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        Perimenopause awakened her magic. A grumpy ghost awakened her heart.

      

      

      
        
        GARRIK

      

      

      A century haunting Blackthorn Manor is enough to make anyone grumpy. Once, I was Guardian of the Veil. Then a wicked witch cursed me, leaving me a ghost trapped in my own home. No one has touched me in a hundred years—until Celeste walks in and SLAPS me!

      She's curvy, beautiful, stubborn, and apparently a rare Veil Witch who might break my curse. But Halloween is approaching, something evil is stirring beneath the manor, and I'll do anything to protect the woman I'm falling for—even if it costs me my chance to live again.

      
        
        CELESTE

      

      

      I thought hot flashes and mood swings were the worst perimenopause had to offer. Turns out, it's also awakening my witch powers! Now I'm stuck in Hidden Hollow, a magical town full of monsters where it’s always Autumn, and falling for Garrik Blackthorn—an enormous, handsome, ridiculously grumpy ghost! He's the first man in years to make me feel beautiful, cherished, and wanted.

       Unfortunately, I have no idea how to use my new magic. If I can't break Garrik's curse before Halloween, the Gateway beneath his haunted mansion could claim him forever. I've finally found a man worth loving, and I'm NOT letting him go without a fight—even if saving him means risking my heart and my life!
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      If you love:

      
        
          	
        Over-40 Romance — A curvy, mature heroine discovering love and magic later in life.
      

      	
        Grumpy/Sunshine — A grouchy, century-old Gryphon ghost meets his match!
      

      	
        Fated Mates / Magical Bonding — Two lonely hearts joined by a powerful Heart-bond.
      

      	
        Forced Proximity — A haunted mansion, a trapped ghost, and one irresistible attraction.
      

      	
        Touch-Starved Hero — He hasn't felt a woman's touch in a hundred years…until SHE comes along!
      

      

      

      Then Embraced by the Ghost is the book for you!
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      All the books in the Hidden Hollow series can be read as STAND ALONE novels so it doesn’t matter which one you decide to dive in to first, though I recommend starting with SWORN TO THE ORC for a more comprehensive look at the magical small town of Hidden Hollow.

      
        
        There are currently six more novels in the Hidden Hollow series:

        SWORN TO THE ORC

        DREAMING OF THE DEMON

        GUARDED BY THE GARGOYLE

        LOVED BY THE ORC

        SHARED BY THE WEREBEARS

        MATED TO THE MONSTER UNDER MY BED

        And two box sets:

        HIDDEN HOLLOW BOX SET 1

        including Sworn to the Orc, Dreaming of the Demon, and Guarded by the Gargoyle

        HIDDEN HOLLOW BOX SET 2

        including Loved by the Orc, Shared by the Werebears, and Mated to the Monster Under My Bed

      

        

      
        And be looking for…

        CRAVED BY THE KRAKEN

        &

        DESIRED BY THE DRAGON

        Both coming soon!
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            CELESTE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Natalie, please—I’m tired. I just want to go home—we have to work tomorrow, you know,” I told my coworker.

      “None of that matters right now, Celeste. There is a presence in the room with us—can’t you feel it?” Natalie flipped her long, artificially red hair over one shoulder dramatically, and looked up at me with wide eyes.

      I sighed, my shoulders slumping. Why did I let her talk me into this in the first place? Maybe because I wanted to believe I wasn’t too old to be cool. Once you get past forty, you stop being interested in anything that happens after eight o’clock. Or at least, that’s my personal experience. Right now, all I wanted was to be home in bed curled up with a good book—preferably a romance about a hot, emotionally intelligent guy who would never exist in real life.

      Instead, I had foolishly agreed to come to my younger coworker’s house for a séance to contact the spirit of her dead grandmother, so she could ask for advice on whether she ought to marry her fiance, Brad, or not.

      Natalie was a self-described witch—she claimed she had inherited her powers from her grandmother, who had also been a witch. Practical Magic was her favorite movie, and she was always having “premonitions” that she claimed came true. Though honestly, I didn’t think it was much of a premonition to predict that it was going to rain when the sky had gone all overcast and cloudy. Or to say that she had a “feeling” that her favorite restaurant, Forenza, was going to have linguini with clams—her favorite entrée—on the menu when they kept it in regular rotation.

      But nothing could shake Natalie’s faith in her own witchy powers. She did spells by moonlight and dressed in all black. She even had a black cat named Bartleby who she claimed was her “familiar.”

      Bartleby was watching us now with a bored expression on his face as we sat around the small round table in Natalie’s guest bedroom, which she had turned into a kind of shrine to “The Craft” as she called it.

      The room was decorated to the nines—I mean, you would have thought that a Spirit Halloween store threw up in there. There were rubber bats hanging from the ceiling and bedazzled skulls hung on the walls. The curtains on the windows were black-out shades—the kind that don’t let in any sunlight at all. It was definitely a must-have accessory for the room, since we lived in Tampa where the sun was almost always shining. It’s hard to build a spooky, witchy atmosphere in the sunlight.

      But now, it was dark outside and I was tired. Natalie had lured me, Phyllis, and Tamara over to her house for a “pre-Halloween party” even though it was only the middle of October and I was ready to go home.

      The first part had been fun. We had watched Practical Magic—which I admit, I love too—and had all kinds of Halloweenish treats. Natalie had prepared “ghoul soup” which was really just creamy spinach-cheese soup which she served in little carved out pumpkins. She also made us caldron cakes, brownies decorated like tomb stones, garlic bread sticks wrapped to look like mummies, and so many other little snacks I couldn’t count them.

      It was an impressive spread, and I could tell it had taken her a long time to make everything, so we all “ooed” and “ahhed” over her creativity and complimented her house—a cute little bungalow which her grandmother had left Natalie in her will.

      It really wasn’t a perfect house for a self-described witch—there were no high ceilings or creaking wooden floors or hidden passageways. But Natalie had gone out of her way to decorate it in an old-fashioned style that made you feel like you were stepping back in time the minute you walked through the front door.

      So I admit, I liked the first part of her party. But now that she had moved us to the guest room—the “séance room” as she called it—I was ready to leave. And it wasn’t just that I was tired—although that was definitely part of it. I also had a strange feeling—an itching between my shoulder blades and weird pricking sensation in both my thumbs.

