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      For anyone who has ever felt like they didn’t fit in,

      you do here.

      

      Leave your glamours at the door.

      Welcome to the Cove.
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      Rain pelted me in the face as I crammed the last of the boxes into my green Mini Cooper. I let out an exasperated breath as I ran back to the curb where Selene was waiting under the awning of our brownstone.

      “That’s really all you’re taking?”

      I double-checked my mental list as I twisted my dripping red hair into a loose knot. Laptop, check. Boxes of reference books, check. One overstuffed suitcase, check. I had already double-checked that my bike rack was securely fastened. What else could a person need?

      “One suitcase?”

      I rolled my eyes. “If I need more, I can come back. It’s only a four-hour drive.”

      I didn’t mention how much I was already looking forward to a few weekend trips back. “You’re still sure I can’t talk you out of this?” Her brown eyes studied me, an unusual solemnity in them. The humidity was doing wild things to her natural curls as they rose in a halo above her tawny face.

      When I’d first heard the word from my department head that we were at risk of being dissolved or absorbed into another department, I’d been upset. Maybe even inconsolable. The threat of losing your job could do that to a person. Turned out, pre-revolutionary American history wasn’t sexy enough for today’s youths, and not enough students were signing up for our classes for them to justify us having a department of our own.

      Our chair’s latest tactic was to market to the increasing interest in witchcraft — to lure kids in with promises of discussing Harry Potter and the Sanderson Sisters before we hit them with the politics of cultural upheaval. As the leading expert on women’s status in early American Puritanical culture, the task fell to me to make it happen.

      As the youngest faculty member in our department at 32, I was sent out as a last chance to connect with today’s youths — either I would come back with something exciting enough to entice teenagers to sign up for our classes, or we were going under. The official terms of my sabbatical were written in more professional terms, of course, but the essence was the same.

      “If you recall, you’re the one that recommended the Cove to me,” I reminded her as I squinted out into the gloom the storm had cast over the day. “Besides, if the town was worth your mom moving across the world for, alone and pregnant, how bad can it be?” Because she had. Selene’s mother had packed up her entire life while pregnant, left Selene’s father, and made her way from French Polynesia — arguably a location most people worked their lives to experience — and wound up in mid-coast Maine.

      “Okay, along with a half dozen other towns that I thought you would definitely pick over this one, and — I was joking! Trust me. You do not want to end up there. The townies are overly familiar, the mosquitos are the size of house cats, and the beaches are just rocks, Petra. No sand whatsoever. The humidity gets into your lungs, the winters are brutal, and —”

      “It’s one year, Selene,” I said, placing a hand on her shoulder. “One year. I’ll do my research, write my book, make my department —” I nearly choked on the next word “— marketable again, and I’ll be back.” I shot her a winning smile. “What could go wrong?”
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      I knew it. I’d known it when I said it, but now I knew it, knew it. I’d been tempting fate.

      After four hours of white-knuckling my steering wheel through a torrential downpour — the Coop had hydroplaned most of the way, and my windshield wipers damn near flew off the window — I’d made it to the exit for the Cove. I should have known then, but I’d foolishly thought the sign was ironic.

      Deadlights Cove — No Attractions.

      It was not ironic.

      There were actually no attractions.

      At least none that I could see as I drove at a snail’s pace through the town center after discovering my pre-booked motel was flooded along with half of the rest of the town. My tires eased their way through at least three inches of water as I looked for somewhere, anywhere, that I might be able to pull in and ask a local for some advice.

      I circled through the little town center that was huddled around a gazebo in desperate need of repair, squinting out into the murky darkness. Half of the streetlights were out of power, or maybe broken if I was judging the town by the disarray of the gazebo. I inched forward until I finally spotted a flickering neon sign through the sheets of water still pouring from the sky.

      Scallywags

      “Of course it’s called Scallywags,” I huffed in annoyance, but beggars couldn’t be choosers.

      Parking in a spot that I hoped was as flooded as it would get, I slipped into my raincoat, grabbed my yellow umbrella, and made a mad dash for the entrance.

      As the door shut behind me, every single head in the dining room swiveled in my direction. It seemed Selene hadn’t been joking about the nosy townies. I ducked my head as I shook the rain from my umbrella, closing it and propping it in the rack by the door. Then I scanned the space for a hostess.

