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      A witch without magic. A vampire without a cause.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Never mind,” I replied.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Salem.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Focus.

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

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

      “It was what she wished,” Lorna replied.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “You know she died, right?”

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

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “What reason? You never told me.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “I mean, she barely knew you.”

      I exhaled. “I’m aware of this.”

      “Why would she leave you her house?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      I ended the unhelpful call and stared across the park.

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

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

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

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

      If you don’t mind.

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

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

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

      Over a stiff drink. Or three.

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

      DIEGO

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Okay, a small plate.”

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

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

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

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

      “What is it?” Sebastian asked.

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

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

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

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

      “Why not?”

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

      

      Hi Diego,

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

      Diana.

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Eww, that sounds nasty,” Lucas teased.

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

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

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

      I grumbled, “I need new roommates.”

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

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

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

      “Hungry?” I quipped with arched brows.

      Lucas grinned. “Dragons have voracious appetites.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      I handed Lucas the invitation.

      He read it. “Cool.”

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

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

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

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

      “Diana will be there,” Sebastian explained.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Want to bet?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Neither Sebastian nor Lucas had an answer.

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

      After leaving the Salem Supernatural Network with not only a set of keys to my aunt’s house, but an invitation to a ball on Halloween (no, thank you), I drove the burnt orange Mini Cooper I’d rented to the address in Salem. I’m sure I’d been there when I was little, but I couldn’t remember it. My aunt had lived on a tree-lined road in a residential area. With it being October, the leaves were changing to marvelous shades of sunset overhead, and fallen leaves blanketed lawns.

      At the end of the road, a lavender house sat on the back of the lot. It had a gabled roof and circular rooms in a tower section leading up to a turret. “Wow. I own this?”

      After I closed my mouth, I pulled into a spot in the long driveway before a two-car garage that could use a fresh coat of paint. The October day was partly cloudy, but not yet cold enough for it to be uncomfortable outside.

      I climbed out of the Mini and walked around the exterior to examine the house. It was spacious for sure, but dated, and could use some repairs. It had several bay windows, but the shades were drawn. Hmm. It was late afternoon. Wouldn’t the tenants want some sunlight? A porch extended out from the back door with several pots of mums.

      The house appeared to have good bones in my limited viewpoint, and plenty of space, much more than I could ever use. I scrunched my nose as I assessed the condition of the roof, but what did I know? At least it wasn’t crumbling. A fresh coat of paint, some yard clean up, and some new landscaping would go a long way, especially if I ended up putting the house on the market.

      I snapped a picture with my phone and sent it to Gianna.

      Looks stellar, she texted back. See you soon.

      I walked to the front door. It was painted black and had an ornate brass door knocker with a ring hanging from a gargoyle’s mouth. I rang the bell. The tenants knew I was coming, yet I still felt like an intruder. 

      The sound of movement behind the door was followed seconds later with it opening. 

      A man with dark hair, groomed beard, and blue plaid shirt smiled. I pegged him to be in his late twenties. “Hi. You must be Nova.”

      “I am.” I extended my hand.

      “Sebastian.” He stepped aside and motioned for me to enter. “Come on in.” Once he closed the door, he took my coat and hung it on a coat rack in the entryway. “It’s a shame what happened to your aunt. She was a good person.”

      “Thank you.” I pushed my hair out of my face. “This whole thing has been quite a shock.”

      “It was unexpected,” Sebastian agreed.

      He led me into the living room, which had high ceilings and a brick fireplace. The hodgepodge of furniture sat on an aged maroon oriental rug that covered the hardwood floor. A brown suede couch and a worn black leather recliner faced a flat-screen TV.

      “Come on, I’ll show you around.” He continued the tour of the main level. The dining room had wood paneling and a built-in china hutch. “Our bedrooms are up there.” He pointed to the staircase.

      A guy with dark blond hair, high cheekbones, and blue eyes bounded down the stairs. He wore loose fitting black pants and a white shirt with the top two buttons undone. “Hey, there. I’m Lucas.” He took my hand and kissed it. “Enchante.”

      “Lucas, save it,” Sebastian noted with irritation. “Your mojo won’t work on her.”

      “Mojo?” I repeated.

      “I’m a dragon shifter.” Lucas winked. “Ladies are often drawn to us.” He patted his chest. “Must be our fiery nature. But don’t worry, I’m just saying hello.”

