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      I’d vacuumed the floors, swept the kitchen, wiped down the counters, and dusted every square inch of available surface in the lower level of the Hampton House—all before eight A.M. It didn’t hurt that I added an extra shot of espresso in my coffee mug this morning. I was all out of quickening spell ingredients. Now was not the time to stroll around my screened-in porch and sip my coffee in peace, not when there was so much to prepare for.

      And as any southern woman worth her salt knows, when company comes calling there’s no time to waste.

      “This is the first time we’ve had a guest stay in the house, Grifter!” I announced. With the last of my breakfast dishes cleaned up and draining in the dish drainer, I wiped my hands on the dish towel and beamed at the large Great Dane.

      “Aren’t you excited?”

      He was flopped down on his oversized bed in the corner of the kitchen, his gray eyes regarding me with sleepy disinterest.

      I rolled my eyes. “Well, you should be. Corinne should be here any minute. That doesn’t mean you have to go into hiding while she’s here for the next two weeks, either. I don’t want you to feel like you have nowhere to go. Not that she’ll even notice you one way or the other—she is a normal human after all.”

      It didn’t matter how much I tried to explain to that old mutt, he just wasn’t getting it. He wasn’t a fan of any visitors, whether they could see him or not. This was his territory and he thankfully was happy for my co-habitation, otherwise this would not be as quiet of a conversation.

      The usual mopey look that pulled at his jowls didn’t change at all. My friend’s arrival wasn’t something he cared about in the slightest.

      Some might say I’m crazy for trying to explain anything to him namely because he’s a dog, but I say his indifference is more because Grifter has a funny sense of selective hearing. Even for a spirit.

      Guess he’d find out about our visitor soon enough.

      I was fired up the moment I found out my friend and former assistant Corinne went from thinking about it to actually booking her flight across country to visit me down in Mississippi. I’d been plenty busy with the house renovation I’d locked myself into on a whim many months ago. And I even had a group of some of the best friend’s a gal could ask for. But I certainly missed her.

      When I was living in Vegas and performing my shows live at the MGM Grand, Corinne was my lifeline. Everything I did was coordinated by her. Photo shoots, interviews, dry cleaning, doctor’s appointments—you name it, she was involved somehow.

      The woman could keep a herd of cats in line if needed.

      Over the months of chatting, I sometimes wondered what she really thought of my decision to leave the glitz and glamor of Vegas to come settle down in my original hometown of Nella, Mississippi. Corinne knew me as the Birdie Devaine who wore the specially tailored suits, kept makeup on at all times, and well, looked like she was twenty-five instead of a young fifty. Sometimes I forgot about that until she wanted to video chat with me and I had to keep making up excuses not to.

      And that isn’t the only thing I’ve been keeping from her.

      It’d been one hundred and eighteen-years since I’d stepped foot here after running away from home as a teenager, something Corinne still didn’t know about. In fact, there wasn’t all that much about my past I’d chosen to divulge to her.

      She had an inkling that there was something a little off with me ever since we met, but it wasn’t until the High Order of Magical Beings suddenly announced that we witches and warlocks existed to the public that she realized her gut was right.

      And we really hadn’t talked much about it since. A two-week visit sounded like the perfect time to get it all out in the open.

      My feet tangled up as I jolted toward the door the minute the doorbell rang—luckily I caught myself before face-planting onto the kitchen counter.

      I threw open the door, already feeling a wave of anxious and excited energies rolling off of her as Corinne stood on the other side of my screen door with a wide grin.

      “Oh darling, I’m so happy to see you!” I pushed the door open for her and scooted past so I could bring the rest of her bags inside. “Packing light, huh?” It was hard not to laugh as I brought in one of her two suitcases, two duffel bags, and huge tote bag.

      Corinne took a moment to study her surroundings, paying special attention to the grand staircase, before her eyes met mine again. “You know me. This is pretty light.”

      “I suppose you have a point,” I said wryly. “Go ahead. I know you want to say something.”

      She was staring at me not in an unkind manner, but more curious. “Huh. Either you were hoarding some serious skin care back at MGM or…”

      I raised a brow. “Or? What, I don’t look the same?” Okay, perhaps I was giving her a hard time. But her puzzled expression was well worth it.

      “Uh, no. But I know you know that. I’m guessing I’m in for one heck of a story time,” she said, just as to the point as usual. My stars, I really did miss her.

      I gave her a guilty smile. “You guessed right. But first you wouldn’t mind a hug would you? Even with a few added wrinkles?”

      She laughed and spread her arms wide. “Not at all.”

      I pulled her in for a squeeze, remembering all at once just how petite she was compared to my taller frame. “I promise I’ll explain it all. Let me take your things upstairs and get you settled with some tea.”

      “Tea?”

      The corner of my lip quirked up. “I won’t toot my own horn or anything, but I mean a mean sweet tea. And I’ve already got the biscuits waiting to be warmed back up. Would you like some jelly or preserves? Or plain ol’ butter?”

      I shooed her hands away as she tried to gather up her duffel bags. “I told you, I’ll see to your things. It’s been a long day for you already, I can see it in your eyes.”

      Corinne’s usual sparkle was definitely dulled but you couldn’t exactly blame her when she flew out at five o’clock this morning.

      “Don’t be ridiculous, Birdie. I can help bring up my own sh—”

      “Uh-uh. You know the rule.”

      Corinne’s smooth amber skin reddened. “Whoops. Sorry! It’s been forever since I’ve been around someone so…”

      “Prudish?” I answered with a chuckle.

      “Traditional,” she corrected. “And Birdie Devaine, prudish? We can’t be talking about the same person. Not when I’ve seen her do body shots off of one of the Chippendale’s dancers at Club Novela!”

      It was my turn to blush. “I’m sure I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I said, pushing the door shut behind us.

      It wasn’t until we were coming back downstairs that I noticed Grifter had run off. Sometimes I wished that he could tell me where he went when he left—not that I had to worry about him.

      “I still can’t believe you landed this place,” she said. “It must have been expensive as… heck.”

      I shook my head. “On the contrary, I got it for quite the steal. Keep in mind that it looked a lot different back in September. I’ve only just finished it this week. And that’s not included the nightmare of the landscaping that’s still left to do.”

      Showing off the parlor, I gestured for her to take a seat. “The master en suite is personally my favorite part. Oh, and the back porch. It’s been forever since I’ve had a nice back porch.”

      She sat down, nodding. “I don’t doubt it. You always were a sucker for a fancy bathroom. The clawfoot tub was a nice addition. But the back porch? Really? Isn’t it facing the cemetery?”

      She wasn’t wrong. There was a cemetery behind my house that was technically on my property and pretty much in my backyard. Most folks would’ve probably taken one look and run for the hills, but not me. Witches knew a thing or two about spooky.

      I shrugged. “Doesn’t bother me one bit. At least it’s not gazing into someone else’s house. My neighbor on the other side of it is no longer there—”

      “I remember that. The old nosy lady that got herself knocked off.”

      Ignoring her, I continued, “and on the right side of the house, my nearest neighbor is an acre that way. So I’ve got plenty of room.” I kicked back against the new velvety chaise lounge I managed to snag at a local estate sale for fifty bucks. Talk about a sale. It was one of the more luxurious pieces I had in the house, while everything else was clean and simple. Much less clutter for the mind, if you ask me.

      Corinne let out a whistle. “The new place is definitely you. And honestly, can I just say how nice it is to see you so relaxed? Don’t get me wrong, I know how stressful things were for you with double shows every night. But it’s great seeing you with a real smile on your face. I was starting to wonder if maybe you weren’t hitting some burn out before you left anyway.”

      “You know, now that you mention it… I was feeling particularly irritable the couple of weeks leading up to, well, my leaving. Burn out was entirely possible.”

      She nodded. “Absolutely. Did I tell you about the two new clients I’m working for now? One of the jobs is just as a virtual assistant, but the other job… woof.”

      “That bad, huh?”

      “You have no idea. She’s the ultimate prima donna—the Kardashians have nothing on this girl. And she’s only nineteen! I’m expected to be on-call practically around the clock. I’m her assistant, seamstress, stylist, dry cleaner… you name it, it’s probably in my job duties in fine print somewhere,” Corinne sighed, flopping back against the sofa cushions. “I’ve worked for some real jerks, but I honestly don’t know what’s worse—being yelled at for getting a coffee order wrong or having to take pictures of my current client for her Instagram that have to ‘match her aesthetic.’

      “Yikes. What does she do exactly? And why in the world are you working for her if she’s that bad? I’m sure there are a ton of people willing to scoop you up for good pay. Let me know and I’ll do my best to put out a recommendation. If that would even help you at this point…” To be fair, people have been asking about me in the media, wondering why I’ve fallen off the face of the earth.

      But Corinne let out a bark of a laugh—her usual sarcastic reply. “She’s an influencer.”

      I raised a brow. “A what?”

      “An influencer. She literally makes millions by having a huge social media following. Brands are nearly knocking down her door to work with her. Word of mouth with a big influencer like her is worth its weight in gold. And because of that…” she said, the corner of her mouth quirking up, “she has no concept of what to pay an assistant. She told me she asked one of her ‘besties’ what they pay their assistant and just used that figure. That bestie of hers? Is one of the hottest young actresses under thirty right now. And I know this because she was on People’s Magazine cover issue of ‘The Hottest Actors Under Thirty.’ Which means her assistant gets paid a heck of a lot more than I would’ve.”

      “Which means that it was an offer you couldn’t refuse,” I finished, nodding along. “I’m so happy and so irritated for you all at once.”

      We burst out laughing as she went on to tell me a few of her client’s more candid moments. Like the time the girl got herself stuck in an old drainage pipe in Santa Monica wanting to get the perfect shot for her Instagram page. Apparently Corinne had to call for assistance from the local police department, all while the girl whined for them not to say a word online because it would ruin her image.

      “What image would that be, exactly?” I asked, wheezing in between laughs and wiping at the corners of my eyes.

      Corinne hiccupped with a watery, cheeky look my way as she wiped at her eyes too. “The image of a rebel, but like, a woke rebel that knows about the world and things. And lots of blurry cool tones,’” she said. “Her exact words, I swear it!”

      The laughter eventually died out between the two of us, and I cleared my throat. I knew she was biding her time in the conversation, waiting.

      “You must have a thousand questions for me. I know I haven’t been completely forthright since I’ve left—”

      “Or ever,” she added.

      “That’s true, you’re right. It’s just that I knew you were onto me before the whole mess with the High Order of Magical beings getting involved and blowing our cover. I thought maybe you’d be angry with me for not explaining things sooner.”

      Corinne’s expression softened. “I’m not mad, Birdie. I get why you hid it from everyone. Now I’m just crazy curious about all of it. All of… you being a witch and everything I mean. I’ve seen stuff online and on TV where witches and wizards—sorry, warlocks—are able to do really insane things with their powers. And I wondered what you might be able to do.”

      “Pfft,” I snorted, waving her off. “Nothing like levitating or telemetry, and definitely nothing like resurrection or anything of that strong sort.”

      Her warm brown eyes went wide. “Resurrection? You don’t mean bringing dead people back to life, do you?”

      “Let’s just say it’s a rather nasty business. I know a witch who has that power and she’s… eccentric to say the least. Probably comes with the territory since she’s able to resurrect herself whenever she kicks the bucket.” I winced at my choice of words. “Sorry.”

      A familiar grin spread across Corinne’s round face. “I take it you’re not a fan of hers?”

      No ma’am, we’re leaving my feelings for Marguerite Chevalier to the wayside.

      “I’ll admit that it was hard at first, being away from the life I was living there. And the reason I left so quickly,” I said, gazing out the window, “was because news was spreading like wildfire during that last show. People were seeing the rumors about me, connecting them to what was going on. Right there in the audience, even. There were boo’s. And frankly, I was scared. There’s a reason why they call it a witch hunt, you know.”

      Her mouth twisted to the side just like it always did when she was deep in thought. “I can’t even imagine. I’m so sorry I wasn’t there at the show. I’ve been meaning to tell you that.”

      “Sorry? There’s no need to be sorry, darling. You were busy and you’ve seen the darn show a thousand times. I’m sorry I didn’t say goodbye,” I said. I knew full well that I’d apologized with every phone call we’d had. “Now that we’ve gotten that out of the way, why don’t you tell me what you think of our little town here so far? Culture shock perhaps?”

      “It’s so different here, I’ve already noticed. The drive from Jackson International was interesting. I’m so used to seeing people rushing around, or tourists drunk off their… butts, that they can hardly stand up anyway. The people walking along that main road we passed were taking their sweet time. Is it always so chill here?”

      “Oh my sweet summer child,” I chuckled. “The only place anyone’s rushing off to around here is the early service at St. Peter’s Church on Sundays. Other than that, things are a little slower around these parts. Especially compared to the likes of Vegas. But your ride was okay? And the flight?”

      “The ride was pretty quick and the flight was nothing spectacular. I got an outer seat which wasn’t so bad. There were some kids on the plane that were happy to screech the entire soundtrack of Frozen at the top of their lungs for the rest of us to enjoy. I’ve never been so happy to own a pair of earplugs. Also, stop stalling.”

      The last sentence threw me off and I sputtered, trying to think of something to say. “Stalling? I wasn’t stalling. I just want to hear about your trip is all!”

      She pursed her glossy lips together. “Mmhm. I flew in a plane and rode in a car. Let’s get back to the part where you’ve got magical powers.”

      I started to open my mouth but the sound of both my doorbell and a pounding on the front door made the both of us jump. I appeared to be saved by the bell, though I wasn’t sure why.

      “Who in the world could that be…?” I wonder aloud.

      “Expecting more to this party?” she asked.

      I frowned. “I wasn’t supposed to have company other than you today, actually.”

      We both stared in the direction of the door as someone pounded on the it yet again.
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      “All right, all right. I’m comin’!” I shouted, throwing open the door.

      Shadows blocked the sunlight streaming in through the stained glass around my doorframe. I already guessed who it was by the sound of all the chattering going on outside.

      Frannie, wearing an overly enthusiastic smile, had a covered dish nearly smushed against the screen door as three of the four women all greeted me, booming “Morning!”

      “Good morning yourselves,” I said, glancing back toward the parlor where Corinne sat. “What brings the sudden deluge?”

      Cinda elbowed her way closest to the screen door, jutting her thumb toward Frannie. “You know how this one works. She was nearly beatin' down everyone else’s doors to make sure we were all part of the—”

      “Welcoming committee!” Frannie finished. “For Corinne, of course.”

      I smoothed my favorite sleeveless blouse down the front, hesitating. “Right. Of course. I just thought that would be later on. Or tomorrow even.”

      Geena nudged Frannie. “Didn’t I tell you, Francine? She doesn’t need us butting into her time with her friend.” Her dark blue eyes met mine. “I’m sorry, hun. We’ll go ahead and go if you want.”

      Saying no to my best friends was something I already struggled with, and me being somewhat of a people-pleaser, I sighed. “Fine. Y’all come in and I’ll introduce her. But,” I quickly added as the screen door’s handle creaked in Cinda’s hand, “just so you know, I’m slowly telling her about me. So please don’t bring any of that stuff up just yet.”

      TJ, with her usual indifferent and pursed look about herself, followed after her cousin. “So ix-nay on the itch-way? No problem there.”

      As far as TJ went, that was about the best answer I would get.

      All four of them piled inside with curious looks around.

      “She’s in the parlor,” I sighed taking the dish from Frannie. “Thanks.”

      “Oh, I brought a little something for her too,” Cinda whispered. “I hope she likes chocolate.”

      The pink box tied in gold string had her bakery’s cute logo on the top of it and judging by the delicious scent wafting from the contents inside, I assumed it was her macarons.

      I smiled. “That she does. And I’m sure she’ll appreciate both.”

      Geena cleared her throat politely and produced a long tie-string bag from her purse. “I may have brought a little something along too. I figured the two of you could do with a celebratory reunion glass.”

      “Can’t say no to that,” I said, taking the wine bottle from her. All four of us looked expectantly at TJ.

      She raised a dark brow at us. “What?”

      Frannie clucked her tongue. “You know what!” she dropped her voice to a soft whisper. “Where’s your welcome gift? I thought that was the deal we came up with yesterday?”

      “Really, girls, you didn’t have to go through the trouble…” I looked nervously back toward the parlor again. I didn’t like keeping company waiting. Expected company, that is.

      TJ crossed her arms. “I didn’t agree to anything. I can say hi to the woman. That should be enough of a welcome.”

      Cinda laughed, placing her box down on the parlor room table. “You would say something like that.”

      “Birdie?” Corinne called out.

      I looked at my friends and sighed. It was sweet of them to want to come by and meet Corinne, but I was really hoping for some time alone with my friend. At least a little longer than an hour, anyway.

      “Come on, y’all.”

      Corinne was standing on the balls of her feet, her arms wrapped around herself. A flash of confusion was smoothed over by her reserved smile. “Oh. Hello.”

      “Well, hello!” Frannie crooned, throwing her arms wide open as she approached her. “I’m Frannie!”

      Cinda clapped Frannie on the shoulder to help pry her away as she squeezed a flabbergasted Corinne half-to-death. “Give the girl some space, Francine. Hi, Corinne—I’m Cinda. Nice to meet ya.”

      Geena stood back a bit, giving them some space until Cinda managed to pull Frannie away. “Hello, sugar. Sorry for the interruption to you and Birdie’s visit. I tried to keep them back, I really did.” She extended her hand. “I’m Geena. Birdie’s spoke so much about you. I feel like we sort of already know you,” she said finishing up with her soft laugh.

      It took Corinne a moment to register what was even happening—her round face finally relaxing. “Oh, okay. Hi! Sorry, I’m… I didn’t realize—” she looked to me.

      “—they were going to come by later, yes. I hope you don’t mind?”

      She blinked. “Of course not. It’s nice to meet you all. And I’m sorry, I—I didn’t catch your name…?” she said, looking at TJ.

      “That’s because unlike these vultures ready to pick the bones of your visit here, I didn’t give it to you yet. TJ. Nice to meet you.”

      A lull between them had me on edge. TJ was the toughest nut to crack I’d ever met. And that was saying something considering I had one-hundred and thirty-three years of experience to know.

      But Corinne was used to brusqueness After all, she did live in Sin City. “It’s nice to meet you too,” she said with a quirk of her mouth.

      TJ seemed to approve of this answer and met it with a sly smile of her own. And here I thought I’d seen everything!

      “The gals brought food over, if you’d like to come into the dining room and we can all sit and chat for a bit?” I gestured to the next room where the long dining room table I’d just bought a few weeks back shone under the new crystal chandelier.

      “Sure. That’s very sweet of you all. Uh—y’all?” Corinne tried the word out with an awkward giggle. “Wow, I totally apologize for that.”

      “Don’t worry, we’ll work on it,” Cinda said with a wink. “Now. How’s about some macarons?”

      That was enough to get everyone chatting. The time passed with plenty of stories from my friends about not only me but their own lives.

      “And this one right here’s got herself a beau now. She doesn’t have any more time for us poor folk anymore,” Cinda poked at TJ, who cut her eyes right back at her.

      “Hardly. You somehow manage to wrangle me into these activities anyway.”

      Cinda snorted. “Guess I’m just a stubborn mule. Wonder where I got that from?”

      Corinne sat back, surveying the two of them. “Cousins?”

      Both TJ and Cinda stared at her with their mouths slightly open.

      “How did you know?” TJ asked suspiciously. I was thoroughly sure that there were two modes she operated under. Suspicious of everyone around her, and opportunistic. A peach she was not.

      Corinne just shrugged. “I have four sisters and a brother. And way more cousins than that. My siblings and I drive each other crazy and hardly want to be around each other half of the time, but I always make time to spend with my closest cousins. Just a wild guess.”

      “Good observation,” Frannie said. “My husband could use some more astute people like you working for him.”

      “He’s Nella’s Deputy Sheriff,” Geena explained.

      “I don’t get along well with law enforcement very well,” Corinne said quietly, before turning the tide of the conversation. “Birdie. Did I tell you about Preston?”

      I shook my head, hesitantly looking around the table at the rest of my friends. They were busy looking at each other.

      Her mouth became a grim straight line. “The man’s really done it now. He got himself arrested in Lincoln County.”

      “No!” I gasped. “How? Why?”

      “I don’t know the whole story, but he called me as his one phone call if that tells you anything. I haven’t even spoken with him that much, the past couple of months. I got tired of him harassing me over you.”

      I dropped my head into my hands. “I wish he would just stop being so… so needy. Never in my long life have I met someone like him.” I looked at her between my fingers. “And you don’t know what he’s in for?”

      “I have my guesses. I’m not at the MGM anymore of course but I still have friends there. He’s working with a couple of shady people. I assume it has something to do with that. That was a couple of weeks ago. My friends said he was released on bail but who would post bail for him?” she asked, pushing away her plate of macaron crumbs. “The cops are corrupt anyway. They take their bribes and look the other way all the time. I wouldn’t be surprised if his so-called client had some kind of deal with the Vegas police.”

      Out of the corner of my eye I saw Frannie’s usual cheerfulness die down in an instant. And I wasn’t the only one to notice it.

      “I don’t know how they run things in Las Vegas, but I can assure you that not all police officers are like that. Harry runs a good department here,” Cinda said politely.

      Corinne crossed her arms. “I can’t presume to know how every police officer operates, but I know plenty of them aren’t looking out for everyone’s best interests.”

      It was as if the air had been sucked out of the room and replaced with icy cold water. I knew her reasoning behind the words, but it was clear that the others weren’t a fan of her opinion.

      Geena leaned forward. Out of everyone present, even as reserved as she was, she was the most likely to stick up for someone. And I could see in her eyes that she was taking Corinne’s words as a slight against Frannie and her husband.

      “I wouldn’t say plenty. There are always a few bad apples in every bunch, but I’d like to think that most people who go into the law enforcement field want to serve and protect.” Her voice was low enough to make you listen even harder, but strong enough to settle you right back in your seat.

      Corinne wasn’t much for being challenged though, and with burnished red cheeks she narrowed her eyes at Geena. “I’ve seen firsthand just how many bad apples have no problem abusing their power. My father was pulled kicking and screaming from our house by Immigration three weeks before my quinceañara. They threw him in the back of a truck like he was a package from Fed-Ex. There was no ‘serving and protecting’ going on there.”

      She swung her gaze my way and I remembered the first time she told me about her family. It was a sore subject for obvious reasons.

      “I’m so sorry to hear about that,” Geena said, alarmed.

      “Mmhm. Hey, Birdie? I hope you don’t mind but I forgot that I need to take my inhaler.” She stood up carefully and pasted on a semblance of a smile as she looked around the rest of the table. “Nice to meet you guys.”

      And with that she was gone.

      It didn’t take long for the girls to shuffle out of the room, each of them wearing matching faraway looks on their faces. I thanked everyone for stopping by, though I was honestly glad to have the peace and quiet I’d been wanting to begin with.

      I paused to knock on my guest room door, sighing. “Hey, darling. You okay in there?”

      I could barely make out the footsteps before the door creaked open. Corinne stood there, her eyes bloodshot. “I’m okay.”

      “I’m sorry about all that downstairs. I promise they didn’t mean to upset you.”

      She nodded. “I know, I know. I just have this thing with—”

      I held up my hand. “You don’t need to explain yourself, honey. I’m not coming up here for an explanation or an unnecessary apology. I just wanted to see if you were up for ordering some Chinese. And maybe seeing if we can find one of those weird true crime shows you like so well?”

      Corinne hesitated. “I guess I can’t really turn down a good bowl of General Tso’s. Or a detailed DNA analysis.”

      I gestured for her to slide past me and smiled. “Remind me never to get on your bad side.”
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      As expected, Grifter was nowhere to be found the next morning. Even though I was enjoying having Corinne here, I found myself constantly glancing around, somehow hoping he’d show up after all and scuttle off to his favorite spots around the house.

      With omelets cooking on the stove (who was I?) I went to the pantry to pull out the sriracha that I knew Corinne was going to want with hers. I’d been to enough brunches with her to know.

      “Here we go.” As I brushed past the fridge I nearly scared the bottle right out of my hands as several small things clattered to the floor at my feet. “What in the world..?” I muttered, frowning as I put down the bottle.

      Now I wasn’t one of those people that generally kept a bunch of magnets on my fridge doors—wasn’t really my style. But over the months I had nowhere to put half the pictures Geena would print out and bring over. And she was such a fantastic photographer that I hated not showcasing them somehow. Since every time I went out I forgot to pick up some darn picture frames, I had to resort to using magnets to hold them up on the only available surface.

      But now the magnets and the pictures laid at my feet.

      “I know my butt isn’t the smallest in the world, but my word,” I mumbled as I bent to pick up the mess.

      Gathering everything up, I went to place the picture Geena took of her daughter Ruby and her granddaughters playing out in the snow I’d conjured up in their backyard. Or pretended to conjure up, anyway.

      Except the moment I placed the magnet over it to hold it up both fell right back down to the floor.

      Okay. This is… not normal.

      I tried with the next magnet, then the next. One after the other did not want to stick to the refrigerator anymore.  With a growl I slapped a bunch of them against the next metal thing I could find—my fancy new dishwasher that I’d caved in on buying.

      They clattered back to the floor all at once.

      “What in the Sam Hill is going on around here?” I stood up with the magnets in hand and threw them down on the counter, scratching my head.

      “What’s going on around where?” Corinne said with a yawn as she came into the kitchen, sniffing the air. “That smells good.”

      I pointed to the magnets. “These. They’ve lost their magnetization.”

      “They’ve what?”

      “They’re no longer magnetic,” I said, demonstrating by holding one up to the dishwasher again.

      “Weird. Any idea why?” She was already in the fridge, pouring herself a glass of sweet tea. “I knew I shouldn’t have started drinking this stuff. Now I’m like one of those junkies on Baker Street, trying to get a fix.”

      “None.” I sighed. “And sweet tea goes with everything as far as we southerners are concerned. So drink up, I say.”

      She stood over the long kitchen island and smiled down at her plate. “You remembered!”

      “Of course, darling. You really think I’d forget? And I’m sorry for not putting the coffee on first. You were probably looking for that first?”

      She waved me off as she dug into her food. “Tea is fine.”

      I listened as she gave me the latest gossip on how Celine Dion’s shows had been going lately. Even though she wasn’t exactly working at the MGM, she still had all the insider scoop.

      “You’re staring at those magnets like they’re going to get up and walk away,” she said, polishing off her hashbrowns. “I really wouldn’t worry about it, Birdie. I’m no science nerd but it doesn’t seem like it’s a big deal.”

      I frowned. “No… I don’t suppose it is. I’m sure it’s something weird that’s over my head anyway.” Cleaning our plates up, I threw another glance back at her. “What would you like to do today, by the way?”

      One of the first rules Corinne had laid out when she told me she was visiting was no itinerary. I told her she had no reason to worry about that—after the failed plans Frannie had on our disastrous cruise in March I was not feeling up to planning much of anything.

      “What about some shopping? I could really use a new purse. The one I have is already getting scuffed up.”

      “Ha! That Kate Spade has a single scuff mark on it, Corinne. Already looking to rehome it?” I teased. The girl went through purses like tissues. And then when she was done with them she went and sold them to other people for a decent chunk of change.

      “Something like that. So, shopping? Yes?” She pretended to pout and batted her thick lashes at me. How does she manage to make her makeup always look like she’s runway ready?

      I shot her a smirk. “I don’t know… the shopping here is how shall I say it? Different from what you’re used to. You won’t exactly find a Prada store along Porter Avenue.”

      Her eyes lit right up. “That’s the best part! I want to see more of the southern charm. You said the town has a little shopping district, right?”

      Draining the last bits of my tea, I leaned against the dark granite of my new counter. “I suppose you could call it that. Oh, I don’t see why not. At the very least, maybe we can find you a handbag at La Bonne Nuit.”

      “Awesome,” she said, pulling on my arm. “Let’s get a move on then. There’s no time like the present, and I’m thinking maybe we can even grab some lunch later while we’re out. My treat!”

