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  This first-in-series is dedicated to the mythical patron of the Pomegranate . . .




and to everyone who needs a little reminder

that you, too, are worthy.






  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        Prologue
        
      

    
      	
        1. Fairy Tale Falsehoods
        
      

    
      	
        2. Little Siblings and Other Disasters
        
      

    
      	
        3. You’ve Got Mail?
        
      

    
      	
        4. Options, Zero
        
      

    
      	
        5. Best Laid Plans
        
      

    
      	
        6. A Prisoner Here Myself
        
      

    
      	
        7. Pleasant Company
        
      

    
      	
        8. A Conspiracy of Friends
        
      

    
      	
        9. A Crafty Duel
        
      

    
      	
        10. Sugar and Spice
        
      

    
      	
        11. Reckless Abandon
        
      

    
      	
        12. Gentlemen and Ladies
        
      

    
      	
        13. Any Press . . .
        
      

    
      	
        14. Code (Valentine’s) Red
        
      

    
      	
        15. Magic is Better Than Boats?
        
      

    
      	
        16. Love and Murder
        
      

    
      	
        17. New Ground
        
      

    
      	
        18. What I Like About You
        
      

    
      	
        19. Big City, Small Town
        
      

    
      	
        20. A Surprise Bidder
        
      

    
      	
        21. Won at Auction
        
      

    
      	
        22. Valentine’s Magic
        
      

    
      	
        Epilogue
        
      

    
      	
        About the Author
        
      

    
      	
        Also by Elle Hartford
        
      

    
    


  





[image: Image]







  Prologue



Sakura




Oh, that special stress that comes from putting on a party, or arranging the debut of a new product—or both. Have you ever been there? Putting up decorations the night before, listening to the most upbeat music you can stand, and wondering how in the world you didn’t think to check that delivery of the exact thing that you need most to make tomorrow a success, which is now lost somewhere in the inscrutable abyss that is the mail system . . .

Well, in any case, that’s exactly where I was when this story starts.

Although, technically, you could say I’ve been scheming to make my big brother Ryuko fall in love since I was six. That was about twenty years ago now. Back then, I wanted him to marry the lady who sold ice cream cones on the boardwalk at the beach. Seeing as he’s a complete spoilsport—and was probably eleven at the time—that particular plan didn’t work out. We had to pay for our ice creams all summer.

But this is the time I got it right. I knew I would eventually. (Ryuko may have had his doubts, but then again, doesn’t he always?)

Anyway, you don’t want to hear about it from me. I’ll let Ryu and Mel take it from here!
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Mel




“I’m so sorry, Sakura,” I said, for the third time that morning. “I’ll do anything I can to make it up to you, I promise.”

If my life was a proper fairy tale, this is where some kindly guardian would have stopped the whole thing. Maybe they would pause time, or put everyone else to sleep, or just shout out from the nearest rooftop: No, Emmelayne! Never promise a shadow witch that you’ll do anything she wants!

But despite living in a magical world, my life isn’t a fairy tale, and there was no one looking out for me that winter morning. I was as alone as a stump in a clearing, as my grandmother had liked to say—an expression that tickled her especially because she’d been a forest elf who often described herself as “bark-colored.” I’d just moved back to Belville and I was trying so hard to make sure my career as the local postmaster started on the right foot.

And losing a delivery of exotic tea for the Pomegranate Café the week it was supposed to open was not a sign of my luck turning around.

But fortunately, for a shadow witch, Sakura actually seemed very nice. I’m not sure really what shadow witches do, but Sakura hadn’t once threatened to turn me into a toad or anything. Aside from bright white hair, she looked like an average human twenty-something; but I suppose that’s not saying much, since I just look like a normal human with slightly pointy ears and rounded curves, despite my elf heritage. Still, Sakura seemed more like she did sugar plum fairy magic than curses, with her blue eyes and flushed cheeks.

And there’s another moment when a guardian spirit should have yelled out, Oh, Mel, you think so now—don’t be fooled!

But like I said, at the time I had no idea. And I felt awful.