      “If you’re waiting for someone to come and help you, hell might freeze over first,” someone said, and I turned to a blue-haired woman with rich brown skin seated at the bar, sipping from a lowball glass. Her eyebrows arched above the sizeable black frames of her glasses as she watched me for a moment more, then spun back to the unattended bar.

      I chewed on my lip, indecision racking me as I glanced around the small dining room. Several tables filled the space, a few occupied but mostly empty. I glanced back towards the bar and to the woman there, deciding if I’d like to be by myself — usually my first choice — or sit at the bar with her. The woman was alone, and I did need help.

      A heavy sigh escaped me as my boots squelched with each step towards the bar. I eased onto a stool a few seats down from the woman, tapping my fingers on the polished wood bartop, watching her out of the corner of my eye.

      She never spared me a glance, though, only steadily sipped on her whiskey in contented silence. I leaned back, glancing around the room for anyone who might work here before turning back to her again. Her black t-shirt read Witch, Please, and she paired it with black leather pants, a golden snake cuff circled up her forearm, and black, knee-high platform boots would cause me to trip even in my dreams.

      “Is there some secret to getting someone to pay attention to you here?” I asked her with a tentative smile.

      She finally looked over then, pushing a few wavy blue strands behind her shoulder as she eyed me up and down, one brow lifting in judgment of whatever she found lacking. Brown eyes raised to mine again. “He’s on his break. What do you want?” She jerked her head at the bar.

      I looked from the liquor shelves back to her, to her drink, which she took another sip of. “Do you work here?”

      Her only response was a roll of her eyes, and a huffed, “He wishes,” as she pushed off her stool and went around the counter. She spread her hands impatiently to showcase their selection — quite the saleswoman. But then, as she wasn’t getting paid, she was already doing more than her fair share.

      “I’ll take the Allagash.”

      Another impatient gesture that said Finally loud and clear, a pop of a cap, and a brown bottle splashed down in front of me, still foaming over its top.

      “Beer’s six bucks,” she said, jerking her head towards the register in the corner as she moved back into her seat. Self-checkout, apparently, and I fished for my wallet, sliding some bills onto the till. Before I could put my wallet away, the woman’s throat-clearing stopped my hands.

      “... Do you want a tip?”

      “Served you, didn’t I?”

      This was ludicrous. Was the whole town like this? I pulled out a dollar and slid it over to her, which she reached for with the first glimmer of amusement she’d shown. Just as the exchange was happening, a large man came through the swinging kitchen doors and stopped in his tracks.

      His dark hair and olive skin contrasted sharply against his white t-shirt. It hugged his trim muscles and broad shoulders perfectly, draping down over ripped jeans in an effortlessly edgy vibe. A short-trimmed beard highlighted the line of his jaw, and he was entirely too handsome.

      My gaze made its way back to his after far too long, and his deep brown, almost black eyes seemed to twinkle as he looked me over, head tilted as a look of confusion flitted across his face. I quickly glanced away, taking the opportunity to focus intently on the beer in front of me. Oh, look, the glass was sweating. Just like my palms now were for some reason.

      “Devanna! What have I told you about serving customers? And you better be planning to hand that tip over.”

      The woman — Devanna — rolled her eyes again and turned to me, saying in a conspiratorial but exaggerated whisper, “Blaze thinks just because he works here, he’s the only one who should get paid.”

      Blaze? No. Blaze was not a real name. Right? It was a horse’s name, maybe, or a dog’s name, but not —

      “You want to work here, Dev?” Blaze reached below the counter, pulling out a paper and slapping it down in front of her. “Fill out the application. Be my guest,” he said as he punched my beer into the system and put the bills in the till. He came back over to where we were seated and, faster than the blink of an eye, had reappropriated Devanna’s dollar tip for himself, shoving it into a jar behind the counter. Maybe he was a blackjack dealer in another life, I thought to myself before all further thoughts halted.

      He turned his dark eyes back on me, their gentle sweep tracing my hair, which I ignored. I was used to a certain type of gentleman making assumptions about me based on its fiery red color, and I wasn’t about to let another one get to me. And I could only imagine that the day’s humidity, rain, and hours of travel hadn’t done it any favors.

      “So, you’re not from here,” he said by way of greeting. “Are you lost?”