      I know those are weird symptoms, but they were the same things I always felt when I attended a funeral or walked through a graveyard. I just don’t like anything to do with dead people, I guess. So trying to call up Natalie’s grandmother—who had been dead for five years—to ask if she really should marry her fiancé, Brad, was giving me that creepy-crawling feeling I hated so much.

      “We can’t leave until I speak to her,” Natalie murmured in a hushed voice. “I must know if I ought to accept Bradley’s proposal or not. He got down on his knee and begged me—begged me—to be his wife. But I have a feeling I should consult my Nana first.”

      I could tell by my other coworker’s faces that they were totally into this. Phyllis was our front desk receptionist who never had any fun and Tamara was always up for anything. They were leaning forward, watching as Natalie caressed the crystal ball in the middle of the small round table. The only light in the room came from the red-shaded lamp in the corner which painted everyone’s faces in an eerie crimson glow.

      “Come, Celeste,” Natalie urged me. “Place your fingertips against the crystal ball—we must all be touching it to summon the dead.”

      “Yeah—come on, Celeste, we all have to touch it,” Tamara urged.

      “Touch the ball,” Phyllis chimed in.

      I rolled my eyes. Who knew I would still be dealing with peer pressure even in my late forties? I wondered what was going to happen when everyone touched the crystal ball and nothing appeared in its shimmering depths. Probably Natalie would say that she “heard” the spirit of her dead grandmother speaking to her and the dearly departed would tell her to go ahead and marry Brad. Then we could all leave and I could get a good night’s sleep.

      So, despite the itchy feeling between my shoulder blades and the pricking in my thumbs, I reached out and touched the round crystal surface of the ball with two fingers.

      I was surprised to find the ball was warm instead of cold—was there some kind of heating element under it? But no—it appeared to be sitting on a plain wooden stand. Strange.

      Then Natalie began to speak.

      “Grandmother Cordelia,” she intoned in a low, mysterious voice. “Grandmother, I summon you from beyond the grave. It is I, your granddaughter, who needs your wisdom now.”

      If she needed wisdom, I could have advised her myself. Don’t get married—that would be my advice. I’d met Brad once and he seemed a little too slick—like my own ex-husband who I had been glad to get rid of after twenty-three years of marriage when it turned out he was cheating.

      But of course, I didn’t want to ruin the dreams of young love. Just because I was happily single and determined never to date or marry again, didn’t mean marriage wouldn’t work out for Natalie. And just because⁠—

      But my silent musings were interrupted when, suddenly, the ball lit up from within, glowing with an eerie pinkish light. I gasped and so did everyone else in our little circle.

      I hadn’t really expected anything to happen—I was certain this was going to be just another theatrical presentation by Natalie. Like the time she’d gone into a trance at the office Christmas party and started doing a “mystic dance” while taking off her clothes, which resulted in Chuck, our office manager, cutting off the alcohol and sending people home early. But this didn’t feel like that—not at all.

      The light continued to grow until it was almost blinding. The itching between my shoulder blades got worse, and I had to fight to keep from yanking my hand away from the crystal ball.

      And then a face appeared in the crystal surface—the face of a woman in her eighties, lined with wrinkles. She had wise, faded blue eyes and a puff of cotton-candy pink hair. If this really was Natalie’s grandmother, she had obviously been ahead of her time.

      The face grew rapidly from a pinprick, getting larger and larger until it filled the entire crystal ball. And those faded blue eyes seemed to be staring directly at me.

      Okay, this was probably some kind of trick, but I was over it now. I tried to yank my fingers away from the ball…and found I couldn’t. It was like someone had glued my fingertips to the hard crystal surface.

      When I looked around the table, I saw that Tamara and Phyllis were also trying—and failing—to pull their fingers back. Natalie was the only one who wasn’t moving. Her pale blue eyes, much like her grandmother’s, had grown wide and she was staring into the crystal ball like she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Either her acting was really superb, or she was as surprised as the rest of us.

      I had a sinking feeling it was the latter rather than the former.

      “Nana?” she whispered, staring into the ball. “Nana Cordelia—is that really you?”

      “Of course it’s me!” the old lady said, frowning. “Why are you bothering me, child, when I’m trying to rest?”

      “Oh, I…I…I needed advice,” Natalie stammered at last. “You see, I have this boyfriend—fiancé, really—named Brad. And he⁠—”

      “Got down on his knees and begged you to marry him. Yes, yes, I know all that.” Her grandmother waved one wrinkled hand impatiently. “I also know that he’s cheating on you,” she added.

      “He’s what?” Natalie’s eyes got so wide they seemed to make up most of her face.

      “Yes, he is! With that nasty girl right there.”

      And Natalie’s grandmother pointed directly at Tamara.

      “What?” Tamara’s brown eyes went wide, and she tried even harder to pull her fingers away from the crystal ball—to no avail. “What? I don’t know what she’s talking about!” she babbled to Natalie, who was glaring at her.

      “Don’t lie!” Natalie snapped. “If my Nana says you and Brad did the dirty, I know you did!”

      Tamara’s face fell.

      “We only did it once and it didn’t mean anything,” she said sullenly. “It was ages ago—during the Christmas party when we were all high on those gummies you gave us.”

      So that was why Natalie had gone into a “dance trance”—she’d been high. I vaguely remember her offering me one of her homemade gummies but at the time I’d thought they were some kind of Christmas treat and had turned them down because I was afraid they’d get stuck in my fillings.

      “So that was what you two were doing in the broom closet?” Natalie shrieked. “I knew you weren’t just in there looking for paper towels to clean up the vomit!”

      Oh that’s right, I remembered, one of our other coworkers—Greg—had been sick all over his desk. Apparently the mixture of gummies and alcohol hadn’t agreed with him. But using that as an excuse to hook up in the closet with your coworker’s fiancé was really low. I was glad all over again I had turned down the Christmas-tree shaped gummy.

      But the drama was far from over. Natalie was glaring at Tamara with real hatred, and I had the feeling if any of us could have gotten our hands unstuck from the crystal ball, there would have been a fight happening right now.

      Natalie’s Nana wasn’t done yet, however.

      “She’s not the only one he’s cheating on you with, either,” she said, glaring at her granddaughter. “He’s all over the place. I hope you’re being safe, missy, because he’s a walking STD factory!”

      “What?” Natalie looked even more upset. “But Nana, he seems so sweet!”

      “Of course he does—he wants to marry you so he can get his hands on my house!” Nana exclaimed. “He’s already asked you to put his name on the deed, hasn’t he?”

