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​​Chapter 1: Premonitions & Party Games
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I hadn't set foot in Spirited Company for eight months, which meant I was overdue for an ambush.

The shop looked exactly as I'd left it: crystals cluttering every surface, herbs hanging from exposed beams, and enough candles to constitute a fire hazard. Bellmare Hollow's reputation for "friendly hauntings" meant Aunt Poppy's mystical storefront fit right in with the town's aesthetic, nestled between the vintage bookshop and the tea room on Crescent Street.

"Flora, darling, you're early." Aunt Poppy swept through the beaded curtain that separated her reading room from the shop proper, trailing scarves and the scent of sandalwood. "I haven't even put the kettle on."

"I'm on time," I said, eyeing the vintage clock on the wall. "You texted me for three o'clock."

"Did I?" She waved a hand laden with silver rings. "Well, punctuality is such a limiting construct. Sit, sit. We have much to discuss."

I should've left then. The woman could smell reluctance like a bloodhound, and she never took no for an answer when spirits were involved. But I'd avoided her long enough that guilt had accumulated interest, so I sank into the velvet chair across from her reading table and waited.

Cosmo, her black cat, watched me from his perch on the bookshelf. His golden eyes held the kind of judgment only a cat could manage, the look that said he knew exactly why I'd stayed away, and he wasn't impressed by my excuses.

"The Wakefields have requested a séance," Aunt Poppy said, shuffling a deck of tarot cards with practiced ease. "Tomorrow evening. Lucien Wakefield passed three weeks ago, and the family is desperate for closure."

"Then they should hire a grief counselor."

"They specifically asked for an experienced medium." She met my gaze over the cards. "I told them I knew just the person."

"You have a business license that says you're that person."

"True. But you know how these old families are, they want authenticity, tradition, the whole theatrical production." The cards whispered against each other as she shuffled. "They're paying quite well."

I folded my arms. "I haven't done a reading in over a year, Poppy. My third eye is broken. You know that."

"Dormant, perhaps. Not broken."

"Same result."

She smiled the way she always did when she knew she'd already won an argument I hadn't realized we were having. "Dahlia Wakefield will be there, naturally. The widow. And the stepson, Elliot. Possibly a few others from their social circle."

"Sounds like they need a therapist, not a medium."

"They need you." Poppy laid the deck on the table between us. "And I think you need this, too, whether you admit it or not."

The cards sat there, ornate and still. I'd spent years learning to read them, back when I'd worked with Aunt Poppy every weekend and thought I might actually be good at this. Back before I'd learned that having abilities didn't mean you could control them, and that the dead had terrible timing.

"One séance," I said finally. "And I'm just there for support. You do the actual channeling."

"Of course, darling." She reached for the deck, but before her fingers touched the top card, it flipped itself over.

The Tower.

We both stared at it. A lightning-struck tower, figures falling from its heights, the promise of sudden upheaval rendered in medieval imagery. I hadn't seen a card move on its own in months.

"Well," Poppy said, her voice carefully neutral. "That's interesting."

"That's a draft." I stood, chair scraping against hardwood. "The window's open."

"The window's been painted shut since 2019."

I looked at the card again. The Tower. Change, revelation, the violent destruction of false foundations. Not exactly the reassuring sign you wanted before agreeing to commune with the dead.

"The Wakefields are a prominent family," Poppy continued, as if tarot cards flipping themselves was perfectly normal. "Lucien was a real estate developer. Made quite a name for himself in Bellmare Hollow before he died."

"How did he die?"

"Heart attack, supposedly. Very sudden." She tapped the table beside The Tower. "They're hoping he'll share some final words. Comfort them, you know."

"The dead rarely say what people want to hear."

"Which is why we're the perfect team." She smiled. "Tomorrow, seven o'clock. Wear something appropriately mystical. These old families expect atmosphere."

I should've said no. Should've walked out and gone back to my quiet life of avoiding anything remotely supernatural. But Aunt Poppy had been there when I'd needed her, more times than I could count, and I owed her more than I could repay.

"Fine. Tomorrow." I headed for the door, Cosmo's gaze tracking my movement. "But when nothing happens and they demand their money back, I'm not the one explaining it."

"Flora?"

I turned. She'd gathered up the tarot cards, but The Tower sat separate, still face-up on the table.

"Thank you," she said. "I know this isn't easy for you."

"It's one evening. I'll survive."

I made it halfway to my car before I felt the pressure behind my eyes. That old, familiar tightness that meant something was waking up whether I wanted it to or not. I pressed my fingers to the bridge of my nose and willed it away.

When I pulled my hand back, my fingertips were red.

