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        “You’ve always had the power, my dear. You just had to learn it for yourself.”

        GLINDA THE GOOD WITCH, THE WIZARD OF OZ
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        They say Satan has a sense of humor. That may explain why my life is such a joke.

        - Gwen Goode, lamenting recent events

      

      

      

      “Whoa. Your aura is so stormy, they’re going to put out a Nor’Easter watch for the entire Eastern Seaboard.”

      The statement greeted me the moment I stepped through the front door of The Gallows, the cafe-slash-bookstore-slash-occult-shop I owned and operated in the heart of downtown Salem, Massachusetts. It was delivered with typical airy nonchalance by Henrietta “Hetti” Charles, the barista-slash-cashier-slash-mystical-hobbyist I’d hired on last spring to help out around the place when the crush of magic-obsessed tourists and latte-nursing locals became too much to handle on my own.

      I took her words in stride, unfazed by either the fact that Hetti claimed to see my aura, or that said aura was supposedly the color of dark clouds. It was barely 9AM and already my day had gone to Hell in a hand-basket. Why in a hand-basket instead of something more time efficient, say, a Maglev train or a Maybach, I had no earthly idea. Then again, I wasn’t an expert on sub-dimensional travel.

      I flipped the CLOSED sign to OPEN before the heavy oak door swung shut at my back with a soft tinkle of bells.

      “Good morning to you too, Hetti.”

      “Oh. Right. Morning.”

      She grinned at me as she came around the espresso bar, but even an uncharacteristic flash of her mega-white teeth could not erase the crease of worry between her furrowed brows — one of which was pierced with a thick silver bolt. Hetti was a goth girl through and through. Not because it was trendy or because ‘90s grunge was making a comeback on red carpets and in glossy magazine spreads. She was genuinely cool, the kind of cool that never aspired to be mainstream.

      She dressed in killer vintage — mostly black — clothes, changed her hair color every other month, and lined her light brown eyes with a hand so heavy, I was surprised she could keep her lids open. If only she could master basic pleasantries instead of constantly insulting our customers, she’d be the perfect employee. Alas, when asked, she was more likely to give a glare and a hair toss than dispense proper directions to the nearby Witch Museum.

      She stopped before me, arms crossed over her chest. Her gaze didn’t focus on my face so much as the space around it, as if she could see something in the air invisible to the naked eye.

      “I hate to break it to you, boss, but you’ve got some seriously bad juju swirling.”

      I heaved a sigh. (A heavy one.) I didn’t strictly believe in auras or juju or witchy woo-woo, but the supernatural was so much a part of the daily fabric of life in Salem that even if you weren’t a true believer, you didn’t let mention of it in casual conversation ruffle your feathers. It was as common to hear about a ghost sighting or otherworldly encounter as it was the daily weather or the score of the most recent Red Sox game.

      “Helloooo. Earth to Gwendolyn. This is your captain speaking.”

      “Sorry.” I jolted, realizing I’d spaced out. “What did you say?”

      “I asked if you were okay.” Hetti gnawed on her bottom lip, smudging her dark purple lipstick. “Are you okay?”

      Was I okay?

      In the past few days, I’d been verbally accosted, physically threatened, kissed, kidnapped, and accused of murder. I’d also been screwed — thoroughly, mind-blowingly, bone-meltingly screwed —  within an inch of my sanity by a man I was ninety-nine-point-nine-nine percent sure I detested with every fiber of my being. On top of that, one of my other employees had gone AWOL, and my half-grown-out bangs were doing an unforgivable flippy-outty thing at the ends that made me curse the day I’d taken the shears to them. (I blamed girl’s night — and the bottle of tequila consumed therein — for hindering my better judgment, along with my best friend Florence, a.k.a. Flo, whose wholly unsound assurances that they’d look quote ‘chic as fuck’ unquote had been an act of domestic terrorism in the sober light of day.)

      So, no.

      I was not okay. I was so not okay, I couldn’t even summon the words to describe the depths of my not-okayness.

      “Not to make your morning worse or anything,” Hetti continued in a hesitant voice, tucking a lock of purple hair behind one ear. “But that detective is here again. He’s waiting for you in your office. And, boss, he does not look happy. His aura is even darker than yours.”

      At this news, I paled as all the blood drained out of my face. I reached out a hand to steady myself against the espresso bar. “Did he say why he’s here?”

      Her voice dropped to a whisper. “No. But…”

      “But what, Hetti?”

      “Well… you know that dead body they found? The one with… uh… the knife through the heart?” Her eyes darted away, unable to meet mine as she reluctantly forced out the rest. “I’m pretty sure they think you’re the one who stuck it there.”

      I couldn’t see my aura, but I was relatively certain it darkened from Impending Nor’easter to Category Five Hurricane on the stormy scale. Hetti took one look at it and scurried behind the espresso bar to hide.

      Hellfire.

      If I actually believed in such things, I’d say I was cursed.
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        Chase my dreams? Honey, I don’t even chase my tequila shots.

        - Gwen Goode, ordering another round

      

      

      

      I noticed the man who stepped through the doors of my shop immediately. Not because he was particularly striking — in fact, he was exceptionally ordinary in every regard, from his rumpled, off-the-rack business suit to the slight paunch of middle age circling his waistline to the scuffs on his season-old loafers. This was not the kind of man who generally commanded the gazes of strangers. And yet, my eyes snapped straight to him.

      It could’ve been because he wasn’t my typical customer. Not that we really had a typical customer. The Gallows drew in an eclectic mix of hipsters (who never bought anything, just hovered in the stacks flipping through our oldest occult texts for hours on end), tourists (who bought everything, all the witchy trinkets they could get their hands on before they blew out of town), university kids (who parked their asses at my small bistro tables to study and sip free coffee refills) and, of course, the rare true believers (who walked straight past the shiny, tourist-trapping baubles to the vintage apothecary cabinets in the back, where we sold herbs and tinctures and all manner of weird, witchy accoutrements that were less trinket, more double-double-toil-and-trouble.)

      The man who stormed through the front entrance with fury in his eyes fit none of those categories. That might’ve caught my attention even if he hadn’t banged inside with such force, it rattled two books off a nearby shelf and sent my pretty brass door-bells clanging like the report of a machine-gun. A pair of college students who’d cozied up to the curved emerald espresso bar, awaiting their turmeric-ginger lattes, nearly ducked for cover, startled by the sudden intrusion into the otherwise tranquil shop.

      Despite its rather macabre name — and incoming irate customer aside — The Gallows was a warm, inviting space. I’d designed it not only to draw you in the door, but urge you to stay awhile. Wander the shelves. Peruse the oddities. The walls not covered by bookshelves or curiosity cabinets I’d painted soothing shades of green. The furnishings were luxe but still comfortable. The high ceilings were a thick, gold patina that matched the espresso machine — which, by the way, had cost a small fortune but looked straight out of an Italian cafe and, thus, was worth every damn penny in my humble opinion. The air smelled like incense and dried herbs and good coffee. Indie music drifted softly from the overhead speakers.

      Totally zen.

      But the man who darkened my doorstep that morning was decidedly un-zen. He did not pause for a pumpkin spice latte or plunk his considerable girth down in one of my comfortable lounge chairs by the window display. He didn’t even look at the window display — which, frankly, peeved me. It had taken hours to get the books suspended midair with invisible fishing-line so they appeared enchanted. He could’ve at least spared a glance, after all that effort.

      Alas, his eyes scanned the cafe area for mere seconds, quickly dismissing Hetti where she stood scowling behind the espresso machine as well as the clusters of coffee drinkers settled on my cushy armchairs and planted on my lustrous, gold-legged high top stools. They glided right over the selection of incense sticks and sage bundles, then down the two mahogany steps that led into the central part of the shop, which housed an ever-changing supply of mystical curiosities, and, finally, locked on something that made them narrow in a seriously unfriendly way.

      That something, regrettably, was little old me.

      How the very sight of me was enough to trigger such a visceral reaction, I hadn’t the faintest idea. As far as I could tell, I wasn’t doing anything inherently offensive. I was simply standing behind a display case, restocking crystals. I did this at least once a week, sometimes more frequently during high season — which it currently was, with Halloween fast approaching. No matter how much I ordered, I could never seem to stock enough amethyst to appease the masses.

      But I digress.

      For a long, suspended moment, the red-faced stranger stood frozen at the threshold, glaring at me across the distance. I entertained a fleeting hope that he was here to see Madame Zelda, my resident psychic — perhaps irked by a reading gone wrong or in need of some emergency psychic counsel. Surely, he didn’t seem the type to let a woman in a turban twice as high as her head with penciled-on eyebrows tell him about his future. Then again…

      Who was I to judge?

      Like I said, The Gallows drew an eclectic crowd, and Madame Zelda catered to many interests. Palm lines. Tarot decks. Hell, I think she even had a crystal ball squirreled away in the small chamber at the very back of the shop where she conducted business.

      As soon as the man’s gaze locked on me, though, I knew it wasn’t Madame Zelda he was after. His eyes were spitting pure fire and, as I watched, the hands at his sides curled into fists. I fought the urge to duck down behind the counter, for the first time in my life lamenting the shop’s cavernous, open-plan layout. Before I could even think about running for cover, he charged in my direction like a bull at a flag-waving matador, shoving aside unsuspecting hipsters in his wake, bumping past my table of New Age bestsellers. And I wasn’t even wearing red! (I rarely did, rosy hues tended to clash with my dark auburn locks.)

      In what seemed like seconds, he’d thundered down the mahogany steps with so much force his bones must’ve rattled, then proceeded to stomp his way past the medley of spooky souvenirs and strange artifacts arranged in the display cases without even pretending to feign interest. When he careened to a stop in front of me, panting for breath and practically quivering with temper, I didn’t even have enough time to greet him with my usual ‘How’s it hanging?’ — admittedly, we enjoyed our gallows humor here at The Gallows —  before he leaned in, planted his beefy hands on my freshly-polished display case, and hissed one short but surprisingly venom-laced word directly into my face.

