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            Prologue

         
         
            Thirteen Years Ago, Penhaven College . . .

         

         Given that the spell had been “Turn this leaf into something else,” and Gwynnevere Jones had indeed turned that leaf into something else, it seemed extremely unfair that everyone was now screaming at her.
         

         
         Okay, so it was less that they were screaming at her, more they were just screaming in general, and yes, all right, maybe the leaf now resembled some kind of small dinosaur with very pointy teeth currently clamped around the toe of her professor’s
            pointy boot, but had the spell been specific?
         

         
         It had not!

         
         Had everyone else made completely boring shit like a pen or a slightly bigger leaf?

         
         Yes!

         
         Was Gwyn’s the only spell that had this deeply cool locomotion effect, and therefore they should all be thanking her and telling her what a badass witch she was instead of saying things like “Make it stop!” and “What the fuck?” 

         
         Honestly, Gwyn thought so!

         
         This, she thought as she once again tried to gather enough power to turn her bitey creature back into an oak leaf, is why I didn’t even want to come here.

         
         Penhaven College in Graves Glen, Georgia, taught both regular students and witches, the witchcraft classes secretive and hidden
            from everyone else who just thought the kids who went to those weirder buildings on campus were pursuing esoteric degrees
            in Folklore or something. Advanced Hedge Making, maybe.
         

         
         Gwyn had grown up in Graves Glen, but it had never occurred to her she’d actually be sent to Penhaven. Her mom was cooler
            than that, she’d thought, way less traditional than most witches—or moms for that matter—and Gwyn had assumed she’d end up
            at some normie school, drinking beer in red Solo cups and practicing magic on her own.
         

         
         But no. On this one thing, her mom had decided to get super traditional and insisted she go to Penhaven.
         

         
         Gwyn’s mom, Elaine, was pretty much the least traditional person Gwyn knew. She’d raised Gwyn all on her own, making a living
            selling bath salts and special teas at various festivals and Ren Faires, reading tarot cards in the cozy kitchen of their
            cabin. Gwyn had loved that life, had assumed she’d get to follow in her mom’s footsteps, doing her own thing, and then, as
            high school had wound down, Penhaven had reared its ugly head.
         

         
         “It’ll be good for you,” Elaine had told Gwyn, her blond hair glowing in the sunlight in their kitchen, her eyes kind, looking like a saint, or, even worse, like Stevie Nicks, because how were you ever supposed to say no to Stevie Nicks? 

         
         That’s how Gwyn had ended up at Penhaven, taking classes like Ritual Candles and Phases of the Moon.

         
         And Simple Form Conversion, a class she had already been suspicious of due to how math-y it sounded.

         
         “Miss! Jones!” her professor shouted, and Gwyn shook her head, still trying to pull together as much magic as she could. It
            was hard, though, seeing as how she’d really put her back into it, magically speaking, to turn the leaf into the very thing
            now chomping Dr. Arbuthnot’s admittedly fierce boot.
         

         
         You don’t always have to be a show-off, you know.

         
         Gwyn’s cousin, Vivi, wasn’t there in the classroom with her—she still had two more years of high school to go before Elaine,
            no doubt, sent her off to do this same thing. But Gwyn knew that’s exactly what she would’ve said, and at the thought, she
            screwed up her face, trying to concentrate harder.
         

         
         Her hands were placed flat on the table in front of her, the surface trembling slightly, the ends of her long purple hair
            pooling next to her palms.
         

         
         The dye had been a flash of rebellion before she’d started classes, her normally red hair turned deep amethyst, but of course
            her mom had only smiled and smoothed a hand over the back of her head, telling her it suited her.
         

         
         That was the problem with having a Cool Mom.

         
         “Have you got it?”

         
         Gwyn’s concentration broke for the barest of seconds as her lab partner, a pretty brunette named Morgan, edged closer, dark eyes wide. 

         
         “Yeah,” Gwyn said, making herself smile even though she very assuredly did not have it. “Almost there!”
         

         
         The thing had, thank the Goddess, let go of Dr. Arbuthnot’s boot.

         
         Except that now it seemed to be looking kind of hungrily at her dangling scarf, and Gwyn gritted her teeth, her sparkly blue
            nails digging harder into the table’s surface. She was not going down as the first student in Penhaven College history to accidentally get a teacher eaten.
         

         
         All right, so when she’d done the spell, she’d placed her hands on the leaf and just thought very hard that it needed to change. She hadn’t given it any more direct instructions than that. Maybe that was the issue?
         

         
         Lifting her head, Gwyn focused on the scene at the front of the classroom.

         
         There were no windows here, everything lit with sconces against the wall, the heavy wooden tables the students sat behind
            all on a slightly raised platform, almost like they were in a Victorian operating theater or something.
         

         
         At the front of the room, Dr. Arbuthnot stood behind an old-fashioned wooden lectern. Well, she normally did. Right now, she
            was in front of it, holding on to the edge as she sent blue bursts of light from her fingertips toward the thing currently
            crouching and growling at her feet.
         

