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        Rynn

      

      

      I don’t even belong in my own shop.

      The back hallway is the safest space right now, hidden from people. I’ve abandoned my best friend, Tinsley, to deal with any magic mishaps or disgruntled customers.

      On any other day, I’d be out there flashing a forced smile while passing out unapproved fliers that read:

      
        
        For every purchase here at Purple Palooza,

        90% off next door

      

      

      I haven’t met the owner of our new competitor, but since we’ll be vying for revenue, we definitely won’t be getting along. Hence the brilliant flier.

      I plaster my back against the shadowed wall as a young girl approaches with a purple unicorn toy in hand. She passes by, so I release the breath I’d been holding. The girl’s caregiver trails in her wake, dropping a pair of pomegranate sunglasses into a periwinkle cart.

      My eccentric shop, Purple Palooza, offers everything in shades from plum to violet. Even the lavender scent spraying from the automatic air freshers adds to the vibe. The only product I wouldn’t recommend is the fizzy grape soda, but no one needs to know that.

      “Rynn? I saw you! I need you up front!” Tinsley calls as she spins like a chaotic carousel, making her hat, decorated with an array of purple peacock feathers, topple from her head.

      “Here ya go, Miss Fuzer,” the little girl says to Tinsley, holding the hat up.

      The lady, who I presume is the mother, grabs her tiny shoulder faster than I could recite a spell and whispers, “Honey! We don’t call people that word.” She turns towards Tinsley. “I’m so sorry. She’s still learning.”

      “But you can use magic, right?” The girl pushes the unicorn onto the checkout counter.

      Tinsley crouches next to the girl. “Yes, I do have magic, and I don’t mind if you call me Miss Fuzer. In fact, I’m rather fond of that honorary title.”

      Leave it to Tinsley to always have the perfect response. It infuriates me that we are forced to defend our rare genetic trait to Nergs (those without magic). They don’t understand us. All my life Nergs have taken advantage of or have tried to control my power. Having an extra gene doesn’t make us bad. Some Fuzers might say I’m over-exaggerating, but I’ve had too many negative interactions with Nergs to feel positive about them.

      Mulberry bubbles float by, creating a charming dragon shape as they magically merge. It’s beautiful how they can alter the sunlight flooding the room just by casting tiny rainbows. The girl chases the bubble-dragon, then hops up and down like she’s on a trampoline.

      “Mommy, look! Mommy, Mommy!” She jumps in and out of the light rays shining on the purple floor.

      I groan at her piercing pitch, which draws her attention.

      “Heya there! Peek a boo, I see you! What you doin’ back there?” She meets my eyes. “Do you have any candy?”

      I muster a forced grin and nod as the girl pulls me out of the darkness. Tinsley tosses me a look—one that means I owe her. My ordinary hazel eyes are boring compared to Tinsley’s sharp, dark gaze.

      She grabs a dark berry lollipop by the register then sings our slogan, “Thanks for coming to our cozy Palooza, where all your dreams surely come truza!”

      The next person buys a fuchsia cutting board that chops food automagically and a puce keychain with “Best Grandma,” etched on the front. It’s one of the few items without any added charm, merely a souvenir for tourists who visit Oakmar, North Carolina.

      A mass of helium balloons hides the next customer. They add their items to the conveyor belt: disposable cups with an orchid design, mulberry paper plates, and my personal favorite, napkins with eggplants on them. Someone’s planning to get festive.

      “Why aren’t you wearing the amazing peacock hat?” a deep voice asks from the other side of the counter.

      “Because I own the store,” I say without looking up. “So I give the honor of wearing the hat to my staff.”

      I don’t force myself to wear purple every day for the sake of the store. As usual, I’m dressed in black from head to toe, layered with cat hair. I judge the man’s choices while scanning the bar codes.

      “Since you own the store, you should definitely have a purple hat, twice as tall.” The man’s tone carries a hint of a challenge. “I could make you a custom hat. I’ve been told my hands work miracles. I wouldn’t disappoint.”

      The sheer audacity.

      “That’ll be forty-six, twenty. Cash or credit?” I ask, tapping one foot on the floor.

      The tick-tock of the clock reminds me to finish this transaction before I miss the big moment. After all, I bribed Tinsley to help today for a reason.

      “You must be killing it in sales.” The man lingers longer than necessary, still hidden behind the balloons.