      “You.”

      I blinked slowly. “Me?”

      The man’s face, already red with rage, seemed to mottle further. This would’ve concerned me, however, I was slightly preoccupied by his hands. See, I’d only just finished cleaning the glass counter top and he was getting smudgy fingerprints all over it. And as much as I hated being accosted by strange men in my place of employment… I really, really hated to Windex.

      “You fucking bitch!”

      Again, I blinked. And, again, I repeated, “Me?”

      I swear, I wasn’t trying to irritate him. I was genuinely curious. Because, hand-to-goddess, I was not a bitch. Seriously. Setting aside my slightly sarcastic streak when annoyed and occasional penchant for retail therapy when overwhelmed, I was a good-time girl. It was right there in the name!

      Gwendolyn Goode.

      I saw the best in people. Even the mean ones. I looked for silver linings, no matter how dark the cloud. I laughed my ass off, frequently. I persevered. I stayed upbeat. I never let the bastards grind me down. I kept my head, heels, and standards high, just like Aunt Colette had taught me, just like Coco Chanel had taught her. People liked me, for the most part. And even if they didn’t… they certainly never stormed into my shop and yelled in my face in front of a crowd of paying customers when I hadn’t done a single thing to deserve it!

      At least, not up to this particular point in my life.

      “You’ve got some nerve, lady,” the man told me, every word choked with fury. Spittle actually flew from his lips, sailing past my face (thankfully) and landing (unthankfully) on my once-pristine glass cabinet top. At this rate, I’d be Windexing for the rest of the morning. “Who the fuck do you think you are?”

      I kept my voice even, my features composed. “I’m Gwendolyn Goode, the owner of this store. But I’m guessing you know that already, judging by the scene you’re causing. Based on the alarming shade of eggplant you’re beginning to turn, I’ll take another wild leap that I’ve done something to offend you.”

      “Don’t play dumb!” He leaned farther across the counter, until his pudgy belly was pressed right up against the glass and his face was mere inches from mine. I held my ground, even as he hissed, “You know exactly what you did, bitch.”

      Again with the bitch business. Jeeze, could he at least come up with a new insult? This was getting repetitive.

      Distantly, I heard the sound of bells ringing as the front door of the shop opened and closed again — an accompaniment to fleeing customers, no doubt. I didn’t blame them. This unfolding unpleasantness didn’t really jive with the chill vibes my decor promised.

      Not everyone was fleeing, though. Behind the man I could sense a gathering crowd of curious onlookers drawn in by the drama, pretending to browse books on the shelves closest to the stairs. I’d bet my last dollar that Hetti was amongst them, leaving our espresso bar unmanned, but I did not glance over to check for her colorful hair in the crush. I did not shift my focus from the angry man’s face. Nor did I raise my voice above the most congenial of pitches as I set down the crystal I belatedly realized I was still holding and clasped my hands together in front of me with a placidness that seemed to piss him off immeasurably.

      “The thing is, sir, I can’t recall ever, not even once, seeing you before,” I informed him. “Nor can I recall dinging your car with my door or stealing a package off your front porch or cutting you in the grocery store line or spitting gum in what little hair you’ve got left on your head.” I allowed my eyes to drift up to his bald spot for a brief interlude before continuing. “As far as I know, my conscience is clear, my karma is good. According to my quasi-psychic barista, even my damn chakras are balanced. So, you’re going to have to find some words to explain yourself. Preferably ones that don’t involve any more profanity. Because while I personally am not offended by you calling me a fucking bitch, repeatedly, at the top of your voice…” My eyes narrowed a shade and my tone cooled significantly. “I’d hate for anyone watching to get the wrong idea and think you’re actually succeeding in this adorable little show of intimidation you’re putting on here.”

      What? I said I was a good-time girl. I never said I was a pushover.

      “My wife,” the man gritted out.

      “Someone married you?”

      Ignoring my barb, he reached into his suit pocket, pulled out a small bottle, and slammed it down on the counter with such vigor, I was surprised the glass didn’t shatter. “You sold her this!”

      For a moment, we both stared at the bottle. I knew immediately that he wasn’t mistaken. It was, in fact, from my shop. From this very section of the shop, in a tall apothecary cabinet just a few steps away.

      I tended to stock a little bit of everything, from healing crystals to incense burners to ritualistic ceremonial tools dating back centuries. Glass-doored cabinets held a vast array of bottles. There were tinctures to treat common cuts and scrapes on one shelf. (Surprisingly effective!) Pre-mixed potions to hex a nasty ex on another. (Disappointingly ineffective.) Essential oils and bundled herbs. Vials of strange things like Graveyard Dirt and Eye of Newt and Raven’s Feather and Bone Shard that I would’ve rather hurled myself into the sun than unstopper voluntarily, but nevertheless moved off the shelves and into the hands of eager customers with alarming regularity.

      The bottle in question was of this same ilk. On the front, in fine calligraphy, on one of the gorgeous textured labels I had custom-made by a local printer, it said JILTED JUICE. I knew, if I looked at the back, it would instruct in much smaller typeface: To cripple cheating tendencies, apply two drops daily to the undergarments of the unfaithful. Should the occasion to stray ever arise… his staff will not follow suit. [For best results, use at night before bed.]

      Understanding dawned swiftly.

      “Oh,” I said softly. “That.”

      “Yes,” the man returned not-so-softly. “That!”

      My eyes sailed up to meet his. For the first time, I noticed they were red-rimmed. Not with anger. More like he’d been up all night or spent the last few hours weeping.

      Huh.

      “Sir, I’m still not sure how this concerns me.”

      “What do you mean?” He tensed visibly. “You sold this to my wife! Do you deny it?”

      “No, I don’t deny it.”

      “Then you know why I’m here!”

      “On the contrary, I have no earthly idea.”

      His voice, already shrill, rose to a truly piercing decibel. “You sold my wife this… This… Jilted Juice!” His face reddened further, this time from a hint of embarrassment in addition to the coursing anger. “And now, whenever I go to….”

      “Perform?” I supplied sweetly.

      “Yes! Perform!” He swallowed hard. “I can’t.”

      “Oh.”

      “Don’t just stand there saying ‘Oh’, you ruinous whore!” He snapped. At the very least, he’d found a new insult. I was looking on the bight side. “Fix it!”

      “I’m not sure how, exactly, you’d like me to fix your marriage.” I shrugged. “I might suggest, as a starter course, that you stop cheating on your spouse. Then she likely won’t feel the urge to wander into shops like mine in search of… more drastic measures.”

      “I’m not talking about fixing my marriage!” he snarled. “I’m talking about my…”

      “Equipment?” I supplied again, no less sweetly.

      His teeth clenched. He did not respond — he didn’t seem able to speak at that moment, so thick was his fury — except for a shallow nod of assent.

      “I’m afraid I can’t fix you, sir.” I tilted my head as I eyed him. “Judging by your anger issues, not to mention your apparent infidelity problems, I’m guessing only a licensed psychiatric professional can do that.”

      “You’re going to fix me. So help me, you will. If you don’t…” He leaned over the counter, vengeance in his eyes. “You will regret it.”

      “Sir, I’d like you to leave now.”

      “I’m not going anywhere, bitch.”

      We were back to bitch again.

      “Well, unless you’re here to buy something, you can’t stay.” I paused a beat. “You wouldn’t perchance be interested in a piece of citrine? It’s supposed to boost confidence and positivity which, honestly, it seems like you could use right about now.”

      I wasn’t about to squander a potential sale. And, to be candid, I really needed to unload the citrine. Two full boxes had been collecting dust in the storeroom for months. I’d have to find a creative use for them — perhaps passed into the hands of future shoppers with a BOGO promotion. (Buy-One-Get-One-Urine-Yellow-Rock-Free! All sales final.)

      Shockingly, the man did not seem tempted by my offer. His expression darkened and his voice grew almost desperate. “You’ve cursed me! This spell of yours has ruined my life. And if you don’t undo it, I’m going to ruin yours.”

      I snorted. I couldn’t help it. “Spell? Are you serious? I don’t cast spells.”

      “Then what do you call that?”

      He jerked his chin toward the bottle. He seemed unwilling to touch it again, as if doing so would somehow unleash even more dastardly consequences upon his manhood. Which was hilarious, seeing as the bottle held nothing but water with a few drops of marjoram essential oil, a sprig of rosemary, and a teeny, tiny shake of itching powder. A concoction that smelled divine — and, okay, I admit, may cause minor crotch-itch in one’s cheating spouse — but by no means would keep a man’s flag at half-mast.

      “Um…” I shrugged lightly and contemplated his question. “A holistic approach to incentivize monogamy?”

      “Don’t be cute with me.”

      “You think I’m cute? Aw! That’s good to hear. I’ve been really struggling with my bangs, you see, they’re still growing out⁠—”

      “Shut the fuck up! God! You fucking women. Goddamn fucking women. You all think think you can just waltz through life without any consequences.  That you can toy with a man’s…” He shook his head vigorously. “I’m telling you right now, there will be repercussions for this. I’ll make you regret you ever opened up shop. I’ll make you regret you ever breathed, bitch!”

      Despite my outward composure, I did in fact have a threshold for being insulted and threatened — and I was approaching it.

      Rapidly.

      “Sir, while I do sympathize with your… lack of lift-off… like I said before, there’s nothing I can do for you. Seeing as you aren’t a paying customer and I’ve asked you to leave, you are now technically trespassing here. If you don’t turn your tail around and walk out that door like the almighty goddess Gloria Gaynor advises… we’re going to have a problem.”

      He absorbed this in silence for a few seconds, holding his breath. His face, already eggplant-purple, went plum. Then his beefy hand lifted and his finger was right in my face, an inch from my nose, waggling with menace. “I want to speak to your manager!”

      “I’m the owner. You’ve already reached the top of the totem pole, I’m afraid.”

      “Then I’ll call the police!”