         
         But Gwyn’s little leaf monster was clever, darting out of the way, and if Gwyn hadn’t been worried this whole thing was going to get her expelled or burned at the stake—if they still did that—she almost would’ve felt . . . proud of the little guy. 

         
         Like Gwyn, he was scrappy.

         
         Dr. Arbuthnot could, Gwyn knew, decimate the thing with a simple spell, but she wanted Gwyn to be able to control it or, better
            yet, turn it back into a leaf. That was the point of the class, after all, and Gwyn was determined to get this right.
         

         
         She might not have wanted to come to Penhaven College, but she’d be damned if she became the Class Screw-Up.

         
         Determined, she focused on the creature, lifting her hands, and she could feel it start to shift.

         
         Start to change.

         
         Almost there.

         
         Her fingers flexed just as the leaf creature jerked its head toward her.

         
         At the same time, the classroom door flew open, banging against the wall.

         
         Gwyn didn’t pay that any attention, her gaze locked on the front of the room, her power building, and then—

         
         There was a sudden flash of light, and a smell that reminded Gwyn of campfires and autumn nights filled the room.

         
         At the lectern, Dr. Arbuthnot suddenly stood up straight, and Gwyn watched as little bits of smoke and flaming debris—fiery
            bits of leaf—drifted up toward the ceiling.
         

         
         Gwyn’s hands dropped, her mouth falling open. Shit.

         
         Shit.

         
         She’d overdone it somehow. She’d put too much power behind the spell and instead of transforming the thing back into a leaf,
            she’d just . . . obliterated it.
         

         
         And then she heard Morgan sigh just as Dr. Arbuthnot looked toward the door.

         
         Gwyn followed her gaze.

         
         A boy stood there.

         
         No, a man. Older than Gwyn, but not by much, his dark hair shaggy, his blue eyes bright even from a distance. He was dressed
            all in black, his hands still raised toward the front of the room, and Gwyn had no doubt that whoever he was, his ancestors
            had absolutely once stared down the business end of a guillotine.
         

         
         You didn’t get cheekbones like that without oppressing some peasants.

         
         “Penhallow,” Dr. Arbuthnot said, adjusting her scarf, and Gwyn’s gaze sharpened.

         
         She’d called it, all right. The Penhallow family basically ran this town even though they didn’t even live here. But one of
            their ancestors founded Graves Glen—and the college itself—so every once in  a while, a Penhallow deigned to join the lowly
            citizens of Gwyn’s hometown for a summer or so.
         

         
         “Is everyone all right?” he asked, his eyes sweeping the classroom as he reached up to push his hair back from his face.

         
         Gwyn opened her mouth to tell him that they were more than all right, that she’d been seconds away from having the whole thing in hand, and doing a very basic spell that just blew shit up wasn’t all that impressive, really, but Dr. Arbuthnot beat her to the punch. 

         
         “Fine now, yes. Thank you, Penhallow.”

         
         “I was passing by,” he explained, “and heard the commotion. I thought I could help, so—”

         
         “We’re fresh out of both medals and cookies,” Gwyn interrupted, flexing her fingers. “And you didn’t actually help. You just
            blew the thing up. I could’ve blown the thing up.”
         

         
         The Penhallow guy looked over at her, one brow crooked. “Then why didn’t you?” he asked, and before she could reply to that,
            he was gone, the door closing behind him.
         

         
         At the front of the room, Dr. Arbuthnot brushed little bits of leaf ash off the front of her long skirt and readjusted her
            glasses. “We’ll speak after class, Ms. Jones,” she said, and Gwyn rolled her eyes even as she nodded.
         

         
         She and Dr. Arbuthnot spoke after class at least once a week. By the end of the semester, Gwyn was probably going to have
            to start paying rent on her office or something.
         

         
         Next to her, Morgan was still looking wistfully at the door. “That was Llewellyn Penhallow,” she said on a dreamy sigh, and
            Gwyn snorted, gathering up her things.
         

         
         “Llewellyn,” she repeated, because when a guy had a name like that, you didn’t even have to make fun of it. Just repeating it was enough.
         

         
         Morgan elbowed her, tucking her hair behind her ear with her other hand. “You have to admit he was cute,” she pressed, and
            Gwyn slung her bag over her shoulder, glancing back at the door.
         

         
         “Cute, maybe,” she said with a shrug. “Asshole, definitely. Probably has the word ‘Esquire’ after his name.”

         
         “Well, you won’t get the chance to find out,” Morgan said as she started picking up her books. “Someone told me he’s not even
            finishing the summer semester. His dad is apparently calling him back to Wales for some family thing.”
         

         
         Given that the Penhallows were a very powerful, very ancient line of witches, Gwyn figured “family thing” could mean a lot
            of different stuff, probably none of it good.
         

         
         Not that she really cared.

         
         No, right now the main thing Gwyn cared about was that she had to talk to Dr. Arbuthnot, somehow make it on time for her next
            class, which was all the way across campus, and also go help her mom out at Something Wicked, the store they ran in downtown
            Graves Glen.
         

