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      It was beyond surreal, sitting down with a cappuccino in Sylvia Redferne’s cozy bookstore the way they had during so many weekend trips over the years. The girls already clustered together on the velvet-covered chairs were her closest friends, the nearest thing to sisters Audra ever had. Yet they might as well have been strangers.

      Charlotte was glowing, but then she always had a glow about her thanks to the golden hair Audra had always secretly envied. She and her boyfriend Logan Fournier had recently taken their relationship to the next level, which was what inspired an impromptu meet-up in Shotgun Falls.

      Sylvia pretended to swoon as she held Charlotte’s left hand up to the light for a better look at the stunning ring. “I’m amazed you can even lift your hand with this rock on it. I wouldn’t feel comfortable leaving the house with a stone this big!” Audra pressed her lips together to suppress a laugh, exchanging a glance with her friends. It was clear they were all thinking along the same lines, that Sylvia wore more silver and gemstones on her wrists, neck, and ears than anyone needed to wear at once.

      Even though they hadn’t spent a lot of time together over the last year, the girls still knew how to communicate without words. That gave Audra a bit of hope. Maybe she hadn’t lost her friends, the way it felt lately. Everybody was pairing off—Charlotte was now engaged to a hunk, Hope and Megan had both found the loves of their lives and were all living around Shotgun Falls now. Only Audra and Olivia were still single, and Olivia was busier than ever at work.

      In other words, life was changing the way it had a tendency to do. And Audra was starting to feel left out. More than that, she felt isolated. That was the real problem weighing on her as she sipped her drink, smiling and nodding with eagerness she didn’t quite feel. With all this happiness and excitement swirling around, nobody would want to listen to her tiny problems. No way.

      “Have you set the date?” Sylvia was generous enough to let Charlotte have her hand back but continued hovering nearby. From what Audra remembered, the older woman had known Logan since he was a kid, and it was obvious she felt a sort of motherly pride toward him.

      “Gosh, no, there hasn’t been time for that yet. And you know Logan.” Charlotte rolled her eyes, making Sylvia chuckle knowingly. “You have to drag him kicking and screaming when it comes to planning anything. How he ever managed to get the app up and running is still beyond me.”

      “I’m sure you had something to do with it.” Sylvia winked at Charlotte, giving the rest of the group a sly little smile before floating away to handle other customers.

      “She has a point. You never know what a man is capable of until he’s good and… inspired.” Olivia wiggled her eyebrows up and down as if she needed to get her point across.

      “I wasn’t going around inspiring him right away, you know.”

      “No, she was too busy pretending she wanted nothing to do with him.” When Charlotte took a swat at her, Hope ducked, giggling. “Well? It’s true. We both know you did everything you could to fight it. But it’s no use.”

      There it was. Another one of those special looks the girls sometimes exchanged. Audra glanced at Olivia for confirmation, but Olivia was busy reading something on her phone. Was she imagining it, or did it seem like the girls had developed a sort of secret language only they understood? Sometimes, when they were all chatting on Zoom—the only way they could easily get together anymore, and even then it was becoming rare—somebody would drop an innocent line like that, and the others would clam up or glare at the one who’d said it.

      She was making things up in her head. Acting paranoid, the way she always did when—

      The buzzing in her purse made her jump a little, which sent a splash of cappuccino flying from the cup and onto Megan’s lap. “Damn it.” Tears filled Audra’s eyes, which only embarrassed her worse than before.

      “It’s okay, babe.” Megan dabbed up the spill with a handful of napkins. “No biggie.”

      “You think that’ll stain?” Audra bit her lip, willing herself not to burst out crying.

      “It’s just a pair of jeans.” Megan met her gaze, and her brows drew together in what could only be concern. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine.” She nodded firmly, sniffling as softly as she could.

      Olivia leaned in, rubbing Audra’s arm. “I would’ve asked if you’re okay even if this hadn’t happened. You seem so far away.”

      “What’s going on?” Charlotte set down her latte, turning her full attention on Audra while Hope did the same. All of a sudden, there were several pairs of eyes, almost boring holes into her head.

      And for one brief moment, the idea of opening up was so sweet. It would be a relief to get this burden off her shoulders and ask for help, even if she didn’t have the first idea what shape that help would take. What could her friends possibly do that she hadn’t been able to do herself? Besides, there was no actual threat involved. She wasn’t in any danger.

      “I’ve been a little jumpy lately. You know how I get.” She shook her head, clearing her throat to get rid of the lump in it. “It must be all that work I’ve been doing on the social media campaigns for the app.”

