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The mystery deepens, and so does their relationship.

THE INN IS CLOSER TO opening, so Meredith hosts an open house. It’s such a success the mayor books her for another town party. Just after, all hell breaks loose as Meredith and Hunter discover a new source of trouble in a mysterious entity that might or might not be linked to the lighthouse. It brings them closer together and changes their relationship, but with the danger mounting, how can Meredith safely open the inn just yet? Add in a surprise visit from her daughter and other complications, and things are getting more mercurial than a menopausal mood swing.
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Chapter One
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“I REMEMBER NIGHTS LIKE these,” said Gemini with a hint of wistfulness in her tone.

Meredith looked up from the mirror she had been using to apply her makeup, finding Gemini hovering behind her. “Did you do a lot of entertaining?”

“If you mean singing, I sure did. Parties, not so much. I was too busy working and trying to make a name for myself to have a lot of close ties, except Solomon.” Her expression was full of disappointment before she cleared her throat. “It was a long time ago, and I sometimes got tired of all the fuss that had to go into it, but I sure wish I could go back to those days when I could apply makeup and change my hairstyle, or even just my clothes.” She put a rueful hand over her side, shielding the gunshot wound there.

“I’m sorry. On the plus side, you didn’t die wearing Spanx.” She shifted her Spanx slightly to make it more comfortable. She wouldn’t bother with it, but she was bloated and puffy. Stupid menopause.

“You look amazing.” Gemini grinned. “I’m sure Hunter will think so too.”

Meredith’s cheeks heated with a faint blush as she admired herself in the mirror. She did look pretty good. She hadn’t gone all out for Hunter though—at least not completely for Hunter. She wanted to impress her guests as well. “I haven’t worn anything like this for months. I had forgotten how uncomfortable it can be.” 

She spent another moment adjusting the red halter dress with its flowing skirt that ended midcalf in an asymmetrical hem. “I guess I’ve gotten used to joggers and T-shirts.” She’d practically lived in such a wardrobe the last six weeks while she and Hunter tackled everything needed around the inn to make it livable again.

Admittedly, Hunter had done a lot of the actual repairs, since he was far more adept at magic than she was. Her magic didn’t run toward being able to use it to clean or repair things. She could manage a few weak spells along the way, but it was difficult for her. It wasn’t effortless like seeing ghosts. 

“I’m sure Hunter will think it’s worth it. Surely you will too.” Gemini moved closer, pointing to her cheek. “You have a speck of mascara.”

“Dang it.” Meredith spent a moment cleaning up and repairing her makeup before stepping back from the mirror. She sat on the vanity stool, using it while she slid on strappy gold high heels. Spring seemed to have officially arrived, and she was happy to eschew snow boots for now though she hadn’t dared plan an outdoor event for this evening, since the weather remained unpredictable and would for at least another month or two.

“You look very nice,” said Lottie as she popped her head through the bathroom. Unlike Gemini, she seemed to give thought to things like privacy and personal space. Meredith had mostly gotten accustomed to Gemini being her actual shadow over the past six weeks though.

“Thanks. I guess I should say it’s no big deal, or pass it off as this old thing? Truthfully, I bought this last week from Amazon.” She did a little twirl, enjoying the way the fabric swished around her. When she’d seen the dress, she hadn’t been thinking about the soft launch of the inn or the open house party she was holding for the town. 

No, her thoughts had been on Hunter, speculating whether he would like the modest front contrasting with the deep V in the back. Would he put his fingers against her skin? Would his hand cup her lower back before moving higher? She sighed wistfully as she imagined his fingers running up her spine, which created chills of an entirely different kind from what spirits prompted.

Not that her ghostly friends were making her cold these days. She’d adapted, and she no longer responded to their coldness when in proximity. Other ghosts, yes, but not Lottie, Augusta, and Gemini.

“Where’s Augusta?” Thinking about her made her wonder why Augusta wasn’t there too.

“I think she’s pouting,” said Lottie matter-of-factly.

Meredith arched a brow as she smoothed her dress. “Why is she pouting?”

