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      To all the readers who wished for more diverse characters in romance. I hope I’ve done you proud.
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      Once upon a time, there was a darkness over the town of Cooper’s Port. A deep and seething hatred took root in men’s minds after Jenny, a lone witch’s heart, was broken. Long after her death, heartbreak and tragedy ruled the town and it became known as a breeding ground for misery, a place where love went to die.

      The town fell into squalor and disrepair. During the early twentieth century, it became all but forgotten, until a new coven of witches arrived, determined to vanquish the darkness and put Jenny’s soul to peaceful rest.

      They worked a powerful spell, one that had a lasting effect through time, one that changed the face and name of Cooper’s Port forever…

      Welcome to the town of Loving, and the Matchmaker’s Festival.
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      Miri…

      I was done with love and especially done with the Matchmaking Festival. Tonight was the night. It happened every year, the residual power from that long-ago spell reverberating through time and space. Unintended consequences… I thought to myself, Wild magic that had taken on a life of its own.

      Thankfully, we’d had years and years to come to understand it and the rules were simple. Men and women of age gathered inside the town’s limits and at eight o’clock sharp, the spell took effect, and you fell in love – sometimes with whoever you were with, sometimes with whoever you just happened to be looking at, sometimes with someone simply nearby, drawn together as if by invisible strings.

      Lonely souls came from all over the world to experience the true love the spell bestowed upon the revelers, but that true love only lasted for four hours at a time. At midnight, the spell ended and it was business as usual. The old adage ‘If you’re not with the one you love, love the one you’re with,’ never held truer – except magic had a funny way of doing things. Again with those pesky unintended consequences.

      I don’t know how many married couples came to the town looking for a quick fix, a way to rekindle things and repair their failing marriage, only for one or both of them to end up in someone else’s bed for the night. Of course, with the sweet came the sour in those cases.

      But sometimes – just sometimes ‒ you found your soulmate in the bargain.

      You see, if you happened to stay in love after the stroke of midnight, it meant that you had found your person, the one you were meant to be with for the rest of your life.

      I had thought it had happened to me… but I guess he had other ideas. Seven months after I’d fallen so deeply, madly, and irreparably in love with Jackson Greene, he’d essentially ghosted on me.

      It’d left me devastated, broken in ways I can’t explain, and I didn’t want to have another damn thing to do with the festival after that.

      I’d locked myself away from this year’s romp, alone in my big house, and I intended to keep it that way in the years to come, shuttering my windows, preparing a nice big cup of calming tea, and playing soft music to while away those four hours.

      This witch wanted nothing to do with love, the town of Loving, or the matchmaking festival. I just wanted to lose myself in a book of herb lore and work my earth magic.

      Just because I was bitter, didn’t mean I didn’t want to still help people. It just meant I was, well, bitter… burnt, hurt, and for the time being, unwilling to try again.

      “Maybe someday, but not today,” I murmured at my raven, Shade. He cocked his head to the side, blinking one beady brown eye at me and cawed softly. I smiled and held a bit of a treat through the bars of his huge brass birdcage. He plucked the offering from my fingers and I was all but forgotten for the time being.

      I smiled, and moved through my big house, my grandmother’s house and her mother’s house before her.

      We were one of the original families of Loving, before it even was Loving, when it was just plain old Cooper’s Port. After the coven came to town and vanquished Jenny’s curse, my great-grandfather had married one of the witches, and my grandmother had been born with the magic touch. My mother hadn’t had any magic to her, but me? I’d had the talent, and my grandmother had nurtured it with every bit of love and encouragement that I showed any one of my seedlings.

      I was a hedge-witch, a healer and an apothecary by birthright and training. I was so good at my craft for smaller ailments, I’d nearly put the doctor in town out of business. I didn’t feel bad about it. I mean, he was close to retirement and even he came to me for treatment for his gout.

      “Okay, Shade. Where did I put that –”

      I stopped as a knock fell at my door and closed my eyes and sighed. I ran a bed and breakfast out of the house for a regular income and did pretty well. Usually I made a killing during the festival, but I was done with it and had closed this year.

      It hurt too much.

      I looked at the clock and chewed my bottom lip. It was seven-fifty-four, almost show time. I went to the door and opened it a crack, and said bluntly, “I’m sorry, we’re closed.”

      I blinked in surprise when I found myself staring at a strong chest covered in a grey Louisiana State University sweatshirt.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I wasn’t looking to stay, my car just quit on me out on the road and my phone’s almost dead. I was looking to see if I could charge it.”