      “Don’t deflect.” Charlotte’s mouth twisted up in a disapproving little scowl. “Though yeah, you’ve been doing great work.”

      “You could use a break, maybe.” Olivia rubbed her shoulder. “I was just thinking earlier how tired you look.”

      “Yikes.” Audra winced and wished she’d put on more concealer. “Is it that bad?”

      “Let’s just say you could carry my clothes for the weekend in the bags under your eyes. No offense.”

      “None taken.” Olivia’s honesty could be refreshing, but it could rub Audra raw sometimes, too. “I haven’t been sleeping well. It’s not a big deal.”

      “You did toss and turn a lot overnight.” Now it was Megan’s turn to look concerned.

      “Let’s talk more about the wedding.” Audra’s face went warm while an itchy sensation began to creep up her neck. Her sweater suddenly felt too tight, too heavy. She peeled off her coat, but it didn’t do any good. Why wouldn’t everybody leave her alone?

      Charlotte’s worried expression didn’t clear much, but she went along with the suggestion. “I think we’ll do something simple. I’m not interested in a big, fancy wedding. So long as there’s good music and lots of food, I’m satisfied.” Her brows drew together again. “But Sylvia’s friends—the ones who usually come in and sit together—have all kinds of other ideas. There I was, thinking I wouldn’t have to deal with a mother-in-law since Logan’s mom isn’t in the picture.”

      Olivia laughed ruefully. “Instead, he’s got half a dozen of them, and they all seem…”

      “Assertive.” Everybody nodded at Hope’s suggestion, which was the nicest way to describe the ladies. Audra didn’t know them personally, but their group had run into the women at Sylvia’s enough times to give off a pretty strong impression. Now that Charlotte was better acquainted with them, she knew better than anyone—and she nodded, too. Hard.

      “I’m going to see if I can get this warmed up.” Audra stood, eager to put a little space between her and her friends. The people she loved more than anybody in the world, and she wanted to get away from them.

      All because her phone wouldn’t stop buzzing with texts. It didn’t matter how many times she blocked him. He always found a way around it. How had he found her this time? She didn’t have the nerve to ask and didn’t want to risk communicating with him, anyway. He always had a way of pulling her into his craziness.

      It was time for a new phone number. Again.

      “Everything okay with your drink?” The girl behind the counter seemed sweet, but then anybody working for Sylvia was bound to be. It seemed like she had a good feel for people.

      “I let it sit a little too long, and now it’s cooled off. Can you maybe heat it up for me?”

      “No problem!” Audra handed over her cup and examined the pastries in the case while she waited. The chocolate chunk brownies were enough to make her mouth water. Maybe she could convince somebody to split one with her.

      “Go ahead. Treat yourself.”

      Her head snapped up. Sylvia was behind the counter, smiling. “Nobody can resist these brownies. I developed an entire spare roll thanks to them.” She touched a hand to her belly, laughing at herself. It didn’t seem right to laugh at a comment like that, but the light, carefree quality of Sylvia’s laughter made it impossible not to join in. She had a way about her that instantly put Audra at ease.

      At least, it normally put her at ease. Not in this situation, it seemed. Not completely. There was still the sense of carrying a snake in her purse, the fear almost thick enough to choke her. Why was she afraid? He had never hurt her, had he? Maybe it would be better to answer the phone, give him what he wanted—attention, of course—and get it over with.

      Sylvia was waiting for an answer on the brownies, her delicate brows arched in a silent question.

      “Yeah, sure. Why not?”

      “Of course.” Sylvia’s smile widened further, revealing perfect teeth that almost seemed out of place in a face as old as hers. Then again, it was only her silver hair that gave the impression of her being an older woman. Her skin was practically unlined, and her eyes twinkled with all the energy of a twenty-year-old. “You could stand to put on a little weight, dear.”

      It was an innocent comment, probably meant as a compliment. Why did Audra bristle at it, then? “Do I look too thin?”

      Sylvia winced. “Forgive me. I’m too opinionated. But when you see somebody once a month for… how long have you girls been visiting my store?”

      Audra lifted a shoulder. “I honestly don’t remember. It’s been a long time—and a long time since the last visit.” Their girl’s trips had gotten a lot fewer and further between over the past year.

      “That must be why I registered the difference in you. Because it’s been so long.” Sylvia lifted a brownie from the tray using a pair of ornate silver tongs. The woman was committed to maintaining an image. She didn’t even cheap out on the tongs. “You’re just as beautiful as ever. All you girls are.”