      We parked along the middle of downtown, figuring this would give us the most access to everything downtown Nella had to offer. Which to be frank, wasn’t that much. But hey, when you move to a small town it kind of comes with the territory.

      “We do have a Walmart about fifteen miles to the north of us. It’s really not a bad drive. And the grocery store keeps plenty stocked. Helen Henderson runs it and she knows everyone by name. A real sweetheart,” I said as we strolled past the drug store. “Frannie’s hair salon is right by Cinda’s bakery.” I jabbed my thumb in its direction. “And for lunch I’m thinking we could do Bubba Ray’s Diner. It’s my favorite, personally. And Bubba Ray makes a mean Cajun chicken sandwich that will knock your socks off. Especially if you like it spicy.”

      Corinne just laughed. “It’s so bizarre to think you know everyone here. I can’t imagine knowing everyone who works along the Strip, can you?”

      I shook my head, laughing along too. “Nope. And I don’t think I’d want to.”

      Trees lined the sidewalks on either side of the road, dotted in small blossoms of swamp oaks, Corinne sneezed several times, lamenting over the fact that she forgot to take her allergy medicine this morning.

      “I forgot just how different the hot, dry air is from the hot, muggy air,” I winced, handing her some of the tissues I kept in my purse.

      She tossed the tissues in a nearby metal trash can and nodded. “No kidding.”

      But while she kept on walking in the same direction we were already going, I stopped.

      Despite the clinging heat that I’d just commented on permeating the lazy May day, a chill ran up my spine. I glanced around.

      Corinne was several paces ahead. A gray-haired couple was holding hands and walking down the sidewalk on the opposite side of the road. The occasional car passed us by.

      But the chill was stuck tingling along the back of my neck, sending goosebumps prickling across my arms. It wasn’t the first time I’d felt the sensation before, but it meant only one thing: a spirit was nearby.

      Even though I was susceptible to seeing them as any witch or warlock would be, running into spirits along busy avenues wasn’t something I had a lot of experience with. And as far as I could see, the spirit was not corporeal enough for visible manifestation.

      So I took note of it and kept walking, trying to catch up with her while at the same time pretending I wasn’t a little bit out of breath.

      She quirked an eyebrow at me. “Everything good?”

      “Absolutely. I just thought I saw someone and I stopped to wave.” It was almost criminal how easily some of the lies came. And really, was there any point in keeping the truth about the other side from my friends? It was something I’d been debating about lately. Divulging the craft to them was one thing, but explaining that ghosts and the like were real? That was a different story.

      We perused through many of the shops as we headed down one side of Porter Avenue, and I shook off the creepy energy and began pointing out places and my own stories here and there as we went. And of course, Corinne was gung-ho on stopping inside La Bonne Nuit when she saw a coveted Tory Burch bag.

      “It’s calling to me, Birdie,” her voice stayed low in a stage whisper. “I can’t not go inside now.”

      The shop itself was clean, minimalistic. Very modern considering its location—sandwiched between a small pawn shop and an old video store that kept its doors open due to the amount of stubborn residents here in Nella who refused to move past Blu-Rays or even DVDs. The old movie posters circa 1998 always made me giggle when I walked past it.

      The man standing at the counter—okay, so maybe I didn’t know every single soul just yet—perked up. “Ladies. May I help you with anything today? Are you looking for something particular?”

      I shook my head and thanked him anyway, well aware of how Corinne was drawn like a magnet to the window display.

      “What do you think?” she asked, carefully sliding the icy blue bag over her shoulder.

      I smiled. “I think it looks fabulous on you.”

      With a satisfied nod, she pulled the price tag up to read. “What’s the damage? Oof,” she said, sucking at her teeth. “That’s more than I thought it would be.” She stared longingly at it than sighed. “Go big or go home, I guess.” Winking at me, Corinne shimmied and breezed past me up to the front counter.

      The man’s eyes went wide. Clearly he was not expecting a sale from either of us. “Wonderful choice, miss. Is there anything else you’re looking for, perhaps? A matching wallet or coin purse?”

      I looked away, doing my best not to laugh. Of course the guy was going to try and upsell her when she was already dropping a pretty penny for the bag.

      But she shook her head. “I’m good, thanks.”

      He clapped his hands together and rung her up, taking his time on wrapping up the bag in colorful tissue paper before carefully stuffing it into the large paper bag. “All finished, miss. I’ll just...” his voice trailed off. With a frown, he seemed to be looking past Corinne.

      I turned to see what it was. Nothing but the rest of their fancy stock of items. Nothing seemed to be out of place. But he still stared.

      Corinne did the same, raised a brow at me and then back at him. “Uh, are you all right there?”

      That snapped him out of it. He blinked. “Oh, uh, sorry about that. I thought I saw my co-worker come back from his break. So uh, here’s your bag, miss. I hope you enjoy the new purse.”

      With the new bag in tow, Corinne and I promptly ignored the guy’s odd behavior and continued down the sidewalk, this time crossing so that we could check out the antique shop, Past Presents.

      I chatted with Gary, who was getting ready to close down for lunch and head over to Frannie’s for a perm refresher, while Corinne browsed the back of the shop.

      But as soon as Gary turned away to tidy up one of the displays, I saw something move out of the corner of my eye. A shadow, or the barely there wisp of one was no longer there.

      I took a few steps away from Gary while he wasn’t paying attention, trying not to look like a spirit had just wandered past me. The chill breezed past me but didn’t stay for long, though I noticed the soft swaying of tassels from one of the shop’s vintage rugs hanging a few feet away.

      Was something following me? First the odd feeling outside, then the other guy here. Now this?

      “They have so many cool things here! Did you see the creepy old doll sitting on its creepy old rocker? That thing looked like it was at least a hundred years old—no offense, I mean,” she added with a sheepish smile. “You don’t look anywhere near that old.”

      “Thanks,” I said, though I was hardly participating in the conversation. My mind was still trying to process the odd occurrences. And even after we sat down at the dinner table with a pot of Corinne’s sweet chili sesame chicken between the pair of us, I found it hard to focus.

      “You’re awfully quiet tonight,” she said, filling her fork with the last bite of her rice. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      She’d asked me half a dozen times already.

      “I’m fine, darling. I think maybe I’m just tired.”

      “Now that you mention it, I’m pretty exhausted myself,” she said as she took our plates up. “Do you want to call it an early night? We can always push our trash TV bingeing to tomorrow.”

      “Are you sure?” One thing I would not let myself become was a terrible host.

      She yawned, halfway smiling through it. “See? Why don’t we go ahead and get some sleep? I feel like I’ll pass out the moment my head hits the pillow anyway.”

      If it was an out she was offering, then I was glad either way. “If you insist. You can put those in the sink, and I’ll wash up what’s in there. No, no,” I said as Corinne tried to turn on the water. “I’ll do it. Don’t give me that look!”

      She did as she was told. “Fine, fine.”

      Her footsteps faded as she made it to the second floor and down the hallway to the guest room. I waited until the door shut before spinning around.

      “Gracious, Henrietta!” I hissed, clutching at my chest. “You scared the bejeezus out of me!”

      Henrietta Hampton, or the spirit of Henrietta Hampton truthfully, was a hazy shape hovering not ten feet in front of me. Her gaze was unreadable.

      “I’m so sorry, dear,” she said in her quiet tone. “I didn’t mean to end up here like this.” Gazing around the kitchen with her eyes wide, Henrietta wrung her hands. “What am I doing in here?”

      The Hampton family had the Hampton House built in 1852 and she was one of many down the line to reside in it. Even after death. Except she had never been inside the house once she passed—she was stuck in the cemetery in my backyard.

      “I… I don’t know,” I said.

      “My, this place sure does look different than when I last saw it,” she mused, taking in the modern appliances with interest. “I had no idea you’d changed so much of it.”

      “Henrietta, we need to focus. You’re never able to materialize inside the house, so what’s changed?” With all the oddities I’d noticed today this was by far the biggest. And as much as I enjoyed my dead friend’s company, it was also the most concerning.

      Her form drifted out of the kitchen and toward the parlor, muttering to herself. She floated over to the far corner of the room and let out a soft sigh. “Gerald would smoke his pipe right there by the fireplace, and Katherine and Martin would play marbles and then jacks in the corner there. It drove me madder than a hissing cat when they’d leave those darn things all over the floor. And then the cat thought the little rubber ball was his. Silly thing… he was a sucker for the yarn from my knitting.”

      As much as I’d come to appreciate and care for Henrietta—my backyard companion—she rarely discussed her immediate family with me. I could understand why. It must’ve been incredibly lonely to know that her children were out there without any knowledge of her lingering existence.

      “I was pulled here somehow,” she finally said, looking back at me with a frown that pulled at the corners of her tired face. “I don’t know how though. It was as though I had no control of it myself. In fact, I didn’t. I was just as surprised to end up in the kitchen as you were.”

      Curiosity sprung up inside of me. “Henrietta… you haven’t seen Grifter around anywhere, have you?”

      She shook her head. “No, dear, I haven’t. I noticed his absence this morning too. Usually when he’s hiding from people inside, he’s out there rummaging around in the trees,” she said, nodding her chin toward the direction of the cemetery.

      Running my hand along the mantel, I chewed my lip. I didn’t want to do it—in fact I dreaded the very idea. But it the next step might’ve needed to involve Marguerite Chevalier after-all. She might have had a better idea of what caused this than I did.
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      The morning sun warmed my face as I rolled over in bed. There was never a day where I didn’t feel grateful for it, but as I slid out of bed I cursed softly at the light for blinding me. Especially since in the distraction I slid over something slippery by my bedside.

      I caught myself just in time before ending up on my rear and glared down at the misplaced item.  Something red stuck out from underneath the crumpled bedsheets I used to anchor myself with. I snatched it up.

      A red envelope with my name written in delicate brush script left me scowling. I glanced around, determined to find how the darn thing had made its way inside until the sound of someone cutting their grass drew my attention to one of the windows opposite me. There was just enough of a space between the window and its sill to fit the thick quality paper through.

      I grit my teeth. Marguerite. I swore every time someone so much as thought on her for a moment, she slid her way into their business.

      The last I’d heard from Miss Marguerite Chevalier was via another one of her red envelopes that felt more a harbinger of dread than a polite letter.

      And even though I was already dancing around the idea of having to consult her on the strange things I noticed yesterday, it wasn’t as though I was looking forward to it. Or looking forward to any potential meetups with my former boyfriend for that matter.

      I frowned at the envelope. It could wait as far I was concerned. Why start off a perfectly nice day in a bad mood? I stuffed it into the top drawer of my nightstand and started getting ready for the day.

      There was no noise coming from the kitchen as I went down the steps, so I figured Corinne must still be sleeping. She never was a real morning bird, which made her a perfect assistant for the nightlife in Vegas.

      I reached the bottom step and was hit in the face with the scent before I saw it. A dead squirrel lie with feet sticking straight out in the middle of the foyer.

      “Oh my word,” I whispered, stepping around it. How the heck had it gotten inside my house?

      I’d just barely pulled out the rubber gloves when Grifter’s huge form came flying past me in the kitchen, headed out to what I could only guess was the dead animal.

      “Grifter!” I shouted, completely forgetting about my sleeping guest upstairs. I bit my lip and followed him, shoving on the gloves as I went.

      Grifter pawed at the poor thing and I tried to shoo him away, but nothing prepared me for Grifter’s slobbery jaws clamping down and picking up the squirrel, now half-hanging out of his mouth.

      “Did you bring that thing in here?” I said, glaring down at him. “Do you know how…” my voice trailed off as the scene finished processing in my mind.

      Grifter. Holding a very real and very dead animal in his mouth…while Grifter himself was just as dead as the squirrel.

      I clapped my hand to my mouth.

      Grifter’s playful growls led to him shaking the furry carcass around, treating it like some sort of disgusting chew toy as he trotted around the room. Heck, it took almost all of his manifesting energy just to push his favorite red ball along the floor. And that was when he was really concentrating. And now…

      Stunned, it took me a second to get my wits about me and I ran back into the kitchen for my broom. Such a shame witches didn’t actually use brooms for anything other than sweeping dirt off the floors.

      “Get that thing out of here,” I whispered to him, despite his jumping and prancing around with it still in his mouth. He sat on his back haunches for a moment to regard me, his long tail sweeping back and forth across the floor.

      Somewhere upstairs, the sound of a door creaking caught my attention. “Birdie? You up?” Corinne called down.

      “Shoo! Go on, now!” I finally said to Grifter, panicking and sweeping the broom in his direction. “She’s coming down!”

      Grifter whined before hustling through the kitchen, just in time for me to yank the back door open. My eyes went wide as he ran headlong into the back-screen door, letting out a pitiful yelp as he smashed his big head. Even he had the sense to look shocked at this new development.

      Being a ghost certainly had its benefits when it came to coming and going as you pleased. Except for some reason Grifter didn’t phase through the door as usual.

      “What in the world are you doing, bud?”

      With a mournful whine, he dropped his morbid toy and walked through the bottom half of the screen door without any more issues.

      I stared down at the squirrel and then back out at Grifter before he disappeared past the headstones. Using the broom and some balancing, I managed to scoop the squirrel onto it.

      “Sorry little guy. It’s nothing personal,” I said before flinging it as far from my house as I could get it.

      “Cleaning at this time of day? Who are you even?”

      I spun around, broom in hand. Corinne had her hair pulled up in a colorful silk wrap, with one hand on her hip. She gestured to the broom.

      “Oh, you know. I figured I’d just do some light sweeping while you were still sleeping.” I flashed her a smile.

      “I see. I came down to ask if you had a blow-dryer. I completely forgot to pack mine—can you believe it? I brought the diffuser piece, but not the blow-dryer,” she said with an eye roll.

      “I do. If you go into my bathroom, you’ll see it’s still plugged up at my vanity. Feel free.” I peeled the rubber gloves off and kicked the door shut behind myself.

      Corinne thanked me before heading back upstairs, and I flattened my back against the door, shaking my head.

      Maybe now I’d get a chance to actually make some food.

      On the island, a white and gold phone case started vibrating before the theme song from ‘The Golden Girls’ came through the speaker.

      Okay. Perhaps not.

      I leaned over to quickly grab it. “Good morning, Frannie dear.”

      “Birdie! Goodness gracious have I got one for you today!” my friend whispered excitedly into the phone. “Do you have a quick minute?”

      A quick minute with Frannie’s gossiping was more like a long episode of a soap opera. There were bribes for money, scandals, and in the end someone was usually getting divorced.

      “I suppose I can chat while I’m cooking breakfast. At the salon today, I presume?”

      “Yes, ma’am. Just finished my second blowout of the day. How’s your visit with Corinne going?”

      “Great. We’ve been shopping, had lunch out, she made some delicious dinner last night. I thought I’d treat her to a nice big southern-style breakfast. Grits for days,” I said with a grin. “Now what was it you wanted to chat about? I don’t want to go burning the biscuits and gravy.”

      “Oh! Right, of course. So I was chattin’ with Irene from the Wegman’s—she came in with her mama so I could wash and curl her hair. She’s not able to get around much anymore after her stroke, you know. And I’ll tell you what, for a lady with pacemaker in, you’d think she—”

      “Francine.”

      She cleared her throat. “Sorry. Anywho, Irene was telling me about how she and Leighann, that’s her mama, were sitting down watching the news last night, on account of Leighann having a thing for Troy Waters. The meteorologist, you know? Anyway, while they were watching it the TV pooped out on them. Completely went black.”

      I raised a brow. Titillating news, for sure. “Mmhmm?”

      “And then one by one, the lights in the house went out. Irene told me she had some of her granddaughter’s toys still out on the floor in the den and this one toy’s music went off, scaring the bejeezus out of the both of them! For no reason. Then all the lights came back on and the TV, too. All at once. Irene said Leighann nearly soiled herself. I have to admit that by the smell of her hair though, she maybe have well done it, bless her heart.”

      “So the power went out in their house and some toys went off?” I repeated, making sure I got it straight.

      “Doesn’t that sound a little… fishy to you, Birdie?” Frannie drew out the last words. “There was some speculation that maybe it was magic-related. These gals don’t really know much on the subject matter. Not that I do, mind you. That’s why I was calling you.”

      Upstairs, there was a squeaking of the water pipes as Corinne turned the shower on. “Oh. I mean, I can’t really say for sure. But it sounds like maybe there was a power outage and your friends’ imaginations went a little wild. Or the toy’s battery was dying. Coincidences, really.”

      Frannie sighed. “I don’t know…”

      “I don’t see why any witch or warlock would intentionally try and scare someone. Especially in their own home. The logical answer is usually the best one.”

      In the background, I could hear the other hairdressers chatting about some new shampoo line coming out soon. Frannie tried to cover the phone shush them.

      “Maybe not magic then. Maybe… something else?” she suggested.

      I wasn’t following. “What do you mean?”

      Frannie dropped her voice even lower. “I don’t really know if I believe in them myself, but what if there’s you know… spiritual activity going on in their house?”

      I fumbled the phone. “Yeah um, well. I doubt that’s even—I mean. We don’t know…” I sputtered. The truth was that despite telling my friends about my witchy nature and how my magic and special ability worked, I hadn’t mentioned anything about the Other Side. Beyond the veil of reality wasn’t a casual conversation by any means.

      And I wasn’t very well going to go explaining things over the phone.

      “Oh darn it,” Frannie mumbled. “I better go, hun. Someone’s losing their mind under the dryer chairs. Maxine! Where’s the new case of bottled water?”

      “I’ll talk to you soon then,” I said, but it fell on deaf ears as the line went dead. “All righty.”

      I went about finishing the rest of breakfast, doing my best not to burn anything. You’d think after all the years I’ve been alive, I’d be a gourmet cook, yet here I was. As long as I remembered to keep stirring the grits then maybe I’d be okay. Time management in the kitchen was not my bread and butter.

      Flipping the fritters took plenty of skill as far as I was concerned, and don’t even get me started on getting the white gravy to the perfect consistency in the biscuits and gravy. My grandmother was keen to teach us how to make certain staples when I was growing up, though I couldn’t recall if I’d ever seen her happy to do so. Food was about survival. You couldn’t just go down to your local Piggly Wiggly and pick up some frozen food.

      And if there was one thing Grandmother made sure of, it was that her granddaughters knew the recipe for a good biscuit. Executing the recipe was a different story.

      I could hear Corinne moving around upstairs, and finally the sound of my in-need-of-replacing blow-dryer. One of the things I wished I could’ve done with the renovation was to better soundproof the second story. With homes built in the Victorian era, it just wasn’t something well-thought out, I guess.

      My mind wandered as I set the table, drifting from one thing to the next. The red envelope in my nightstand, and what Marguerite would possibly want now. Whether I should read it and get it over with…

      But honestly I would’ve much rather listened to Preston, my former manager, whine. He was so anxious to book me new gigs despite my constant reminder to him that I had hung my sparkly coat up for all intents and purposes. No more magic shows for me.

      Not that it deterred him any… and maybe it didn’t help that he could pick up on my money worries. It was like his sixth sense.

      I had put so much money into this house…it was true. And I didn’t have enough to just keep on living without any income. It wasn’t sustainable, no matter how much I wish it were. I’d done my fair share of working over years, so the idea of retirement was certainly refreshing.

      But I was pretty much broke, with only a few more months’ money left in the bank, and ideally, I didn’t want to get down to my last dime. I’d caved in and told Preston that we could look into our options. So far though, he hadn’t given me many options. Maybe if I got a local job…

      A thin stream of smoke plumed up under the range hood, the smell of burning fritters poured out of the pan.

      “Shoot, shoot!” I muttered under my breath, grabbing the spatula to flip them again. Great. Looks like we’ll be having breakfast with a side of utter failure. Extra crispy.

      I smacked my forehead—I completely forgot to add the butter in the bottom of the pan. No wonder I nearly burnt the kitchen down!

      Once everything was someone presentable, I fixed the new table runner, poured us some fresh tea, and set the rest of the table. Hopefully Corinne wouldn’t be much longer. I wasn’t a fan of a cold plate.

      I pulled my chair out and took a seat, running through the to-do list for the day. There were the breakfast dishes, still laundry to do, and the girls were wondering if we were all getting together for dinner later. Cinda had started a group text to ask us what we were hankering for as a dessert.

      Something about the last visit with my friends clearly rubbed Corinne the wrong way. I wasn’t sure how to get things back on good terms between Corinne and my friends here, and I didn’t have the time to give it some good thought.

      I started to bite my lip but silently scolded myself. These bad habits needed to be curbed and quickly or I wasn’t going to have much of a mouth left.

      I hummed to the tune of one of my favorite jazz pieces as I unfolded the napkin across my lap. It was one of those numbers that had really made the crowd go wild, flipping dancing partners left and right. I knew that music changed with the times but boy, did I miss those days.

      In my head, the brassy rhythm of the trumpets seemed to slowly crescendo. And I realized it wasn’t me thinking of the music. It was something else.

      The prickle of energy zapped up through my bare feet to the very top of my head and I glared in the direction of the front door. Where there was a loud knock, I stood up, determined not to let my emotions get the best of me.

      Grifter was suddenly at my feet, a fierce growl rumbling in his throat. His whole body seemed to be vibrating with it. I knew exactly who was on the other side of the door, and when I opened it, pushing Grifter back as much as I could, I stared.

      “Go lay down,” I said, bending down to try and calm Grifter down, still looking up at my visitors.

      Marguerite stood on the other side of the screen door, wearing an old-fashioned red capelet over a tight tank top. Which also clashed quite well with the gauzy white prairie skirt. Her long blonde curls peeked out from under the hood. “Hello, Birdie.”

      But my eyes slid over to the tall, dark and ridiculously handsome man standing next to her.

      Walking around with a mental radio signal and a wide taste in music kept him in the business of keeping others on their toes whenever he showed up. He was the creator of the theme song, to be sure.

      “Hello, ma chérie. I don’t suppose we can come in to talk?”

      Lucifer. Powerful, handsome, ancient, and also my ex-boyfriend. He fixed a new kind of expression on his face that I’d rarely seen before. Shyness.

      The dog finally let out the built up growling into a full-on bark that I half-wondered if anyone else could hear outside of the three of us magical folk. Considering recent developments, who knew?

      “Grifter, now that’s enough! Go on back outside. I can’t deal with you and this too.” A small bit of relief came as he whined and turned tail to do exactly as told. “Good boy,” I whispered after him, pulling myself to a stand. “And you. Mind telling me what you’re doing here?”

      “I would’ve thought we explained it all in the letter I sent last night. You did not receive it?” Marguerite asked in her light southern drawl. My cheeks burned. It was quite a talent to look so completely casual while one’s tone slipped under the skin and irritated so well.

      “I haven’t had the chance to read it just yet. I’ve been busy. With breakfast,” I said, tilting my head to the side. “Was there something you two needed?”

      They exchanged a look and I fought back the morbidly curious urge to ask them what the deal was between them. Not that I should care.

      Lucifer sighed. “We need to speak with you. It’s important.”

      I studied him for a moment. He was trying too hard to look aloof, leaning and standing there with his arm up along the doorframe. The shyness had faded—no—changed into something more serious. Out of pure vanity he wanted to come off loose, but his long fingers were fisted, one at his hip, pushing back the black blazer, and one craned over his head.

      “I’m already not a fan of whatever you’re about to say,” I warned him, raising a brow. “I don’t want to get mixed up in whatever nonsense you’ve got going on.” The man considered himself King of the Crossroads, so he was well known for schemes. After all, he made soul deals with pitiful fools. Or he did before he supposedly stopped. The details on that were still hazy.

      “Look Birdie, can we just come in and talk? Must you always draw these things out and render all parties involved uncomfortable?” Lucifer said, trying to look past me and inside.

      I threw him a dirty look and moved to help block his view. “I’m busy. And I have company visiting.”

      “I promise you it will not take long to explain,” Marguerite said, raising a delicate shoulder. “You may decide to do what you will with what we tell you.”

      The steps above the parlor creaked—I looked over my shoulder and back at them. “Good gravy. Just get in here and let’s get this over with before my friend starts asking a bunch of questions. We wouldn’t want anyone overstaying their welcome.”

      I let them in and gestured for them to follow me into the next room. “All right. Spill it.”

      Lucifer’s gaze traveled toward the staircase. “Your friend… do they not know about you?” There was a certain edge to the casual manner of his tone.

      “They do. But they don’t know anything past the fact that I’m a witch. I’m trying to keep from information overload. If this is witch business then let’s keep it down. Especially with what’s been going on around here lately.”

      Marguerite swept her capelet from around her shoulders in one fluid movement. In another life she was probably some kind of Russian ballerina, I bet. Quite literally in another life.

      “Would you care to explain what sort of things have been going on? It sounds as if it may be troubling you,” she asked, carefully crossing her legs under her long skirt.

      “Spirits unable to control their movement. Magnets losing their magnetization. My ghost dog has had enough energy to be partly corporeal. He dragged in a dead squirrel and then ran into the back door trying to take it back outside. He finally got through without it, but it was unusual.”

      “That’s putting it mildly. Lingering animal spirits are quite rare as it is, but one that can fully interact with this world? I must admit, I’ve not heard of that,” Lucifer said, pacing in front of the new sofa. “When was this?”

      “The magnets happened yesterday, but Grifter brought in the squirrel not long ago.”

      Marguerite and Lucifer exchanged an uneasy look.

      I leaned forward. “Why? What’s going on?”

      “A lot of small incidents have been called into the Underground Market’s Watch over the past two months. I noticed some of them—what we’re calling energy fluxes—myself. You received my letter in March, correct?” Marguerite said.

      It may or may not have been true that I read her last letter about odd energy shifts going on. And I may or may not have trashed it in my fireplace that evening. It made for good kindling at least.

      I ended up nodding. “Mmhm.”

      “Out in the bayou, we’ve had cases of dangerous fogs rolling through. Thicker than pea soup. Swamp gases have been igniting more than occasionally. There’s been a constant smell of burnt candy floss…” she trailed off.

      “Burnt sugar?” I looked at Lucifer. “Do you think it’s magic?” Raw magical energy itself had a very distinct smell that was meant to draw you in. Magic had a seductive nature to it if you weren’t careful.

      He nodded. “We’re positive it is. All of these odd occurrences are not coincidences. There is some sort of leak of magic.”

      I stood up. “Leak? Where?” In all my years I’d never heard of such a thing.

      “We’re unsure,” Marguerite answered. “That is why we’ve come.” She paused though and looked past both me and Lucifer. I turned to see Corinne standing a few steps up from the bottom of the staircase, her thick curly hair down in plaits.

      “Uh… hello?” she managed to get out, very clearly confused at the scene of us.

      I sighed. “Corinne. I’m sorry for another intrusion on our time. This is…” How did I describe them?

      “I am Marguerite Chevalier, and this is our friend Lucifer,” Marguerite said, rising gracefully from her seat. “We do not intend on taking much of your host’s time, don’t worry.”

      Corinne’s pinched, suspicious expression left me feeling a little mollified. So I wasn’t the only one who had an unfortunate first impression of Marguerite, then. Glad to see it.

      “Corinne, is it? It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance,” Lucifer said, giving her a rather outdated sweeping bow. He was very much one for appearances and would do his best to commandeer any conversation with a new person, always steering it back towards himself.

      Corinne fidgeted with the hem of her shirt, smoothing it down. There was very obviously something on her mind, but all that came out was, “You too. I’m Corinne.”

      I raised a brow. I guess that was one point for Lucifer. I could hardly remember an instance when he didn’t charm the pants off of every woman he met. Heck, even some of the men too.

      I cleared my throat, gesturing to the bay window that faced the front. “I promise you we won’t be long, darling,” I explained to Corinne, leaning in to whisper, “then we can forget all about them and go on with the rest of our day.”

      Finally tearing her gaze away from Lucifer, Corinne blinked at me, probably dazed for a moment. “Okay. Take your time.

      Most certainly not.

      “You two. Outside please.”

      Once outside and hopefully out of earshot, I turned to them. “So you don’t know where this leak is and that gave you the idea to visit me for some reason. All right. Care to elaborate?”