      His voice was pleasant to the ear, as rich and dark as he was. I looked up into his deep brown eyes, set in an equally dark face. His shoulder-length, pencil-thin dreadlocks were pulled halfway up, out of his face, except for a few escapees that hung almost artfully in front of his forehead.

      “You, uh, you’re the first person to answer their door,” he said, when I’d stared a moment too long and hadn’t said anything.

      “Right, that’s because they’re all at the festival, in the heart of town.”

      “Festival?” he asked.

      I blinked in surprise for a second time. How could he not know about the festival? It was literally the reason all the people who didn’t already live here were here. The rest did live here full time, and didn’t much have a say in the matter unless they found someplace else to be, like I was trying to do.

      “The matchmaking festival,” I said, frowning, trying to figure out if he were pulling my leg or not.

      “Never heard of it,” he said, and he was very convincing at looking like he was dead serious. Still, I couldn’t be sure… “Is it cool if I borrow some juice so I can make a call? Or have you got a phone I can use?”

      “Sure, there’s an outlet right there,” I said, pointing along the outside wall to where he would find it. “Help yourself,” I said, quickly shutting and locking the door.

      “Okay… thanks…” I heard, muffled through the wood. I closed my eyes and rested my forehead against the door, sighing. I hated sounding or feeling like I was being rude but it was almost time.

      I jumped, nearly hitting the ceiling when he knocked on the door again. I checked the grandfather clock by the door: Seven fifty-eight. Shit.

      I opened the door, and he looked apologetic. “Your outlet out here doesn’t seem to be working. I don’t have to come in, you know… If you could just plug it in for me and I can sit out here…”

      “You’re going to be out here a while,” I said.

      “Um, that’s okay. It’s a nice night and I can’t exactly go anywhere else.”

      “It’s just, the magic is about to start, and I want no part of it,” I tried to explain.

      He laughed a bit nervously and shifted his weight on his feet and said, “Magic?”

      He really didn’t know? How could he not know? Our town wouldn’t even be on a map if it weren’t for its magic.

      “Um, the matchmaking festival,” I started to explain again, repeating myself. I was flustered a bit, closed my eyes and shook my head. “You know what, never mind, just give it here and I’ll plug it in for you.”

      I unlatched the heavy screen door and reached a hand through. He smiled at me and wound the cable between his hands and handed me the phone, cable, and the little brick to plug it all in with, around the door. I felt a tingling rush and closed my eyes, but I knew that wouldn’t stop it. His hand brushed mine and I cursed, silently, to myself.

      It wasn’t his fault; it wasn’t mine either… It just was what it was.

      “What is that?” he asked, his voice strangled.

      “It’s eight o’clock,” I murmured and opened my eyes. His face, while handsome, took on a completely different quality as I felt my already-broken heart break a little more, just before the sweep and rush of arousal swept through me. It was followed by the devastating crash of emotion that everyone came here for, some to experience at least once in their lifetimes – but I already had. I already had, and losing it had lain waste to my very soul. It had left me devastated, and I never wanted to feel that ever again.

      A moment of what looked like fear flashed through the stranger’s eyes and I opened the screen wider, my heart going out to him.

      “It’s okay, it’s just a spell,” I whispered.

      “Are you doing this?” he asked.

      “No,” I answered simply and he reached for me, then struggled to drop his hand.

      “It’s okay, we won’t be able to stop. I won’t want you to stop.”

      “I don’t understand,” he said, and his breath quickened. He was trying so hard not to give in, to fight it.

      “What’s your name?” I asked softly, because if this were going to happen, I at least wanted to know his name.

      “Kavion,” he said. “Kavion Martin.”

      “Miriam Eilish,” I said. “My friends call me Miri. You can, too.”

      “Now what, Miri?” he asked, drifting nearer.

      I fitted myself against him as if drawn by strings, wanting him with all that I was in this moment, losing my ability to reason, to see this for what it was, nothing more than a spell.

      “Kiss me,” I whispered, but his mouth was already descending towards mine.

      His full lips were soft, thick, and warm. He tasted green and earthy, and I felt drawn to him, my heart filling and overflowing with love for him. That was ridiculous, I didn’t know anything about him, but that was the magic: ancient, white, and deep; nurturing and empowering; filling us up and spilling out in the best way that fit it, the purest expression of love between two people: sex.

      “I don’t understand why I feel this way,” he whispered against my mouth, his hands the color of strong black coffee smoothing over my pale skin the color of milk.

      “Shhh,” I soothed. “Don’t worry, don’t fight it, just know that I feel it, too.”

      “Yeah,” he said, “but do you want it? Because I’m not that guy.” His voice sounding strained.