         
         Llewellyn Penhallow, Esquire, got exactly one more thought from Gwyn as she made her way toward the front of the classroom
            and Dr. Arbuthnot’s disapproving face.
         

         
         Thank the Goddess I’ll never have to see that asshole again.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         “If I yell ‘boo-yah’ when we catch the ghost, you’ll get it’s meant to be ironic, right?”

         
         Gwyn whispered the words as she crept behind her cousin, Vivi, through the dark woods, a sliver of moon bright in the navy-blue
            sky, the small ball of light Vivi had conjured up bobbing cheerfully right above their heads. The early September air was
            surprisingly cool and smelled crisp, a hint of smoke tickling Gwyn’s nose.
         

         
         Definitely a good night for ghost hunting.

         
         Maybe a less perfect night for joking, though, because Vivi looked over her shoulder, hazel eyes narrowed. “Gwynnevere.”

         
         “What?” Gwyn protested. “It’s that or some kind of ‘ain’t scared of no ghost’ thing that I frankly think is a little dated.”

         
         “Why do I get the feeling you’re not taking this seriously?”

         
         Gwyn, who was currently wearing a black sweater dotted with little white ghosts, gave Vivi her most serious face. “I have
            no idea why you would think that.”
         

         
         As she’d expected, Vivi’s stern expression gave way to a fond smile and a roll of her eyes.

         
         “Fine. I accept your ironic ‘boo-yah.’”

         
         “Thank you,” Gwyn said, readjusting the leather bag slung across her chest. Since this was her first ghost hunt, she’d raided
            Something Wicked for anything that seemed like it might be useful, but the store mainly catered to tourists, not actual witches.
         

         
         That meant that Gwyn currently had a bag full of crystals, a couple of jarred candles, and a velvet pouch of the bath salts
            her mother made especially for the store.
         

         
         Vivi looked back at her again as the candles clinked against the crystals. “I told you, you didn’t need to bring anything,”
            she said. “This is more of a fact-finding mission.”
         

         
         “And I get that, Vivi, but I’ve seen exactly one ghost in my life, and it was super scary, so excuse me for wanting to be
            prepared.”
         

         
         “With chamomile and lavender bath salts?”

         
         “The important part is the salt.”

         
         When Vivi paused again, her eyebrows raised, Gwyn waved a hand. “You know. Like in the shows.”

         
         “The shows?”

         
         “The ones where handsome guys hunt ghosts, and they’re always like”—she lowered her voice to a gruff growl—“‘We’re gonna need
            to make a ring of salt around the perimeter’ or something. So.” Gwyn patted her bag. “Salt.”
         

         
         “We’re witches, Gwyn,” Vivi reminded her. “Maybe we shouldn’t take our cues from TV?”

         
         “We’re not ghost-hunting witches,” Gwyn argued, dodging around a large branch as they pushed deeper into the woods. “And that show ran for, like,
            twenty years. I bet they got something right.”
         

         
         Vivi considered that, then finally gave a shrug. “Probably can’t hurt.”

         
         The wind rattled the leaves overhead, whipping Gwyn’s long red hair back from her face as she took bigger steps, trying to
            keep up with her cousin. “You know, if I had a hot husband, I would definitely find more reasons to be home, less reasons to scuttle through haunted forests.”
         

         
         Vivi laughed a little at that. “I invited Rhys to come with us, but he’s swamped with work and trying to wrap everything up
            before our trip.”
         

         
         Gwyn made an agreeing noise at that, ignoring the little pang in her chest at the thought of Vivi being gone. It was stupid—she
            was only going to be gone for a few weeks, making a trip to see some magical ritual Vivi was interested in back in Rhys’s
            home country of Wales—but it would be the longest Gwyn had been apart from her cousin in ages. And since Gwyn’s mom, Elaine,
            was also off at a witchy retreat in Arizona, it would mean Gwyn was totally on her own.
         

         
         Which was fine. She was an adult, after all, she could handle running the show without—

         
         Overhead, an owl hooted, and Gwyn gave a little shriek, moving closer to Vivi.

         
         Clearing her throat, she pushed back her shoulders and moved on. “So first big trip to the homeland, how are we feeling about it?” 

         
         Vivi’s smile was almost brighter than her light spell. “It’s going to be amazing. Rhys is taking me to Snowdonia, up near where his brother lives, and—”
         

         
         “Dickhead Brother or Werewolf Brother?”

         
         Vivi shot Gwyn another look. “They actually go by Wells and Bowen, and for the last time, Bowen is not a werewolf, he just . . .
            doesn’t shave very often.”
         

         
         “I don’t know, Vivi, sounds like an excuse a werewolf would make,” Gwyn said as she skirted around a pile of leaves.

         
         Vivi laughed at that, shaking her head. “In any case, yes, Bowen. Wells still lives in the village where they grew up, so
            I’m sure we’ll pass by and visit him, too.”
         