      Just thinner. Audra heard it under the woman’s kind words. Yes, she had lost weight that didn’t really need to be lost. It was never easy to eat when she was stressed. Some people overate when their nerves were frayed, but she’d always been the opposite.

      Sylvia slid the brownie, wrapped in brown paper, across the counter. Soon her assistant popped up with the freshly-heated drink. Audra opened her purse to pay for the treat, only to freeze at the sight of her phone’s lit screen. Another message had come through. She stared into her bag at the screen, unwilling to pick up the device, but needing to get it out of the way to reach her wallet.

      “Dear, are you all right?”

      Audra pried her gaze from the interior of her bag and found Sylvia frowning.

      “You seem upset. I don’t mean to pry. Really, I don’t. Call it instinct, but I sense how troubled you are, and I have a hard time ignoring things like that.”

      Audra’s mouth popped open, prepared to deliver a polite lie. Busyness. Burnout. The popular catchwords everybody used because, well, the world was busy and burned out. For many people, it wouldn’t be a lie.

      The words wouldn’t come. Her tongue wouldn’t form them no matter how she tried. Why was it so tough to say the polite thing and move on? The girls would be wondering what was taking her so long.

      For lack of anything better, Audra blurted it out. “I’m going through a tough time right now. With an ex. I haven’t told the girls since I don’t want them to worry.”

      Sylvia showed no surprise—if anything, her expression settled into something that looked a lot like grim certainty. “I could feel something was off. Are you in danger?”

      “No. I mean, I don’t think so.” It was insane, unloading on a stranger like this, but now that she’d started, there was no stopping. Like a dam had burst. “I don’t think he knows where I live. I’ve gone out of my way to make sure. But he keeps finding my number even after I change it.”

      “That does sound like a terrible situation.” Sylvia shook her head, making her earrings swing from side to side. “No wonder you were tense.”

      “I don't know what to do. I don't have anything I could take to the authorities, so it's useless to try to get anybody working in on this. Besides...” She looked down at the deep purple rug covering a polished hardwood floor. “I’m afraid that would only make things worse.”

      “Say no more.” The smile had vanished from Sylvia's face, replaced by a scowl that seemed out of place. “I'm so sorry you're going through this. But you know, you aren't alone. You don't have to go through it on your own.”

      “I've been on my own for so long, I guess I'm used to taking everything on my shoulders.” What was it about this woman that made it so easy for Audra to open up? It probably had to do with the fact of her being a stranger. Someone kind, considerate and caring, who wouldn't push too far or stick their nose in too deep. It felt safe to open up to her, safer than it would have been to tell the girls. Charlotte would probably round everybody up, with Olivia in the driver’s seat, rocketing down the Interstate like a bat out of hell. Ready to crack a skull if need be.

      “You don't have any family?”

      Audra shook her head. “Not anymore. It's been a few years.”

      “I know what it means to lose…” Sylvia's eyes went out of focus for a moment, like she was seeing something no one else could see. “It's a terrible thing, feeling like you're all alone. But I got lucky. I had people willing to look after me.”

      “Are you saying I should let other people look after me?” A glance over her shoulder revealed her friends, chattering excitedly over something. Probably the wedding. Hope happened to glance up from whatever they were looking at on Charlotte’s phone. Clearly, she read the situation and figured Audra was having a nice chat with Sylvia. She went back to her conversation.

      “Something like that.” Sylvia chuckled while eyeing Audra up and down. Normally she was a little more delicate while sizing them up, but now she didn’t bother. “What sort of work experience do you have?”

      “Are you looking for somebody to help out around the store?”

      “No, not around here.” Sylvia stroked her chin, her bangles jangling musically. “But I have a friend out in Pine Cove who needs help. Are you familiar with it?”

      “Only from seeing the name on signs during the drive down here. It's three or four exits back, right?”

      “Right. But that's only the exit—Pine Cove doesn't come up for another ten or fifteen miles after you get off the Interstate. It's a small little town practically in the middle of nowhere. Very peaceful, beautiful, with the most charming little Main Street you've ever seen in your entire life.”

      “You sure about that?” Audra jerked a thumb toward the front door. Beyond it stretched Wolf Street, cutting through the heart of Shotgun Falls. The word idyllic hardly cut it.

      “Imagine Wolf Street without the encroaching hipsters.” Sylvia cringed, and for the first time since the calls and texts started up again, Audra laughed with her whole heart. “This friend of mine, Hailey, needs a bartender very soon. Her current bartender is about to deliver twins any day now, and there's no telling if or when she'll be able to come back once that happens.”

