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      Helena

      

      I staggered off the plane from Pittsburgh to New Orleans, dragging my luggage behind me, dying for a nap. I had a layover in Atlanta and I’m pretty sure layovers in Atlanta were bad enough for normal people. But for a witch, it was torture. Technology messed with our heads and our powers. It also made me really, really tired, as if I had jet lag, but I was only one time zone off.

      Adding to my stress was the terror that we might lose this house.

      Man, did I have a lot to lose. Including a ghost that I was starting to like way more than I should.

      As soon as I turned my phone on after walking off the plane, I had missed calls from Graham. It better be good news, I thought, veering toward a coffee place in the terminal.

      “Damnit, Helena, I’ve got bad news,” Graham said. “And I’m really pissed off about it, because we had a handshake deal for me to buy this house and now Blanche is jerking me around.”

      Blanche Greenwood, the heir of the house we were about to buy, was an old lady who lived in Paris so I had hoped she would just let us take the house off her hands without any issues. “Don’t say that! I want good news only. I just slogged off this airplane.” Despite my exhaustion, I was happy to hear his voice again. Even across a phone line, and even while delivering bad news, his voice was low and sexy and it melted in my ears.

      “Well, the Airbnb is very nice,” he said.

      I didn’t even care. He was the one who insisted on renting an Airbnb. I usually slept in the houses I was working on. No time for commutes. No money to spare to pay for separate lodgings.

      “Double shot espresso, please, and a chocolate croissant,” I told the cashier. “So…what is the bad news?”

      “There are now two other offers on the house,” Graham said.

      “Two!?”

      “Blanche said they’re at one eighty.”

      “Who is making these offers?”

      “I don’t know. This house is going to take a massive amount of cash. It’s huge and the decor is…insane. It makes Lockwood House look turnkey.”

      I swallowed. I wasn’t even going to ask what he meant by ‘insane’. “Well, tell her two hundred and you want to see paperwork,” I said. “Let’s just end it.”

      I fully expected Graham to argue with me. He was financially sensible. I was…trying to learn to be financially sensible, and compared to my wealthy family I was a tightwad, but I was starting off from a very bad place. My parents threw around money like it was their god-given right.

      Amazingly, he said, “I actually said exactly that.”

      “Really? But that wasn’t enough?”

      “I’m meeting with the settlement firm to do the paperwork in a few hours,” he said. “But I was hoping you were on board. We’ll need both of our cash resources.” He sounded like he couldn’t believe he was doing this.

      “That’s not bad news at all! Why did you lead off in such a horrible way? That’s great news!”

      “Great news? We’re spending every last penny we have to buy a derelict mansion in the hopes of finding a magical object that might be so dangerous it destroys our lives, and…we’re also buying a house together when we haven’t been on a single date. That’s not how it’s supposed to work.”

      I was in such a good mood now that I was feeling generous. “Will you feel better if we have dinner? Like, a real dinner that isn’t in a diner?”

      “Not really. This is wildly irresponsible. But I will take you up on it because I can’t pass up gumbo and a girl as maddeningly attractive as you.”

      “Oh, stop.” I collected my espresso and took a sip. “Owww!”

      “You okay?”

      “I burnt my tongue. Really badly. Shit. I just really need the caffeine.”

      “You would be wise to fall in love with me,” he said. “You need a cooler head in your life.”

      “Yeah, but not a swelled one,” I shot back. “Where is the settlement? I’ll get a cab and meet you there.”
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      When I showed up at the office, I was way early. I was also met with a nasty surprise. The battle for Greenwood Manor definitely wasn’t over, because none other than Kiersten and Caleb were waiting outside. I didn’t usually have to battle the California wizards to buy a house. They only showed up when the houses were big with potential treasures inside, and the potential profits were big too. I had already feared they might be the other buyers who tried to swoop in, especially after I caught Caleb sneaking around the last flip trying to steal my newfound treasure.

      “You two! What the hell? We’re about to settle!” I said.

