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      Home was a concept that meant everything to me. It was a place where you knew you were safe, sheltered. An oasis from the rest of the world. And our oasis had been devastated in more ways than one. The little apartment I shared with my sister might have been cleared by the sheriff’s department, allowing us back in, but any shred of safety I might have once felt was in ashes, just like the records building that burned to the ground the night before.

      I shifted on the plastic chair on my balcony and looked toward the coast. As a siren, the sea was also home, but even it felt foreign as I watched the first rays of sunlight warm the horizon.

      We’d arrived last night, covered in smoke and ash, numb from the whirlwind that had rocked our once-peaceful town of Mysthaven, only to remember that our apartment had been trashed by a rogue triton. We’d been too tired to do much more than shove away the mess and shower off the memories of the flames that had ruined our one chance at saving the bar that had been in our family for generations.

      Home. The bar was another place I thought of as home. It was barely standing, nearly destroyed by a demon sent by the siren council in their twisted war against my family. A soft thudding noise broke through my thoughts, and I turned to see Penny pawing at the glass. I leaned forward and pulled open the patio door for her.

      The orange cat sauntered out, her green eyes flashing in the low light of the dawn, and unleashed a spectacular yawn. She hopped onto the other chair and looked at me, her head tilted to the side.

      “I could feel your maudlin thoughts from inside. Why are you not in bed?”

      I snorted and ran a hand through my hair, my nose wrinkling at the heavy scent of smoke drifting from the strands. I’d washed it twice, but the smell lingered, reminding me of everything we’d lost.

      “Couldn’t sleep. I kept thinking of Yvette. I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to sleep in that room again.”

      Yvette. A cousin we’d never known existed. She’d met her end in my bedroom, killed by the triton Styx, as they both tried to steal the powerful artifact we’d hidden in the chest at the base of my bed. We’d gotten the conch shell back, but we weren’t able to save Yvette.

      Penny sighed, a gusty sound that I could easily imagine coming from the dragon she claimed she’d been before a witch had cursed her into the feline form she now held.

      “Autumn, you know there was nothing you could do. You weren’t even here when it happened. Yvette made her choices. Her soul doesn’t linger here. I know humans are sentimental, but once the place is cleaned up, you’ll feel better.”

      I shrugged, not having the energy to get into a debate with a cat. That would take a lot more caffeine and patience, and I hadn’t had my coffee yet.

      “I guess. What are we going to do, Penny? Last night, at the town meeting, it felt like the tide was turning. We revealed the truth about Serafina and Clement, but then the fire broke out. Samantha was nearly killed. If it hadn’t been for Gabe...”

      Gabe. When Gabe Frost had rolled into town a few weeks ago, I’d thought he was just a handsome shifter, drawn to Mysthaven’s safety. Our little town was a place where paranormals could be themselves, sheltered from the rest of the human world. For now. We’d discovered that Serafina Jenkins and Clement Broadwater, among others, were working to dismantle that safety.

      And Gabe? He was more than just a shifter. Way more. He was a winged space elemental who’d shifted for the first time when my life had been endangered. Last night, he’d shifted to save Samantha, the records clerk who’d been tasked with finding the ancient deed that proved my bar, The Siren’s Song, belonged to me and not the Siren Council. She’d arrived just as the place was firebombed, and if it hadn’t been for Gabe, literally swooping in on his wings, capable of controlling the fire, she would’ve died. Another statistic in the war being waged against our town. I was the one who’d sent her there. It was my fault she was suffering from smoke inhalation.

      A ragged breath tore through my chest, and tears pricked at my eyelids as I tried, and failed, to hold them back. I swiped my hand across my cheeks.

      “Oh boy, the maudlin energy is powerful with you this morning. Look, Autumn, I know it hasn’t been easy. Your life has been turned upside down, and you haven’t had time to process it all. But you have to look at the bright side.”

      Typically, Penny was the master of the withering glare, capable of making anyone feel about an inch tall, but this morning? It was my turn. I sniffed back my tears and stared at her.

      “Bright side?”