      “I want it.” I both lied and didn’t. I knew that resistance was futile and wished to ease any potential burden he might carry. I knew that it wouldn’t be long for myself, either, and had thought there was something almost cruel about knowing how it went. Knowing and not being able to put a stop to it… those damn unintended consequences again.

      “Yeah?” he asked, snapping me out of my attempt to distract myself from the magic. My heart fractured even more at the way he said the single word. There was something almost… vulnerable to it.

      “Mm-hm,” I murmured, not to put too fine a point on it, and raised myself on tip-toe to kiss him, my hands smoothing over his chest, holding myself up using his shoulders. His own hands wandered unbidden, sliding down my body and coming to rest on my hips.

      His kiss wasn’t too intense and my heart splintered for my new lover, the magic growing stronger, influencing our emotions, sending him tumbling head first, in love with me. I felt grateful that he wasn’t alone, that I was following suit, even if it were just for the next few hours. I didn’t want to hurt him in any way. That wasn’t me and never would be.

      I’d been down this road before, several times in fact, from the time I was seventeen until now at twenty-nine. I just never thought I would feel this again. Not like this. Not this intensity. I didn’t want to, not after having my heart broken, and especially not with a stranger. I worried about what that could mean but lost focus when he lifted me easily. I wrapped my legs around his lean hips and let him carry me into my house.

      He deftly kicked the door shut behind me and whispered against my mouth, “Bedroom,” fully entrenched in the spell now.

      I buried my fingers in his hair, the texture rough like the green side of a kitchen sponge, slightly abrasive against my skin but not unpleasantly so. Simply unique, different from what I was used to. There just weren’t many men of color in Loving, but this one I loved utterly.

      “Third floor tower room,” I whispered and he groaned.

      “You’ve got to be fucking me.”

      “Anywhere you’d like,” I said pointedly. “Doesn’t have to be my room.”

      He laughed, striding to the staircase. He was fit, carrying me with little effort up the first flight of stairs before getting any kind of winded. He made it to the second landing, and I wriggled in his grasp. He set me down and my mouth tore from his, my hands fitting into his much larger ones, my fingers finding the spaces between his as I led us quickly the rest of the way to my bed.

      He didn’t even take a moment to look at the room, simply stopped inside the doorway and tugged gently on my hand. I turned and he reeled me in. I fit so nicely against the front of his body, his hands gentle on the sides of my neck, his thumbs cradling my jaw.

      I stared up into his eyes and asked him softly, “Take down your hair?”

      He reached up and pulled whatever was securing his dreadlocks free, and they swung forward, nearly covering his face.

      I reached out and gathered the hem of his sweatshirt in my hands and he raised his arms, bowing at the waist. I took it from him and dropped it to my bedroom floor.

      It was tit for tat on the clothing, his sweatshirt, my sweater. His tee, my green pixie dress, the top a tank falling into an asymmetrical hemline, pattered to look like leaves.

      He swept his basketball shorts, and the athletic leggings he wore under them, down his legs in one efficient movement and went to his knees in front of me, hooking his long fingers into the waistband of my fawn leggings, sweeping both them and the panties beneath down mine.

      I put my hands on his generous shoulders and stepped out of them.

      His fingertips trailed lightly up the inside of my calf, pausing at the inside of my knee, his eyes seeking permission as he looked up at me. I nodded and tipped my head back as his fingertips lightly brushed the outer lips of my sex, my breath rushing out in a heated sigh of surrender.

      He massaged between my legs with those long, elegant fingers of his while his mouth played over the skin of my hip, teeth nipping lightly over my stomach, a finger slipping effortlessly up inside me. My hands gripped his head lightly, pressing his mouth to my skin, unable to get enough of his warmth, his touch, even as he stroked that long digit inside my body, stoking the fire of my passion, nearly bringing me to my own knees.

      He relinquished his hold on me, his hand slipping from between my thighs as he stood. God, he was easily over six foot, his body lean and muscular, well defined in that way that whispered he wasn’t afraid of hard work, and he was so warm. I couldn’t resist cuddling against him, even though, through the magic, I knew he didn’t like to touch. Of course, it was through the very same spell that I knew that he was willing to accept the closeness because he loved me. Both of us were trapped by the binding will of that coven from so long ago, their magic gone rogue, become wild, a light magic in the darkness of the world.

      He pressed me tight to his body and walked me back toward the bed, his cock hard, long, and like a brand against my palm. I stroked him, slicking my palm over the head of his cock, his pre-cum acting as a decent lubricant as our mouths tangled and clashed and our passions rose.

      “God, I don’t understand what’s happening,” he whispered, voice tight. “All I know is that I’ve never felt about another female the way I feel about you right now. It’s crazy. I don’t even know you, but it’s like I know everything about you at the same time.”