      “Noo, no, babe,” Kiersten said. “I’m sorry, but we were totally still in the fight. When I last talked to Blanche we were at one-eighty and Caleb and I said we were going to come and check the place out in person, but she’s an old lady and I think she just got confused or something. I just got off the phone with her. We’re offering two-twenty.”

      If I had my truck and all my tools I think I would have snatched a shovel out of the back and come at her. She was giving me that blinding smile of hers, knowing she was punching me in the gut.

      Something was very fishy here.

      This was the second time the woman who inherited the house promised it to us and then abruptly changed her mind. It wasn’t a huge leap for me to guess that a spell was at work. Blanche Greenwood wanted to sell to us.

      “You’re playing dirty,” I said.

      “All’s fair in this business,” Kiersten said. Ooh, she was shameless. I had to admire that.

      “I’m sorry,” Caleb said. “But have you seen the house yet?”

      “I just got off the plane.”

      “It’s going to be a hellish project.”

      “But you want to buy it?”

      “Because it has my lovely wife’s name written on it.” He squeezed her shoulders. She was wearing a sleeveless sundress with her cleavage front and center and a fit and flare, 1950s style skirt, in a shade of pale yellow that showed off her California tan. Not that I wanted a tan. She would look old and wrinkled someday. Not that I cared. Anyway, I wasn’t so much jealous of Kiersten’s appearance as just that she always seemed to have everything so together while I was basically homeless and barely scraping by.

      “It’s a gorgeous house,” Kiersten said. “I don’t think it’s even your type. Aren’t you more of a gloomy haunted northern house sort of girl? Come over for a tour and you’ll see.”

      Come over for a tour? There could have been steam coming out of my ears. “It isn’t yours yet,” I said.

      I heard another vehicle coming down the relatively secluded road to the title agency’s offices, which were shared by a dentist that had already closed for the day. I expected Graham’s rental car, and I was relieved to have back up.

      Instead, another truck appeared and a petite redhead flung herself out of the door of the shiny red pick-up. My eyes widened.

      Her eyes narrowed.

      “Oh. Helena,” Billie said. “Now just what are you doing down here on my turf?”

      “Maybe you should ask the Californians,” I said. “Apparently, it’s their house.”

      The other competitor had arrived, and unfortunately it was the one witch who hated me, and the one witch who had reason to hate me.
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      Helena

      

      Billie Pruitt was a girl whose name marked her the same way ‘Helena von Habsburg Nicolescu’ marked me, only in the opposite sort of way. She was a nobody, I was a somebody. Just, by default. She attended the same high school as me, one of a handful of kids at my elite boarding school who had received a scholarship. Naively, I made friends with her. We both shared an interest in unladylike subjects. It didn’t last long.

      The other girls quickly reminded me that I was a society witch and Billie was a bumpkin. Her family was dirt under our shoes. Within weeks everyone called her “Hill Billie” although she was not actually from the hills. For me to be nice to her would have been social suicide, at school and at home. After all, I had two older sisters in the very same school. There was no escape.

      I knew we were in the same line of work, but she ranged no farther north than Georgia and we had never met on the field of battle.

      Now our eyes met with all the conflicting emotions of high school, which were the worst emotions to confront when I had important work to do.

      “Hi, I’m Kiersten.” Kiersten held out a hand. “I’m sure we haven’t met yet.”

      “You’re buying the house?” Billie said. “Oh, no. I want that house. I just spoke to Mrs. Greenwood.”

      Mrs. Greenwood could really use a real estate agent so she stops giving everyone different stories, I thought. But she was an eighty-five-year-old witch who was possibly being manipulated by an enchantment, so I guess I had to give her a break.

      “Well, we’re at two hundred and twenty thousand dollars,” Kiersten said.

      “Okay,” Billie said. “I’ll play.”

      Billie had that much money? Well, damn.

      I was starting to sweat. My ghost lover was in that house, along with perhaps the magic that could help him. I had been trying so hard not to get too attached to Byron but the prospect of losing him was making me realize how much I couldn’t stand the thought.

      “I’ll call her right now,” Billie said.

      “Well, I will call my team also,” I said.