         
         “Cool. Maybe you can ask him what was more important than coming to his brother’s wedding.”

         
         Vivi groaned. “Okay, Gwyn, seriously. It didn’t bother me! It didn’t even bother Rhys.”

         
         “Well, it bothered me,” Gwyn replied, irritated all over again. Vivi had gotten married back in the summer, a small wedding
            in Graves Glen in the same meadow where she’d met Rhys years ago. It had been beautiful and simple, and even Gwyn had gotten
            a little teary-eyed, not that she would ever admit that, and while Gwyn really had been alarmed by Bowen’s facial hair and
            the fact that he looked like he might actually die if he ever had to smile, at least he’d shown up.
         

         
         Rhys’s father and other brother, however, hadn’t come.

         
         Gwyn couldn’t imagine not being there for Vivi on her wedding day, and it wasn’t like Wells hadn’t been invited. He had. Rhys
            had even talked to him a couple of days before the wedding, but when the actual day arrived, he hadn’t been there.
         

         
         No excuse, nothing. Just a total no-show.

         
         What kind of brother was that?

         
         But then, from what Gwyn remembered of the one very brief interaction she’d ever had with Llewellyn Penhallow, she shouldn’t
            have been that surprised.
         

         
         “Rhys says that’s just how he is,” Vivi went on now. “His father wouldn’t come, so he wouldn’t, either. He’s . . . I don’t
            know, loyal, I guess. And I think that pub keeps him busy.”
         

         
         It was still bizarre to Gwyn that Llewellyn Penhallow, who’d practically been famous for what a powerful witch he was that
            one semester at Penhaven, ran a bar back in Wales instead of doing some kind of Impressive Witch Shit, but Gwyn had never really cared enough to ask just why
            that was.
         

         
         “My job keeps me busy, too!” she said now, crossing her arms over her chest. “The other day, I was organizing grimoires in
            the back room at Something Wicked, and then I was, like, ‘You know, “grimoire” is a weird name, where did that even come from?’
            and the next thing I knew, I had, like, twelve Wikipedia tabs open, and it was dark outside.”
         

         
         Vivi smiled at that, shaking her head as she continued trudging uphill, and Gwyn followed.

         
         “But I still came to your wedding is the thing,” she added, and Vivi reached out, brushing Gwyn’s hand with hers.

         
         “And I appreciate it. Just like I appreciate you checking this out with me.”

         
         Gwyn had been so caught up in righteous indignation that she almost forgot where she was and what they were doing.

         
         Right. Ghost hunt. Spooky woods.

         
         “Maybe there won’t be a ghost?” Gwyn offered, really, really hoping that was the case. She’d had plans for tonight, plans
            that involved trying out a new tea she’d ordered and taking an obscenely long bath. Plans that in no way involved hiking through
            the woods late at night all because Vivi had overheard some of her students at the college talking about strange lights and
            noises in this part of the forest.
         

         
         “It’s probably just kids with flashlights, drinking beer and making poor romantic choices,” Gwyn said now, her mouth a little
            dry as she looked around her. Even with the help of Vivi’s light spell, the darkness felt intense, heavy. She got the sense
            that there could be anything watching her just outside of this warm circle of light, a thousand eyes in the trees, and she
            shivered, pulling the sleeves of her sweater over her hands.
         

         
         “Maybe,” Vivi acknowledged, toeing a pile of leaves with one booted foot. “But we have a responsibility to the town to make
            sure it’s nothing more than that.”
         

         
         “Responsibility” was not a word Gwyn was a huge fan of, but she had to admit her cousin was right: It was the Jones women’s magic that fueled Graves Glen, and that meant if there was magical fuckery happening, it was up to Gwyn and Vivi to stop it. 

         
         Linking her arm with her cousin’s, Gwyn tugged Vivi close. “I really hate when you’re right. It’s one of your most obnoxious
            qualities.”
         

         
         Vivi grinned at her. “Rhys says the same thing.”

         
         “The rare subject on which your husband and I agree,” Gwyn said on a sigh, and Vivi bumped her hip, still smiling, the light
            floating over them glowing brightly on her face.
         

         
         Too brightly, Gwyn suddenly realized.

         
         Because it wasn’t the only light around them now.

         
         Gwyn turned her head slowly, her arm still locked with Vivi’s as she took in the . . . thing drifting through the forest toward
            them.
         

         
         The one ghost Gwyn had seen had definitely looked like a person. Glowy and floaty like whatever this was, but definitely person-like.

         
         This wasn’t that. It was almost like a cloud, shifting and undulating, emitting this weird green light, and the magic coming
            off of it . . .
         

         
         Gwyn shivered even harder now, her teeth nearly chattering. She’d always been more sensitive to magic than Vivi or Elaine,
            able to feel its presence sooner than they could. This thing had sneaked up on her, but now that it was here, she could tell
            that whatever had made it, there was something wrong.
         

         
         Big-time wrong.

