appointed himself as Lily's primary skeptic. "Then we're all doomed."

"She smells nice," Rocky offered, sprawled across my feet in direct violation of personal space. The orange tabby had no concerns about anything ever. "Like flowers and rain."

"They're talking about me, aren't they?" Lily said, flipping the eggs onto two plates.

"Gus thinks you might poison the coffee."

"Gus is a pessimist." She set the plates on my small kitchen table and sat across from me. "Tell him the coffee is fine and he should trust me."

"You can tell him yourself. They understand us perfectly."

"Right. I keep forgetting." Lily turned toward Gus, who was perched on the back of the couch with narrowed eyes. "Gus, the coffee is safe. I promise I didn't poison it."

Gus's tail flicked, and I could feel his grudging acceptance through our bond. Lily smiled, sensing the shift even though she couldn't hear his actual response.

"He's warming up to me," she said.

"Give him time."

We ate in comfortable silence, the kind that only comes from years of friendship. It had been like this at the coven, before everything went dark. Lily and I sharing space, sharing quiet mornings, understanding each other without needing to fill every moment with words.

I'd missed this. Missed it so much I hadn't let myself think about it.

"Thank you," I said quietly. "For finding me. For being here."

Lily reached across the table and squeezed my hand. "Where else would I be?"

At seven-thirty, we headed downstairs to open the café. Lily had borrowed one of my sweaters, soft green wool that made her eyes look warmer. We moved through the opening routine together, and I was surprised by how naturally we fell into step. She learned the quirks of the espresso machine while I set out the pastries. She filled the display case while I counted the register.

"You've built something really special here," she said, looking around the café as morning light started filtering through the windows. "It feels like you. Safe and warm and welcoming."

"It's home," I said simply.

"I can see why." She tied on an apron and smiled. "So. Where do you want me?"

I showed her the details. How to work the espresso machine without the temperamental quirk that made it spit steam if you didn't hold the handle just right. Where we kept the pastries Flo brought over from her diner. How to arrange yesterday's leftovers alongside the fresh ones since they were still perfectly good.

She learned fast. Of course she did.

At eight o'clock, I unlocked the front door and flipped the sign to Open. Within minutes, the regulars started trickling in. Maeve arrived first, as she usually did, her silver hair catching the morning light. She studied Lily with those sharp eyes that saw too much. "You must be the friend who arrived yesterday."

I shouldn't have been surprised that Maeve knew. She always seemed to know things, to sense things. The same way she'd known I was different from the moment we met.

"Maeve, this is Lily. We worked together in Chicago. Lost touch for a while, but she's in town now." The cover story felt strange on my tongue, but Lily nodded along with an easy smile.

"Old colleagues reunited," Lily said. "It's wonderful to see Alexis again after all these years."

Maeve studied Lily with those sharp eyes that saw too much. Then she smiled. "Welcome to Larkspur Valley. Any friend of Alexis's is welcome here."

After Maeve left, the morning rush continued. More customers arrived, curious and friendly. Lily charmed them all with her warm smile and genuine interest in their stories.

During a brief lull around nine-thirty, while we were both behind the counter restocking cups, I leaned close to Lily and whispered, "Maeve knows who you really are."

Lily glanced toward the window where Maeve had disappeared down the street, then nodded. "I figured as much. I could read her energy when we shook hands. She's like us. Different flavor of magic, but it's there."

"She is. We worked together on some spells last month." I kept my voice low. "She's a Seer. Probably knew you were coming before you even arrived in town."

"Good." Lily smiled. "It'll be nice to have more allies."

By mid-morning, we'd fallen into an easy rhythm, moving around each other in the small space behind the counter like we'd been doing this for years instead of hours. Lily handled the register while I made drinks, and we traded off on pastries and refills.

"She's good with people," Poppy observed. "Better than you."

"I'm good with people," I protested.

"You tolerate people. She likes them. There's a difference."

Poppy had a point.

During a lull around ten, Lily wiped down the counter and said casually, "So. Apartment hunting. I should probably start looking."

I felt a small pang at that. The past two nights of having her in my apartment had felt right. Like coming home to something I hadn't realized I'd lost. Waking up to another person in the space, sharing coffee, falling back into that easy rhythm we'd had at the coven.

But I also understood. We both needed our own spaces. Our own places to retreat to. The coven had taught us that, too. You could love someone, trust them completely, and still need a space that was entirely yours.

"There's a place two blocks away that just opened up," I said, trying not to sound too eager. "Small one-bedroom above the yarn shop. Cordelia mentioned it yesterday."

"Perfect. Can we look at it this afternoon?"

"I can close early today. Small town privilege." I smiled. "Around three?"

Lily grinned. "Then it's a date."