“She’s not any happier to see the inn reopened than I am.” Lottie didn’t soften her words, but there was no need. She’d never made any effort to hide her disapproval of Meredith’s plans. “I think she’s dreading having people in and out of the house all night. Not that anyone’s going to show up.”

Meredith struggled to hold onto her patience. “I’m sure there’ll be a few people who stay away because of superstition, but surely, most of the town will come. They have to be dying of curiosity, and there’s not a whole lot going on in this burg otherwise, especially tonight.” She’d made sure of that before scheduling the open house for this weekend night.

“People are more afraid of the ghosts than you think.”

Meredith chuckled. “If they could meet you, Lottie, they wouldn’t be afraid for long. You guys are great.”

Gemini laughed, and even Lottie looked a little flattered, though she quickly changed her expression to a more neutral one.

“Still, I’m afraid you might be disappointed at the turnout.” Lottie was gracious about that, though she clearly hoped to be proven right. It didn’t seem to be a need to be right for ego so much as not wanting to deal with guests in and out of Three Crowns. At least Lottie wasn’t as dead set against the idea as Augusta was.

“And I get you guys aren’t thrilled about this, but I really hope the inn can be self-sufficient. One of the best ways to do that is to make sure the town is on our side. We don’t want Abel actively warning people not to come up here when we start booking guests, for example.” Whenever that might be. They’d had the website up for a couple of weeks now, and they’d even sent out flyers to Lucy’s old guest list, at least the ones that had addresses, but they hadn’t had even a nibble yet, other than expressed interest in the forthcoming open house, all from the locals.

She definitely wanted to impress the townspeople, and she was hoping they might give her a fair chance to get acquainted as well. Still, as nice as it would be to have them on her side, the inn couldn’t make it as an inn if they couldn’t find any guests.

Deciding she was as ready as she was going to be, Meredith exited the bedroom and walked down the hallway. There was no sign of the water damage that had occurred earlier, and the new silvery white wallpaper coaxed her brain to touch it. She trailed her fingers along the side of the wall for a second as she walked, enjoying the smooth silkiness under her fingertips. A long red carpet lined the hallway and covered the marble steps, and she walked down them with extra care, since she hadn’t worn high heels for a while.

When she reached the first floor, she moved to the kitchen after confirming Hunter wasn’t waiting for her in the foyer. She hadn’t been expecting him to do so, but part of her had hoped to find him waiting with bated breath to see her all dressed up. It was his first time to see a glimpse of the old Meredith, the one who’d endured forty-six years of living under the microscope of the New York City social scene, and she was nervous about his impression. That he’d seen her practically at her worst, with her hair scraped back in a messy ponytail and wearing jogging pants, multiple times and still seemed to like her should reassure her that he’d appreciate what he saw tonight, but she was feeling insecure.

The clicking of Duncan’s claws on the newly renovated tile announced the approach of Duncan and Hunter. That reminded her of the other thing she’d ordered from Amazon, and she darted to the nearby table where she’d stashed the package. She had the box opened and was holding the gift in her hand when the man and the dog entered the room. She caught her breath at the sight of Hunter with his mouth agape. “You clean up nicely.”

She managed a small smile. “Thanks. You do as well.”

He laughed as he moved closer. “You can’t really think that’s going to be my compliment, can you? You look amazing.”

She let out a shaky breath she’d been unaware of holding, instantly realizing why she’d been so nervous about his reaction. It had to be from the twenty years she’d lived with that rat bastard who had cheated on her. 

Dirk had always been slightly stingy with his compliments and overabundant with his criticisms. She had no doubt that if he were standing in front of her right now, he would’ve found something to nitpick about her appearance, and he probably wouldn’t have bothered to issue any praise along with it. She wasn’t certain when that pattern had established itself, but it had to have been within a few months of their marriage. It had become too commonplace with him, but Hunter wasn’t Dirk, so there was no reason to expect critique or be surprised by compliments.

She cleared her throat, trying to get past the lump that was forming there. “You look dazzling. If it were a tux, you could be a spy.”

He flashed her a grin. “No, thanks. I don’t think I was ever suited for undercover operations.” His smile dimmed slightly. “Even before I went a little crazy from the PTSD, I don’t think I would’ve had the subtlety for it.”

