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      A witch without magic. A vampire without a cause.

      And a mysterious death that brings them under the same roof.

      When I learn I’ve inherited a house in Salem, I’m sure it’s a mistake.

      Besides, I have zero desire to return to a town where I’m an outcast.

      The surprises continue when I meet my tenants, including a broody vampire and a foodie wolf shifter.

      But I’m only staying around long enough to sell the house.

      Even when they convince me to go to a Halloween ball.

      Even when I agree to pretend to be the vampire’s girlfriend.

      Even when I discover his softer and oh-so-sexier side.

      Because a witch without magic in Salem makes as much sense as a pig with wings. And I’ve never seen one fly.
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      NOVA

      The train jerked, and I lunged forward, knocking my paperback to the floor. Wicked bats and flying monkeys, I cursed in my head. The erratic jolt shook me like some seismic shifting. When I ricocheted back in my seat, I bumped into the twenty-something guy in full manspread mode beside me.

      “Hey, take it easy,” manspread guy said in a thick Brooklyn accent. He raised his hand as if to punctuate his point with a silent whatsamattawidyou?

      “Sorry, the subway shaking knocked me off balance.” I gave him a sheepish look before picking up my book, using as little as possible of two fingers, and then tried to shake off the quintillion subway germs that leaped onto it. I then reached for the hand sanitizer in my bag.

      I glanced at the other passengers. No one else seemed to react. Odd. Then again, this was New York City, and trains lurched all the time. Still, I would think there would be some grumbling or outright swearing with the movement causing instability. It was sure to disturb others, maybe even cause chaos with coffee spills.

      “What are you talking about, lady?” Brooklyn guy asked with disdain.

      Good question. A few people nearby flashed a wary glance, castigating me as a weirdo before returning to the customary vacant train stare.

      “Never mind,” I replied.

      Maybe where I was sitting gave me the most impact. Yet, manspread guy hadn’t reacted, and neither had the woman on the other side of me whose incessant phone-scrolling hadn’t ceased since she’d boarded the stop after me.

      Strange tingles buzzed inside my body. What was causing them? They seemed to drift, falling like some sort of vibrant confetti. I placed a hand on my chest. The heat of an electric buzz intensified. 

      Within a red hot New York minute, a sheen of perspiration coated my skin. It was October. I shouldn’t be sweating like this. Sure, I had my happy yellow peacoat on, but it wouldn’t turn me feverish.

      That mysterious sensation diminished and disappeared by the next stop. Crap, I probably stank. What a way to roll into work.

      I pictured Mary Katherine Gallagher sniffing her pits on Saturday Night Live and told myself not to do anything so obvious. Instead, I bent my head to take an inconspicuous sniff. When I was hit by a whiff of subway and people on subway, I blocked my nostrils with my forearm. What did I expect considering where I was? Sweaty people and B.O. weren’t a rarity.

      Brooklyn dude stood and walked to the far end of the train, shooting me a look of disgust. What a peachy start to a Monday morning—gaining consternation from fellow passengers.

      I put the incident aside as I climbed out of the subterranean world and lost myself among the columns of buildings stretching to the clouds. I’d been living here for a year and loved it, most of the time. The pulse of the city left me energized. The downside was the constant struggle to scrape up money for food, rent, and school loans each month. My low-level job as an editorial assistant didn’t pay much, so I had a part-time waitressing job. It seemed all I did was work. So much for moving here to experience all that New York had to offer.

      The rest of the day proceeded like the many before. I worked a double, first at the children’s publishing house dealing with the grunt work of spreadsheets and slush piles, and then at the diner near Broadway. At least I had my dinner half-price that night. I thought it should have been free, but management didn’t consult me on my preference.

      It wasn’t until a few days later that everything changed. I had a voice mail from a lawyer with the Salem Supernatural Network. Her name was Lorna LaRue. She asked me to call her back as soon as possible.

      Salem.

      I exhaled and stared off into the distance. I hadn’t been there since I finished high school and had no desire to return. A witch without magical talent had as much value there as a prince in a castle cursed to live as a toad.

      An incident when I was a kid flashed in my brain, when I’d almost burned the family house down. My throat clogged as if still filled with smoke.

      Shuffling into the tiny galley kitchen, I filled a glass with ice water and gulped it as if it would douse the flames in my mind.