      “Don’t give me that look. Your eyes are too watery to have the effect you think it has. Yes, the bright side. You’re alive. Summer is alive. Samantha didn’t die. You’ve got Gabe. You’ve gained new allies in the fight against the siren council, and this isn’t done yet. Not by a long shot. Now, pull yourself together. You can make me breakfast. That will help take your mind off things.”

      I gaped for a second before a laugh burbled up, taking me by surprise.

      “Well, when you put it like that...”

      Penny’s eyes gleamed as she hopped down from the chair and strolled back into the living room. I heaved myself up and followed, trying not to look at the sad couch, bereft of its stuffing, which was currently heaped in a corner of the room.

      The kitchen, at least, had been spared by Styx’s ransacking. However, I’d forgotten that we were out of food. One lone can was the only cat food left in the cupboard. I glanced over my shoulder at Penny with a wince.

      “Tuna?”

      “If I must. Let me guess, the fridge is empty, too?”

      “Um, well, unless it’s suddenly turned magical, yes. With everything that’s been going on, the grocery list kind of slipped my mind.”

      I served up her tuna and crossed my fingers as I headed for the coffee pot. Please don’t be out of coffee; please don’t be out of coffee. I wasn’t normally one to break down in tears, especially twice in one day, but if we were out of coffee, it was a strong possibility.

      Luckily, I still had half a bag. I poured in what was probably considered an unhealthy amount of coffee grounds, added water, and punched the button on the side of the coffee pot, listening to Penny eat. She might claim she’s not a big fan of tuna, but from where I was standing, you could’ve fooled me.

      Summer padded into the kitchen, her blonde hair swirling around her head like a tangled cloud, and opened the fridge.

      “We’re out.”

      “Of everything?”

      “Looks like it. We have coffee, though, so there’s that.”

      She perked up and joined me at the counter, leaning against my shoulder.

      “You okay, sis?”

      “I will be. How about you? Were you able to sleep?”

      Summer nodded and covered her yawn with a fist.

      “A little. I’m guessing you didn’t. Your bed wasn’t slept in.”

      “Yeah. I couldn’t do it. I kept seeing her lying on the floor by the bed. I know it’s silly.”

      She grabbed two cups from the cupboard behind us, poured us each a cup, and shoved one into my hands.

      “Here. This will help. Have you heard from Gabe?”

      I shrugged before taking a sip. The hot liquid burned my lips, but I couldn’t summon enough energy to care.

      “I haven’t even looked at my phone.”

      “Autumn Silene Waverly, you’ve got to be kidding me. After last night? You know how worried he was when he left here.”

      I winced as Summer dragged out my middle name. We only did that to each other when we were truly emotional. Penny scraped her tongue around her muzzle and hopped on the counter, belching tuna fumes in our general direction.

      “She’s in a mood, Summer. I was hoping the coffee would jolt some sense back into that head of hers, but I think she’s enjoying a good sulk.”

      “I am not sulking!”

      “Could’ve fooled me. Now, finish your coffee, get your phone, and check your messages. You know Gabe always texts you first thing in the morning.”

      A warm glow spread through my chest, and it had nothing to do with the coffee. Before Gabe entered my life, I’d never dreamt that I’d meet someone and fall in love, let alone someone like him. The enchantment that weighed me down like a sack of bricks ensured that. Cursed with a singing voice that was the opposite of every other siren, I’d gotten used to the fact that I would spend the rest of my days alone. I accepted it. But then Gabe Frost came into the bar that night and changed it all. Everything.

      I grabbed my phone off the charger and glanced at the screen. One message. Summer peeked over my shoulder, grinning broadly.

      “Penny, you were right.”

      “I always am.”

      I turned my shoulder, blocking Summer’s view, and opened my texts. Sure enough, it was from Gabe, and the heartfelt good morning message he’d sent made me swallow hard. I wasn’t sure how it happened, but I was pretty sure we were sprinting into a relationship. I tapped in my response and finished my coffee, looking hopefully toward the pot.

      “That’s the spirit,” Penny said, pausing in her post-meal cleaning ritual. “Now, what are we going to do about Styx? And the Seavers? Let alone Clement and Serafina?”