      My tenant was a dragon shifter? It was funny how open they were with me. Was it because of their relationship with my aunt? What a strange setup she had with these guys. Still, who was I to judge? If it worked, it worked. I forced myself not to react like some clueless person hearing about supernatural beings for the first time. I grew up in a town of witches. Gianna and I had known of other beings while we were in school. Their true nature was that guarded because humans could be unpredictable with that knowledge. Maybe supes were more open these days, or they sensed who they could trust.

      Then again, they could probably use magic to wipe my memory clean if they deemed me a threat.

      I hesitated before asking the next question. It had been so long since I’d been around non-humans that it felt strange to come straight out and ask. Since Lucas had willingly offered the info, I figured it was okay to ask. “Are you all supes?”

      “Indeed,” Sebastian replied. “I’m a wolf shifter. Our other roommate, Diego, is a vampire.” He motioned his hands to the side and grinned. “The best tenants she’s had, according to your aunt.” He motioned for me to follow him into the kitchen. It had a vintage French country feel with yellow and blue decor. 

      “The house has this main kitchen, which we all share.” He pointed to a door opposite from where they’d entered. “Margaret lived in those rooms over there. There’s a small eating area overlooking the backyard on her side.”

      I stepped into my aunt’s space. The circular room had a cozy feel with a sofa, built-in bookshelves, and afghans. “Is her bedroom upstairs?” I asked.

      “Yes. She slept on the second floor, where there’s also a bathroom.” Sebastian pointed up. “And her workspace is on the third floor in the finished attic.”

      I nodded to give the sense that I followed what he was talking about, although I knew nothing.

      “Do you want to go look around on your own?” Sebastian asked.

      “I will in a bit.” It still felt intrusive to poke around in a stranger’s space, even if she was my blood relative.

      Sebastian led me back into the living room where Lucas sat on the sofa with a gray cat beside him. He pet the long-haired furball. “This is Shadow, because he often follows me around like one. Hope you’re okay with cats.”

      “Sure.” I walked over and extended my hand. Shadow glanced at it from bright green eyes and sniffed me. I bent down and rubbed his cheek.

      When I stood, a man wearing all black stared at me from near the fireplace.

      I gasped. “Where did you come from?”

      His glowering turned more intense. The reddish glint in the whites around his bright blue eyes gave him a feral look. I stepped backward and covered my chest with one hand. My heart pounded beneath my fingers.

      Whoever he was, his glowering didn’t bode well for me.

      My breath came quicker as our gazes remained locked. Something about his stare intimidated, yet fascinated me.

      Sebastian said, “Oh, that’s Diego.”

      A thickness swelled in my throat. I swallowed. “Hi, there.”

      “Hello,” Diego replied in a gruff tone. Then he scowled and headed upstairs. 

      I furrowed my brows. What the hell was that about?

      “Don’t mind Diego,” Sebastian dismissed. “You know how vampires get.”

      “Not really.”

      Sebastian exhaled. “Maybe he’s hangry.” He shrugged one shoulder. “He might be more surly than usual today because he’s worried about what you’ll do with the place.”

      Ouch. I hadn’t even been in the house for long before the elephant galloped into the room and skidded to a halt beside me.

      “Yeah, well, that’s something I’ll need to consider,” I admitted, not committing to anything.

      “Of course,” Sebastian said.

      Lucas gestured to the sofa. “Have a seat.”

      After I did, I asked them, “How long have you lived here?”

      “About a year-and-a-half,” Sebastian replied. “We found your aunt through the Salem Supernatural Network and were lucky to do so. It’s tough to find someone who will rent to supes.”

      I adjusted my position on the sofa. “Are you trying to make me feel guilty?”

      Sebastian covered his chest. “No, of course not.” His tone gave him away. He stood. “Where are my manners? What can I get you to drink? Tea? Lemonade?”

      “Lemonade would be great.”

      They had to be worried about their living situation, and I didn’t blame them. I distracted myself by petting Shadow.

      “He loves chin rubs,” Lucas said.

      I gave it a shot and was rewarded with the sounds of a purring machine.

      “He likes you.” Lucas grinned with approval.

      When Sebastian returned and handed me a glass of lemonade, I thanked him. “I understand why you’d be concerned about what I’m going to do with the house, and I would be, too. But I don’t yet know.”

      Sebastian exchanged a glance with Lucas before he leaned forward and addressed me. “I get it. This has been sprung on you. I apologize if we came off as pushy.”

      I nodded and then sipped the lemonade. It was cool and had the perfect combination of tartness and sugar and something I couldn’t identify. “This is delicious by the way.”

      “Margaret taught us how to make it,” Lucas said. “She added a bit of bergamot from the garden.”

      “Ah, that’s what I couldn’t place,” I replied.