      Was I that obvious? I mean, sure, my vintage striped turtleneck sweater, burnt-orange corduroy mini skirt, cognac brown oxford boots, and bright yellow raincoat — to match the umbrella — might not have exactly read mid-coast Maine, but I didn’t look that outlandish. I’d left the matching rain boots in the car, at least. Or had that made it worse?

      “Not lost,” I kept my tone light, despite the abrupt questioning. “But I am out of luck — I was supposed to stay in the motel here in town, but it’s flooded. Any other suggestions?”

      “The Last Resort?” Blaze laughed, exchanging a look with Devanna and shaking his head. “You wouldn’t want to stay there even when it wasn’t flooded. Trust me.”

      “There’s nowhere to stay here,” Devanna informed me flatly. “Did you miss the sign? No attractions.”

      Blaze frowned at her. “Well, there’s —”

      “No.”

      “I just refinished⁠—”

      “No.”

      This was a battle of wills, I felt. But why? Over what? A few moments passed before Devanna pressed her lips into a thin line, shaking her head in an unreadable way.

      “I just refinished the carriage house at Mo’s — Ms. Morgaine’s — I’m sure she’d let you stay the night so you can be back on your way tomorrow.”

      “Well, actually —” I was planning to mention that I’d be around town for more than a night, but he was already pulling his phone out of his pocket and listening to it ring on the other end.

      A crudely drawn napkin map was in my hand a few moments later, and I had a place to stay. At least for one night. Tomorrow, my sublet up in Spring Harbor would be ready, and I’d be back on track. Just as I’d planned.
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      The door had barely clanged shut behind the freckly redheaded human before I whirled on Dev. Or she whirled on me.

      “What the fuck was that?”

      “No, you, what the fuck that was, unto you!” I sputtered incoherently. “Rude!”

      “She can’t. Stay. Here.” Oh, Devanna was hissing. Hissing was bad from Devanna.

      “Why not?” Okay, I knew why not. But that human had possibly the fieriest hair I’d ever seen, and with what those heels and her skirt did to those curves? Definitely a lot of potential for us to have a good time together. I could sense these things. On another level, I also sensed something a bit… different. Something I didn’t usually feel towards anyone, never mind a human. But it was probably nothing.

      “Are you serious?” A flick of magic sent an olive popping against my face. “How does Orion put up with you?”

      “Well, I do get him tipsy a fair amount of the time,” I grinned at her. “Speaking of. He’s supposed to stop by tonight, so you might want to skedaddle.” I waggled my fingers at her in a walking gesture, hoping she’d do just that.

      But Dev never did anything anyone wanted her to do. Not if it wasn’t her idea first. We were kindred spirits, in that way. She glared me straight in the eyes as she reached across the bar, grabbed the Knob Creek bottle, and gave herself a long pour into her glass.

      “Suit yourself.”

      I made my rounds in the dining room, clearing dirties, and wiping tables. Beverly stopped me, chatting about the new axolotls she got into her pet shop, which weren’t my cup of tea based on the startling photos she showed me (which I had not asked to see). Then Val and Caedmon pulled me over, going on about the next baker whose goods they’d be featuring in their coffee van — some lynx shifter from New Brunswick, who they swore was doing amazing things with herb-infused pastries.

      By the time the door banged open again, and Orion swept in, most of the locals had gone home, unwilling to risk the storm getting any worse. With a gust of air, Orion dried himself off in the doorway, his dark starched jeans, white Oxford shirt, and navy blazer as dry as they’d ever been, while his wings shivered the last droplets off. To his credit, he only half-halted midstep when he spied who else still sat at the bar.

      He ignored Dev completely, which was just fine by me. Easier than listening to them bicker.

      I filled a glass with one of our house IPAs for him with a nod.

      “Any trouble tonight?” I asked conversationally, slinging a towel over my shoulder in a Western-saloon imitation that I could feel made Devanna roll her eyes over her whiskey. I flashed her a grin.

      “Nothing too explosive, what with you tied up here.” He arched a silver brow at me — his hair color by birth, not by age, despite the fact he had more than enough years to have earned it — as his only indication of making a joke.

      “Blaze invited a human to stay here,” Dev blurted out suddenly — damn, how many whiskeys had she self-served while I was on my break? She stared at me, even though she was technically talking to Orion. Though technically technically, they never spoke. Were not speaking.