         
         She reached into her bag just as Vivi moved closer, her brows drawn together. “I’ve never seen anything like this before,” she said, raising one arm out toward the thing. 

         
         “Vivi, maybe don’t touch the scary blob?” Gwyn offered, pushing away the candles and the crystals, her fingers brushing the
            velvet pouch holding the bath salts.
         

         
         Vivi kept walking toward it, that hand still outstretched. “Rhys and I spent all that time researching curses last year, and
            we didn’t come across anything that even remotely looked like this,” she went on. “I can’t even tell what it’s made of.”
         

         
         “My nightmares and a bit of hair gel?” Gwyn suggested, finally managing to get a handful of salt. “Anyway, it’s bad and I
            hate it, so duck.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         “Wait!”

         
         Gwyn whirled around to see three figures standing just at the edge of the bubble’s glow, their faces a sickly green. Salt
            was still clutched in her fist, ready for launch, when Vivi said, “Sam?”
         

         
         A young woman stepped forward, her hair bright turquoise, the bubble reflected in her glasses. Gwyn recognized her now. She
            was a witch at the college who also worked at the Coffee Cauldron, the café just down the street from Gwyn’s shop. The girl
            next to her, shorter with long black hair caught back in a braid, worked there, too, Gwyn realized. The third kid was unfamiliar,
            but looked just as freaked out as the other two, dark eyes wide.
         

         
         Vivi clearly knew them, though, and as she moved closer, they all quailed a little bit.

         
         “What are you three doing out here?” she asked before turning to Gwyn and saying, “This is Sam, Cait, and Parker. They’re
            in my History of Magic class at Penhaven. And they’re usually good students who certainly wouldn’t be in the woods, messing around with dangerous magic.”
         

         
         “Okay, so I know this looks bad,” Sam said. “And admittedly, things are . . . not going to plan, but this spell is harmless,
            I promise.”
         

         
         “It was my idea, actually, Dr. Jones,” Cait offered. “We’re all in Dr. Arbuthnot’s Simple Form Conversion class this semester,
            and she was teaching us about how to turn one thing into another, like, you know, a leaf into something else.”
         

         
         Gwyn barely managed to keep from rolling her eyes. The college witches never strayed from their classics, did they? Why bother
            figuring out anything new and innovative in witchcraft when you could do the same boring lessons year after year?
         

         
         “And anyway,” Cait continued, “it made me think about Halloween coming up, and we could maybe use magic to, you know, level
            up a little bit. For the tourists.”
         

         
         “So you decided to magick up a ghost?” Vivi asked, frowning as she crossed her arms over her chest.

         
         Gwyn went for a similar pose, hoping she looked as stern and authoritative as Vivi did, but knowing that her ghost sweater
            was probably undermining it.
         

         
         “It isn’t a ghost!” Sam insisted. “Seriously, it’s just a little bit of glitter, glue, and water that we magicked up into
            looking like a ghost.” She nodded at the third member of their little party. “It was actually Parker’s idea. They’re really good
            at this kind of stuff.”
         

         
         Parker preened a little, flicking their brown curls back. “It’s really not that hard,” they said. “You just—”

         
         “Nope!” Vivi lifted a hand, cutting them off. “This might seem harmless, but this is exactly why we don’t do real magic for the tourists. The kids in my non-witch classes have been talking all week about this glowing thing in the
            woods. We’re supposed to be a little more discreet than that.”
         

         
         The three witches looked a little crestfallen at that, and Gwyn could tell Cait was about to argue. And honestly, she got
            it. What was the point of having magic if you couldn’t have some fun with it? 
         

         
         But Gwyn knew she needed to have her cousin’s back here, so she stepped closer to Vivi and said, “Vivi’s right, y’all. Trust
            me, magic that seems like a little bit of fun and not all that serious can very easily blow up in your faces. And if you want to try something
            like this, you need to have a more experienced witch supervising at the very least.”
         

         
         She and Vivi had had Elaine, after all.

         
         But Sam only looked glum, shaking her head. “Dr. Jones, you know how strict the college is. There are all these rules about
            when and where we’re supposed to do magic. We never get the chance to just . . . improvise. Try new things.”
         

         
         “Yeah, those rules are actually there for good reasons, and I say that as someone who hates rules on principle,” Gwyn replied,
            then glanced over at Vivi.
         

         
         Vivi loved rules. Rules were her favorite.
         

         
         But instead, Vivi was watching the trio of witches with a thoughtful expression. “I guess the college is a little formal on
            that kind of thing,” she said slowly. “And part of developing your skills does come from practice . . . ”
         

         
         Now she turned to Gwyn, who frowned. “Don’t do thinky face at me,” she said, and Vivi’s brow furrowed.

         
         “I don’t have a thinky face.”

         
         “You do! You’re thinky facing at me right now, and I don’t like it!”

         
         “I was just thinking—” Vivi started, and Gwyn pointed at her.

         
         “See?”

         
         Ignoring that, Vivi went on, “—that maybe this is also part of our responsibility now. To the town. To mentor young witches.
            Give them a safe space to try out magic that isn’t connected to the college.”
         