      “Your aunt was amazing at whipping things up—recipes, potions, spells, any kind of concoction,” Lucas said. “She had such a green thumb and taught me a lot about gardening. I bet you’re just as talented.”

      I stared at the rug. “I’m afraid not.”

      “Surely you must share some of her skills,” Sebastian prodded.

      I shook my head and admitted, “No. Not only am I terrible at keeping any plants alive, I haven’t even attempted to do magic in years.”

      “Why not?” Lucas scratched his chin as he peered at me in question.

      I squeezed my lips together since I didn’t know these guys well. They’d been pretty forthcoming thus far, so I admitted, “I was never any good at it.” After taking another sip of my lemonade, I redirected back to them. “Tell me about yourselves.”

      Lucas leaned back on the sofa and announced with pride, “I’m a dancer.”

      Sebastian coughed and muttered, “Stripper.”

      “Exotic dancer.” Lucas turned to Sebastian with a frown.

      This appeared to be a common interchange between them. So Lucas was a dragon shifter and an exotic dancer. Picturing women throwing money at him and swooning made me smile. “What do you do, Sebastian?”

      “I’m head chef at a restaurant nearby.” He beamed. “What about you?”

      “I work in children’s publishing.” I left out the low-level position and pay and the side job as a waitress. No need to admit how I’d gone to New York to make it big in the publishing world, yet after three years hadn’t gotten far. I glanced upstairs to where the sulky vampire had disappeared. “What about Diego?”

      “He works at a healing center downtown,” Sebastian replied.

      Although I had more questions about what exactly that entailed, I decided not to pry. After finishing my lemonade, I thanked them and stood. Time to explore my aunt’s rooms. If I wanted to untangle this situation, I needed to figure out what thread to start with first.

      DIEGO

      I hadn’t been able to keep from staring at Nova, my thoughts clouding with lust. Envisioning things I shouldn’t do, I’d forced myself to keep control. I rarely drank from humans anymore since I hated the concept, but had to practically bury my feet through the floorboards to keep myself from walking over to her. Ultimately, I’d chosen to flee before doing something stupid I’d regret.

      After I’d run from the room, I listened from the top of the stairs. Her scent had hit me like a sudden storm, sending electric vibrations through my body. It had a hint of rose water and a delicate aroma that ignited stark hunger. My fangs had pierced through my gums, itching to sink into that slim pale neck, which was partially exposed by a one-sided braid. I hadn’t felt a yearning like that since I’d been newly turned, but it was different. It wasn’t just a thirst for her blood, but a desire for her.

      What the hell? She was a stranger.

      A few minutes later, Sebastian came upstairs, where I still listened from the hallway outside our rooms.

      “What’s wrong with you, man?” he asked.

      “What?” I asked with faux innocence, knowing full well he’d caught me eavesdropping.

      “You just put the rude in brood.”

      I glanced away. “What are you talking about? I said hello to her.”

      “No, you lurked in the shadows like some creepy Nosferatu and scared the crap out of Nova.”

      He pretty much called it. I scowled. There was no excuse. With a shrug, I dismissed him. “I can’t help it if she’s skittish.”

      Sebastian narrowed his eyes. “You’re keeping something from me.”

      “Okay, fine. It was her scent,” I admitted, pacing through the hall. “I was overwhelmed by the urge to bite her.”

      Sebastian slapped his forehead. “You can’t attack our new landlord.”

      I groaned. “Of course I won’t.”

      He shook his head. “That’s a way to ensure the eviction you’re so worried about.”

      “I said I won’t,” I repeated.

      Sebastian exhaled with a low whoosh. “What are you going to do now?”

      I stared at him. “About what?”

      “Nova.”

      What was he talking about? “Nothing.”

      “No, you need to talk to her and try to fix that horrible first impression. Drink a pouch of blood first so you don’t go over there all feral.”

      I growled. “Fine.” I threw one hand up. “I’ll go be more chipper and kiss her ass like you and Lucas just did.”

      Sebastian turned his hand palm up. “We weren’t kissing ass, we were being cordial,” he said. “You should try it sometime. Maybe if you got out of the house more and met people, you’d get more practice.”

      “I meet plenty of people at work.” That was an exaggeration. I mostly worked alone in the lab during the night shift and barely saw anyone. “I’ll go handle it.”

      I walked over to her apartment and found the door open. About to announce my presence, the words petrified in my throat. Nova faced the windows with her hand on the string. She was about to open the sun-blocking shades.

      “No!” The sun! My undead heart jolted against my rib cage.