      And what the heck was this Salem Supernatural Network? I groaned. The name pretty much spelled it out for me—it had to be a network for supernaturals in Salem.

      The strange fluttering in my chest that originated when the train jolted me returned. What the what? It was like someone pressed a button to turn it back on.

      I snorted. The one pressing the metaphorical button was me, and it had to only be nerves. I leaned forward, bracing myself with the edge of the counter for support, and tried deep breathing to rein in my anxiety or whatever it was that agitated me.

      Suck it up, buttercup. With one more deep inhale, I tried to summon courage.

      Carrying my water over to the living room, I sat on the tattered brown couch of unknown origin one of my roommates had brought home. After one more sip, I picked up the phone to call the lawyer, Lorna LaRue. What alliteration. Lawyer Lorna LaRue. Lawyer Lorna LaRue.

      Focus.

      When Lorna answered the phone, she relayed information that would knock the stripes off a tiger. “Your aunt, Margaret Goodwell, recently passed away. She left some of her estate to you, including her house in Salem.”

      I pulled the phone from my ear and stared at it like I’d detect something to indicate this was a prank. Raising the phone back to my ear, I said, “That can’t be right. I barely knew her.” The last time I’d seen her was when I was a kid.

      “It was what she wished,” Lorna replied.

      While I listened, stunned, Lorna summarized what happened. My aunt had been found unresponsive in her house and had died of heart failure. “As a witch with an affinity for the earth, she’d arranged for her ashes to be returned to the earth on her passing. It has been done. In addition to the house, she left you some money to help with the upkeep. Can you come to Salem so we can take care of the paperwork in person?”

      It took a few seconds for my brain to catch up to this minefield of surprises.

      After mentally calculating how many vacation days I had, I figured I could go up on Monday so I wouldn’t lose too many waitressing shifts. How many days would it take to deal with whatever went along with inheriting a house?

      “One second, please. I need to pull out my planner.” That was how I kept my life under control, spicing up my schedule and to do lists with fun stickers. I glanced at the days ahead. “How about Monday?”

      “Terrific, I’d suggest spending a week or two in town, if you can.”

      “That long?” I groaned inside. I didn’t have that sort of vacation time. Plus, I needed my waitressing income to pay my part of the rent. I’d use up all the vacation time I’d saved to return to a town I had zero desire to visit.

      “These things take time,” Lorna said. “You’ll also inherit just over fifty thousand dollars.”

      Fifty thousand? Wow. That would cover many, many waitressing shifts.

      “Depending on what you do with the house, we’ll need to discuss the lease for the existing tenants,” Lorna added.

      “Tenants?” Why was I repeating her like a confused parrot?

      Confused was among the many emotions running rampant in my brain, playing hopscotch with shock and wonder.

      Oh my, this made me a landlord. I was used to paying one, not being one.

      Yikes. Home ownership already stressed me out, and I hadn’t even seen the house yet.

      After we arranged a time to meet, Lorna ended the call. I put the phone in my jeans pocket, grabbed my coat, and climbed down the stairs to head out of my apartment. What I needed was to clear my head. The scents from the Chinese restaurant at floor level filled the air. Why would my aunt leave the house to me? Didn’t she have anyone closer? Why hadn’t my mother told me that she’d died? They weren’t close, but still.

      The only person who could answer these questions was my mom. She was in Myrtle Beach with some rich guy who loved to golf.

      I meandered over to a park and kicked through the fallen leaves on the concrete path. The trees had morphed to their autumn splendor, a dress change to reds, oranges, and yellows before the leaves took their dramatic plunge to the earth. The October evening was brisk enough to keep the visitors sparse, and I found an empty bench without a problem.

      I Facetimed my Mom. When she answered, her dark blond hair was in rollers. “Oh, hi honey. I’m getting ready to go out with the Donnellys tonight. You remember me telling you about them? They moved here from Connecticut to retire early. He made a killing in the stock market.”

      My mom could go on rambling through a conversation. If I didn’t interject, we’d never get to the reason why I called. “Mom, I heard about Aunt Margaret.”

      “Oh.” Her careful facade fell to a frown.

      “You know she died, right?”

      She avoided eye contact, staring at something at floor level. “I do.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      She brushed the hair from her temple behind her ear. “Well, you didn’t really know her. I didn’t think I had to tell you right away.”