         
         There was that word again, and Gwyn was going to remind Vivi that they had plenty of responsibilities as it was—Gwyn had the
            store, Vivi had two jobs, and Halloween was next month, which meant things would get even more hectic. Now she wanted them to set up some kind of Girl
            Scout troop for Baby Witches?
         

         
         But then Gwyn looked over Vivi’s shoulder and saw that Sam, Cait, and Parker’s faces were practically glowing at the thought,
            their eyes going the full puppy dog, and when she glanced back at the “ghost,” she had to admit, it was a pretty impressive
            bit of magic. The luminescent effect alone was tough to create, even tougher to maintain, and they’d done it.
         

         
         And, if she was honest, she could admit that there was something kind of fun about the idea of being an Elaine for a new generation
            of witches.
         

         
         “Fine,” she said on a sigh. “But only because I think it would really piss off your bosses at the college.”

         
         Vivi shook her head, smiling, and then turned back to her students.

         
         “All right, so Gwyn and I will work with you if you want to start trying out spells. But. No more skulking around in the woods at night, and absolutely no ‘improvising’ without talking to one of us first, okay?”
         

         
         The three of them nodded so fast it was a wonder their heads didn’t snap off, and Vivi dusted her hands together, clearly
            pleased with herself.
         

         
         “So now the only thing to do is get rid of this,” she said, gesturing back to the hovering blob, and Parker frowned.

         
         “Yeah. That’s . . . kind of why we were out here. We’re not really sure how to unmake it?”
         

         
         Gwyn turned back to the shimmering mass, now significantly less scary since she knew what it was made out of and who had made
            it.
         

         
         Without giving it too much thought, she reached back into her bag, grabbing that handful of salt again.

         
         Vivi frowned. “Gwyn, I don’t know—”

         
         “Oh, come on,” Gwyn said. “Couldn’t hurt!”

         
         And with that extremely ill-fated pronouncement, she threw the salt.

         
          

         “Has anyone told you you’re a wee bit impulsive, Gwynnevere?”

         
         Gwyn glared across the table at Rhys, Vivi’s husband, as she scrubbed her wet hair with a towel. She’d taken a twenty-minute shower when she’d gotten back to her cabin, but she still felt like she was covered in ghost goop. How could something technically made out of glue, glitter, and magic be so disgusting when it exploded? 

         
         There probably wasn’t a shower strong enough to make her ever feel clean again, a sentiment Vivi clearly shared because she
            still hadn’t emerged from the upstairs bathroom.
         

         
         “As a matter of fact, they have,” Gwyn answered Rhys now. “Teachers, several exes, and one particularly mean traffic court
            judge. And now you.”
         

         
         “What glorious company I keep,” Rhys replied, moving to the counter where an electric kettle was bubbling away.

         
         Vivi appeared, wrapped in one of Elaine’s robes, her damp hair leaving spots on the peacock-blue silk. “I feel like that was
            the first of many showers I’m going to take tonight,” she said, and Rhys smiled at her, handing her a mug of tea.
         

         
         “As long as I get to join in on at least one, I see no problems there, my love.”

         
         Vivi smiled at that, stepping closer, and as they wrapped their arms around each other, Gwyn rolled her eyes. She was happy
            for them, really, and Goddess knew the two of them had been through it before finding this happily ever after, but honestly,
            there had to be limits.

         
         “I am sitting right here,” she said. “Zero desire to be privy to any of this!”

         
         “Hey,” Vivi said, pointing a finger at Gwyn. “Do you know how many times I had to sit on the couch and watch you full-on make out with someone while I pretended to look at my phone? This is payback.” 

         
         “Fair,” Gwyn admitted, even as she realized just how long it had been since she’d made out with anyone. Months, really.

         
         That was depressing.

         
         Rhys chuckled, pressing a quick kiss to Vivi’s forehead before pulling away and turning back to the tea, Vivi coming to sit
            across from Gwyn at the table. This tended to be the place they all gathered these days even though Vivi had her own apartment
            over the store downtown, where she and Rhys currently lived. Technically Rhys had his family’s place higher up the mountain,
            but given that the house was like something out of a Tim Burton movie, it usually sat empty.
         

         
         Rhys walked back to the table, handing Gwyn a mug, and since he’d used her favorite tea blend, she decided to forgive him
            for making her think about shower sex.
         

         
         “I have to say, I like this part where we go out to do witch things and you stay here and make tea,” Gwyn said, blowing over
            the top of her mug as her cat, Sir Purrcival, leapt up onto the table. Gwyn had tried shooing him down over the years, but
            the fact that he now had a very cozy cat bed right in the center of things was proof of who’d won that fight.
         

         
         He blinked at her, his eyes a bright yellow green against his black fur as Rhys snorted, pouring hot water into his own mug.
            “I know my strengths,” he told her before coming to sit down next to his wife.
         