      I rushed forward and tackled her. As she fell to the ground, she shrieked.
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      DIEGO

      Nova stared up at me with wide-eyed surprise. I was just as stunned.

      My body pinned hers down. Worse, I was aware of her soft parts touching me, reminding me how long it had been since I’d been with a woman. It didn’t help subdue that rush of desire that had captured my thoughts. And her fragrance—it was right in my face now. Tackling her probably wasn’t the best option. It took all my self-control not to bend closer to her throat and sink my fangs into that enticing column of flesh.

      In the next heartbeat, she shouted, “Get off me,” and tried to squirm out.

      I attempted to climb up, but as she grasped me, she ended up pulling me back down. My hand landed on her breast.

      “Ah!” I reacted with an unmanly high pitch and yanked my arm away.

      Our joint attempts to escape this compromising situation tangled us more. When her hand accidentally brushed my semi-erect shaft, I moaned. The already mortifying situation turned exponentially worse.

      When she extricated herself out of the farcical mess, she sat up, breathing hard. “Why did you just attack me?”

      Aye, aye, aye. “Attack you? You almost killed me.”

      After I stood, she stared at me with confusion. “What?”

      “I’m a vampire. The sunlight would fry me like an egg on a griddle.” I walked over and offered her a hand and helped her get to her feet.

      She narrowed her gaze and folded her arms around herself. “Why did you sneak up on me?”

      Avoiding looking at her, I replied, “I was trying to come over here and be friendly after I realized how frosty I might have come off.” While fighting an urge to taste your blood. I shrugged to feign nonchalance and mask the discomfort with how I’d botched that up with some epic flair. “So I came to welcome you properly.”

      She laughed with disbelief. “I wouldn’t say there was anything proper about that greeting.”

      I groaned. “Survival instinct.” When I pictured an alternative reaction that I could have taken—namely stepping back into my apartment and away from the sunny death ray—I cringed. After that unexpected reaction to her scent, I definitely wasn’t on my best behavior.

      “Sorry, I tackled you.” I shuffled from one foot to the other. What could I say to fix this situation? Uh, pretty much nothing. “I’m-uh-going to go now.”

      Idiot, idiot, idiot, I cursed myself.

      After I headed out, leaving her bewildering aroma behind, I almost ran into Sebastian. “What happened? I heard shouting.”

      I scowled at him. “Great advice, man.”

      “What did you do?” he asked with stern curiosity.

      I’d tackled my new landlord to avoid an excruciating death. “Listened to you. And now I’m regretting it.”

      Sebastian knew nothing about being a vampire. I was better off brooding than burning.

      NOVA

      A vampire had tackled me because I’d almost torched him. That incident was a sour cherry on a melted sundae.

      I replayed it in my head at least a dozen times before I drove over to Gianna’s. She’d given me the key code to access her townhouse. After a long, long day, I was ready to relax, and plopped onto the sofa the second after I entered.

      Still, I was too rattled to rest. The way that Diego had stared down at me with that dark hunger in his eyes woke up parts of me that had long been dormant. Although I’d been out of practice for some time, the stiffness against my thigh wasn’t something I’d misidentify.

      And a part of me liked it.

      What a great start to my return to Salem—I almost murdered my tenant and then got turned on when he’d knocked me to the ground.

      Maybe some relaxing music would help soothe me. I found a mellow mood playlist on my phone and then curled up with a book and some jasmine tea on her blue velvet sofa. I read a few chapters of a New England mystery while I sipped my tea. Gianna was working at her club, the Danger Zone, and told me to stop by for a drink later.

      After eight, I changed into a pair of black jeans and a long-sleeved burgundy top and drove down Route 1 to her club. It was north of Boston, so I was able to avoid the city. Even better, it had free parking.

      The black brick club with the small sign reading Danger Zone seemed low key, but once I stepped inside, that changed. The club had Gianna’s signature all over it. Gianna loved vintage clothing, music, and styles, and this club reflected a retro rock feel. With the dark walls, skull and crossbones, and dungeon theme, it had the ambiance of an 80s Motley Crue video. The Scorpions’ “Rock You Like a Hurricane” blared throughout the space.

      That pretty much seemed to be the effect that Gianna had on the male clientele, many of whom were gaping at her. She stood near the beer taps, talking to a bartender with electric blue hair. Gianna’s dark hair had bright red streaks in it that matched the blood red of her lipstick. She stood statuesque in spiky boots, and her slinky black dress clung to her impressive curves. Dressed hot enough to lure sailors to leap off their ship headfirst into the sea. She’d have guys falling all over even if she didn’t have siren blood.