      I held up a hand before pouring myself another cup.

      “One calamity at a time. It’s not even seven in the morning yet, Penny.”

      “Well, I guarantee our enemies aren’t moping about. This is not the time to feel sorry for ourselves. It’s time to act.”

      I would’ve loved to snark back at the cat, but she was right. Not that I was going to tell her that. Her fuzzy little head was enormous enough as it was. Summer gave me a crooked grin and shrugged.

      “So, what do we tackle first?”

      A knock sounded at the door, interrupting my response. We glanced at one another, and a chill went down my spine. A few days ago, a knock was a welcome sound. Now? It felt like a harbinger of doom.

      “Are you going to let in Meadow? I’d do it, but I don’t have thumbs.”

      I glanced at Penny before hurrying over to the door, revealing that Penny was right. Again. Meadow, my oldest friend, stood there, and she looked all kinds of exhausted. Her braid of strawberry-blonde hair was covered in ash, and she had streaks of it all over her face. I immediately pulled her into a hug, not caring that she smelled like she’d rolled in the remains of a campfire.

      “Meadow! Are you okay?”

      Her familiar, a tiny squirrel named Winnifred, or Winnie for short, peeked out from Meadow’s braid and chittered.

      “Come on in, you two. You look exhausted.”

      Summer delivered a steaming mug of coffee, and we led my friend over to the kitchen table. She plopped down and took a swig before answering.

      “Oh, that’s good. Way better than the stuff they serve at the hospital.”

      “How’s Samantha? Is she going to be okay? And you still haven’t answered me, Meadow. Are you okay?”

      She shot me a smile tinged with tiredness but nodded her head as she stroked Winnie.

      “I’m fine. Samantha is going to be fine, but it will take a few days. I brought the coven’s best healers with me to the hospital, and she’s resting now. They reversed much of the damage the smoke did to her lungs.”

      I sank down next to her as relief coursed through me. Good news. Great news. My friend might be just under thirty, the youngest leader of the Mysthaven coven in centuries, but she was a powerful witch blessed with earth magic. I took her hand, gripping it.

      “That’s so good to hear. Thank you, Meadow. For everything.”

      My friend smiled and gave a self-conscious shrug.

      “I’m always happy to help. How are you three doing? You could’ve stayed at my place last night, you know. You didn’t have to come back here with all this mess.”

      Summer shot me a look before answering.

      “We’ll get it cleaned up. The bathroom wasn’t trashed if you want to take a shower. We’ve got clothes you can wear.”

      Meadow’s nose crinkled as she looked at me.

      “That bad, huh?”

      I ran my thumb over a smudge of soot on her cheek and nodded.

      “Maybe just a little.”

      Winnie leapt down from Meadow’s shoulder and darted over to what was left of the couch, chittering at Penny as she hopped between the cushions, making us all laugh.

      “Well, at least she’s got energy.”

      “Once you’re out of the shower, we’ll head to breakfast, and then it looks like you need a nap.”

      Meadow obviously wanted to protest but yawned instead and gave me a sheepish smile.

      “Maybe an hour or two. Winnie, behave yourself.”

      The squirrel chittered as she ducked behind a cushion, and Meadow headed for the bathroom. The water in the shower was still running when another knock sounded. This time, I didn’t jump out of my skin. That was progress, right?

      I opened the door, and Gabe stood there, grinning widely, his arms laden with bags. Delicious smells wafted toward me, and my stomach gave an unseemly growl that only made him grin wider.

      “Good thing I stopped to grab breakfast.”

      I waved him in, reaching for a bag, while Penny trotted over, her game with Winnie long forgotten.

      “Do I smell biscuits and gravy?”

      “And pancakes, eggs, bacon. The works. I went all out. I figured everyone would be hungry. And hello, Penny. And Winnie. Summer.”

      My sister waggled her eyebrows as I led Gabe into the kitchen, and we helped him offload the bags of takeout food.

      “You’re my hero,” Summer said, sniffing as the smells filled our tiny kitchen. “Thanks, Gabe. How did you know?”