      Natalie’s blue eyes went wide.

      “How…how did you know that? Have you been watching me all this time?”

      “Just off and on,” Nana said, shrugging. “But I couldn’t warn you until now—I’m glad you brought someone with real power to the party so she could form a bridge between us.”

      And she pointed at me.

      I stared back in disbelief. Was she saying what I thought she was saying? This couldn’t be real, could it? I must be dreaming.

      “What? But I’m the one with the power!” Natalie looked even more upset than she had when her grandmother had informed her that Brad was cheating on her. “I’m the witch here.”

      Her grandmother made a dismissive sound and shook her head.

      “You haven’t got a drop of magical blood in your body, girl—my power skipped right over you. It’s time you stopped playacting and started getting serious. Stop pretending you’re something you’re not and find some other man—a nice man—so you can settle down and give me some grandbabies.”

      “But…you can’t mean that Celeste is a witch?” Natalie glared at me with even more hatred than she’d had for Tamara. “She doesn’t even wear black or do any spells.”

      “Being a witch isn’t about doing spells—it’s about the power inside you. And that young lady has more of it than I’ve ever seen,” Nana Cordelia said, nodding at me.

      “Look, I’m just an office worker!” I somehow managed to get out. Though I was secretly flattered to be called a “young lady” I certainly didn’t want people thinking I was a witch. “I don’t know anything about witchcraft or supernatural power or anything like that. I’ve never done a spell in my life!” I told her.

      “That’s because you haven’t had your powers awakened yet,” Nana said to me. “But it’s time now, my dear.”

      And then the strangest thing happened—she reached right out of the crystal ball with one long, see-through arm, and dropped something in front of me.

      I looked down and saw it was a key—a big, heavy, iron key that looked antique. The head of it was a stern-looking gryphon and the barrel of the key was its long wings, laid flat against its back.

      “What’s this?” I breathed, looking down at it.

      “Your destiny, my dear,” Nana Cordelia told me. “Now take it and go where it leads you.”

      The long arm which was still coming out of the crystal ball pointed to the corner of the room. There had been nothing there before but a display of foam pumpkins. Now I saw a door—a vast door that looked too big to be in the room but somehow was anyway. It was black and outlined in golden light that spilled out of the cracks around it in blinding profusion.

      “Go,” Nana Cordelia said. “Go, for you are needed.”

      “But…but…” I was sure by now I must be in a dream. None of this could be happening in real life—none of it. And then Nana Cordelia started speaking in rhyme.

      
        
        
        “Seek the house which haunted be,

        Find the lock that fits the key.

        Wake the one who sleeps inside

        And bring him to the other side.”

      

      

      

      As she spoke, my fingers finally came free of the crystal ball. Without thinking, I scooped up the heavy iron key—which felt like an icicle in my hand—and rose from the uncomfortable folding chair I’d been sitting on. I grabbed my purse too, which was slung on the back of the chair, though I hardly realized I was doing it.

      Then, still feeling like I was in a dream, I floated towards the huge door that had appeared in the corner. I don’t mean I actually floated, of course—but that was what it felt like. Like my body was drifting in the direction of the mysterious doorway without any input from me at all. I was being carried along and there was nothing I could do to stop it.

      As I walked, or drifted, I was aware of Bartleby, Natalie’s black cat, circling my legs. He was twining around and around my ankles in a way that should have tripped me up but somehow didn’t. It was like he felt I needed an escort to the door and had appointed himself to that duty.

      I was prepared to open the door with the key, but before I could even raise my hand, it swung open on its own. A gust of Autumn scented wind blew in—redolent of crisp leaves, apple cider, and freshly carved pumpkins. It seemed to swirl around my shoulders like a guiding arm that was pushing me forward through the doorway.

      “Hey!” I heard Natalie shouting behind me. “Hey, where do you think you’re going Celeste? You can’t just decide you’re a witch like that—it’s rude. I’m the one who’s a witch!”

      But her voice got fainter and fainter as I was drawn through the doorway and it cut off abruptly once I stepped all the way through, still clutching the key in one hand with no idea where I was going or what I was going to do once I got there.
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            CELESTE

          

        

      

    

    
      The minute I was fully through the doorway, it was like the spell I’d been under snapped. I’d been drifting, my head all full of cobwebs—which actually wasn’t unusual for me, since I was going through perimenopause and the hormone fluctuations made my head cloudy sometimes. They also gave me hot and cold flashes and made me so irritated at people sometimes I wanted to commit murder. But that wasn’t the point—the point was I had stepped through a magical doorway into a new world, and I had no idea where I was.

      I looked behind me and saw that the door was still standing there, open. It showed the shocked faces of Natalie, Tamara, and Phyllis who were all staring at me in surprise.

      I stared back, equally surprised myself. Why had I walked through the door, and hadn’t I better get back to the real world as fast as I could? I did have to work tomorrow, I reminded myself. In fact, I had a presentation to make that would probably fall flat since my direct supervisor, Angie, didn’t like me for some reason. I wasn’t looking forward to it, but I couldn’t miss it either.

      Hesitantly, I started to step back through the doorway—only to have the door slam in my face!

      “Hey!” I exclaimed, shocked out of my trance and back to reality. “Hey, you can’t do that!”

      But apparently the door could. It folded itself in half as though it was a piece of paper. Then it folded again…and again and again and again. It was the size of a regular door…then an extra large pizza box…then a manila folder…then a deck of cards…and then it simply winked out of existence altogether, leaving me standing in a strange new world I knew nothing about.

      Stunned, I turned away from where the door had been and saw I was standing on a road at night. It didn’t seem like a highway, though—there were no markings on it—no white or yellow lines painted on it. It was paved, but not with asphalt, though whatever it was, felt hard and cold under my feet.

      Ugh, was I barefoot?

      I looked down and saw that I was. Natalie had asked all of us to take off our shoes when we came into her house and I had complied, not wanting to be rude. I had grabbed my purse on the way through the mysterious doorway, but not my shoes. Now I was out in the middle of a strange road wearing nothing but black yoga pants and a big orange T-shirt—(Natalie had asked all of us to dress ‘Halloweeny’ and this was as good as it got for me)—with no shoes on.

      Luckily, being a Florida girl, I have pretty tough soles. But I didn’t want to walk barefoot on a dark road forever. I needed to find someone who could help me—hopefully someone who could send me back home before my stupid presentation tomorrow.