      Once she ended the conversation, she turned away and spotted me.

      “Nova!” She walked over with her arms outstretched and embraced me. With her heels adding to her height, I stood like a doll next to her. Heels were not my friend. Any time I attempted to wear them, that decision was followed by more regret than drinking a scorpion bowl on an empty stomach. Since I favored the petite section of the women’s clothing section, it didn’t help my vertical challenge.

      “How are you, Gianna?” I asked once we pulled apart.

      “Splendid,” she gestured around the club. “This place keeps me busy.” She leaned closer and whispered in a conspiratorial tone, “And satiated.”

      I laughed. Gianna thrived on sexual energy, which she claimed was part of her siren blood. “It was pretty smart of you to lure your conquests to walk into the door.”

      “And pay for the pleasure.” She gestured toward the bar and grinned.

      I motioned to the decor. “I like the vintage vibe. It’s totally you.”

      “There are a zillion clubs that are just clones of each other, know what I mean? I needed something different. And since 80s and 90s nights are so popular, I figured why not make it part of the theme?” She turned both hands up.

      “True.” I glanced around. The club had plenty of patrons and it was still early. Quiet Riot’s “Cum on Feel the Noise” played next. I guessed that later on, this place might be packed and the cash registers full.

      Gianna placed her hand on mine. “Sorry about your aunt.”

      “Thanks,” I muttered, feeling odd to hear condolences about a woman I barely knew. “This whole situation is strange. I still don’t get why she’d leave the house and everything in it to me.”

      She pulled her hand back and turned it palms up. “She wanted you to have the house for some reason. What did you think about it?”

      I exhaled with a sigh that sounded more dramatic than I’d intended. “It’s great. A beautiful old house with plenty of space. It’s dated and has had add-ons over the years, and the layout is charmingly quirky.” I bit my lip and tapped my fingers together. “But, there was something weird about her apartment.”

      “What?”

      I tried to put my finger on it. “I don’t know how to explain it. It was a strange atmosphere in her apartment that made me uncomfortable.”

      Sure, it could have been precipitated by the tension from being tackled by Diego, but I sensed it was more than that, especially when I’d entered my aunt’s bedroom.

      “Could be anxiety,” Gianna offered.

      “Possibly,” I agreed.

      “What do you think you’ll do with the house?” She bent her head and smiled. “Any chance of you moving back here?”

      “I don’t think so.” Tapping my fingers on the bar, I added, “I have a life in New York.”

      “A good one?” Gianna’s gaze probed mine with an intensity that spoke a silent Don’t give me a bullshit answer.

      “I wouldn’t say I’m on the top of the world.” My shoulders tensed. It was more like struggling to keep from falling off a hamster wheel while juggling squirming snakes half the time. “But I have a job. Well, two.”

      “You can find a job—or two—here.” She motioned through the club. “I’m sure I could get you some shifts here if you wanted.”

      “Thanks, but Salem and me?” My lips twitched. “A witch unskilled in magic is about as welcome here as—say, fur on a dragon.”

      Gianna laughed. “That’s a bit of a stretch, but I get it.”

      “I also have an apartment there.”

      “You have a house here that you own. Even better.”

      “With tenants,” I clarified.

      “Have you met them yet?”

      “Yes, I stopped by earlier. There are two shifters and a vampire living in the main part of the house. My aunt lived in a separate apartment, including tower rooms, which is pretty cool.”

      “How are they?” She arched her brows.

      “Okay, I guess.” Biting my lip, I then added, “Well, there was a bit of an embarrassing situation with the vampire, Diego.”

      Gianna’s blue eyes sparkled. “Ooh, tell me. You know how I love stories with awkwardness.”

      That’s because we’d collected a vast number between us growing up and often joked we should share them on stage at Mortified. But after puberty, Gianna had blossomed into a beautiful butterfly. Me? Well, at least I wasn’t as gawky anymore.

      I exhaled with a heavy sigh. “I almost fried him by sunlight when I started to open the shades. He tackled me to the ground. While we tried to get up, body parts of the opposite sex were accidentally grabbed.”

      Gianna covered her mouth and howled with laughter. “You felt up your tenant?”

      I raised my chin as if I could crawl out of the depths of indignity. “It wasn’t one sided. He grabbed my boob.”

      “This is the best. What a way to make an introduction!”

      “Utterly embarrassing.” Heat returned to my cheeks.

      She raised her brows. “Is he cute?”