      “Took a gamble,” he said, focusing on me, his eyes a mix of blue and gray. “You okay, Autumn?”

      I nodded but didn’t trust my voice to speak. Not only was he more good-looking than he had any right to be, but he was also a powerful space elemental, capable of controlling all the elements. He was incredibly thoughtful. Kind. Sweet. My cheeks heated under his gaze.

      Summer busily grabbed plates, and by the time Meadow came out, her hair coiled in a towel, we had a feast prepared. She grinned, her freckled face scrubbed clean of all the soot, and held up her hand for a high five from Gabe.

      “My man. Let’s eat!”

      We tucked into the feast, and for a moment, I let my worries take a backseat. Penny was right. We had too many problems that needed to be solved: an apartment that needed deep cleaning and a bunch of new furniture. But all of that could wait. At least for another few minutes.
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      By the time I’d inhaled my scrambled eggs, hash browns, and bacon, I felt like a new woman. Penny enjoyed her second breakfast and was currently eyeballing Summer’s plate, where a lone piece of bacon sat, untouched. My sister, of course, knew this but was likely seeing how long it would take Penny to either ask for the piece or simply help herself. She winked at me, her blue eyes full of mischief.

      “I feel normal again. Well, as normal as I get,” I said before snatching the bacon off Summer’s plate and handing it to Penny.

      “Hey! I was...”

      “Torturing a poor, innocent cat,” Penny said around a mouthful of bacon.

      Summer grumbled, but her sunny disposition couldn’t stay grumpy for long. That was my specialty. But even I couldn’t deny that eating had helped chase away the dark clouds that pulled me down. She pushed back her chair and grabbed my plate, stacking it on top of hers.

      “I’ve got dishes.”

      Gabe jumped up and helped, grabbing the rest of the plates and taking them into the kitchen. Meadow wrapped her hands around her coffee cup and turned to me. Winnie leapt onto her shoulder and chittered at me, her tiny black eyes full of life.

      “So, we need a plan. And it has to be a good one,” Meadow said, draining her mug.

      I swiped it once she set it down and rose, pushing back my chair.

      “This conversation definitely requires more caffeination. Let’s get another round of coffee going, and then we can plot to our heart’s content.”

      She grinned through her exhaustion. Her spark was back. We crowded into our tiny kitchen, where Gabe was helping Summer rinse off the dishes, and I topped off everyone’s mugs before making another batch of coffee. I leaned against the counter, surveying the damage in my living room.

      “So, which disaster are we going to tackle first? I need to break it down into easy-to-digest chunks, or I’m going to curl up in a ball and rock in the corner.”

      Gabe chuckled and shot me a grin as he handed Summer the last plate.

      “I think we start small, with something we can control. Let’s get the apartment cleaned up. If we all pitch in, that should only take a couple of hours. We can plot while we work.”

      He was way more hopeful than I was, but he had a point. When faced with the choice of fighting against a powerful witch, an ancient shark shifter, the corrupt Siren Council, a murderous triton, and cleaning up the damage in my apartment, that was definitely the easier route.

      “Agreed. I’ve got some garbage bags under the sink. Let’s start there, and we’ll figure it out as we go.”

      He leaned in and pressed a kiss on the top of my head.

      “That’s the spirit.”

      I didn’t miss the looks Summer and Meadow flung my way, and I knew that as soon as we were alone, that kiss was going to be dissected with glee, but it felt too nice to worry about it. That was a problem for future Autumn. Gabe rummaged under the sink and tossed me a roll of bags.

      “Meadow and I can handle the living room if the two of you want to get in the bedroom,” Summer said, her expression innocent. Too innocent.

      “I’ll assist,” Penny said. “Without my keen eye, you might miss something in the living room.”

      Great. Not even the cat was going to chaperone. My cheeks felt hot as I led Gabe into my bedroom, but I pulled up short as soon as I walked in. The spot where we’d found Yvette seemed dark somehow. My room, unlike Summer’s, hadn’t been ransacked. But it still felt like it had been tainted somehow. I couldn’t stop staring at the carpet.

      “I know, Autumn. It’s tough. We’ll get the place cleaned, and it will feel more like yours again. Where’s your vacuum? I can help.”

