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​I gazed out over my small field of pumpkins, a smile stretching my mouth into what could probably be called a leer. This time of year was my favorite—crisp fall air, falling leaves, the idiotic but irresistible pumpkin spice craze.... There was only one thing that marred the fall season—the moment when I opened up my spooky witch garden to the locals for pumpkin picking. But it was a necessary evil. 

"I don't know what the hell you see out there that has you smiling like that," my shallow best friend said in a petulant voice. 

I didn't look at Jazz, breathing in the crisp fall air instead. "Money," I said on a euphoric exhale. "I see money to pay my mortgage." I saw another month of freedom.

She snorted. "I see a whole bunch of work."

I rolled my eyes. She might complain like a spoiled princess, but she was here. And in the end, she'd be a big help. "We aren't picking them all," I told her, to prevent an outright meltdown. "Only a few wheelbarrow loads to take up front for people who are too lazy to pick their own." I patted her on the shoulder in sympathy. "Don't worry. I'll charge them double."

Her eyes narrowed and I followed her gaze toward the vision that approached us. Toma came trundling up with the empty wheelbarrow. He was dressed down today, his pretty looks somewhat hidden under masculine jeans and work boots that still somehow managed not to dim his beauty. He was wearing one of my old, worn flannel shirts open over his fitted t-shirt and he'd had to roll up the sleeves to keep them from flopping around his shorter arms. His shiny black hair was pulled back in a high, sleek ponytail, the blue streaks subdued under the cloudy sky.

"I still don't like that guy," Jazz muttered. 

And I could guess exactly why. Jazz was used to being the one who got all the attention. And when Toma was in the vicinity, no one could look away from him.

Toma's Cupid's bow lips pulled up into a blinding white smile. "Oh, hello Jazmine. Glad you finally decided to show up. It's so nice of you to help your friend like this."

I raised an eyebrow at him as he beamed at Jazz with the sort of smile that hid daggers and poison. What was it with these two?

I would be annoyed, if it wasn't so damned funny. Just this week, Toma showed up for our double date with Jazz and her boyfriend—which, just let me say for the record was not my idea of a good time—dressed in a clingy sweater dress, complete with make-up, his hair woven into an intricate braid, and sporting leggings and flashy ankle boots. 

I'd felt like a toad next to him in my second-hand slacks and button up. But I did appreciate the way Jazz had gaped and turned bright red with jealousy. It was good for her to be put in her place once in a while. Otherwise, who knew how big her ego would get?

It had to suck when you lost the Prettiest Girl in the Room Prize to a person who wasn't even a girl. I shouldn't enjoy it so much when he goaded her...but I just couldn't help myself.

Jazz forced herself to smile back at Toma. "It's nice of you to help out too. But...can you even lift a pumpkin? They're kind of heavy, sweetie."

I walked away from them. Idiots, both of them.

A breeze kicked up and swirled around my body in passing. It felt different from the rest of the air around me, and I glanced at Toma, getting a wink in return. Jazz couldn't feel the magic he'd just sent dancing my way. But I could. I could feel it all the way to my damned bones. Suddenly I wanted to get this all done with so I could have Toma to myself. 

With the three of us, we made quick work of carting some of the nicer pumpkins out to the front of my ramshackle Victorian home. I put up a hand-painted sign and padlocked the cash box to my front fence. The less I had to interact with people, the better. They'd take what they wanted and leave the cash. 

That was one good thing about Hellsfork being such an old-timey, small town. Most people around here were honest. The worst thing that might happen was some teenagers out cruising at night, taking my pumpkins to toss them at mailboxes. But that had only happened the one year. I had been waiting for them with a small herd of dead animals when they came back to get more ammo. I'm pretty sure they never told anyone, since I'd scared the hell out of them and it all sounded crazy, but they sure as hell never tried that shit again.

Jazz left, grumbling one last anti-Toma remark in my ear on the way by. I slammed the door after her and leaned back against the solid wood portal. Thank the Powers That Be. If I had to listen to one more story about how cute her new hippie boyfriend was, I was going to puke. 

Toma slipped into the hall and joined me, wrapping his arms around my waist to nuzzle my shoulder. "Why do you put up with her?" he mumbled into my shirt. 

I sighed. "Because she's the only friend I have. And besides, she isn't a bad person, deep down. Way, way deep down."

He snorted. "If you say so." His graceful hands found their way under my t-shirt, stroking up my ribs in a tickling caress that made me squirm before he finally slipped his hand under my sports bra and cupped my breast. "Let's talk about something more interesting."