      I pictured Diego with his dark hair and blue eyes, when they weren’t masked by that reddish tinge. “I guess some people might consider him attractive.”

      “Are you some people?”

      Averting eye contact, I shrugged. “Sure, he’s okay.”

      Gianna clapped. “Even better. Does this mean it will lead to some hot monkey sex while you’re in town?”

      “Hell no,” I protested. “After that incident, I’m hoping I can deal with what I have to do without seeing him again.”

      Gianna put her arm around my shoulder and steered me to the bar. “Come on, you need a drink.”

      After we sat at the bar and ordered cocktails, Gianna and I continued to catch up. I’d ordered a “Black Hole Sun,” a variation on a Malibu Sunset. She’d selected a “Peaches,” a Bellini-type drink she said was her current favorite.

      “This is amazing.” I took another sip. “It could be dangerous as it goes down so smooth.” I’d have to stick to one, though, as I was driving later.

      She took command of the music. When I heard the first notes of Prince’s “Let’s Go Crazy,” I grinned at her.

      “Dearly beloved,” we said at the same time and laughed.

      One of the things we bonded over as teens was music, and Prince’s Purple Rain album had been played in heavy rotation.

      “You got the lyrics right,” I teased her.

      A siren with a beautiful voice, Gianna’s talent with music ended with the lyrics. She often sang the wrong ones, typically making zero sense, much to my enjoyment.

      Gianna raised her hand and hollered, encouraging everyone in the bar to sing along with raucous enthusiasm. Many joined in. Who could resist a half-siren’s song?

      Once we settled back at the bar, I nursed my drink while we caught up. A Bon Jovi song played followed by Joan Jett.

      Gianna turned her focus to one of her favorite topics—men. “You don’t have anyone in the city? Not even a hook up?”

      “Nope. If I had your cravings, I’d have starved a long time ago.”

      “Months?” she repeated in a louder tone.

      Technically, over a year. “Shh,” I attempted to quiet her, although I doubt anyone heard her over the music. In a lower tone, I admitted, “It’s been so long that I’ve let nature take over down there.”

      Gianna’s mouth dropped open. “Oh, no, no.” She shook her index finger. “You need to rectify both of those situations right away. Let’s start with getting you a profile set up online.”

      “What? No way,” I protested. “My attempts at online dating varied between sitting through awkward silences or zoning out boasting blowhards. Most of the time, I’d rushed back to my apartment, eager for a bath with a book—or a more exciting date with my trusty ol’ vibrator.”

      Gianna laughed. “Hope it’s not old and rusty.”

      “No.” I gave her a proud smile. “I treated myself to a good one.”

      She tapped my shoulder. “I’m glad, but still, the real thing is much better.” Her eyes gleamed with excitement. “And next week, we’re having a speed dating event at the club. Supes, humans, a smorgasbord of man flesh. After you find a hot hook up, I want to hear all about it.”

      Ah, the effects of being friends with someone with siren blood. She loved sex, and when she wasn’t having it, she loved to talk about it.

      “Sorry, Gianna. I don’t plan to be around that long.”

      She sighed. “Still, you must scratch that itch before body parts fall off from lack of use.” With a glance between my legs, she said, “Next up, the other problem. Which do you prefer, wax or laser?”

      I crossed my legs, suddenly self-conscious about the forest down under. “I had one attempt with waxing myself. It didn’t go well.”

      “Laser it is.” She typed some things into her phone.

      “Wait—what are you doing? I’m in town to take care of a house.”

      “And you need to take care of your temple.” She glanced up at me before continuing typing. “You’re all set with a free consultation in two days.”

      “Hey,” I protested. “I didn’t agree to that.”

      “It’s with Sadie,” she continued. “She’s the best. Just go for a quick visit and hear about the options.”

      I groaned. “What are you getting me into?”

      “Reminding you to take care of yourself. Someone has to.” With a decadent smile, Gianna added, “Besides, you’ll be happy after you remember how good an orgasm feels.”

      “I haven’t forgotten.” I raised my chin. “Remember my battery-powered friend?”

      She sipped her drink. “You’ve neglected your needs for too long, Nova. While you’re in town, I’m going to help you get back in the game and enjoy yourself.”

      I arched my brows. “By burning the hair out of my flesh?”

      Gianna laughed. “Once you remember what it’s like to be with a partner again, preferably one who knows what he’s doing, you’ll be smiling.”

      I exhaled. Maybe she was right. After all, I was still in my mid-twenties. Too young to give up on love, despite my lackluster attempts. My parents’ bitter divorce hadn’t helped me believe in a happily ever after. They still quivered with rage when they hear one another’s names. But a lover would warm my bed much better than a cold battery-powered device.