      “Shh,” I murmured and crawled up onto the bed. He followed me, and I lay back, my hands guiding him over me, between my legs. He groaned and closed his eyes, his mouth finding mine once again, those full lips like silk, his tongue hot and velvet against my own.

      I held him to me, my lover, my love, and there was no room for anything else. My heart ached fiercely with just how much I loved him and twisted with agony at the fact that this was only a beautiful dream, that in four hours’ time, he would go back to being him and I would go back to being me, and the hurt would crush me all over again.

      For now, though, there wasn’t any room for anything bad.

      Just the heat of his body against mine, his skin pebbling with gooseflesh as I trailed light fingertips up his ribs, along his arms, as I kissed the side of his neck, and he struggled with resisting going further, but I knew how much it hurt, how much it cost to resist the sweet agony that lay before him as our bodies united in the most intimate way possible.

      I had been here before, but he hadn’t, and so I tried to make this as easy as possible for him, this loving a perfect stranger so completely, so wholly, and so deeply.

      “It’s okay,” I whispered against his neck. “I want it, I want this; I want you.”

      He slipped against me, his cock long and thick, not penetrating, not yet, but the feel of him against me, sliding up and down, pressed hot against my flesh, my pussy dripping wet for this stranger that I was totally in love with, God, it was amazing. I relaxed into the cloud of my bed and he stared down at me for a long moment, his lips parted, his breath rushed and labored as he bowed his forehead to mine and closed his eyes. He slipped inside me slowly, carefully, my hips rising to meet him, his face contorted into such beautiful agony as he fought not to do me too hard.

      I knew that about him, more of the magic. That he liked things rough, harsh almost, that he tended to go hard and had a difficult time letting anyone know that underneath that stoic exterior was a man who had been hurt countless times, by countless women, a man who had his trust broken time and time again, who desperately wanted to love and to be loved in return.

      Just as he probably knew that I liked things slow, sweet, a careful buildup before anything got too rough. Not that rough wasn’t good, it absolutely was, but not tonight, not for the first time.

      The fact that this man was so selfless touched a part of me and made this somehow… easier.

      “Kavion,” I gasped, his name unfamiliar on my tongue.

      “Yeah?” he said, his voice rough as he eased himself in and out of me at a steady snail’s pace.

      “I love you,” I whispered, knowing in my heart of hearts he needed to hear it with how much he felt it, and I could give him that. Magic or no, tonight it was the truth.

      “I love you, too,” he whispered and shuddered above me. “I don’t know how, but I love you, too.”

      He drove into me a little harder than he had been and I gasped and clutched myself to him, biting my bottom lip as he bottomed out against my cervix, the sharp pain dulling into something sweet as he stilled himself and waited to make sure I was alright.

      “You okay, Miri?”

      “Don’t stop,” I gasped. “I’m okay, just don’t stop.”

      He laid over the top of me and put a hand along the outside of one knee, raising it, getting deeper and I let myself fall, let myself be carried away by his embrace, let myself drown in the illusion of safety and drink in the peace being in his arms brought to me.

      It was terribly confusing, heartrending in ways, but soothing and lovely, a terrible beauty, a sweet agony as we brought each other to climax over and over again.

      I wound up on top and he gasped, his hands palming my breasts as I rode him carefully. He made eye contact with me and asked dreamily, “Is this a forever kind of thing?”

      I smiled and knew it held an edge of sadness when I told him, “No, the spell ends at midnight.”

      He smiled then, and smoothed his hands down to my hips and asked, “Really?”

      “Yes.” I nodded and his smile grew.

      I threw my head back and moaned slightly as he nudged that place inside of me, sending a shockwave of pleasure up my spine and through my body. When I looked at him again, he was smiling to the point it was contagious. I felt my own lips curl and I had to ask, “What is it?”

      “Spell ends at midnight?”

      “Yes, why?”

      “Because it’s two in the morning and I don’t feel any different.”

      I felt my eyes widen and I faltered as all my panicked mind could come up with was, Oh, snap.
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      Kavion…

      She stared down at me, hands on my chest, knees buried in the bedding at my hips, pussy lips gripping my dick in a way that made me nuts and all I could think about was how much I fucking loved her, which was crazy. I didn’t even know her! I mean, I barely even knew her name, which was honestly not entirely true. I’d been letting it echo through the chambers of my mind the entire time we’d been together tonight, ever since she’d first given it to me.

      ‘Miriam Eilish, my friends call me Miri.’

      Miri… it was a name as beautiful and unique as she was.