      Lucifer seemed to be taking point on this part of the conversation. He leaned casually against the porch railing I’d just had repainted last month. “We’ve been able to trace the energy vibrations, though they get muddled between here and the bayou, not far from Marguerite’s. We think that might pin down a better idea of where it is. Possibly less than twenty miles that way,” he said, pointing in the direction of southwest.

      “That’s great,” I said, folding my arms across my chest. “But what does that have to do with me?”

      Boy, the heat was already settling in. It wouldn’t take you very long to end up with your shirt clinging to your back out here.

      Lucifer dropped his head before raking his long fingers through the inky black tangle of hair on his head. As far as I knew, he’d looked this ridiculously gorgeous since the beginning of… well, no one really knew. He’d even admitted to me once that he didn’t remember when he came to existence. Just that he had memories one day. It was one of the few things that I knew vexed him.

      “Here’s the thing,” he began, looking down at me past that fringe of dark lashes. “We were… I was hoping you’d have some room to help. We need a place to stay that’s closer to the area range we’ve narrowed down. I didn’t realize you had a visitor staying with you.”

      I blinked. “Wait. Wait. You came to ask if you could stay here? In my house? With me?” They couldn’t be serious. Lucifer knew me better than that.

      He sighed. “I know it’s bad timing, but we both really feel that the three of us working on this together would help dispose of the problem. It wouldn’t be for long. A week, tops—”

      I couldn’t help but laugh, though it didn’t sound particularly humorous. “Oh boy. You’ve got to be kidding me. So you came on the off chance that even if I had enough time to read that darn letter—which I didn’t—that I would suddenly be willing to share my house? What’s wrong with a hotel room?”

      His lips pressed together to make a firmer line. It almost siphoned my attention away from what he was saying. Almost.

      “There aren’t any available rooms close enough for us to easily investigate back and forth. Your place is essentially our halfway point. We need somewhere to summon books from the Bastille Library, which means we’ll need a magical anchor, in the form of your home. Look, Birdie… I know you probably have reservations about us staying here, but this is serious. We need your help. No one else understands the severity of this quite like you do.”

      I found that hard to believe. I had nothing unique to bring to the table, so to speak. “Is that so?”

      “Please, I’m asking you to put aside whatever you have against us. Help us take care of this before things start escalating. I wouldn’t trust anyone else with this sort of task,” he said, his voice softening toward the end.

      I pursed my lips. “I don’t suppose you’ll leave me alone if I say no.”

      This time it was Marguerite who chimed in, shaking her head. “Oh no, we would no longer tread on your visit with sweet Corinne if you say no.”

      I sighed, teetering back and forth on the matter. On one hand, the idea of having both Marguerite and Lucifer under the same roof as me gave me the same feeling as hearing nails on a chalkboard.

      But… I couldn’t help but be concerned about the potential magic leak. That was something that shouldn’t be trifled with. And the sooner we handled it, the sooner the two of them would be out of my hair.

      It wasn’t fair to Corinne and I knew I’d have to find a way to both explain the situation and make it up to her.

      Staring out across the front yard, I chewed my already raw cheek. “I’m going to regret this.”
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      I had to admit, I couldn’t remember the last time I’d swung on a porch swing with a friend like this. Corinne took a slow slip from her glass of ice water and gazed out into the mess that was my unfinished landscaping project.

      “He’s always had a flair for the dramatics. I can’t even count the number of times he would call me, sounding like he just got off the treadmill after running five miles.” She shook her head. “I haven’t seen him in a few months but last I heard, he left Vegas.”

      A warm breeze tickled at my bare legs. With the heat picking up considerably over the past couple of weeks, I was pulling out more and more pairs of capris and my favorite sundresses. I’d eventually get to shorts, though they weren’t my favorite. Call me old-fashioned if you will, but my thighs were whiter than talc and I was in no hurry to show them off.

      “Hm. Well that certainly hasn’t stopped him from repeatedly getting in touch with me. Pestering is putting it lightly. The man has tried to call or text me—even email me. He’s been on my case even more lately after I may have accidentally told him I would consider looking at his new business ideas for me. Which was a large mistake, of course.”

      I didn’t know precisely what I was willing to do with my freed-up time, now that the house was finished. Buying new furniture and decor and having help with landscaping wasn’t going to keep me busy for much longer at all. And I was in need of income… I still hadn’t decided what to do there.

      Corinne sighed. “He isn’t what I would consider level-headed these days. Honestly? If you’re still in need of a manager, I’d look elsewhere. It’s one thing to be eager to get a client back into work, but he’s just straight up desperate.”

      “Oh? I have picked up on his… chaotic demeanor. But I didn’t attribute it to him losing his marbles, I have to admit. You really think he’s a liability?” The swift nod of her head spoke volumes.

      Across the street, Ruby—Geena’s daughter— waved. In tow were her son and daughter, piling into the back of Ruby’s car.

      “All right, Birdie. So I’ve given you the scoop on my life and what’s going on with me…” Corinne began, taking advantage at the lull. “When are you going to tell me what’s going on?”

      The sudden change in conversation caught me off guard, twisting my thoughts back around to reality. I blinked. “What’s going on… Well, darling. I suppose there’s no sense in keeping the truth from you.”

      I’d been thinking it over for the past few hours since Marguerite and Lucifer showed up on my doorstep without giving me advance enough warning. Of course she was going to need an explanation for why we had a sudden addition to our party of two.

      Studying the way she slowly sipped the water, still staring straight ahead, I sighed. “What would you like to know?”

      “I guess we can start with why are they here? It didn’t look like you were expecting them. In fact, dare I say you looked pretty pissed off.”

      “I was not expecting them, no,” I shook my head. “And they’re here because they need my help with something, as well as somewhere to stay. Not for long, though.” At least I hoped. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to handle very much more than a few days at best.

      Lucifer and I would end up bickering to the point of someone losing their mind—I just knew it.

      She mulled this over, tracing her finger around the rim of her glass. “They need some kind of magical help, I’m guessing?”

      “Yes. Putting it in layman’s terms, there’s a sort of disturbance in the magical energy around here. And Luke—Lucifer and Marguerite… they’re trying to find its exact location. They think it’s nearby,” I said, quickly correcting myself. Calling Lucifer by his nickname I gave him wasn’t conducive to helpful thoughts.

      Corinne pushed against the floor a little harder with her feet. “A disturbance in the force.” She looked at me from the corner of her warm brown eyes. “This is like a scene out of Star Wars.”

      I didn’t know much about pop culture anymore, not as much as I used to, but even I chuckled. “Something like that.”

      “So they’re having trouble tracking this weird disturbance or whatever. Is it dangerous? No one’s been hurt, have they?” she asked, her voice wavering.

      “No. Not as far as we know. Small things have been observed, like the way the magnets no longer want to stick to anything metal. The main point is that they want to find a way to fix it, just in case anything more drastic were to happen. We won’t let that happen, of course,” I added, seeing the way her eyes went wide.

      We swung in silence for a bit, Corinne taking a break from the questions. I wondered if maybe she was satisfied enough until she spoke up again. “Lucifer… That’s a pretty weird name for someone to name their kid.” It was an observation, but I knew exactly where this was going.

      “Mmhm. You don’t meet many of them, do you?” I inspected the haphazard pile of dead leaves from the fall that I never raked up, clumped together wherever they fell from the trees.

      “There’s clearly beef between you.”

      “We’ve known each other for a long time.”

      “Why do I feel like this has years of baggage attached to it?”

      If you only knew… “We dated. A long time ago. It’s what you might consider ancient history.”

      This had Corinne’s attention. “Really? You two dated? How old is this guy?”

      “I will pretend not to be offended by that. Lucifer is… well, we don’t really know how old he is. He’s been around as long as civilization has, I suppose. What?” I asked, taking in the stupefied expression. “You asked.”

      “I expected one of two different answers from you and neither of them were anywhere close to that.” She laughed. “I thought either there was some May-December going on, or he was a warlock like you and might not have shown his age. It seemed likely that it magical men too, probably got more sexier the older they are.”

      Even I had to laugh. Lucifer’s ageless good looks was a weapon he utilized carefully, but the idea of me being older than him was unfathomable. I had looked into his eyes and seen a very long history of life before me. There were things he’d seen that no one else had, at least no one alive now.

      “I suppose you could say it was a May-December romance, though not the way you were thinking. Lucifer is not a warlock. He has many names, but he does not really label himself as one thing. He most often goes by King of The Crossroads. The Soul Collector, Demon, oh and of course The Devil, Satan, Beelzebub … these are his most well-known noms de plum.”

      Corinne nearly spilled her glass of water as she shot up. “The devil? Satan? You were doing the nasty with the mother—sorry, with the bleeping devil? Are you crazy?” she shouted, sloshing water all over the porch.

      “Sh! Don’t broadcast it, darling!” I said, jumping up too. “It’s not as bad as it sounds… don’t look at me like that. It’s not. Yes, his profession is objectionable at best, but he’s more so morally ambiguous than downright evil. There is no such thing as black and white with him, in other words.”

      “Ay dios mio! Birdie! I don’t even know what to say,” she laughed a little on the hysterical side. She kept shaking her head as if somehow that would make things make sense.

      The warm breeze picked up, turning into a sudden icy wind that blew past us. Corinne whipped around, frowning. And I knew why.

      Henrietta’s face had blurred past me so quickly that for a moment I wondered if in fact I’d even seen it. She’d been sucked into the house yet again, and this time I was not the only one to notice.

      “That was bizarre. Did you feel that?” Corinne asked. She drew her arms around herself, the goosebumps on them fading away.

      I shrugged. Maybe if I played it off she’d forget about it. “Feel what?”

      The corner of her mouth turned down. “Never mind.”

      I’d have to remember to mention Henrietta’s sudden emergence into the house to Lucifer and Marguerite once they returned. Or maybe I’ll get lucky and they’ll decide to stay elsewhere after all.

      My luck had not been that great lately though. Unfortunately.
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      “Say what you will about your friends, but I am all for a Chinese takeout night,” Corinne said with a grin as she leaned against the kitchen island, watching me. But her grin turned sour. “Number One China Place closed down last month, if you can believe it.”

      I gasped. “No! How come? That was our favorite spot.” Chinese takeout restaurants were a dime a dozen in Vegas, and we were absolutely sure we had the scoop on the best one in town—the one that was rarely crowded with tourists. Locals knew the deal, though.

      “Chen told me she was moving to the Bay Area, to be closer to family. I told her we would miss her and her wontons like crazy.”

      I could practically taste the salty pork and bao buns. “That’s a shame. She’s one of the best cooks I’ve ever met. And I’ve been all over the place. A friend of mine taught at a culinary school in Italy, in fact.”

      “You must have some pretty insane stories, huh? I can’t even imagine making it to twice my age, much less almost two-hundred,” she said, snickering as I snapped the dish towel at her.

      “One-hundred and thirty-three is not almost two-hundred, though I dare say that thirty-eight is pretty close to forty…”

      “Don’t you dare,” she hissed, narrowed her eyes at me. If there was one thing that Corinne would rather stick her head in the hot desert sand over than come to terms with, it was that she was almost forty. It was a common sticking point for her.

      “Whatever the case may be, let’s hope they take their sweet time. I’d rather not have a full audience while trying to do this.”

      “It was pretty nice of them to volunteer. Though I still feel weird about being in the same place as the literal Devil.” Corinne watched as I added the crushed calendula to the cast-iron pot I had boiling over the stove. “What exactly did you say this potion does again?”

      I laughed. “I’m hoping that it will ease some of the tensions in the house while my other house guests are here.”

      “So they just chug that nasty stuff in there and they’ll what, be nicer?”

      “Oh my stars, no. You can’t drink this, not unless you’re looking to get painfully sick. No, this potion is applied to the doorframes in every room in the house to help seal in the spell.” I pulled out a leftover painter’s brush from the drawer behind her and held it up. “I’m having to make a considerable batch. There are many more doorways here than I’ve ever had. And I’m hoping it will take the first time. Potions are not exactly my… cup of tea.”

      “I know I’ve been nagging you with a buttload of questions, but I meant to ask you before. How do you know you’re a witch? Like, could one be a secret witch and not know it…?” There was a definite hint of hope in her voice.

      She wasn’t going to like the answer. I measured out the concentrated jojoba oil and poured it in, stirring it thoughtfully. “You know because it is a part of you. You cannot become a witch, it is a biological difference. There is magical energy all around us at all times, barely trapped behind a veil. But only magical persons can access it. And we all have one thing in common.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Every one of us has a special ability. Think of it like a superpower… some of us have a very powerful ability, generally warlocks do more so than us witches. And some of us have more subtler abilities. It presents itself very early on in life. A secret magical being would be highly unlikely.”

      The thin, watery substance in the pot was finally starting to thicken. Good. I very much did not want to mess up a potion in front of someone, regardless of if they’d notice or not.

      Corinne slumped back. “Oh.” She was quiet for a few minutes, still watching me. “How does your ability work, anyway? You’ve never shown me.”

      This was true. “I suppose you’re right. I, er, well. It’s probably easier just to show you.”

      I nodded for her to follow me out of the kitchen and into the sitting room. “Okay. You stand here, and I’m going to go back into the kitchen. Close your eyes for me.”

      She did as I said, with a smile playing on her lips. “Woohoo, this is exciting,” she said anxiously. “No one’s ever used real magic on me.”

      I kept my thoughts on that to myself—it was entirely plausible that she like many others, had been under the influence or presence of magic without even knowing.

      From the kitchen, I turned the pot to simmer and closed my eyes. It took some concentration, but I started with the usual blank canvas in my mind’s eye. I pictured it being slowly colored in, detail after detail that ended up as a scene of one of Corinne’s favorite things— a basket of kittens. The kittens mewed and pawed at one another, spilling out of the top of the basket, pouncing around on the hardwood floor of my sitting room.

      Corinne gasped and clapped her hands together. “Oh my god, look at them! They’re so cute! Come here, you. Oh wow, I can really feel their fur… esto es loco. Birdie—how could you keep something so amazing to yourself? For shame,” she said, though giggling. The kittens were dashing around, exploring the room.

      I smiled but held my concentration.

      The room around me went dark.

      This wasn’t right. I took down the shield for a moment and looked around. Had the power gone out? What in the world?

      A loud thud inside the other room had me rushing in, forgetting all about the power outage.

      Corinne lie on the floor, her dark curly hair spilled all around her head like an angel. Her eyes closed as if she were asleep.

      I screamed.
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      “Corinne, stay with me honey. Stay with me, Corinne!”

      I was down on the floor in an instant, checking her pulse, listening to her breathing. Somewhere inside my brain there was a tiny voice ranting at me for not taking the opportunity to become a nurse like I’d once thought about.

      Her pulse was slow, but it was there. I let out a strangled breath, not realizing I’d been holding it in. I kept my cheek by her face, slightly relieved to feel her breath. She was alive, and that was the important part.

      Now I had to figure out what the heck happened.

      One minute I was using my ability, trying to show it off for Corinne and the next she was on the floor, passed out. I sat back on my heels, searching my brain for the next step. Something… something…

      Oh, of course! I scrambled to get up, wincing as my knee crunched. That was never a good sign at my age.

      My cell phone… where had I put the darn thing? It wasn’t on the kitchen island where I usually set it down. I drew in a shaky breath, doing everything I could to calm myself down enough to think rationally.

      “Think, woman, think…”

      Instead of just standing around, I rushed toward the front porch to see if I’d placed it there while we were outside earlier. But I ran smack dab into Lucifer’s broad chest. He held up a big paper bag with a smiley face on it, tilting his head to one side.

      “Birdie?”

      I shook my head, fighting to get the words out. “Your phone! I need your phone!”

      Despite the confusion on his face he handed me his phone, stepping inside the house with Marguerite right behind him. “What’s going on?”

      “Oh no,” Marguerite said softly, catching sight of Corrine’s foot around the corner of the room. She went to her side, gesturing for him to follow.

      I was shaking. The phone felt clammy in my hands. I swallowed and tried to concentrate—what kind of weird phone was this? And where was the actual phone part?

      “Wait.” Lucifer called out. He was on his knees on the other side of Corinne. “Don’t call 911 just yet.”

      “What? Of course I’m calling 911! The sooner, the better. This stupid phone of yours though—I’m going to need your help to dial…”

      “And I’m going to need you to listen to me. They cannot help your friend. It’s not a medical emergency.”

      I froze. “Yes it is. That’s exactly what it is. Fine…” I said, shoving the phone back in his face, “I’ll just keep searching for mine if you’re so recklessly not going to help me, you bastard!”

      How dare he! The more time it took to get the ambulance here, the worse it could be for her. And I wasn’t willing to take any chances.

      “Birdie, it is her soul that is in trouble. Not her body,” he said loudly, grabbing at my arm. “And the EMTs will not help her. Nor will any medical doctor. So I need you to calm down and listen to me.”

      I blinked, unable to process what he was saying. It was akin to trying to listen to someone talking through molasses. “I… I don’t understand.”

      With eyes shut, Marguerite held her hands over Corinne’s heart. “Hm. I believe I sense it too.”

      I dropped back down to the floor next to her. “Sense what? What’s wrong with her then?”

      Lucifer sighed and rubbed at his temples. “To start off with, your friend—”

      “Corinne.”

      “Corinne’s soul is missing. I cannot sense it in her body as I should. I will try to feel for it, but my sense is never wrong,” he said, rolling up the sleeves of his black button-up shirt. I didn’t even realize he had discarded his blazer.

      He watched me steadily, giving me and Marguerite a nod as he reached his hand through her body as if it were pure vapor, feeling around her sternum. He paused, listened for a moment, and then slowly retreated until he was able to sit back.

      “I was right. Her soul signature—the energy of it, that is—is no longer in our plane. She’s gone astral.”

      My heart caught in my throat. “Gone. Astral?” I knew what he meant. But I didn’t want it to mean what he meant.

      “Her body is completely healthy, right here before us. Think of it as a deep, comfortable sleep. Her heart, her lungs, her brain—everything in her body is functioning as normal. However, something has managed to knock her soul out of her body. Quite literally an out-of-body experience. It’s so rare for an unwilling and non-magical person to be in this situation that I’ve never even seen it before. This is a first for me,” he sat back, running his hand over the stubble of his face. In the back of my mind I registered that I used to love seeing him do that. But I didn’t have that kind of space to think about that right now.

      “What does it mean for her, then? She’s just a body? Where exactly did her soul run off to? And what could’ve possibly caused this? We have to fix her, Luke! Right now!” I didn’t even care about the desperation in my words or anything else besides Corinne.

      Marguerite reached out to pat my hand, but I snatched it away. The embarrassment flooded through me immediately. “Sorry. I’m just…”

      “Terrified. Yes, I’m sure. We will do our best to figure out the next step. Please be assured of that,” she finished.

      I wasn’t sure I was ready to be so sure in that, but I sighed. “Thank you.”

      Lucifer stood up and began pacing the room. Henrietta, who I only just realized was floating around the potted plants in the corner, sang a song so softly that I wasn’t sure if I was imagining it or not. But her lips moved almost silently.

      “Will someone please tell her we need some space to think? I don’t need some spirit lingering nearby, wailing like a banshee in the corner. Not helping,” he said, gritting his teeth.

      “Banshee! I’ll give you a banshee,” Henrietta said, clearly flustered. “I didn’t ask to be put here, you know.”

      “Y’all, now is not the time,” I said, looking between the two of them. “I appreciate your concern and the fact that you aren’t exactly operating as normal, Henrietta. But we do need to focus on helping her out. And Lucifer… be nice.”

      He glared over at Henrietta but turned away. “The first thing we need to do is figure out how she was knocked out of her body.”

      Running my hand over her soft hair, I pushed it back out of her face and frowned. “I don’t know what did it, but right before I heard her hit the floor, the power went out. In fact… I didn’t even realize it came back on until I got up to look for my phone.”

      “A power outage? Did you feel any sort of abundance or lack of raw energy?”

      “I’m not like you. I don’t sense it that deeply. I was showing her my ability from the kitchen while she was standing here… and then the next thing I knew, she passed out. So sorry, I wasn’t paying attention to any shift in energy, no.” I paused, closing my eyes. I knew I was being rude, but I didn’t have it in me to care enough. There were way more pressing matters at hand.

      Marguerite pulled herself up to sit on the new chaise lounge and looked up at him. “Could it be a reaction to another leakage?”

      He shrugged. “Honestly, all of this is unprecedented. But I suppose maybe it’s possible.”

      “What about her… what about her here? We can’t just leave her like this! I say we take her to the hospital ourselves. That way they can at least monitor and maybe—”

      “Not a good idea, Birdie. I’m telling you there is no point in it. And even more importantly, Corinne is going to need her body to stay right where it is. If you move her more than a foot or two away from where she is, it’s quite possible that her soul will wander and get lost. We don’t know if she’s here with us, or if she’s already lost. Whatever we do, we cannot move her,” Lucifer said, crossing his arms.

      I chewed my lip. “What if she hurt herself, though? What if she’s really in a coma and you just can’t see that because the rest of her seems healthy but her soul isn’t there to respond? I need some backup here.”

      While he was mulling it over, I was scrambling around to find my phone again. Luckily for me, and rather stupidly in fact, it had been in my pants the whole time. I shook my head at myself and slid my finger over a familiar name.

      I couldn’t be the only one freaked out here.
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      Geena stood in the door with her bag in hand, looking grim and determined. “Where is she?”

      “In here,” I said, moving aside so she could get through. I glanced out the door, making sure no one saw her rushing over and got worried. “She’s in the sitting room.”

      “Let me just say that I am one-thousand-percent against the idea of not taking her to the hospital. She needs medical treatment, more than I can give her here. You must know this, Birdie,” Geena said, throwing her stethoscope around her neck.

      “We can’t. If we move her she might not be able to find her way back. Believe me, I tried to tell them. But if this is magical in nature, and he’s assured me it is,” I said, looking to Lucifer who was standing a bit back to give her some space, “then we need to treat it as such. It’s more important that we get her soul back in place. It’s better for her this way. You have to trust me. Otherwise, a head injury won’t matter much at all. She’ll be gone. She’ll stay gone.”

      And I refused to even think on it.

      Geena clucked her tongue but got to work checking her vitals. “I don’t like this. Not one bit.”

      We all watched on in silence as Geena checked her pulse, her pupils, and listened to her body with the stethoscope. Her expression was miles away, efficiently going down the list of vitals.

      When she was satisfied enough, she sat back, legs crossed. “I can’t make any promises about brain activity, otherwise she appears to be healthy. Normal resting pulse, her oxygen level is good, her pupil response normal… you’d think she was pretending to sleep.” She shook her head, her brown ponytail swaying. “How could something like this happen? I don’t get it. You say her soul is out of her body? That’s a real thing?”

      All three of us nodded, and I reached out to take her hand. “I know it sounds crazy, but it’s true, Geena. Although this is… new. Even to us.”

      “While she’s here, you’ll need to keep her hydrated at the very least. I don’t suppose you have some kind of magic woo-woo that will make water suddenly appear in her stomach, do you?” she asked, eyeing me suspiciously.

      “No. I-I don’t think so. I can certainly work on finding a spell or potion of some sort that might help.”

      She looked dubious. “I better get an I.V. started then, in case. And I’m going to let Ruby know I’m staying over tonight. Can y’all at least move her six inches to the left? On the sofa? We can’t allow bed sores.”
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      As predicted, I managed to get zero sleep. All I could think about was how this could’ve been my fault. We had no idea what caused Corinne’s soul to just fly out of her body… and I felt like I wasn’t doing enough to figure out the answer.

      “You need to sleep at some point,” Geena had muttered as she rolled over on the air mattress she brought from her house. She’d set it up to face toward Corinne so she could keep watch over her, just in case.

      “I know, I know.”

      I’d been puttering about in the kitchen, unsure of what to do with myself. My usual calming tea was no use, and I was too nerve wracked to be doing any kind of meditations. She finally fussed at me to go lie down and despite being her senior by about seventy-two years, I did what she said. As far as I had been concerned, Geena was the one taking point.

      Marguerite strolled down the stairs in an airy tunic, wearing a headband made of very real flowers. If my mind wasn’t completely elsewhere, I probably would’ve inwardly questioned her style choices.

      “Good morning everyone.”

      Geena yawned as she emerged from the kitchen with a mug of steaming coffee. “Mmhm.” She looked Marguerite up and down as Marguerite paused to pass her hand over Corinne’s sleeping form.

      Maybe I found the tiniest satisfaction in the way she pursed her lips together as she took a sip from the mug.

      “Her energy is reading the same,” Marguerite announced as she turned around. “Oh, is there coffee prepared?” She looked at Geena expectantly, but Geena blearily stared straight ahead.

      I knew my best friend pretty well enough to know that it wasn’t because she was being rude, but more because she wasn’t fully human until she’d had her morning coffee.

      “There’s some left, yes. You’re more than welcome to it,” she finally said. This seemed to satisfy Marguerite and she thanked her before strolling into the kitchen like a fairy gliding across the floor thanks to their beating wings. I’d never understand how some witches appeared to be so ethereal while the rest of us looked like every day ordinary folk.

      Maybe it had something to do with her power. There weren’t many resurrection witches around, and I had never heard of a warlock with the power before.

      Lucifer’s voice pulled me from my thoughts. “I’ve made some phone calls. And I think I know our next step forward.” He stalked in from outside the front yard. “It’s clear to me that we are looking at a magic malady. Thus, it makes the most sense that it is related to the energy leak. Marguerite and I have already been discussing how to track down the energy leak. We’re looking for a nexus of sorts. A place where the magic in the atmosphere is like a beacon. At first we thought it would be easier to sort out its location…”

      “But we are finding it more difficult,” Marguerite finished.

      “Exactly. These energy shifts which we’ve been keeping an eye out for over the last five or six months are quite larger than we realized. What we thought were pinpricks of magic energy waves may have started out that way, but now we’re looking at something on a larger scale.”

      Geena, who had been silently listening, snorted. “You don’t say.”

      “In effect, they are more powerful. Which means we’re going to be feeling the aftershocks of these powerful waves if we do not hurry and try to shut the whole thing down. Plug up the magic leak and seal it,” he said, ignoring Geena’s sarcasm.

      “I figured as much,” I said. “What does that have to do with Corinne, though?”

      “We will work on bringing her back, of course. But in order to do that we need to locate the nexus of energy. The two of us will go and speak with those in the closest Underground Market. We need to ascertain whether anyone else has experienced anything like this there. Other accounts of chaotic magic may very well help us in finding it.” Marguerite was already working on finishing her cup of coffee with a smile.

      How could she remain so calm and collected? Inside, despite my usual resolve, I was clawing around desperately. Not having any control over any of this was doing me in.

      I swallowed, working against the rise lump in my throat. “And what am I to do while the two of you are off on your own little adventure?”

      Lucifer whipped his head around to me while the smile on Marguerite’s face turned down.

      “Little adventure?” Lucifer echoed. “We’ve been working on this for months now, Birdie. We’ve asked for your help before, but the request fell on deaf ears. Perhaps if you’d been more generous with your time your friend here wouldn’t be wandering ‘round in the astral plane looking for her body.”

      The perfect words to slice right under my ribs. “How was I to even know?”

      “If you would’ve simply listened then—”

      Geena cut in, coming to stand between the two of us. “Children. I’ve barely made it through my coffee—please keep the arguing down. There’s really no point in it. None of the back and forth will help Corinne. At least not until someone makes good on their words and brings back something that will help her.” Looking at me, she seemed to know exactly what I wanted to hear. “You two can go ahead and take off. If you want to help then there will be no time to waste. And you,” she said, pointing to me, “we’ll keep an eye on her and I’ll keep you distracted.”

      Surprisingly enough, Lucifer and Marguerite took their leave without anything but a nod and thanks. Which only goes to show the kind of leader qualities my best friend had.

      I watched over her, asking her questions as she went over to check Corinne’s vitals again. You’d think that someone who helped during the Blitz in Coventry, England back in 1940 would know a thing or two about this sort of thing. But everything had been so muddled and panicked that I hardly had the chance to learn anything.