      Nevertheless, her outburst had its desired effect. Orion’s expansive white wings, rising over his shoulders and hanging down almost to the floor, suddenly vanished with a snap as his storm-grey eyes met mine, filled with confusion. Admonition.

      “A human?”

      I raised my hands in defense. “She just needed a place to stay the night. Would you rather I send her back out on the highway in that?” I gestured to the storm pounding against the windows; I knew a shameless appeal to Orion’s decency would win me this battle. “I sent her to Mo’s. I’m sure she’ll be gone by morning.”

      As predicted, he sighed, a weary hand rubbing down his face. “How did she even find it?” he grumbled half to himself, almost darting a glance at Devanna.

      “There is an exit, you know,” I shrugged my shoulders and glanced away from the scowl I knew would be aimed in my direction, wiping down the counter instead. “You’ve worked to make this town as unappealing as possible, sure —”

      “—I think you’ve added plenty of your flare to that yourself —”

      “—But if you really want to keep people out, we keep telling you, glamour the exit,” I finished, ignoring Devanna’s jab about my personal talents.

      “And I keep telling you; it’s not that simple, Sabazios.” I cringed at his use of my full name as he continued, “In today’s day and age, technology makes it nearly impossible. Even if I glamoured the exit, I’d have to have us deleted from every map. Every directional app… Satellites… Do you think no one would notice that an exit was suddenly gone?”

      “Yes, well, in your day and age, the sandwich was a new invention,” I smirked, and Devanna let out a bark of laughter, raising her glass in my direction.

      Orion pinched the bridge of his nose as we ganged up on him. “The more secretive it is, the more people would try to get in and figure out why it’s such a secret. Haven’t you heard of the Area 51 fanatics? It would just make it worse.” He downed the rest of his beer, sliding the empty glass across the counter to me as he rose to his feet. “Anyway, this wasn’t why I stopped by tonight. I need your help after you close up.”

      A devious smile spread over my face as I listened with rapt interest. Anytime Orion asked me for help, it meant something unsavory was happening. I glanced in Dev’s direction and noticed she was trying hard to pretend she wasn’t also listening.

      “I got a call earlier tonight that someone was spotted at the Turner Rock Lighthouse,” Orion’s jaw clenched with tension. “I can’t fathom why anyone would be out there, especially in a storm. When I stopped by earlier, something caught my attention that I need your —”

      “Expertise? Talents? One-of-a-kind skillset? My custom blowtorch? Or my particular flair for —”

      “You know what, actually, forget it. I’ll just —”

      “No, no!” I grabbed his glass and swiped Devanna’s out of her hand. Ignoring her indignant “Hey—” I quickly threw both in the dishwasher and flipped it on. “Dev, beat it,” I tossed at her, shooing her with my towel before zipping the mop to Orion with a burst of magic. He caught it silently, but the supremely unamused, flat stare he leveled at me spoke volumes. “You do front of house, and I’ll take the back. Dev, grab the trash and lock the door on your way out.”

      I barely caught Dev’s disgruntled groan as she hopped off her stool, then grabbed her coat and bag to head for the door. But her bark of, “I don’t fucking work here,” rang loud and clear, door slamming behind her.

      For all his grumbling — well, silent, internal grumbling — Orion did actually mop up front of house while I finished closing out the drawer and wiping down the kitchen.
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      Twenty minutes later, we were speeding up the coast in Orion’s boring gray electric sedan. It might have had more than double the horsepower than my cherry red ‘67 Mustang Shelby GT500, but it just didn’t have the same “wow” factor.

      “Are you sure this Roomba has enough charge to get us there?”

      Orion heaved a sigh. “Of course —”

      “And back?”

      “More than enough —”

      “Because you know, if you run out of battery up there, it’ll take ages for it to be locked and loaded again —”

      “For the last time, it can fully charge in —”

      “Do you get range anxiety? Since, unlike a real car, this robot needs a little extra time to get all hot and bothered again —”

      “Jesus, would you⁠—”

      “But then, maybe you’re unaware that some cars don’t need half a day to be ready for round two? Maybe that just seems… normal to you?”