She moved closer, brushing her fingers against his wrist. “I don’t think you’re crazy.”

He gave her a crooked grin. “Not so much these days, no.” He held out his arm. “Shall we wait for your guests?”

“Not quite.” She regretfully didn’t accept his invitation to take his arm, having a different task. She bent down slightly in front of Duncan. Due to the dog’s massive size, she didn’t have to get on her knees or even bend that much even with heels. “I have something for you too, Duncan.”

He woofed something and licked her face. She hoped her makeup had set, but if not, she didn’t care. She wasn’t about to turn away from Duncan’s gestures of affection. He was far too sweet to do that. “I want to make sure you’re as handsome as Hunter, though I guess no embellishments are necessary. You can wear absolutely nothing and still be the cutest one in the room, can’t you?”

Duncan woofed again, his tail thumping hard against the wall.

“What did you get him?”

“It’s a surprise.” She did her best to hide what her hands were doing with her body so it could truly be a surprise. She just hoped he liked it. She stood up, stepping back to allow him full view of his dog. “Tada.”

He stared at the red bowtie for a moment before chuckling. “He’s very dapper.”

“Isn’t he? It’s a semiformal event, and I couldn’t have him running around in just his collar. It’s practically indecent.” She put her hand on his head and stroked, assuring the dog nonverbally that she was just kidding.

“He’s certainly a handsome lug in that.”

“Just like his human companion.” She stepped closer, lifting her hands to straighten his lapels before moving to his tie. It was only as she straightened the knot slightly that she realized what she was doing and took an awkward step back. She used to do the same thing for Dirk, but it had been an obligation. With Hunter, her heart was still racing in her ears at the light contact.

“Do you think we should get ready to greet your guests now?”

“Yeah, I guess we should assume the positions.” She nodded to the front door, taking up residence on one side of the hall. Hunter stood across from her, and Duncan sat at his side. It was just a matter of a few minutes before the first guest would arrive, and her stomach clenched. “Oh, no.”

He stiffened, looking around as though trying to find the source of danger. “What’s wrong?”

She rolled her eyes. “I’m an idiot. I accidentally left open the spell room. With people traipsing in and out of the house, anyone could just step inside. I don’t know if they could feel the magic, but surely, they’d realize there’s something strange about the room.” With those words, she turned on her heel and rushed across the foyer. 

She moved down the hallway, heading for Lucy’s study. She couldn’t believe she had been so careless. She’d gotten in the habit of leaving the spell room open, since she spent a good part of her day in there studying Lucy’s journals and books while trying to learn more about her magic, but it could’ve been a real disaster if she’d left it open during tonight’s party. 

It took a moment to realize the room was cold. Cold didn’t begin to cover it. It was far chillier than it should’ve been, to the point she could see ice forming on the shelves. “Hunter?” There was franticness in her tone, and she was glad when he appeared a moment later. He must’ve run from the foyer to reach her. “Something’s wrong.”

He started to ask what, but he stepped across the threshold instead. He came over to take her hand, providing support. They both stared, aware of a hum in the room that made her shiver from something besides cold. Something was there with them. Something that didn’t belong.

As the room started to spin, Hunter rushed to her side, putting an arm around her waist while holding her other hand in his. “What’s happening?” 

She opened her mouth, not sure what answer she would give since she had no idea, but before she could, there was a loud popping sound, like someone breaking the sound barrier, and everything faded to darkness.
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Chapter Two
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EVERYTHING ABRUPTLY righted itself, and the room was no longer spinning. However, the room was no longer around them either. Instead, they stood in the middle of a glade. Green grass surrounded them, and there was a light breeze blowing through the area. The sky was light blue, and the sunlight was strong.

Meredith looked around in wonder. “What happened? Where are we?” 

Hunter didn’t answer for a long moment. “I have no idea. I’ve never seen anything like this.”

“It had to be magic, right?” She tilted her head slightly, hearing birds chirping in the tree nearby. “This has to be one of Lucy’s spells. Maybe it was a secret place she came to for relaxation?”

“I’ve heard of pocket universes, but I don’t think necromancers usually have the power to create them. This feels entirely different.”