“I knew I should have had it delivered directly by the tea company,” Sakura was muttering to herself. She was shorter than me, wearing a bright pink apron covered in cookie dough, and when she shook her head, her bobbed hair swung around her face. Most likely she was several years younger than I was, but the fact that she owned a business gave her an air of dignity. She went on, “Oh, but I don’t say that as a strike against you, Mel. I know you’re just starting out and things are hard. I mean, after all—we’re kind of in the same boat!”

We kind of were. At the beginning of the new year, just a few weeks previous, I’d shown up in town to take over the local post office. Its previous postmaster had left it in a complete shambles. So I totally got how Sakura, who was preparing for the grand opening of her new café in the center of town, might feel.

Except none of my work stuff got lost in the mail, I couldn’t help but think. I shifted guiltily from foot to foot, feeling ginormous and awkward on top of terribly irresponsible. Not to mention about fourteen years old, despite having celebrated my thirtieth birthday a few years ago. “That’s really nice of you to say, Sakura, but really, it’s just unacceptable for things like this to happen. I don’t know how well the mail ran under the person before me”—actually the reports had been pretty specific: it ran abysmally, and that’s why I was here to turn things around—“but this really isn’t how I want things to go. I’m determined to make it up to you. Your box will be delivered to you the moment we find it, of course, day or night. Just please, please don’t say anything to the regional center for Pastoria, not yet, let me handle it—”

“You’re worried that I’ll report a failure on your part?” Sakura tilted her head and watched me, just for a moment. Then she burst out in a laugh. “Oh, don’t worry! And call me Saki, all my friends do. I can call you Mel, right? I’m positive we’ll find a way to smooth things over. You’ll just owe me a favor, that’s all.”

“A huge favor,” I said, immensely relieved that Sakura—Saki—wasn’t planning to inform my superiors. A loss like this so early in my tenure could jeopardize my career, and I really wanted this job in Belville. Contrary to what my parents back in New Dale might think.

Saki, meanwhile, was nodding. “Yes, just so. And you know what? This gives me an idea. Maybe tonight won’t be our grand opening after all.”

“You can do that?” I asked. My head spun at the thought. Clearly, I could never run my own business. I preferred the predictable rules of the post office.

“I can if I promise everyone something even better to come,” Saki replied, her blue eyes gleaming. “I’ll tell everyone I’m delaying opening in order to prepare for a big event. A big Saint Valentine-themed event!”

“Oh . . . well, that does sound like a good idea. I think we could find your delivery by then,” I said cautiously. Saint Valentine’s Feast was an old traditional festival, the kind of holiday that was a big deal in rural places like Belville. It was also only a week away. I hated to over-promise. But I also hated that my failure made Saki feel like she had to delay her opening.

“Don’t even worry about the delivery,” Saki assured me, clasping her hands. “What I have in mind will be such a hit, everyone will forget all about that tea. We could just serve water and I bet they wouldn’t even notice. The café is going to host a Valentine date auction!”

Guardian spirit or no, looking back, I think that probably the over-brightness of her smile should have warned me that something big was coming. I should have known then that I was already in over my head.
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Ryuko




“Ryu, big brother, are you doing anything? Because I have something even better!”

The moment Sakura called out from the doorstep of our shared apartment, I knew I was going to hate whatever she had in mind.

Sakura would tell you that’s because I hate most things. That’s not true. You try growing up with a little sister like her. Someone has to be the reasonable one.

I mean, I guess given my past—and the fact that I’d ended up working as a part-time shop assistant and sharing an apartment with my adopted sister and her strange friend—you could argue that being reasonable didn’t get me very far. As a kid I was good at paper stuff, at least. Details and numbers and writing things down, stuff like that. The problem was that when you grow up a snakekin boy in a big city with few prospects, being “good at paper stuff” eventually just means counterfeiting.

I am good at counterfeiting.

I mean, I was.

Seeing as my skill at counterfeiting only got me in over my head with people I didn’t care for and landed me with court-mandated service for one of the companies we swindled, that wasn’t something I practiced any more.