      Orion thumbed up the volume to drown me out, but the joke was on him. With a flick of my magic, I had the radio pouring out the Devil Makes Three’s Do Wrong Right instead of his usual bland, generic elevator music. He scowled at me as he heard its opening lines, comparing the free life of a devil to the stuffy one of an angel and finding the latter wanting. Practically our theme song.

      “Hey, eyes on the road, chief.”

      “You know this can drive itself, right? If you weren’t stuck in the stone age with that clunker of yours, you might have noticed modern cars can do that now,” he shot back with a roll of his eyes. “Leaving me hands-free to drink my coffee, or read the news, or strangle the idiot in the passenger seat —”

      I switched the music straight to the chorus of the Beastie Boys’ Fight For Your Right to cut him off.

      Nearing the headland, Orion pulled off the road and clicked to open the doors. I let out a dramatic huff of impatience as we waited for the falcon wing doors to open themselves. Throwing a casual, “My doors swing open like that,” I  snapped my fingers, then popped out of the car before he could reply.

      Flicking his trunk open, I grabbed a flashlight and made for the base of the lighthouse. Its beacon wasn’t lit, but that wasn’t anything unusual — no one had operated this station for decades since there was no reason for boats to come anywhere near our cove.

      The lighthouse sat on a granite headland that jutted out into the ocean. Its main surface was sheared flat to build the structure, but large boulders still circled the edges. The sea roiled and foamed with the storm behind us, crashing wave after wave into the rocks on the shore.

      “Over here.” Orion waved me to the other side of the lighthouse, facing the ocean, the storm winds battering against us. With a flick of his hand, he created a bubble of air to push the rain around us and protect the site. Vision cleared of the imposing storm, he peeled back the edge of a blue tarp he must have left here earlier, and pointed to the slab of stone revealed underneath. “What do you make of that?”

      I crouched down, tracing the flashlight over the ashy black mark on the stone.

      “Was it demon fire?”

      I was almost flattered he even had to ask. Demons were exceptionally good at camouflaging their work, and we liked to keep our talents as hidden as possible — made it that much easier to pin our crimes on someone else.

      “No,” I said, standing to full height again. “This is a witch mark.”

      He rolled his eyes again. “I know that,” he scoffed. “But witches do occasionally work with demons.” He gave me a pointed look, no doubt in reference to my mixed demon/witch ancestry, which I ignored. “Could it be that? A witch working in tandem? Or a demon using witch symbols?”

      “Demons wouldn’t need to use witch rituals,” I reminded him. “And I can assure you this wasn’t demon fire. It doesn’t have that… finesse.” I thought I heard him mutter something that sounded like “For fuck’s sake,” but that might have been the wind. He didn’t need to know how I actually knew; it just didn’t feel right, somehow tasted off to my senses. “This was definitely a witch. And O?” I caught his grey eyes in the dim light. “This is a mark for power.”

      His gaze flickered between my own and the mark. “What do you mean?”

      I spread my hands, indicating where we were. “This is an intersection, isn’t it?” I waited for him to confirm it in his head, which sometimes took a few minutes to catch up to my own. Not that Orion wasn’t intelligent, just that he was one of those beings who had one thought in his head at a time, not the dozen or so I usually had bouncing around in there.

      “They came here specifically — to the nexus of these two ley lines — to draw up extra power,” he murmured, thinking it through out loud.

      I nodded. “Whoever did this came here intentionally,” I confirmed. “Though I’m not sure they were successful in whatever they were trying to do.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Have you felt any energy changes?” When he shook his head, I continued. “Magic like this requires a balance. Some sort of offering. And there’s no evidence of any such thing here.” Then a delightful thought occurred to me, and I flashed him a shit-eating grin. “You know who you should talk to about this.”

      His jaw clenched. “No. There are plenty of other witches in this town.”

      I laughed at his discomfort. It was true — there were other witches, but there was only one who had the depth of knowledge of both current practice in our town and pop culture trends via social media that might draw outside witches to the Cove. But it wasn’t my problem if he was too stubborn to deal with her.

      Orion snapped a photo of the mark before he lifted the ash off the rock with a tug of his magic, dissipating it harmlessly into the buffeting wind so no one else would stumble across evidence of the spell.