“It’s lovely though.” She let out a wistful sigh. “It’s too bad we have to get back to the inn. Any idea how we do that?”

“We might have to focus on it,” said Gemini.

Meredith let out a startled gasp, clutching her chest as she turned to face the ghost. “I had no idea you made it here with us.”

“I guess I was standing close enough to be affected. It’s like something sucked me in, and I couldn’t break free if I tried.”

“That’s exactly it,” said Hunter, who was regarding the area with suspicion.

Meredith started to ask why he was acting like doom and gloom were imminent, but then she realized the birds had fallen silent. When she looked up, clouds were starting to appear in the sky, and the blue was gradually fading to gray. “I don’t think we’re supposed to be here.”

“Neither do I.” Hunter moved closer, putting his arm around her waist.

Meredith realized she was shivering, and her teeth were chattering together. What had started out lovely and temperate had become cold and dismal. The sky was fully gray now, and the sun was completely gone. It was like it had become dusk in a matter of seconds, and the temperature plummeted. “You think we should just concentrate on going home, Gemini?”

“Uh huh.” The ghost sounded miserable.

Meredith looks closer. “What’s the matter, honey?”

“There’s something pulling me. It’s calling me, and I don’t know if I can resist.” She reached out for Meredith.

To Meredith’s shock, she was able to grasp hold of Gemini’s hand. It didn’t feel as solid as Hunter’s arm around her, but she could definitely feel the contour and light pressure of skin against skin. Gemini seemed equally shocked. “Focus, okay? How do we concentrate on getting home?”

“I think it’s just like when a ghost wants to go somewhere else with teleportation, so we have to figure out a way to teleport back. It’s similar to astral projection, but you guys brought your bodies along.” She looked ill. “Oh, it’s coming for me.” She clutched tighter to Meredith’s hand.

Meredith was alarmed by the demeanor of her ghostly friend, and Hunter was clearly on edge too. So was she. 

She could also feel the draw, though maybe not to the same extent. Something was tugging her forward even as it approached with all the force of a juggernaut bearing down on them. Part of her realized it would be smart to see what was coming their way, but she was too frightened, both for herself and her companions. Clutching their hands, she closed her eyes and focused on Lucy’s spell room. She could feel the hum of their lifeforces beside her, surrounding her, as they seemed to link with her own.

In seconds, it was over. They were back in the spell room, and the temperature immediately returned to normal. Gemini still stood beside her, and she could see her hand clutched in hers, but she could no longer feel it. A second later, Gemini’s fingers brushed against her skin visually, but there was no sensation except for a small jolt of coldness. The ghost hovered and moved a few feet away, curling into herself. She seemed like she was in abject misery.

“I don’t know what that was, but I don’t think Lucy was behind it.”

She nodded her agreement with Hunter’s statement.

“I think we need to raise more wards. That’s something we should do together.”

She nodded and turned to face him, placing both her hands in his. It was an intimate pose, but right now, she was far more focused on protecting all of them, and she started to repeat the words along with Hunter. She could feel the protection spells slide into place around the room before stretching out to encompass the property. Despite the extra security, she didn’t feel particularly secure. “How did it get us there?”

“I don’t know, but I’m afraid it could pull us out of anywhere. It was just easier because we were in a room fortified with magic, making whatever that thing was have an easier time finding us.”

Gemini groaned, gathering their attention again. “I’m terrified, but I want to go back.” There was a plaintive note in her tone. “It’s like it’s still drawing me.”

Though she could no longer touch her friend, Meredith rushed over to stand close to her. “Do you think it’s trying to pull you back in right now?”

Gemini closed her eyes, seeming to focus. After a moment, she let out a small exhalation as her eyes opened again. “I don’t think it’s actively trying to pull me in. I think it was just something about whatever that thing was. Something that makes you want to immerse yourself in it.” She shivered, and her gaze reflected fear. “I’m sure that if I gave in to that and immersed myself, I would never be free of it again. Whatever else that thing is, it’s a soul-catcher.”