      So I looked around. The far end of the road led into a dark forest—uh-uh, I didn’t want to go that way. The other end led to what appeared to be a little town, though I couldn’t see much of it except its twinkling lights. I knew which direction I was going.

      But when I started to move towards the town with its inviting lights, Bartleby wound himself around my ankles, keeping me from moving.

      “Hey!” I exclaimed, as I nearly tripped over him. “Watch it—will you? What are you doing here, anyway—why did you come with me?”

      To my extreme surprise, he answered.

      “I’m here to guide you, of course. Cordelia asked me to,” he said in a low, purring voice.

      I nearly jumped out of my skin. Seeing Natalie’s dead grandmother appear in the crystal ball and stepping through a magical doorway was bad enough. Adding a talking cat to the whole business was too much—I felt like my mind was being stretched like taffy and I didn’t like it.

      “Hey—you can talk?” I exclaimed, staring down at him.

      “Of course, I can talk.” He lashed his tail impatiently. “Come on—you’re going the wrong way.”

      I shook my head in wonder.

      “Maybe Natalie’s grandmother was right—maybe I am a witch, and my power is talking to animals,” I murmured.

      “Nonsense!” Bartleby lashed his tail again. “My power is talking to humans—when I want to. Your power is, as yet, undisclosed. Though I have a few guesses I’ll keep to myself for now.”

      I frowned down at him.

      “If you can talk to humans, how come you never said anything to Natalie?”

      I knew I would have heard about it if he had—Natalie would never have shut up about having a “familiar” who could talk to her.

      Bartleby made a slinky gesture with his back that looked like the cat equivalent of a shrug.

      “I never said anything because there was never anything to say. Natalie’s an idiot with delusions of grandeur—I didn’t want to feed her vanity and make her think she really was a witch when she couldn’t turn cream into butter even if she tried.”

      “That’s not very nice,” I remarked. “Natalie feeds you and scoops your litter box and makes sure you’re comfortable.”

      “Yes, well, someone can be nice and stupid at the same time,” he pointed out. “More than one thing can be true at once.”

      “But she always says you’re her familiar,” I protested.

      He made a disgusted hissing sound.

      “I was Cordelia’s familiar—Natalie inherited me when she died, but that doesn’t mean she inherited any of Cordelia’s powers. She got her house though and Cordelia was really upset when she found out she was going to marry that stupid Brad and put his name on the deed. Thank goodness you came along so she could warn her.”

      “But this has to be a mistake—I don’t have any magic at all,” I said.

      Bartleby sniffed my ankle delicately and then sneezed twice.

      “Oh, you’ve got magic all right—it just hasn’t come out until now. That happens sometimes, you know,” he went on as we walked down the road. “A witch’s magic doesn’t manifest until she comes to the change of life. When the blood stops flowing, the magic builds up in her body. How long since your last period?”

      Now I was sure I must be dreaming. There was no way I was walking barefoot down a road with my friend’s black cat, discussing the date of my last menstrual period. Nonetheless, I answered.

      “Um…it’s been over a year,” I admitted. “I’m really going through it, what with the hot flashes and the mood swings…it’s a real pain in the ass!”

      “The emergence of magic is not easy when it comes at the change of life,” Bartleby said in his low, purring voice. “But it is necessary to let the power flow through you.”

      At that point, I realized that we were walking into the dark forest—how had that happened?—instead of making our way towards the welcoming lights of the town.

      “Hey, what are we doing?” I stopped in my tracks, looking mistrustfully into the dark branches which stretched over the road. “I’m not going in there—I need to go to that town and see if I can get some help to get home.”

      “This is your home now,” Bartleby told me. “Or it will be, if you can just find the house that fits that key Cordelia gave you. And it’s in this direction.” He pointed his nose in the direction of the forest.

      I remembered the odd verse the ghost of Natalie’s grandmother had chanted as I drifted through the doorway.

      

      “Seek the house which haunted be,

      Find the lock that fits the key.

      Wake the one who sleeps inside

      And bring him to the other side.”

      

      I whispered the words to myself, wondering how I had managed to memorize them so perfectly when I had only heard them once. Then I really thought about them.

      “Hey, I don’t want to go to a haunted house—especially not in the middle of the night,” I protested to Bartleby, who was winding himself impatiently around my ankles again.

      “It’s not the middle of the night—it’s just after nine,” he sniffed and I had an idea if a cat could scowl, he would be scowling. “Look, I can’t rest until I bring you to the house—Cordelia ordered me to do it.”

      “Why, so I can get eaten by a monster?” I asked, but nevertheless, I found myself walking again, following the road into the dark forest.

      “Naturally not—you can’t break the curse if you’re eaten by a monster. Besides, we’re still within the bubble that surrounds Hidden Hollow. You’ll be safe enough,” he said.

      “Hidden Hollow?” I frowned down at him. “Is that the town at the other end of the road?”

      “Of course. You can visit it tomorrow. For now, let’s find that house.”

      He scurried ahead of me, and I hurried to catch him.

      “What curse are you talking about? And how do I break it?”

      But it seemed that Bartleby was tired of talking. He just kept running ahead, as though he expected me to follow him.

      Which of course, I did. I was wholly convinced I was in the middle of a dream now—the most elaborate and realistic dream I’d ever had. I could see the full moon through the branches of the trees overhead—they formed a kind of tunnel around the road. I could hear the dry leaves rustling around me and feel the cold, rough road under my bare feet—which were also getting quite cold. And I could smell the Autumn scents that had swirled around me when the magical doorway opened.

      I shivered as I hurried after the cat. Where was he leading me? Wherever it was, I hoped it was nice and not frightening. Despite the dark woods we were walking through, this particular dream didn’t seem like a nightmare. I had no sense of foreboding—I suppose that was the reason I was willing to follow the cat into the forest in the first place.

      At last, after walking for what felt like a mile but was probably only a quarter of that, we came to a metal gate on the side of the road. It was higher than my head and didn’t appear to be locked. But what caught my eye was the stern-looking gryphon that had been worked into the metal at the top. The icy moonlight skated over it, picking out every detail from the fierce eyes to the lashing lion’s tail.

      “Oh,” I breathed, stopping in front of it. “It’s like the top of the key!”

      Looking down, I saw that I was still clutching it in my hand. I held it up and saw that it was identical to the one on the gate. Could this really be the house this key was meant for?

