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      A series of knocks sounded on the tea shop door: two slow raps followed by three quick ones.

      I swallowed, wishing the action might dislodge my heart from my throat, but it remained stuck there in my anxiety. I wasn’t used to engaging in illegal activity.

      Taking a long, steadying breath, I walked down the hall to the front door and flipped the lock. The sign, the closed side facing out since the last customer had left the tea shop over an hour ago, bumped against the glass as I pulled the door toward me.

      The Rickster stood on my doorstep, his wild white hair combed to one side. The septuagenarian wore a brown plaid suit that looked like it might not have been used since the sixties. A spicy cologne stung my nostrils, making me cough.

      It was then that I realized my mistake.

      The Rickster pulled the note I’d left on his houseboat window from his front pocket and waggled his eyebrows.

      “Rosemary.” He leaned his forearm against the doorframe. “Got your note,” he purred.

      My wording hadn’t seemed troublesome, but now that I thought back on the message I’d written, I could tell I’d made a grave error.

      
        
        Rick, I need to ask you about something sensitive. Would you come to the tea shop after closing tomorrow?

        — Rosemary

      

      

      “I knew I wasn’t the only one who felt a spark during our dates.” The Rickster shot me a look that I was sure was meant to be flirty, but in actuality looked like he was about to sneeze.

      The “dates” he’d referred to were consecutive speed-dating dates we’d had earlier that year, and I’d only agreed to the second one because my friend needed more time with the man she was talking to.

      “Oh, Rick, you’ve got the wrong idea. I⁠—”

      “You’d be surprised how sensitive I can be.”

      Panic rose up my neck in hot waves.

      Rosemary, you know better than to be less than precise with your wording around the Rickster, I inwardly scolded myself.

      Footsteps sounded in the hallway behind me. Strong arms wrapped around my waist. The Rickster’s smug smile fell.

      “Oh good. You’re here.” Asher’s deep voice resonated through my body as he pulled me closer to him. “Thank you for coming, Rick.”

      The older man frowned and narrowed his eyes at the handsome guy wrapping me in a protective embrace. The Rickster’s gaze traveled around the entryway, and he glanced over each shoulder, as if he were now sure he was part of an elaborate scam and might be jumped at any moment.

      “Come in.” Asher stepped back, sweeping me along with him so there was room for our guest.

      Rick moved quickly through the open doorway. He immediately spun around and walked down the hallway backward, his beady eyes trained on us the whole time as we closed the door and followed him into the tearoom.

      “Have a seat.” Asher motioned to one of the tables. He spoke in a calm and friendly manner that gave no teeth to the dozens of conspiracies probably running through the Rickster’s mind.

      Still, the man didn’t take his eyes off Asher. The Rickster felt around behind him for a chair and warily sat, threading his fingers together into an expectant steeple.

      The only thing that loosened his tightly set shoulders was when I set a steaming mug of his favorite tea in front of him. His eyes widened for a split second, hands cupping around the mug, and then he went back to scowling as he took careful sips of the hot liquid. Asher took a seat across from him at the table.

      “Sorry for the theatrics,” I said as I settled next to Asher. “But we need to make sure this conversation doesn’t make its way out of this room.”

      The Rickster’s mustache twitched, and he sat back, interest leaking from his posture.

      “Especially not to the chief,” I added.

      At this, the Rickster leaned forward, holding his chin between his thumb and index finger. “Now, what could you possibly need to keep from your dear old dad?”

      The Rickster wasn’t wrong to be suspicious. It was his natural state, first of all. But it was also unlike me to keep things from my adopted father, Pebble Cove’s chief of police.

      “We have a friend”—my eyes flicked over to Asher—“who needs a birth certificate, a social security number, and a driver’s license.”

      “That last one isn’t so important,” Asher clarified.

      I squeezed his leg under the table. We’d talked about this—well, argued might’ve been closer to the truth—and I’d already won. Asher had recently gotten it in his mind that he wanted to go through the whole driver’s licensing test. But I knew that would only raise questions about why he didn’t already have one in his mid-twenties, and if word got back to the chief somehow, he’d have questions about why Asher had been driving around Pebble Cove the last couple of months if he hadn’t had a license yet. It was just easier to pick one up along with all the other illegal documents we needed for the man.

      I didn’t normally make it a habit of breaking the law, but when the hundred-year-old ghost who lives in your house falls in love with you and gets a second chance at life, you do what you have to do.

      “We thought we’d come to you because, well, you have a guy for everything, and there’s the whole me-helping-you-avoid-prison bit.” I shrugged as if the favor he owed me wasn’t my biggest—and only—bargaining chip.

      When I’d helped clear him of murder months earlier, I hadn’t done it with the intent to hold it over his head, but the Rickster was a man who liked a deal. I needed him to think he owed me so he didn’t try to get something new out of this interaction.