“I think you’re safe now.” Meredith wasn’t entirely certain she believed that though. She understood exactly what Gemini meant, though she felt it on a far less compelling level. It was a faint awareness that keyed her into whatever had tried to connect with them in that other realm. It was so low-grade that she was able to mostly suppress it, especially considering how it left her feeling uneasy and fearful far more than intrigued or drawn to it.

“Should we stay out of Lucy’s room? We could shut up everything and lock it down with wards.”

“I don’t think that’d do any good.” He came to stand behind her again, casually putting his arm around her waist. She couldn’t tell if it was for support or because he wanted to touch her, or both. “Like I said, I think that thing could take us from anywhere if we let down our guard. You need that room to learn what Lucy was defending this realm against, along with bolstering your magic. I think turning away from it would be a mistake that would only weaken you.”

She looked at him, biting her lip. “You think it’s hunting me?”

He hesitated and then shrugged. “I really don’t know. It took all of us, but was that because we were all targeted, or because we were in your vicinity? Or maybe he wanted Gemini, or perhaps even me.” He gave her a small smile. “I don’t think I’m his type.”

She tilted her head. “His?”

He hesitated for a moment. “I’m not sure why, but it felt masculine to me.”

“I didn’t get that much of a sense of it. It was just compelling.”

Gemini nodded her agreement. “I don’t know anything about what it was except it was powerful and felt old. Very old and hard to withstand.” She shuddered again despite a faintly dreamy look on her face.

“My goodness, are you people going to stay in here all night, or will you greet your guests?” Augusta popped her head through the door, her expression one of disapproval. “How long does it take to close a door?”

Meredith frowned as Lottie drifted through the door, and Augusta followed a moment later. “We were gone.”

Lottie arched a brow. “Gone where?”

In a shaking voice, Gemini explained for the other ghosts what had happened. Meredith saw hints of skepticism in Lottie and Augusta’s faces. “It’s true.”

“It’s not that we don’t believe you, but you were gone less than two minutes.”

“Maybe that’s how long we were in that realm.”

“It felt longer,” said Hunter.

“Timeless,” said Gemini.

Meredith nodded her agreement. “Whether it just felt that way, or it actually is that way, it seemed like a disconnect from our timeline. Like time functioned differently there. It got cold and dark so quickly...”

Before she could say anything else, the doorbell rang. “Great, the guests are right on time.” What would normally be a courtesy was an annoyance at that moment, when she just wanted to sit down and figure out what had happened. 

She wished she could send the people on their way, but it would turn the town completely against her. She was hoping to find at least a few receptive allies among the cliquish people, both because she liked to have friends, and she wanted to make her inn a success.

“You should go greet them,” said Augusta. “They’ve come a long way to socialize with you.”

“Like a few miles,” said Gemini as she rolled her eyes. She seemed to be feeling more like herself again. “It’s not like they trekked from the Himalayas or something, Augusta.”

“Look who’s been watching National Geographic.” Lottie laughed. “Why don’t you tell us more about this place, Gem, and the living can greet the living?” That was a strong hint directed toward Meredith and Hunter.

The doorbell rang again, but she and Hunter had already started that direction. She began by rushing toward the door, but as she got closer, her feet faltered. She leaned against the wall and closed her eyes, taking a deep breath.

When she opened them, Hunter stood in front of her, his body pressed close to hers, but not quite touching. “What’s wrong? Are you sick? Are you feeling the aftereffects of teleportation?”

She hesitated and then shrugged. “I don’t think that’s it. I just feel overwhelmed in general. There is so much riding on tonight, and it’s just the start of everything. Then add in whatever happened back there when we were taken to the glade, and I feel like my head’s whirling. I don’t think I can do this.”

“Take some deep breaths.” As he spoke, Hunter’s arm came around her. A familiar form nudged her leg, and she glanced down to see Duncan standing close to her, laying his head heavily against her thigh. She reached down to pet him, and he stood to his full height, which brought his head more to chest level. She drew strength from the both of them, waiting a minute for the calm to pass over her so she could function.

When the doorbell rang a third time, she was certain she was imagining how impatient it sounded, since the chime hadn’t fundamentally altered, so perhaps she was sensing the emotions of her arriving guests. With a sigh and straightening her shoulders, she stood up from the wall and pushed away from it, brushing against Hunter in the process. 
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