      The image of a woman pouring drinks with a baby strapped to her chest and back was almost enough to make her laugh again until she realized what she was hearing. “Are you saying I should move to Pine Cove to tend bar?”

      “Why not? The cost of living is low, so you'd be able to support yourself.” Sylvia looked over her shoulder, towards the girls. “Besides, from what I understand, the app is making money hand over fist. Didn't all of you girls go in on it together?”

      She had a point. Audra's share of the profits grew every month. “Do they have Wi-Fi out there?”

      “They do have all the modern conveniences, if only for the sake of tourists who flood the area all summer.” So she could still run social media on the side.

      But tending bar? “I've never done it before.”

      “Audra. Look at me.” Sylvia leveled her gaze, meeting Audra’s steadily. “It's in the middle of nowhere. No one would ever think to look for you there. There are a lot of good people in town—friendly, kind, helpful. You'd be safe there. And as for tending bar, you could learn as you went along. I doubt anybody out there would ask for anything fancier than a beer or whiskey.”

      It was the craziest idea ever. So crazy, she should have laughed before thanking Sylvia for the coffee and brownie. She should have forgotten all about it by the end of the day.

      So why did she nod? Why did it make sense to accept the offer? Why did tears fill her eyes for the second time since entering the store, this time tears of relief at the sense of finding her salvation?

      Her phone buzzed again, firming her resolve. “Sounds good to me. How do I get in touch with this friend of yours?”
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      Pine Cove hadn't changed a bit in all the years since Drake put the quiet little town in his rearview mirror. The sense of stepping back through time hung heavy, covering the truck as he steered it down roads as familiar as the back of his hand.

      He rolled the window down and sucked in a lung full of clean, fresh air. Even the air had a smell all its own, something he'd never been able to put his finger on. There was a touch of sweetness to it, almost. He couldn't imagine a reason for that and told himself he’d made it up back when he was a kid. Now, his subconscious was only dragging up old memories.

      Memories he had worked so hard to lock away. What was he doing back here after spending so much energy pushing Pine Cove out of his mind? Funny, the things a person would do when they were desperate to run away from darkness. Funny what they’d flee back to.

      There was darkness here, too. Darkness he had run away from rather than facing. If only he could go back and tell that younger version of himself, there were, in fact, much worse things than what he'd been through. That staying and working through it was preferable to running away.

      Not that he’d believed he was running away at the time. He’d told himself he was running toward something, getting away from this sleepy little town that only came to life during tourist season. He'd been so sure there was a better life somewhere else, somewhere nobody knew who he was or what he was. So certain he could carve out something better for himself than his parents had ever been able to.

      The ignorance of youth.

      Even the old buildings that hadn't been used in years were still standing, probably thanks to their charming tourist vibe. Like the old sawmill that hadn't cut a piece of timber since before he was born. The building still stood, a charming little look back into so-called simpler times. If anybody thought it was strange the building was in such excellent condition after so many decades, they never voiced that opinion.

      If it was up to him, they’d tear it down, but then not everyone had terrible memories associated with it.

      Longtime visitors would be crushed if anything happened to such a revered landmark. They were charmed the way the building had been charmed. The way the entire town had been charmed by a certain faction of its residents. There was a reason snow could fall heavy in winter yet never prove too much of a challenge on the roads. A reason why the night sky seemed a little clearer, allowing the light from millions of stars to twinkle enchantingly. A reason why it never got too hot in summer, why the lake was always crystal clear and still, inviting visitors from all over to come and take a dip—and spend their money in town while they were at it.

      The coven of witches who'd made Pine Cove their home centuries earlier had never been exactly overt with their spells—otherwise, they would attract attention from other witches, and that was rarely a good thing. It was one thing to turn a human's head one way or another, to give them ideas that weren't strictly their own, but it would be another to interfere with their behavior. That was when things got dicey.

      At least, that was the way Drake had always heard. It wasn't like he made it a point to hang around with witches. He had no problems with them or with any of the other supernaturals who'd staked a claim in Pine Cove back when it was nothing more than a few cabins and a sawmill. That didn't mean they had to be close friends, though. The supernaturals in Pine Cove had always kept to themselves, rarely mixing except when it came to town matters.

      Thanks to the peace they’d always managed to maintain—and the help of a few simple charms—the town looked like a small slice of heaven to outsiders who visited to swim, camp, hike, and hunt. They visited the antique shops and used bookstores, they bought tarot decks and candles without knowing the occult store’s owners were, in fact, real-life witches.

      All Things Occult sat at the end of the town’s commercial district, and the Anderson sisters had
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