      “Busiest day of the month,” I mumble.

      “Ah, yes, the Ceremony is tonight.”

      Somehow, the man doesn’t get the message that a conversation with him, or anyone for that matter, is not on my list of priorities. The back hallway pulls my attention like a magnet. What if I miss it? Miraculously, Tinsley pops out from behind a shelf and motions for me to leave.

      The man’s deep voice follows, ringing out, “Nice to see you again. I’ll swing back soon, Rynnlee.”

      I freeze. No one has called me by my full name since high school, over a decade ago. Who here would be visiting from middle-of-nowhere, Indiana?

      I turn around, but he’s already out of sight. Now is not the time to get distracted.

      As I make my way out the back, the large, purpliest door swings open automagically, like all doors do. Obviously.

      Outside, an autumn breeze kisses my cheeks. Soft heat from the fading sun erases the gooseflesh that had been covering my arms, and the scent of pumpkins wafts in the air. Because of the new rival store, I’m morally obligated to hate everything pumpkin. Which is unfortunate since I adore pumpkin spice lattes.

      From the other side of the stretch of buildings, cars honk and rumble, and cardinals sing a tune to encourage dusk’s arrival.

      A long meow echoes off the brick walls and my attention darts to the box in the alleyway, tucked behind crates and bins. I rush over and kneel to check Momma Kitty’s progress. Damn it. It already happened. Three gross, adorable, slimy, perfect kittens wiggle as mom turns in place to feed them.

      “Shh, it’s okay, Momma. I’m back. You did great,” I whisper.

      I plop onto my butt and watch her finish cleaning her babies until it’s obvious that they’re orange with stripes. Fates Alive … Seriously? The only male orange cat on this block is the cutie that sleeps in the window of Peculiar Pumpkins. Annoyingly so, the baby-daddy belongs to my competition. Do I have any obligation to tell his owner about these squirmy little angels?

      “That’s a good name, Momma.” I slide my finger over her spine as she purrs. “Squirmy. And these two can be Squiggles and Squeaky.” I carefully test the sturdiness of the box then lift it. “I’m gonna move you inside now.”

      I transfer her box into the back hall of Palooza and drape my jacket over half to give her privacy.

      “Rynn!” Tinsley’s heels clickety-clack at a rapid pace as she approaches. “I can’t believe you deal with this influx every month. It’s a madhouse! One boy dropped a clock, and I swear we all moved in slow motion for a few seconds. Absolutely terrifying!”

      Tinsley gathers her fallen hair to form a fresh ponytail. Her black hair is the opposite of my bland, ashy locks. I’m best at camouflaging into a crowd, whereas she could never disappear in a group. Growing up, I was always at average height, normal weight, etcetera, etcetera, while Tinsley towers over me like a model. Even my complexion is ‘medium’ compared to her perfectly fair skin. Next to her, I could be wallpaper.

      “You okay?” Tinsley’s brows furrow. “Something looks … off.”

      Tinsley and her daughter, Maya, are my everything. They’re the main reason our sales matter so much. After all she’s been through, I can’t allow Purple Palooza to go bankrupt and shut down. Hopefully, everything goes according to plan tonight to give us another month of security.

      Nervous that I’ll fuck up somehow, I wrap my arms around my bestie in a massive hug.

      “Oh, Rynn, whatever’s wrong, it’ll be okay. We’ve got this. Do you need to cry? I can make you cry.” She pats my back softly. “Remember when we kept our face masks on too long and we thought they’d never peel off?”

      “You looked like a zombie.”

      “And remember when you knitted your first sweater and it ended up crooked, with one sleeve twice as long as the other?”

      A strangled sob-laugh explodes from my lips and I back away from her, wiping away a tear. “Stop it.”

      “Wow. My dear, grumpy Rynn Pozinne, bad-ass boss-lady, shed a tear.” Her voice stays whimsical, even though her eyes show concern. “Are you upset because I watched Tuns of Drums without you last night? Because you know I’ll rewatch it with you, right?”

      “No, just got something in my eye. There’s your payment for helping today,” I say, pointing to the box of kittens. “You can take them home if you want.”

      “Oh, my Sols! Kittens!” She scampers to the box. “Before I turn into hysterics, I have to tell you something. I came back here to tell you someone up front is asking for you. Said it’s important.” Tinsley coos in baby-talk, then asks over her shoulder, “You sure you’re okay, chica?”