I gasped when he rolled my nipple between his fingers at the same time he leaned up and bit my shoulder through my clothes. 

Laughing, I threaded my fingers through his silky hair and tugged, making him tilt his head back so I could kiss that wicked mouth. "You are a terrible influence," I said sternly. "I've got things to do."

He nibbled my bottom lip, pulling back to smolder up at me with those bright purple eyes. "Like me?"

I let my head fall back against the door with a thud, my throat working as I tried to find some off-hand comment. "I really thought you'd be bored of this by now," I finally managed. 

He stroked his hands down my long torso to my disproportionately large ass, giving it a squeeze. "Never," he said passionately, dipping his head to unzip my hoodie with his teeth. 

Fuck me sideways. I was in way over my head. 

I thought for sure the little terror would get sick of me long before now. But those bright eyes still gazed up at me as if I was the most interesting puzzle he'd seen in his life. And somehow every minute I spent with him stole just a little bit more of my heart. And wore away a little more of my carefully maintained barriers.

I slipped to my knees, unfastening his fly right there in the foyer. Hopefully Jazz didn't come back for something. 

Toma's long cock sprang free of his pants and I grasped him, licking from root to tip, enjoying the breathless moan that earned me, his smooth, silky voice cracking when I swallowed him down in one go. 

His fingers tangled in my short red curls, and he tilted his head back, letting his magic dance between us like a hundred soft caresses. I shifted on my knees, uncomfortable when his magic awakened my own. The dark, lazy monster inside me stretched and reached out for the spirit medium. 

Gasping, I pulled back, hating that I loved the sensation so much. 

"It's okay, Esper," Toma whispered, stroking his graceful fingers through my hair, across my jaw. "Why do you always shut your magic out?"

I stood, kissing him to shut him up. He fought me for a minute there, lips stubbornly set as he prepared to lecture me about how my magic wasn't dark and ugly and it was just a natural part of me, blah, blah, blah. But I managed to distract him, thrilled at the small victory when he sighed against my lips and went pliant again. 

Later, when we lay tangled in a sweaty heap in my bed, Toma stroked a hand over my sternum, over the place where my power curled in my spine. "You aren't going to lose control with me," he said gently, drawing his fingers over my skin in a feather-light touch. "I’ll always pull you back."

I sighed. "You don't know that. Besides, doesn't it feel...terrible to you? My curse?"

I loved the feel of Toma's magic. It was like walking through a cool, misty morning. But I didn't even want to imagine what my power must feel like to him. Probably like death, dirt...like cold rotten things. 

He tilted his head, his hair falling over his face to cover one of his brilliant purple eyes. "What? Are you kidding? I love your energy. It's like...a moonless night, where it's so dark you can see all the stars."

I blinked at him in surprise. I wasn't buying that load of bullshit. "Sure."

He sighed and rolled off my stomach and onto his back, pillowing his head on one folded arm. "Are we really going to that party tomorrow?" he said, giving me puppy dog eyes. 

I laughed. "Yes. We are. Or at least, I am. You can do whatever you want. But I have to put up with Jazz, and she holds grudges. Years from now, when me and Jazz are wrinkled old ladies in the nursing home, I don't want to still be hearing about that time when I missed her super important party and lost her the love of her life."

Something sad flickered across his face for a moment, so quick I might have imagined it. Then Toma chuckled. "Fine. But you have to let me dress you."

I narrowed my eyes at him. Toma had been refreshingly tolerant of my non-existent fashion and femininity. Hopefully that wasn't about to change. "I'm not wearing a fucking dress."

He smiled indulgently and leaned over to kiss the corner of my mouth. "Of course not. Don't be silly. I just like being able to pick out clothes for someone who's not midget-sized."

I sat up to go shower, Toma languidly following my example. I ogled him as he stretched, all thin, pale beauty next to my gangly, sallow-toned frumpiness. I still suspected he was brain-damaged, since he seemed to enjoy being in my bed so much. 

I was still contemplating that when Toma straightened and ducked his head, rubbing his temples. 

I patted his back, immediately looking around the room for ghosts. Not that I would be able to see them if they were here. "You okay?"

He lifted his head, a small frown creasing his brow. "Fine. Just...are you sure you're set on going to Jazz's stupid surprise party?"

"Yes," I said, exasperated. What? Was he going to fake a headache to get out of it now? My lover and my best friend were like a couple of children. 