      “Yes, this is the house the key is meant for,” Bartleby said and I realized I must have spoken my last thought aloud. “Why else would I bring you here?” he demanded.

      I looked past the metal gate and saw the house in question—it was a big, spooky Victorian mansion that looked like it ought to have a neon sign flashing “HAUNTED.” And in fact, it was supposed to be haunted—the weird rhyme that Nana Cordelia had spoken guaranteed it. Plus, I could feel that itching between my shoulder blades and the pricking in my thumbs again.

      “Huh-uh, nope. Not going in there.” I crossed my arms over my chest and shook my head. “That’s way too creepy for me.”

      “You have to go!” Bartleby insisted. He nudged the tall metal gates with his nose and they swung silently open. “See? The house is waiting for you.”

      “But—ow!” I exclaimed, because he had nipped my heel. “Hey, that hurt!”

      “Get going!” His voice was almost a growl. “Come on—I didn’t bring you all this way for you to chicken out now. Cordelia said you need to go in the house, so you’re going.”

      “I never met such a bossy cat before,” I said, but I found myself walking down the path and up the porch steps, which creaked with every step.

      After all, it’s just a dream, I reminded myself. And I still didn’t feel any foreboding—though the place between my shoulder blades was itching like crazy, I didn’t feel like I was in any real danger.

      I put the gryphon-headed lock in the keyhole of the front door—which also had a gryphon-headed brass door knocker—and it slid in easily and turned cleanly.

      Then, with no idea of what I would find inside, I pushed the front door open and went inside.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            GARRIK

          

        

      

    

    
      I heard the creaking of the front door and sighed deeply. Damn it all, not another one! It was nearing All Hallow’s Eve, which meant that certain adventurous mortals were probably seeking excitement in my family's home again. Why couldn't they leave well enough alone? It was bad enough that I had been cursed to spend eternity haunting my own ancestral home without having idiots come wandering through it looking for a good scare.

      In the century which I had been imprisoned in Blackthorn Manor, it had happened many times. People came upon the gate and found it open and made their way inside. The manor's front door was almost always locked…except when it was not. And those were the times when the Veil between this life and the next was thin—which it always was around this time of year. Unfortunately, some people seemed to think that an unlocked door was an invitation to come traipsing through another person's home. Had people in the modern world never heard of private property?

      Well, I would just have to scare them away again. I couldn't risk anyone finding the Gateway, which my family had guarded for centuries. All kinds of terrible things could happen if it was opened by some blundering idiot who was looking for a good scare. Though I was cursed to remain in this damned house, I was still the Guardian of the Gateway and I intended to continue doing my duty, whether I had a body to do it with or not.

      Luckily, it wasn't hard to frighten people away. I drifted through the grand reception hall where my darling Lucinda and I used to throw parties and looked around the corner. There, standing in the foyer, was quite a fetching sight.

      She was a mature woman around my own age, (or the age I had been when I was cursed, anyway), with curves to spare—I loved a woman with curves. It was almost a shame to scare her away. But I hardened my heart at once. I couldn't have anyone bothering the Gateway, no matter how attractive they might be. Besides, what kind of woman went wandering into a strange house in the middle of the night? One with absolutely no sense, that was what kind.

      With a snap of my fingers, I made the ancient chandelier hanging above her head blaze with light.

      She gasped and looked up, one hand going to her heart, but she didn't immediately go running back out the door. Hmm, so this one had some courage—it would take more than a light show to scare her off. Or perhaps she was simply too foolish to know when she was in danger. Either way, I was glad I'd lighted the chandelier—at least now I could see her more fully.

      She had pretty, delicate features but the clothing she was wearing wasn't very flattering—why was she wearing black long john bottoms? And the oversized garment she had on over them could hardly be described as a dress. It was more like a man's undershirt, but it was bright orange. Good heavens, was this what women wore in the modern world? It was a wonder they didn't all freeze to death!

      The color did nothing for her complexion—she was pale, maybe with fright, which would make my task easier. She had long, wavy hair—dark brown with a silver streak over her brow that I quite liked. Her eyes were a luminous green as she stared around the foyer, which I had made certain was draped with several large, decorative spider webs. Sometimes the sight of one of the extra-large Wolf spiders I allowed to live there would scare a thrill-seeker off. They were useful creatures, those spiders, and I had grown quite fond of them. At least they knew better than to bother me.

      But not this woman—she stood her ground. And then she took a tentative step further into my house, as though she had every right to be there!

      Well, that was quite enough of that. It was time to pull out the big guns, as my father would have said. Drifting over to the mantelpiece, I twisted the fob on the gas lamp, casting a ghostly glow over the reception hall. Then I picked up the two tin plates I kept for the purpose and began banging them together as I drifted around the room.

      "Ohhhhhh…Ohhhhhh!" I moaned, giving my best impression of a damned soul crying from the depths of Hell. It was a performance I had perfected over the years, if I did say so myself. Most people ran screaming for the door long before I reached the second verse of my lament.

      I expected to hear the front door slam at any moment. Instead, the curvy woman who had been standing in the foyer made her way into the reception hall. What the devil was wrong with her? Couldn't she hear me? Or was she one of those foolhardy individuals who thought it amusing to challenge the supernatural?

      "Ohhhh, it's hot down here! I burn…I burn!" I moaned even more loudly. Putting down the tin plates, I lifted a length of chain and began rattling it. "If only I had lived a better life! If only I were not damned to an eternity of torment in the flames!"

      To my considerable annoyance, this didn't scare the woman off either. Instead, she stared right at me—as if she could actually see me—and held her ground. What could she be thinking?

      Whatever it was, it was time to put an end to this farce. I had better things to do than spend all night frightening off an obstinate woman who apparently had no sense of self-preservation.

      Dropping the chain with a loud clatter, I floated over to stand right in front of her.

      "Leave here while you still can!" I growled, putting every ounce of menace I could muster into my voice. I shoved my face into hers, though I knew she couldn't see me. "Leave before I⁠—"

      And then she slapped me!

      I was so shocked I couldn't say or do anything at first. She had touched me—I had actually felt her hand connect with my cheek! The blow had been surprisingly hard, too, considering how small she was compared to me. The little minx had quite an arm on her!

      It was the first time in over a hundred years, since I was cursed, that any living person had touched me. My cheek stung and it was the sweetest sensation I could ever imagine. I wanted to reach up and rub the place where her palm had struck my face, but I was afraid that doing so might somehow make the sensation disappear.

