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I HATE FRIDAY THE THIRTEENTH.

Nothing good ever happens on this day. Even more so when you live in a weird town full of weird people and things like Yverwood, and when you make a living helping people with the weird problems that come with a weird, magical town.

Even when I brace myself and prepare for the worst, things somehow turn out worse than I could have imagined.

My phone rings almost nonstop.

"Ezra, will you come check if my garden is haunted?"

"Ezra, can you exorcize this ghost terrorizing the children at the school?"

And the last, obviously a prank, "Oh my God, like, there's totally a ghost in my bathroom." Must be some funny ghost, since I heard the laughter of other teenagers in the background.

My favorite (and by favorite I mean the worst) are pranks that I can solidly say are untrue, such as being bitten by a vampire (there are no vampires in Yverwood) or a werewolf (the current werewolf residents are not known to bite people).

Without fail, on this day it's always Ezra, Ezra, Ezra, Ezra, Ezra. Nonstop.

I really need some help.

I could put up a help wanted sign. Trouble is, no one wants to help the poor enby whisper who is already the strongest whisper in town. They all probably think I don't need any help, or even if I did, no one else would be good enough to be of any help.

But I really need some help.

I need more than myself, and more than the company of ghosts day in and day out. Ghosts are terrible company, if you aren't aware.

The phone is ringing. Again.

"Hello?" I say on a sigh, not even bothering with the official phone greeting of "Ezra Collins, Whisper, how may I assist you?”

"Ezra," a familiar, too proper voice says, and I'm glad I didn't waste time on the intro now.

"Yeah, what is it, Robert?"

"I know this is your busy day—"

"Yeah, it is. So hurry up and come out with whatever silly thing it is you want."

"There is...a strange fellow in my shop."

"And? Is he a ghost?"

"No. However, he seems to have a hex on him that cannot be broken."

I blink. "You're telling me the most powerful warlock and only soul wender in Yverwood can't break a simple hex on a person?"

"You don't have to rub it in. Will you come see him, or not? You’re the next best warlock in town, even if your whisper work occupies most of your time. I want another opinion."

I pinch the bridge of my nose where a headache is coming on. "Fine. Don't make me regret this."

"I'm sure the garden variety ghosts can survive a few minutes without you," Robert says.

"Ha. Ha." I hang up before he can make some other smart remark.

I turn on my call forwarding, just in case there's a real ghost emergency. Pulling on my draped dark purple cardigan, I journey out into the crisp spring air. This time of year is so finicky. It's May, it should be warmer. By July, it'll be scalding out. Seasons suck. Weather sucks.

I walk down Main Street at a maunder, in no big hurry to get to my destination: Wutherford, Warlock. Clever name, I know, though I can't talk, my place is named in a similar way: Collins, Whisper.

The tempting smell of coffee lures me into Cauldron's Bubble for my daily caffeine fix. The bell jingles as I walk in, and my brother, Cole, perks up and beams at me.

"Welcome! Oh, hey sib! How's it going?"

"All right. It's the worst day of the year, so, you know."

"Oof, sorry, Ez." He winces, knowing full well what I mean.

I shrug. "At least there's only one this year."

"Way to look on the bright side! I'm wearing off on you, finally." He grins.

"Yeah, yeah."

"You want one of those strawberry matcha things?"

"Please," I say.

Cole makes my strawberry matcha latte with a shot of espresso and extra whipped cream, then I go on my way, heading further down the street. Next, I stop in Aren's shop, Toil and Trouble. Might as well say hi to them and restock on charms while I'm out.

"Meeeeow it's Ezra!" Ji immediately announces my arrival, jumping on my shoulders from the shelf nearby the door. I jerk a little and tread carefully, making sure the sassy cat won't fall when I walk. "Head scritches, please!"

I oblige and earn a loud purr. Even though Ji is a talking cat, Ji is still a stereotypical cat in every other way.

"Hey, Ezra," Aren says, with less excitement than Ji. Ji must be in one of those hyper moments that often come over cats, sending them zooming and jumping and skittering at the most inane things.

"Hey, Aren. How are you on this cursed day?"

"Busy. I sold out of good luck charms yesterday."

"Unsurprising," I say. In a place like Yverwood, I can hardly blame people. "Do you have dispelling charms in stock?"