      “I’m going to call and offer her two-fifty right now,” Kiersten said sweetly. “Caleb, honey, you stay here. Girls, have either of you seen the house? Because, how about this? I suggest you drive over and take a look. We’ll wait.”

      “If it’s in such bad shape, why are you paying so much for it!?” I cried. “We had a deal with Blanche Greenwood. One hundred grand. Done. Then you blow in and suddenly she’s changed her mind. Something is very wrong here.”

      “Is that so?” Billie said. “I don’t know you, Kiersten, but it sounds like you’re a long way from home.”

      I glanced at Billie. Are we allies in this? Maybe I had a chance to redeem myself.

      “Yes,” I said. “And then, after she drove up the price, we made another deal with Blanche. She told my business partner yes and arranged a meeting to close, and then these two showed up here.”

      “So you were just going to take advantage of an old lady?” Caleb chuckled. “Helena, I like you, and I know you’re just mad because you thought you had a bargain before anyone else found out.”

      “Why do y’all want this house?” Billie said, in a tone that was not exactly friendly.“You’re not from here.” Now she looked at me.

      “Um…”

      “There’s something in it,” Billie said. “Something none of you should be bothering with. The darkest magic is in the south.”

      I wouldn’t argue with that. Every place had pockets of dark magic, but between the bayous, the swamps, troubled history, curses, and whatever the deal was with Florida, the mojo in the south was a little weirder than the rest of the country. But in this case, I was just continuing a journey that began in Pennsylvania, so it had nothing to do with the usual New Orleans vibe. I wasn’t sure Billie knew either. Or she was just trying to scare us off.

      “Three hundred and fifty thousand dollars,” Billie said. “That’s my offer and either of you two try to match it, you’re going to have a lot more trouble than repairing some wood rot. Y’hear me?” Her vivid green eyes were bearing down on Kiersten and Caleb, who started laughing a little nervously.

      “Wow,” Caleb said. “You’re good, I gotta tell you, you actually had me scared for a second.”

      “Good,” Billie said. “You should be.”

      Yow.

      But I’m not scared of her. Not at all. Nope. I was definitely a more skilled witch than her in school, so…nothing to be scared of. She was bluffing.

      “Oh shit!” I breathed aloud as she suddenly whirled toward me.

      “Helena,” she said, an unfriendly smile twisting her full mouth, “the same goes for you. This is my house. It isn’t for you. Go back north.”

      Enchantment laced her words. I could feel her spell sapping my will. It might have worked, under normal circumstances.

      It was working on Kiersten and Caleb. They looked hesitant, murmuring to each other.

      “Go. Back. North,” Billie repeated.

      Her skill was evident as Kiersten and Caleb clutched their hands together and Kiersten let out a groan of resistance.

      “You don’t like it down here,” Billie said. “You know this is a dangerous place. You don’t want to be here. You want to go home.”

      Maybe I should have intervened, but I didn’t want Kiersten and Caleb to get the house either.

      “Well…it is a long time to leave the kids with your mom,” Caleb said.

      “I know. Lacey is only two weeks old,” Kiersten said, shaking her head a little like she was waking from a dream. Oh, right. She was pregnant last time I saw her.

      “You were going to leave behind a two week old baby to flip a house in Louisiana?” I must have sounded genuinely appalled.

      Kiersten rubbed her cheeks. “We need to go home, babe. It’s not worth it. I must have been out of my mind to think this was a good idea.”

      “Of course we can.” He put his arms around her. They kissed. He cupped her ass. Okay, this was getting to be a little much. You couldn’t even get rid of these two without unnecessary punishment.

      I wondered how much the council was manipulating Kiersten and Caleb. Did they even know what they were doing? Maybe they had been enchanted to abandon their newborn. Man, I hoped not. That actually made me feel sorry for them.

      Kiersten was fidgeting with the buttons of Caleb’s shirt. I’m not even sure she realized what she was doing. She looked genuinely upset. “I guess you got the best of us, um…”

      “Billie.” Billie was tapping on her phone. I thought she was calling Blanche Greenwood. Kiersten and Caleb were walking away, leaving me there with a girl who hated my guts and was about to steal the house out from under my nose.