      "Look, I don't know what you think you're trying to do, but stay out of my face while you do it!" she said, glaring at me. "And you look ridiculous moaning and banging those plates together and rattling a chain. How cliché can you be?"

      For a moment, I was too astonished to answer. Not only had she actually touched me, she was insulting my haunting technique! And after I had gone to all the trouble of putting on a proper performance for her, too!

      "I beg your pardon, madam!" I exclaimed, drawing myself up to my full height—which was considerable, even without the extra inches I gained from floating. "I'll have you know that I have frightened dozens of intruders out of this house using precisely that method! And how dare you strike me? I am the master of this house!"

      "Well, then maybe you ought to act like it instead of floating around making stupid noises!" she snapped back. "You scared the crap out of me!"

      I opened my mouth to give her a piece of my mind and then closed it again. Because she was looking directly into my eyes. She could see me—really see me! And though she was glaring at me as though she would cheerfully slap me a second time, I felt weak just from being able to look into another person's eyes and know that they saw me.

      It had been so very long since anyone had looked at me that way—since anyone had looked at me at all.

      But I wasn't about to let a pretty face and an unexpected slap distract me from my duty.

      "Madam, I don't know who you are or how you managed to touch me, but you have no business being here," I informed her sternly. "I am the Guardian of the Gateway, and I cannot allow you to trespass in my home. Now, if you would be so kind as to turn around and leave by the same door you came in, I would be most obliged."

      "I'm not trespassing, I'm here to break some kind of curse," she said tartly. "So I'll thank you to keep your shenanigans to a minimum while I try to figure out how to do that. I'm in perimenopause—I'm not putting up with any crap."

      "Break a curse?" I demanded. "What curse? Mine? And who told you that you had any business meddling with it? Are you a witch?"

      The moment I said the word, I felt my temper rising again. A witch! Of course she was a witch! No one else could possibly have touched me in my spectral state. And after what the last witch who had come to my home had done to me, I had no desire to have another one poking her nose into my affairs.

      "That's it—you tell him," another voice said. "The thing with ghosts is, you have to put them in their place right away."

      Looking down, I saw a familiar black cat standing beside the woman's bare feet. Why was she barefoot? I had no idea, but I didn't care at the moment. I was too astonished to see an old acquaintance I hadn't laid eyes on in years.

      "Bartleby!" I exclaimed. "What the devil are you doing back here? I thought you would have followed Cordelia into the afterlife."

      "No, she made me stay to help with her unfinished business," the cat said, lashing his tail angrily. "I'm living with her fool of a granddaughter who thinks she has magical powers and doesn't clean my litter box nearly often enough."

      "Well, that sounds like Cordelia," I muttered. She had always been determined to have her own way, even when it came to matters she had no business interfering in. "But what's all this about unfinished business? If Cordelia sent you here with another witch to try breaking my curse, you can tell her I've had quite enough of magical meddling to last me a dozen lifetimes!"

      "Don't be an idiot, Garrik," Bartleby said, looking supremely unimpressed by my outburst. "Cordelia has been trying to help you for years. You ought to be grateful she hasn't given up on you."

      "Grateful?" I demanded. "I'll be grateful when someone finally manages to put me back in my own body! Until then, I reserve the right to be suspicious of anyone who comes to my house claiming to be able to do what no other witch has managed in a century!"

      "Well, maybe you ought to listen before you start growling at everyone," the cat remarked.

      I glared down at him. I had forgotten how irritating that damned animal could be.

      "This can't be Cordelia's granddaughter," I said, nodding at the strange woman. "She looks nothing like Cordelia—she is far more beautiful. Though apparently she has the same unfortunate tendency to interfere where she isn't wanted."

      "Excuse me?" The woman put her hands on her generous hips and glared at me. "My name is Celeste Kinderson and I never even met Cordelia before she reached out from beyond the grave and gave me this key. And for your information, I didn't ask to come here! I got dragged through some weird magical doorway and now I'm stuck in this creepy old house with a rude ghost who keeps yelling at me!"

      She held up a familiar key, and I saw the gryphon's head at the top of it. My annoyance immediately turned to disbelief. I knew that key—of course I did! It had belonged to the Blackthorn family for generations and it was one of the most powerful magical artifacts in my possession. Or it had been in my possession until Cordelia had taken charge of it some time after I was cursed.

      The key wouldn't allow itself to be given to anyone who didn't belong in Blackthorn Manor. In fact, merely having it in her possession entitled her to live in the house and take it as her residence. In essence, she was the new owner.

      The new owner—of my house—my family's ancestral home, which the Blackthorns had occupied for centuries!

      I could scarcely believe it. What the devil had Cordelia been thinking, giving the key to a complete stranger? Yes, I knew she had been trying to help me, but surely there were limits! It was bad enough that I was trapped here for eternity without having some strange woman come wandering in and claim ownership of the place!

      And yet…she had been able to touch me.

      I couldn't forget that. My cheek was still tingling from her slap, and it had been so long since I'd experienced any physical sensation that I found myself almost wishing she'd strike me again.

      Also, she could see me—really see me. And that was something not even Cordelia had been able to manage.

      Could it be possible that this strange woman really had the power to break my curse? Cordelia must have thought so, or she wouldn't have given her the key. But I had been disappointed too many times to allow myself to hope so easily. I had seen far too many witches come and go over the years, all claiming they could free me from my spectral prison. And every one of them had failed.

      Well, I wasn't about to trust this one simply because she had a pretty face and a remarkably strong right hand!

      "Madam Kinderson," I said stiffly, giving her a curt nod rather than the elaborate bow I might once have offered a lady. "I see you have been given the key to Blackthorn Manor. I suppose that entitles you to remain here, though I must inform you that this house has belonged to my family for over four hundred years and I am still its master, whether I have a solid body or not."

      "My new home?" She looked startled. "Oh, I didn't come to live here. I have to get back home—to my real home. I have to work tomorrow. I have a big presentation on share-holder values I have to give." She made a face as she spoke and I surmised that the task she spoke of was unpleasant.

      "Then by all means, madam, go and give your presentation," I told her, feeling my temper flare again. "I certainly didn't invite you here, and I have no intention of begging you to stay. Unfortunately, the door through which you arrived appears to have closed behind you, so you may find returning to the Human Realm rather more difficult than you expect."