      “You can see that her pupils are constricting as I shine the light on them but dilating as normal when I pull the light away,” Geena said as she put the flashlight back into her bag without even having to look. “A good pupil response is a good sign.”

      I nodded. “There’s hope for her yet.”

      Once she was finished, Geena groaned as she pulled herself up to a stand. Stretching her arms overhead she let out a big huff of air. “Oh yes, Geena Anne, it’s time to get back into your yoga practice.”

      She wasn’t the only one who needed to limber up some. I did the same, twisting my sides this way and that, lengthening my spine. “Some days I feel my age and some days not so much,” I admitted.

      The smile on her face paired with the faraway look in her blue eyes. “Days like these can bring on the age, for sure.”

      Boy was that the truth.

      Packing away her nurse’s bag, Geena leaned back against the chaise lounge. “Come on, let’s have it.”

      I looked around. What in the world was she going on about? “Let’s have what, darling?”

      She pursed her lips at me. “This mopeyness on your pretty face. What’s going on in that brain of yours?”

      I felt at my cheeks as if that was going to make a difference. “I… I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Okay. I’ll just guess at it, then.” She sat at the edge of her seat, arms crossed. “You feel responsible for what happened to Corinne. Guilty. And your lack of control in the situation is only making it worse. Am I in the ballpark or what?”

      “I know deep down that it’s not inherently my fault,” I began, surprised at how well she’s managed to hit the nail on the head. “But the lack of control is concerning. I like to be in control, as I know you do too. It’s just… frustrating. The whole thing. One minute I have the whole two weeks with my friend. Then the next, my house is invaded by two of the last people I expected or cared to play host to. Only for my friend to, for all intents and purposes, fall ill.” The pun tasted bitter in my mouth.

      Geena looked across at Corinne’s still form. “I can understand the frustration. You know, my mama always told me that the best thing you can do in moments like these is to find the things to be grateful for. The silver lining.”

      I knew it was a petulant thing to think but I couldn’t really see a plus side to any of this…

      She must have sensed my hesitation. “Like… for instance, had those two not shown up when they did then we might be at the hospital with Corinne right now, miles away from wherever her what was it they called it? From wherever her astral body is? And by the sound of it, that would not be a good thing.”

      “All right. It’s a good point.” Though it was hard to wrap my head around being grateful for their sudden party-crashing.

      A quiet buzz sent Geena’s phone moving around in erratic circles on the coffee table. She picked it up, mouthing ‘Ruby.’

      “Good mornin’, sweetie.”

      I could already hear Ruby’s chattiness through the phone though I did not try and listen in. I busied myself with my own phone. I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d used it for anything just to pass the time. Keeping my nose buried in my phone was not for me.

      “Yes. I’m sure the Angelic Voice ladies will manage just fine without me. Any excuse will do. Tell her that I’m feeling a little under the weather, that ought to do it,” Geena said, frowning as Ruby’s voice filled the phone again. “Well yes, sweetie. I realize that, but like I texted you earlier, this is very important. I can’t go anywhere. Of course I’ll explain it but not as you’re trying to get ready for church. Listen, I can already hear Max whining about putting on his shoes over there. Why don’t you worry about my grand babies and I promise you I’ll check in with you later? Okay, okay. I love you too, Rubes.”

      I sighed. “I hate that you’re missing out on church, Geena. I can keep an eye on Corrine—you don’t have to be stuck here around the clock.”

      I hated feeling like I was putting her out.

      But she just waved me off and held up her empty mug. “I’m a nurse, honey. This is what I do. Lucifer said himself that this has not happened before—so who’s to say she won’t suddenly wake up and need medical attention?” she said, nodding to the IV line she put in last night. “You know I’m right.”

      And maybe she was.

      It was then that I realized Grifter, who hated being around anyone else but me, was curled up in the kitchen with his long tail swishing back and forth from around the corner.

      And it seemed to catch Geena’s attention.

      “Uh, Birdie?”

      “Hm?”

      She nodded toward the kitchen. “Maybe I’m just in need of about two more cups of coffee but… do you own a dog?”

      I shot up. “What?”

      Surprise washed over her as she did too. “So the dog isn’t yours?”

      “Well, I mean… Wait. You can see a dog?” I looked between her and the lazily in motion gray tail.

      She shot me an anxious look. “Did you really adopt a dog and not tell anyone?”

      Okay. So perhaps she could see Grifter after all. After the incident with the dead squirrel I wasn’t quite as surprised as I would’ve been before it. And how in the world was I supposed to explain this one?

      “Not exactly. The dog sort of, I guess you could say he came with the territory? Grifter! Come in here you great mutt,” I called out to him. Even less surprising was that he didn’t pay me any mind.

      “Hold on. Did he just…? Where’d he go?” She said in a hushed tone, clearly shaken. “You saw him, right?”

      All I could do was shrug and laugh. “I did. And honestly I don’t know how to break it to you… but that’s Grifter. He’s dead.”

      Geena stumbled a bit backward, having to help herself rebalance with the edge of the stuffed armchair. “Dead?”

      I nodded. “Yes. I guess you could call him a ghost dog. Doesn’t really have a good ring to it, though.”

      “I’m so confused…and why does he look familiar?”

      Oh, I’d completely forgot! “I named him Grifter after he showed up on the servant steps in the pantry the first day I got here. But that wasn’t his original name.” Not long after I cleared my name of the murder of my next-door neighbor, my new friends had brought up the subject of their best friend who also used to occupy this place.

      “Duke. Oh my word. He’s Hazel’s dog! Wow, I think he died in what, ’99? That’s… unexpected.” She shook her head. “You say he’s been here since day one, huh? I don’t suppose you were going to get around to telling any of us?”

      I looked down at the floor, my cheeks burning. “I was going to get around to it.” With a sigh, I met her gaze again. “There are a few things that I should probably tell you now, considering…”
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      Ruby was happy to bring over a couple of different plates from the church luncheon. I couldn't help but practically drool over the food. I hadn't realized I was so hungry, with everything going on.

      "We've got some mashed potatoes and some green bean casserole too. Mama probably won't want any when she comes down. She’s so particular about it that she’ll eat plain lard before taking a bite of the preacher’s wife’s green bean casserole,“ Ruby giggled as she set everything down on the dining room table. She froze. "I'm so sorry, Birdie. I shouldn’t be laughing at a time like this, I know it. I apologize."

      But I waved her off, cracking open the plastic tray's lid. The divine smell of buttery potatoes and biscuits in need of warming up wafted past me. I smiled at her. "Don't worry, darling, no one said you couldn't laugh. I think all of us could use some of that, given the circumstances. No?"

      When Ruby had initially come inside, the very first thing she did was rush over to Corinne. She couldn't believe her eyes. "I can't believe she's... not there." Ruby's big blue eyes met mine. "I'm so sorry about your friend, Birdie."

      Of course we'd already explained the situation the best we could to her over the phone. But hearing it and seeing it were two completely different things. I was grateful she was here at all. Geena took the spare clothes that Ruby brought over from Geena's house, including a bag of her toiletries, and headed upstairs to take a shower. "Y'all please let me know if something changes. I doubt it will, but all the same."

      Which left me and Ruby to the food.

      "You're a sight for sore eyes, darling," I mused, looking over her floral sundress. "Those heels are to die for."

      Ruby's cheeks reddened, nearly matching the color of her strawberry-blonde hair. "These old things? I picked them up at a TJ Maxx years ago. Which reminds me... I should probably make a donate pile for everyone's clothes before we do back to school shopping. Or in our case, first-time-in-school shopping! It’s insane to think my child is already starting kindergarten. It's still a few months away but you can never be too prepared.”

      That was one of the things to love about Ruby. She was so persistently cheerful that it made it difficult to be as well.

      “That is true,” I agreed. “And I completely forgot that he was starting school in the fall. I bet he’s excited. Is it terribly expensive to get all those school supplies?” Children and school were things I’d never had to think on, personally. I loved them but I never had the ache to have them like everyone else I knew did. And of course when I was of true child-bearing age, you were seen as a spinster of the worst kind, barren or not, if you were not fulfilling your role as a woman. Thankfully to friends of mine in the Women’s Right movement, including Sylvia Pankhurst, that notion became outdated.

      She shrugged. “I guess it depends on your idea of terribly expensive. It’s not so bad right now, but that’s with only Max in school. Once the both of them are in school, then we may be strapping our belts in a little tighter. But for now I’m not worried.”

      I threw the rest of the food Ruby brought into the fridge for Geena to heat up when she was done washing up and nudged for Ruby to follow me. “Why don’t we get some fresh air? I haven’t really been outside…”

      She gave me a sympathetic smile. “Sure thing.”

      Flipping the screened-in porch’s fan on, I stepped out and kicked my house slippers off to the side. The brand-new rug I had placed down was soft and thatched. I loved the feel of it underfoot. The fan brought with it a warm breeze in the otherwise stagnant air.

      Ruby gasped. “This is so nice! Look at this! I didn’t know you had this little oasis back here.” She ran her fingers across the fringe that hung off the colorful tapestry I placed on the wall by the light switch. It was simplistic as I liked it, but I had it made by a fellow witch I’d met in the Underground Market last December, named Rita Lewandowski.

      There were macramé planters hanging full of the heartier plants that did well in the heat but low direct sunlight. Where my porch was positioned there was never any real full-on sunlight, thanks to the trees on the property.

      The porch wasn’t terribly big, so I had to really work with the space I was given. I didn’t want to add on or change much of the overall structure of the house during the renovation, so I kept it as is.

      A small round table that was just big enough for the five chairs around it stood on one side of the room. I’d placed a cheerful yellow tablecloth over it to help disguise the darn pollen that wanted to sneak inside and cover the surface of everything it touched. A pretty clever work-around if I did say so myself.

      “The ceiling! Oh, that goes perfectly with the trimming around the house. I love it. It feels so cozy in here,” Ruby said, kicking back on one of the two weather-proofed cushioned chairs on the other side of the porch.

      The ceiling as she mentioned it, was where I painted over the wood clapboards with a pretty emerald green. It was bold but I kept mainly everything else neutral enough that it didn’t clash.

      I smiled. “I have to admit, it’s one of my favorite fixes. Eventually I’ll get outside and work on creating some raised beds. I’m thinking some vegetables and even some herbs. I’ll leave the pretty stuff for the front yard.”

      “That’s sounds like a good plan. Phew, I can’t believe you’re finally finished with the reno. How do you feel about it? I’m sorry I haven’t been over sooner to come check it all out,” she said with a sigh. “With Shawn pulling in a couple of extra hours throughout the week and having to take care of the kids and the new business… let’s just say that I have my own secret bottle of Rosé tucked away for the long nights.”

      I waved her off. “Don’t be silly—like you said, you’ve been very busy. And listen, I appreciate you bringing your mama over some food. She’s barely moved from the sitting room no matter what I tell her. That woman’s as stubborn as a mule, I swear.”

      “Oh believe me, you’re preaching to the choir. And I’d know a thing or two about that, with Mama being part of the choir.”

      I took a seat across from her. “How have the kids been? And Shawn?”

      “Same ol’, same ol’. Driving me nuts as usual. But after Eva’s birthday party at the bowling alley a few weeks ago, I have noticed that she really likes to throw things. I don’t know if that’s a consequence of it or what,” she laughed. “And Shawn is grumpy lately. His workload has picked up considerably, so his firm is looking to hire another paralegal. Hopefully soon.”

      “And the new business? I’ve been anxious to see how things are going with you.”

      At this, Ruby’s smile faded. “I wish I could give you a bunch of good news. But things have been off to a slow start. I’ve snagged a couple of clients since I’ve started… the projects are longer and more involved than what I was really looking for.”

      I raised a brow. “I didn’t realize interior design was so complicated.”

      “One of the clients is paying me in installments. Not ideal, but I’ve gotta take what I can get, you know? And the other client is the owner of a hotel in Columbia. They were looking for the cheapest rate they could get which is why they booked me.”

      I leaned forward and patted her knee. “You’ll get more clients, darling. Word of mouth is the best form of advertising. Just ask for their testimonials and for them to share their experience with their people. And before you know it, business will be booming!”

      Though the look in her eyes was uncertain, she smiled. “Let’s hope so… I don’t want to go eating crow and end up back at the station. Harry told me that the replacement they found for me can hardly see through his bifocals. And he’s been misfiling evidence like crazy,” she said chuckling to herself. “I guess that should make me feel good but…”

      “You’d much rather be successful doing what you want to do and not necessarily what you already know you can do,” I suggested. I’d been there plenty of times throughout my lifetime.

      “Surely you’ve had jobs like that.” She must have been reading my mind.

      I regaled her with the few years I worked as a seamstress, secretary, florist, and when I was doing my part at a salvage yard, during the war effort in 1941. Not to mention the time I spent in Coventry, helping out in the hospital after the Blitz. After losing my first husband, Cecil, in the Great War, I was throwing every bit of effort I had into working there. Ruby sat back with her eyes wide as she listened.

      “Which leads me to today. After all of that, I’d like to be able to kick back and do things in my own home at my own leisure.” To further bring the point home, I crossed my legs and leaned back, folding my hands behind my head with a grin.

      “The key would be to find something you can do at home. There are so many options nowadays. Maybe I can help you find something?” Ruby said.

      “Well. It certainly isn’t the worst idea I’ve heard… I’ll tell you what. When we get Corinne back in good shape and I’ve had a chance to properly pull my hair out due to all of the stress, then we can see about my options. I’d be grateful for any kind of help, really. Which reminds me. I should probably go in and check on the dear.”

      I barely had a chance to take a few steps forward before I felt the familiar presence of Henrietta. She wasn’t a fan of others—similar to Grifter—but then again, she didn’t seem to have the best control over her whereabouts lately.

      “Oops,” her words were soft as always. Just as I suspected.

      I made to fuss over one of the planters and whisper to Henrietta to make sure she was all right while Ruby started to walk back inside. But Ruby froze on the spot, her eyes wide.

      “Did you… hear that?”

      I coughed, pretending to be the source of what she heard. “Ahem. Sorry, did I hear what?”

      She looked at me, then her eyes darted around the porch in alarm. “I thought I heard someone else…”

      Henrietta seemed just as shocked, and thankfully kept her mouth closed. I did my best not to look at her.

      “Just me, dear.”

      There was a frown on her pretty face, but she shrugged and continued on inside, leaving me and Henrietta exchanging silent expressions of relief.

      It was silly, I knew it was. The truth would eventually come out, especially after I told Geena. But I wasn’t much up for explaining any of it right now.
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      Geena came downstairs, still fluffing out her just-dried hair until it fell around her shoulders effortlessly. That woman sure did have some good genes. Not that you could tell her that.

      “Update?” she said, glancing over the sofa to take a look at Corinne.

      “No change.” I’d checked to make sure she was still breathing and her heart was beating. And that was the extent of my capabilities.

      “Mama, we left you some food in the fridge. I wish I could stay and chat more but if I know my children, they’re probably running laps around their poor Daddy,” Ruby said, squeezing her mother.

      “I don’t doubt it a bit. But their Mama isn’t the only one who can corral them, either. Let him handle it a bit. I’m sure he’ll survive.”

      Geena was a huge proponent of equal-opportunity parenting, especially given the fact that Ruby’s father had left when Ruby was only six years- old. Ruby leaned her head against Geena’s.

      And each one of us nearly jumped out of our shoes as the front door swung open. Marguerite stood in the doorway with a laptop bag tucked up under her arm. Something felt out of place with that visual—it made no sense but for some reason Marguerite holding a computer just didn’t compute.

      “Oh, I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      I looked past her. “Is it just you, then?” I saw her truck on the street, sitting empty.

      “It is. Lucifer had some things to tend to. I’m not sure when he’ll return, but probably sometime tonight.” The obscurity of his didn’t seem to bother her at all. Funny… it was one of the things that drove me up the wall with him.

      “What’s the computer for?” Geena asked, nodding to the laptop.

      “I’ve been having difficulty with getting my internet signal working at my house, so I thought it made sense to bring my MacBook here. I brought it for research, but I too, also have to keep on top of my bills and the like,” she said in her most innocent tone. Boy did that really rub me the wrong way. The look on Geena’s face told me she felt likewise.

      “Research for Corinne?”

      She nodded, looking around. “Is there a good place to sit, or…?”

      “Follow me.” I showed her where the credenza was—one of the only bits of original furniture that held up against the test of time. I’d refinished it, but it was just as lovely as ever.

      “This is where I do my bills. Feel free to use this room to your liking. We’ll probably be in the sitting room for the most part.” I hope I didn’t sound too excited over the prospect of Marguerite being in an entirely different room.

      “I must confess that this is very strange for me too, Birdie.”

      I paused, unsure of what to say.

      Unbidden, she continued, “being in a home where I’m not welcome. I appreciate you putting aside whatever you harbor against me to work with me. I’m hoping in doing so, we’ll be able to find a solution for the magic crisis and bring Corinne’s astral self back to her physical self.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.” But truth be told, I was the ridiculous one. I couldn’t even come up with something wittier than that. She and I both knew she was right, but I wasn’t about to admit it.

      She turned away with a sigh and settled down at the desk. I was surprised to see Ruby standing in the junction between the sitting room and the dining room.

      “You said research, right? About what’s going on with Birdie’s friend?” she said, walking right past me and over to Marguerite, who looked just as surprised.

      “Yes?”

      “I can help. I’ve got an eye for that sort of thing.”

      Marguerite looked between Ruby and me, raising a delicately arched eyebrow. “Oh? I suppose the more help we have the faster we’ll find what we’re looking for. I haven’t been able to find much online as it were, anyway.”

      “I figured there would be something on an obscure website… doesn’t the Underground Market have some kind of online forum or community? If not then we should certainly get with the times,” I said.

      But Marguerite shook her head. “I’m afraid not. At least not that I’m aware of. And without finding much else, I was already looking into reading from the Bastille Library.”

      Ruby’s eyes lit right up. “Bastille Library? Please tell me that’s a magic library.”

      “I’m sorry Ruby, but the Bastille Library doesn’t allow non-magical people inside. It’s very guarded, as well. Though I don’t know how Marguerite is going to simply pop over there. It’s in England, after all.”

      Her shoulders slumped.

      “That is true. However, I can always borrow a few stacks to read. It’s never been an issue,” Marguerite said, smiling at her.

      “And how will you get there?” I asked.

      “Portal magic, of course. I have a few connections in the Underground Markets. It shouldn’t take me more than a day to get everything brought here.” She turned back to Ruby. “If you’re willing, I shall be back by tomorrow evening.”

      I shall be back… oh, brother.

      Ruby nodded solemnly. “I’ll have to see what to do with the kids, but of course. Anything I can do to help, I will."

      Looking between the two of them, you’d think they were around the same age. Something about that really irked me.

      Ruby took off, and I gave Marguerite her space gladly.

      With no news from the woman throughout the next day, and no change in Corinne’s condition, Geena and I busied ourselves by cleaning. As much as I protested, there really was no telling her anything. She found the cleaning supplies on her own and went to work upstairs on the bathrooms. I shook my head and figured I’d start on the dusting downstairs.

      The moment that Marguerite set foot back inside the house, Ruby was bounding up right behind her, already holding a small stack of leather-bound books.

      “Hey y’all! Marguerite was able to find plenty of books to look through at that fancy library in England. Look at these!” She held the stack even higher with a huge grin on her face.

      Geena made it public knowledge just how much Ruby loved to read. I wish I could say the same. With all the time I’ve had to read books, I’ve only ever been able to bring myself to reading some of the older classics. Visual entertainment was more my cup of tea.

      “These should give us a proper head start,” Marguerite said in her raspy voice. “Where should we begin, do you think?” She was glancing around.

      Up the spiral steps that led to the top of the tower, was the library. “I suppose the library should work just fine. There’s plenty of space to sit on the armchairs and the desk," I said, looking up towards the grand staircase.

      “Fine by me,” Ruby said, already heading up the stairs. “The library is one of the best rooms in the house.”

      Geena tugged on my arm. “While those two are up to their ears in pages, why don’t we see what’s on TV? I think there’s a new documentary on Netflix you’ll like.”

      “On Netflix? Darling, if it’s one of those historical bits about the Industrial Revolution or something to that effect, I’d rather not. I already had to live through it once.”

      “Pfft, hardly. This one is about the cat show circuit. Yes, like dog shows but with cats, and from what Cinda was telling me last week, it sounds hilarious. Just the thing to perk us up some.”

      “Hm. I could do with some perking.”

      A sly smile spread across her face. “No one said a thing about bras, Birdie.”

      I swatted at her but all the same, we sat down to relax.

      And so it went for the next few days.

      Ruby swinging by to come help Marguerite, and even sometimes Lucifer, pore over the ancient and newer texts Marguerite routinely switched out from the Bastille Library. Geena and I kept ourselves busy checking up on Corinne, making sure her body was moved enough that she didn’t suffer from any kind of bed sores or atrophy. I kept her favorite lip balm on her lips just in case they were chapped. It was one of the only small things I could do to help, really.

      After our check over of her, we found things to do. First it was cleaning, but there was only so much a freshly renovated house needed to have cleaned. Especially when you had someone as efficient as Geena going over everything.

      Geena brought over her playing cards. Funny enough, we both ended up surprising each other by wanting to play poker.

      I brought out my embroidery. She was rather impressed when I told her that the macramé planters out on the porch were my own projects last month after learning how to do them via YouTube, and I aimed on making some more to hang from the front porch as well. They were simple enough and kept my hands busy.

      Geena got halfway through and gave up, laughing at the twisted, tangled mess hanging up in the wood dowel I had on the wall just for the macramé.

      “God clearly did not bless me with the skills necessary to stick to a good pattern. My granny tried to teach me how to knit, do embroidery, and even quilt. None of it took, sorry to say. Though I did end up with a really pretty embroidery piece when she got fed up with me and ended up doing the little rose pattern herself. It’s still up in my bedroom, actually.”

      “You excel in other areas though, so I wouldn’t put yourself out to pasture just yet. I’ve seen your photos, Geena dear. They belong in a museum, I swear it,” I said with a shrug.

      On the third day of our new routine, Ruby trudged down the stairs, yawning. Her hair was stuck half up in some sort of bun and there were dark circles under her eyes.

      I noticed the book she was carrying—easily over a thousand pages and probably circa 1850s if I had to hazard a guess.

      “Taking home some light reading?” I asked, folding my arms across my chest. Geena was elsewhere in the house so she couldn’t fuss at her daughter. But I could.

      “Mm. Something like that,” she said. There went another yawn.

      “Ruby. Please put the book down and go get some sleep. I know you’re doing your best to help but even witches need rest. Why don’t you go cuddle up with those babies and we’ll see you in the morning? Not first thing this time,” I added, raising a brow.

      A flurry of expressions crossed her face but ultimately she slumped against the railing of the staircase and nodded. “See you in the morning.” She made it halfway to the door before I cleared my throat and beckoned for her to hand me the book.

      It was the least I could do to make sure Geena’s baby was taking care of herself.

      I’d lost count of the times that either Lucifer or Marguerite came down to give me an update on what they’d found. Which in truth, wasn’t much.

      “I knew the proper term was nexus. That’s helped to narrow it down. But we’ve yet to have much luck with connecting it with what happened to your friend there,” Lucifer said, checking his pocket watch anxiously. “Alas, I’d better get a move on.”

      “Where do you keep running off to?” Not that I was complaining or trying to appear that curious about it. But deep down, I was a little.

      He regarded me with the kind of smugness that would’ve earned him the cold shoulder from me many years ago. “Aren’t you a curious little thing?”

      Oh-ho! I shouldn’t have said a word.

      “You were the one telling me vague things about your home being too stuffed with souls or something of the like, months ago. Or is that not the case? Are you back to collecting on other’s debts?”

      The smugness slipped from his face and turned to something more aggravated. “Please don’t act as though you care.”

      “Like you said, I’m curious.” Even though I shouldn’t have been…

      He leaned closer. “You know, you are something else. I’ve tried to reach out to you, and now you’re suddenly wondering what I’m up to. Funny, that.”

      I rolled my eyes. “It’s hard not to be when we’re confined in the same house. And truly, I was just making conversation. Forget I said anything if it bothers you so.”

      I’d taken off without waiting for a reply, retreating to the kitchen. Maybe I’d find a better conversation with the mayonnaise.

      The next day changed things.

      Geena and I were just finishing up moving Corinne to take some of the pressure off of her back, Geena hooking up the next bag of saline to her IV drip. Thunderous footsteps sounded above our heads and both of us whipped around just in time to see Ruby rushing downstairs, her cheeks rosy.

      “I found something! I think I’ve figured out what might have happened to Corinne!” she shouted, holding up a thinner, leather-bound book and a notebook she had open to her own handwritten notes.

      Neither of us spoke a word as she stopped in front of us, reading aloud from the page she had the book opened to. “Though the existence of nexuses is inadequately reported, and the reports not backed up with much effort, there is evidence to believe that they are likely to be found at the crosshairs of a Ley line and a magical event. The creation of them are not widely agreed upon but it is the opinion of this author that they can be created by the performance of ceremonial or ritual magic that tie in other celestial events, all of this done at a Ley line in the path of said celestial event.”

      My brows shot up. “Ley lines? But they’re… they’re not real?”

      “Actually, I’ve looked into that too. And it looks like there’s been plenty of discussion on the matter. There’s evidence that they’re real but for some reason it’s not found in a lot of the main texts I’ve found. So maybe they’re real and no one wants to admit it?” she said, shrugging.

      It wouldn’t be the first time that the magical historians across time wanted to keep some things to themselves. “Maybe. Have you shown either of the other two this?”

      “Marguerite. I don’t know where Lucifer went, but that’s not all.” She quickly flipped a few chapters more. “Here. It was a copied entry from some guy’s journals. He came across one, apparently. ‘The doorway of energy had a pulsation to its vibration. As if it were breathing. And the inflating and deflating of all of the energy coming from it was like a bellow to a fire. The energy was drawn from outside of it—including my own—and then pushed back out into the world twice as powerful. In my case, the ability to render myself camouflaged with my surroundings was taken from me, until the pulsation happened, and I found myself turned completely invisible, even to my own eyes.’”

      I hugged my arms around myself, a chill running up my spine at the sound of it. My ability had gone a little wonky here and there lately, but I hadn’t really put much thought into it. Perhaps it had something to do with this so-called nexus.

      “And further in there’s a bit about how any magic done within this magical leak's reach can make its caster vulnerable. It didn’t go into a lot of specifics, but I think I know what happened. When you were showing Corinne your screen ability, you were encompassing her in your magic—sorta like a cocoon. And when that zap or wave of the magic deflated, it might have tugged too hard on your magic.”

      “Somehow knocking her from her body,” I finished, nodding quietly.

      In other words… this whole thing was my fault.
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      I was already growing tired of the round and round.

      “Yes, but if we locate it, who’s to say that our magic won’t have some adverse effects? One of us could end up in the same position as Corinne…” Lucifer said, pinching the bridge of his nose. “We can’t very well go in there blind.”

      Marguerite, who I learned was not one to argue, tapped her toe in time with the music she had playing the background. “We may need to provide protection for ourselves in that case.” I wasn’t sure when she’d brought the record-player into the library, or even where it came from, but she made no apologies for it. Some kind of bohemian flute music played from the corner.

      “What kind of protection?” I asked. As far as I could remember, psychic and astral protection only came with special abilities by some. It wasn’t something you could just create. But then again, I was learning more and more than I’d ever learned before about our ways.

      “Your friend’s daughter has picked up a few extra helpful notes along the way. I must say I’m very impressed.” She got up and brought over the notebook Ruby had been writing in. “She writes here about the psychic protection. There are some tethering practices that have been tried throughout various accounts. They keep the astral self in place, tethered to the body without worrying about wandering too far from it. She wrote one of them down and notated a couple of other examples in some of the books. So we should be able to ensure our safety… at least that way.”

      Lucifer huffed, not as impressed. “That’s all well and good but what about our power? The deflating and inflation of it? That doesn’t bode well for anyone getting too close. And you were miles away from it when Corinne’s soul was pulled out. Think about what could happen if we were within feet of it.”