      “And tell them what?” I tried, I really did, but in the end I could not quite contain my bemused smile. “That you cheated on your wife so she went to an occult shop and bought a magical potion to wet your wick?” I waved my hands in the air in what I hoped was a witchy way. “A purchase she made, might I add, of her own free will, from an upstanding, tax-paying business owner — that would be me — who you then threatened, unprovoked, in full view of a dozen witnesses, at her place of business?” My lips pursed. “Oh, yes. I’m sure our local PD will be just tripping over themselves to help you, sir.”

      He blew out a ragged breath. While I spoke, his eyes had glossed over with what looked like real, actual tears. If he were even slightly less of an asshole, I might’ve felt sorry for him. As things stood, though, I was beginning to think his wife should’ve gone straight for the CHEATER’S KARMA bottle instead of the more mild JILTED JUICE she’d opted to begin with.

      “Please leave, sir,” I requested yet again, my voice as thin as my patience. “Now.”

      He was silent for another long stretch, then burst out, “You don’t understand! Before this, I never had a problem! Never! I was a dynamo! Women begged for it! I had stamina you wouldn’t believe! I could go for hours, every time! All night long! I rocked worlds! I brought down the house! But… over the past few weeks…. out of nowhere…” He pressed his eyes tightly closed for a long beat, as if not wanting to even think about what he’d endured. “I thought something was seriously wrong with me. Then, I found this jar in her bedside table. And I knew. I knew! It wasn’t me, it was this! It was you!”

      My eyes flickered down to his paunch, then slowly traversed back up to his face. Holding his gaze, I allowed my nose to scrunch in disbelief.

      “A dynamo, sir? Really?”

      In retrospect, it likely wasn’t my smartest move to throw gasoline on the fire of his already-raging temper. But my smarts apparently took a hike along with my sense of self-preservation right around the time the fourth bitch shot out of his snarling mouth.

      There was a moment of total silence in the aftermath of my soft, incredulous blow. I simply stood there, smiling the placid customer-service smile I’d perfected years ago, watching my words make impact. He physically flinched back, as if I’d hit him, and then began to breathe so heavily he was almost panting. His face and neck mottled. His eyes narrowed to pinpricks. While actual steam was not yet leaking from his ears, I thought there was a solid chance his head was going to explode.

      Unfortunately, in lieu of a Chernobyl-level meltdown, he opted for retribution. He lunged at me across the display case, his beefy hands headed directly for my throat, no doubt with firm intentions to wring it. I sucked in a sharp, startled breath. I had to give him credit — for such a large man, he was rather nimble. Even if I’d been prepared for him to follow through on the violent promise in his eyes, I was penned in behind the counter with nowhere to run. He was twice my size, not to mention twice as angry. When he came at me, the only thought in my head was, ‘Thank goodness there are so many people around to witness this ass-whooping, they’ll be able to call the ambulance quickly!’

      But the ass-whooping never arrived.

      One second, the man was lunging at me across the counter. The next, something tagged him around the collar and yanked him backward with such force, he sailed through the air like a puppet on strings.

      What on earth?

      It took my reeling mind a moment to realize that the something locked around the man’s rumpled collar was a large, tanned, masculine hand. And that hand was connected to a thick, equally tanned, muscular forearm. I followed the corded veins of that forearm up past the rolled cuff of a black button-down shirt, over the curves of a bicep straining the fabric, along the broad seam of a shoulder, all the way to the column of a throat that peeked out of a collar with the top two buttons left undone.

      As I watched, the Adam’s apple in that throat bobbed up and down in a rough swallow. This bob immediately preceded a deep, rasping voice that made my would-be attacker — who, I couldn’t help but notice, looked just as bewildered as I did by this sudden shift in circumstances — go paler than the nightgown of a sickly Victorian child.

      “I believe the lady asked you to leave.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Some people fight their inner demons. Mine mostly just want to cuddle.

        - Gwen Goode, reflecting inwardly

      

      

      

      At the sound of that voice, I went totally still.

      Not because he called me a lady — a classification which, even if I’d been wearing my chicest pair of calf leather Louboutin boots with the spiked heel, would require a Gumbi-level stretch of the imagination. Not because he delivered his terse command with such bone-chilling authority, in a rumbling octave that clearly stated, I-am-not-fucking-around-here-so-don’t-test-me-motherfucker.

      No.

      I went still because I knew that voice. I’d heard it before and, as it did every time, hearing it set my teeth on edge. Because that voice belonged to the one, the only, the insufferable…

      Graham Graves.

      A man I disliked with a startling amount of vehemence. A man I’d go so far as to say I despised, if you caught me at the wrong moment. (And this, it must be said, was about as wrong a moment as you could catch me.)

      “Graves,” I managed to bleat after a few seconds of shocked silence.

      His green eyes sliced to mine. Goosebumps broke out on my arms as they slid over my face, sharp as a razor blade.

      “Miss Goode,” he rumbled back.

      Hellfire.

      My teeth sank into my bottom lip as the effects of those two little words in that rich timbre stole through me. Annoying as I found Graham, there was something about his voice —  that damned, deep, rasping voice — that got under my skin. Pushing away the irrational reaction, I focused instead on the simmering dislike that swelled inside me at the sight of his — it must be said — annoyingly attractive face. Freakishly chiseled jaw, high cheekbones, dark brows, straight nose. He looked like he belonged on the cover of Men’s Health, not standing in an occult shop with his iron-like grip on the collar of a squirming jerk hellbent on exacting revenge against me.

      It had been a few months since I’d seen him — mostly because I’d been actively avoiding his presence. Not an altogether easy feat, I might add, seeing as my best friend Florence was currently head over heels in love with his best friend Desmond. This meant, even if I wanted to avoid Graham completely — and, trust me, I wanted to, I really freaking wanted to — I was strong-armed into spending time with the man far more frequently than was ideal. (The ideal frequency being never, for the record.)

      Our gazes held for a prolonged beat. I wondered if my eyes were as wide as they felt on my face. I wondered if my expression conveyed my shock at seeing him there, in my store, mere feet away from me. He’d never been here, not in the two years since I started running things, and almost certainly not in the three decades my aunt ran it before me.

      “Um,” I breathed, swallowing hard. “What are you…”

      I trailed off stupidly. I had no idea what to say to him in this situation. Not that I ever had an idea what to say to him in any situation, seeing as I avoided situations that included him at all costs. With effort, I smoothed my features into a look of composure I’d spent years honing. My patented Ice Queen look. I’d been using it with the customer while he was causing a scene, but it had slipped a bit at Graham’s unexpected interruption.

      Graham’s face, I noted, was carefully blank. He didn’t seem to be exerting any effort at all in holding onto the seething man thrashing against his hold like a misbehaving toddler in need of parental restraint.

      “Let go of me!” The man hissed. If he’d been angry before, he was full-on enraged now. Teeth snapping with each word, eye whites flashing like a feral animal that knows its been cornered by a far stronger predator. “I mean it! This is harassment! I’ll sue you!”

      I opened my mouth to speak, but Graham beat me to it. His tone was level, his annoyance tightly-leashed. “Like I said before, she asked you to leave. She did it nicely. You didn’t listen. That means it’s my turn and I’m not asking, I’m telling. You may think I’m doing it not-so-nicely but…” He paused and his grip tightened on the suit collar until the man’s tie knot was pulled up against his windpipe, constricting his flow of oxygen. The rest of Graham’s body stayed stock-still as he did this, but I watched the muscles in his extended forearm flex beneath the skin and knew he was applying considerable pressure.

      “Trust me,” he continued lowly. “You don’t want to see my not-so-nice side.”

      The customer, already pale, went even paler. I couldn’t tell if this was due to the lack of air in his lungs or the fact that this was no idle threat. Graham Graves didn’t do idle threats. He didn’t do idle, period. He was a man of action. He was brawn and brash. (And bothersome, but that was neither here nor there at this particular juncture.)

      “Um,” I whispered again, thinking I should probably interject.

      Graham talked right over me. (See? Bothersome.) “You’re going to leave this establishment and you aren’t going to come back. Not today, not tomorrow, not ever. Am I clear?” he asked. His tone was still level, his control over his emotions as firm as his grip. But I knew, deep down, he was impatient because he gave the man a slight shake when he failed to agree instantly. “Nod if you understand.”

      The man, who was beginning to panic, did as he was bidden, nodding a frantic assent. As soon as he did, Graham released him. The man fell forward, doubling over with his hands clutching the countertop for support — guaranteeing more Windex in my immediate future.

      Fabulous.

      I didn’t even have time to properly lament this eventuality aloud. The man gulped in three ragged breaths, straightened, shot me one last withering glare, skirted a wide path around Graham, and high-tailed it up the stairs toward the exit without another word.

      Leaving me alone with Graham.

      Precisely where I did not want to be.

      Over the past few years, I’d made an art out of avoiding his existence, even when we crossed paths at one of Flo and Des’s dinner parties or found ourselves sitting in the same booth during a night out at The Witches Brew. I’d become a certified expert in ignoring him — even when I felt the weight of his piercing green eyes on my face across the table or the heat of his body pressing protectively close to mine in the crowd whenever Flo and I stumbled out onto the dance floor to scream the lyrics of our favorite cover songs after a few too many rounds, his broad frame blocking us from the tidal sweep of gyrating townies. (And trust me, those eyes were not always easy to ignore. The body was even harder, seeing as it had approximately zero percent body fat and more muscles than Michelangelo himself could feasibly sculpt.)

      I wasn’t blind. Nor was I immune to the fact that Graham Graves was one seriously attractive man. But beneath the chiseled face and sculpted body lay a cruel heart and an even crueler tongue — one I’d felt the biting lash of two years ago, and had no desire to be on the receiving end of ever again, so long as I lived, thank you very much.

      Bracing myself, I forced my eyes from the front door as it slammed shut behind the jerk-off, past the gathered crowd of curious onlookers — Hetti amongst them — and, finally, to the glowering man towering before me. Braced or not, it took effort not to physically react when our gazes met. His, as always, hit me like a sucker punch to the gut.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked, pleased when my voice came out steady, instead of shaken.