      “It’s in the hall closet. Gabe... I... Thanks.”

      He nodded and headed down the hall, leaving me alone in the bedroom. I walked over to the window and opened the blinds, missing the little plant Meadow had gifted me. It had healed me when we’d thought all hope was lost. I’d have to grab it from my friend’s house and bring it back.

      Once light flooded the room, some of the lingering heaviness seemed to lift. I ran my finger over the dresser and adjusted a drawer I hadn’t closed properly in my mad rush to pack my stuff and leave the apartment. Gabe wheeled in the vacuum, and its hum soon filled the room as we set to work. I dusted the furniture, and by the time we were done, I realized Gabe was right. Cleaning the space had helped me reclaim ownership. It would take time before I stopped seeing the body of my cousin crumpled at the foot of my bed, but it was a start.

      Penny strolled in, tail high.

      “Hmm. Just cleaning, huh? That’s disappointing.”

      I stared at her, mouth open, before Gabe’s warm chuckle filled the room.

      “Oh, Penny. You never disappoint.”

      I gave her a glare and headed for Summer’s room. Her bed, luckily, hadn’t been destroyed like the couch, but the pillows had been shredded, and fluff covered the piles of clothes thrown around the room.

      I focused on the work, and before long, Summer and Meadow had joined in, as Gabe vacuumed the living room. He’d been right. The simple act of cleaning, of taking back our space, had done wonders. Not everything seemed so gloomy, and the apartment felt like ours again.

      The vacuum switched off, and I heard my phone ringing from the kitchen. I jogged, catching the call right before it dropped, noticing the name on the screen as I hit the accept button.

      “Good morning, Ray. How’s it going at the records building?”

      Ray Miles was our town sheriff, and he’d been present at the meeting last night and at the records building as it burned to the ground. He’d witnessed Gabe shift into his elemental form and rescue Samantha from the burning building. Not much fazed Ray.

      “I’ve got some security footage I’d like you to look at. See if it will confirm your suspicions about that triton guy.”

      My heart rate sped up, and I shot a thumbs-up at everyone crowded around me, trying to overhear the conversation.

      “Sure. Where do you want us to meet? We’d be happy to look at it.”

      “I’m down here at the records building.”

      “We’ll be there in a few minutes.”

      I ended the call, and pure hope sizzled through my veins.

      “He’s got security footage! We need to meet him downtown.”

      Summer and Meadow high-fived, while Winnie chittered happily from her perch on my friend’s shoulder. I grabbed my bag, shoved my phone in it, and headed for the front door before noticing Summer’s giggle.

      “What?”

      “Hey, I’m not judging. If you want to meet the sheriff in your PJs, that’s up to you.”

      I glanced down and realized I was still in my sleep shorts and tank top that had seen better days five years ago.

      “Oh. Uh. Yeah. Good point. One second.”

      I headed back to my bedroom and threw on some fresh clothes, stopping in the bathroom to wrangle my mess of black hair into a serviceable ponytail. Everyone was waiting as I walked out.

      “Well, it’s better at least,” Penny said, her tone making it clear she thought little of my sartorial abilities.

      I rolled my eyes, and we headed out in single file down the apartment steps. Meadow wanted to drive her car, and Gabe had his bike, so Summer and I took Penny with us in the car we shared. Summer rolled down the windows and blasted the music, singing along to her heart’s content, her beautiful voice lifting my spirits.

      “You know I wonder...”

      I trailed off and stared at the coastline as we drove the short distance downtown. Summer turned the music down and flicked me a glance.

      “Wonder what?”

      “It’s nothing.”

      Penny grumbled in the backseat.

      “It’s obviously nothing. Spill.”

      “It’s just... If we can stop Serafina and Clement, and beat the Siren Council... Do you think we could break the curse?”

      It was silly. I’d lived with the enchantment ever since I was a teenager. It tied me to the bar we ran, forcing me to sing each night, right at closing time, whether the bar was open. It also drove everyone away from me. Until I’d met Gabe. He was the only one who’d withstood that awful, discordant
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