      “Billie—I need that house. Please,” I said, a little desperately.

      “Well, you’re rich, aren’t you, Helena? Call Mommy and Daddy.” She put the phone to her ear. “Hi, Blanche! This is Billie. Remember? I want your house?”

      This was the last thing I expected. I couldn’t blame Billie for wanting to get the best of me. I hated how I treated her in high school. I just didn’t want to be an outcast myself. It was pure survival. But that didn’t excuse things. “Billie, look—”

      “I want to offer you three hundred and fifty thousand dollars for it. Yep. I’m serious. I love the house. Yeah, I’m really serious. So serious that I’m standing here waiting at the settlement office. Uh-huh. Oh, I know. She’s standing here too. But apparently she isn’t going to pay you as much. In fact, it sounds like she was trying to take advantage of you from the start. Good thing you didn’t sell that gorgeous manor for a hundred grand, huh?”

      This was a nightmare. I didn’t know what to do.

      Billie hung up, crossed her arms, and regarded me with triumph. “Not so smug now, are you?”

      “I’m sorry!” I cried. “Billie, I was a teenager! I just wanted to be liked and I was already a weirdo so I was desperate. I know I was a bitch, but teenagers are bitches all the time and I’m not like that anymore. I cringe whenever I think of how we treated you. We could be friends now, I mean, we’re both in the same business, and—”

      “We are not friends. We are not the same at all. I worked my ass enough to build up my business brick by brick, and you just jumped in with money from your parents, didn’t you? And now you come down here to my territory and try to buy my houses? And underselling an old lady? You ought to be ashamed of yourself.”

      At that moment, Graham pulled into the parking lot in a rental car. Although he drove a BMW back home, he had gone for the bargain compact here. He was frugal, but I had almost forgotten how much of a feast for the eyes he was. Billie stopped yelling at me just to drink in the sight of him as his long legs swung out of the car and then he gave his hair a quick comb, carelessly, before standing up and tilting down his shades.

      He was one of those guys who just seemed cool no matter what the hell he was doing.

      “Greetings,” he said, in his low, deceptively polite voice that let you know in an intuitive way that he was a good kisser. “Are you the settlement officer?”

      “No.” Billie’s arms were still crossed tight.

      “She is a witch,” I said through my teeth, “who is offering more than us for the house. She just spoke to Mrs. Greenwood.”

      “Oh, is that so? You’re one of the other offers?”

      “I’m the other offer,” Billie said. “I ran the first couple out of town already. You two need to go back to where you came from. You don’t want to mess with my crew.”

      “Can I…look at the house first?” I was scrambling for ideas. Maybe we could get the treasure out. Unfortunately, I felt certain she knew there was a treasure in the house and it would be no easy task to get it past her.

      “No. I’m not messing around. Take your Habsburg chin back to New York.”

      I rubbed my face. “I do not have the Habsburg chin!” Oh god, I sounded like my mother.

      “You wouldn’t overpay for this house just to get revenge on me, would you? But I’ll overpay to get revenge on you.”

      Graham wrapped a hand around my elbow and led me away from Billie even as another car, a middle-aged lady sedan, pulled up and the woman I was sure had to be the settlement officer got out with a folder of paperwork.

      “Helena, tell me what’s going on, and quickly,” Graham said. “Did you do something to that girl?”

      “Why would you think I did something to her?”

      He scratched his own freshly shaved, perfectly regal jawline. “I don’t know. ’Habsburg chin’ is a very strange insult, the sort of thing you say to someone you know.”

      “We don’t have time. She’s buying our house.”

      “And we definitely don’t have enough money to beat her,” he said. “So what are our options?”

      I sighed.
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      Graham

      

      “Royalty? That explains a lot about you,” I said, grinning at Helena in a way I hoped didn’t come off as lascivious. She certainly didn’t have a chin worth insulting. Her chin was pert, just like her nose and her boobs, and I was trying very hard not to think about how much I wanted to touch them, as I had not seen her in weeks.