      The man’s scowl deepened, and his eyes narrowed so much that I was sure he couldn’t even see us through the small slits anymore.

      This wasn’t working. My heart filled with worry. Would Rick tell the chief? Did he guess that our “friend” was, in fact, Asher?

      But just as my worry reached a crescendo, the Rickster’s wary expression morphed into a smile.

      “I’ve got just the guy,” he said.

      I exhaled my relief, and Asher sat back in his chair.

      “That’s great. We really appreciate it,” Asher said.

      “Yes, thank you.” I pulled out my phone so I could take down the contact information I was hoping would follow.

      “No problem.” The Rickster’s lips pulled into a satisfied smirk. “Is Portland too far to travel?” he asked.

      Asher and I shook our heads emphatically.

      “No, that would be perfect,” Asher said.

      “For our friend,” I added.

      Asher shot me a thankful look. I knew he was merely excited. He’d been wanting to go to Portland for a long time—too long. About a century, to be exact.

      Ignoring my phone, still held at the ready, the Rickster pulled out a notepad from his suit pocket and scribbled out something before handing it over. He slid the paper across the table.

      Scratched out in the Rickster’s barely legible handwriting was a Portland address and the name, Chester P. MacCracken III.
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      I snorted out a laugh. “Chester P. MacCracken the Third sounds like a cartoon character.” I chuckled, sliding the piece of paper back toward the Rickster, positive it had to be a joke.

      “Or a Civil War general,” Asher mumbled with a grin.

      I held up my hands. “Rick, I’m sorry that I mentioned the jail thing. I’m not really trying to hold that over your head. Seriously, if you don’t know anyone, you could’ve just told us no. You didn’t have to make someone up.”

      The Rickster’s mustache twitched as he sputtered out a frustrated growl. “I’ll have you know Chester is incredibly real, not a cartoon, and only sometimes a Civil War general.”

      Asher and I exchanged confused glances at that last part.

      “So he is sometimes a general?” Asher frowned.

      The Rickster swatted at him. “Unimportant. All you need to know is that the man is as real as they come and he can get ‘your friend’ the incredibly sensitive, not to mention illegal, documents you’re asking for.” The Rickster used finger quotes around our wording, and his two different-colored eyes flashed with a biting lucidity I hadn’t experienced with the man more than a few times.

      Holding out my hand sheepishly, I said, “I’m sorry. He just has a funny name.”

      “Says the girl named after a stinky plant,” the Rickster muttered, reluctantly handing over the paper once more.

      “People love rosemary,” I argued. “It smells great.”

      The Rickster raised his wild eyebrows. “If you say so.” He stood. “If that’s all, I’ll be going.”

      “Yeah, that’s all,” Asher and I said in unison, cowed by the Rickster’s uncharacteristic power move.

      “I’ll give Chester a heads-up you’ll be in contact with him.” The Rickster saluted us. “See you around, Stinky.”

      He clomped down the hall. Asher and I flinched as the door slammed shut behind him.

      “Okay, I officially dislike angry Rickster more than flirty Rickster. Is it bad that I want that version of him back?” I asked with a pout.

      Asher laughed and angled his body toward me. He used his long legs to pull my chair toward him. “I can flirt with you if you want.”

      My cheeks heated as an involuntary smile pulled across my face. “Yes, please.”

      He leaned forward, fingers tangling into my shoulder-length hair as he planted a kiss on my lips. Kissing Asher never got old. It could’ve been because he was handsome, smart, funny, and had the kindest heart. Or maybe this was just what it felt like to be in love with your best friend and know they felt the same way about you. Either way, I was a big fan of this feeling. If I could think of a way to condense it all into a single phrase, I would be tempted to get sweatshirts made.

      Once Asher sat back, leaving my lips tingly, I focused in on the piece of paper.

      “What do you say we make the trip up to Portland this weekend?” I asked, curling the paper around my fingers.

      Asher’s mouth pulled into a handsome smile. “Can we go to the witchcraft doughnut shop?”

      A laugh spilled out of me. “It’s not actually voodoo. They’re just good doughnuts. And yes, we can get you one while we’re in town. Was voodoo really a concern back in your day?” I asked.

      Asher puffed out his cheeks. “I mean, doctors were still using leeches to cure ailments back in my day, so there were a lot of concerns.”

      “Even better than deep-fried desserts, we should spend some time in Powell’s.” My eyes lit up as I mentioned the bookstore that took up an entire city block. Wandering through its extensive shelves could fill a whole day if I let it.

      Embarrassment flashed behind Asher’s eyes. “I can’t believe I put doughnuts before books.”

      I loved the way his cheeks turned a soft shade of red whenever he was uncomfortable. It was something that had never happened while he was a spirit, so it was one of the little things that made me sure he was really alive.

      “We can tell Raymond and Mom that we’re going to visit your old friends from the city,” I said, knowing that my father, the police chief, would ask who we were going to see and for how long, and that my
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