      “I get that you’re worried about your power—and I agree, it is considerable compared to the rest of us. Marguerite and I can do the first scouting trip if you prefer. I’m not going to just sit around and think on it when we could be seeing for ourselves what we’re up against.”

      Marguerite nodded and for once I was thankful to have her on my side. “She is right. And we still need to figure out what caused the nexus in the first place. You’ll be able to do a better job at that, with your ability to wheedle information out of others. Surely someone will know something. If it’s as specific as what we’ve read then someone must have created it, intentional or not.”

      Lucifer wasn’t feeling much better about the whole thing, but we weren’t giving him a choice in the matter.

      “I’m taking a break. It’s lunch time and I don’t know about either of you, but I’m famished,” I finally said, twenty more minutes into Lucifer’s rambling. “If anyone would like anything, now is the time to let me know.”

      Marguerite waved her hand with a sly smile. “I won’t turn down a meal. Why don’t we look more into that spell you were able to track down while Birdie gets some fresh air and fixes lunch?”

      “Yeah, that sounds like a good plan,” I said, crossing my arms in front of myself, daring him to say otherwise. “Y’all can look into the psychic protection spell, and I’ll work on lunch.”

      And it worked well enough. For a while.

      I finished the BLT’s, working with what I had in the fridge. A small part of me wondered if hippy child Marguerite would even eat bacon, but I already had everything plated by the time the thought popped in my head.

      Corinne and I were supposed to go out today to pick up more groceries—we’d talked about getting some ingredients to make her favorite flan, but obviously that was out the window. I did my best not to drown in the heaviness that kept pulling me down.

      The more I thought about it, the worse I felt. If I hadn’t been showing off to Corinne, she’d be standing at the other end of the counter, probably gossiping about our uninvited guests. I bit my lip, determined not to start tearing up.

      “Lunch is ready!” I called up the steps. That was about as much of a notice I was willing to give. The energy just wasn’t in me today.

      Preferring to be in my own little bubble while I ate, I took my plate out on the back porch and sat at the little round table, staring out across the yard.

      Neither Henrietta nor Grifter were anywhere to be found. Would they be back to their usual ghostliness after this was all over? I had to admit, it was rather nice seeing Grifter able to play around like a normal dog. And Henrietta seemed much livelier inside the house… though there was still that sticky issue that the happier she was to be here, the less inclined she was to move on. I needed to guide her on—something I’d been trying to bring up countless times over the past almost nine months since I first met her. Somehow she managed to get away from the topic every time.

      Geena seemed to have the sense to give me some space, and I thought everyone else would too. But I was wrong.

      The back door opened and out came Lucifer, no longer wearing his usual blazer, but instead, wearing a much less formal t-shirt. A navy blue fitted t-shirt that clung to him perfectly. He wasn’t what TJ considered ‘buff’, but he had a lean muscular form, with a jaw that could cut glass. I much preferred it without the stupid stubble.

      I realized I was staring and quickly looked down to take a big bite of my sandwich.

      He watched me quietly—I could practically feel him wracking his brain for whatever small talk he wanted to make.

      Though I didn’t want to talk, I helped him out anyway. “Yes?”

      He took a step toward the table but thought better of it, clearing his throat. “May I have a seat?”

      I blinked. “Feel free.”

      The odd silence between us lasted all of a minute before I couldn’t take it anymore. “Is there something you wanted to talk about?” I asked in between bites. Maybe I was just tired, but I hardly cared if I looked like a messy fool.

      I could’ve sworn I saw the corner of his mouth quirk up. “As a matter of fact, yes. I wanted to ask how you’re holding up. You know, with your friend’s current state.”

      Talk about a surprise. That was not even close to what I thought he might be wanting. Though in truth, I didn’t have a good guess to begin with.

      I swallowed. “I’ve been better. The sooner we handle the nexus, the sooner Corinne will wake up. That’s the life raft I’m holding on to right now.”

      He nodded as he leaned forward, putting his head in his hand. “I’m sorry for her condition. But we will find a way to reverse this. We will…” He sounded so resigned, despite what he was saying.

      And since when did he start caring? I thought this was more about their magical journey of research and fixing the magic leak so that he didn’t lose any of his own power? Hadn’t he said as much?

      “I didn’t know her outcome meant so much to you. And here I thought you had no soul.” The words rolled right off my tongue before I had a chance to keep them in with better judgment. “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I said that.”

      “I get it. And if you want the real truth, it’s you I’m more worried about. I’m sure your friend is a lovely woman. But I can see that guilt you’re piling up on yourself. And I’ve seen it before, when it was unnecessary as well. One might think it’s your modus operandi. You’re better than that, ma chérie.”

      I picked at the lettuce spilling out of the side of my sandwich. Suddenly I wasn’t all that hungry. “But it is my fault. It doesn’t matter what my intention was… you know what they say about good intentions…”

      He pushed a stray bit of his inky black hair away from his face. “I should. I believe that was a phrase I coined.”

      I shook my head. “I still don’t believe it. And then that whole thing with Virgil. What did you say you helped him work on?”

      The smug grin I’d known for most of my life spread across his lips. Infuriatingly sexy. I hated it so.

      “Aenid. That’s where the modern proverb can be traced back from. Facilis descensus Averno—the descent to Hell is easy. I thought it was rather clever myself.”

      “As you think of much of what you say,” I mused. “I never know whether to believe you or not. No one’s old enough to call your bluff.”

      Lucifer let out a booming laugh. “Ah, that is true. I guess you’ll have to take my word for it.” I ignored the charming wink he gave me and dove back into my sandwich.

      At the very least, he was good at making me forget whatever worries were on my mind. Either he drove me right up the wall or I was too busy trying not to seem so eager to talk to him. The joys of being around your ex.

      “I remember a time when this young girl, no older than fourteen, fifteen maybe, was determined to not let anyone make her feel guilty anymore. She was constantly berated, overworked, and made to participate in conning good people out of their money. She wasn’t the kind of person who felt sorry for herself. Instead, she made a plan for herself,” Lucifer said, his voice softer but steelier at the same time. Only he could pull that off.

      “She may have been all of those things, but she wasn’t capricious with her responsibility for others. She saw wars and death. She saw friends come and go, whether they wanted to or not. She became an adult and I’m afraid one of the parts of growing up is to have accountability when no one else will. It wasn’t Corinne’s fault, and heck, maybe it wasn’t exactly mine. But the truth remains, Luke. I caused her to be in a vulnerable state and that’s why she’s floating out there in the stupid ether. It falls on me, in the end.”

      In my mind’s eye, I pictured a pale reflection in the cracked mercury glass hand mirror in a dark, cramped bedroom. Thin curtains that were in need of dusting hung from the tiny window. The gaslit lamp cast an eerie glow across the thin covers on the bed. There wasn’t much else in the room, save for some embroidery thread tucked up under the bed, and a few postcards I’d collected over the years of the places I wanted to travel.

      I remembered the night I finally plucked up the courage to really plan my escape. It sounded so trivial now, but I saw it as my own reckoning—leaving my entire life behind in the tiny room. It took almost a month of planning.

      I had to make sure no one had the slightest inclination of my plans, and my Auntie Viv and Auntie Lili were like bloodhounds when it came to my wrongdoing. If I was doing something I wasn’t supposed to, they were always the first to know, which made it even more torturous. They loved holding things over my head, even though they were a full ten years older than me.

      You’d think that at twenty-five, the twins would care less about childish things and more about getting a proper husband and moving out into one’s own home to start a family. It wasn’t my plan at all of course. I had much bigger dreams than all that…

      I was pulled back to reality when Lucifer’s hand closed over mine. I hadn’t even realized he was sitting that close. I jumped back, blinking.

      “Are you all right?”

      I quickly nodded. “I came out here to eat lunch. I wasn’t expecting a trip down memory lane.”

      He seemed to know exactly what I was talking about. “You were thinking about them, weren’t you? Vivienne and Lilian?”

      I cleared my throat. “I think I’m going to go ahead and get washed up. Geena mentioned something about washing the dishes, and I refuse to give her the satisfaction. That woman is more stubborn than a mule.” I didn’t know how many times I’d said that out loud.

      “It takes one to know one, I’d say,” he smirked as he pulled away his hand. “I did want to tell you something though, before you go and reclaim your kitchen duties. About the twins.”

      I couldn’t help but grit my teeth. “Can’t it wait?”

      There was a casual lift of his shoulder, and he was back to his cool and indifferent persona. The one I saw through every time. “I’ve heard that your aunts have been around the area lately. No one knows why, but I’ve heard they were spotted just weeks ago in Gulfport. Do you know anything about it?”

      “They’re free to go wherever they’d like. And honestly, I wasn’t even sure they were around anymore. People like Vivienne and Lilian Devaine don’t tend to live out their lives so long as the rest of us.”

      It was cold, but it was the only way I could let myself think of them. Things I’d heard about them over the years, it didn’t matter. I would never forget my upbringing. And the part they played in it.

      “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have dishes to wash.” I squeezed past him, holding my empty plate up. As far as I was concerned, the past could stay in the past.
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      Let me tell you, what I wasn’t expecting when I walked down the stairs the next day, was a makeshift intervention.

      Geena, Ruby, Marguerite and even Lucifer were all haphazardly arranged around the sitting room as if they were waiting for something. Me, I supposed.

      “Um. Good morning?”

      “Birdie! Good, I’m glad you’re up. We have some plans. We’re getting some fresh air. Real fresh air—farther out than just a couple dozen yards away in the backyard, I mean,” Geena announced, pushing her sunglasses down over her eyes.

      “Sorry, what? What do you mean you have plans?”

      Ruby sat up with hopeful smile. “Mama thought it would be a good idea for you to get out of the house for a little while.”

      My gaze immediately dropped to Corinne’s sleeping form. Geena had changed her clothes this morning it seemed and judging by the full bag of saline hanging above Corinne’s head, she also just did an overall checkup on her.

      It didn’t matter that I knew Corinne wasn’t going anywhere… the idea of leaving the house completely sent a wave of quiet panic over me. “I don’t think I need to go anywhere. I’m fine, really.”

      Everyone around me seemed to expect me to say this.

      “You’re going stir-crazy. And not only that, but our friends miss you. They want to personally check on you and make sure you’re okay. You know them—they won’t just take my word for it,” Geena said.

      “What about Corinne? I thought you were the one who refused to leave her side as a medical professional?” I replied, taking a stab in the dark and hoping to hang on Geena’s overall medical responsibility.

      She pursed her lips. “While that’s true, we have not seen any change in a week, Birdie.”

      That hit me right in the gut, although I wasn’t sure whether it was because Corinne hadn’t shown any signs of improvement or whether it was because I had no idea what day it was or that it had already been a week…

      It was Marguerite’s turn to speak up. “I will stay in here with her while you and Geena go out. I will of course let you know if anything changes, but I don’t expect it to.”

      I whipped my head around to Ruby. “Are you going too?”

      “Nope. I’m going home to spend some time with Shawn and the kids. Before they had the chat with you, everyone ganged up on me, so it’s not just you,” she said, still smiling. “We both need some time to chill out, I think. You especially.”

      “And not that you asked, but I will be off to speak with an acquaintance of mine in. They told me about a ritual that might be of use to me. And they’re the only one around who has what we’ll need,” Lucifer piped up, pulling himself away from the doorway.

      There was a pause through the room as everyone waited to see what I was going to say.

      I sighed. “I don’t suppose I have much say in the matter.”

      “Mama wouldn’t force you into going—”

      “Oh yes, yes I would,” Geena interrupted her daughter. She slid her purse over her shoulder and nodded towards the door. “Grab your bag, dear. I’ll be waiting out in the car. And if she tries to make a break for it, you all have my permission to tackle her and stuff her in the back of my car.”

      She left without another look back, and the door closed abruptly behind her.

      “Okay then…” I muttered. “Guess I’ll just grab my purse.”

      “Enjoy yourself,” Lucifer said as I headed toward the door myself. “Like she said—relax.”

      “She may very well have bullied me into leaving but no one can just make me relax. Nice try, though,” I said in a huff before giving them all a little wave and walking out the front door.

      The ride to Bubba-Ray’s for some lunch was much quieter than normal between the two of us. Not for Geena’s lack of trying.

      “Looks like TJ’s having Scott drop her off. Those two are a funny pair, I tell you. It still gets my gizzard whenever I see them together. Don’t you think?” she laughed, checking out the rearview as she turned on the main road that cut through downtown Nella.

      “TJ in a pair with anyone is a funny thing,” I admitted. I caught her looking at me from the corner of my eye. “What?”

      She sighed. “You know what. I know you’re worried about Corinne, but she’ll be fine for the couple of hours we’ll be out. Surely you can handle a nice lunch with your friends?”

      “Of course.”

      She slapped her hand down on the steering wheel. “Well then, good! Try to get your mind off of things while we’re out. And enjoy picking on TJ with the rest of us good-natured gals.”

      “Fine, fine. If you say so.”

      As we climbed out of Geena’s car, here came a big white truck slowly stopping at the curb in front of us. Out hopped TJ with an misshapen plastic bag tucked under one arm and her purse slung over the other.

      Geena and I exchanged a giggle as she slammed the door shut.

      “What? I’m not slammin’ nothing! Will you just hush? Lordy, man. Yeah, yeah. I’ll see you tonight. Mmhm. Yeah, love you too,” she hollered through Scott’s truck window.

      “Aw,” Geena said as we approached her from behind. Scott took off, leaving TJ to turn and fix us with narrowed eyes.

      “Don’t you even say a word.”

      “What? We just pulled up ourselves. What do you have there, dear?” Geena asked with a smile, pointing to whatever was in the plastic bag.

      TJ looked at her suspiciously but shrugged. “Guess you’ll see when I show it to everyone. Come on now, I don’t want no cold fried pickles. You know how Frannie always orders them before everyone gets here.”

      The inside of Bubba Ray’s Diner smelled like heaven on a bun. I’ve been to plenty of fancy upscale restaurants, actual speakeasies, hole in the wall dives—all of them couldn’t hold a candle to a familiar place with your best friends. And some fantastic southern fare, just like I grew up on, except way better.

      In our usual corner table in one of the best spots in the diner, Cinda and Frannie waved us down. Frannie was dressed in a lovely pink chiffon dress, while Cinda was in her usual plain blouse and jeans.

      “Morning, ladies,” Geena said as we took our seats.

      “Hey, y’all,” Cinda said, her eyes already on her cousin. “Where did you come from?”

      TJ regarded her with a petulant stare. “Does it matter? I went antiquing.”

      “Ooh, antiquing! Did you find anything good?” Frannie asked, excitedly eying the bag TJ now placed on the table.

      “You mean you managed to drag along your man? I thought antiquing wasn’t his thing?” Cinda said, quoting with her fingers an earlier conversation we’d all had last month.

      TJ kicked back. “Yeah well, when your man has it this good he’s going to find himself doing more and more of the stuff he says he don’t like.” She cackled, wiggling her dark eyebrows, sending the rest of us into fits.

      “Oof, that’s not a mental picture I ever want to see in my head again,” Cinda groaned. It only sent TJ laughing even harder.

      We ordered, and yes, Frannie had already ordered the fried pickles and wouldn’t you know it? They were cold.

      The four of them carried on, with TJ showing off the old ceramic Christmas tree with built-in lights on the end of each branch. You know the same thing everyone had in the early ‘70s.

      “What in the world possessed you to pick that old thing up?” Frannie asked, frowning at the surprise inside the plastic bag.

      “Lordy, I haven’t seen one of them things in about thirty years or so. My mama had one, but it broke when Ruby was a little thing,” Geena said, sipping her sweet tea. “I can’t believe you found one in such good condition.”

      “Thank you, Geena. I thought it was a pretty lucky find too,” TJ said, glaring at Frannie. “Even Scott thought it was a nice little buy.”

      “Only you would pick up Christmas decorations in the beginning of June,” Cinda said, rolling her eyes.

      Despite the sliver of normalcy I felt sitting here, listening to the girls, I just couldn’t let myself fully relax. Not while my other friend’s soul was in limbo at the moment. And honestly, I wasn’t sure why Geena thought a distraction would work. I pushed around at the cold fried pickles with my fork.

      “How is everything, ladies?” Bubba-Ray came out from the kitchen, his apron hanging slung up over his broad shoulder. He smiled at everyone, but it wasn’t my imagination that his gaze landed a little more warmly on Geena. “Everyone eating good?”

      Cinda snorted. “If we weren’t, we wouldn’t be here now would we?” She liked to tease him—they’d been friends growing up. Her brother and Bubba-Ray played high school football together.

      “Good point. How about you, Miss Geena? How are the grits this morning? Jackie’s back there making them this morning, so don’t blame this cook if they’re too mushy.” he said with a wink.

      “How are the grits? They’re grits! Not much you can get wrong about grits!” TJ said, shaking her head. “If you’re going to single out the lady to have a nice little friendly chat, then might I suggest picking a different topic than one of the most basic staples in your establishment?”

      She yelped as someone—presumably Cinda—kicked her under the table.

      But that didn’t deter Bubba-Ray, nor did Geena’s bright red face.

      “She might have a point. I’m afraid I have to get back to the kitchen, but maybe if you’re still around in a little while, we can have that little friendly chat, as Miss Batiste so eloquently put it,” he said.

      Geena sputtered a bit, but eventually fixed an awkward smile on her face. “Sure thing, Bubba-Ray.”

      He gave us all one last nod and turned to head back inside the kitchen, thankfully just in time for all of us to serenade Geena with a quick ‘oooh-oooh!’

      “Is someone’s phone ringing?” Geena asked while we were all busy stuffing our faces with the rest of brunch.

      “Probably yours. Bubba-Ray’s ready for that chat,” Cinda said through a bite of food. She nudged TJ who had to beat on her chest after nearly choking.

      “No…” Geena said, rolling her eyes.

      “Oh! It’s me,” I said, surprised I hadn’t even noticed. I slid the phone from my purse and almost dropped it right on my plate.

      It was Lucifer.

      “Hello? Is everything okay?” The urgency in my voice shut everyone up at the table. I could feel their eyes on me.

      “Birdie. I know you’re out with your friends, but I thought you might want to know,” he said, half into the phone but clearly distracted. I could make our Marguerite in the background.

      “Know what!?”

      “The nexus. We think we’ve found it.”
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      “You’re not worried we’ll get too close?”

      With the heat from the sun baking us inside of Marguerite’s truck, I craned my neck outside of the window, not unlike a dog. I wasn’t a fan of her having to pick me up from Bubba-Ray’s to go on this wild goose chase. And I was an even less fan of her driving.

      Marguerite shook her head. “No,” she said loudly over the roar of the wind. “Lucifer’s source was able to give him a specific ritual that will help protect us. The only reason he’s at your house and not on the road with us is because he has to keep the ritual going away from the nexus. And that’s the safest place to do it.”

      Of course it was. I nodded, doing my best to keep my mind on the task ahead. Lucifer and Marguerite had managed to get a much more accurate spot on the map for wherever this so-called magical energy nexus was. Now we were headed to the middle of the swampy woods somewhere about twenty-eight miles southwest from my house.

      “Say we find this thing. What then? We’ll be able to get close to it in theory, okay. But we know next to nothing about it,” I said. Outside the window, the road started to narrow, the buildings becoming farther and farther apart.

      She shrugged. “That’s the part we need to figure out. But before we do that we’ll need to get a better understanding of how it works.”

      I knew that. I was just anxious and my brain felt like mush because of the heat and me not getting the best quality sleep. The three of us had already gone over this. I was just filling the space with words.

      By the time we pulled up along the side of a dirt road, I was ready to be back on solid ground. No one who wove in and out of lanes like she did should have a license to operate a vehicle.

      “So. What are we looking out for?” As far as I could see, there were trees, flat bits of swampy terrain complete with pluff mud and tall reeds waving in the hot air. I was glad I listened to my own advice this morning and opted for my beat-up sneakers.

      Marguerite yanked something out of the back of her truck, plopping it down on the ground by her feet. A pair of knee-high boots. Carefully, she slipped her small feet into them and looked at me expectantly.

      “As you can probably imagine, I didn’t have a spare pair of rubber boots on me when you picked me up from the diner.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t have an extra pair, either. However,” she said, leaning back over the side of her truck bed, “I can give you this. It won’t help your feet so much as keep you safe.”

      She unearthed a long handle with a dark green sheath to cap the end of what must have been a weapon. Sure enough, she slid the sheath from it to reveal a sharp-edged machete, easily a foot long.

      I raised a brow. “What’s this for?”

      “A precautionary measure. I’ll try to use my energy sensing to make sure we steer clear of anything potentially big and dangerous. But water moccasins may not register, so it’s best to have this as a just in case sort of thing.” She shoved the machete back into its sheath and handed it to me, handle-first with a smirk.

      Ah. And here it was. I knew that this innocent mask she pasted on her face was just that, a mask. When I first met Marguerite, she was like a chain-smoking hippy witch with a devil-may-care indifference to her. Still ageless, but she wasn’t trying to appear as anyone other than herself on her own territory.

      Odd that she waited until we were alone to let the façade slip.

      “After you,” I said, gesturing for her to go first. After all, she was the one with the big ol’ rubber boots. Better she find a water snake than me.

      She bowed her head for a moment and headed into the tall grass. I followed, carefully checking my surroundings. I always found the beauty in nature, and I’ve been known to take hikes and walks about. But this was different. The grass looked innocent enough, but like my companion, much was hidden in its depth.

      I ignored the itching of the thick blades of it against my legs and listened. Birds called out to one another and an early lull of cicadas echoed throughout the trees. We weren’t quite near water just yet, but I could smell the pluff mud which meant it wasn’t far.

      The flat area of land was going straight, but Marguerite was heading to the left, holding out a compass she’d told me was enchanted to point toward the magical energy as if it were the magnet.

      I frowned. Left meant going into the thick of trees ahead.

      On the one hand, I was thankful for the distraction from everything I’d been feeling lately. The unnecessary guilt, as Lucifer put it. I still felt it was deserved but holding onto it wasn’t helping anyone. And trudging through the soft ground took all of my concentration. The last thing I needed right now was to break my darn ankle.

      I swatted at a mosquito, realizing my stupid mistake. I should’ve asked her to bring along some bugspray. Sighing, I swatted at another.

      The trees crept up on us until we were in the thick of them, the trees tall and starting to crowd one another overhead. There was still plenty of sunlight shining through, and it was then that I recognized we were standing in front of a flat pebbled road. It was about thirty feet across at the widest point I could see ahead, with sparkling water streaming along the right side, the water getting deeper the closer it came to that bank.

      A creek bed.

      Despite the water trickling past, it was eerily quiet here. The birds, the cicadas… it was as if they’d disappeared.

      Wherever we were, something was definitely off.

      What kind of celestial event could have possibly caused this? It was a question I had replaying in my head on an endless loop. I knew Marguerite and Ruby were already trying to find the answer, but it felt like it was right on the tip of my tongue, like a lost memory.

      A moon cycle? No, that seemed highly unlikely. A meteor shower? Perhaps…

      But even more likely would be something physical…

      Up ahead, Marguerite stopped and pulled out a thick pamphlet from somewhere in the bag she brought along. No, not a pamphlet—a map. It wasn’t any old regular map either, as I saw when I caught up and leaned over to get a better look.

      This map resembled a map of the world, but instead of latitude and longitude lines, there were other lines that didn’t just span across the world in a pattern of horizontals and verticals. These were all over the place, spots on the map where lines converged were labelled. Pyramids of Giza. Machu Picchu. Easter Island. And over a spot where two particular lines converged just north of the Gulf of Mexico, someone heavily circled the point in red. In Mississippi.

      Ley Lines.

      And it looked like we were standing in the red circle.

      “Is this us?” I asked for clarification.

      “Mmhm. Sweep Creek. Or what’s left of it, anyway. This is just the larger map,” she said before turning it over. There was a square of a much further zoomed in spot of the Mississippi delta, with a closer view of the Ley line convergence. “This is what we’re looking for.”

      “I have a theory. About what may have caused this leak out of nowhere,” I began, but Marguerite was already five paces ahead of me, following the creek more closely. Her boots splashed through the clear water recklessly, and I felt as though maybe she should slow down. They may be small, but the pebbles were still slippery. She was going to end up on her rear if she wasn’t more careful.

      But I could tell from the way she held her larger machete in one hand and the compass in another, that she fancied herself an explorer. So I kept my mouth shut and silently followed.

      Well. At least my theory gave me something to look for.

      The walking over Sweep Creek’s rocky bottom had my calves burning, and I’d forgotten to check to see what time we left the truck, so I had no idea how much time had passed. Marguerite may have thought she had wilderness skills, but I most certainly did not.

      I was just about to stop and rub my ankle when I heard it.

      A low humming like the buzz of a blank TV screen still on. Barely decipherable from the trickling water. I stopped and closed my eyes to concentrate.

      Without thinking, I turned to the bank on the right and walked up to it, ignoring the swirling water spilling over the rocks and my ankles.

      The bank was threaded with great big roots sticking out from a huge fallen tree, clumps of dirt still hanging from them. As I climbed up the bank on the one side of the tree, I noticed an odd clearing that looked as though someone had dragged a very heavy large branch through the soft, mossy ground. The ragged path lead to the middle of the clearing which itself was about fifty feet in diameter. Dirt and rock and all else had been virtually decimated in this clearing, probably causing the tree to fall… and what was left was a misshapen rock about the size of my head.

      “Marguerite! Come here!”

      I took a step closer and the buzzing intensified. Oh yes. This was exactly what we were looking for.

      “What is it?” She climbed up the bank effortlessly, taking even more steps closer until she gasped. “A meteorite! That makes so much sense… I was really unsure about the celestial event, but this? We can work with this.”

      I rolled my eyes as she bent down to further examine it. “Do you hear it? The magical frequency could be the evidence we need.” I looked around, feeling the hair on the back of my neck stand on end. “And Lucifer has the psychic protection ritual going, right? I can feel the current against my skin…”

      She nodded without looking up. “Yes. I feel it too. It’s very strong. I believe the meteorite itself tore a hole in the magical energy at this spot where the Ley Lines meet. That’s what caused the leak.”

      “I was thinking the same thing.” Half an hour ago, but who’s counting?

      She took something else from her bag—a cloth—and dropped it on top of the muddy meteorite, then placed her hand over it. “Hm. Very powerful. No wonder its range is so wide. We’re going to need to channel a lot of energy to stopper the leak. I don’t know how long it could hold, but it will need to be long enough to also go into the astral plane and help guide Corinne back to her body.”

      I frowned. “That sounds like an awful lot of energy. Where are we going to get it from?”

      Marguerite pulled out one of those little plastic yellow flags you see landscapers and surveyors using and plunked it down in the ground. Then four more spaced out in a familiar shape. A pentagram. She was creating a safe barrier around it so that nothing could physically interfere with the meteorite.

      “I don’t know where the energy will come from. But we’ve come this far. We shall figure it out.”

      We stared at each other and for a moment I wondered what kind of life Marguerite must have had. Or lives, more like. I wanted to ask out of sudden curiosity, but I felt silly asking. Something flickered in her eyes, but she bowed her head again and nodded for me to follow.
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      It resembled a scene from King Arthur’s legend, all of us sitting around my dining room table. Lucifer, Marguerite, Geena, Ruby, and I had mounds of books splayed across half the table’s surface. In between books were mugs of coffee and beignets sent over from Cinda’s bakery, The Macaroon Boutique. They were delicious but absolutely no help in making any of the words I was thumbing through   decipherable.

      Across from me sat Geena. She had her head in her hand as she stared down at the page. To anyone else she looked like she was reading, but I could see the droop in her eyes, not to mention the fact that she’d been reading the same page for the past ten minutes.

      At least Ruby was furiously scribbling down notes, her finger following the paragraphs as she went, and a soft determination on her face. There was no doubt that she was in her element here.

      Going by the vintage cuckoo clock on the wall, we’d been sitting there for over two hours—and judging by my numb rear-end that sounded about right.