      "What?" Her luminous green eyes widened. "You mean I'm stuck here?"

      "For the moment, yes," I said shortly. "And since there is no available doorway back to the Human Realm, you might as well make yourself comfortable. Though I warn you, there are parts of this house which are strictly forbidden to visitors. I will not have some inexperienced witch poking about in places she doesn't understand and accidentally opening the Gateway!"

      "Hey! Who said I was going to open anything?" she demanded. "I don't even know what this Gateway thing is! And for the last time, I didn't ask to come here!"

      "Neither did I ask to have a strange woman deposited on my doorstep in the middle of the night!" I snapped back. "Yet here we are!"

      She crossed her arms over her chest and glared at me, and I glared right back. I couldn't remember the last time I'd argued with anyone. Cordelia had been the only person who could hear me during the years before her death, and even she had only visited occasionally. I had almost forgotten what it was like to have someone answer me back, let alone a woman who seemed determined to contradict every word I said.

      And the truly irritating thing was that I was enjoying it…not that I intended to tell her that, of course.

      "Well, I guess we're stuck with each other for now," she said at last, sounding extremely annoyed. "But don't think I'm going to let you order me around just because you're some kind of ghostly landlord!"

      "I wouldn't dream of it," I said dryly, though privately I thought this was going to be a most trying arrangement. "In the meantime, Madam Kinderson, since you appear to have the ability to touch my spectral form, may I ask you for a favor?"

      "A favor? What kind of a favor?" She looked suddenly wary, as though she thought I might start bargaining for her soul. But I had no such desire in mind.

      I hesitated, feeling strangely reluctant to ask. After all, I was Garrik Blackthorn, Guardian of the Gateway, master of Blackthorn Manor, and the last of my ancient bloodline. I was not accustomed to begging favors from anyone, least of all a woman who had just marched into my house and slapped me across the face.

      But the memory of her warm hand connecting with my cheek was still fresh in my mind. I had spent a hundred years unable to feel the touch of another living soul. Now that I knew it was possible, I found myself hungry for the sensation again.

      Damn my pride! I couldn't help myself.

      "A small thing, really," I assured her, trying to sound as though I didn't care one way or the other. "If you please, would you mind slapping me again?"
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      “You want me to slap you again?” I stared at the ghost uncertainly. What kind of crazy request was that? First he was growling at me and telling me to get out of his house, and now he wanted me to hit him? I was beginning to think that a hundred years of haunting the same place had driven him a little crazy.

      Because he definitely was a ghost—he was semi-transparent and his feet were floating a few inches above the ground. But other than being dead, he was pretty good looking. In fact, if I was being honest with myself, he was really good looking—which was a shame, considering that he was apparently also a complete grouch.

      He was tall—notwithstanding the inches he gained by floating—and he was well built—muscular but not in that perfectly cut gym-rat kind of way. Instead, he had kind of what they call a “dad bod”—at least from what I could see through the white linen shirt and black trousers he wore. I say “trousers” and not pants because they were definitely old-fashioned trousers with suspenders that looped over his broad shoulders.

      He had black curly hair streaked with silver at the temples and looked to be in his late forties or early fifties. As for the color of his eyes, they seemed to be blue—though it was hard to tell since he was transparent and everything colorful about him was washed out. He had a strong jaw and a rather stern-looking mouth, which was currently turned down in an impatient frown.

      “Well?” he demanded, when I didn't answer him right away. “Are you going to slap me or not, woman? I haven't got all night!”

      “Actually, considering that you've been haunting this place for a hundred years, I'd say you've got plenty of time,” I pointed out. “And is this some kind of trick? Do you get off on pain? Or do I get cursed too, as some kind of penalty for ghost abuse?”

      “Ghost abuse?” He gave me a confused look. “No, madam—there is no penalty. And I most certainly do not take pleasure in pain! It is simply that I have not felt the hand of another upon my flesh for nigh upon a century. Surely you can understand why I might wish to experience the sensation again!”

      Bartleby gave a hissing laugh, which was a very strange sound to hear coming out of a cat.

      “That’s a lot of fancy words to say that no one has touched him in over a hundred years and he wants to feel your hand on him again,” he remarked.

      The ghost’s cheeks turned a very pale pink, and I realized he was embarrassed. Not that he was going to admit it, apparently.

      “Oh, shut your furry little mouth!” he growled at Bartleby. “How would you feel if no one could stroke your back and scratch behind your ears ever again? Do not deny you would hunger for touch—I know how much you always loved it when Cordelia petted you.”

      Bartleby made a snarky noise and curled his tail around his paws.

      “I still wouldn’t go around begging people to slap me,” he remarked. “Though I must say, watching Celeste smack you across the face was quite entertaining. Cordelia would have enjoyed it immensely.”

      “Damn Cordelia and her sense of humor!” the ghost growled. “She was always meddling in things that were none of her concern! And damn you too, you overgrown furball!”

      “See what I mean?” Bartleby asked me, sounding completely unconcerned by the ghost's bad temper. “He's been like this for years. It's a wonder Cordelia kept coming back to try and help him.”

      Oh boy—this dream was getting weirder and weirder. First I had gone into the house and seen the ghost drifting around, making noises to scare me off and now he was admitting he was touch-starved. How did my subconscious come up with these weird details? I must have a better imagination than I thought—probably from reading all that paranormal and monster romance. Though most of the heroes in the books I liked weren't quite this bad-tempered. Or if they were, they generally had a good reason for it. I supposed being trapped in a haunted house for a hundred years was a pretty good reason, now that I thought about it.

      “I could just touch you,” I offered the ghost. “You know, instead of slapping you again. I mean, I don't generally go around hitting people unless they jump out at me and try to scare the crap out of me.”

      “I wasn't trying to ‘scare the crap out of you,’ as you so delicately put it!” he snapped. “I was trying to frighten you away from a dangerous place where you had no business being! Which is my duty, in case you've forgotten.”

      “Okay, okay—don't get your suspenders in a twist,” I said, holding up my hands. “Do you want me to touch you or not?”

      He looked at me for a moment, his stern expression softening just a little.

      “You would do that?” he asked, his maybe-blue eyes hopeful. “You would touch me willingly?”

      “Sure. Why not?” I wouldn't have made any such offer if I hadn't been sure I was dreaming, but since I clearly was, what did I have to lose? I held out my hand to him, and he took it tentatively in his own, much larger one.