      When we were dried off and reseated back in his knock-off batmobile, pulling back onto the road, he ordered, “Stop by Morgaine’s tomorrow and make sure the human is on her way.” Before I could say any more, he raised his hand. “If strange witches are coming here to tap into our power, all the more reason we can’t have a stray human running around. It’s not safe right now, not until we sort this out. Besides, you know the rules as well as I do. No humans, Sabazios. So check on her in the morning, and do what you have to do to send her on her way.”

      Right.

      Except… Had he forgotten who he was talking to?

      When had I ever followed the rules?
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      I rang the bell again with a wince — if my own grandparents’ lifestyle was anything to go by, Ms. Morgaine was probably already asleep, even if it was barely eight in the evening. It was hard to tell much in the rain and darkness, but what I could see of the home was a whimsical Cape house with a reddish tone painted on the siding and contrasting gingerbread molding. Vines drifted up the side, and no lights were on that I could see. But she was supposed to be expecting me — Blaze had called her just a few moments ago — so, hopefully she hadn’t nodded off again too deeply.

      The door snapped open, and a bony arm latched onto mine, dragging me into the darkened entryway.

      “Hurry, the commercials are almost over.”

      “Um —” I glanced behind me to my car but couldn’t exactly say no.

      Ms. Morgaine — assuming that was whose vise-like grip was hauling me at a sharp clip through the foyer, down the hallway, to the living room, onto a floral patterned sofa — was not what I had expected. Her eyes were already glued to the box television as I took in her round, thick teal glasses, matching teal knit beanie, and brightly patterned silk kimono. Her skin was clear, although full of wrinkles, and despite her vivacity I would bet money that she was several years over 70.

      “Here we go. Hope you have a strong stomach, dear.”

      Kill Bill. Blood spurted across the screen as Uma Thurman battled a woman with a chain.

      “Ms. Morgaine, are you sure —”

      “No talking during the program, dear.” A thin, veiny hand patted my own firmly in warning. Yes, ma’am.

      I sat in silence through the next several minutes, knees bouncing with nervous energy. My focus alternated between the gory scene playing out in front of me on the ancient TV and the wildly eccentric woman at my side.

      Her hand never left my arm, fingers handcuffing my wrist as she watched the movie with giddy, wide-eyed delight. As the scene ended, fading into a commercial advertising the rest of the lineup for tonight’s Movies for Guys Who Like Movies marathon, she finally turned to me.

      “You can call me Morgaine. Everybody does. So, Blaze mentioned you need a place to stay, but not who you are.” Her magnified eyes zeroed in on me from behind her thick glasses. “Did he forget to share your name or forget to ask?”

      “I’m Petra,” I offered, feeling the need to explain Blaze’s lapse. “I didn’t give my name before.”

      “No need to defend him, dear. I’ve known the lad his whole miscreant life.” Her tone was blunt but not harsh. “What brings you to Deadlights Cove, Petra?” Her fingers tapped against my wrist idly.

      “I’m here to do some research,” I said, suddenly unsure of how much I wanted to share with this unknown lady with an odd penchant for violence. I tried to pull my hand back, only to have her grip on it tighten. “But I’ll be out of your hair in the morning. My sublet starts in Spring Harbor tomorrow.”

      Her oversized eyes narrowed at my answer, maybe at the mention of the next town over. “What sort of research?”

      “I’m from the pre-revolutionary American history department at my university, and I’m here on sabbatical to look into the history of witches in this area.”

      Morgaine’s eyes crinkled in laughter as she finally released my arm, clapping her hands together in delight. “Witches, you say?”

      I smiled hesitantly at her, feeling odd over being the butt of a joke.

      “On a more serious note, have you run this research topic by the town historical society? Or, better yet, spoken to the mayor?”

      Since when did I need permission to study a town’s history in modern America? Did I need permission?

      I mentally walked through all the usual steps for researching historical sites and felt relatively sure that checking in with local mayors was not one of them. Not to mention I had no interest in having to talk to someone who was, in all likelihood — statistically speaking — an old-fashioned, middle-aged white man. He probably wouldn’t even take me or my research seriously, no matter how much my age or sex or hair color shouldn’t matter. The historical society, on the other hand, I could see helping to point me in the right direction.

      “I haven’t contacted the historical society yet, but if you wouldn’t mind connecting me with them, I’d love to get in touch.”