      Now that we knew we were able to get within safe distance of the nexus, we needed to worry about the where and how to go about using enough energy to fight back the magic leak and seal it up. It wasn’t as if we had that kind of magic just sitting around in storage somewhere.

      Ruby held up a book and finally cleared her throat when no one but me batted an eye. “I know it’s a few steps later, but I did find some information and a possible spell for an astral energy drawing. For Corinne.”

      She held the book out to me and I took it, immediately drawn to the large black and white drawing of a ghostly substance hovering over someone’s body. The soul.

      “This is good. This is perfect, Ruby,” I said, still reading over the necessary prep work for the spell. “Wait. What does this mean… clear energy path, removing any stagnant soul fragments? Lucifer?” I gave him the book and watched as his eyes narrowed.

      “Stagnant soul fragments… that’s a new one to me. I’d say perhaps keeping the path back to her body completely clear. But in theory, it should be. Which is why it’s odd she hadn’t been able to find her way back yet.”

      “But stagnant fragments? I’ve never heard of the soul having fragments.”

      “No, but I don’t quite think it means what you think. Perhaps…” he quickly flipped a few pages back, his eyes reading over the lines of text like on a typewriter. And then he stopped, pressing his finger down on a paragraph. “I know what the problem is.”

      We all waited.

      He ran his hand through his hair, a gesture that used to send all sorts of feelings through me. “It’s not that there are fragments so much as parts of the soul that are stagnant. In other words, she’s stuck. In the astral plane.”

      My hand flew to my mouth. “That can’t be right. H-how? Why?”

      “The vacuum of energy,” Ruby chimed in. “The nexus is strong, right? So sort of like the gravital pull from Earth keeps the moon orbiting around us, the nexus is keeping Corinne’s soul tethered and not letting her float around to be able to even look for her body.”

      Lucifer took a stand. “That does make sense. Souls are heavier than magical energy, denser, which makes it easier to get bogged down without a clear path back home.”

      It was too much to process. “Then… what does that mean for Corinne?” Geena met my gaze, her mouth tight-lipped and drawn down in one corner.

      “It means that we have an added step of cutting loose her soul from the draw of the nexus.”

      “Cut her soul loose. Use the astral drawing spell to guide her back quickly… then use the sealing magic to hopefully plug up the magic leak? Possibly temporarily? Have I got it right?”

      I didn’t seem to be the only one disheartened by the extra obstacle. Ruby’s usual cheerful expression had soured, while Marguerite’s unreadable expression slipped to one of exhaustion. We were already going to be exerting so much energy into this… not to mention the time.

      “Don’t worry, Birdie dear. We just have to focus on one thing at a time,” Geena spoke up, clear concern in her eyes for me.

      Everyone murmured in agreement.

      It felt as if a heavy stone had been dropped into my stomach. “I will try. But everything has be done in a precise manner. We have to look at the whole picture too.”

      The conversation picked up—what method to use to sever her soul from the vacuum of the nexus, and who would do what where. It was like a chatter in my ears more than anything. A buzz of words while I retreated to my bedroom. Never before was I a person to cave in when the going got tough, and I knew that this wasn’t the way to handle myself.

      But I’ll be darned if I wasn’t going to take a nap anyway.
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      The house was quiet now. Marguerite and Lucifer were back out, though to be honest I’d tuned out wherever they said they were going. And after much pestering from yours truly, Geena was having dinner with Ruby and Shawn at their house.

      “Stop staring at me like that. I’m not some fragile teapot teetering on the edge of the tea cart,” I’d said, going through my closet for the Hermès shawl I’d picked up in Paris almost eighty years ago. It was a warm gold and fringed thing, something I kept with me no matter where I moved to since.

      Geena had followed me into the closet, sighing. “I realize that, Birdie. But I see that look in your eyes. You’re tired, and this whole thing is wearing thin on you. I’m a nurse—I can tell when someone’s not at their best.”

      In the end I managed to convince her to get some fresh air as everyone else had rushed me into doing. I had every intention of staying by Corinne’s side tonight. I felt like I should’ve been there even more, but I knew that was just the panic talking. In the back of my head there was still some sense at least.

      Despite the heat outside, I wrapped my shawl around me even tighter. I had most of the lights in the house off, save for the kitchen light and the lamp tucked away in the corner of the sitting room. The shadows encroached on everything outside of where the lights touched. It was peaceful.

      So peaceful in fact, that I leaned against the cushion of the sofa and started to drift to sleep again.

      Imagine my surprise when I blearily looked back up only to be met with a translucent vapory image of a face staring back at me.

      I shrieked and lashed out—without connecting to anything I ended up spinning myself in a circle and tipped into then fell over the sofa’s arm. My shoulder and arm took much of the fall and I swore under my breath as I tried to pull myself back up.

      “Henrietta. You can’t just creep up on someone while they’re sleeping like that," I groaned. I was able to move my arm at least, though I could already feel the bruising starting to bloom across my skin. This is going to be an ugly patchwork of purples and reds, that’s for sure.

      “I’m so sorry, Birdie love. I ended up being drawn inside again but I thought I heard something in here and ended up finding you sleeping. You snore. Did you know that?” she asked in her mournful way.

      Pulling myself back up on the sofa, I laughed. “Oh no. You must’ve heard something else. I most certainly do not snore.”

      Henrietta gave me a funny look. “You mostly certainly were snoring.”

      I shrugged, wincing at the movement sending a spike of paint through my bad shoulder. Oh boy, that’s how I know I’m getting old. My bad shoulder?

      “We’ll just have to agree to disagree,” I said.

      She settled into a space not exactly beside me but close enough. From this close I could make out the details in her dress. She wrung her hands together and though she wasn’t as corporeal as me, her anxiousness was clear as day.

      “I worry about you.”

      I let my head fall back and I stared back up at the ceiling. It felt like a silly thing to do, but I hadn’t the energy to bicker with Henrietta too.

      “You don’t need to. I’m quite fine, darling.”

      There was a sigh. “You may think you’re doing an excellent job of hiding it, and perhaps you are, but you forget that I’m a very observant woman. Why, one time when Hazel was a little thing, her mother and father had no idea she was keeping a rabbit in her room as a pet. No one knew about it and I happened to come across it while I was helping her clean up for supper. I knew just from seeing it dart across the room that it was pregnant. And just as I figured that out in a split second, I know that all of this is weighing heavily on your heart.”

      I did my best to keep myself polite as a rising irritation tried to claw its way up my chest. “Anyone in my position would have a heavy heart. As I’ve told the others, I’m not going to break. I’ve seen worse.”

      Henrietta regarded me with a wizened quality I could never possess no matter how much older. It was the look a mother gives to her child when she’s humoring them. “If you say so.”

      Anticipating that this wasn’t the end of it, I changed the track of the conversation. “How have you been holding up through all of it?”

      It hit me that this was a valid question to ask her. After all, it was she who was being thrown around in an inevitable magical storm without a choice in the matter. Something slithered under my chest, a slimy feeling of being careless and obtuse. My shoulders slumped. I should’ve checked with her much sooner than this…

      She made to lean back, though really she was just leaning through the sofa. “It’s been interesting, I will say that. The pull that brings me inside… I think I may have figured out why here.”

      I sat up, eyes wide. “You have?”

      “Oh, it’s not quite as impressive as all that. I didn’t spend days upon days looking it up in a book,” she mused with a wistful smile, though she still wore a faraway look. “It’s tied to my memories. I’ve been wanting to come inside for so long. The magic, or energy, or what have you—it’s giving me more of a choice than I realized at first. You see, I wanted to see the inside of the parlor after I overheard you giving Corinne the house tour. I admit, I was very jealous. This was my house once upon a time and I still have these nagging thoughts of wanting it badly sometimes… they used to scare me when you first moved in but they’re not nearly as strong now that I know you and care about you.”

      My lip trembled. “I care about you too, Henrietta. Of course I do.” But it was true… the spirits that are sentient over time tend to develop undesirable traits as their humanity drains away. It took many years for a spirit to turn to haunting, but it was the main reason why witches and warlocks who came across spirits were supposed to do their duty and help guide them on.

      She was thoughtful for a minute, floating over to where Corinne was sleeping, still attached to the IV drip.

      “You mentioned earlier that your friend’s soul is stuck somehow?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you think... maybe my soul is stuck here, too? And that’s why I’m this? A spirit—a ghost?” Her eyes took on a steely look to them, making the difference between her and an ordinary human even more striking. “I was good woman, Birdie.”

      How badly I wished to be able to comfort her with a good hug. My hands stretched toward her though it was pointless. “Of course. Of course you are.”

      But she shook her head. “No, I was a good woman. Whatever I am now is not the same. But in life, I was. I went to church every Sunday, said my prayers, read my bible. I just don’t…” her voice trailed off and I knew that if she were alive there would be tears slipping down her face. “Why didn’t I go to Heaven? Or did I get it wrong?”

      My heart ached for her. It was, to be truthful, a hard question to answer. Because even magical beings did not know. We knew that spirits existed as echoes of their former selves, sometimes sentient like Henrietta and Grifter. And we knew that the astral plane was like a thin veil between reality and whatever came after.

      The one who was bothered the most by this was Lucifer. There was such a mythos created around him that it frustrated him. He knew somehow what he thought was his job—to collect souls for contracts—but he did not know where the mandate came from.

      I’d asked him once what happens when we die, and he just scoffed. “If you think I know then you’re sorely mistaken. The soul disappears from the body, past the astral plane, and moves on. I do not know what happens after the astral plane. That is all.”

      I sighed. “I cannot say because I truly don’t know why you ended up here like this. But…”

      She nodded, already knowing what I was going to say next. “There’s a way to find out. Yes, of course.”

      The very first interaction we had was of me trying to help guide her on in the cemetery out back, so at least I had tried to do what I thought was best. But then circumstances arose and I just never got around to it.

      “I don’t want you to go. I just know it’s best for you,” I said softly.

      “Perhaps you’re right. But there are more pressing matters for you to tend to now, so we shall put the kibosh on it for now, yes?”

      “Sure, darling.”

      A sad smile played at her lips. “I’m going to leave you to get some rest. I’m sorry I woke you up.”

      “That’s o—”

      But she was already gone. It was just me and Corinne now.

      I scooted off the sofa and slid over to her side.

      Yesterday morning I gave her a sponge bath, being as gentle as possible as I could. I washed her hair, quizzing myself how to go about pulling a brush through it. Her hair was thick and a frizzy kind of curly when she didn’t have the right products in it. She would complain to me how much easier it was for me to fix my hair than for her to fix hers.

      “I have to shampoo it, which takes a long time because it’s so thick and I have to divide it up to get to my scalp. Same with the conditioner. But the conditioner is key with ethnic hair like mine. If I don’t do that right then I’m going to have a nightmare trying to detangle it. The main thing is I have to do everything in the shower. I cannot brush it dry or it will take forever, break the brush, and make me look like a poodle. I have to put in the products in the shower too. Do you know how many times I’ve almost busted mi culo because of the gel? Too many.”

      In the end, I decided to try my hand at separating it into plaits, which made her look ten years younger.

      “I can see it now. You’re going to wake up and the first thing you’ll say is ‘Who the heck touched my hair?’” I said with a smile, pushing back a strand of the hair that escaped the puffy braids. “I am so sorry, it had to be done. And you were right, by the way. There’s way more to working with your hair. Truth be told I really should have just asked Cinda to come over and do it. She wouldn’t have minded and at least she would’ve known what she was doing.” I sighed. “But I wanted to do it myself. I thought maybe that would be more comfortable for you. As silly as that sounds.”

      I moved so that my aching back was up against the sofa and I was facing the coffee table that was filled with everything we needed to keep nearby her. Under the dim light, it looked like a mishmash of clutter.

      “Do you remember when we were invited to that big party by the MGM board of directors? And they gave out all of those free casino chips. But you… you were ambitious,” I laughed, picturing the scene in my head. The casino lights were a colorful haze as I’d sipped entirely too much of the large boozy drink she’d bought me.

      “You told me that you were going to turn that small bucket of chips into a new car. And I told you you were daydreaming. My word, if you didn’t hit the Craps table where Jack Hawke and the rest of the good ol’ boys in their offices were all sitting around playing. We all knew those sons of a guns looked down on the rest of us, and when you won the first hand you said I squealed like a pig when Jack’s cigar fell out of his mouth and you picked it right up and started smoking it yourself. How much was it… how much did you walk away with? Oh shoot. I can’t even remember,” I said, wracking my brain for the right number. “Either way. It was enough to trade in your cute little orange car in for that sleek Audi you wanted so much.”

      She was as happy as a lark when she pulled up to the employee parking garage with it. Naturally I’d been the first to go for a spin with her. My chest ached when I thought of the wide, shining smile of hers.

      “You see? This is why I need you back here. We aren’t done with our shenanigans, Corinne. And you… you deserve so much better than this. I can’t even begin to tell you—”

      A key turned quietly in the front door lock, and a moment later Marguerite’s red coverlet stood out against the porch light flooding in.  We locked eyes and I quickly wiped at my face, embarrassed.

      Without thinking, I reached over to the table, scrabbling for the small white pot that held her favorite lip balm. “She hates when her lips get chapped,” I explained, cleaning my throat.

      Marguerite nodded, drawing closer to us. “You are a good friend, Birdie. Corinne is lucky to have someone care so much.”

      “Yeah well, I have to make sure she gets back to her family in one piece. I don’t think they’d take too kindly to me losing their daughter’s soul.” I didn’t know where the acid in that came from, but Marguerite took the hint.

      “I’m going back out to find some white oleander—we’ll need it for the energy drawing spell. I just wanted to stop in here first to return a few things to my room,” she said. There was an awkward pause as if she were waiting for me to say something. “Okay. Then I shall see you in the morning.”

      I waited until she’d done exactly that, before picking up Corinne’s phone. “You’re lucky I remembered your passcode. Otherwise, how else would I be able to read you your favorite celebrity gossip?”

      Shaking my head, I scrolled through Corinne’s guilty pleasure—Instagram.

      All I could hope for at the moment was that somewhere she heard me discussing the latest divorce between her favorite TV couple.
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      The things I let my friends drag me into could fill an entire novel, I swear. I knew it was for a good reason, and I knew I should be feeling much more grateful for them and their understanding. I put on the best version of a smile I could as Cinda came up to the back of Frannie’s car with a cardboard box in her arms.

      “Oh Lordy, Cinda. Please tell me that’s not what I think it is…” TJ said with true horror in her eyes. You’d think there was a bunch of snakes inside the darn box!

      Wiggling her dark brows, she set it down on the trunk and pulled it open. Inside was a bunch of orange.

      TJ groaned.

      Cinda laughed at her cousin’s disgust and handed out the same bright orange t-shirt to Geena, TJ, Frannie and me, none of us looking as enthusiastic about it as she did.

      “Stop giving me those sourpuss faces. Y’all look like a bunch of children getting ready to sit for the Sunday service.”

      I held out the shirt at arm’s length. “The Belles of Bingo?”

      The front of the t-shirt wasn’t quite so bad—the white logo with the same name was small over the upper-left corner of the shirt. But when she flipped it around to reveal the back, even I had to wince.

      It reminded me of one of those tacky family reunion shirts with ten different fonts and writing all over it, complete with our faces in little hearts strewn through.

      “What is this abomination, Cinda?” Frannie gasped, placing her hand to her heart. “Are we really to wear these?”

      Geena and I both chuckled. Frannie would overdramatize a situation where she was forced to wear orange. “It washes me out, dear,” she once told me of the color when we were window-shopping.

      “The first round starts in exactly ten minutes so if we want good spots y’all better get to moving,” Cinda said, beaming.

      I thought maybe she was proud of her handiwork but judging by the victorious way she kept side-eyeing TJ, I knew better. Sometimes she could be just too much.

      We all put our shirts on over our clothes, which was already a bad choice given the heat of the evening. But there was no turning back now, so everyone piled into Frannie’s car and we headed to the bingo hall, exactly like children bored in church.

      There was no accounting for taste, I supposed.

      Walking into the bingo hall, I was reminded of the fact that my own house came to me via a bingo game. Not exactly as simple as that, but without my former (and murderous) realtor winning Hampton House in an actual bingo game, I wouldn’t even be here. Talk about coming full circle…

      The long plastic tables were already lined with players armed to their teeth in swaths of bingo sheets and their bingo daubers. I was very surprised to see that not everyone belonged to the ‘blue-haired club’ as TJ so eloquently put it. There were plenty of younger people here too. Maybe bingo wasn’t as bad as it sounded.

      “All right ladies, let’s go get our flimsies from over here in the back. Ya’ll won’t need any daubers because I have plenty,” she said, patting down her beach bag which she had already informed us also held plenty of snacks for the five of us. “Geena, why don’t you find us some good seats? I usually pick the right side. That’s where the Cash Crones sit, and I’ll be darned if they aren’t the biggest hoot in the whole hall,” Cinda said, pointing down the aisles.

      I spluttered. “The Cash Crones?”

      Apparently I was the only one who had no idea who she was talking about. Even TJ had a smirk on her face.

      “Come on, sugar. You can help me save enough space for all of us.” Geena handed Cinda a twenty-dollar bill. “Pick up a pack for me and one for Birdie, please?”

      “Geena, you don’t have to do that!” I said.

      But she did the usual Geena thing and waved me off as if I were being silly. “No need. You can make up for it by winning some cash for us.”

      I wasn’t sure what I was expecting but the bingo hall was already pretty full. And quite loud. Plenty of people were stuffing their faces, preparing for the game I could only assume. At the last table to the right of the stage was a group of open spaces, so I made a break for them, tugging at Geena to follow.

      “I hope you’re saving those seats for someone. No one needs to be taking up that much space,” a voice said from behind. We both turned around and were met with the icy cool stares of four women who wore matching green shirts that were much more professionally designed than ours were. The Cash Crones—these were the women Cinda was telling us about.

      “We’re saving them,” Geena replied as politely as possible. “We have three other people coming.”

      The lady with the bright blue eye shadow and white blonde hair piled highest on her head popped her gum, eyeing us suspiciously. “If you say so.”

      When the others came to sit with us, Cinda was waving a little too eagerly at our table neighbors in green. “Lovely bunch of ladies, huh?” she said with a little wink.

      TJ just shook her head. “Don’t go starting no war with them women, Cinda Louise. You know how they are,” she warned her. “Though I see why you sprung for these dang shirts.”

      I leaned in. “What’s the deal with them? Other than the superiority complex I’m sensing?”

      TJ’s lip curled. “Trust me, you don’t know the half of it.”

      “Shush now. This is why we go high when they go low, Tallulah-Jean. Just like Grandmama always said. We show those backwards women up, prove them wrong, and that’ll shut their big mouths.”

      I frowned. “I’m missing something…”

      Frannie, who I just noticed was sporting a redder-than-a-beet flush, tilted her chin up. “I remember them now. You told us about them before, right?”

      A light seemed to go off over Geena’s head as well. “Those women? The ones from the assisted living facility?” she hissed. When Cinda and TJ nodded, Geena’s head whipped around so fast I thought it might just roll off her neck. She made to stand, a certain kind of fury in her eyes I’d never seen before, but TJ caught at her wrist.

      “Sit down, woman. You’re doing no one any favors, here. Cinda’s right. We came here to enjoy ourselves and win some cold hard cash. So let’s do that.”

      “Okay. Will someone tell me what the heck is going on? Did they do something to y’all?” I asked, genuinely out of the loop. I looked over at the women sitting in their little circle, whispering to one another. They had a bunch of those sheets—the flimsies as Cinda called them—crammed between them. The one who spoke up before looked like she may have been the ringleader. She kept her nose up in the air. One of the other women who was rail-thin with her mousy brown hair curled in a style I hadn’t seen since the early eighties. They looked to be maybe ten or so years older than my friends.

      Cinda sighed. “They’re high and mighty. They think they’re better than some of us…”

      “Us in particular,” TJ muttered, sharing a knowing look with Cinda.

      “There was an incident in the assisted living building a couple of years ago… Patsy Ritter, the woman running her mouth, was visiting a family member while I was bringing in my seasonal feast for the residents, where I make beignets and sugar-free donuts and bring them to cheer everyone up. I love doing it…”

      “To make it short and sweet, Cinda and me were bringing everyone some food and ol’ Patsy Ritter was overheard telling some of the people there that they couldn’t trust her food. Telling them that her bakery was dirty and implying that she was too. At first I didn’t get it. I didn’t even know this woman! We figured it out soon enough. The way a few of the older residents looked at us, the same folks she was talking to. I tried to bring one man a plate for Cinda and he told me he wasn’t going to eat something that I made. I told him I didn’t make it and he just ignored me, talking to Patsy. And did she enjoy that or what? Smug looking pug face, looks like one of those ugly dogs who snort all the time.”

      It took me a minute to get it, but when I did, my ears went ringing. “If I could curse her, I would,” I said quietly. “And what about the rest of them? Are they just as bigoted?”

      Cinda shrugged. “One of their daddy’s was the superintendent of Mississippi schools in the early sixties. He was the reason why our schools weren’t integrated until 1970.”

      “Being friends with a person who’s okay with that… I would never…” Frannie gasped, her nostrils flaring. “They’re just as bad.”

      TJ shrugged. “It is what it is. I’m not going to sit here and think more on it. I don’t waste my time thinking about idiots like them. Instead,” she said, gathering a few of the flimsies she’d bought for herself, “I’m going to make use of these nimble fingers. Y’all better be ready to go here in a minute—looks like they’re getting ready to start.”

      “Don’t forget TJ, this isn’t just the regular old bingo,” Cinda said, suddenly excited again. “

      If they were going to be the bigger people about the ugly women behind us, then I would too, for their sakes. “I don’t suppose there are any dilapidated houses up for grabs?”

      Even TJ snorted at the one. “If you want to buy out Barker’s run-down place, then I’ll even help you fix it up.”

      Mitchell Barker was a sleazy car salesman who lived at the other end of Witch Hazel Lane. TJ was always going on about how the state of his four beat-up cars and broken lawn chairs in his front yard brought down everyone else’s property value.

      “All right friends, is everyone ready to get going tonight? I said who’s ready to win tonight?” the announcer dressed in his seersucker suit shouted into the mic on the front stage. Everyone cheered and the five of us clapped, forgetting about everything else.

      Turning the handle of the giant see-through bingo ball, he listed the prizes for the night. Not only were there cash prizes to win, but they had an auctioneer in town with a table full of goodies—including some rare items like an original Dior bag from some estate sale in Tupelo. Frannie was practically frothing at the mouth over that one.

      No haunted properties though.

      “And we’re off! Let’s see what our first number of the day is—G-39!”

      Two hours and several breaks later, I was no more a winner than the man in the moon, but that was fine by me. Both Geena and TJ won prizes—TJ won two-hundred dollars which we were sure we’d never hear the end of. And when she pretended to fan herself with the wad of cash as we passed by the so-called Cash Crones who very sadly hadn’t won a thing, she wore a great big grin on her face.

      And as luck would have it, Geena won the Dior bag, which she promptly handed to Frannie as soon as she sat back down. Frannie nearly passed out right there on the floor and squeezed Geena so tight that you would’ve had to use a crowbar to pry her off if Geena didn’t start wheezing.

      “Well ladies, I think that was a successful night on the town, wouldn’t you say?” Cinda asked as she turned around from the passenger seat of Frannie’s car.

      Frannie was trying to fix the mascara lines on her face from Geena’s kindness. “One of the best nights I’ve had in a while.”

      “Can’t complain, myself,” TJ said, still smirking as she counted her money for the third time.

      Me and Geena laughed at her.

      It was just the kind of night I needed. And even though the guilt from leaving Corinne started pressing down on me again, I was still glad I did it.

      “Girls…” I began, trying not to get emotional. That was not me—I didn’t just cry in front of others like that. “I just want to thank you for tonight. It was so nice to just spend time with you. I know you just wanted me to get out of the house and all… I really do appreciate it.” I could’ve waxed poetic even longer.

      Geena patted me on my hand. “That’s what we’re here for, Birdie.”

      Tomorrow we would be prepping for a dry run of the astral drawing spell, and if I knew the fickle way magic worked—and I liked to think I did—then I knew there would be plenty of trial and error.

      At least I had tonight to breathe.
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      It was like preparing for Thanksgiving dinner.

      Everyone was running around, grabbing things, sorting things, putting things back. Ingredients and all the necessary tools were laid out on the makeshift table Lucifer constructed in the backyard.

      “We’re going to all need plenty of space for this work, and we’re going to need a place that you don’t mind potentially destroying if need be,” he’d said as I asked him what in the world he was doing outside at five in the morning, helping levitate stone pillars that were mid-chest high.

      “By all means,” I’d said, eyeing the heavy stone slab he had slid over the top of the pillars.

      The weather couldn’t have been any more perfect. Under some of the shade from the live oak trees that separated my house and the next house over, we caught the cooler air.

      Marguerite had laid out several sheets she’d picked up at the Goodwill in town all on the ground around the stone table. If I wouldn’t have known any better I would’ve thought it was some sort of medieval picnic.

      “This kind of magic will draw curious creatures,” she explained as I made to step around the sheet.

      “Curious creatures?”

      She nodded. “You might see deer, raccoons, possums, rabbits…any sentient being large enough to feel the pull of the energy, really. The sheet helps to keep them at bay some. We’ll mark everything off by the corners of course, so the flames of the candles will also help keep them back. We don’t want any interference with something like this.”

      “Wonderful. I’ve always wanted to feel like Snow White in the middle of a crazy soul magic ritual,” Geena said as she walked past, carrying one of the boxes of white taper candles.

      I did my best to smile. “What, that wasn’t your dream growing up?”

      “Nope. I was more of a horse girl myself. Everything in my room was horse related. My sheets had pretty roses and horseshoes with matching curtains. My mama made them for me. I had so many little horse figurines I lost count.”

      “Oh really? Did you ever ask for one? I bet you did,” I said already imagining a young Geena begging for a pony for Christmas.

      But she shook her head. “No ma’am. I got the chance to ride on one at the county fair later that year and I refused to do it ever again. Needless to say, I found out that I was scared of heights.”

      “That’s unfortunate, but we should probably get the rest of the candles brought out,” Lucifer said as he brought the black tapers out.

      That earned a death glare from Geena but being Lucifer, he dropped the box by Marguerite and continued on without looking back. He headed back inside, and Geena cut her eyes at me.

      “I don’t care if he’s Satan or not. I’m not going to be bossed around.”

      “I know, I know. Just ignore him. He turns into a real piece of work when he’s nervous. Which makes me a little nervous, actually…”

      If Lucifer wasn’t sure of our outcome then I didn’t know what to make of it myself.

      Once everything was brought out and set up, Marguerite stood in front of the stone table, facing us. “Now we all know our places right?” We all nodded. “We are only performing the first part of the drawing spell, just to establish a connection with Corinne’s soul. It is easiest to do this when the veil is the thinnest at three AM, but we should still be able to find her, in theory.”

      I ignored the ‘in theory’ part of that.

      “Okay. Everyone who’s meant to be inside the circle, come onto the covered area.”

      “You don’t have to be so specific,” I said, shaking my head. “There are only five of us and we know who has magic and who does not.”

      I immediately regretted my tone. She was doing her best and I was being a jerk. I sighed. “Sorry, Marguerite. I’m just anxious to get this settled.”

      She bit back whatever reply she had and cleared her throat. “Consecration, protection, clearing our minds, and raising energy. In that order. Then we can begin.”

      Lucifer and I both nodded,

      Ruby had begged to be part of the spell to bring Corinne back. We weren’t sure where we would need her, but she was very helpful in setting everything up as directed. Geena helped as well and wanted to watch and keep an eye on Ruby.

      “I trust you, sugar, but the idea of something this powerful going on right in front of my daughter worries me. I’ll be there with here too,” she’d said when we first started talking about the soul-drawing spell.

      I couldn’t really blame her concern.