These days I couldn’t even fake a smile. When Sakura found me slouched over the kitchen table, peeling a winter squash, I grimaced. “Whenever you call me ‘big brother,’ the answer is automatically no,” I said. “Also, your pal Glacial is in the back room trying to nap. You should keep it down.”

But Sakura, as usual, was too distracted to listen. I think she has a special filter in her brain that cancels out words like “no” or “should.”

Instead, she’d noticed the halves of squash on the cutting board. “Stew again? How very—seasonal,” Saki declared, not hiding the scrunch in her nose. Squash soup isn’t my favorite either, but I liked to think I made it well. I glowered at her. She cleared her throat. “What if I told you that you could have a really nice, fancy dinner? Actually two fancy dinners!”

I continued glaring at her. There’s a stereotype out there that snakekin—people whose ancestors had snake-like qualities—are quick to anger. That’s not true. For me, being snakekin just means I have scales covering my head instead of hair. It doesn’t give me any special benefits. Except an acquired patience. With Sakura, I’ve found that if you wait long enough, eventually the other shoe drops.

“I’m hosting a big party at the café!” she enthused, grabbing a spoon and dropping into the chair across from me.

Knowing that she planned to help by scooping seeds from the squash, I passed her the half I’d already peeled. “Let me guess,” I said. “It’s a Saint Valentine party.”

“How did you know?”

“Because it’s you.” I leveled another pointed look at her. Even though we had faced some dark things as kids—like a horrible accident that left her with prosthetic legs, and my misguided descent into crime—Sakura’s always been obsessed with stuff like true love. When she was a teenager she disappeared for years, studying magic. Ever since she came back into my life, she’s only doubled down on her passion for matchmaking. Saint Valentine’s Day, with its love and flowers and other sentimental stuff, was right up her alley. I was honestly surprised she hadn’t chosen to open her café on the holiday in the first place.

“Well, I guess that’s fair,” Sakura said, grinning at me over the squash. “Anyway, it’s going to be a really amazing party. I’m going all out. We’re going to give out heart-shaped cookies and have lovers’ pasta and fondue, and earlier Glacial said she could source some really good wine, and we’ll light up the whole café with candles and everything.”

I rolled my eyes. If Glacial was on board, then there wasn’t a ghost of a chance of talking Sakura out of it. Glacial didn’t even know the meaning of the word “limits.” She probably hadn’t ever heard it before. As Saki’s best friend and co-owner in the café, she definitely wasn’t an ally in my effort to keep Saki practical.

And if Glacial had promised to get wine “earlier,” that meant Sakura had already been planning this event all afternoon.

“Plus we made these gorgeous invitations using a new ink Red’s carrying in the potions shop,” Sakura continued. She’d already forgotten about the squash. I reached over and took the spoon from her, continuing to scoop seeds as she went on. “They’ll go to everyone in town. Lavender said she’ll put up a poster in the tavern if I can get it made by tomorrow. And a few people have already agreed to donate extra items to be auctioned!”

Great, so the local innkeeper was on board too, and who knew who else. How Sakura had managed to charm an entire town in a matter of three months was beyond me. I’d lived in Belville three years, and spent almost every evening alone.

That was, of course, until Sakura moved in, and then invited her friend to join her. To help with the café, she’d said. I’d worried at the time that she intended to set me and Glacial up—which would have been a cruel joke, seeing as I’m six feet tall. Glacial’d be lucky if she could top five feet on her tiptoes. Supposedly she was some big mercenary or something before she decided to settle down and bake for a living. She doesn’t look it, but she does act like it. Except to Saki.

Anyway, luckily, the only joke Sakura’d had in mind was making us spend Yule rebuilding her café from the inside out. If I’d have known all the trouble it’d lead to, I think I would’ve just stayed home.

When Saki’d been silent for long enough and I knew she was staring at me, I grunted. “You’ve been busy.”

“Well today started out pretty terrible, actually, when Mel from the post office came over to say she’d lost my crème cacao tea,” Sakura admitted. “I was getting so upset wondering how I could salvage the opening party, and then this idea just came to me, so I decided—”

“Back up,” I interrupted. “The post office lost your tea? The tea you ordered specially and have been advertising since New Year’s?”