         
         “And, spell explosion aside, it seems like you had a productive night,” he continued. “Found out the source of the ghost rumors, steered some local youths back onto the correct path . . . ” 

         
         “That was all Vivi,” Gwyn assured him. “She made thinky face at me, and I was helpless to resist.”

         
         “I do not have a thinky face,” Vivi objected, but Rhys smiled, shaking his head.

         
         “You absolutely do, my love. It’s one of my top favorite faces of yours. Something sort of like this.”

         
         Rhys furrowed his brow just the slightest bit, his eyes taking on a faraway expression, and Gwyn slapped the table with her
            free hand.
         

         
         “That’s it! God, that’s uncanny.”

         
         Vivi scowled as she glanced back and forth between them. “You know, it was much better for me when you two didn’t like each
            other.”
         

         
         “I’ve always liked Gwyn,” Rhys protested, and Gwyn shrugged.

         
         “I didn’t like you.”

         
         “Dickbag,” Sir Purrcival said sleepily from his spot in the middle of the table, and Rhys scowled at the cat.
         

         
         “Still no luck on reversing the whole talking spell thing, I take it?” he asked Gwyn, and she shrugged.

         
         “Not really a priority.” Thanks to some witchery fuckery last year, Sir Purrcival could speak. It turned out a cat’s thoughts
            were mostly about food and insults, but Gwyn had gotten used to it.
         

         
         She leaned forward, petting Purrcival, and he lived up to his name, purring happily as she stroked his back. Across the table, Rhys’s hand went to the back of Vivi’s neck, and she leaned into his touch just the littlest bit, probably unconsciously. 

         
         Gwyn felt it again, that weird little feeling in the pit of her stomach that could not be jealousy or longing or anything like that, because those were feelings Gwyn very much did not have.
         

         
         But it was . . . something, and she didn’t like it.

         
         To distract herself from possibly feeling feelings, Gwyn reached across the table for the little jar of lavender honey, adding
            some more to her tea as she asked, “So big trip rapidly approaching?”
         

         
         “Yes, it is,” Rhys said, “and it will shock you not at all to learn that Vivienne already has a very thorough packing list.
            I, on the other hand—”
         

         
         “Maybe we shouldn’t go.”

         
         Vivi said the words hesitantly, glancing back and forth between Rhys and Gwyn. “Just . . . tonight reminded me that now that
            our magic is fueling the town, we have—”
         

         
         “Vivi, if you say ‘responsibilities’ one more time tonight, I am going to create another ghost blob just to explode on you
            all over again.”
         

         
         “Well, we do,” Vivi said. “And Halloween is coming up.”
         

         
         “In over a month,” Gwyn reminded her, and Rhys took his wife’s hand, nodding.

         
         “And we’ll be back in time.”

         
         “And you deserve a long-delayed honeymoon.”
         

         
         “And that,” Rhys agreed, pointing at Gwyn. “Plus you’ve wanted to take this trip for ages.”

         
         Vivi bit her lower lip, thinking. “It would be really helpful with my research.”

         
         “Go,” Gwyn urged her now. “Everything here will be fine. The store is doing great. It practically runs itself this time of
            year anyway, and to be honest, I’ve been craving some alone time.”
         

         
         Both of those were lies—the store wasn’t doing so hot right now despite their being so close to Halloween. And Gwyn was actually
            slightly allergic to being alone, but she gave her cousin her brightest smile.
         

         
         “Besides, I want souvenirs. Little Welsh flags, maybe some kind of stuffed dragon situation . . . ooh, and if you see Rhys’s
            brother, you can kick him in the nads for me!”
         

         
         “Which brother?” Rhys asked, then held up a hand. “I mean, I’ll happily kick either one, I just need to make sure I’ve calculated
            the appropriate defense strategy once they’ve gotten up.”
         

         
         “She means Wells,” Vivi said, smiling a little at last. “She’s still holding a grudge about the wedding.”

         
         Rhys pulled a face. “I’m not holding a grudge about the wedding, and it was my wedding. And my brother, for that matter.”
         

         
         Gwyn shrugged. “Don’t seek to question my grudge-holding ways, Rhys. I’m a Taurus.”

         
         She didn’t bother to add that her grudge against Wells Penhallow had existed since long before the wedding, that it had its
            roots in her college days, but if a girl could hold a grudge, she could also keep some secrets.
         

         
         “Fair enough,” Rhys replied. “Welsh flag, stuffed dragon, emasculated brother, all for you upon our return.”

         
         Vivi finally laughed, leaning her head briefly against Rhys’s shoulder.

         
         “Okay, I can’t beat you when you team up,” she said. “You’re right. Everything’s fine, the town will be fine, and we will
            totally go to Wales as planned.”
         

         
         “Thank sweet Christ,” Rhys said on a sigh, flopping back in his chair, and Gwyn smiled, reaching across the table to squeeze
            Vivi’s hand.
         

         
         “Look, we’ve already dealt with an entire cursed town, a talking cat, and now an exploding ghost, and we’ve handled all of
            it. What could possibly happen that would be worse than any of that?”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         When the door opened to The Raven and Crown, Wells actually let himself believe—foolishly—that he might have a customer coming
            in.
         