      “What am I doing here?”

      “That’s what I asked.”

      One dark brow arched upward. “Is there a thank you buried somewhere under all that ice you’re blasting my way?”

      “Depends. Is there an explanation for your presence buried somewhere under all that entitlement you’re cloaked in?”

      His eyes flashed. “Two words.”

      “Pardon?”

      “Two words,” he repeated, leaning forward an inch. “Thank and you. Go on, try them out. You can even tack my name on at the end, if you feel like going for extra credit.”

      “You’re joking.”

      He said nothing.

      “You must be joking.”

      Still, nothing. After a moment, I realized he was waiting for his thank you. Waiting like it was a foregone conclusion. And the way he was waiting — brow arched, arms crossed, boots planted — dripped with so much arrogance, it made my teeth grind together.

      Totally… freaking… bothersome!

      “I didn’t ask for your help,” I declared in a haughty tone, not entirely sure why I was being so haughty but unable to stop myself. Honestly, I should be thanking him. He had saved my ass from the angry jerk. But when it came to Graham, things like logic and manners flew right out the window. “Therefore,” I continued, even haughtier than before, “I don’t owe you a thank you.”

      “You don’t want to thank me verbally, that’s fine. We can work something else out. Clear your debt more creatively.”

      I tilted my head, totally unsure what that meant. “Pardon?”

      “Something wrong with your hearing?”

      “No.”

      “So, you get me.”

      “Graham,” I said with so much fake sweetness, I was thinking of changing my middle name to Aspartame. “I have never, not once, ever gotten you.”

      He studied my face for a long beat. “Uh huh.”

      “Uh huh, what?”

      He did not deign to clarify.

      I looked at him a bit more closely. His hair was longer than I remembered, the thick dark strands curling around his shirt collar. I doubted he’d had it cut since our paths last crossed several months ago, at the backyard barbecue Flo and Des hosted on the Fourth of July. I’d tried to stay far, far from his vicinity all day, but every time I turned around he seemed to be there — reaching for another beer in the cooler at the same time I did, coming up behind me in the kitchen when I was refilling a bowl of tortilla chips, brushing uncomfortably close to me when I exited the bathroom and found him waiting his turn in the narrow hallway. The harder I tried to escape him, the more the universe seemed to push him in my direction.

      How annoying was that?

      “Whatever,” I muttered, returning my focus to the present. “You’re clearly delusional.”

      Graham shot a pointed look at the bottle of Jilted Juice on the countertop, then smirked. “Yes. That’s it. You run a business selling magic potions and I’m the delusional one.”

      “Feel free to leave if my shop offends you.” I paused. “Seriously. Go on. Leave.”

      “Is that any way to treat someone who just saved your ass?”

      “I had it well in hand.”

      “Did you?” His other brow arched to join its mate. “Looked to me like he was about to wring your neck.”

      “Looks can be deceiving,” I bluffed. The man was totally about to wring my neck and likely would’ve without Graham’s intervention. Not that I was about to admit it.

      “I suppose you were ready to whip out a magic wand to keep him at bay.”

      “Funny,” I snapped.

      “Defensive ward?”

      I glared at him.

      He grinned. It was an annoyingly good grin. “Rune of protection?”

      “You know, for someone who claims to hate the supernatural, you sure know a lot about it.”

      He rolled right past that comment. “Let me guess, you were going to jab a crystal in his eye socket.”

      “That’s one way to get rid of the citrine,” I said under my breath.

      “What was that?”

      “Nothing.” My eyes narrowed. “Pray tell, is there a reason for this visit?”

      “Maybe I just wanted to see you, Glinda.”

      “Gwendolyn.” The correction came out in a low, vicious bite. His nickname for me, inspired by The Wizard of Oz, was neither cute nor funny. Especially not the way he always said it. (Read: mockingly.) “My name is Gwendolyn. Or Gwen, to my friends.” I paused. “You can call me Gwendolyn.”

      His grin widened. His teeth were very white against his tan and very, very straight. His amusement seemed to expand in direct proportion to my annoyance. And the more amused he appeared, the more my annoyance grew. Such was the way of our strange, adversarial acquaintance.

      “Are you ever going to tell me why you’re here or are we going to stand around taking in circles all day?” I crossed my arms over my chest. “I have things to do.”

      His gaze dropped, tracking my arm movement, and stayed there. Awareness seared through me. I didn’t need to look down to know that the silky material of my blouse was now pulled tight against my chest, an unintentional consequence of my uppity posturing. I quickly dropped my hands and curled them into fists at my sides instead.

      When Graham’s eyes slid — with excruciating slowness — back up to mine, I sucked in a breath at the banked heat in their depths. So much heat, there was not one single trace of the ice I usually saw there.

      Um.

      What?

      He’d never looked at me like that before. It rattled me. Which, I figured, was precisely his intention. A new tactic in our never-ending war of attrition. He was trying to throw me off balance and, damn it to hell, it was working. Digging my fingernails into my palms, I swallowed hard and summoned icy composure.

      “Fine. Stand there, I can’t stop you. Peruse the crystals. I recommend the citrine, if you’re in the market.” My voice dropped to a low mutter he couldn’t hear. “Shove it up your ass for maximum potency.”

      I turned my back on him, directing my attention at the open box of amethyst I’d been restocking before my morning went completely off the rails. This was a mistake, I learned half a heartbeat later. Because as soon as I looked away from him, Graham used the opportunity to close the distance between us, walking right around the display case to my side — as in, the staff-only side — and leaning a hip against it. His forearm came down to rest on the countertop. His strong fingers splayed out on the glass surface.

      I blinked down at them.

      His hands, I couldn’t help but notice, were large, the skin bronze from time spent outdoors and, I’d bet my last dollar, rough from use. I didn’t know what Graham did in his spare time — I did not want to know, the less I knew the better, so far as I was concerned — but it wasn’t hard to imagine him chopping logs or stacking firewood or repelling down cliffs. He was the outdoorsy type. He probably took his girlfriends camping. Real camping, as in sleep-on-a-bed-of-rock, build-your-own-fire, wipe-your-ass-with-wet-leaves camping. Not my version of camping, which only happened in a luxurious platformed yurt with WiFi access, a nearby hot spring, and a full menu of spa treatments. (Better known as glamping. Flo and I had spent a weekend doing exactly that at a retreat in the Berkshire Mountains last spring and it was, no-holds-barred, the most blissful weekend of my life.)

      Graham’s hands didn’t look like he glamped. Graham’s hands looked like… I forced myself to stop looking at Graham’s hands before I started picturing them doing other insane things unrelated to the great outdoors. My eyes shifted to the denim-clad thigh he had pressed up against my display case. I stared at it for a long beat before I managed to force my eyes upward.

      He was watching me, his eyes alert, and, it must be said, their startling green shade was even more of a sucker-punch from this proximity.

      “Um,” I said, rattled by the fact that he was standing on my side of the counter, with only the box at our feet to separate us. “You can’t be over here.”

      He said not a word.

      “Seriously. Staff only.”

      Still nothing.

      “You’re smudging up my counter,” I said, trying a new tactic.

      His eyes flickered down to his hand, splayed across my glass, for a brief second before returning to mine. Otherwise, there was no movement.

      “It’s already totally smudgy from that guy. I’m going to be Windexing until I’m ninety.”

      A low sound of exasperation rattled in his chest as he pushed off my counter, straightened to full height, and crossed his arms over his chest. “We need to talk.”

      I blinked. “Pardon?”

      “Talk. You. Me.” He glanced over his shoulder at the front section of the shop, where several customers were still milling around the shelves, pretending to read book descriptions while, in actuality, straining to eavesdrop on every word of our conversation. “Not here.”

      “We don’t have anything to talk about.”

      “Wrong.”

      “Look, if you want a thank you so bad, I’ll say it! If that’s what it takes to make you leave.”

      “Come to think of it, you might want to hold off on the gratitude. Doubt you’ll be thanking me after you learn why I’m here, Glinda.”

      “Gwendolyn.”

      “Sure.”

      “What does that mean, I won’t be thanking you?” I asked, belatedly processing his odd statement.

      “Told you already, we’ll talk about this somewhere private.”

      “You know what? Forget it. I’ve changed my mind. I don’t care why you’re here. I don’t want to know.”

      “May not want to, but you need to all the same.”

      “I’m not listening to this anymore,” I announced, bending to grab the box of amethyst, then whipping around and walking the length of the display case, toward the back of the shop. Madame Zelda’s space was dark, her curtain pulled wide with a braided gold rope, seeing as the fortune teller had not yet arrived for the day. (This was not inherently strange — she made her own hours, came and went as she pleased — but later, when I looked back, would be the first clue that something was amiss in the small empire over which I ruled with, if not an iron fist, then at least an impeccably accessorized one.)

      Two doors were embedded in the mossy green walls on either side of Zelda’s space — one led to a small bathroom for customers, the other to our storage room. I headed for the latter, tilting the box of crystals against my chest as I fumbled one-handed for the knob.

      “Goodbye, Graves,” I called, just before I stepped inside, letting the door swing shut behind me.

      Except, it didn’t swing shut. A large hand shot out and caught hold of it before it could click into the latch. I whipped around to see Graham hot on my heels, a mere pace behind me. How he moved such a hulking frame in total silence across my creaky, historical hardwood, I could not begin to fathom. Especially not when he shoved the door wide and followed me inside.

      He followed me inside!

      “What are you doing?” I half-screeched.

      “Talking to you somewhere private,” he said, like it should be obvious.

      Hellfire!

      I backpedaled away from him, feeling my pulse spike as he stalked me deeper into the storeroom. As he did this, his eyes never left my face. In the dark, they seemed to glitter with emotion — what sort of emotion, I didn’t know. I didn’t want to know.