      Her hair was long, to her waist, and the color of fire, and though I still didn’t understand it, it was the same fire that had suddenly ignited on her doorstep, that burned me up from the inside out with this insane love for her. I ain’t never felt this way about no female before, and I was, for sure, never going to feel this way about anyone again. This was one of those once-in-a-lifetime feels and it was scary as fuck, but I wasn’t the kind to show those kinds of emotions – or any for that matter.

      She had gone still on top of me and I throbbed inside her, wishing she would move again, in that sultry dance that had had me roasting over the coals of our passion just a minute before. Her eyes were wide and the pale blue of a high winter sky. That kind of blue was endless, boundless, and it suited her because she was bottom-of-the-ocean deep. I don’t know how I knew that shit, but I did. She was for real, one hundred, and I was still trying to figure out all of this crazy business of how exactly I could love someone so deeply who I didn’t even know.

      “What’s the matter?” I asked, softly, worried that I’d said something wrong, especially when she swallowed hard and it looked like she was barely holding back tears.

      “Nothing. I, um…” She faltered and I raised an eyebrow and put my hands over hers, holding them lightly to my chest.

      “Don’t lie to me, please…”

      “I just don’t understand something. I mean, I really don’t understand something at all, and I need to check with someone about it before I say anything else, I don’t want to say anything in error or give you some bad information.”

      “For sure, it’s cool… Um, I don’t know if I should stay here, or if you want me to go –”

      “No, don’t go!” she cried, sudden and sharp, but looked like she was still reeling. I knew the feeling and it was fucked up, but she definitely knew more about what was going on than I did, so…

      “You got anything for me, you know, about this magic shit that’s supposed to be happening to us?”

      She swallowed hard again and said, “I don’t know all of it, I mean, I understand the basics – I’ve lived in this town all of my life – but I don’t get why it’s happening to me, especially now.”

      “How about you tell me what the deal is,” I said, and she nodded slowly, her expression grave. She licked her lips and the motion was sexy as hell, even though she didn’t mean for it to be. I lay back in the softness of her bed and waited her out.

      “A long, long time ago, there was a witch named Jenny Northcutt. She was set to marry a man here in town. Loved him with all her heart, but he wasn’t really interested in her. He betrayed her, broke her heart, and had her executed as a witch. Before she died, Jenny cursed the town.”

      I listened to her and nodded when she stopped for too long, staring at me to see if I was soaking it all in alright.

      “Okay, then what happened?”

      “For years, the bitterness and anger of Jenny’s curse festered and grew. Anyone who moved here experienced untold misery. This was the place that love came to die. The problem got so bad, it took a full coven of witches to vanquish the curse, the power of the spell putting a new, almost-curse on the town, one that reverberates through time and affects us even today.”

      “Okay, explain,” I said, and she bit her bottom lip.

      “It’s the festival. It sprang up around the curse-laying, which used the power of love, and, I think, some fertility magic to lay Jenny and her vengeful magic to rest. It’s a love festival, and it happens every spring. For one night, beginning at eight o’clock, people fall in love.”

      “Like we did.”

      “Yes, but the spell is supposed to end at midnight.”

      “Okay, and then what?”

      She shrugged and said, “And then it’s over. People go back to their lives and it’s like a wild night of drunk sex, only without the drunk and with the intense feelings associated with truly being in love.”

      “Okay, but it’s two in the morning right now, and I don’t feel any different.”

      “I know, and I don’t either.”

      “Explain that, if you can, please?”

      “That’s part of the festival and the vestigial magic. If you happen to be in the town with the one you are meant to be with for the rest of your life, you stay in love after the spell has worn off.”

      “But you said that was impossible,” I said.

      “For me, it’s supposed to be,” she said, and looked genuinely upset and distressed.

      “Okay,” I said. “You want to talk about it?” I raised a hand and cupped her cheek, running a thumb along it. She closed her eyes and shook her head.

      “Not yet, I want to consult some books, figure some things out. Something isn’t right,” she said. “We shouldn’t still be in love.”

      “Why not?” I asked.

      “I’d rather not say just yet.”

      “You’re asking me to trust you a whole lot right now, you know that, right?”

      “I know, and I know you don’t know me, but I promise you, I’m a trustworthy person.”

      I searched her face and saw sincerity there, but I’d seen sincerity on a lot of females’ faces before. Still, something about this woman was different. It was like she saw to my soul, but it wasn’t just one-sided. I could feel it, see it in her eyes; hear the pleading in her voice. I nodded slowly.

      “I believe you,” I said.

      She closed her eyes and sniffed, tears slipping out from beneath her lashes and I felt a surge of panic. Shit, this wasn’t good. Last thing I needed was to come up here, all this way, and get accused by a woman of something I didn’t do, and get locked up.