      “She’s your sister. We’re blood.”

      My mom snorted and briefly met my gaze. “Just because you’re related doesn’t mean you’d be friends. Half of the time people who share blood would avoid each other at a party at all costs.” Her nostrils flared. “Even worse, you’re expected to donate kidneys or some other vital organ.”

      I was an only child and often fantasized about siblings. What would it be like to have a big brother who looked out for me or a little sister who annoyed me?

      “Mom, this is your sister you’re talking about. Your only sibling.”

      A flicker of pain flashed in her eyes, but then she pursed her lips in a bitter expression. “We haven’t spoken in years and for good reason.”

      “What reason? You never told me.”

      She turned her head in dismissal. “A difference of opinion. It’s no longer important.”

      “It seems to be with the way you’ve shut her out all these years.”

      My mother’s lips parted, and she met my gaze again. “Can we talk about this at another time? I have to get ready.”

      Apparently, dinner with the Donnellys meant more to her than her sister. “Sure. I wanted to tell you what happened. I just got off the phone with her lawyer. Aunt Margaret left her house to me.”

      “What?” Her mouth opened wide. “Why would she do that?”

      I tipped my head lower. “That’s why I’m calling you.”

      “I mean, she barely knew you.”

      I exhaled. “I’m aware of this.”

      “Why would she leave you her house?”

      Ah, another one of my mom’s quirks. She’d answer my questions with her own. “I called to ask you that,” I repeated.

      Her brows drew closer. “Well, I don’t know.”

      I clucked my tongue. If my mother didn’t know, would anyone? “Didn’t she have other family or friends who she’d think of before me?”

      “She had friends, all right,” my mother replied in a sardonic tone and wagged a finger. “Not the kind of people you’d want to associate with.”

      My mother’s judgment about who was or wasn’t suitable company could be questionable since she had issues with just about every friend I’d ever had. “What does that mean?”

      She blinked twice. “Naturally, you’ll sell that dump.”

      Ah, now she was avoiding my question, another Mom thing.

      Was Aunt Margaret’s house a dump? I kicked at some colorful fallen leaves at my feet. “I don’t know. Not only haven’t I processed this info yet, I haven’t even seen the place. I’m going on Monday.”

      She scowled. “You’re going to Salem?”

      “Yes, I need to meet with the lawyer. There’s paperwork. There are tenants.”

      Her lips tightened into a grim line as if the idea of it was distasteful. “Oh, the horror. My sister was a misfit magnet. She’d give a meal and a bed to any wayward witch or supernatural. You’re better off getting rid of this headache as soon as possible.” She gestured with a dismissive wave. “Deal with what you need to do and get out of there, and fast.” She fixed a steady gaze on me. “Salem isn’t good for you.”

      My pulse quickened. That had been my plan, but why was my mom acting so weird? We used to live there. “Why?”

      “Trust me.” She glanced off into the distance. “I really need to go.”

      I ended the unhelpful call and stared across the park.

      Was there anyone I could see while visiting Salem? My close friend, Gianna, still lived there. We hadn’t talked as often since we graduated from high school, but still stayed in touch. Weeks or even months could go by, and we’d pick up as if no time had passed. Since we were both considered outcasts, even in a town that celebrated its oddities, our bond stuck.

      I texted her. I’m coming in this weekend.

      Nice! You better come and see me and check out the club! Do you want to stay at my place?

      Hmm, good question. I technically owned a house now and could probably stay there. Without knowing the situation or talking to the tenants first, that seemed a bit weird.

      If you don’t mind.

      It would be great to catch up with Gianna. She was my closest friend growing up. As a half-siren, she had plenty of male attention, but the girls considered her a misfit like me. Although she’d left Salem to travel for a while, she returned and opened a retro rock club a few years ago on the North Shore, closer to Boston.

      Of course not! It’s been too long. Can’t wait to see you so we can catch up in person.

      There was plenty of that to do, especially because of the last few hours, and I didn’t know what to make of it.

      Over a stiff drink. Or three.

      I know just the place, Gianna replied with a winking emoji.