      Unfortunately for me…

      I was pretty certain I was about to find out.
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        If he’s such a crafty devil, why doesn’t he own a hot glue gun?

        - Gwen Goode, attempting at-home DIY

      

      

      

      The thing you have to understand about Graham and me is… it wasn’t always this way between us. I didn’t always hate him. In fact, there was a time when the things I felt for him were something more akin to the sensation you get when you haven’t eaten all day and you see the waiter coming toward your table with your entree held aloft.

      Pure, unadulterated, mouthwatering hunger.

      So how, you ask, did we get here? To the land of verbal sparring and icy smalltalk and mocking nicknames? Well, it’s kind of a long story. And to properly tell it, I have to take you back. Way back. As in, fourteen years back, to the summer I turned ten.

      It was school break and, as usual, I was staying in Salem with Aunt Colette — a much-needed hiatus from the existence Mom and I were eking out in a colorless town just off the New Jersey turnpike, where the closest thing to ethnic food for twenty miles in any direction was an understaffed Taco Bell.

      Thankfully, Aunt Colette’s house in Salem was nothing like our trailer. And Aunt Colette was nothing like Mom. She didn’t ignore me or stare at me with ill-concealed resentment just for having the audacity to exist. In fact, Aunt Colette actually seemed to enjoy having me around — taking me to restaurants, cooking me dinners, letting me shadow her at The Gallows during business hours. I spent more rainy days curled up in the stacks flipping through occult texts than I could count.

      Sunny days, however, were a different story.

      When the skies were clear and the temperatures were soaring toward triple digits, I’d ride my bike across town to Winter Island, the small peninsula that jutted out into the Atlantic on the east side of town, as fast as my feet could work the pedals. By the time I got there, I’d be a sweaty mess — panting for air, windswept auburn curls blown out to there around my head with odd indentations at the crown courtesy of my sparkly pink helmet, my bathing suit in a serious wedgie from the narrow bike seat.

      At ten, this did not particularly faze me. I was still trapped in that lovely un-self-conscious state of late childhood, just before puberty hits and saddles you with several excruciating teenage years of body dysmorphia, hormonal acne, PMS, and boy troubles. But even if I’d been old enough to realize my hair was out to there and my over-exerted face was a beet-red hue that seriously clashed with my messy locks, I probably wouldn’t have cared. Because my attentions were fixed, with absolute focus, on the boy lazing in the lifeguard tower.

      I’d told Aunt Colette I wanted to expand my growing seashell collection. The truth is, I didn’t give two dingbats about seashells. Not since my first visit to the beach, anyway. Because as soon as I clapped eyes on that earthbound angel wearing a bright red bathing suit with white lettering, my bike rides to the beach had a far different motivation driving them.

      He was, quite simply, the most beautiful boy my ten-year-old eyes had ever beheld. Several years older than me, at least fifteen or sixteen, with a head of dark, lush, slightly wavy hair that was just a shade too long, curling around his ears, nearly brushing his broad, sun-bronzed shoulders. His eyes were concealed behind a pair of shades when he was on duty, but even through his dark lenses I could tell they were always scanning the sand, watching the water for trouble. His chest was bare, displaying a rippled wall of abdominal muscle that tapered in the shape of the letter “V” at his chiseled hipbones. (That v-cut frame would go on to become the subject of much female interest by the time summer slipped away.)

      But at the very beginning, he was all mine. My little secret. In early June, the weather wasn’t quite warm enough to draw in the crowds, camping season wasn’t yet in full-swing, leaving most of the sites at the water’s edge empty, and I was often the only beachgoer on weekday afternoons. I’d scan for seashells, looking for sand dollars, determined to find a perfect one without any chips or cracks, and bring it home to Mom in September. Maybe, if I brought a gift, she’d actually be excited to see me for once.

      I walked near the shallows, where the waves kissed the shore, eyes downcast, searching for that elusive specimen. Such was my determination, I didn’t notice the urchin hidden in a clump of seaweed until it was too late. I stepped down on it with bare feet and the spines shot straight through my sole, piercing my skin like a dozen razor-sharp needles.

      I yowled at the top of my lungs, falling to the sand and clutching my foot as tears leaked from my eyes in an unstoppable torrent. It hurt, hellfire, it hurt more than anything I’d ever experienced in my whole, entire life, including the time Mom’s idiot boyfriend slammed my fingers in the car door and the other time Mom’s other idiot boyfriend dropped a frying pan on my toe. And as I sat there in the sand, sobbing myself ragged, trying to work up the courage to pull those spines out of my foot or, at the very least, hop my way back to my bicycle and figure out how to pedal home one-footed… that’s when I first heard it.

      That voice.

      His voice.

      “Hey! Are you all right?”

      I craned my neck back, blinking against the bright sunshine, and his face swam into focus. The sob caught in my throat as air halted in my lungs. Distantly, I felt the throbbing pain in my foot, the burning agony of the spines still embedded in my flesh, but I swear in that moment, I didn’t even process it. That face, up close, without shades to obscure it, had commandeered every one of my senses.

      And what a face it was.

      Dark brows, furrowed together as he examined me. Straight nose, high cheekbones, and a firm, square jaw. His eyes locked on mine and I saw they were a startling shade of green, almost jade, and feathered by dark, thick lashes. They slid away far too soon for my liking and locked on the foot I was still clutching tight, my knee bent inward at an unnatural angle as I pulled it toward my chest.

      “Shit,” he clipped, exhaling sharply. “You’re not all right.”

      I shook my head. Tears were still streaming from my eyes and my nose was beginning to run. “I st-st-stepped,” I hiccuped. “On an ur-ur-”

      “Sea urchin. Nasty little buggers.”

      Before I could say anything else, he dropped down in the sand before me, his knees hitting the beach mere inches away. His eyes slid back to mine for a moment as he took hold of my knobby-kneed leg and gently twisted it to get a better look. I tried very hard to hold still, but I was shaking. From the pain, yes, but also from the sheer emotional overload my body was experiencing as this beautiful, fallen-angel of a boy in his bright red bathing suit held my foot up to his face, examining the bottom with acute concentration.

      “It’s not so bad,” he told me in a steady tone that instantly made me feel calmer. “Most of the spines didn’t lodge. There are a few in there still, but they’re shallow. Tweezers should do the trick. We’ll have you back on your feet in no time.”

      I sniffled indelicately. I would’ve done it delicately, but there was too much snot leaking out my nose to be delicate. “Okay.”

      He looked at me, his face serious. “It must hurt.”

      My bottom lip was quivering, as was my voice when I whimpered, “Not too bad.”

      “Uh huh,” was all he said, like he didn’t believe me in the slightest — I blamed the snot, it was very hard to be credible with that much snot leaking from one’s nose — and I noticed one of those dark brows arched upward as he lowered my foot back to the sand. For a moment, I thought he was going to leave me there to my own devices, but instead he did something that astonished me. He leaned forward, hooked his muscular arms around me — one behind my back, the other looped under my knobby knees — and rose to his feet with me cradled against his chest. Then, he looked down at me, stared straight into my tear-glazed eyes, and said something I’d never forget.

      “I got you, Firecracker.”

      And he did.

      He had me.

      He brought me to the lifeguard tower — not to the top seat but to a smaller bench at ground level around the back side, setting me down like I weighed no more than a feather. I worked to regulate my breathing and get my tears under control as he retrieved his first aid box from somewhere out of sight. I’d managed to rein in the worst of the snot by the time he returned to me.

      Once I was settled, he flipped open his kit, knelt in the sand, and took my foot in his large, steady grip. It looked very small and pale in his hands. I watched him, wary at what was to come, but he didn’t hesitate as he wielded the stainless steel tweezers, not even for a second, moving with a self-assurance that belied his years.

      I flinched each time he yanked one of the six — yes, six — spines from the soft arch of my foot, but managed not to make a single sound of protest. Not a sob. Not a wail. Not even a wince.

      Despite this, he could tell I was suffering. I knew he could tell because, each time he pulled out a spine, he’d purse his lips and blow a soft stream of air onto the small wound it left behind, which was oddly soothing and somehow made me forget all about the sting of pain.

      In what felt like a blink of the eye, he’d extracted them all with ease, like it was something he’d done a thousand times. Then, with a tenderness I’d never before been on the receiving end of from a single living soul — surely not a cool-as-heck, teenage boy, and absolutely not a cool-as-heck Lifeguard God such as himself — he applied a bit of gooey, translucent antibiotic ointment to the shallow punctures using a flat wooden applicator and wrapped up my foot with a long strip of gauzy, white bandage. He did this in silence, completely focused on his task.

      “That should do it,” he muttered, taping off the gauze. His eyes flashed up to mine and, once again, I noticed how sharply, starkly green they were. Mine were green, too, but they were a pale tea hue. Not like his. I didn’t know the name of his particular color — somewhere between emerald and evergreen on the color scale — but it was, I decided instantly, my new favorite.

      “You here alone?” he asked.

      I nodded. It was not unusual for me to be out on my own. Aunt Colette was a free-wheeling, former hippie chick turned moderately-successful occult shop owner. As such, she did not only let me wander on my own, she openly encouraged it.

      Can’t taste the world through a sheet of glass, honey. Get on out in it. Try every flavor it has to offer.

      “Someone drop you off?”

      I shook my head.

      His lips twitched. “You fly here on a broomstick or something?”

      I stared at him, neither nodding or shaking, not knowing how to respond when a cool-as-heck Lifeguard God with gorgeous green eyes and thick, dark lashes was teasing me. Like we were friends or something. Like this was normal when the truth was, I’d never talked to a boy in my life, except the stupid ones in my homeroom class back in New Jersey. And they didn’t look like the LG or sound like the LG.

      Not even a little bit.

      Not even at all.

      “Firecracker? You still with me?”

      “Um…” I swallowed. Hard. Then, I pointed at the metal rack by the parking lot, where my sparkly pink bike was sitting, helmet hooked over the handlebars, towel and flip-flops bundled in the front basket. “I rode my bike.”