      “I mean, barely,” she said with a sigh. “We left Europe hundreds of years ago, and it’s only on my mother’s side.”

      “So that’s why you were a bitch to her in high school.”

      “I didn’t want to be! I feel terrible about it. In fact, I wanted to be friends with her, but my ‘friends’—” She did air quotes. “Even my own sisters told me I needed to cut her from my social circle.”

      “I’m starting to imagine your school looked like a Jane Austen movie.”

      “You wouldn’t be far off, honestly. The skirts were just a little shorter. So the whole trauma followed me home over the holidays too. Just one of many reasons I am working for myself now, doing a job that my parents would never approve of.”

      “I think I like you even more now.” I watched Billie moving in on the settlement officer. “But we definitely have a problem. Let me talk to her. You wait here.”

      “Ooh…uh…okay.” I detected jealousy in her darting eyes, and I relished it.

      She probably thought I was going to work my masculine wiles on her rival. It was tempting, but I had only known I was a demon for a month or so. Before that, I thought I just had a higher calling to help people.

      I was within striking distance of my life’s dream to win a national political office, moving from the Pennsylvania state house to the House of Representatives, when Helena came into my life like a bomb, destroying everything I knew. Politics came natural to demons because we fed on the admiration of humans, and the votes came naturally to me because I was an incubus and my constituents literally couldn’t resist me.

      I felt like I was cheating. I wasn’t getting votes because of anything I’d done. I was getting them because I was a demon. I’d had no idea.

      And in my district, my opponent was actually a pretty decent guy, a veteran who owned a locally beloved restaurant.

      Two weeks before the election, my campaign was falling apart. Calls from my campaign manager were going ignored. I skipped out on two fundraisers. I was failing everyone who believed in me.

      One thing I did know how to do thanks to my years in politics was to smooth things over. “Hi, Billie,” I said, approaching her before she could walk into the offices as the settlement officer nodded at her like, whenever you’re ready. “It seems we all got off on the wrong foot. I’m Graham Capello. Greenwood Manor was the home of my grandfather’s dear friend Deveraux, and I made an offer on it because I really want to see it restored.” This was a lie, and I hoped she couldn’t tell.

      “Graham Capello…” Billie looked me over with suspicion and intrigue. Despite her aggression toward Helena, I got the feeling she had a caramel-soft core. She was a girl who had taken knocks all her life by the sound of it, but she had innocence in her eyes. Men intimidated her, I thought. She stayed away, hiding behind red curls and an attitude that was really just a front. “You’re…you’re some kind of demon, aren’t you?”

      “I come to you in the spirit of fair business,” I said, hoping not to get into that.

      She bared her small teeth like a cornered animal, her face turning red. “An incubus, aren’t you? I ain’t messing with an incubus!” She was getting flustered, bringing out a thicker accent. “Helena sent you over here to seduce me into giving up the house? No way. I’m onto your deal. No incubus is worming his way into my pants.”

      “I swear I have no interest in worming my way anywhere. It’s Helena…I care about.” I said it too soft for Helena to hear. “But she hasn’t let me worm my way into her pants either. I wanted to tell you a little bit about Helena, because I met her when she bought my grandfather’s house. He was the last of my family, and it was hard to say goodbye to all those memories. The house kept luring me back, and when it did, I saw Helena busting her ass trying to make it beautiful. She loved the house. She worked hard. And she did a lot of it all on her own. She told me how she treated you in high school, but now I think her family treats her with disdain because this is what she does.”

      For a second, I thought I had her. She looked at Helena. She seemed anxious and cornered. “That’s a nice story, Mr. Capello,” she said. “I wish Helena luck. But if you think I’m giving up the house, I don’t know why I would.”

      “The house was in my family.”

      “Family? Family friend, by the sound of it. Blanche Greenwood is an old lady who deserves a fair price.”

      “It’s haunted by a ghost who is a family friend.”

      “Nearly every house that age is haunted. You’ve got to let the ghost move on.”