      DIEGO

      After a long night on my feet working at the healing center, I trudged the final steps home before dawn. Well, what was home for now. After Margaret’s death, my two roommates and I weren’t sure what was going to happen. We’d rented the main part of the house from her while she lived in her private apartment. A witch, shifters, and vampire sharing a house was a freak fest even for this town, which was more accepting to supernaturals than most.

      Her unexpected death was a tough blow, especially since I was the one who found her. We had separate apartments and shared a kitchen, but after none of us had seen her for a few days, I went to check on her. The look of shock on her face as she lay on her back, staring up at nothing, was now seared into my memory.

      As a fairly new vampire, I should get used to losing friends who weren’t cursed with immortality. This loss was another reminder that I shouldn’t get too close to anyone. They’d all disappear one day.

      Near the front door, the black mailbox with our house number perched out front appeared full. I grabbed the stash of envelopes since my roommates acted like they had an allergic reaction to mail and rarely brought it in.

      Once I entered, the scent of frying eggs and bacon wafted over from the kitchen. Sebastian, my wolf shifter roommate, listened to the morning news as he tended to his breakfast. It would reach fifty degrees on a sunny October day, not that I’d have the opportunity to experience that. He had his intense, I’m cooking, serious expression on his unshaven face. The apron he wore had a finger pointing at him with steam around it and read “Sizzling.”

      He glanced up. “Hey man, what’s up?”

      “I’m ready to sit on the couch and watch mindless reruns until I’m catatonic.” I sat on the worn gray suede sofa in the living room area, dropped the mail on the cushion beside me, and turned to a comedy station on the TV. Since this was an open-floor space, I could see him zipping about.

      “Rough shift, huh?” Sebastian asked. “I made plenty of food.” He winked. “I’ll add some extra blood to your eggs.”

      “Thanks, Seb. Just a little, though.” I specified with my thumb and forefinger. Many vampires couldn’t tolerate food, but for some reason, I could eat small portions. Too bad that ability didn’t extend to being able to survive without blood.

      “Okay, a small plate.”

      “Sebastian,” I warned. “I know how you get. You’re always trying to feed me pasta like an Italian grandmother.”

      “Okay, okay, one tiny scoop.” He nodded at the pile beside me. “Anything for me?”

      I picked up the mail and began to sort it. One envelope stood out. It was cream and the return address was printed in an ornate font from the Salem Supernatural Network. They helped supes like us live and navigate the human world, with things like finding jobs and apartments. I straightened and stared at the return address as if the letters could strike like a cobra.

      “Here’s something for all of us.” After hesitating, I opened the envelope and read an invitation. My bottom lip twitched.

      “What is it?” Sebastian asked.

      “It’s an invitation for a Halloween ball, hosted by the Salem Supernatural Network next weekend.”

      “Nice.” Sebastian raised his hand into a fist. “If anyone knows how to throw a ball on Halloween, it’s supes in Salem.”

      “Yeah, maybe.” When I spotted the next envelope that was addressed to me, I opened it. Although my heart no longer beat the way it once did, I swear it jolted against my rib cage. It was her writing—the Ex Who Must Not be Named.

      “Never mind,” I said. “No way am I going now.”

      “Why not?”

      I raised my brows. “She’s going.” I read the note to him.

      

      Hi Diego,

      I’ll be in Salem next weekend. Going to the ball on Halloween. Hope we can catch up.

      Diana.

      

      Sebastian scoffed. “Diana will be there. Big deal. You can’t hide from her forever.”

      “I can,” I countered as I shifted on the couch. “And I think I will.”

      He opened the oven and glanced inside. After he closed it, he said, “Come on, Diego. You’ve been brooding in this house long enough. Your ex broke your heart. So what? You’re not the first guy it’s happened to, and you won’t be the last.”

      “Yet, most guys don’t have the side effect of immortality to go with their broken heart.” Diana had convinced me to become a vampire two years ago so we could be together forever. Forever turned out to be six months.

      “The ball is a perfect start for you to finally begin to live your undead life.” Sebastian said.

      Lucas entered the house wearing a pair of leather pants so tight, it brought my attention to his junk. Not what I wanted to see. His loose-fitting white shirt would suit a pirate.

      “Mmm, mmm, mmm. I love living with a chef,” Lucas said. “Smells good in here.”

      With a proud grin, Sebastian declared, “I’m making spaghetti and meatballs with my grandfather’s special sauce.”