      “If you stop by the tea shop tomorrow, they’re sure to be there,” she said, amusement lacing her words as she turned back to the TV, the movie coming back on. “I’ll show you to the carriage house at the next break.”
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      The next morning, the sun shining through the shutters informed me the storm had passed. I stretched as I sat up in bed, finally getting my first real look around the carriage house. Last night, I had only blindly stumbled around in the dark before quickly passing out.

      The carriage house was set up as a one-room studio over the garage. Earth tones filled the space and kept its atmosphere cozy but light, the high white ceilings broken up by warm wooden beams. The decor was a casual, cottage-core style with a twist of beach theme; vintage posters of shells and seagrasses on the walls with trinkets to match on scattered end tables and bookcases. Along the far wall was a sand-colored canvas couch with sea-green pillows. Opposite it was a mini kitchenette with an avocado green vintage-style microwave, mini-fridge, and hotplate.

      I threw back the comforter and made my way over terracotta tiles to the ensuite bathroom. My hand fumbled across the wall, searching for a light switch, flicking it on to reveal slate floors and copper fixtures. Quickly glancing in the mirror to inspect my epic bedhead, I turned on the faucet and splashed some water on my face.

      After I washed up, I gathered what few items I’d brought inside the night before, preparing to stop in the main house and thank Morgaine for her hospitality before driving to Spring Harbor.

      Heading down the stairs, I closed the door to the carriage house, and as I turned towards the main house, I jolted to a stop. What had appeared reddish siding the night before was now revealed to be a glaringly bright magenta in the daylight. The gingerbread detailing wasn’t brown as I’d thought, but a deep teal. The marigold yellow doors and shutters finished the bright palette’s assault on my eyes, and I squinted to take it all in. With a quick turn back towards the carriage house, it was practically invisible by contrast — white siding, with only matching teal trim and yellow door to show it belonged to the same owner.

      I waltzed in the back kitchen door — Morgaine had said to make myself at home — and had opened my mouth to call for her when I halted in my tracks.

      Blaze, of all people, sat at Morgaine’s large wood plank kitchen table, wearing a grey hoodie and another pair — possibly the same pair as last night — of ripped jeans. His red chair was leaned back, propped only on the back two legs, but dropped down as I walked in. He clicked his phone off and met my gaze, dark eyes twinkling. He must have just finished stirring his coffee because the tan liquid was still whirlpooling in his mug.

      “I —”

      “Fresh pot, help yourself,” he nodded to the counter where the coffeemaker sat on the butcher block surface, pot half-filled.

      “Is Morgaine here? I was hoping to —”

      “She’ll be out there a while.” Blaze jerked his head out the window, and my brows scrunched. “She does her calisthenics down at the beach every morning. To stay limber.”

      I coughed out a laugh, picturing the little old lady marching up and down the beach, arms swinging with purpose. Possibly vengeance, after the way I’d seen her delight in violence last night. “Of course she does.” Clearing that image away, another thought took its place. “Were you waiting for me?”

      “Yes,” he admitted unabashedly and pushed back in his chair. He finished his coffee in a large sip, throat working in a swallow that I swear I didn’t watch.

      He was taller than I’d realized the night before, and everything about him — his posture, thick brown hair, sparkling, almost black eyes — portrayed effortless confidence that I’d never felt. Could not even imagine how to feel.

      Blaze turned to the counter, placing his mug in the sink, then, with a flinch betraying prior scoldings, moved it to the dishwasher. “Orion wanted to make sure you had everything you needed to be on your way.”

      Huh, kind of rude. Also — “Orion?”

      “Town mayor.”

      What was it with these people’s names?

      “I’m sorry, the mayor knows I’m here and cares about whether I stay or go?”

      Blaze slid his hands into his sweatshirt pocket, leaning back against the counter, and gave me a wink I was sure had been used to woo many a young lady. Other young ladies, anyway, not this one. “Well, you know how small towns are, right?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Not really,” Petra admitted — I had gotten her name in passing from Mo. “I’m from Boston.”

      Ah, a city girl.

      “All right, but you’ve seen movies? Small towns, Petey — people are nosy, people talk.” I noted how her gaze turned to daggers at using her new nickname and knew I’d nailed it on the first try. “I bet everyone knows you’re here by now.”

      Her scowl held. Adorable. “It’s Petra.”