      His lip-twitch disappeared, flattening out all traces of a smile. “Can’t ride home on that foot. Got someone you can call?”

      I stilled, eyes widening. I didn’t want to bother Aunt Colette at the shop. Mom hated when I bothered her at the diner, and she let me know just how much she hated it by screaming at me, top volume, if I dared. Even when I got locked out of the trailer we were living in last December on one of the coldest days of the year because her loser boyfriend-of-the-minute forgot to pick me up from school like he promised he would.

      Mom had been beyond pissed when I called from the neighbors’ place. Not at her loser boyfriend for wandering off goddess only knew where. At me. Since she was working the graveyard shift and wouldn’t be home until morning, she’d told me to crash on Jane and Stu’s saggy sofa. Which I did, not for the first or the last time. At least, until we uprooted again a few months later and moved to a new trailer in a new town with a new 24-hour diner and, of course, a new boyfriend for Mom. New neighbors, too — unfriendly ones, who made it clear their sofa was not an available crash-pad for stranded kids.

      When Mom got home the morning after the lockout incident, still in her apron, looking dead on her feet and mad as a hornet, I got an earful for bothering her at work, getting her in trouble with her manager. Even though I couldn’t see how it was possibly my fault, seeing as I was only nine, I didn’t say a peep. Mouthing off to Mom when she was in one of her moods was a good way to wind up with a belted bottom.

      Aunt Colette was Mom’s older sister, but she wasn’t like Mom. She was generous and relaxed and funny. She laughed all the time. She never yelled. But they did share blood. So, whatever anger Mom had burning inside her… I figured Aunt Colette might have it, too. Maybe I just hadn’t seen it yet. Maybe I just hadn’t done anything to bring it out of her yet.

      I really, really, didn’t want to bring it out of her. Because if I ruined what I had going here in Salem, it would be devastating. The only thing that made leaving at the end of each summer tolerable was knowing in nine short months, I’d be back. And I needed that light at the end of the tunnel. I needed it like air in my lungs. It was the only thing that kept me from fading away completely in the dark.

      I did not want to risk the air in my lungs, my light in the dark, by calling Aunt Colette, tearing her away from work — especially since this time, it actually was my fault. But, seeing as I was stuck, and in a fair amount of pain, and there was a beautiful boy sitting six inches away staring at me, waiting on my answer… I figured I didn’t have much of a choice.

      I didn’t share the reasons for my hesitation with the Lifeguard God. I merely took a deep, steadying breath, nodded, and held out my hand, palm up. He didn’t say anything either, just passed me his cellphone and watched in silence as I punched in the numbers I’d memorized at Aunt Colette’s insistence.

      “You’ve reached The Gallows, this is your executioner speaking,” her warm, familiar voice trilled over the line after one short ring.

      “Hi,” I murmured softly, hyper-aware of the LG’s gaze on my face. “It’s me. Gwen.”

      “Gwendolyn, darling! Is everything all right?”

      I nodded even though she couldn’t see me and screwed my eyes shut. Bracing for the worst. The words came out in a breathy rush of air. “I’m really sorry to bother you. Really, really sorry, I know you’re at work and you’re busy and I wouldn’t call unless I had no other choice, I swear I wouldn’t, it’s just⁠—”

      “Gwendolyn.” Aunt Colette’s voice had lost none of its warmth, but now sounded far more serious. “Darling, what’s wrong? What happened? Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine. It was my fault. It was stupid.” I scowled in frustration at my own carelessness. “I stepped on an urchin.”

      “Oh, no! Are you okay? Do you need a doctor? How bad is it?”

      “The…” My eyes sliced open and cut straight to the LG. He was watching me carefully and something in his eyes made my breath catch again. “The lifeguard helped me. He bandaged it and put on the goopy stuff.”

      At this statement, his lips turned up at one side in a half-smile.

      “Are you at the beach by Winter Island?” Aunt Colette asked in my ear. “I’ll come get you.”

      “It doesn’t hurt so much anymore,” I lied, still staring into the boy’s eyes. I couldn’t look away. They were holding me hostage. “I can probably pedal with one foot...”

      My words dried up as the boy shook his head, a flat rejection. He started reaching for the phone, no doubt prepared to expose my fibs to Aunt Colette, but before his fingers made contact I heard her voice again.

      “I’ll be there in five.”

      “But the shop⁠—”

      “I’m already on my way. Sit tight, Gwendolyn. I’ll see you soon.”

      I heard the sound of the brass door bells as the shop door opened, and then she clicked off.

      I blew out a relieved breath. She wasn’t mad. Thank goodness she wasn’t mad. I handed the phone back to the LG and he took it, sliding it into the pocket of his bathing suit.

      “She coming?”

      I nodded.

      “Good.” He was still staring at me. “Hey, Firecracker?”

      My brows went up.

      “You okay?” he asked, and for some inexplicable reason, I got the sense he wasn’t asking about my foot.

      “I’m fine,” I told him, because I was. Or, I would be.

      “Uh huh,” he muttered, glancing away from me. His dark brows were furrowed in concentration and his eyes were fixed on the crashing waves. He didn’t say anything else and neither did I. We just sat in silence until, precisely six minutes later, Aunt Colette’s car rolled into the parking lot. It was hard to miss her arrival, seeing as she drove an exact replica of the infamous Thelma and Louise cliff-diving convertible — a turquoise blue 1966 Ford Thunderbird she kept in pristine condition.

      The Lifeguard God wheeled my bike from the rack at the edge of the parking lot and stowed it in the trunk while Aunt Colette made a fuss over me, cooing and brushing at my tear-stained face, hauling most my weight up against the long length of her side and helping me hobble into the passenger seat. When I was settled, I heard her chatting to the LG by the trunk but, by this point, I was in the throes of deep mortification and couldn’t bring myself to listen to their conversation.

      The most beautiful boy I’d ever seen in my life had held me in his arms and carried me against his chest and blown on my foot and been my real, actual superhero, and that knowledge was as thrilling as it was humiliating. My small body simply could not contain all the emotions whirling around inside it. I was going to fly apart into a million pieces if we stayed here much longer, in plain view of those intense green eyes that seemed to see everything, all at once, every little detail and all the big ones, too.

      Aunt Colette slid behind the wheel and strapped in. I listened to the click of her seatbelt, then turned to grab my own when she told me to buckle up. Swiveling in my seat, I saw the beautiful boy in all his glory standing there beside the passenger door, looking down at me. I tilted my face up to meet his eyes one last time and managed to overcome my mortification long enough to utter two words.

      “Thank you.”

      He nodded. “See you around, Firecracker.”

      And he did.

      Because not one week later, when my foot was fully healed and I was again allowed to take my bike out on sunny days, I rode straight back to that beach on Winter Island. I was practically giddy with anticipation to see the LG — my hero, my savior, extractor-of-urchin-spines and applier-of-goopy-stuff, the most beautiful boy to ever grace the beaches of Massachusetts, of New England, of the whole freaking universe, so far as I was concerned.

      But when I stowed my bike in the (surprisingly full) rack and walked down onto the beach, everything was different. The once-empty stretch of sand was peppered with towels and chairs. And on those towels and chairs… were girls.

      Dozens of girls.

      Dozens of gorgeous, older girls who filled out their bathing suit tops in a way I wouldn’t for years and years to come. And they were not shy about showing off these attributes to the Lifeguard God.

      My Lifeguard God!

      But it was clear he wasn’t just mine anymore. My secret was out. In the space of a week, he’d gone from the subject of one awkward preteen girl’s hero-worship to the star of every girl in Salem’s sexual fantasies.

      I couldn’t compete. I was ten. I was flat as a pancake. Flatter, actually. I couldn’t get him to so much as look my direction, with all that perky flesh on display. Not to mention, he was five years older than me — an age difference that might not matter down the line, but most definitely did at that time. The five years separating ten from fifteen might as well have been five million lightyears.

      I knew this.

      I persisted anyway.

      Day after day, I sat on my stupid polka-dotted towel in my stupid polka-dotted one-piece suit, crossed my spindly arms over my pancake-flat chest, watching my LG flirt with girls his own age — girls who had boobs and hips and midnight curfews — and positively seething. And then, as July slipped into August and he still hadn’t looked my way, not even once, I finished seething and started the sad business of accepting reality.

      This was something I was used to doing. Reality, more often than not, sucked. In my experience, if you were lucky, you’d get three months of good for every nine months of bad, like my Salem summer arrangement. That was the way things worked in the world of Gwen.

      So, I got up from my towel, plunked on my sparkly pink helmet, pedaled my way home to Aunt Colette’s, and started going to a different beach on the other side of town to look for my shells. One where there were no lifeguards on duty and no sea urchins to step on.

      Over time, I resigned myself to the fact that I wasn’t going to ever look into those green eyes again, or hear that deep voice calling me Firecracker — which, for no particular reason at all, had become my favorite word in the entire English language.
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        * * *

      

      I was wrong, of course.

      I did hear that voice again, but not for three whole summers. The wait was worth it, though, because, along with the voice, I finally got the name to accompany it. His name. And it was a good one.

      Graham Graves.

      It rolled off the tongue. It looked good in print, which I discovered when I wrote it in my journal about a hundred and twenty five times in a row. Better than that, his initials were G.G., just like mine, which was more irrefutable evidence from the universe that we were simply meant to be.

      Graham Graves and Gwendolyn Goode.

      I thought his was a perfect name for a Lifeguard God, who by then was no longer a mere beachside attraction but a full-on heartthrob. He was the talk of the town, which was how I learned his name in the first place. Everyone talked about the Graves family, seeing as they owned half the city and had done so since the 1600s, but they especially talked about Graham. He was the subject of relentless gossip — mostly about whatever new girl he was currently stringing along, whose heart he’d most recently left pulverized, and which lucky fool would be next.