      “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      “No maybes.” She shook her head and tapped on her phone some more. “If you’re still around next week, you’re in for speed dating. If not, I’ll cancel.”

      “Jeez.” I rubbed my temples. “I haven’t seen you for more than half-an-hour and you’ve already signed me up not only to have the hair burned from my body, but then to parade said body at a meat market.”

      She smiled with satisfaction. “Efficient, aren’t I?”

      I exhaled. “I can’t argue with that.” No Doubt’s “Just a Girl” began to play. I bit my lip. “Will the laser hurt?”

      “Yes.”

      “Oh!” I leaned back in mock horror. “Then why are you signing me up?”

      “Because it’s worth it. I barely have to deal with hair removal anymore.”

      “I should go before you think of something else crazy to sign me up for next. Thanks for the drink.” I stood.

      “You sure you don’t want to stay longer?” Gianna asked.

      “No, it’s been a long day. I’m pretty much ready to go home and crash. I want to get up early tomorrow and start figuring out what I need to do with my aunt’s apartment.” Shaken, I’d left soon after Diego tackled me.

      “Okay. I’ll be home late. I’ll try not to wake you.”

      “I picked up a couple of bottles of red so I’ll probably have a glass or two before I go to bed and will hopefully sleep like the dead.”

      As soon as that word left my mouth, I thought about Diego—technically the undead.

      She raised her chin. “Good luck tomorrow.”

      Luck? Would I need it?

      DIEGO

      As I sat in the living room on Monday, my gaze kept wandering from my historical fiction novel toward Margaret’s apartment. Nova was over there.

      “Still want a taste?” Sebastian asked from the kitchen where he was stirring the batter for biscuits to go with the beef stew cooking on the stove. The scent of cooking meat and spices filled the room.

      “What?”

      “Nova’s blood.”

      Oh. I snapped my focus back to the book, regretting telling him about the surprising craving yesterday. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “Then why do you keep looking over there?”

      “Wariness,” I quipped. “Let’s not forget she almost killed me yesterday.”

      Sebastian wagged a finger. “Ah, I know you better than that, Diego. Your nostrils were flaring like she was fresh baked garlic bread dripping with melted butter.” He raised his fingers to his mouth and smacked his lips together.

      I shifted my position in the leather recliner. “She smells good. I’ll give her that. So what?”

      “So we’ll see,” Sebastian added in a knowing tone.

      I fought the urge to walk over to him and double-slap the smirk off his face.

      “There’s nothing to see.” I scowled.

      “If you’re into her, just man up and ask her out.”

      I arched my brows at him. “You want me to ask out my landlord who might be getting ready to evict my ass?”

      Sebastian laughed. “It wouldn’t be as weird if you’re not her tenant.”

      “This whole situation has strange stamped all over it,” I countered.

      “How so?”

      “I’m a vampire.”

      “Oh, I didn’t know that,” Sebastian teased with a laugh. “I’m a shifter. Nice to meet you.” He extended his hand as if we were meeting for the first time.

      “Funny.”

      “It kind of is. You’re good looking, she’s hot. What happens when two people are attracted to each other is that they sometimes hook up.”

      I drummed my fingers on my thigh. “Not as much as you, my friend.”

      “What can I say? All this testosterone makes me a dog.” He stirred the pot. “But when I find my mate, things will change. Wolves are the most loyal of all.” He grinned a Cheshire smile. “Until then, I’ll have my fun.”

      “I bet you will.” I reopened my book, reading the same page for the third time. After I still hadn’t followed the words on the page, I gave in to the distraction. “Besides, she’s not interested.”

      “You sure about that?” Sebastian’s eyes twinkled.

      I’d seen that look on his face before, which meant he was up to something. “Whatever you’re thinking, planning, or plotting, the answer is no.”

      “I’m not thinking of anything,” he protested.

      His mock innocent expression didn’t fool me. “I don’t date for a reason.”

      He dropped his head back and groaned. “Oh no, you’re not going to say Diana, are you? That was over a year-and-a-half ago. Practically ancient times.”

      I groaned. “Well, she stole my life, broke my heart, and made me one of the undead. Stuff like that tends to damage a guy.”

      “If you look at it that way.” Sebastian took off his apron and grabbed a bottle of beer from the fridge. He raised it. “Why not reframe it like she gave you immortality? You’re lucky not to worry about dying like the rest of us.”

      “Which makes the idea of being with any mortal even less appealing. Why would I want to be with anyone knowing they’re going to be gone one day?”