      “Yeah. Do you know the customer? What’d they look like?”

      “Hhm, how to describe that man …” Tinsley strokes Momma’s ear. “He’s a brilliant sunset in September. A thick, delicious, addictive milkshake in suspenders.”

      “Suspenders?”

      “He’s a bearded wizard sent from the Goddesses. And if you aren’t interested, then I get dibs.”

      “I’m definitely not interested.”

      “He bet you’d say that.”

      “What? … Never mind, I’ll take care of it. Thanks again, Tinz. You saved me today.”

      I head towards the front. This guy sounds like a tool. Maybe he has a complaint about a purchase. I roll my sleeves up to my elbows, revealing a dozen connected tattoos of various blended flowers.

      As I step into the main shop, magical purple roses bloom in a blink, guiding my way to the register. A man, with his back to me, leans against the counter. He really is wearing suspenders over a tight white Henley. How ridiculously quaint.

      Maybe he’s here for one of my ‘custom orders.’ If so, why did he show up before midnight? I can’t deal with my under-the-table clientele breaking the rules. If he whispers the secret password, here in public, I’m going to be pissed. I brace myself to hear one of the code phrases, either ‘Purple Princess’ or ‘The Red King.’ Hopefully, this Fuzer heard that my revenge curses are only meant for mild transgressions.

      I mentally list out options he might ask for: the Nerg’s socks to never match, get fined a parking ticket every day, or have food stuck in their teeth after each meal. Oh, the possibilities!

      “You’re early,” I whisper, realigning books on the purple shelf.

      “Or I’m ten years late.” He swivels around. I gasp at the familiar face as he plants both palms on the counter, leaning over. “Hello, Rynnlee.”

      My jaw drops, like in those damned romcom movies.

      Elias fuckin’ Thoren.

      He stands in my shop, in my town, ten years older. Elias is here. In Oakmar. Now. Right in front of me.

      My heart rate doubles and I crack my knuckles behind the counter. The word nervous doesn’t begin to explain the feeling assaulting my body. Looking at his face gives me whiplash, like I’m zipped back in time. Suddenly I feel like a tongue-tied kid again.

      The grown-ass man before me is no longer seventeen. Skies Above he has aged spectacularly.

      His broad frame has widened, filling him out like a sturdy tree trunk. I’m glad his Venezuelan traits are as sharp as before—large, dark brown eyes with ridiculously long lashes that match his mop of rich brown unkempt hair.

      But the suspenders? Those are new, as well as the bulkier muscles. His white shirt opens in a V, highlighting the swirls and curves of tattoos on his solid pecs. The art is also new. And I can’t complain.

      I spent junior and senior year secretly obsessed with Elias, the sweetest guy in high school. While he was the epitome of a golden boy, I was a spider crawling in the shadows. But once I matured into my magic, other students started paying attention to me, asking for favors, and even resorting to bribes so I’d use my spells for their gain. After graduation, exhausted and defeated from dealing with Nergs, I moved to Oakmar for a fresh start, never expecting to see my high school crush again.

      “Do you need help finding anything?” I swallow, and can’t seem to look anywhere other than his piercing eyes. “The lumberjack equipment is by the teacups.”

      “Nah, I’ve finally found what I’ve been searching for.” Elias’s wicked smirk sends delicious shivers up my spine.

      “Why have you been hiding from me, Rynnlee?” Elias asks.

      Elias Thoren flirting with me is definitely not what I expected when I woke up this morning. I’m shocked—flabbergasted. How does he even remember me?

      I cross my arms. “Have we met?”

      “Oh, you’re breaking my heart,” Elias says, clutching his chest dramatically. “How about this … I can help you close shop. It’ll cut your tasks in half, then we can go across the street to Broomsticks to catch up.”

      “I’m not allowed in there,” I mumble.

      “Oh yeah? Says who?” He rolls up his sleeves. “Gimme a name.”

      An unexpected laugh erupts from deep in my belly. I’d bet my entire shop Elias has never swung a punch or experienced a single problem in his entire life. Even his current half-frown is whimsical. Elias is too sweet, too accommodating, simply too damned happy to start a fight. Holy Cauldron, he’d be the guy that intervenes in someone else’s brawl, then leave with both men as his new bros.

