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      Hubert whistled lightly as he parked his car and strolled up to the prison. He didn’t feel like he needed Morcant anymore, but he did owe him a final visit. A fond farewell, by all accounts.

      Making his way through processing, he wore a lopsided grin. With pep in his step, he followed Jason down the corridor to the visitation chamber.

      “You seem in a good mood,” the guard observed casually.

      “Yeah. I guess I am.” Bert wiggled his fingers, a tingle of excitement running through him. “This will likely be the last visit I make. I’m going to miss talking to the old codger.” He laughed at his inside joke.

      Jason only shook his head, opening the door and letting him inside. “You know the drill.”

      “Yup.” Bert bounced between the chairs, tossing imaginary hoop shots at the walls. Selecting a seat, he plunked down, casually draping an arm over the back of the chair while he waited for his magister to appear. When two more guards delivered the prisoner, he grinned.

      “The news must be excellent today,” Morcant observed when he arrived at the table. “I’ve never seen you this giddy.” Taking an empty seat, he faced his servant and waited.

      “Well, I guess that it is.” Hubert slapped the table, tilting towards him. “I got a new girl,” he whispered with glee. “She’s fabulous. And she works at that shop with your brother. So, things are pretty patched up between Joseline and me.” He leaned back, beaming.

      “Oh, that’s wonderful news.” The smile on Morcant’s face sent a chill down the other man’s spine. “What’s her name?” he prodded.

      Staring at him, Bert hated when Morcant was calm, like a cat waiting to pounce. “Hannah,” he provided, a little less jovially. “She’s Madam Demore’s great niece.”

      “Hannah! How delightful. Finally grown up, then?”

      “Yeah. She just graduated from college a few months ago.” Hubert fidgeted with his fingers, suddenly regretting mentioning her at all. “Look, I needed to warn you that I may not be back over here for a while. We’re pretty busy at the shop now that everything is opening back up and I’m not sure when I’ll be able to get away.”

      “Oh, I’m sure you’ll make it by,” Morcant countered. “And I have a splendid idea. Let’s induct Hannah into our new coven, shall we?”

      Hubert blinked at him, opening his palm. “Sure. I guess we can do that,” he offered, not really seeing how. “But…you’re in here. Is there a way to do it without you?”

      “Oh, don’t worry. I’ll take care of that.” Morcant leered at him, his lips drawn into a tight smirk. “Now, how are things going with my brother?” The grin disappeared as he stared at him. “Or were you not part of the group in Virginia?” he growled, his voice deepening.

      His jaw dropped and Bert cleared his throat. “No. Actually, Hannah and I have had quite a holiday since they’ve been gone. Blake had more renovations done on the shop, which have taken a whole month,” he explained anxiously. “They won’t be reopening until the group gets back, which should be any day now.”

      “I see.” Morcant tapped the flat surface between them. “I guess it never occurred to you the renovations were a cover for what took place in another state?”

      “Well, it wouldn’t matter.” Bert shrugged, growing weary of the conversation. “I wasn’t invited. Oh, but Meri’s father died while they were there. That could be why they haven’t come back yet.”

      “Yes, I’m aware of Garrett’s passing.” Morcant sneered, driving Hubert to his feet.

      Pushing the chair away from the table, Bert waved at the guard. “Listen, I gotta go. But I’ll work on getting Hannah into the coven for you. I’ll let you know how it goes in a few weeks, or so.” Walking away, he left the old witch seated at the table with no plans to ever return.
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      “Oh my gosh, this is wonderful!” Hannah praised, admiring Meri’s choice of fabric for the chairs.

      “Isn’t it! I’ve sure missed this.” The older girl beamed with pride. “You know, I went to a school in California for my degree. Then I moved to New York because I wanted my own shop one day, but it didn’t work out for me.” Meri sniffed, taken down a little at the realization of what she had yet to accomplish. “When I moved to New Orleans with Rider, we had big plans for my company, almost like a second try, but COVID really put a stop to all of it.” She grinned at a random thought. “Maybe the third time will be the charm. If I can save enough doing this to get my start.”