         
         It was a rainy evening after all, the mid-September weather typically cool and blustery for this tiny corner of Wales, and
            the pub was warm. Cozy, even. There was a fire crackling merrily away in the hearth, there was ancient dark wood everywhere,
            and, most important, if you’d been out in the rain on a cold autumn night, there was alcohol.
         

         
         Lots of it, given how rarely Wells actually got to pour a drink in this place.

         
         So when he heard the creaking of the door, heard the rain slapping against the side of the building as someone pushed their
            way in, he situated himself at the taps, ready to pull a pint or pour a dram, whatever was needed.
         

         
         The figure at the door muttered to himself, pulling off a hooded greatcoat, and an older version of Wells’s own face stared
            back at him.
         

         
         Bollocks.

         
         Not a customer after all, merely his own father.

         
         Simon Penhallow didn’t often make his way down into the village of Dweniniaid, preferring the confines of their slightly ghastly
            manor on a hillside just outside of town. In fact, Wells knew for a fact that his father had only been in The Raven and Crown
            twice in the thirteen years since Wells had taken it over.
         

         
         Once had been Wells’s first day in charge, and his father had only stayed long enough to grunt, glance around, give a nod
            that passed for approval in the Penhallow family, and stomp back out.
         

         
         The second time had been last year, after Wells’s youngest brother, Rhys, had informed his father that the Penhallow magic
            that had once fueled the town of Graves Glen, Georgia, was no longer present, driven out by a powerful coven of witches.
         

         
         One of those witches was now Rhys’s wife, something Simon had not taken particularly well. Privately, Wells thought it was
            the best thing for his brother, settling down with a woman who seemed to be sensible enough aside from falling in love with
            his idiot brother, but that was something best kept to himself.
         

         
         So now, as Wells watched his father unwind his scarf, hanging it alongside his coat, his disappointment that this wasn’t an
            actual paying customer slowly began to bleed into something else.
         

         
         Suspicion.

         
         What on earth would bring Simon from his books and his spells and his various plots on a night like this?

         
         “Evening,” Wells called out, already searching behind the bar for the one brand of whisky his father would deign to drink. He kept it on hand just in case a moment like this should ever arrive, and given that it hadn’t in nearly a year, when he did locate it, the bottle was dusty enough that he had to surreptitiously wipe it with the damp towel hanging from his belt loop. 

         
         “Not much of one in here,” Simon commented, glancing around as he took a seat at the bar.

         
         “Rain is probably keeping everyone at home tonight,” Wells said, and even to his ears, it sounded absolutely ridiculous. Since
            when had rain kept anyone from a pub in Wales? In all of the United Kingdom, for that matter?
         

         
         But his father let him have the lie, nodding absently to himself as he accepted the glass Wells had poured for him, and then,
            to Wells’s absolute shock, turning the glass up and draining it dry in one go.
         

         
         When he thunked it back to the bar with a nod and a gruff “Another,” Wells complied, then grabbed himself a glass and sloshed
            a measure in as well. Whatever it was that had his father in this mood, it would soon become Wells’s problem, too.
         

         
         Such was life as the eldest son.

         
         Rhys, his youngest brother, would tell him he secretly loved this, being their father’s right-hand man, and while Wells tried
            never to give Rhys credit for anything if he could help it, he had to admit there was a time in his life when that had been . . .
            not entirely untrue.
         

         
         It had been easy, after all, being the Favored Child. Rhys had made it his mission in life to irk their father, and Bowen, the middle brother, had always seemed to operate separately from all of them, an island unto himself. So yes, Wells had enjoyed the way his father’s stern gaze naturally fell on him when there was something to do, some responsibility to shoulder. 

         
         But after thirty-four years of it, the past thirteen spent running this dismally unsuccessful pub, Wells had to admit he was
            a bit tired of the whole dutiful son thing.
         

         
         And yet . . .

         
         Here he was, pouring his father whisky, waiting to hear what had to be done.

         
         Christ, he was hopeless.

         
         Simon sipped the second whisky more slowly, looking over at the fire before turning his face back to Wells. Shadows played
            along his severe bone structure, making him look more sinister than he was.
         

         
         “It’s always like this,” Simon said, then gestured around the pub in case Wells hadn’t caught his meaning. “Dead. Isn’t it?”

         
         For a moment, Wells thought about lying again, insisting that it was the storm or maybe there was some important game on the
            telly—Goddess knew his father would have no idea if that was true or not—and that’s why there was no one bellied up to Wells’s bar.
         

         
         Instead, he dropped the towel onto the bar with a wet slap, bracing both hands on either side of it. “Actually, given that
            you’ve shown up, this is a busy night.”
         

         
         His father made that sound somewhere between a grunt and a huff, the noise that passed for a laugh for him. Wells had heard himself make it just the other day on the phone to Rhys, and he wasn’t
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