      It doesn’t hurt that Elias had the entire world handed to him on a silver platter with a loving family full of Fuzers. It’s not like my Nerg siblings and parents had shunned me. They just didn’t know what to do with me or how to talk to me.

      My future depends on Palooza thriving so I can stay here with Tinsley. Not to mention, I adore every little detail of Blake Street, from the ravens that claim the rooftops every autumn, to the hidden moths painted in each mural.

      “We’re closing, sir. If I can’t help you find anything, then I kindly ask you to leave.” I point towards the door, hoping he doesn’t hear the nervous energy in my words.

      “Sir? Come on, Rynnlee, we don’t need to play games. But if you’re busy, I can take a hint.” Elias raises both hands with a smile and backs away. “Actually, I’ve still got payroll to send since all my employees left early to prep for tonight. This is my first Ceremony in town, can you tell me where everyone meets?”

      I walk towards the bay window, while very aware of his intense stare lasering onto my back.

      Out the window, the sky has turned from navy to the deepest royal purple, my favorite. I almost get lost in the color until I feel Elias’s body warmth beside me. I gulp, using every ounce of effort not to crack my knuckles in front of him.

      “It’ll be over by the stone fountain. If you arrive before eleven-thirty, you’ll get a decent spot.”

      “And what time will you get there, Rynnlee?”

      Sighing, I face him, crossing my arms and craning my neck up to meet his gaze. His genuine smile breaks me in half. “Why are you here, Elias?”

      “So you do recognize me?”

      I’ll never tell him I’ve tried to scrub his face from my memory for the past decade or that I’ve tried to forget the secret he told me. And I’ll never admit I’ve had countless sex dreams starring his book-boyfriend, smut-worthy lips.

      “Why did you come here?” I ask. “What do you want with me?”

      “To sit by you at the Ceremony, of course. I’ll save you a seat, but don’t be late. Wouldn’t want you to lose your magic for a month if you miss tonight.”

      And just like that, he winks—honest-to-Lucifer winks—and moseys towards the Pumpkin shop across the street. As I squint, I see their logo is on the back of his shirt. Holy shit! My high school crush works for my new rival.

      Fantastic.
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      I have to admit, Oakmar is a breath of fresh air. I bet these cobblestone streets hold centuries of secrets. Tall oak trees stand along the sidewalk like lollipops outside each shop on Blake Street, the most touristy part of this quaint town, which resembles Salem a bit in its Gothic revival architecture. With the stone exteriors, tall towers, pointed arched doorways and windows, the buildings belong in a movie. And don’t even get me started on the energy infused in the air. The city even sounds like whimsical magic is hidden within the muffled conversations.

      I dip inside my shop, allowing the strong pumpkin scent to soothe me, reminding me of Grandpa’s farm, then flick the light off that was illuminating the Peculiar Pumpkins sign.

      On a night like this, when the dim, full moon rises with the promise of good fortune, I cling to my biggest dream—to take Rynn on a date. I could write a novel about that woman. She’s so determined, self-reliant, and assertive. Plus, she looks even better now than her teenage-self.

      In high school, I was always too scared to confess my feelings. Then I’d foolishly wasted away my twenties chasing after fleeting women. While earning a marketing degree, dating, and traveling the world, Rynn had always held space in the back of my mind, like a flame I couldn’t ever extinguish.

      I mean, balderdashin fugnuggets, is it just me or is she even more gorgeous than I had remembered? Her freckles will be the death of me. And I want my hands lost in her long hair. Silky locks twisted into a variety of tight and loose braids, weaved together like one of her knitting projects … irresistible!

      Yes, I’ve done some necessary social media snooping. Seen her posts featuring handmade coasters, blankets, sweaters, scarves, and dishcloths—none of which are purple. Does she love or hate the color that invades her store? In high school, I remember her favorite color was black. How much has she changed? Unfortunately, our reunion didn’t go as planned. I had half-a-hope that she’d be glad to see me … jokes on me.

      On the tallest shelf, I straighten the pumpkin shaped mugs, then move on to the next section—pet equipment consisting of leashes, collars, cat bowls, and treat bins all decorated with pumpkins.

      All this is thanks to Grandpa’s pumpkin farm. When he died last year, he left money in his will, but I’m not allowed to join the family business until I prove myself financially with the inheritance—thus: my Peculiar Pumpkin store.