      “Oh, Meri, you’ll have enough, I’m sure! You’ve hit bad luck a few times, but you only fail if you quit trying.” Hannah glanced at Sarah and Karen, who were applying the new cloth to the seats of the chairs Joseline had sanded down and refinished. “Your work shows too much promise for quitting.”

      Jos joined them, bringing in the last of the frames. “I have to agree on both counts. All this reclaimed furniture will be great, and this is only a taste of what my little sister can do.”

      “Thanks, Sis.” Meri smiled up at her. “Will we have the tables by this afternoon?”

      Joseline nodded, searching for her water bottle. “Yeah. They need another coat, which I’m on next. They’ll be ready to move once they are past the tacky stage. Provided you’re careful.”

      “Don’t worry, we will be,” Karen promised, admiring her girlfriend’s work. “Our coffee shop is going to be totally unique.”

      “A wonderful place to relax and in a great location for those who want the unusual experience,” Sarah agreed, happy to see the group getting along so well. “I just hope we have it all finished. Blake wants to do that grand reopening next week.”

      “We’ll make it,” Hannah assured. “Many hands make for light work.”

      “Amen to that,” Joseline agreed, turning to head back outside.

      “Good news, ladies,” Blake sang, entering through the glass door and locking it behind him. Placing a basket on the counter, he pulled back the cover. “Fresh pastry anyone?”

      “Like we’re gonna say no,” Sarah teased. Getting to her feet, she peered at the selection. “These look wonderful, honey. How much are they going to cost us?”

      “With equipment and supplies, these will be almost half what I priced for us to make them ourselves,” he boasted. “The baker down the street was more than happy to strike a deal. We are contracted to purchase a thousand units a week, and we get them for twenty cents apiece, with the option for more at that price when we need them. Our markup will be around eighty percent per bun.”

      “Wow. Do you think we’ll sell that many?” Karen gasped. “It sounds like we’ll be eating a lot of croissants.”

      “We may eat a few at the beginning, but once we get established, I think it will take off. Besides, the coffee has an even bigger markup, and it’s the pairing that will make the most in sales,” he explained. Selecting a jelly filled, he tore it in half. “I’m pretty proud of the arrangement.”

      “We can tell,” Merideth agreed.

      “Hey, are you saving any of those for me?” Rider quipped, joining them from the basement.

      Avoiding his gaze, Meri quickly excused herself. “I need to visit the lady’s room,” she called, exiting swiftly.

      “Still not speaking to me,” Rider lamented, looking down at the box and no longer in the mood.

      “Give her time,” Sarah consoled. “She said you guys will always be friends.”

      “And you are both Josee’s siblings. It’s not like she can ever really get away from you,” Karen pointed out.

      “Thanks. That makes it so much better,” Rider snapped. Snatching up a plain glazed, he glanced at the pots. “What, no coffee?”

      “No, we haven’t turned them on yet. Once we get the seating area finished, we’ll give them a test run,” Hanna explained.

      “Well, that’s fine. I have the one downstairs.” He moped on his way back to the dungeon, where a seemingly endless stack of tomes awaited him.

      “Poor guy,” Hannah observed when he had dropped out of range. “He’s pretty broken up that Merideth won’t make up with him.”

      “It’s his own fault,” Blake spat tartly. “I warned him not to be a hero. Meri totally wants to be her own person, but he just kept pushing her.”

      “Still, she’s pretty broken up about it as well,” Sarah pointed out. Seeing the other woman exit the toilet, she sighed. “She’s just better at hiding it.”

      “Yeah,” Blake agreed, watching Merideth pick her way through the comfy setting in the center of the sales floor. When she was closer, he called, “Hey, Meri! Remember when you thought my brother’s table was creepy?”

      Merideth giggled. “Yes. What made you think of that?”

      “I noticed you still avoid touching it,” he pointed out, coughing a sharp laugh.