      “Like I was saying, news travels fast,” I continued, refusing to acknowledge her exasperation. “And yes, the mayor is very interested in your comings and goings. He even went so far as to suggest I escort you out of town.” Of course, he’d made no such suggestion, but now I was curious to see if I could get her face to match her hair with annoyance by the time we reached the town border. I bet I could.

      And I’d take that bet. That was the beauty of betting on myself; I won either way.

      “You’re close with the mayor?” Her tone was full of skepticism, and my hand drifted over my heart.

      “You wound me. Why wouldn’t I be? Because I’m just the lowly bartender?” She opened her mouth to respond, but I had so much more to say. “You know, for one, I do so much more than tend bar around here. I also wash the dishes. And for B, I hate to be the one to tell you this, but it’s sort of frowned upon these days to make assumptions of people based on things like their occupation, their age, their skin color, their gender identity —”

      “I didn’t mean because you’re the bartender, and do you know you just said ‘for one’ and then ‘for B’?” she cut in, her shade reaching a promising rosy pink. “I don’t — wouldn’t make assumptions like that. I meant because —” she threw her hands up. “I don’t know. How many people know the mayor of their town?”

      “Here?” I shrugged. “Everyone. We’re all fans of the Big O.”

      Her skin deepened to a nice, bold flamingo pink. Bit of a prude, maybe? That was definitely something I could use.

      “Mo said you’re headed to,” I shuddered, “Spring Harbor. Where were you planning on staying?”

      “Not that it’s any of your business,” she huffed, and I smirked. This was too easy. Her calves flexed as she rose onto her tiptoes, showing long, lean legs as she opened the pale blue cabinets, searching for a mug. The movement drew my eyes to the hem of her skirt as it slid up her thigh, but I managed to raise them back to her face again before she turned, going for the coffee pot. “But I’ve rented a basement apartment for the year. It’s supposed to be ready today.”

      “A year?” I asked, but before I could form a more specific question, the mug slipped from her hand. I stopped it a foot off the floor, only remembering to throw myself down and pretend to catch it a half-second later.

      If she noticed my slip up, she didn’t reveal it. Brows raised, she only murmured, “Fast reflexes,” as she accepted the mug back from me.

      I laughed and flashed a grin. “Shortstop.” She rolled her eyes and poured her coffee. “Though of all the bases, I wouldn’t say second is my favorite.”

      She choked, coughing mid-sip, and at last. Flaming red.

      Bingo. And we hadn’t even left the house.

      I pushed off the counter and grabbed the one bag she’d carried in. “Time to hit the road then.”

      She reached out for it like she didn’t want me touching her bag, but I was already halfway out the door and striding for her car. It was so tiny, the bike on the back rack was enormous by comparison, and I stopped, evaluating where she planned on putting this bag back into the car. It was crammed full of boxes filled to their brims with books.

      The door slammed behind me, and I watched as she stomped down the steps towards me. “I have to go find the historical society first,” she informed me, seemingly unwilling to meet my eyes. Her red hair curled in the humidity that was already ratcheting back up post-storm, and the freckles across the bridge of her nose were much more noticeable in the sunlight. With the sun now out and her raincoat from the previous night slung over the crook of her arm, she had on a striped sweater that was going to be way too warm in about an hour, and the same corduroy mini skirt from the night before, which I had no complaints about having more time to appreciate.

      “Well, they’re usually at Immortali-Tea by nine on Mondays. The tea shop? We could go meet them there.” She nodded, sliding into the driver’s seat, not even hiding her disdain when I folded myself into the passenger seat and twisted, helping myself to some of her books. “What do you need to talk to them about?”

      I glanced down at the spine of the first book I’d grabbed — History of Feminism in the Witch Community — before she ripped it from my hands, clutching it to her chest.

      I dropped my jaw open. “Are you — a believer?”

      “Not that it’s any of your business, again,” she gently placed the book back in its box, “but I’m here for work. Research.”

      I lifted the next books to read the covers as I raised a brow — Women’s Rights in Pre-Revolutionary America, and Magic and Metaphor: The Truth about Witchcraft. She practically vibrated with annoyance as she leaned over, snatching them back as well.

      “Please stop touching my things,” she snapped at me, then took a breath. “Now, where’s Immortali-Tea?”

      I bit my lip to hide my enjoyment as
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