      “What can I do?” I asked, and she pulled her leg over me and settled onto the bed beside me.

      She sniffed again and wiped at her tears, clearly distressed and not wanting to talk about it for now. She murmured softly, “I know you’re not keen on touch, but do you think you could...?”

      I opened up my arms and she slid down and put her ear over my heart. I put my arms around her and said, “I gotta say, you’re kind of freaking me out, home girl.”

      “I know, and I’m sorry.”

      I nodded softly. “You good to get some shut-eye?” I asked.

      She nodded against my chest.

      “There’s nothing I can do until morning.”

      “Okay, I’ll try to get my car figured out, then, and I guess, go from there.”

      “Just passing through?” she asked.

      “Nah, but you’ve got your secrets and I’ve got mine. We’re even for now on that, yeah?”

      She swallowed hard and nodded, “Yeah, okay, even for now.”

      We lay still in her fancy-as-fuck bedroom with the old-as-fuck heavy canopy bed and high ceiling, and I stared at the square of ceiling surrounded by the rails and curtains on the bed, the deep forest-green sheer cloth layered with a lighter gold material fluttering around us, the windows open to the light spring breeze from outside. The unfamiliar smell of salt wafted through the room, salt and something else I didn’t quite recognize, but was still trying to decide if it stank or if it wasn’t so bad. An almost fishy smell, but not like dead fish. I didn’t know what it was and I didn’t want to ask.

      Seemed like Miri had enough to think about, her body soft and pressed tight against mine, her fingers idly curling around one of my dreads.

      All I could really think was Man, Jack. I know you’s white, brah, but could you have picked a whiter town to be in?

      I was surprised I’d made it this far in without being pulled over by no police. Now my car was out there, dead, and I still had no idea what’d happened to my adoptive brother.

      I had a lot to think about myself, so I left Miri to her thoughts in pursuit of mine, and just tried to figure out what the fuck all of this meant. I mean, was the way I felt about her going to wear off? Because it was freaky as fuck and I didn’t want it.

      Liar… the back of my mind whispered and I ignored it.

      Females traditionally brought me nothing but trouble and I wasn’t here shopping around for pussy. I was trying to find my bro. That was it.
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      Miri…

      I stepped into The Wick & Stone, our town’s local little metaphysical bookstore and tea shop, the next morning far earlier than I would have liked. I had left Kavion sleeping in my bed, and my heart had ached at doing it, which frightened me.

      “Hey, Miri,” Gwen greeted me, and then stopped in her tracks, her empathy working overtime. She eyed me up and said, “What’s wrong? Spill it.”

      I set my burden of a reusable grocery tote full of packets of my tea on her counter and she began to root through it as she listened, restocking the drawers and jars behind the counters with my more-popular blends.

      The Wick & Stone had used to be the old town’s drugstore, complete with soda fountain, and I took a seat across the tea counter at one of the beautifully-refurbished stools with a hefty sigh.

      “Someone showed up last night on my doorstep, right before the festival started.”

      “It wasn’t Bucky Daniels, was it?” she asked, her voice disapproving.

      I shook my head. “No, that’s a problem for another day. This was a newcomer, a stranger with car trouble…”

      “And?” she prompted.

      “And we were caught up in the curse.”

      “Spell,” she corrected automatically, and I gave her a withering look.

      “Oh,” she said, then it dawned on her. “Oh!”

      “Yeah.”

      “Oh, honey. I’m so sorry…”

      I looked at the older witch and felt my eyes water, her immediate sympathy telling me what I’d suspected.

      “He didn’t walk out on me after all, did he?” I asked.

      She shook her head and sighed, “I didn’t want to be the one to tell you, and we couldn’t know for sure, but if the spell worked with another last night it can only mean one thing.”

      “Jackson is dead.” I covered my face with my hands and broke down. All those months of hurting and being angry and thinking that he didn’t love me and that he’d just gone.

      Gwen came around the counter and hugged me tight and I cried into the velvet burnout pattern of her black wrap and the cloud of her long, snowy white hair. The smell of lavender, rose, and verbena was comforting.

      “That’s not all,” I moaned and she held me at arm’s length. Her blue eyes, fanned with laugh lines despite how young the rest of her face appeared, held nothing but worry and concern.

      “What, what is it?” she demanded.

      “I’m still in love with him.”

      “Who? This new man?”

      “Yes, his name is Kavion, and I’m still desperately in love with him, and I’m so confused.”

      She hugged me again and said, “I’ll have to consult my books, I’ve never heard of such a scenario. Not for as long as the spell has been thriving.”