      At eighteen, he was a hometown hero. Salem’s golden boy. Not only a high school sensation — Prom King, Class President, quarterback of the football team — but poised to be a college one, too. He was Harvard-bound, a legacy, but rumor said he had the grades to back up his family’s longstanding tradition of enrollment. He was no longer Lifeguard God. He was just…

      A god.

      Period.

      Girls swooned at his feet when he looked their way, grown men shook his hand when they saw him on the street. His picture was on the front of the local newspaper every other day during football season, it seemed, and I occasionally (okay, slightly more than occasionally) cut out these clippings and added them to my ever-expanding G.G. shrine, which I kept in a shoebox under my bed.

      Three years before, I’d adored Graham Graves.

      Now, everyone adored Graham Graves.

      He was golden.

      And me? I was five years behind and a whole universe away, awkward in a way only thirteen-year-old girls can be awkward. Not yet quite settled in my body, unsure of how to walk or talk or carry myself or style my hair. Still experimenting with makeup — and, for the most part, failing miserably in such experimentations. (Hello, turquoise eyeshadow.)

      Needless to say, when I ran into Graham and a gaggle of his friends at a local pizza shop one July afternoon — a considerable number of whom were girls, including one specifically stunning blonde who was hanging on him like she’d fall out of the booth if he removed his hand from her waist — I kept my eyes downcast and pretended not to see him.

      He wouldn’t remember me anyway.

      At least, I didn’t think he would. For, though the sea-urchin afternoon was burned into my memory in indelible ink, fueling the raging torch I still carried for him from innocent childhood crush into ardent adolescent obsession, I was not naive enough to think it was a monumental moment in his life. In fact, I doubted he’d ever given me another thought after Aunt Colette’s Thunderbird rolled away that day.

      So, I hovered in the corner, waiting by the takeout counter, half-hidden from view by a display stand full of mini bags of chips, waiting for the checkout guy to call my order. Aunt Colette had sent me out to pick up our dinner at Flying Saucer Pizza, which was conveniently located a block away from The Gallows and just so happened to serve the best veggie pie in town. We were going to eat at the shop while she took inventory, then walk home together when it got dark.

      “Got a takeout order here,” the guy behind the counter boomed. “Gwendolyn?”

      My head jerked up at the sound of my name. My eyes went not to the counter as I planned but, for some unfathomable reason, lifted right to the table in the corner where Graham Graves was sitting with his posse. Straight into a set of unwavering green eyes.

      Eyes that pinned me to the spot in an instant.

      My heart tripped over itself inside my chest as our gazes locked and I felt color bleed into my cheeks, a fierce blush stealing across my skin as the seconds slipped by. He was looking right at me. He was so stunningly handsome it stole my breath. And I…

      I was…

      Me.

      Quite suddenly, I didn’t want him looking at me. I didn’t want those green eyes, the ones I’d spent so many nights wishing and hoping and dreaming would find mine again, to see how awkward and acne-ridden and flat-chested (yes, still — I was a late bloomer in that department, I couldn’t even fill out a B-cup bra until my senior year of high school) I was, standing there in my cut-off shorts and faded black t-shirt, the one that said THE GALLOWS in spooky font that matched the sign outside my aunt’s shop, with the letter “O” in the shape of a noose.

      “Gwendolyn!” the takeout guy called again.

      I ripped my eyes from Graham’s and turned, flustered, toward the counter. Unfortunately, in my haste to get away from those piercing eyes, I wasn’t looking where I was going and barreled straight into the display stand. It went over with a thud that made everyone in the joint jolt three inches in their seats. Bags of chips flew in all directions, scattering across the floor. Heads turned. Strangers winced their sympathy.

      None moved to assist me.

      I fell to my knees, scrambling to pick up the chips. My face, already red, burned with such heat I thought I might burst into flames. I’d collected nearly all the bags and was half-crawling to the fallen metal rack when, suddenly, a hand reached down and righted it with a powerful yank. Arms full of chips, I tilted my head up to look at whoever had helped me, expecting the guy behind the counter.

      To my surprise, it was Graham. He was looking down at me, lips tugged up in a half smile, gaze curious. I tore my eyes from his and got shakily to my feet, shoving the mini bags of chips into the stand without a word. They were disorganized, definitely not back in the exact spots they’d flown from, but I was too embarrassed to do anything about it at that moment. It was all I could do to keep my jellied legs beneath me as I propelled my body toward the takeout counter and slapped down a twenty dollar bill.

      “Keep the change,” I murmured, hands curling around the cardboard pizza box.

      The guy behind the counter gave a low grunt of thanks, blessedly not commenting on my graceless collision with his chip display. I turned on my heel, pizza box held out in front of me like a shield, and began to march toward the exit. My feet faltered when I saw Graham.

      He wasn’t back at his table with his friends. He’d just finished sorting the chips into their proper places, lining them up by brand so the logos were all facing front, and was now standing directly in my path, between me and the exit, with his arms folded over the broad planes of his chest. His t-shirt was faded red from many washes, and it said WITCHES on the front — the mascot of the Salem High football team. I tried not to notice how good it looked on him, against his tan skin and well-defined forearms. I tried not to notice anything about him, but that was difficult, seeing as he was… well…

      Graham.

      His eyes held a teasing light that made me nervous. Was he going to humiliate me in front of everyone? I’d already humiliated myself enough, I didn’t need any help in that regard. He leaned in a few inches and I swear, all the air in the pizza shop seemed to compress inward. My heart was slamming away at my ribs like a jackhammer. It was all I could do to keep breathing.

      “At least you didn’t require first aid this time,” he whispered lowly so only I could hear, obliterating any hope I’d had that he’d forgotten me entirely since our first meeting. “Progress, Firecracker. Progress.”

      More embarrassed than I’d ever been in my life, I scurried around him as fast as my feet could carry me and was out the door before he could say another word. But not before I heard the sound of a high-pitched, whiny, female voice drawl, “What was her deal? Little freak.”

      I’d never heard Graham’s laugh, so I couldn’t be sure whether or not he joined in with the rest of his friends as they all had a good chuckle at my expense. I told myself it didn’t matter what they thought about me as I ducked into The Gallows with the pizza box, calling out to Aunt Colette as I moved through the maze of cluttered shelves. It did matter, of course, but there wasn’t much I could do about it.

      Aunt Colette could likely tell there was something on my mind, but she didn’t push me to share. She distracted me instead. By the second slice, she had me laughing at crazy stories about her tenure with an Aboriginal shaman in the Australian outback, and an unfortunate incident with a kangaroo that had tears of utter hilarity leaking from both our eyes.

      As we walked home that night, cutting across Salem Common toward Aunt Colette’s stately, three-story colonial on Washington Square, I reminded myself that Graham was eighteen. He’d be off to college in the fall and even if he came back to visit his family on breaks, since I was only ever in Salem for the summers, there was a good chance our paths wouldn’t cross again. I’d probably never see perfect Graham Graves again in my life.
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        * * *

      

      I was wrong about that, too.

      I would see him again, but not for a very long time. Not for almost a decade. And that time — two years ago almost to the day, in fact — would change my perception of him forever. It would, in a single stroke, flip the coin of my affections from idolized infatuation to irreversible detestation so completely, and so quickly, the shift nearly gave me whiplash. I would walk away from the encounter finally, finally, cured of my stale childhood crush and delivered, without mercy, into a state of sheer, unadulterated loathing the likes of which I’d never felt before in my twenty-plus years on the planet.

      It didn’t help matters that I’d only recently moved back to town. That I’d endured some big losses that instigated said move, and was still finding my footing in their aftermath. That my grief was so thick, it seemed to coat my skin, to fill up my lungs until just breathing was a chore, until dragging my body out of bed each morning felt like a Herculean task. Even now, two years on, there were days the dulling film of mourning still followed me around like my own personal raincloud. Yes, they were rarer — a blip in my otherwise sunny existence — but not gone for good.

      That night, though, the night Florence convinced me to come out for a drink, I was still in the thick of it. Still consumed by it. Still letting it eat me alive, body and soul.

      It’ll be fun, Flo assured me on the phone. And you need some fun, Gwennie. I’ll introduce you to Desmond, my new guy! He’s pretty great. So are his friends. A few of them recently moved back to town, just like you.

      If I’d known who she intended to introduce me to, I would’ve stayed at home with my demons. But I was trying to be a good sport, a good friend. So I did my best to scrape together an autumn-chic outfit, fluffed my limp auburn curls into something resembling style, and walked the ten minutes from Aunt Colette’s colonial on the Common into the heart of downtown.

      The bar Flo picked wasn’t far from The Gallows, and I found it easily enough. The wood shingle over the door was shaped like a cauldron and read WITCHES BREW TAVERN in old-fashioned gold lettering. When I stepped through the front doors into the cozy space, I liked it instantly. It had a neighborhood pub feel. A homey atmosphere, despite its fairly large size. There was a band playing cover songs on a small stage in the corner, a stately, circular bar made of hammered copper at the center, and a shoulder-to-shoulder crowd waiting for drinks.

      I weaved a path through the mass of strangers, looking for Florence’s dark glossy hair, and eventually spotted her at a table near the stage. She was standing with a small group of people, a mix of girls and guys around my age, with her side tucked tight against a lanky, bookish blond guy I assumed must be Desmond, her new boyfriend.

      She didn’t spot me as I walked up. Her eyes were fixed on the man standing across from her. His back — which I couldn’t help noticing was particularly broad and muscular, even beneath the cool-as-heck vintage leather jacket he was sporting — was to me and he was speaking.

      As soon as I heard his voice, I stopped in my tracks.

      I knew that voice.

      It had been years, but I knew that voice.

      “—better not be your idea of another blind date, Flo, so help me god. I know she’s your friend and she’s new to town, so I’ll be nice tonight. But don’t expect a repeat performance.”

      “You should be so lucky,” Flo said, narrowing her eyes at him. “She’s beautiful and she’s smart — not something you can say for many of your exes.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Why are you such a jackass, Graham? Would it kill you to be kind? She needs kind, right now. She’s going through a hard time.”