      When someone told me that my biggest competition would be a shop that sells only purple products, I had laughed out loud. Now, I can see it’s no joke. Customers had revolved in and out of Palooza’s all day like it was an ice cream shop giving out free scoops.

      A scratching sound comes from the back office, and I follow the noise into the shadows. “Zanther?” I call out, peeking around the corner. “Zanther? You still here, man?”

      I wait for my brother to jump out and try to scare me, which would be hard since he’s taller than a lamppost and more solid than a statue. Though he’s years younger, he has the strength to wrestle me into submission at his whim.

      Another soft scratch comes from behind the closet door. I yank it open, ready to block his playful punch, but instead Goosie springs out meowing like a lunatic. His fluffy orange tail whips against me in resentment until he begs to be lifted to my chest.

      “What were you doing in there, bud? You get stuck?” He presses a paw against my cheek and starts kneading biscuits directly on my face. His motor is louder than a machine, possessing me with a purring drug so I can’t help but scratch his fur.

      I wrap Goosie behind my neck, where he casually drapes himself like a scarf. Balancing him on my shoulders, I head to my room in the back, furnished with an extravagant cot, broken lamp, tiny fridge, old microwave, and a cracked trash bin. And let’s not forget the box of bathroom necessities I carry to and from the employee restroom to get ready before work. At this rate, I’d win gold in an Olympic event of showering in the sink. Ah, the life of luxury.

      “Eli?” My brother’s voice, deeper than mine, booms down the hall. “You eat yet? I’m getting pizza unless you’ll finally let me cook Goosie.”

      I round the corner and almost smack straight into the goliath man. His sheer size was passed down from his father, but we share our mom’s darker eyes and hair. I may always be jealous that the lucky bastard’s skin glows more golden than a tanned demigod.

      “Did you already warm up leftovers?” He glares at my cat, still wrapped around my neck. “Or is it finally time to eat Goosie?”

      “You can’t eat your little brother.” I let his tail flip onto my lip.

      “Bull shit. This little demon oozes through the cracks into the underworld each night and feasts on murderous souls.” Zanther opens my fridge. “What you got in here?”

      “Oh, last night I got a fresh delivery of caviar, in case you’d stop by. I always need enough to feed a giant, or a pack of wild wolves … same thing I guess. Of course I got your favorite beer and⁠—”

      He slams it shut. “Cheese is the only thing in there.”

      “Guess you’re buying me pizza.” I form the perfect bridge with my arm for Goosie to walk onto Zanther’s shoulder.

      At first, Zanther freezes, like he is trapped in ice. Then he squeals, flails his limbs in all directions like a madman, and sends Goosie soaring through the air. The cat’s poor meows echo louder than my brother’s screams. Once they separate to the opposite sides of my room, I bend over in explosive laughter. The look on Zanther’s face is the epitome of sheer horror; even his throat bobs as he plasters himself against the stone wall.

      “Not funny! Get that thing out of here.”

      “He’s an innocent sweetheart, Zee. How can you not love his little fluffy face?” My voice rises to the always-annoying yet undeniably required baby-talk. “Don’t you have the cutest little nose, my Goosie boy?”

      He rubs against me and does a figure-eight between my ankles. With a hand still clutching his heart, Zanther backs into the hallway, but not before his gaze dips to my cot.

      “Remember, you only have one more week until I’m forcing you to move in with me.”

      “Two,” I counter. “Wait until Halloween.”

      Zanther shakes his head then ducks around the corner. “Fine, now let’s go before I spear your cat.” He clinks silverware together in the distance and I follow his racket. “I still think you’re crazy for opening this shop.”

      “You’ve only mentioned it two thousand times.”

      “Well, someone’s gotta knock sense into—” Zanther drops something, and it clatters to the floor. “Whoops. Listen Eli, your dad isn’t coming back. Whether or not he sees your shop going viral, Noah is not gonna magically show back up in your life. So, you may as well get that wholesome idea out of your head.”

      “My dad will come. Trust me. When I win the award, he’ll show.”

      Once I beat the other shops in the competition, then all news and local businesses will blast my social media account. Every year the winner announced goes viral. In 2023, a bakery won, and a streaming service picked them up.