      I was in charge of the rock salt, so I heaved the bag over my shoulder and walked deosil around the circle, or clockwise in non-witchy terms, letting the corner of the bag pour the salt to the ground below. “Cleanse and consecrate this space. Cleanse and consecrate this space,” I repeated until there was a rhythm of my steps and my words. By the table, Marguerite was blowing the smoke from a burning mixture of lavender and sage all around her. Lucifer was working on placing the black candles and then the white candles in their respective candlesticks, following in my footsteps. White for cleansing and purifying the energy, and black for protection from any unwanted negative energy. Once I had finished emptying the first bag, I grabbed the second one and got back to work. Behind me, Lucifer was lighting the candles one by one, whispering words to them as he went.

      I dropped the second empty bag down and double-checked to make sure there were no breeches in the salt.

      “All good here.”

      “Good,” Marguerite said, bringing the smoking bowl of herbs and a large wrapped bundle of colorful feathers over my way. “Would you mind?”

      I took them from her and retraced my steps in the same way, wafting the smoke around. The cleansing and protecting was finished at least.

      Lucifer was the first to sit in the very middle of the circle, crisscrossing his legs. Marguerite and I sat so that we were three points equally separated.

      No one needed to say anything—the next step needed no words.

      Closing my eyes, I imagined everything clearing from my mind. A smooth stone was in my hand and I skipped the stone across the river I always pictured. The stone skipped once, twice, three times before slowly dropping into the water. I followed it, watching it sink deeper and deeper away from my thoughts.

      The calmness washed over me, numbing my anxiety until it was no longer at the forefront of my mind.

      Minutes later I was aware that it was time to open my eyes.

      Marguerite and Lucifer looked just as calm as I felt. Good.

      We stood up in synchronization, and the energy was buzzing around the outside of the circle. I could feel it pressing up against the barrier of it.

      Marguerite walked back to the stone table and brought back a small cast iron cauldron no bigger than my Dutch oven in the kitchen. Inside of it were the ingredients we thought would do the trick. Fresh herbs bought from the Underground Market to seek Corinne’s soul. New moon water to help smooth the path back.  A lock of Corinne’s hair to show her the way. A skeleton key washed in running water to open the door to the astral plane. The new moon water wasn’t necessary in this trial run, but I figured it wouldn’t hurt.

      She had handwritten notes tucked into her pants and pulled them out to read from them.

      “Seeking through the endless wax and wane, we look through this world into the next—the astral plane. The veil around us blocks us, blinds us. Help us break through the barrier and charge it thus.”

      The buzz of energy around the circle was getting louder. I stayed the path and focused on the words she said as she passed me the words.

      “Seeking through the endless wax and wane, we look through this world into the next—the astral plane. The veil around us blocks us, blinds us. Help us break through the barrier and charge it thus.”

      I pushed the paper to Lucifer who spoke the words aloud too.

      A bright golden light like a sparkler on the Fourth of July lit up around the triangle we formed.

      “It’s working,” Marguerite said softly, nodding. “Take hands and I will raise the energy.”

      The clear-headedness was especially helpful with taking my ex-boyfriend’s hands to hold the energy in place. Marguerite closed her eyes and held out her hands over the cauldron. The ingredients began to glow inside of it, swirling around faster and faster as if she were stirring it with a spoon.

      Energy crackled between mine and Lucifer’s hands as the ingredients from the cauldron began to rise up in the air. The moon water suspended in great big drops and blobs of water with the herbs and the lock of hair swirling around in them. All of the ingredients circled and swirled around the skeleton key. This was what true magic looked like.

      Marguerite shouted, “Now, Birdie!”

      I spoke the words intently again. “Seeking through the endless wax and wane, we look through this world into the next—the astral plane. The veil around us blocks us, blinds us. Help us break through the barrier and charge it thus. Corinne Reyes, hear my voice. Come back to where your soul dwells. Follow the sound of my—”

      The ingredients all splashed and clattered back into the cauldron unannounced, startling both me and Lucifer and interrupting my call to Corinne.

      Marguerite leaned back on her knees, trying to conjure the ingredients again, but the magic energy in the cauldron was no longer glowing.

      “Something’s not right,” Lucifer said, glancing around as the energy that we’d raised inside the circle faded, the sparkler-like glow disappearing. “The energy. It’s gone.”

      I didn’t want to panic, that was a surefire way of messing this whole thing up even more. But my heart started racing.

      Marguerite’s eyes closed. “It did not work. We must have forgotten something. If we cannot keep the energy flowing then we will not be able to keep the veil open long enough.”

      My stomach lurched. This was not how I envisioned our trial run to go. I figured it might take a while and that our energies would be exhausted if we took very long, but not like this.

      We were working all day today to get it just right, and it blew up in our faces. Okay, maybe it was more of a fizzle out, but the fact remained: we couldn’t help Corinne just yet. It had been ten days since she ended up like this. Which meant we only had a couple more days until she was set to catch a flight back to Vegas. She had plans to see her family a week from then.

      I sucked in a breath. Even though last night was a nice distraction, everything was crashing back down around me again. What if we couldn’t bring her back? How would I handle it… what would I do? What could I do? Keep her here? But then what of her family?

      The questions kept circling around in my head and none of them were followed up with any kind of solution.

      The rest of the evening proved to be just as much of a failure. While I went to my room to rest, I knew Marguerite and Ruby were frantically searching for what went wrong.

      Lying down in my bed, I curled up and stared at the wall. One of these nights I was going to get more than a few hours of sleep.
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      “Birdie. Birdie?”

      I woke to the sound of my name being called through the bedroom door. There was a soft knock and I groaned, rolling over to escape the sun beaming in through the window.

      I knew I should’ve closed the darn curtains.

      “It’s almost noon. You shouldn’t sleep all day, because you know how much worse you’ll feel when you do finally get up.”

      I knew Geena was right, and it occurred to me that my sheets felt embarrassingly soggy.

      I knew I should’ve turned on the fan last night. Now I feel as if I’ve relieved myself in bed!

      The night sweats were a relatively new thing for me, despite my age. With witches aging at a much slower pace, I really had no idea when to expect them. A witch’s life cycle was usually taught through the family but since I was without one, I never thought much of it.

      But then one day I noticed small changes. And then all of the small changes led me to the night sweats, the hot flashes. The sudden need to really watch how the pounds settled around my waist. At least my friends understood. They’d all gone through it before too and made me feel less crazy about it.

      The night sweats were the worst, still.

      I got up, listening for Geena’s footsteps but no, she stood at the door waiting. “I’m up,” I called out. “I’ll be down after a shower.”

      “Mmkay, dear.” It sounded like she turned and hesitated but finally headed back downstairs. I didn’t know where everyone was at, what they were doing, and all I could think about was getting out of my damp clothes, changing the linens on the bed, and scrubbing myself clean.

      Yes. That would make me feel more like a human.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “It seems odd to just sit here, sipping lemonade. Don’t you think?”

      My Auntie Vivienne pushed her long black hair over her one shoulder, flashing her twin sister, Lilian, a vexing smile. There were usually devilish things that proceeded after those smiles.

      Auntie Lilian was lazily fanning herself with one of the special Japanese paper fans a woman had brought as part of her payment for my family’s services. She had been desperate to speak with her dead father yet had very little money. Grandmother, supposing she was being merciful with her help, offered the service if she would bring one of her favorite pretty things, as well as refer her service to friends. “A thoughtful and convincing testimonial is the best way to help spread word of our help,” she always said.

      “I don’t know how it would be seen as odd,” Lilian responded, taking a long sip from the glass I’d just brought out to her. During the summer, my aunts always drank fresh lemonade instead of the sweet tea we were used to making. I thought it rather matched their personalities anyhow.

      “It’s odd because while we relax, Birdie is out there tending to the parting cleanup,” she mused. “Do you not have much else to do out there?”

      I stood up and wiped at the sweat beading at my temples, ignoring her. I was clearing the ashes from the ritual circle as Grandmother had asked. It was dirtying labor, but the way I saw it, I was giving back to the spirit who had departed when Grandmother had performed the guiding on last night. And I would much prefer work to sitting out on the porch, having to withstand Viv and Lili’s remarks. At least out here I could think.

      “I’m surprised Grandmother even let her participate. With her weak magic, she couldn’t have hardly been an asset,” Vivienne continued.

      Turning to face the clearing, I rolled my eyes. Vivienne was always trying to goad me into an argument with her.

      Lilian tutted at her. “This was no ordinary guiding on, Viv. There was an old spirit attached to the MacPhersons’ place. Older than the county itself. A native, in fact.”

      Spirits who have been around a very long time devolve into something less human-like. It was where the term ‘dæmon’ came from. And Lilian was right—Grandmother had needed all the magical energy she could muster. At the risk of her appearing weak in front of my aunts, she asked me to help raise the energy she would need for the more complex ritual.

      “An old spirit?” Vivienne repeated.

      “Grandmother did not tell you about this? How unfortunate…” Lilian did not seem the least bit sympathetic toward her sister. Even in a united front to pester and manipulate me, they attempted to rise above one another in everything.

      Out of the corner of my eye I glanced Vivienne staring daggers at Lilian while she closed her eyes with a smile and another quick flick of the fan.

      Living with the pair of them was such an exhausting thing.
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      I jolted awake, breathing heavy. The image of the broom in my hand, the ashes at my feet, a jar of lemonade, all of it faded as I blinked.

      The clock on the wall showed it was almost two in the afternoon. I’d taken my shower, had gotten ready for the day, and then promptly passed back out on my bed.

      “Oh you fool,” I muttered to myself, hurrying to fix my mussed hair. “They probably think you fell in.”

      Downstairs, I was greeted by an empty house. Well. That was certainly not what I’d imagined. I took cautious steps over to Corinne, who was now sporting a new, much more kept in place hairstyle. Her hair had been taken out of the makeshift plaits I’d done and smoothed down, shined up, and braided in neat rows. I felt slightly embarrassed for not having done a better job myself, but at least she was clean and healthy. I squeezed her hand and reached for the little notebook Geena had been keeping to record all of her vitals. The last entry was only at one, so she probably hadn’t gone very far.

      Grifter appeared behind my legs, sniffing around the book and nudging me to scratch him.

      “Where’ve you been, hm?” I asked, bending down to do so. “You’re a ‘fraidy cat, you know that?” After I had to explain to my friends about Grifter, I hoped he wouldn’t be so shy. I guess not.

      He whined before turning around and jogging off into the kitchen, presumably to his bed, or maybe just disappearing altogether. With everything going on I hadn’t had much time to think about him. I would do better once we brought Corinne back.

      The sound of a familiar cackle from outside brought me past the kitchen (yes, Grifter was lying in his usual spot) and out to the back porch where Geena, Cinda, and Ruby were sitting, giggling.

      Seeing me standing in the doorway, they all stopped.

      “Don’t do that,” I said with a sigh, letting myself out of the house. “You don’t have to pretend to be sad and mopey just because I am.”

      “We just want to be respectful, darlin’,” Cinda said, patting my hand as I took a seat next to her.

      I nodded. “I appreciate it. Now what were you hens out here squawking about out?”

      Geena went redder than a tomato.

      “Bubba-Ray stopped by the house looking for Mama,” Ruby said with a big ol’ grin on her face. “He wanted to talk to her though he didn’t say why. She was over here so I came over to tell her.” She pulled out a little slip of paper. “And to give her his phone number.”

      “And I saw them talking while I was out washing the car with John. So naturally I had to come bring the good news too,” Cinda chuckled.

      “Oh my stars. Well, it looks like we’re going to need to go through your closet to pick you out something nice…” I said, lifting a brow.

      Geena pulled a face. “For what reason?”

      “To prep you for your first date with Bubba-Ray you silly woman!” Me, Cinda, and Ruby all roared with laughter as Geena crossed her arms.

      “Wait, wait, Birdie. We better make sure to tell Frannie. You know how spitting mad she’d get if we didn’t include her in a fashion show,” Cinda added solemnly.

      “Speaking of fashion,” I began, “who did Corinne’s hair?”

      “I did,” Cinda said, raising her hand with a slight smile. “I put her hair in a more protective style. That way you don’t have to worry about it getting tangled. Lord knows that child will raise hell if she wakes up and has to spend the next day fussing over her beautiful hair. I can’t make magic potions or anything, but I can fix some natural hair.”

      “Thank you, Cinda darling. I honestly had no idea what to do with it. And you’re absolutely right—she would’ve thrown a fit…” I trailed off, the heaviness sinking my stomach again. “Y’all. I just don’t know what to do. If this ritual doesn’t work…”

      “No, ma’am. There will be none of that. It will work, Birdie. We will figure out a way to make it work,” Geena said, unknowingly clutching the necklace that hung around her neck. In a strange way it reminded me of how Grandmother would hold her ruby pendant at her throat, speaking to it. It was one of the only signs that she might be struggling with something inside.

      Then it clicked. The dream. The argument. The guiding on!

      I bolted out of my seat, shouts from the three of them following after me. My feet pounded the steps, my knees inwardly groaning at the sudden shock to my bones. I raced to pull the library door open.

      In the room was Lucifer, kicked back at the desk and reading a small journal of some kind. He promptly flew backwards and out of the chair in one fell swoop with a great noise.

      “What in the! Birdie! What is all this?”

      I frantically ran my hands down the stacks of books brought over from the Bastille library. “Where is it, where is it?” I mumbled, scanning each and every spine.

      A red leather-bound book had in gold letters, ‘The Guide to Guiding On.’

      “Gotcha!” I grabbed it and ran over to the large table in the center of the room, leaning over to flip through the pages. “Here! Here it is— ‘spirits that are bound to this mortal plane for too long are prone to measured dehumanizing. The earth-bound spirit will lose touch with its inner-most humanity until it resembles something much darker. A phantom.”

      “What did you find?” Lucifer asked, straightening himself up before rushing over. “About the ritual?”

      I shook my head. “Not exactly. You see, I must have been dreaming but a random memory replayed itself in my sleep. Something I haven’t recalled in a very long time. I was cleaning up from my very first guiding-on with Grandmother.”

      “She actually let you perform the magic with her?” I could understand his surprise—Grandmother wasn’t always the most open with me.

      “Not often, obviously, but there was an incident where she needed more energy to perform the ritual. Usually it only takes one witch, but this was an unusual situation. We were dealing with a phantom.”

      “A phantom? I hadn’t realized.”

      Phantoms were in fact, very rare. Out of the uncommon occurrence of spirits themselves, and then the even more rare cases of sentient spirits who could interact with witches and warlocks, phantoms were ultra-rare finds. And thankfully so.

      “She needed my energy to perform the service. It was a faraway case—in Georgia—so she didn’t want to have to take a journey just to get there. It paid handsomely though, so she also didn’t turn it down.”

      Lucifer pointed to the book. “What does that have to do with this?”

      “Everything. The energy raising is one thing, and we had enough for it. But I thought about it. If Corinne’s soul is trapped at the nexus itself, then it’s being held there from the vacuum of a celestial event—the meteorite. The laws of spiritual psychics hold that an opposite and equally powerful event should cancel it out, correct?”

      “Yes, and?”

      “A guiding on is a powerful magical and quantum event. It could fight the nexus’s hold on Corinne’s soul… then we could use the drawing spell properly to help unstick her and guide her back.”

      It all came to me at once. We obviously didn’t have a phantom to banish and guide-on but maybe we had something else…

      Lucifer smacked his hand down on the table. “You’re a bloody genius! I can’t believe I didn’t think of it sooner!” He started to hug me but thought better of it, instead, shoving his hand in his trousers. “There’s just one problem with that. We’d need to find a soul that needs guiding on.”

      I swallowed, already feeling the dread in my heart. “I know of one.”
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      “We’ll give you some space to talk to her,” Geena said.

      Cinda and Ruby had both gone back home, while Geena stayed for a few more minutes, checking up on Corinne’s oxygen level.

      I shook my head. “How do I even talk to her about this? It’s… I don’t want to say it’s unfair, but truly I feel that way."

      “Honey, I wish I knew what to tell you. There are a million different ways to try and spin it, but at the end of the day you will be the one left to deal with it. Try to go easy on her but give her the simple facts.”

      There wasn’t much more either of us could say so Geena gave me a hug. “I’m just across the street if you need me.”

      “Thank you.”

      I walked her out and waved as she made her way back to her house. Despite the talk, I didn’t feel any better about my next conversation.

      I didn’t realize I would have to trade one friend for the other… and I knew that even if it was technically the right thing to do, I would always have a piece of my heart missing because of it. The permanent separation from a friend like Henrietta felt like too much already. Like I was asking too much from her.

      It would be no different than if I would’ve eventually performed her guiding over without the benefit of her being able to help us for a good cause. Not to mention the creeping in of more worries. What if there were other surges of magic that wreak havoc and makes things even worse for spirits like my dog and Henrietta?

      These were the simple facts, as Geena had put it. She needed to move on, and she was already questioning and longing to see what was past this world and the thin astral plane. But how was I supposed to put it to her?

      I was grateful to see that no one was in the back, either, and headed over to the gravestone with Henrietta’s full name emblazoned across the top.

      It wasn’t exactly a new grave as Henrietta had died in 1984, but it was polished and clean, and had fresh flowers on top.

      “I’ve always appreciated the wildflowers,” a soft voice said.

      Henrietta.

      “You did say they were your favorite. So why not try and spruce up the place a bit?” I said, trying to smile as she floated out of my peripheral and stood a few feet in front of me.

      There was a sadness in her eyes that wasn’t normally there.

      She must’ve heard us discussing everything. My chest tightened. Of course. “Henrietta…”

      “There is no need to try and explain, child. I already understand what must be done.”

      Her words pierced at me. “No, no. I don’t want you to feel like we have no choice. We could always see if maybe there’s another spirit that we can guide on…”

      At this, she clucked her tongue at me in a way that reminded me of a memory of my Grandmother. “You do not need to spare my feelings, Birdie. If you are worried about the safety of your friend and my… well, whatever I am, then you must proceed with it. I will not stand about when I know I could be of assistance. We both know it’s true,” she added as I did my best to stop my eyes from tearing up.

      “I wish it didn’t have to be so rushed like this.”

      She nodded, her transparent form solidifying for a moment. “I wish that, too. But we don’t need to worry about that now. There will be no changing my mind. Your friend is young and has a whole life ahead of her. I have already lived my life, with perhaps what could be seen as an extended warranty.” She winked.

      “Well. I know there’s no arguing with someone who has nothing but time to spare to do it.” I straightened up and wiped the tears from my eyes. “Are you sure you want to go through with this?”

      She made to clasp my hands, but her hands passed through mine.

      “Absolutely. When do we get started?”
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      We took several strolls around the yard, chatting and laughing about the past nine months. I told her how much it meant to have a friend always near. She told me how nice it was to see her old home back in beautiful shape. And of course, there were plenty of tears on my end.

      It was almost like in the movies, when one of the characters knows they’re not long for this world and they start listing all the things they’ve ever wanted to say to their loved ones.

      “Tell my sweet Hazel’s friends that they meant so much to her. She always told me they did.”

      “Of course I’ll pass that on. I hadn’t realized she was friends with them for so long.”

      Henrietta paused, her expression thoughtful. “I’ve heard all about them. Birdie, I never brought this up with you before, but I wanted to ask you something.”

      I raised a brow. “Yes?”

      Her hands fluttered about in her lap. “You told me that only magical people could see me?”

      I nodded. “That’s right.” As far as I could tell only Grifter had been able to make himself seen to the others. And that was not on purpose.

      “Hm. That’s interesting. I was just going to say that—”

      “Birdie?” Marguerite carried sheets back outside. “The moon will be rising shortly. We should go ahead and finish setting up.”

      I sighed. “All right. Give me a few minutes, please.” I turned back to Henrietta. “What were you saying?”

      She bit her lip. “It’s not all that important. What’s important is that you know how much I appreciate your company. I care deeply for you, Birdie. And I hope you will always have happiness around you.”

      Something caught in my throat and I swallowed hard to dislodge it. “You sure do know how to make a girl cry, Henrietta Hampton. What ever am I going to do without you around?”

      There was a coolness against me as she hovered in front of me to put her arms around me in a hug. “I really wish you could feel this,” she laughed, her voice thick. “But really. Thank you.”

      I drew in a deep breath to keep from sobbing and gave her a little wave as she pulled away and went over to the area where Lucifer and I already had the large wooden basin set up. This was where we’d harness the energy from her guiding on and use it to help cancel out the energy vacuum at the nexus, hopefully freeing Corinne enough for her to make her way back.

      I blinked away the tears that were already falling and went to busy myself with spreading out the sheets.

      “Did you need a little help there, sugar?”

      Geena was already at my side before I had a chance to say anything. “Shh. Everything is going to work out just fine. You’ll be doing Mrs. Hampton an honest favor by sending her where she belongs. I know Hazel must miss her grandmama dearly. And Corinne will be back in a jiffy after that. Right?”

      I quickly rubbed at my eyes. “Of course. Everything will go according to plan.”

      “That’s the spirit. Now, is there anything you need me to do?”

      “Marguerite has a better idea of exactly what and where everything needs to go. Lucifer is on his way with more rock salt. I think everything else is ready,” I said, glancing over my shoulder to where Henrietta was. “It’s almost moonrise so we’ll have to hurry.”

      She and I both looked up at the darkening sky. Moonrise was at 11:17 pm exactly tonight, and according to my watch it was already 11:00.

      Geena rushed over to Marguerite who took no issue with giving her things to do.

      It was a blur of motion, setting up the candles after Lucifer returned with the salt for the protection circle—both of us switching jobs as we widened the circle and needed heavier, larger bags to completely surround it. Geena helped Marguerite fill the basin with more moon water. It was to trap the celestial essence, as Marguerite called it, that came from Henrietta when she crossed over. It was such a pretty name for something that was going to hurt like the devil.

      Speaking of which…

      Lucifer finished the bags of salt and helped me light the rest of the black and white candles. “Are you all right?” he whispered it so low I wasn’t sure he’d spoken at all.

      “You want the truth?”

      “Always.”

      “I’m not happy about having to let go of Henrietta. I hate it. I know it has to be done and honestly I should’ve handled it much sooner, but I still hate it. As the kids these days say, it sucks.”

      That brought a quirk to the corner of his lips. “I understand. And it’s normal to feel like that. I wouldn’t expect anything else from someone like you.”

      “What do you mean someone like me?” I asked, already on the defensive. I shook my head. “Sorry. I’m just on edge.”

      “I mean… someone as caring as you. Not everyone would cozy up to a ghost and end up befriending them.”

      “People don’t know what’s good for them. If anything, it gives you a healthy dose of gratitude for still being alive,” I said, watching the candles dancing under the growing darkness. “But thank you. For all of it. I know you were already looking to handle the nexus and all, but you didn’t necessarily have to help me with Corinne. I can’t really explain how much it means to me.” Which was the truth. There were a lot of conflicting emotions involved whenever I thought about how thankful I actually was for Marguerite and Lucifer’s sudden appearance. Especially his.

      “It’s never a choice when it’s you, Birdie.” He held my gaze for a moment before walking away, tucking a sterling silver lighter into his pocket. The candle lights caught a flash of it and with a startling realization, I knew what it was. One of the first things I’d ever bought him as a present. Back when Lucifer took up pipe-smoking like practically everyone else at the time, he complained that it was a hassle carrying around matches in his pocket.

      But there was no time to get sentimental about the past now. I needed to be in the present one hundred percent.

      “Everyone, please get back into your places. I’m going to start cleansing now,” Marguerite said, the smoke of the sage and lavender bundle circling around her.

      It felt like a severe case of deja vu. It was almost exactly as we had done yesterday afternoon, but it was the real deal.

      Cleansing and consecrating. Protecting. Meditating. And now to raise the energy needed for the first part of the process. Helping Henrietta.

      “You’re up,” Lucifer whispered.

      Keeping myself calm and grounded to the best of my ability, I stood up and walked over to the basin full of moon water. Henrietta regarded me with a smile that stretched too wide. Underneath the calmness that only came with a strong grounding I knew she was doing it for my benefit. I smiled back at her but carried on.

      “Henrietta Hampton, you are no longer of this world. Come to me spirit, it is time to move on. Come to me spirit, I will guide you to the great beyond,” I called out in a low voice, picking up the fat white pillar candle next to the basin and watching the flame flicker between the two of us. It did not reflect on her, but her eyes danced as she watched it still.

      I turned in counterclockwise circles as I continued the chant. “Come to me spirit, the time has drawn near. Come to me spirit, your path onward is finally here.”

      The basin of water started to glow, almost like a phosphorescent tinge from the inside out. The bowl vibrated with energy.

      “Come to me, Henrietta. I reach out to you and offer my guidance.”

      She stuck out her hand over the basin and I reached for it, shocked all the same as her hand was cool and firm in mine. She let out a strangled cry. I couldn’t imagine how it must feel to feel a warm hand after so long.

      The water bubbled underneath our hands and her eyes which were regarding me with something warm and home-like, turned all white. Her form took on an outline, the rest of her shimmering in the air and solidifying as if she were made of mother of pearl.

      “Come to me, Henrietta. The doorway is in front of you. Let go now and let it open for you.”

      Though there was no real door, Henrietta gasped. Only she could see whatever was in front of her now, and whatever it was seemed to capture all of her attention.

      I slowly let go of her hand and she clamped hers down on the edge of the basin, the glow of the water surging up the entirety of her arm until it covered her body. The air around her was like electricity, and it stung me as she rose up higher until her feet which had never been visible to me, were above the basin. Slowly she took a step forward, the glow from the water leeching away from her form and dripping back down into the basin. Her shimmery essence was gone, and she was nothing but vapor fading into the electric air. With a zap that could’ve singed the hairs of your arm, she was gone. The moon water in the basin shimmered in the warm orangish moonlight just appearing over the horizon.

      Marguerite had come to stand behind me at some point, and the both of us carried the basin of water into the middle of the circle, placing it down between the three of us. The cauldron was as it was yesterday, and only moments later as Lucifer and I joined hands, we all chanted to raise the energy for the next task—to bring Corinne back. Ruby was in the sitting room with her and was keeping in touch with Geena who was outside the circle, watching.

      The sparkler-like triangle formed outside of us and the ingredients rose in the air as before. This time, they stayed.

      My heart soared as above us, what once was the midnight black sky became less vibrant, as though we were looking at it through some kind of film. The astral plane. The veil. It was opened up above us.

      Now was my chance.

      “Seeking through the endless wax and wane, we look through this world into the next—the astral plane. The veil around us blocks us, blinds us. Help us break through the barrier and charge it thus. Corinne Reyes, hear my voice. Come back to where your soul dwells. Follow the sound of my voice, it will lead you back home. Your body, your mind, your soul—entwine them once more. You will become whole again,” I shouted, taking hold of the thick white yarn that Marguerite had thought to add in the last minute of planning. I unraveled it all the way and threw the end of it into the opening of the veil. It was meant to be a way to help her travel back, in case she really was stuck by the nexus instead of hover right above.

      The string tugged as if there were a current pulling it in, and I fed it further and further into the veil, unable to see just where it was going.

      I repeated my words, closing my eyes and begging her to come back to us. And again. And again.

      The words scratched at my throat as I said them for the countless time, and Lucifer’s hand reached out and took mine.

      “She must be at the nexus, Birdie. If she’s that far away then maybe she can’t hear or see us.”

      I shook my head, unable to think of anything else but Corinne’s soul. “We have to show her.”

      Between me and Marguerite lie an athame—the ritual knife we used as tradition. I picked it up and stared at it for a moment, deciding what to do from one moment to the next.

      I pricked my finger on the end, put the athame back down.

      “What are you doing?” Lucifer yelled, but I had already dropped my blood into the cauldron. “No!”

      “Take hold of my hands and whatever you do, don’t let go.”

      I looked at Marguerite whose eyes were wide. “Hold on to the thread on this end and keep the magic flowing in the cauldron. Don’t stop.”

      She nodded and we all watched as my blood rose up out of the cauldron and into the air with the rest of the ingredients.