      “You’re friends with me. I won’t live forever.” He took a swig of beer.

      “That’s different.”

      “How?”

      I put the book down as reading it was clearly an exercise in futility with Sebastian’s incessant dogging. “I don’t know, it just is. Maybe because we’re not in a romantic relationship.”

      “You don’t think we’ve got a bromance going on here?” Sebastian teased.

      “Abso-freaking-lutely not.”

      
      Minutes later, Lucas returned to the house holding a Clash album. “I’m going to keep that place in business.”

      He loved to collect albums, and when a new record store opened nearby, he found a new place to spend all his one-dollar bills. He played the album on the record player and London Calling filled the room.

      Nova entered the kitchen, her hair in a loose braid pulled to one side again and tendrils falling down around her face. “It smells delicious over here.”

      “I’m making beef stew and biscuits,” Sebastian declared with pride. “You should join us for dinner.”

      “That would be great,” she said. “Actually, I was coming over to ask something.” She glanced at the floor.

      “What is it?”

      She raised her gaze. “Did my aunt…” She shifted her stance. “Did she die in her bed?”

      I felt for her. How discomforting this situation must have been. Since I was the one who’d found her, I spoke up. “No.” I’d found her on her bedroom floor, but wouldn’t provide any of the details that Nova didn’t want to know.

      “Oh.” She rubbed between her eyes. “I was just thinking. There’s so much to do over there, and I’m already so tired. I have a feeling things will take longer than I expect. I don’t want to crash at Gianna’s for too long and overextend my visit…”

      When she didn’t finish, I said, “So you’re thinking of staying there?”

      “Is it weird?” She scrunched her face as she searched our reaction.

      “Not at all,” I assured her.

      “It’s your house now,” Sebastian added.

      Nova slanted her head. “Oh, good. I don’t know the protocol in this type of situation. I’d like to take a nap and then get back to it.”

      Lucas said, “If you need a hand with anything, we’re close by.”

      “Thanks.” She rubbed her forehead. “I don’t even know where to begin. There’s all her clothes. And knick-knacks. And magical supplies in the attic. What do I do with all this stuff? Donate it? I’d like it to go to people in the community who need it most.” Before waiting for an answer, she added. “And there’s the paperwork. Figuring out what needs to be done with the house is just a mind warp of confusion.”

      She appeared overwhelmed. Another pang of empathy hit me. “We know the house well, so we can help,” I volunteered.

      Sebastian exchanged a glance with me and gave a subtle nod.

      “You’ll help me?” Nova asked.

      “Of course we will,” Lucas said.

      “What can I do to repay you?”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Lucas replied with an easygoing wave.

      “It’s almost time to eat,” Sebastian announced. “Wash up and head to the dining room.”

      Lucas laughed. “Okay, Dad.”

      We sat around the oval table with our bowls of stew, biscuits, and a chianti. Sebastian overfilled my bowl as usual, and I poured half of it back. He’d never understand that my vampire appetite was not as voracious as his shifter one.

      “This is sooo good,” Nova said after swallowing a spoonful of her stew. “I can’t remember the last time I had a homemade meal like this. Do you often eat together?”

      “Only when we’re not all working, which isn’t that common,” Sebastian said. “We’re all working tomorrow night, so you had good timing.”

      “I’ll say,” she agreed. “This stew is delicious.”

      A few minutes later, Sebastian said, “Actually, I thought of something.”

      I stared at him as he used his I’m-up-to-something tone.

      “About what?” Nova asked.

      Exactly what I wondered, my wariness antennae raising.

      “How you can repay us for helping with the house.”

      “Oh, how?” she asked.

      “There’s a ball this Saturday hosted by the Salem Supernatural Network.”

      “Oh yes, they told me about it,” Nova said. “I wasn’t planning on going, though.”

      “Why not?” Lucas asked.

      “I won’t know anyone there,” she replied.

      “You know us,” Sebastian added with a grin. “And it might be good for you to meet some other supes while you’re in town.”

      Why that would benefit her, I couldn’t guess. Sebastian had his strange interpretation of how the world worked. I didn’t say anything while I listened closely.

      “Not sure it’s a good fit for a talentless witch,” Nova replied, and then took a sip of wine.

      “You don’t have to be skilled in magic to go to a ball,” Sebastian replied.

      “Right, just give it a go,” Lucas added.

      “I didn’t bring anything to wear, but I suppose I could go shopping.” She glanced at me as if waiting for my reaction.

      “Can’t hurt,” I said
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