      “Uh, Eli? There’s a terrifyingly intense woman staring at me through the front window. Shit, she looks pissed,” Zanther pauses. “Oh no, don’t tell me you’ve been dabbling in the Dungeons Dating app again?”

      All I can do is smile. “Dabbling? Is that your word of the day?”

      “Shut up! I love my calendar. Don’t act like you haven’t dabbled into a few too many dark spaces recently. Should I mention Sarah, Tanya …”

      “Shut it.” I wave away his comment in the air, hoping it’ll disappear. “Rynn’s coming in.”

      “Who’s Rynn?”

      My crush pushes the double doors open wide like a scene from an action movie and storms in. With fire bursting in her hazel eyes, she stomps straight up to me.

      I hold out both arms to welcome her into a hug. She jerks to a stop in front of me, caught off guard, and glances at my arms like they’re poisonous octopus tentacles ready to sting.

      “What are you doing?” Putting both hands on her hips, she stands solidly in a wide stance. Her adorably serious expression shatters any remaining doubt. I must go on a date with this woman. I’ll convince her, whether I need to run a marathon, take her skydiving, or even eat Goosie … I’ll do it.

      Never mind, I can’t eat my cat. That’s ludicrous.

      “I’m waiting for you to hug me, obviously.” I nod to both arms, still hovering in the air. It’s a good thing I’m in shape because I’m not lowering them until she steps into my embrace willingly. “If I must sleep like this, I will.”

      Rynn shakes her head, and ignores my awkward stubbornness. “I mean, what are you really doing here? In Oakmar, in my town, on the busiest night of the month? Did your grandpa hire you to help him with marketing?”

      “My grandpa died,” I say, gaze trained on her, arms steady. “I could sure use a comforting hug.”

      “Yeah, he could,” Zanther quips from where he leans against the wall, watching this all play out. “He loves all forms of medieval dungeon affection.”

      “Who are you?” Rynn asks, not taking any steps closer.

      “I’m just your average dungeon-enthusiast supporter,” Zanther deadpans, and I stifle a chuckle.

      Rynn tilts her head, obviously trying to make sense of my ridiculous brother, but then focuses back on me. “Aren’t your arms sore yet?”

      “No, m’lady,” I say like a knight in shining armor. “I shall never lower these love weapons until I receiveith comfort from thou.”

      “Love weapons?”

      Her eyes narrow and I can see the exact moment when she considers hugging me, maybe for the sake of moving the conversation along, but I’ll mark it as a win.

      “Okay, okay, I can see you’re still skeptical. So let me erase all your hesitation. Rynnlee … you’re more beautiful than epic song lyrics, fiercer than a hailstorm.”

      “You’re insane,” she says, but the corner of her lip twitches up as she tries to hide a smile.

      “Debatable,” I reply.

      Again, I wonder how much she’s changed since high school. Is she still vegetarian and afraid of public transportation? Does she still rock climb? Does she still have no patience for board games? Does she have a partner?

      “You think this is okay?” Rynn gestures to the store’s shelves. “Y’all copied Palooza’s idea. We were the only specialty themed store till all this pumpkin shit invaded the street. This must be illegal.”

      “The color purple is a great theme. We won’t intrude on your sales. You know what would be cute? If we sold purple pumpkins between our shops.”

      Her frown only deepens. Fine. If she isn’t instantly enamored by my charm, then I’ll have to bring out the big guns, which means … cat!

      “Goosie!” I yell. “Come here, boy!”

      “A goose? You allow farm birds in here? That’s breaking health codes. You don’t mind if I take a picture to report this, right?” She pulls her phone out of the pocket of her black jeans.

      A streak of orange fluff sprints across the top of a shelf, knocking over a recipe book containing every dessert with pumpkin. Goosie jumps down onto my shoulders, and I feed him a treat from my pocket. “I’m Peculiar Pumpkins’ owner, so we may as well meet up to discuss co-marketing strategies.”

      “Wait …” Rynn holds up one hand, her jaw dropping. “Poppa Orange is your cat?”

      “Poppa?” Zanther pushes from the wall, pointing his finger like a dagger. “Are you telling me that wicked demon spawned mini hellcats?”

      Slowly, I move my throbbing arms enough to pull my sweet hairball off my shoulders, holding him straight out between Rynn and I. “Congratulations, my Goosie!” My gaze lasers onto Rynn’s sharp glare as I ask, “When do I get to meet these babies?”