"Fine," he breathed. "But bring your athame and your running shoes. I have a bad feeling about this."

I headed to the bathroom, tossing a glance his way. "Knife," I corrected, enunciating it for him, since he seemed to struggle with the concept. "I own a pocketknife. Not an athame."

He followed after me, finger-combing tangles out of his long black hair, his eyes full of that wicked light that I was learning meant no good for anyone involved. "If you say so, love."

I turned on the shower and stepped in, ignoring the chill that danced over my skin. Was he just teasing me...or was the guy who talked to dead people actually worried about a hippie's birthday party?
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​As with anything planned by Jazz, Jared's birthday party was over-the-top. There were way too many people crowded into the guy's smoke shop, even if he did have an open area in back where he hosted public events to increase his traffic. Music throbbed and people milled and chattered. It reminded me of some lame throw-back to the one frat party I had allowed Jazz to drag me to when we were in college a few towns over. 

Toma pressed a solo cup into my hand and winked. "Cheers," he said, his soft voice nearly a shout to be heard over all the noise. 

I took a drink, grateful when the bitter bite of gin and tonic with plenty of lime hit my tongue. Most people would tease me for my old-people drink, but not Toma. He was probably drinking fruit juice or something, since he said alcohol made it harder to block out any stray ghosts that might wander by. 

"So, how's the crowd?" I asked as we worked our way to a couple of chairs in the corner of the makeshift dance floor, next to a display of crystals and glass bongs. 

Toma knew what I was asking. His perceptive eyes scanned our surroundings, but he was relaxed. "All quiet. Just one flicker, but he's always floating around here."

I breathed a sigh of relief. No more mobs of angry ghosts. A flicker was what he called the semi-formed, barely-there ghosts that were about to pass on from this plane. It looked like no more grave robbers had shown up since our little stunt at the cemetery. 

"What about you?" he asked, leaning in to speak into my ear, his lips brushing my hair and sending a little shiver down my spine. 

I shook my head. I hadn't heard the strange voice in my head since that day on the courthouse lawn. And I hoped to never hear it again. There was a name for when people started hearing voices that not even a spirit medium could hear—schizophrenia.

"How much longer do you think we need to stay?" I muttered, already regretting my decision to let Jazz guilt me into this. 

Toma gazed longingly at the dance floor, which was packed with way too many people getting up in each other's personal space. "I don't suppose you'll dance with me?" he sighed.

I shuddered at the thought. "Eew. No. No one wants to witness that."

He shook his head, sipping his kiddie drink. I nudged his shoulder, smiling at the look on his face—like a kid standing outside a candy store with his nose pressed to the window. "You can go, though." Powers knew, he wouldn't have any trouble finding a dance partner...or twenty. Today's ensemble consisted of skinny jeans and a black mesh long-sleeved shirt over a bright blue tank that matched the streaks in his long, loose hair and gave tantalizing hints of his bellybutton and the new piercing there. Black eyeliner ringed his bright purple eyes, and I think he was wearing lip-gloss. Everyone who saw him drooled a little. Even the supposedly straight guys seemed to blush. 

Really, I had no idea why he was even with me.

Toma finished his drink and stood, leaning in to drop a lingering kiss on my lips that tasted like pineapple juice and strawberry lip balm. "If I'm not back in half an hour, send in the troops," he said with a wink. 

From the things he'd told me, I didn't imagine his straight-laced, uptight sorcerer family had permitted him much time for bumping and grinding to horrible dubstep. I shooed him away, taking another sip of my drink. Jazz caught my eye and waved to me from across the room, her smile a mile wide as she hung off her newest boy-toy's arm. I rolled my eyes. She was such a ditz. Powers knew why I insisted on keeping her around. 

No way was I going to admit that her forcing me to socialize every now and then might actually be good for me. Gag.

Toma's short, slender frame was soon lost in the crowd. He hadn't been gone long when I got a weird sensation, like someone was watching me. I glanced around, but nothing really explained the creepy, eyes-on-the-back-of-my-head feeling. 

When I turned back to face front, the milling crowd had parted around a clump of chairs where a bunch of people were clustered. A guy sat there, lounging like some strange punky-popstar king while no less than three sequin-and-lace-clad women crowded in around him. A circle of onlookers were standing around, apparently trying to catch his attention. He had his arm around one of the girls, but his half-lidded eyes—a piercing blue so light they almost looked silver—were focused right on me. 