      I stiffened, hating her sympathetic words. Hating that I couldn’t even deny them. I was going through a hard time. The hardest one I’d ever had, to be honest, and that was really saying something after a childhood like mine.

      “She just inherited an occult shop here in town. She’s in the process of renovating it,” Flo continued, only to be interrupted by Graham.

      “An occult shop? Are you fucking kidding me? Jesus Christ, she doesn’t need kindness — she needs her head examined.”

      I was already stiff but, at this, my spine went ramrod.

      “Shut up, Graham!” Flo glared at him, elbowing her boyfriend in hopes he would wade in. Desmond shrugged helplessly and took a sip of his beer instead.

      “Don’t look at me like I kicked your puppy, Flo. You know how I feel about that supernatural shit.” Graham scoffed, the sound brimming with condescension. “I mean, really… just what this town needs. Another freak of nature.”

      Aunt Colette’s face flashed behind my eyes and my hands curled into fists at my sides. Aunt Colette, who loved her store more than anything. Aunt Colette, who’d left that store to me when she left me, four months prior, a loss so unexpected, it damn near crippled me.

      She was not a freak of nature.

      She was my home.

      The only home I’d ever known.

      And now she was gone.

      Graham wasn’t finished. “You really think I’m going to waste my time with some chick cracked enough not only to buy into that crap, but to make it her life’s work? I would sooner slam my dick in a doorway than shove it into some sage-waving, crystal-obsessed crazy girl who’ll spend hours analyzing my star chart, then lay a curse on me when I break up with her.”

      “That’s not⁠—”

      “Dick in a doorway, Flo. Dick in a doorway.”

      “But—”

      “No buts. If I have to listen to one more wannabe-Wiccan in this town tell me I have Scorpio energy, whatever the fuck that means…” He took a long pull from his beer bottle, swallowed harshly, then muttered, “Gotta be fucking kidding me.”

      “Gwennie,” Flo whispered suddenly, going pale.

      “Gwennie?” Graham repeated, voice changing from condescension to confusion.

      “Gwendolyn! Wait, honey!” Flo was off her stool, pushing past her boyfriend, then shoving by Graham — sending him a rather scary glare in the process. “Gwen! Please!”

      But I was already turning to leave. I had to get out of there, before I lost my cool. I wasn’t ready for this. I needed more time. The grief was still too fresh, too close to the surface. I couldn’t tamp it down. Couldn’t get it in check. It was safer for everyone if I stayed home alone with my wine bottle and my bathtub, until I was once again able to function in society without having a breakdown.

      Unfortunately, I only made it two steps before Flo caught up to me, latching onto my arm and whipping me around to face her. In the dim light of the bar, her expression was soft, gentle with sympathy, and I knew that she knew I’d heard every word.

      “Gwen,” she murmured. “He’s a jackass. Don’t let him bother you.”

      “He doesn’t,” I said, but even I could hear the hurt in my tone. “I don’t care what he thinks.”

      “Then why are you leaving?”

      “This was a mistake.” I shook my head rapidly. “I’m not ready yet.”

      “It’s been months, honey.” Her eyes were still soft with compassion. “You can’t just sit all alone in that big drafty house⁠—”

      “I’m sorry, I can’t be here,” I cut her off, breaking eye contact because if I kept looking into her soft, sweet, melted chocolate irises I was going to lose it completely. Regrettably, this meant my gaze locked on something else.

      And that something was Graham.

      He was standing several feet behind Florence, and his eyes were on me. Not just on me, but burning into me. I could feel the weight of them on my skin as they moved over my face and I wanted to look away, I told myself to look away, but I couldn’t seem to make my eyes cooperate. I was staring straight back at him, hating him in part for what he’d said but mostly because if he’d been handsome as a teen, he was off-the-charts as a grown man. He was… hot, pure and simple.

      People always say “clothes make the man” but in his case it was simply not true. He made those simple clothes spectacular. His jeans fit like they were created just for him. His shirt beneath the leather jacket was sculpted perfectly against every contour of his chest. He towered several inches past six feet, almost a head above me, even in my low-heeled boots.

      Whatever traces of boyish youth his square jaw and angled cheeks held last time I saw him was gone completely, now. At twenty-seven, he was every inch a man and I hated, hated, that my body was responding to him as a woman. Just looking at him, I could feel something stirring in my bloodstream. A visceral reaction that gripped me from the inside out. It was intense. It was instinctive.

      It was most unwelcome.

      Because I could forgive him for talking about me, judging me without ever having met me. But I could not forgive him deriding Aunt Colette. Diminishing her shop, her life’s work, into something idiotic and insane. I could not let it roll off. I could not take it as a harmless, off-the-cuff comment.

      Not then, with her loss so fresh.

      Maybe not ever.

      But definitely, definitely, not then.

      “Gwen?” Florence asked, calling my attention back to her.  “Are you all right?”

      With effort, I tore my gaze away from Graham’s scorching one. And, as I did, I vowed it was the last time I’d ever waste my attention on him. From that moment on, he would cease to exist for me. Whoever he’d been as a young man — my good luck charm, my personal god on earth — was gone. This guy, standing before me, was an asshole, alpha-male jackass with heartbreak written all over his infuriatingly symmetrical face. And I’d already had enough heartbreak to last a lifetime.

      “Of course I’m all right,” I told Flo. “I’m always all right.”

      I smiled at her to assuage her worry. It didn’t work — her brows remained furrowed, her teeth continued to chew her bottom lip.

      “Honey…”

      I squeezed her arm quickly. “We’ll try again. Sometime soon.”

      “Promise?”

      “Promise.”

      I could feel her worried eyes on my back all the way to the exit. Worse, I could feel another set of eyes — green, intense, biting into me like wolf’s teeth — watching until I disappeared out the front door, into the chilly September night. I felt them on me the whole walk back to Aunt Colette’s dark, empty house. I felt them even after I’d showered, scrubbed my skin raw, and climbed beneath the covers in the same bedroom I’d stayed in as a kid, back when I spent my summers in Salem.

      I hadn’t yet been able to bring myself to enter Aunt Colette’s private chambers, let alone disturb her things. It would be another three months before I found the courage to do so. And three more after that before I’d force myself to call Flo so we could “try” again. But I made sure, when we did, that a certain towering, dark-haired jerk would not be in attendance.

      That was a year and a half ago.

      I’d seen Graham since, of course. Occasionally. In passing. Once the shop renovations were complete and The Gallows reopened for business, I was a constant presence downtown. And, as a Graves, as the golden boy who’d grown into the golden man of the golden family… so was he. Salem was a city, but most days it felt more like a small town. Our community was close-knit. Everyone knew everyone, especially if you ran a local shop, like I did, and were friendly, like I was. (To almost everyone.)

      When our paths did cross — meaning, when I was caught off guard and unable to avoid him by ducking into an alley or hiding behind a tree or engaging a baffled stranger in conversation on the sidewalk until he passed by —  I was sweet. I forced a smile. I played my part.

      Gwen Goode. The good time girl. She of the sunny disposition. She of the quick smile and easy laugh. She who never let her dark side show.

      Except where Graham Graves was concerned.

      No matter how many times I’d seen him since that night in the bar, my anger had not waned and my feelings had not changed.  There was a part of me that had iced over as a result of his harsh words and it simply….

      Would.

      Not.

      Thaw.

      No matter how many times I tried to let it go. No matter how often Flo trained her melted-chocolate eyes on me, begging for me to please, for her sake, make nice with her boyfriend’s best friend, so we could all go out for drinks without conversation growing strained or caustic looks being exchanged.

      I couldn’t do it.

      Not even for Flo, who I’d adored since she adopted me as her best friend the summer I turned twelve, who’d written me letter after letter during our school year separations, who stayed in touch all through college with bi-monthly, marathon phone calls. Not even for Flo, who I still adored to this day, even more so now that we finally lived in the same zip code and could keep in touch simply by walking to each other’s houses or meeting up for a glass of wine, rather than penning postcards and dialing long-distance numbers.

      There wasn’t much I would not do for Flo.

      And yet…

      Since I couldn’t be my normally sweet self to Graham, I avoided him like the plague. On the rare instances we were forced to interact — say, if Flo and Desmond were having a party at their townhouse and we were both required to be in attendance — I did my best to smile and be civil while in his immediate proximity. It wasn’t a very convincing charade. I was no actress. (I was a freak of nature, according to certain sources, but I was no actress.)

      I knew I should let it go. I knew I’d let his words fester too long inside of me. But that was far easier said than done. And no matter how many times I resolved to turn over a new leaf, to make nice with the Spawn of Satan himself, as soon as I saw that smug half-smile tug up his lips on one side… as soon as those sharp green eyes hit mine…

      I morphed into a total frigid bitch.

      Ice Queen.

      And as soon as he saw that ice, he returned in kind. He gave it right back to me, an arctic-level chill that would singlehandedly reverse global warming if directed at the polar caps.

      Captain Cold.

      We were at an impasse. One that became harder and harder to undo the longer we let it linger. Now, it had been going on so long, we were buried under such a thick sheet of frost, I doubted we’d ever be able to thaw it. Not even if we tried. Not even for the sake of Florence and Desmond.

      It was easier, for the both of us, to simply avoid each other and do our best to be pleasant when said avoidance was absolutely unavoidable. Which did not explain why he was standing in front of me now.

      Here.

      In the dimly lit storeroom of my shop, a place he had no business being. Not just standing, no less. Standing with his booted feet planted wide, his muscled arms crossed over his broad chest, and his green eyes fixed, with startling intensity, on my face.

      I couldn’t help but notice those eyes held not one trace of the ice I usually saw in their depths. They weren’t cold. They were the exact opposite of cold. In fact, they were so damn heated, they set fire to every one of my senses as I backed slowly away from him, trying not to balk under the scorching gaze that tracked my every move.

      I dragged an unsteady breath into my lungs.

      What… the actual… hell… was going on?
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