      “Yes. Well, it still freaks me out a little.” She grinned at him, thankful for the distraction.

      “Ok, ladies. I’m going to get some work done in the new office.” Blake winked at her. “You girls have fun.”

      Hours later, the group gathered around to admire their handiwork. “This place is amazing,” Sarah breathed. “I don’t think I could be more pleased with it.”

      “I’ll be pleased when it makes some money,” Blake kidded. “Have we tried the coffee?”

      “You go first,” Merideth suggested, raising a hand towards the freshly brewed pots.

      What’s this one?” he asked, pointing at the third carafe that had no label.

      “Hazelnut,” Karen said shyly. “We bought a variety pack, so maybe we can do a flavor of the day.”

      “Nice touch.” Blake poured himself a cup, giving it a sniff. “It smells nice. Too bad we ate all the pastries.”

      “We’ll have about a thousand of them to eat next week,” Sarah teased, earning a laugh from the others.

      Blake slurped noisily, then chided, “Hey, I’m not the only taster. Everyone grab a cup. Be sure you try them all.” Turning to face them, he caught the dull expression in his enforcer’s eyes. Making his way through as the girls crowded in, he clapped his friend on the shoulder. “Hang in there, buddy. She loves you, and I think eventually she’ll come around.”

      Rider winced. “Is it that obvious?”

      “Yeah.” Blake grinned behind his paper container, cutting him a sideways glance. “The dark circles give it away. But don’t worry, she just hides hers with coverup.”

      Rider snorted a short laugh, the grin lingering. “Thanks. I’d hate to think I was in misery alone.” Glancing around to be sure their conversation was private, he added, “In more serious news, what have you decided to do about our little miscreant? Should we drag him in for questioning? Try out the new toys?”

      “Not yet.” Blake gave his head a single shake. “But you know what they say. Keep your enemies close. He’ll let his guard down if we just give him some room.”

      “Will do, boss,” Rider agreed.

      Once everyone had been served, and the comparisons completed, Blake held up his hand. “Listen up, everyone. I know this has been fun, but it’s time to call it for the evening. We only have a few more days to clean and get everything set up before the grand reopening.”

      Sarah giggled loudly, drawing a dark glance. “You have this all planned out, don’t you, babe,” she teased.

      “As a matter of fact, I do. I never paid much attention to this place until Morcant left, but now that I’m in charge, I like the way I run things,” he replied confidently.

      Raising his warm brew, Rider toasted, “Hear hear,” which received a quick second from the others.

      “Anyway,” Blake pressed on. “I’d like to invite Hannah over to the house tonight for dinner. I believe she has earned a seat at our table.”

      “Oh, I can’t,” she replied swiftly. “I have a date with snuggle bunny.”

      “Snuggle bunny?” Joseline quipped, making an odd expression at her brother’s nickname.

      “Bring him along,” Blake said quietly. Every face pivoted to stare at him in unison. “What? Have I ever said I didn’t like him?”

      The group hemmed and hawed, discussing it for a moment before he held up his hand again. “All right, all right, all right!” his words tumbled out. “I’m going to make the effort to get to know him, ok? Shoot me later.”

      Hannah laughed. “Is it really ok if he comes?”

      “I wouldn’t have offered if it wasn’t.” Blake frowned. “But decide quick, before I change my mind.”

      “Then we’ll be there,” she promised with a wide grin.

      “Excellent,” he agreed, giving the air a fist pump. “Now let’s get out of here.”
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      Sitting in Blake’s kitchen hours later, the group enjoyed a hearty meal. Stabbing a bite of steak with his fork, Rider observed, “I’m beginning to wonder if there’s anything else this group knows how to cook.”

      “Oh, you’ll find out when fall ends and the patio is covered in snow,” Blake countered.

      “You don’t cook on the grill in the winter?” Meri asked thoughtfully.

      “Are you kidding? It will be below freezing for nearly three solid months,” Sarah informed her incredulously. “Karen and I are from Atlanta,” she added “The snow here is to the point of unbearable.”