      “Eww, that sounds nasty,” Lucas teased.

      Sebastian moaned. “Everything with you is about sex.”

      Lucas shrugged and tipped his head. “What can I say? I was born this way.”

      “Says the poet who doesn’t know it,” Sebastian added.

      I grumbled, “I need new roommates.”

      That was the last thing I wanted. These guys turned things around for me when I moved in. Both were born supernaturals in a human world, and they helped me navigate it better. They were my family now.

      Lucas laughed. “I hope you have enough for me because I’m starving.” He peeked into the pot Sebastian was stirring. 

      “You know it,” Sebastian replied. “I make enough to feed an army.” He gestured at Lucas. “Diego, you should be more like him.”

      “Hungry?” I quipped with arched brows.

      Lucas grinned. “Dragons have voracious appetites.”

      “That’s not what I mean,” Sebastian scoffed. “Lucas knows how to live life.”

      “That’s because he has one,” I pointed out.

      “I strive to enjoy every day,” Lucas said with a cocky grin.

      They didn’t get it. “We’re different. You don’t have the concerns I have to deal with, like an aversion to sunlight.” Aversion. More like death by sunlight. “Or a thirst for blood,” I added. When I’d agreed to shuffle off the mortal coil to be with my ex, I’d romanticized our pairing too much and neglected to pay attention to the downside of being a living corpse.

      “Yeah, well, I have a thirst for something else.” Lucas plopped down next to me. “But it’s entirely pleasant.”

      I groaned. “I don’t want to hear about your latest exploits.”

      “Anything good?” Lucas flipped through mail addressed to him.

      Sebastian said, “We got an invitation to a ball.”

      I handed Lucas the invitation.

      He read it. “Cool.”

      “Guess who’s being a poopy pants saying he won’t go.”

      “What are you, five?” I asked Sebastian.

      Lucas stared at me like I’d turned into a merman. “Are you insane? Think of all the hot witches who’ll be there.”

      I gritted my teeth. “Don’t care.”

      “Diana will be there,” Sebastian explained.

      “Screw that bitch,” Lucas barked. “Pardon my French.” He covered his mouth with mock demureness. “Forget that lecherous creature of the night.”

      “I’m not talking about this again.” I crossed my arms. Why wouldn’t they leave me alone? If I lived my life as a hermit, I wouldn’t risk getting hurt again.

      After I found a Scrubs rerun, I continued to flip through the mail, separating it into piles for the three of us. The last one was a letter addressed to current residents. I opened it, read the letter, and cursed.

      “What is it now?” Sebastian stirred the sauce again. “Did we get invited to a carnal carnival that you’re going to shoot down next?”

      “Ha, ha, and no. It’s about the house.”

      Sebastian put the spoon down and covered the pot. “What about it?”

      “The new owner is going to come by on Thursday. It’s Margaret’s niece. Her name is Nova Adams.” I scowled.

      “What’s the problem?” Sebastian asked. “You knew someone would inherit the house.”

      “Exactly.” I nodded. “And we already talked about what may happen. She’ll probably raise the rent or sell it. Or, she might want to move in here and kick our sorry asses to the curb. Either way, we’re screwed and will have to find a new place to live.”

      “You don’t know that,” Lucas dismissed.

      “Want to bet?”

      “Of course.” Lucas could never turn down the chance to gamble. “Twenty bucks you’re wrong.”

      I shook his hand. “I hope I am. You know how much I hate change.” I flipped through the rest of the mail. “Bills. Bills.” I threw down the pile. “Ugh, I hate mail.” 

      Lucas rolled his eyes at Sebastian. “Vamps are so melodramatic.”

      “Lack of sunlight makes them sullen,” Sebastian agreed.

      I snorted. “We’ll see what happens. At least I’m being a realist and covering my junk before a woman comes along to kick me between the legs.”

      Lucas smacked his lips together. “You’re wrong, Diego. If this Nova is anything like Margaret, she’ll be cool.”

      I stood. “Then why haven’t we ever heard of her? Margaret never mentioned Nova’s name.”

      Neither Sebastian nor Lucas had an answer.

      “Call me a pessimist, but I can’t see how anything good will happen once this Nova woman arrives. We’ll likely be out on our asses before you can say witch, please.”
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