"Not a date," Gus muttered. "Friends looking at apartments. Totally normal. Nothing suspicious here."

"You're paranoid," Rocky said.

"I'm cautious. There's a difference."

The apartment was perfect. Hardwood floors, big windows that let in the mountain light, a tiny kitchen that reminded me of my own upstairs space. The rent was reasonable and Cordelia was delighted to have a tenant.

She came bustling up the stairs to show us around, her reading glasses hanging from a beaded chain around her neck. "Oh, I'm so pleased!" she said, beaming at Lily. "Any friend of Alexis's is a friend of mine. And it'll be wonderful to have someone upstairs again. The place has been empty too long."

"When can you move in?" Cordelia asked Lily.

"Is tomorrow too soon?"

Cordelia beamed. "Tomorrow is perfect."

Walking back to the café, Lily bumped my shoulder with hers. "Thank you. For helping me find this. For letting me stay."

"You're my friend," I said simply. "Where else would you go?"

"I don't know. I just know I had to find you." She was quiet for a moment. "Are you really okay with this? Me being here?"

I thought about the question. Thought about the fear that still lived in my chest, the worry that the coven might follow, the thousand what-ifs that kept me up at night.

Then I thought about last night. About not being alone. About having someone who understood the truth of what I was, what I could do.

And I thought about something else, too. Something I'd been avoiding but couldn't ignore anymore. The coven could find me whether Lily was here or not. If they were looking, they'd search. If they were determined, they'd track me down eventually. My running hadn't made me invisible. It had just made me isolated.

I'd rather face them with a friend at my side than alone.

"Yes," I said. "I'm really okay with it."

Thursday morning, Lily arrived with boxes. Not many. She'd been traveling light, same as I had when I'd run.

But when we got to her new apartment that afternoon to help her unpack, we weren't alone.

Cordelia was there with a set of mismatched dishes and a reading lamp. "From my storage room," she said. "Been gathering dust for years. They deserve a good home."

Flo arrived with a coffee table and two throw pillows. "Had these in my garage. Lee helped me load them this morning."

Maeve showed up with a small bookshelf already filled with novels. "Every home needs books," she announced. "Consider it a housewarming gift."

And Pearl from the crochet circle appeared with a crocheted afghan in shades of blue and green. "Made it last winter. Was waiting for the right person to give it to."

Lily stood in the middle of her apartment, looking overwhelmed as furniture and household items accumulated around her. "This is too much. I can't accept all of this."

"Nonsense," Pearl said firmly, settling the afghan over the back of a slightly worn but comfortable-looking couch that had somehow appeared. "Not charity, dear. Larkspur Valley takes care of its own, and you are now one of us."

Lily's eyes filled with tears. She looked at me, and I nodded. This was what community looked like. What belonging looked like.

We spent the afternoon unpacking her few belongings and arranging the gifts from the town. By evening, her apartment looked lived-in. Warm. Like home.

It felt strange, helping her create a space that wasn't mine. Part of me wanted to keep her in my apartment, keep that warmth of shared space, of waking up to someone who understood me. But I also knew this was right. We both needed the breathing room, the independence. We could be close without being on top of each other.

"You'll come over for dinner," I said as we arranged her few books alongside Maeve's donations on the shelf by the window. It wasn't a question.

"Obviously. And you'll come to mine." Lily smiled at me. "Just because I have my own space doesn't mean we're not together in this. We're still us. Still sisters."

That word settled something in my chest. Sisters. Not by blood, but by choice. By shared experience and trust built over years.

"Still sisters," I agreed.

By Friday, it felt like she'd always been here.

The café was busier than usual. Word had spread about the new barista, and people kept stopping by to meet her. Lily handled it all with grace, remembering names and preferences, making small talk that felt genuine instead of forced.

She also started experimenting with drinks.

"Try this," she said around two o'clock, sliding a lavender-colored latte across the counter.

I took a sip. The flavors bloomed across my tongue. Honey and lavender and something else. Something that made me think of summer afternoons and peaceful moments.

"That's incredible. What is it?"

"Honeyed Harmony. Honey lavender latte with a touch of vanilla and a tiny bit of magic to make people feel calm." She said the last part quietly, just for me. "Thought it might be nice. People seem stressed lately."

Within an hour, three people had requested it. By the end of the day, it was our most popular drink.

"The friend-person makes good things," Rocky announced, having convinced Lily to give him extra treats. "I approve of her."

"You approve of anyone who feeds you," Gus grumbled, but even he seemed to be warming up to Lily. She had a way with animals, same as me. The cats were responding to her gentle presence.

Millie, my shy tortoiseshell, had even let Lily pet her that morning. That was practically a declaration of trust.
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