“Yes, but slow down,” she replied.

Before she could add anything, I said, “You slow down. You’re the one who’s been running all over town planning some huge event. Another huge event.”

“Yes,” Sakura repeated, “but that’s your ‘who do I need to punch in the face’ voice. You don’t have to punch anyone! It turned out fine.”

The spoon in my hand slipped and dug straight through the squash. “It did not turn out fine. You’re taking on way too much. Sakura, you know how I feel about this. Opening the Pomegranate is a lot of work already—”

“I’ve taken on a lot of work, sure, but I’m also not five any more,” she insisted, getting up to lean over the table and lay her hand on mine. Probably she was afraid I’d start throwing things otherwise. (I wouldn’t have. Probably.) “Ryu, why is it so hard for you to see that I’ve grown up? You don’t have to look after me any more. I get along just fine.”

I snorted. “Says the girl who almost got herself kicked out of town last fall!”

“Those were extenuating circumstances and you know it!”

“Well, this is starting to sound like ‘extenuating circumstances’ too. Why can’t you just take a break once in a while?”

Oh, because the post office sucks, that’s why. Just another thing to love about living in the sticks, I guess.

But Sakura wasn’t getting a pass on this one, as far as I was concerned. She could have handled the situation in so many other ways that didn’t involve giving herself more work. I glared at her until she said,

“You know that isn’t how it works, Ryu. Starting a business like this is expected to be a stressful busy time. That’s normal. It’s all going to end up fine—you’ll see. I just need a little bit of help, that’s all.”

I figured that this was what she’d been leading up to all along. I’d already spent all my free time over the winter helping the local carpenter basically gut and reconstruct her café. I had half a mind to refuse this additional request . . . but of course I never could actually tell Sakura no.

Begrudgingly, I asked, “What do you need me to do? Cook?”

“Oh, no,” she said, with a little laugh as she looked down at a mangled half of squash. “Actually, I have something even better for you to do. See, since it’s the Valentine Feast, and Saint Valentine’s Day is a time for people to get together and start new relationships, I figured, why not turn the dinner into a fun event? And it’ll help us raise money for restoring the second floor of the café at the same time! We may even donate extra proceeds to a local charity—I haven’t figured that part out yet.”

As I listened, my misgivings grew. Money for more construction was good, but I knew Sakura. I could see where this was heading.

“So I remembered those events that would happen sometimes around this time of year back in Brass, you know, the auctions? It’s like a game, and people pay money to go on a date with someone! Of course, we’ll make sure everything is consensual and in good fun, naturally. But see, that’s why it’ll get you two dinners. The first dinner is the auction itself. Then when someone bids on the date and wins an evening with you, you’ll get another dinner—free!”

I sat back and crossed my arms. “No.”

Sakura faltered, and I knew exactly what she was going to do. I looked away so that I wouldn’t see her eyes get all huge and watery, like she might cry, the way they had when she was a kid.

“Ryu,” she said pleadingly. I still didn’t look. “You can’t say ‘no’!”

“I can,” I informed her. “And I do.”

“But I already put it in the invitations,” she said.

That broke my resolve. I stared at her. “You already told everyone I’ll do it? What were you planning to do, tie me up and push me on stage?”

Sakura brightened. “I guess that’ll work if you won’t agree ahead of time!”

“Oh no, it won’t,” I glowered.

“But Ryu! I’ve already had to delay opening night once. I can’t possibly cancel this auction!”

“Then auction off someone else. You do it,” I suggested.

“I can’t, Trent’d have a heart attack,” she retorted.

I gritted my teeth. I’d always thought of Trent, the local Witch, as a pretty cool guy. That is, until he’d decided to develop a massive crush on my baby sister.

“Make Glacial do it,” I said.

“I can’t. You know what she’s like,” Sakura said.

Again, I stared. “You’re telling me Glacial is too grouchy to auction off, but I’m not?”