      She growls—a real-full-on wolf-like growl. “You’re impossible. You can’t meet them. Don’t even cross the line on the sidewalk.”

      “The line?” It takes a second to understand. “Oh, lordie. Pleeeease tell me you drew a purple chalk line between our shops. Please. Oh my Goddess, that’d make my whole day.”

      Rynn’s nose scrunches up in the same way as when she was caught by the teacher passing notes in high school.

      “So, I’ll meet you at eleven-thirty? It’s a date? Wear red clothes, you know, so no blood will stain your top at the ritual.” I take a step closer, so Goosie’s outstretched paws push against Rynn’s shirt. Her scent consumes me in the best way—lavender.

      Rynn scoops Goosie into her arms to support his fluffy butt. “I will not sit by you. I will wear all white, and if you’re set on staying in Oakmar, don’t get your hopes up about winning on Halloween. In fact, don’t even come to the festival. I’d utterly hate to see your agonizing smile disappear when our store beats Pumpkins.”

      “Is that all?” I ask, while sending a shooting betrayal glance at Goosie, who is cozying up in Rynn’s arms, cradled against her chest. Or maybe I’m jealous.

      Rynn waits a beat, jaw tight. “And you owe me half the supplies for Squiggles, Squirmy, and Squeaky. I’ll slip a bill under your door.”

      She already named the kittens. That’s beyond adorable. This woman will destroy me from the inside out. Luna, I was such an idiot for not asking her out senior year. What if we could’ve been together this whole time? This feisty ray of sunshine could’ve been yelling at me for years if I had wised up earlier.

      “Or … how about I get your number? You can text me the total … possibly send me hourly pictures of the S-team since I’ll be deprived without their itty-bitty paws.” When she seems out of quips, I add, “Don’t worry, tonight I’ll wear red so we’ll match.”

      Rynn grunts like a unicorn and swivels on her feet, Goosie still clutched to her body like a shield.

      “I’m taking Goose to meet his children,” she snaps over her shoulder.

      On her way out, when the door’s pumpkin bell rings, I finally let my arms drop.

      “Oh my god! That’s the girl you pined after! Your chemistry partner, right? The same one who refused to sign your yearbook?” Zanther flashes me a sarcastic thumbs up out of the corner of my eye, but I keep my focus on Rynn until she’s out of sight.

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Blasphemy!!” Zanther lunges over the orange pillows by the pumpkin-shaped beanbag and rams his head into my stomach like a bull. “Admit you love her.”

      I groan and kick his leg out, toppling him to his knees. His forehead is inches from slamming into the corner of the pumpkin coffee table, but he catches himself and jabs an elbow into my side. Another explosive grunt blasts out of me. I wrap him in a chokehold, and accidentally knock over giant pumpkin candlesticks in the tussle.

      “Surrender, you terrible Prince of Pumpkins!” Zanther yells.

      “Only if you name your firstborn after me.”

      “Already did!” Zanther shouts.

      “What?!” I shout, and Zee laughs harder than he has all day. “You should see your face right now.”

      “You asshat.” I throw a pumpkin stuffie at him. “You’d be a worse Poppa than Goosie.”

      “Don’t you ever mention that sacrilegious beast in my presence again.”

      Panting, I flatten out my clothes, then help Zanther to his feet. The pumpkin on the wall ticks to ten. Time flies when you’re bickering and wrestling.

      Outside the window, the Ceremony committee is arranging the chairs by the fountain. A few people have gathered, drinks in hand. Interesting. My hometown never allowed alcohol during the monthly ritual, which had made it easier to hide my addiction from my friends. But I don’t want to linger on my past.

      I grin at the thought of Rynn pacing a pathway into her carpet at home as she considers how to one-up me. There’s no chance in Abyss she’ll wear red tonight, so I’ll have to guess whether it’ll be black or white.

      “Well, that was fun, but I’m gonna go to Shoanna’s Bar,” Zanther says, not knowing my weakness for the bottle.

      “Wait, I need a favor.”

      “Anything, bro.” He smiles, rubbing his arm where I punched him earlier.

      “Switch shirts with me, asshole.”

      He raises one brow. “You’re asking if I’d give the shirt off my back for⁠—”

      “Shut up and strip, bro.”
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      I can’t believe Elias demanded that I wear red tonight. Who does he think he is that he can order me around?