      “Yes, I hate winter. I can’t believe we’re still here,” Karen said with a laugh.

      “Hey,” Joseline whined. “I’ll keep you warm, baby.”

      “Aww, thank you, love.” The pair shared a kiss while everyone else did their best not to stare.

      “If that doesn’t answer your question, then no. There will be no grilled steaks this winter,” Blake finished with a flourish of his silverware. “Homemade pizzas and spaghetti will rule.”

      “Well, I guess we could try some to that famous clam chowder,” Merideth suggested.

      “Now that is an idea,” Rider seconded, giving her a nod.

      Continuing to eat without reply, Meri’s snub was picked up by all, bringing the mood down a notch as they finished the meal. As soon as everyone was done, however, the dishes were quickly stacked, and the group moved to the living room, taking chairs from the kitchen to seat their growing numbers.

      “I’m going out for a smoke.” Blake swiped his box and lighter off the end table. “No one gets my seat!” he called back at them as he sauntered to the door.

      “I’ll go with you,” Rider growled, cutting Meri an angry glare, then allowing the screen to slam as they exited.

      “You’re never going to get back in her pants that way,” Blake reminded him once they were outside. Holding a smoke between his lips, he applied the flame to ignite it.

      “I don’t care. I’m getting very tired of being nice to her only to be ignored. Or worse,” Rider grumbled.

      “Well then, stop being nice. You’re too obvious at it anyways. But that doesn’t mean you have to be hateful.” Blake took a long drag, then sent the smoke billowing from his lips. “Just be…ambivalent.”

      “Ambivalent? That’ll win her over,” Rider scoffed. His features twisted into a small pout, he took a seat on the steps and picked at a patch of tall grass.

      “Whatever, man.” Blake shook his head. What was the good of sound advice if his friend never listened?

      When they went back inside a few minutes later, Hubert paused in the middle of his story. Blinking up at Blake, he waited.

      “Go on. Don’t quit on my account,” the owner of the house insisted, sliding into his favorite cushioned chair.

      Bert shrugged, not accustomed to friendly banter with the coven’s magister. “Sorry, I forgot where I was.”

      Grinning, Joseline led with a reminder, and Blake stared at him until the tale was complete. “That was pretty funny,” he observed, cutting the woman a quick wink.

      “Hey, did anyone notice that the shopping center across from the store sold?” Karen pointed out excitedly. “I guess we’re going to get new neighbors soon. Maybe it will give us even more traffic.”

      “Yes, it was a shame all three businesses went under during the pandemic,” Sarah lamented. “I wonder who will be moving in.”

      Blake appeared uncomfortable with the conversation. “What makes you think anyone will?” he asked, shifting in his seat.

      “Well, the realtor sign was gone this morning,” Merideth pointed out. “One can only assume.”

      “Been watching the place, have you?” Rider clipped.

      “It’s a prime piece of storefront,” she snapped. “If we ever wanted to expand, or anything…” her voice trailed away at his scrutiny. “I don’t have to explain myself to you,” she finished hotly.

      Getting to his feet, Blake pulled a wad of keys out of his pocket. “I was saving this, but since you noticed the sign, I might as well tell you. But we still have a grand reopening next week, so don’t everyone scatter at once.”

      Looking at the bundle, he pulled out a small ring with a few shiny pieces of metal on it. “Joseline, this set is for you. It goes to the smaller building on the west end. It has some floor space, in case you want to open your storefront again in a better location, but mostly I figure you will move your equipment over so you can continue your production and be closer to the rest of us.”

      Rising slowly, she gaped at him. Accepting the ring, she stared at it. “You’re giving me a new location?” She looked up, her eyes meeting his. “You bought that building!”

      Blake cocked his head to the side, giving her a sly grin, then pumped his eyebrows at her. “I bought that building.” Fishing out another set, he transitioned smoothly. “Rider, you get the main retail space in the center.”

      “Holy shit.” Rider got to his feet, standing before him. “I don’t have enough work to fill that kind of square footage!” He swallowed, the keys heavy in his hand. “I never realized how many hours of work were in the gallery until it went up in flames.”