      The moment we touched, I felt a shiver go through me—starting in between my shoulder blades and traveling through my whole body. I was tempted to pull away, but what I was watching was too fascinating. Because when I held hands with the ghost, his hand turned from transparent to solid and went from cool to warm at the same time.

      He was watching too, his eyes wide with amazement. My touch only seemed to apply to his hand—that was the only part that looked fully solid—but it seemed to be enough for him. His big fingers curled around mine, and he gave a little shudder, as though he'd just stepped into a warm bath after being out in the freezing cold.

      “So long,” he said hoarsely. “For so long I have waited to feel the touch of a woman again.” Then he looked up at me, and his eyes were so intense I felt a little strange. “And a beautiful woman at that,” he added in a low voice.

      For a moment, I didn't know what to say. Nobody had called me beautiful in a long time—certainly not my ex-husband, Jason, who had spent the last few years of our marriage making it very clear that he found younger women much more attractive. But I wasn't about to let some big, grumpy ghost get to me just because he knew how to pay a compliment.

      “Don't get too excited, big guy,” I said, feeling slightly uneasy at the intensity of his gaze when he looked into my eyes. “Your hand is my limit—I'm not interested in touching any other body parts.”

      “Good heavens, woman! Do you think me some kind of libertine?” he demanded, his eyes flashing. “I'll have you know that I am a gentleman! And despite your bizarre mode of clothing, I can tell that you are a lady through and through.”

      “My bizarre mode of clothing?” I looked down at my black yoga pants and oversized orange T-shirt. “I mean, I know I'm not dressed for a ball or anything but⁠—”

      “Never mind—your clothing matters not at all,” he declared impatiently. “Though I cannot imagine why a woman would choose to go about dressed in her undergarments. Is that considered fashionable in the modern world?”

      “These aren't undergarments—they're yoga pants!” I exclaimed. “And this is a T-shirt. People wear them all the time!”

      “Well, I suppose standards have fallen considerably since my day,” he said with a sniff. “But that is neither here nor there. What matters is your magical power to break the filthy curse which lies upon me. If you can touch my spectral form, then perhaps you truly do have the ability to restore me to my body.”

      “Oh, um…about that…” I cleared my throat. “I might have, uh, oversold my ‘magical power’ just a little bit.”

      He frowned, his black brows drawing together ominously.

      “What does that mean?” he demanded. “Can you break the curse on me or not? Have you no magical powers?”

      “Well, I don't exactly know,” I admitted. “I mean, up until about an hour ago, I didn't even know I was supposed to be a witch! So, I haven't exactly had time to practice.”

      “You haven't had time to practice?” he repeated, his deep voice rising. “You mean to tell me that Cordelia sent me a witch who hasn't the faintest idea how to use her own magic?”

      “Hey! Don't yell at me!” I exclaimed, pulling my hand away from his. The moment our skin lost contact, his hand became transparent again. “I didn't ask to come here, remember? And I certainly didn't ask to get dragged into breaking some kind of curse on a bad-tempered ghost!”

      “Bad-tempered?” he demanded indignantly. “Madam, I have been trapped in this accursed house for over a century! I have been deprived of everything that makes life worth living and now I discover that my only hope of freedom rests in the hands of a woman who doesn't even know how to cast a simple spell! I think I have every right to be a trifle upset!”

      “Well, being upset is one thing, but taking it out on me is another!” I snapped. “I was perfectly happy back at Natalie's house having Halloween snacks and watching Practical Magic until her dead grandmother showed up and decided I needed a change of scenery. None of this is my fault!”

      Thankfully, Bartleby jumped in before we could start arguing any more.

      “She does have magic but it's just emerging,” he told the ghost. “She's going through the change of life—the time in a witch's lifespan when the blood stops flowing and the magic that has been draining away with the blood begins to build up and take shape.”

      “The change of life?” The ghost frowned at me again. “You mean she is experiencing the cessation of her monthly courses?”

      “Oh my God!” I exclaimed, feeling my cheeks getting hot. “Can we please stop talking about my period? I already had to discuss it with the cat while we were walking through the woods! I don't need to have another conversation about it with you!”

      “Well, forgive me for attempting to understand the nature of the magic which may be my only hope of salvation!” he snapped back. “Apparently the modern world has made women extraordinarily sensitive about perfectly natural bodily functions!”

      “I'm not sensitive about it—I just don't want to discuss my personal business with a strange man!” I shot back.

      “I'm not a strange man—I'm a ghost!” he growled.

      “Believe me, you're plenty strange!” I informed him.

      Bartleby gave another one of his hissing laughs.

      “Oh, this is going to be entertaining,” he remarked. “Cordelia always said Garrik needed someone who wouldn't put up with his nonsense. I believe she's finally found her.”

      “Cordelia ought to mind her own damned business, even in the afterlife!” the ghost muttered darkly. Then he sighed and ran a hand through his thick, curly black hair. “Very well, madam. If your magic is only beginning to emerge, I suppose there is nothing to be done but wait for it to strengthen. Though I must say, I have little confidence in the abilities of an untrained witch. I have seen far too many experienced practitioners fail at breaking this curse to expect much from someone who only discovered her powers tonight.”

      “Well, thanks for the vote of confidence,” I said sarcastically. “You're really making me want to help you, you know that?”

      His dark brows came down again.

      “I did not mean to insult you,” he said stiffly. “I am merely stating the facts of the matter. This curse is no simple enchantment, and I will not have you experimenting upon me as though I were some kind of laboratory animal!”

      “Don't worry—I wasn't planning on it,” I assured him. “As far as I'm concerned, you can stay a ghost as long as you like.”

      I probably shouldn't have said that, because his expression darkened considerably. But I was getting tired of being yelled at and I wasn't about to let another man boss me around. I'd had enough of that with Jason to last me a lifetime.

      “Well, that's a fine attitude!” the ghost exclaimed. “You come marching into my house with the key to my family's estate, claim to have the power to break my curse, and then inform me that I can remain a ghost for all eternity if it pleases you!”

      “I didn't claim anything!” I reminded him. “Your friend Cordelia is the one who said I was a witch and sent me here! Why don't you take it up with her?”

      “I would if I could!” he growled. “But unfortunately, she is on the other side of the Veil, and I am trapped on this one!”

      “Well, that sounds like a personal problem to me,” I muttered.

      He gave me
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