I'd had nosebleeds for years when my abilities were active, a charming side effect of channeling spirits. But it had been eight months since the last one. Eight months of blessed silence, of normal life, of pretending I was just like everyone else in Bellmare Hollow who treated magic like a tourist attraction rather than a daily inconvenience.

I found a tissue in my pocket and tilted my head back. Above me, the autumn sky was starting to bruise purple with dusk. Somewhere in the fog-draped hills, the Wakefield family was preparing for their séance, hoping a medium could give them peace.

I just hoped they were ready for whatever came through instead.

The séance was in less than twenty-four hours, and my third eye had inconvenient timing.
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Chapter 2: The Ghost Who Cried Murder
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The Wakefield estate smelled like old money and fresh lilies.

Aunt Poppy had set the séance room herself, transforming the formal dining room into something appropriately atmospheric. Candles ringed the mahogany table, their flames steady in the still air. She'd brought her own supplies: white sage for cleansing, salt for protection, and a collection of crystals I couldn't identify even after years of watching her work.

Six of us sat around the table. Aunt Poppy at the head, me to her right. Across from us sat Dahlia Wakefield, her black dress perfectly tailored, her composure as smooth as glass. Beside her hunched Elliot, Lucien's stepson, who'd barely looked up since we'd arrived. He was younger than I'd expected, maybe mid-twenties, with dark circles under his eyes that suggested he hadn't slept well since his stepfather's death.

Two others rounded out the circle: Margaret Sterling, identified as a family friend, and a thin man named Robert who'd been Lucien's business partner. Both looked uncomfortable, the way people did when they weren't sure if they believed in what was happening but were too polite to leave.

"We'll begin with a simple invocation," Aunt Poppy said, her voice taking on the measured cadence she used for clients. "Please join hands and clear your minds of expectation."

I took Poppy's hand on one side and Margaret's on the other. Margaret's palm was damp with nerves. Across the table, Dahlia sat perfectly still, her face revealing nothing.

"We call upon the spirit of Lucien Wakefield," Poppy intoned. "We ask that he join us in this space, if he wishes, to share what wisdom he may offer those who loved him."

Standard opening. Safe, controlled, designed to make everyone feel like they were participating in something meaningful even if nothing supernatural occurred. I'd heard her give this speech dozens of times.

The candles flickered.

Just a draft, I told myself. Old houses had drafts. But the pressure behind my eyes was building, that familiar tightness that meant something was listening.

"Lucien," Poppy continued. "We gather in your memory. If you have words for those assembled, we invite you to speak through the veil."

The temperature dropped. Not gradually, all at once, as if someone had opened a freezer door. Margaret gasped. Across the table, Elliot straightened in his chair.

"Is someone..." Robert started.

"Silence, please." Poppy's voice remained steady, but her hand tightened on mine. She felt it too.

The air thickened. I could taste ozone and something else, something that reminded me of thunderstorms and old photographs. The pressure in my head spiked, sharp enough that I had to close my eyes against it.

When I opened them, Lucien Wakefield stood behind his widow's chair.

He looked exactly like the portrait hanging in the front hall: tall, handsome in a practiced way, with silver at his temples and the kind of smile that suggested he was used to getting what he wanted. But the edges of him were wrong, slightly transparent, like looking at someone through frosted glass.

"Hello, darling," he said to Dahlia. His voice came from everywhere and nowhere at once.

She didn't react. Couldn't see him. None of them could, I realized. Just me and Aunt Poppy, who'd gone very still.

"Lucien." Poppy addressed the space above Dahlia's head. "Welcome. Your family seeks closure. They want to know..."

"Someone in this room killed me."

The words came out flat, furious, impossible to ignore. Lucien's ghost pointed at the assembled circle, his finger sweeping across each face.

"Someone here poisoned my tea and watched me die, and they're sitting at this table like they have every right to be here."

Chaos erupted. Margaret screamed. Robert shoved back from the table so hard his chair toppled. Dahlia's composure finally cracked, her mouth opened, no sound emerging.

"Lucien, wait..." I tried to stand, but the pressure in my head exploded into white-hot pain.

The last thing I saw was Elliot's face, pale and shocked, before the darkness took me.

***
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I CAME BACK TO CONSCIOUSNESS on the floor.

Aunt Poppy knelt beside me, her hand on my shoulder. "Easy, Flora. Don't try to sit up yet."

My head felt like someone had taken a hammer to it. I tasted copper, another nosebleed. "What happened?"

"You fainted." She pressed a cloth to my nose. "The manifestation was stronger than expected."

I blinked up at the ceiling, trying to piece together memory. Lucien. The accusation. Everyone's horror.

Someone had killed him.

I pushed myself upright despite Poppy's
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