      “Take your time. You do fabulous work, brother. The studio will be there to display it when you’re ready.”

      Rider stepped forward, catching the other man off guard with a hug. Slapping him on the back, he muttered, “Thanks, man. I really appreciate this.”

      “You’re welcome.” Blake gave him a firm rub before pushing him away. “Now, for the final set.” He pivoted, facing Merideth, who sat at his feet in a straight-backed chair. “I know that selling coffee and trinkets is fun for a while, but it’s not really what either of you girls have your hearts set on. You also deserve a place to call your own, where your dreams can soar.”

      Meri and Hannah exchanged a glance. “Does he mean us?” Hannah mouthed, to which Merideth only nodded with a shrug.

      “Of course I mean you.” Blake laughed heartily, giving the set a jingle. “You two get the east end, which has no real sales floor. It’s more of an office, since you both really work at the homes of your clients. And since there’s only one space left, the two of you will have to share.”

      “But we do different things,” Meri clarified, standing slowly beside him.

      “Yeah, sort of.” Blake bobbled his head. “You actually do the same thing. Inside and out.” He grinned at her.

      “Inside and out,” Hannah repeated, also rising as her excitement grew. “Shut the front door, what a cute name!”

      Meri exposed her palms, silently asking her friend to explain.

      “Inside and Out Home Décor!” Hannah nearly shouted. “You do the inside, and I design the patios and yards!”

      “Oh my gosh!” Merideth squealed as the light came on. Hopping in a small circle together, the two girls caught each other in a firm hug.

      “So, do I have a place in this little scenario?” Hubert asked quietly. “Or am I the dope stuck at the old location.”

      “No, silly!” Joseline pulled him to his feet. “You’re my partner, thick and thin. But we can certainly turn the old location into storage. The temperature control is perfect, and we can get ahead for the good times when we are selling over what we can produce.”

      “Yeah, that makes sense,” he agreed, not really sure she wanted him there.

      Leaving the group, Blake had almost made it to the stairs before Sarah caught him. “Where are you going, Mister?”

      “Oh, just giving them a few minutes to celebrate.” Sliding in behind her as she faced the crowd, he wrapped his arms around her growing belly. Laying his hands on her bump, they watched the others chatter. “You think they like them?”

      “Oh, gosh! They love it! You are such a kind and generous man.” She grinned, patting him gently. “Which reminds me, we need to talk about the wedding. I’ve gotten started on my plans, but I’m really afraid to get too far in…until we’ve talked to my parents.”

      “Then book us a flight. We can miss a few days,” he advised, giving her a squeeze before dropping his hold and continuing up to their room.
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      “I like these colors, but the material is kind of icky feeling,” Sarah pointed out to her friends, fingering the selection spread on the large breakroom table of the shop.

      Meri looked over the swatches she and Hannah had gathered. “Well, they are mostly for color reference.”

      “Yeah. We can go with a different material if these don’t suit,” the blonde agreed.

      “Ok, let’s go with this seafoam green for the dress. I really like that.” Sarah held up the strip next to her hair. “It goes well, don’t you think?”

      “Are you sure you don’t want a white gown?” Karen asked, wrinkling her nose.

      “Tradition says I shouldn’t,” Sarah informed her with a sigh.

      “A very outdated tradition,” Merideth pointed out, rolling her eyes.

      “Hey, are you girls going to be much longer?” Joseline asked, joining them from upstairs. “The guys are doing their best up there, but Rider isn’t much a floor hand.”

      “Only a few more minutes.” Sarah began gathering the bits of cloth. “I think we have what we need. I never imagined how much work went into a business.”

      “Yes, and soon we will be down one,” Meri pointed out, eyeing her friend’s growing bulge.

      “Not until next year,” Sarah corrected, her hand automatically drawn to the bump. “And I think Blake is going to hire more help. He said we needed a proper schedule, rather than all hands on deck as we have been. He wants to
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