      “I honestly don’t know what to think, or what to do. I’m just feeling so much!” I cried.

      “I know,” she said and I knew she did know, it was her gift, after all, just as mine was with growing things and having a bit of the sight when it came to folks and their medical issues.

      “Where is he now?” she asked.

      “Back at my house; I left him sleeping.”

      She rolled her eyes and tugged me to my feet. “You need to talk to him! Find out more about each other.”

      “I know,” I said. “I just needed to know about Jack…”

      She sighed and nodded.

      “I’m sorry, lovie.”

      “I need to know, to find out what happened to him.”

      She nodded and said, “Take care of the living first, my dear girl.”

      She was right. I was just such a wreck. I didn’t do well with these sorts of things. Like, at all.

      “I’ll sort through all of this and PayPal you the money, alright?” she asked, and I nodded. I could trust Gwen implicitly, which is why she was the first person I’d run to. She walked me to the door.

      “Blessed be,” I murmured.

      “Merrier part than meet,” she whispered and kissed my forehead. “Blessed be unto you, too.”

      I stood out on the sidewalk and looked out toward the bay, breathing in the salt and the smell of beached seaweed before gathering enough of my wits to let my feet carry me back down the block to my car. I was both ravaged on the inside over Jack and excited beyond measure to see Kavion, and the clashing war of mixed emotions was becoming overwhelming. Especially when you threw the crushing guilt about the latter on top of it all.

      And then, there was the urgent sense that pieces were missing. My magical intuition was working, I could feel it, but I’d never had it work on anything that wasn’t plant-related, or interpersonal if it wasn’t medically related to the plants I was trying to use to heal someone. It was frustrating, the gaps just so, and I didn’t like the feeling. The feeling like I wasn’t in control, like something else had taken the reins of my destiny and I was bouncing along in a runaway carriage.

      I got into my little old Kia Forte and engaged the clutch, putting the key into the ignition and turning it on. I paused, apprehensive for the first time ever about returning home, but I needed to. I needed to see Kavion, find out more about him; figure out how I could be in love with him so soon after losing Jackson. The guilt choked me, but I pushed down the tears.

      One crisis at a time, Miri. Just one foot in front of the other.

      All would become clear.

      It made me wish I could call Blyn, but I knew better. She was busy with so many criminal cases, plus that wasn’t how her magic, her gift, worked. She was a seer, but she had to have something to touch, and while I had things of Jackson’s still, they wouldn’t tell us anything. She would need an object of his from after he disappeared. That, or she would need to perform a greater working, and I didn’t want to impose upon my friend like that.

      I missed Ashlyn with a deep and sudden, fractured ache. Of course, Ashlyn wouldn’t be able to tell me anything either. She could only scry the present and glimpse the future and Jackson didn’t have either one anymore.

      I felt as though I couldn’t breathe, and pulled off to the side of the road... Tears sprang to my eyes, blurring my vision horribly, and I just needed to let it out, so I did. I screamed. Long, loud, and wordless into the echo chamber of my small car. Over and over again, hollowing myself out, pouring my rage and pain into the air, my heart breaking, my thoughts torn in two between sweet Jackson and gentle Kavion.

      “Gods above and below, this is so fucked up,” I whispered, hoarse from my emotional purge.

      I put myself back together swiftly. Afraid I’d left Kavion for too long, that he’d be awake and I wouldn’t be home and he would… What? Miss me?

      I was certain he would, at the very least, have questions and want answers. He’d said as much the night before.

      I jumped when a knock fell at my driver’s side window, letting out a little shriek and putting my hands to my chest as if it would slow my beating heart. I shuddered at the uniform on the other side of the glass and cranked down my window.

      “Mornin’, Miri, you doin’ alright, now?”

      I felt the tension in my shoulders ease when I realized it was only Mack, Matthew Mackenzie, one of Loving’s deputies.

      “I’m okay, Mack. Just… just got some unsettling news, is all.”

      “Oh, yeah? How, unsettling? Police business unsettling?” He looked hopeful.

      “Oh, I’d let you know if it was,” I told him with a smile.

      Actually, I likely wouldn’t, because it would only send Bucky Daniels to my door. He was also one of Loving’s police officers.

      Mack frowned and said, “You sure you’re alright?”

      I nodded. “I’ll be okay. I just need to get back to the house. I have a guest.”

      His frown deepened and it was almost comical on him. He was a big man, with a bit of a gut but he was so baby-faced he was relegated into the category of cute or adorable, the same exact way you would find a puppy cute, or a real baby adorable. He pulled off his Smokey-the-Bear hat and wiped the back of his hand across his forehead.