      I was losing patience, and took a deep breath before I did something rash, like the time I accidentally used magic to slam the brakes on Helena’s car. I could feel the temper simmering in me now. “The house is a mess,” I said. “I’ve seen it. And I’ve seen the comps. They’re not wizard houses, but—you don’t really want the house, do you?”

      Her breath was coming a little faster. “Back off.”

      “What do you want?” I pressed.

      My honorable intentions went right out the window. I could feel myself luring her in, using my magic to seize her trust before I’d earned it. I’d done this many times in my life without ever knowing what it was.

      Now I was starting to see. I thought I was good at persuading people to see my side, to win their hearts and minds. But I was just using magic.

      “I want…” She was struggling not to speak.

      I need this house. I have to have it. This is my family’s history. It’s too late to turn back now. Even if it means I have to shove this girl out of the way.

      “I want to destroy the council,” she choked.

      Then her eyes widened in terror. I had forced the words from her mouth, and she looked at me like no one had ever looked at me. Like I was a villain, a man to be feared. Sweat broke out on her brow. She covered her mouth.

      “Please—” She was scrambling for something else she could say, something to save her from what she feared might come next. Maybe she thought I would tell Helena and Helena would tell the wizard councils, but I was also in over my head here. I hardly knew what the wizard councils did or what power they had.

      The spell was broken and I took a step back. I forced her to speak.

      Who was I becoming?

      “Why?” I asked. The rush of magic left me. I was just asking her like a normal person now.

      “Why are you working with an Ethereal witch like her?” Billie gasped out. “I can’t trust her. I don’t trust any of them, the witches who hold the power in this world. They play nice when it’s convenient. But when life gets hard, they protect each other. Not a nobody witch like me, and not a demon like you. I don’t know what your deal is, but I don’t trust her, and I sure don’t trust you either,” Billie said, and then she turned away from me and rushed into the settlement office.

      I heard Helena come charging up to me. She flung out her arms. “Is she going in there to buy our house?”

      “Yes. I could have stopped her, but I would have had to do something awful.”

      “Some good that was, then! Graham—we need that house!”

      “What could you have done without altering her thoughts? She’s determined. But she has her reasons, and—”

      “What are they?” Helena interrupted me. She was a woman on a mission, a woman who hated to lose.

      “I want to know all about the wizard council, and you can tell me on the way to the house. If we can’t win it fair and square, maybe we can find our treasure while she’s signing paperwork.”
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      “The council is…the council,” Helena said.

      “Are they elected?”

      “Sort of. Yes. But only guild wizards get to vote. And there are barriers for getting into guilds. When people complain, the guild wizards just tell them they should stop complaining and put in the work to join a guild.”

      “Ah. I see.”

      “You don’t look impressed.” She made a face. “Well, I’m not in a guild either. So I don’t vote. There have certainly been problems with the councils over the centuries, but they’ve kept order, and that isn’t always easy when magic is involved. It’s just…lately…”

      “Lay it on me.”

      She fussed with the vents in the rental car. It was definitely a warm day in the south. “I’m not sure if the guild has changed, or if we’ve changed, but I think I told you that they’re pretty old-school, 19th century, kinda sexist.”

      “Yes, you may have mentioned it a time or two,” I said dryly.

      She laughed. “Well, I am not a fan. They find ways to punish women who try to reach for the sort of power men have. It’s not that different from normal human life, but it’s set back a few decades. And my brother has been barred from Etherium. That just pisses me off. He’s a good guy and there’s no reason for it and sometimes—” She looked out the window as a few strip malls passed by our view. “Sometimes it makes me want to give up Ethereal magic myself.”

      “And become a dark wizard like my grandfather? Why not?” I felt unmoored in the world, as if I was not in another state but on another planet. I just forced a girl to speak against her will. My grandfather was a dark wizard; I’m a demon…so am I doomed to walk a dark path? What does that even mean?

      “Sinistral is dangerous. Dark magic is powerful, but it also tends to have a higher cost. The Ethereal wizards would be my enemies. My own family…”

      “I see.”