As I watched, he lifted one corner of his mouth in a smirk and winked at me. 

Gross. 

But I couldn't stop myself from looking back. Something about him made my magic ripple along my spine with curiosity. Something there spoke to the sleeping part of me that could make the dead walk. 

He licked his lips and I shuddered. For fuck's sake. That couldn't be good. 

It wasn't like anything about my appearance, from my chin-length red frizz, to my tall, rawboned frame swathed in a men's button down, tie, and trousers would warrant the attention of an obvious flirt like him. Even if Toma had bought me the black and white pinstriped shirt and it actually fit me for once. There had to be some other reason the weirdo was leering at me.

One of the women slipped onto the stranger's lap, running her hands through his brown curls and blocking his angular face from view. I let out a breath and tipped back my glass. Standing, I went in search of more alcohol. I really hated socializing. 

I had almost reached the bar when I felt that stirring in my power again. Someone in here was not entirely human, and that realization sent sudden fear and no small amount of curiosity rushing through me. Toma was the first supernatural I'd really had any up-close experience with. But he told me that in bigger towns, there were plenty of others like us. He had also warned me that not all of us were harmless. 

I was so lost in thought that I jumped like a frightened rabbit when an older man stepped into my path. 

"I'm sorry," he said, not getting out of my way. "I didn't mean to startle you, Esper."

I straightened my spine. How the fuck did he know my name? 

"Do I know you?" I said trying to side-step him. He moved to block my way again. 

"We've met," he said, his deep voice vibrating with something else, like the buzz of bees just out of your hearing, like two sounds overlapping. "I'd like to get to know you better though, puppeteer. I have the feeling you might be able to help me with a little...problem."

I took in his white hair and the deep wrinkles that lined his face. His complexion didn't look so good. Old guy like this probably shouldn't be creeping around parties sucking down cocktails. He looked like he might have liver disease. What was he even doing here? Maybe he was one of Jared's family—weird uncle or something.

"Sorry, creepo," I said, trying to move around him again. "I don't know you."

A long arm dropped over my shoulder, pulling me against a solid male frame, engulfing me in the scents of leather and ash. "There you are, Red!" a deep voice purred affectionately. "Come on, let's get a drink."

I was unceremoniously hauled away from the old dude, leaving the creeper to stare after me with a strange smile on his face. Turning back to my rescuer, I froze, digging in my heels. Great. Toma better be enjoying his dancing, because I was going to kill and reanimate him for leaving me alone with people. If I had to start throwing punches and kicks, Jazz would never let me forget the time I ruined her carefully planned party by beating up the guests.

"Aww...don't look so freaked, Red," the brown-haired guy said, dragging me along easily, as if I wasn't fighting him every step of the way. As if...maybe he was so strong he didn't even notice my struggling. "It's just a little...drink." 

He winked at me and I stared up at him, completely confused. "Uh...no thanks."

He sighed, pulling me in close against his side again as he whispered in my ear. "Oh, come on, 'mancer. All that dark energy rolling off you...you and me could be good friends, yeah? And I did just rescue you from that old weirdo, whatever he was. I'm your knight in shining armor."

I felt a sort of...pull. Somewhere deep inside. It was like I was suddenly two people at once. One version of me wanted to kick him in the nuts. The other version wanted to follow this hot stranger anywhere.

I shook my head, trying to clear it. "What the fuck?"

He laughed and pulled away, twining his strong fingers through mine as he dragged me to the makeshift bar at the back of the room. "Sorry. Didn't mean to do that. It's automatic sometimes. What are you drinking, Red?"

I snorted. "Nothing from you. I don't like the taste of roofies."

His panty-dropping smile never faltered as he turned to the guy mixing drinks. "Bloody Mary."

I rolled my eyes. "Are you deaf?" 

I couldn't seem to pry my fingers out of his grip. Couldn't seem to muster up the will to even try. 

Oh hell. 

I blinked. Somehow, I found myself with a bloody Mary in my hand, pressed up against a bookshelf in the dimly lit herbal remedy section of the store, well away from the public area where the party was raging on. My pulse was thrumming in my fingertips, and I couldn't seem to recall much, aside from a pair of mesmerizing silver-blue eyes. 

Soft lips trailed over my throat. "Beautiful," the tall guy breathed against my skin, making me shudder. "So much energy all repressed like that. I could feed from you forever. What do you say, 'mancer? Wanna belong to me?"
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