      “Ugh, stay up, will you?” I groan at the spaghetti straps that keep slipping off my shoulder. This is the last night I’ll ever wear this dress; it’s getting thrown straight into the trash.

      The tall mirror in my bedroom reflects the ghost that likes to visit sometimes. I ignore her and check out the white dress that flatters my curves, miraculously accentuating my average boobs. I’m surprised it still fits even years after I had stolen it from my sister. In truth, it’s been collecting dust in the back of my closet, hidden behind a long row of black.

      My messy braids spill over the dress’s front and back, covering many of my tattoos, so I tie them together in a low ponytail at the base of my neck. I’m only wearing this hideous outfit to make a point to Elias. I’m not even sure why taking a stand matters so much, but whatever game he’s playing, I plan to win.

      From the drawer, I grab black leggings to cover my eczema, but rub corticosteroid cream on before pulling them over my legs. I hate drawing attention to my skin condition and try to ignore the itchy sensation when in public.

      “Why did he ask me out?” I ask Goosie, my new partner in crime. “We don’t know each other anymore.”

      It’s not like I’d ever say yes, even to please my past fantasy, because Elias has turned out to be arrogant and intrusive instead of the sweet guy I used to fawn over. Once upon a time, Elias would sacrifice what he wanted for the sake of others. Since he stole my main marketing idea for his shop, I can’t in good faith expect him to meet my standards of a decent human anymore.

      Outside my window, more spotlights turn on, igniting Blake Street for the ritual. My apartment is above Palooza, only a few yards away from the where people are gathering. Someone’s rich voice booms instructions for the crew setting up chairs by the historical fountain. If only there were a way to encapsulate how much I love this town and bottle that feeling for gloomy days. Not even a renowned painter could depict the beauty of the red and gold leaves framing our street.

      Goosie jumps on the windowsill and I yank it open, allowing a fresh night breeze to flow in. My new comrade sniffs the air, ears back, then paws at the screen. Elias deserves his cat to be stolen after being irresponsible and not neutering him.

      “No, sir. You can’t go out.” I pet Goosie’s back until his butt arches high. “You’ll impregnate someone else.”

      I leave the captured kitty in my apartment and head outside, where the scent of leaves fills my nostalgia jar. The street fills up fast; Nergs lingering behind the designated roped-off area to await the Ceremony when Fuzers select their spell of the month.

      There’s a buzz of electricity in the air. I, for one, despise these ceremonies. The council needs to figure out a more private way for us to choose our spell without being displayed like circus freaks.

      While I scan the crowd for Tinsley, I instantly regret wearing heels. They slip on the tiny gravel, causing me to teeter like I’m drunk. A few people bump into me, but they don’t apologize. I often blend in like a ghost, invisible until needed. It’s fine. I don’t crave attention. Really, it’s fine.

      Tinsley and I usually sit outside of Shoanna’s so when the fun begins, we can snag a high-top table and drink, but I don’t see her at our typical meeting spot.

      Instead, I see a brilliant smile, sparkling like the stars. Among a cluster of bodies, Elias waves me over, but I act like I don’t see him.

      “Rynnlee!” He waves both arms, jumping like a damn golden retriever.

      Seriously? How does he still exude so much vibrancy? What else hasn’t changed? Is he still obsessed with game shows? Does he still listen to murder mystery audiobooks and sing along at bluegrass concerts? Did he ever become a member of a rowing team? By the looks of his body, he’s doing something right with his fitness. No, Rynn. Stop thinking about him shirtless.

      Speaking of his outfit, he’s wearing suspenders again, over a solid-white shirt, which matches my plain white dress. Fuck my life. Somehow, he read my mind. No one ever wears white to the Ceremony, so if I don’t find a jacket soon,, we’re going to become instant gossip.

      “Rynn, there you are. It’s nuts tonight,” Tinsley says, watching a video on her nanny cam. “Has everyone and their great auntie moved here since last month?”

      Grateful for the distraction, I dip my attention to the image on her phone showing a babysitter checking on Tinsley’s six-year-old daughter, asleep in bed, curled next to giant stuffed bears. I can’t even imagine experiencing the nightmare of single parenthood. Tinsley’s parents and fiancé had died in the same hurricane shortly after we became friends. I supported her through the trials of grief. Then we dedicated Purple Palooza to those she lost.
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