      It wasn’t hot at all, being only the first blush of spring, but for some reason, he appeared to be sweating. It was my turn to frown as I let my gift unfurl in the center of my chest, sending creeping vines of energy his way. I felt my face crush down in sympathy and put my hand over his where it rested on my car’s window sill.

      “Come see me later, Mack. I’ll make you up some tea to ease your flu symptoms.”

      “Aw, shit,” he mumbled. “For real, Miri?”

      “I’m afraid so, but I’ll fix you right up, I promise.”

      “You’re a doll,” he said. “You sure you’re alright?”

      I nodded. “I promise.”

      “Good, because if I mentioned I saw you out here, you know Bucky’d be up my ass.”

      “I know, Mack.” I made a face.

      “You know, he means well,” he said, hopeful.

      I didn’t want to crush him, but if he only knew…

      “It’s just not there,” I told him, shying from the truth, which was I had every reason to loathe Bucky.

      Mack nodded and said, “I know, I’m sorry.”

      I couldn’t figure out what he was sorry about. For me, for Bucky, or for himself. Bucky could be a real pain in the ass, so likely it was a combination of all three.

      “Might want to let dispatch know you’re sick. Get ahead of it,” I suggested.

      He nodded. “Be by for that tea as soon as I can turn in my cruiser.”

      “Sounds good. I’ll have it waiting.”

      “Drive careful.” He smiled and patted the sill of my car window and put his hat back over his blonde hair with just a kiss of strawberry to it. I sighed, watching him traipse back to his patrol car. I hadn’t even seen it roll up behind me.

      Small town… everybody knew everyone else and their business.

      I pulled back onto Tucker Avenue. and ranged out towards the near edge of town and my grandmother’s big, old mansion.

      I’d lost a lot in the last five or six years. It started with my gran, then one of my childhood friends, Oaklyn, who also happened to be a part of our little circle, passed away. The one thing that sucked about being a witch was that we were also, sadly, human with all of the vulnerabilities that entailed.

      Oaklyn had been diagnosed at seventeen with bone cancer. A big piece of her hip had to be removed, and she’d been given an artificial joint. She’d done everything she was supposed to, chemo and radiation, and she’d gone into remission. But, the cancer had come back with a vengeance and by the time we had known anything was wrong, it was too late for her. She’d passed the year after my grandmother, and our little group of four girls had scattered to the four winds.

      I had never been able to figure out why I hadn’t known the cancer had come back, that it had spread, and I felt so awful about that. Worse still that I just knew that Blyn and Ashlyn blamed me somehow. I felt it in my bones that they thought that I’d known and just hadn’t said anything, but I hadn’t. I hadn’t known, and I didn’t know why. There was a rift between us as a result, a deep and painful chasm that I didn’t know how to bridge.

      I’d stayed here, but Blyn had gone to the city and Ash had, too. There wasn’t much in the way of solid work here in Loving, and it’d felt like the world had gone on without me in some ways. That I’d been left behind.

      I pulled into the driveway of the grand old Victorian-era mansion that was now mine, with its lush surrounding gardens and the greenhouse out back. I was surprised to find a newish Dodge Challenger in the drive ahead of me, parked in front of the four-car, double-bayed garage. I slipped my car into the space next to it and pulled the parking brake.

      Kavion stood up from beneath the hood and looked over at me, his expression a bit stormy, clouded with confusion. I turned off the engine to my white Kia and opened the door.

      “What’s wrong with it?” I asked, and he frowned harder.

      “That’s just it. I got in her and started her right up this morning. There’s nothing wrong that I can see.”

      “You’re joking,” I said and shut my door. I came around to the passenger side of my car and leaned back against it. He shook his head, sending his dreadlocks swinging and I lightly chewed the inside of my cheek.

      “No, for real, I can’t explain it,” he said and came around, leaning his butt against the driver’s side fender of the taupe, metal-flake paint job of the expensive muscle car. He faced me, looking down at me from his six-foot-plus height, and I met his gaze evenly. His face went from frowning to concern in the blink of an eye and he reached out and grazed my cheek lightly with the back of his knuckles in a gentle caress.

      “Why you been crying?” he asked, softly.

      “I went to see a friend of mine,” I said evenly. “Another witch, my mentor, actually.”

      “And?”

      I let out a long, slow breath and said, “The, um…” I cleared my throat, which was choking up and tried to figure out a way to phrase this that wasn’t going to leave me a puddle of embarrassing goo all over again, only this time, with witnesses.

      “Take your time, love,” he murmured, and had the grace to look embarrassed himself for the slip of the endearment.
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