"Yep," Aren hops off their stool and goes into the back room for a moment, coming back with a brown paper bag. "I figured you'd be in soon for a restock."

"You know me too well." I smile at them.

Aren, Robert, and I all go way back, though, so I'm not the least bit surprised. We all went to school together. It still brings a smile to my face to think back on all the trouble we got up to. When I first met Aren, they set me and Robert up, due to my weakness for cute guys and Robert's weakness for cute trans people.

Even though our romantic run was short (we were both just too snarky for it to work), our friendship remains, as well as our bickering. Aren jokes we're like an old, dramatic queer couple, even though we're not that old.

"I know," Aren replies with a wide grin and rings me up.

Ji jumps off my shoulders and onto the counter, falling over belly up, a baited trap were I to give in to the urge to rub that belly.

"See you two later," I say after I pay.

Enough dilly dallying, I guess. Time to check out Robert's unbreakable hex guy.

I head to the end of Main Street, last shop on the lane, which is a tall, red townhouse. In the bottom is Robert's shop, and on the top floor is his living space. Main Street has a mix of these types of buildings and some that are shop front only, though Robert's is one of the oldest homes.

The shop bell jingles as I open the door to Wutherford, Warlock and step inside.

"Here I am," I say dully as I walk in, so full of enthusiasm.

"Are you the Ghostbuster?" The guy in the room with Robert says.

Robert snorts. I grimace.

"I'm a whisper, not a Ghostbuster. The Ghostbusters don't even exorcize ghosts. They just suck them into a box or blow them up."

"Huh." The man ponders that for a moment as he takes a sip from his to-go coffee cup. "You've got a point."

I offer him a watery smile. "I know."

"I'm Addison," he says, stepping forward and shoving out a hand.

I take in Addison in detail.

Addison has perfectly coiffed sandy blond hair, bright hazel eyes, and a strong jaw, and my knees are already weak when he shines that crooked, aloof smile in my direction. Damn my weakness for good-looking men and being single for too long.

"Ezra, they them," I reply, shaking his hand. It's warm and rough in my own. I take mine back quickly. "So, what has the great warlock Robert Sirpatrick Wutherford stumped?" I turn to Robert.

He glowers at me. "Don't use my full name like that."

Addison chuckles, and Robert turns his glower on him. Addison only beams more.

"I tried finding the tether of the hex in his body, and it's as if it's throughout his whole being, like blood vessels. Whoever did this to him must have been quite angry."

Robert eyes him again, and Addison grins, scratching the back of his head innocently. Of course, he can't give us details. That's the law of curses, built into their very being. The cursed can't speak directly on the matter. They can't say who cursed them, or say exactly what their curse is. It's an unfortunate absolute that protects the curse from being broken before the person has learned or grown. Not to say it's never taken advantage of. Not all people use magic for good.

I wonder what Addison did, though. Most curses aren't that deeply embedded.

"I agree, must have been one pissed off witch." Addison laughs, still completely aloof. "So, what is the hex?" I ask.

"Bad luck," Robert says. "Do you have any of Aren's good luck charms in that bag?"

"No, Aren was sold out."

"That's a shame. Well, good luck. Get him out of my shop."

"What the hell, Robert?"

"He knocked over my shelves twice and nearly broke a priceless artifact. I want him out of here before he does worse." He flumps into his wingback office chair.

"So, you're dumping him off on me?"

He leans his elbows on his desk and perches his face on his hands. "Precisely."

"I hate you," I lie, then look to Addison again. "Well, let's go, then."

It’s so like Robert to shove a job off to me. I always end up taking the out of town exorcism assignments too because Robert doesn't leave town. He says he's bored all the time, but I think he's just being dramatic. In truth, he'd always rather curl up with one of the romance novels he's got his nose buried in, rather than do anything else. He doesn’t like running his shop, but he doesn’t want to close it out of some weird sense of obligation to his mother.

We end up walking down Main and sipping our coffees, finding a bench to sit on.

“So, a nasty bad luck hex? Mind if I exam it?”

“Go ahead,” Addison says and takes a long sip of his coffee.

“Okay, I’ll need to touch you, is that all right with you?”

He nods, and I reach out a hand for his arm, trying to ignore the solid
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