“Glacial isn’t grouchy. She just needs time to open up. You, on the other hand, have had years to open up to everyone in town,” Sakura reminded me. “Besides, I already put your name on the invitations.”

I gave up staring. Clearly, it wasn’t doing any good. I should have moved out of this apartment the day Saki asked if she could move in, I thought. It wasn’t the first time I’d had that regret. But I also knew it wasn’t true. There wasn’t anything wrong with Saki—even if she did like to meddle and jump the gun. The problem was me. If I’d been a better big brother, I probably would have agreed to the auction from the start. Heck, I could have even suggested it. At least then I wouldn’t have ruined a squash while hearing about it.

With a massive sigh I gathered up the remains of our mangled dinner and resigned myself to my fate. 
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Mel




I live in a little cabin on the outskirts of Belville—it used to be my grandmother’s, and no one else in the family wanted it after my mom and dad left for the big city. When my mother talks about some relative “settling” in the country, she doesn’t mean it like “making a home”—she means it like they’ve failed to reach their potential somehow. But I like it. It’s peaceful, and you can hear birds singing in the morning, and the forest is just a stone’s throw away. I’m not especially fond of the forest, even though my family does come from forest elves—I just like lakes and water better, somehow. But I do like the forest a lot better than I liked New Dale, where everyone was loud and alone and hurrying. Out in the forest you might be secluded, but you’re never hurried. Whether or not you’re alone is debatable . . .

I suppose my point is, I kind of figured that after the whole debacle with losing Saki’s box of special tea, I could lie low for a little while. My little house was out of the way and well-stocked, so it’d make a good bunker. Of course, I’m not actually a very good cook, so most of the “stocks” wouldn’t do me too much good. I knew eventually I’d run into Sakura again, probably when I broke down and visited The Third Slice for a proper dinner (a.k.a. pizza). But I didn’t realize I’d be seeing her again the next morning.

When I trudged up the path to Belville’s post office—my commute from my cabin is about a ten minute walk, which is not enough time for my brain to wake up, especially since my work starts at dawn—she and her brother were standing there on the front step. At first I thought I was dreaming.

Except I’d never actually dreamed about Ryuko before. Sakura had been a shadowy figure in my nightmares for a few days, basically ever since I’d realized that her package might be lost. But I’d never even talked to Ryuko, her older—and much taller—brother. He hadn’t lived in Belville when I’d grown up, and I’d only been back for little over a month, after all. Plus, he was the kind of person who doesn’t make casual conversation easy. It seemed like every time I passed him, he was frowning.

And that morning was no exception. He and Sakura were obviously arguing as I walked up. I know it’s a stereotype that the people in charge of post offices are nosy, but I’m actually not. I know everyone’s got a lot going on, and they’d probably prefer that most of it was private.

But they were standing right in my way, so it’s not like I could have ignored them.

And . . . Ryuko is kind of hot.

Obviously, in that way that’s like, this would be a really bad idea. Those were my very first three coherent thoughts of the morning:

Sakura and her brother are in my way, and they seem to be real

Ryuko is kind of hot actually

But of course that’d be a terrible idea.

The last thing I needed in my life was romance, particularly with a broody man who rolled up his sleeves as he talked and whose head was covered in snakelike scales that actually happened to be my favorite color, purple, and—shoot, I realized. I am definitely not at 100% this morning. I wonder if I can sneak by without them noticing and wanting to talk to me, so I don’t make a fool of myself?

“Hi, Mel!” Sakura called, abruptly cutting off whatever her brother was saying.

Ryuko, I couldn’t help but notice, had really nice hands. Pale, but strong. Scattered purple scales crisscrossed over his forearms and disappeared under his shirt.

As Saki stared at me expectantly and Ryuko crossed his arms and I tried my best to act like I hadn’t just been staring at him crossing his arms, my hopes for the morning plummeted. Ryuko was now glaring at me. Defensively, I glared back. It’s not like I’d lost his stuff in the mail.

“Hi, Sakura,” I mumbled eventually. “Sorry, I didn’t expect to, uh, see you here?”
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