      “I guess I’m a little cowardly at heart, because I’m afraid of getting kicked out like Harris was. He became a Wyrd warlock, but Wyrd is scary too, because it’s the weakest realm and…being an Ethereal witch from a good family is just safe.” She smashed the heel of her palm into her forehead. “See, this is why I was a bitch to Billie in high school. It was safer to stick with the other rich witches, and I hurt her to save my ass. Now I can hardly look her in the eye, and I’m going to rob her house?”

      “I guess we could just go home,” I said, knowing she would never choose that option.

      She was quiet, twisting her hair like she could spin the strands into gold.

      We both had our reasons. She wanted to help Byron. I wanted to find out what my grandfather had been up to.

      Our reasons were slightly at odds. She wanted to help Byron. I wanted her.

      “No. We’re doing this,” she said.
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      Helena

      

      I have to make it quick, I thought, as Graham drove down a small country road and I knew we must be getting close. If this was anything like the last house, Byron couldn’t help me. I would have to find the map hidden inside Greenwood House on my own.

      This was certainly the craziest thing I’d ever done, considering I still didn’t know what the maps would do once we collected them. We had one, which I carried with me on the plane, along with the spell books that told the story of the treasure—in a lost magical trade language called Cyprium. Stupid lost languages. So inconvenient.

      Despite some words similar to Middle English and other magical tongues, I had made little progress in translating them. Together, the three maps, each shaped like a triangle of stone—formed “Pandora’s Box”. I assumed Pandora’s Box did something very destructive, and I had no idea what we would do with it once we put it together. I just knew that I had something incredibly powerful on my hands, something Byron desperately wanted me to find.

      As we turned the bend, a house came into view behind some clusters of trees.

      “There it is,” Graham said.

      “Oh…shit.”

      He hardly had to tell me that this was Greenwood Manor. The road led right to it, circling its impressive facade, but otherwise leading nowhere but here.

      The manor was a huge, crumbling structure with white columns supporting an expansive porch and curving exterior stairs leading up to an equally large balcony, while the roof sloped dramatically from a widow’s walk flanked by two small dormer windows. All of it was frilled with lacy trim that showed a heavy French influence. Normally I saw this style of houses with the classical columns painted white.

      If this house could speak, it would tell me it was no basic bitch. The house was pink, with gold window frames and a regal blue in the trim work. It was charming in the way that an old house can pull off some bold ideas, but I had a dim thought in my mind that it was also verging on tacky.

      The house was fronted by a garden of what had once been orderly, boxy hedges. They were overgrown now, of course. It was surrounded by out buildings. The servants had their own humbler dwelling, that was still larger than many houses I had flipped in the past. The servant house was falling into complete ruin, the porches sagging, a hole in the roof.

      Greenwood Manor itself was like a washed up old Hollywood actress. All that crazy pink paint was peeling. The trim was rotting in spots. The only bright side was that it looked structurally sound from here. Old houses were built out of strong stuff; they could take more punishment than you might think at first as long as the owners kept the roof in good repair and didn’t let any pests take hold.

      “The roof looks okay,” I said.

      “Yeah, that’s about all I can say about this place,” Graham said. “I peeked in the windows earlier.”

      I had to admit, I was a little speechless. Taking on a place like this was not a one-woman task, no matter how determined the woman was.

      Now I was absolutely certain Billie bought it for other reasons.

      “Yeah, I can see your face slowly absorbing the experience.” Graham patted my shoulder. “Well, cheer up. At least you didn’t buy it.”

      “Yeah. Let’s hurry and get the thing.”

      I hopped out of the car and I could tell the air was a little cooler here than in the city, almost eerily so. The air was swampy compared to Pennsylvania, but luckily it was autumn. No way that house had air conditioning. Southern architecture only went so far with the high ceilings and breezeways to beat the heat.

      We walked up a few steps to the doors, double doors with a fan pattern set in the wood that reminded me of a palmetto leaf.

      “Byron!” I called. “We’re here! Are you able to let us in?”

      No answer. Graham looked out over the garden. The porch was elevated enough to give a broad view of the maze-like hedge pattern. “Quiet out here,” he said, and his hand moved to the small of my back, a light but protective touch. He sensed the magic here. Having someone
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