      And then, my head hit the ground.
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      Going into the astral plane was a bit like dreaming when you’re half awake. The real world is in the background but what you see in front of you is superimposed, fictitious. Except the real world was slipping away and what was left was the washed-out color of the astral plane. In the far corners of my vision I could make out shapes that could’ve been treetops or houses, but the shadows took up most of what I could see.

      Existing as just a consciousness instead of having a physical body was surreal and honestly unnerving. What was anything without the presence of your body? It took a moment for me to realize that if I looked closer below me, the backyard of my house was still visible. And sure enough, my slumped over body which was being pulled into Lucifer’s arms. He was careful not to let go of my hands.

      It occurred to me then that I couldn’t drift about aimlessly though that also sounded like a good idea. In the back of my mind, however, was a small voice reminding me not to get distracted in the astral plane. It was one of the biggest dangers in traveling around in it.

      “No need to dawdle, Birdie,” I said to myself though I wasn’t quite sure whether I’d actually spoken out loud or if that was even possible here.

      Even though I did not possess my physical body, the astral form of me still looked the same. And the line of yarn that I’d cast into the astral plane was strung out in front of me. My hand that I could not feel, grasped for it though there was no connection. I would just have to follow it.

      If I were to travel from my house to the creek bed where the nexus was located, I would’ve been hoofing it for a very long time as it was twenty-eight miles away. Fortunately for me, the ether need not use physical distance but psychic distance. If you knew where you were heading to then there was nowhere you couldn’t go. All you needed was to envision yourself standing in the place.

      I placed the entrance to the creek bed in my mind, with its pebbles and shimmering water only half-spilling across it. The roots of the fallen tree covered in clumps of dirt. The large crater in the ground caused by the meteorite…

      Without a body I didn’t have any whiplash or dizziness. Just mental images flying past me at a frightening speed. I caught glimpses of greenery here, the gray asphalt of the road beneath me there. Barely any time had passed between me imagining it and the creek bed suddenly appearing in front of me. Everything was in the same washed out tones, and the only thing that was visible was the contrast of the moonlight spilling through the treetops and casting light and shadows on the ground.

      And the barely-there form of a woman.

      “Corinne!” I choked, willing myself closer to the woman, desperately hoping it was her.

      The woman turned to me and revealed her anxious eyes—they were all white just like Henrietta’s had been. “Birdie?”

      The relief crashed over me in waves. “Oh my god, Corinne. Darling, I’m so, so very glad to see you!” There was no way to physically reach out and hold her.

      The anxiety didn’t leave her face. “Birdie I think… I think something’s wrong with me. I’ve been in this spot for a long time. Am I just dreaming or…?”

      I nodded. “You’re not dreaming, though I wish you were. Listen, I can tell you all about it when we get back, but first I need you to follow me, okay?”

      “There’s something wrong with me,” she repeated, exactly like before.

      “I know. And we’re going to get you all fixed up. I promise.”

      Somewhere in my mind, or was it out in the open…? I heard someone calling my name. “Birdie.”

      I looked past Corinne, confused. “Did you hear that?”

      She shook her head.

      “Birdie…” the voice called out again. “You must come back…”

      How much time was passing, exactly? Time in the astral plane did not exist, as far as I knew. What if I were taking too long?

      I reached out toward Corinne slowly. “We’re going to tug on this thread here, okay? But I can only do it with your help—neither of us are strong enough to do it on our own.”

      It was as if she didn’t hear me.

      I waved my vapor-like hand in front of her face. “Corinne? Did you hear me?”

      “There’s something wrong…”

      “No kidding. Can you tell me what you remember last before you got here? Maybe that will help you out.”

      Corinne drew in a deep breath. “I was in your new house. There were… some kind of animals in your living room.”

      “Kittens. In a basket,” I recalled for her. “Do you remember why?”

      “No I, I don’t think so,” her voice sounded so far away despite her being right next to me.

      From what I knew about astral travel—and it wasn’t much, and this was most certainly a risky move on my behalf, for sure—it was easy to get distracted and even lose sense of your memories if you were gone for too long. The trouble was, I had no idea how ‘too long,’ was.

      “I was showing you my magical ability. You were in the other room while I was in the kitchen. I made it feel like you had a basket of kittens at your feet. Do you remember how soft they were?”

      I couldn’t tell if she were looking at me or what, but she nodded, her lip trembling. “Very soft. One was a calico. One was all black with blue eyes. He reminded me of my old cat, Chico.”

      “Yes! Exactly. Now try to picture the inside of that room. Wouldn’t you much rather be there than here?”

      “I would. I really would, but I don’t think I can go. Something is stopping me.”

      “You’re stuck, or at least you were, but we used powerful magic to pull you free from here,” I explained, hoping we hadn’t messed that part up. “All you need to do now is imagine us back at my house. Imagine the shape of the room, the fireplace, the coffee table. The little vase of flowers. We stayed up watching that one show with the women who killed their husbands.”

      “Women Who Kill? Oh yeah. I remember that, too.”

      “Good, good. Try and reach out to me if you can.”

      “I don’t know how to,” she sobbed. Suddenly the outline of her form faded and shrank. It was as if her emotions changed everything.

      “No, honey! You definitely can! All you need to do is exactly as I tell you. Now reach out to me, Corinne. Pretend as if you can. I know it’s been scary for you here by yourself, but you’re not alone anymore. I’m so sorry it took me so long to come get you. I would’ve done it sooner if I could have,” I said, feeling like there should have been a lump in my throat even though I had no throat really.

      “I’ll try,” she said very softly. I wasn’t sure if it was her voice getting lower or if she was somehow fading. I was going with the first option.

      Her form turned more toward me and she thrusted what I thought must have been her hands though they were like smoke in the shape of something that resembled hands, toward me.

      “There you go, just like that. Now I’m going to take them in mine. You will not feel anything as we are without bodies for the time being—”

      “I don’t have a body? Oh my god, I’m dead! I’m dead, right? Dios ayúdame! No! I’m too young to die. I never got married or had kids or—”

      I wished I could’ve squeezed her tight. “Corinne Reyes, you listen here! You are not dead. I promise. Neither of us are.”

      “Then why do I look like this and you look like that? Why do we look like ghosts in this creepy place? And how the hell did I get here?”

      “Language, Corinne.” My admonishment slipped out unintentionally. I felt like an idiot for even saying it—who cared how she spoke?

      But there was something on her face now that wasn’t there before. A twinge of a smile.

      “You are ridiculous,” she said, this time a little more like her usual tone. “I’m out here in the Upside Down or whatever and you’re here worrying about me cursing. That’s how I know it’s you and not some trick. Only you would do something so… old-fashioned.”

      This time I smiled. “You know me well. Let’s stay on task though. It’s very easy to lose track of time if you’re not paying attention. Focus. We are connected,” I said, making sure to not mention anything about ‘souls.’ I didn’t want to worry her even more. “We will take hold of this string. Do you see it?” I couldn’t exactly pick it up so all I could do was hope she could.

      She nodded.

      I wracked my brain for what Marguerite had said about needing the yarn… it wasn’t a whole lot or my memory of it was hazy because of this place. Possibly both. Having not properly prepared for this little trip, I was at the mercy of the little knowledge I had.

      “Okay. We’re going to try and envision ourselves holding onto it and being pulled through the air. Does that make sense, Corinne?”

      She was quiet again. Finally, “Yes. I think so.”

      “Good. We are weightless in the air. Nothing can hold us back, just as if we were flying. The string is our way back—someone is pulling us back carefully, so we don’t get lost.”

      It took me a moment to realize we were hovering much higher off the ground than before, nearly level with the treetops. Thank goodness I’d seen her ride rollercoasters before, or I would’ve worried about her looking down.

      Everything in me was on the very edge, hoping that this was a sign of our success. That we had managed to cut Corinne free from the nexus.

      A sound like a rip that rumbled across the sky took away our focus though we did not move. I looked below us.

      The nexus was burning a bright, icy blue color. Magic was burning off of the meteorite. Slowly covering and snuffing out the magic was a shadow that spread across it like smoke, enveloping it until there were no more blue flames.

      “Birdie… now…” the same faraway voice called out. I knew what I needed to do.

      “We are still holding the string, right?”

      Corinne had been looking down too, but she looked back up at me. “Yes. We are.”

      “Then imagine in my living room as I said, curled up on the sofa. The one you said you were going to steal and carry back to your apartment because it was so comfortable?”

      “It’s a pretty shade that would match my place, too,” she said dreamily.

      “When we get to where we need to go, you will see yourself sleeping. Do not worry about anything else, just recognize your body. You want to be in your body again. When you reach out to touch it you will, and you will wake up. All right? Can you do that for me, darling?”

      “Mmhm.”

      I imagined her lying on the sofa with some of the popcorn I’d made for us the night before everything went to heck in a handbasket. And I imagined my own body in Lucifer’s arms.

      And we were off.

      Colors blurred by again, but I was full well aware that I was not alone, and that Corinne was zipping through the astral plane with me. When we stopped it was exactly as it was before. I was hovering above the scene of the ritual where it was as I left it.

      I tried bending down toward it, imagining what it felt like to move my fingers, to open my eyes, to wiggle my toes.

      “Don’t ever do that again.”

      I jerked away from the voice, immediately aware of the clammy palms that held my hands. I looked up and blinked.

      Lucifer’s eyes which held fire and brimstone at times, were dark pools of something else entirely. The crease in his otherwise unmarked face was the next thing I noticed.

      “Lu-Luke?”

      “Here, let me help you,” he said softly, helping push me up to sit. I was still leaning heavily against him, woozy.

      I felt like my brain had a rough layer of fuzz all around it.

      Something rang nearby, breaking me out of my wandering thoughts.

      “Birdie. We need you to get up.”

      Outside the circle where everything was pretty flames dancing under the clear sky, was Geena. She was holding her phone.

      There was a shout from inside the house.
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      “Open the circle. Now!”

      I stumbled forward out of Lucifer’s grasp, and the doorway to the astral plane was gone. Without our joined hands the link to the magic disappeared. Everything clattered back into the cauldron and Marguerite slumped back as I tried to make my way to the salt circle.

      “Wait! We have to do it properly!” Marguerite groaned.

      I shifted my weight and turned around to pick up the athame I’d tossed to the ground earlier. The knife was surprisingly warm in my hand as I held it out in front of me and walked toward the back door.

      Bending down, I whispered a quick incantation to break the barrier. “May this circle of protection be broken, but the magic within carried within us forever.” I scraped a wide enough opening in the salt to walk through and tossed the knife back to the ground.

      My feet carried me in through the kitchen and out into the sitting room before I had the chance to even think about it.

      There, sitting up and gazing in horror at the IV connected to her hand was Corinne. Ruby was trying to calm her down and talking to Geena on the phone. The moment she saw me she hung up and smiled.

      Corinne’s attention snapped to me. “Birdie, oh my god! What? What happened?” The panic in her voice brought me to her immediately.

      I threw my arms around her and burst into tears, laughing at how utterly relieved I was. The tension I’d been holding onto was gone, replaced by exhaustion and happiness.

      “You won’t even believe,” I whispered. “I’m so glad you’re back.”

      She pulled away slowly, cocking her head to the side. “Where did I go?”

      “I suppose I owe you an explanation…”

      I told Corinne about the magic leak and how me using my screen ability led to her soul getting knocked out of her body. Then I explained where she went, how long she was gone, everything we tried to do to help and how we finally came up with the solution thanks to my spirit friend.

      She sat, dumbfounded, while Geena helped take out the IV after checking her stats again and giving her plenty of water.

      “Wait, wait, wait. So you’re telling me that I turned into Casper, got stuck in some creepy forest next to a space rock, was in limbo for eleven days, and you retrieved me by pulling your soul out of your body to go hunt me down? Have I got all that right?”

      I looked between her and everyone else who had all turned up to see how she was doing. Lucifer and Marguerite were back a little ways while Ruby and Geena sat across from Corinne and I on the chaise lounge.

      “Basically, yes. I know it sounds made-up, but it really happened,” I said, taking her hand.

      Corinne also scanned the room, giving everyone a skeptical once-over. “You know what?”

      “Hm?”

      “I feel like Dorothy in the Wizard of Oz. You know that part where she wakes up at the end and everything was pretty much a dream?” she said with a yawn. “Except without the little people.”

      I chuckled. “Not unless you count Geena.”

      Geena walloped me on my arm. “Rude! I’ll have you know that I’m a perfectly reasonable 5’1.”

      Looking back at Corinne, I nudged the plate of food Geena had put together for her. “Do you remember anything from being in the astral plane?”

      She frowned. “Only a little. And I have a feeling it’s probably for the best that way. What I do remember is weird enough. Like I was unable to move or do anything really, but my thoughts raced over and over. I think after a while my brain just went on autopilot or something. Why, was I really weird when you found me?”

      “Not exactly, but it was easy to see how distressed you were. Your memory was woozy I think.”

      “Which is natural in the astral plane,” Marguerite said, crossing her legs as she took a seat in one of the armchairs we’d brought in from the parlor. “It’s not the easiest place to be so the fact that you are back here with your mind fully intact is absolute success.”

      I sucked in a breath. Did she really have to put it that way? This was one of the things that drove me up the wall with that woman…

      Very obviously ignoring her, Corinne took the small plate and a bite out of the sandwich Geena made. “I don’t really know what to tell you all except thank you. It’s been a weird visit. I mean everything before the zapping into another dimension thing was cool and all,” she added, smiling at me. “But yeah. Weird visit. Never in my life did I think some small town in Mississippi would out-weird Vegas.”

      Geena was the first to speak up. “We may have gotten off on the wrong foot, but I’m glad I could help. It’s my duty, but I really did want to make sure you were okay. You mean a lot to Birdie and she means a lot to us.” She and Corinne shared a smile.

      Maybe it wasn’t hopeless for all of my friends to get along after all?

      Ruby leaned forward. “I know we’ve never met or anything but I’m glad I could help too. I didn’t really do anything other than look through a bunch of old musty magic books but—”

      “Wait. You got to read magic books? Are we talking like, Hogwarts magic? Or more like… Practical Magic? Because those are my sh—uh, both are my favorites,” Corinne quickly caught herself, her cheeks going crimson.

      “Right? Before all of this stuff turned out to be real I was obsessed with Harry Potter growing up, and then pretty much anything else supernatural related I could get my hands on,” Ruby eagerly agreed.

      “I was so upset when I started reading the first one and I was already sixteen and too old to get my Hogwarts letter. Ugh, my family used to joke me hard about it too.”

      “Ahem.” Lucifer pulled away from the corner of the room and came closer. “As much as I would love to listen to your childhood fantasies, I do have to be going. And… I wanted to personally tell you, Corinne, that I am very happy to have been of assistance. And I’m glad to see you have made a full recovery and are very well. I know your friend is, too. As Geena has said, we may have not gotten off on the right foot so to speak, but any friend of Birdie’s is someone I respect.” He raised a glass that had appeared out of nowhere, full of champagne.

      In front of everyone else appeared the same glass of champagne, which everyone seemed to pick up in appreciation.

      “A toast. To Corinne. To Birdie. May they never have to find each other in the void again,” he said.

      “Hear, hear!” Geena said.

      I pulled Corinne in for a squeeze and laughed as she downed her glass.

      I looked around at everyone else who had stuck by to work so hard for so many hours just to bring my friends back into our world. Sure, Marguerite and Lucifer drove me crazy in their own ways, but I was still very grateful that they came when they did. And Geena staying by my side and keeping watch over Corinne while I tried not to fall to pieces. Ruby eager to help by pulling extra hours to help research things she knew nothing about, even when she had a family waiting for her. And of course my other friends—they were there for me in their own ways.

      I abhorred crying in front of people and I’d already done enough of it to last me a lifetime, so I got up to go to the kitchen and dab at my eyes, quietly sniffling into a tissue. “Ugh. Allergies,” I said as Corinne followed after me with her empty plate, even though I’d never in my life had that problem.

      The plate clinked against the other ones in the sink. I pretended to need something to drink but Corinne was too fast.

      “Hey,” she said, putting her hand on my arm. “You know that there’s no way I could ever thank you enough for what you did. I mean, you braved another dimension just to save my sorry butt. I’ve had friends and even clients come and go, but no one would’ve ever done something like that for me except you. How can I even say thank you enough?”

      Corinne was sweet as sugar sometimes, but I never counted her as being overly emotional. The tears in her eyes welled up but did not fall. They sat in her eyes under steel determination.

      My tears on the other hand, we’re not as cooperative. “Oh you stop that now. I don’t need to go blubbering all over again,” I said, doing my best not to really cry. “I’m so sorry we missed out on so much time together, and now you have to turn around and leave tomorrow… I’m more angry than anything. What a way to spend your vacation.”

      “Pfft, don’t get all upset about things you can’t control. Besides, it’s not as if we’ll never see each other again! There’s FaceTime, and I can always fly you back out to hang out with me.”

      I winced. “To Vegas?”

      “Sure. I’ve come to learn in a very short amount of time that I’m not cut out for this magic mess—at least not the real stuff. Or we can meet on neutral grounds if you’re not down for Vegas just yet. Maybe we could rent a beach house or something on the coast?”

      “You say the words and I’ll be there in a heartbeat.”

      She nodded with a grin. “Oh. And one more thing. Your friend is a great lady. But maybe on the down low, tell her she needs to cut way back on the mayonnaise in her turkey sandwiches.”

      I sputtered, choking on the laugh that dared to rise up. “Oh no ma’am. I will never say such a thing to her. A differing opinion is one thing but you can’t get between a southern woman and her recipes.”
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      The next morning was a whirlwind of activity. You’d have thought we were still putting on some ornate spell the way everyone was in and out of the house.

      Geena had gone home last night after checking on Corinne. She told us she’d be back in the morning and sure enough, she was here bright and early.

      Ruby had already told everyone her goodbyes before she left last night too—she had to get back to the kids and Shawn. I thanked her a million more times for everything she did, and even promised her a macramé planter of her own.

      Marguerite had kept pretty clear for the most part. When she did show up, she had her small bag of things packed up and ready to throw into her truck.

      It was an odd feeling, thanking her. On one hand, I knew I was being ridiculous by holding some undefined grudge against the woman. But on the other hand, I figured it might just be a case of our personalities clashing and if that were true then I wouldn’t feel so bad.

      “I truly don’t know what I would’ve done without your help. Especially finding the nexus.”

      She stood in the foyer with her long black cigarette pants and thin white camisole that left absolutely nothing to the imagination. “You would’ve found the answers eventually. You’re a smart and capable woman, Birdie Devaine. I tip my hat to you for that.”

      Once again, an odd thing coming from an even odder person. “Well, thanks again.”

      She gave a little bow and threw open the screen door to head out. A funny sort of weight lifted itself off my shoulders and I couldn’t help but smile as she hopped into her truck and pulled off.

      There was a sigh behind me. Lucifer had his hands behind his back, though I could make out the flexing of his muscles through the plain white button up he sported.

      “You seem mighty relieved to see her go,” he mused.

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m just hoping for her safe travels.”

      “Or…” he said, circling around me, “you don’t like the competition.”

      “Ha. What competition?”

      “The one you think is going on in your mind. I have a sense for these things, you know.” His superior tone dulled the smile on my face.

      “I have nothing to prove to her. It’s nice to have my home back to myself is all. Aren’t you supposed to be following after her?”

      He narrowed his eyes though he still wore a smirk. “Why would I?”

      “Stop that. You playing coy doesn’t work on me. Surely you know this by now.” How easy it was for him to get under my skin!

      Taking a few steps toward the staircase, his hands fluttered behind his back. “You think that Marguerite and I are together. As a couple.”

      Of course that’s what I thought—why else would they be up each other’s butts all the time? But I kept a cool head, despite my burning cheeks. “Yes, I would think that was obvious.”

      I hated the way he turned on his heel and took strides toward me with that intense look on his face. It was almost like a predator tracking his prey. But I was no one’s piece of meat.

      “I suppose it would make sense to see it that way, except it’s not true. In fact, I’m not entirely sure Marguerite is even into men that way.”

      I stood stock still. There were too many things running rampant in my head to make sense of it, so I pulled at one string and went with it. “She made it seem like the two of you were an item in her letters.”

      Yes, Birdie girl. Make yourself look like a foolish, jealous child.

      “Marguerite has her own way of doing things and I don’t not claim to know all of them. In truth we have been working closely together because of the magical energy surges. But now that we’ve sealed up the nexus, I do believe we’re parting ways for a while. What do you think of that?”

      I frowned. “Why does it matter what I think?”

      The intense look on his face softened. “When does it not?”

      “Stop answering my questions with more questions. You like to play games, Luke, but I don’t. I think we’ve well established that by now. Say what you mean to say and be done with it.” He did this every single time. And I was too old to want anything to do with emotional and mental gymnastics.

      “The gold coin I gave you during Yuletide. You still have it?” his voice dropped too low and too husky. I had to replay it over in my head to get around the distraction of it.

      “Yes.”

      Lucifer stopped circling around me until he came to stand right in front of me. “There may come a time sooner than later when you might use it. Just know that I’ll look forward to that moment until then.”

      I nodded. “I’ll… keep that in mind.”

      What in the world else was I supposed to say? Thank you? Sure, I look forward to proving you wrong?

      “I should leave you and your friend alone before she leaves. It was good seeing you. And even better helping you,” he said without the air of dramatics. It was the Lucifer I’d once been in love with, coming through this time.

      I bit my lip, not trusting myself to say a word. He turned and made toward the front door.

      I usually refused to watch him leave—never wanting to betray any emotion to him. But I couldn’t look away, and when he shot me one last look over his shoulder, something in me rose up, dying to say something.

      Then he was gone, and that part shut the heck up. Thank goodness.

      Corinne clucked her tongue as she walked past me, pulling the last of her suitcases after her. “Mmhm.”

      “What?”

      She just shook her head and kept dragging that heavy thing along.

      “Don’t you go all quiet on me now,” I said.

      “All right.” She spun around to face me with one hand on her hip. “You gotta stop being so hard on yourself.”

      That… was not what I thought she was going to say. “And what do you mean by that?”

      If looks could slap you upside the head… “Birdie. Come on. I mean that you pull so many different faces whenever you see that man that you look constipated. Stop being so hard on yourself! It’s okay if you have weird feelings for your ex—even if he’s the actual Devil. He’s hot, I get it.”

      My jaw dropped. “I most certainly do not have weird feelings for Lucifer. And he’s not the actual Devil, as I told you before. He’s the King of the—”

      “Yeah, I heard you but if you really expect me to believe that then you’re in total denial. Maybe you are, but I have a feeling that you’re way too self-aware for something like that to get past you. Just saying,” she said, grabbing her last bag and sticking it by the front door.

      Corinne’s phone picked the most opportune moment to chime. She pulled it out of her pocket with a sigh. “That’s my Uber. Would you mind…?”

      I was already throwing one of the tote bags over my shoulder and grabbed the handle to the biggest suitcase. “Already on it, darling.”

      It only took one trip out to the car to get her things packed into it. This was the moment that I’d been dreading all day.

      “Don’t look so sad,” she said, laughing with her wide smile. “Beach house, yeah?”

      “Beach house indeed.”

      She paused and gave me another tight hug. “You’re good people, Birdie. Thank you for inviting me out here and showing me the real you. It means a lot to me.”

      “Of course. And thank you for coming all the way out here. The time we did get to spend together was perfect and I’m going to miss your theories the next time I watch true crime on my own.”

      There was another big smile. “Okay… I guess I better get going if I want to make my flight. I love you, Birdie.”

      I nodded. “I love you too. Makes sure to text me when you get to the airport, when you get ready to leave, when you make it to Vegas, and when you get back to your apartment. Okay?”

      “All right, mamacita,” she deadpanned.

      One more hug, and she was in the car and pulling away.

      I walked back to my very empty house, choked back the silly tears, and flopped down on my sofa. Corinne was safe. Henrietta was in a better place. But I still missed them so much already…

      A snuffling noise in the kitchen made me smile. “Come in here you big baby. It’s just you and me again.”

      Grifter trotted into the sitting room with his big gray ears flopping around. I put my forehead against his. “At least I have you.”

      I laid back on the sofa, scratching at his ears. It was definitely time for a full-on nap. And then some.
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      The pop-star’s sickly-sweet voice warbled over the static of Nan’s old Ford Ranger’s stereo for only a few bars before I pounded my fist down on the dash. The static cleared up right away but her voice grated my nerves even more. Figured.

      The very last thing I wanted to hear on my self-prescribed solitary road trip was how some girl was in love with some chump she just met. I white-knuckled the wheel.

      “Sorry, Selena Gomez, but it’s going to be a no from me.”

      I turned the dial way down until I was met with a satisfying click. There. The silence wasn’t really such a bad companion.

      The inside of my cheek was raw from my chewing it over the past one hundred miles or so. I poked at it with my tongue, wincing. I needed a new bad habit to pass the time with.

      Miles and miles of highway stretched between me and… well, I wasn’t sure of where just yet. In my head, I could picture a hazy scene of me lounging by the lakeside—a hot lifeguard to my left and an even hotter lifeguard to my right, but with a man-bun. Perhaps one of my favorite mojitos in hand. Jo, my Nan’s neighbor, always joked on me, calling me a hipster because of my love for minty booze. But the joke’s on her, because it takes exactly one and a half of my extra-strength ‘minty booze’ drinks to leave me feeling good while it takes at least five or six of her skunky beers.

      Yeah, no thanks. At thirty-six I couldn’t afford a whole weekend’s worth of recuperating from one night out anymore.

      Okay. Back to hottie one and man-bun hottie number two…

      I eased my grip on the steering wheel as I came around a slow bend in the road. The heat from mid-day July encased me and my poor truck, so I was happy to see the shadows under the trees on either side of the road. The scenic byway I took on a whim was a chance to slow down and enjoy the views, with one side of the rising elevation a grassy and rocky face covered in wildflowers. I recognized the butterfly weed and mountain laurel thanks to Nan’s lessons in the greenhouse.

      Purple coneflower for the immune system. Don’t touch the hogweed. The Black-eyed Susans are good luck as they’re the state flowers. Witch Hazel is great for stings and cleaning your face.

      Under the covering of thick treetops reaching across the road to commingle with one another, the temperature was cooler, the sun’s blinding light kinder. I pushed my sunglasses up and leaned forward to get a better look at the wooden sign ahead.

      “Great Wide Hill, .9 miles. Charming Springs, 2.2 miles. Huh.”

      A hill was great and all but I was definitely leaning more toward the sound of Charming Springs. Was it a waterfall? I couldn’t recall seeing it on the map of Western North Carolina I picked up at the last gas station.

      “Guess we’ll find out in two miles.”

      The road sign showed a split ahead, with the main byway continuing straight ahead on the level elevation, while the rickety old sign half hanging on its post that read ‘Welcome to Charming Springs,’ had me making a slight left turn to go further up the side of the mountain.

      I had to take it easy chugging up the steeper terrain with Nan’s truck, which unfortunately gave me time to think.

      I couldn’t remember when I came to the conclusion that my life in D.C. was for lack of a better term, sucky. I’ve lived there for a grand total of seven years and for some reason it took my fiancé cheating on me with his mailroom clerk a whole month before our wedding, for me to snap out of it. D.C. was never home for me. Not with its sky-high rent and crowded everything.

      It was the exact opposite of everything I loved in life, yet I made the move for a job I didn’t even really like, to live closer to friends who were never there for me. So maybe it was just fate that I attracted a jerk like Gavin, who couldn’t have stayed faithful. Two whole years devoted to him and there they went out the window, just like the expensive virtual reality set I’d just bought him last Christmas.

      That was a real show-stopper, yanking open the window and throwing it out like yesterday’s trash. I didn’t know whose face was more surprised. His or mine.

      There I went with the chewing again. I hesitated with my right hand over my purse haphazardly slung across the bench seat. I wanted some gum but with this slow drive up I wasn’t about to take any chances.

      Really this trip was a much needed breather for me. A chance to get away from the crazy hustle and bustle of the city. And Nan… she’d done me the most perfect kind of solid anyone could ask for.

      Now that she was living in that fancy condo inside that fancy retirement community, she didn’t have the space for the truck or the camper. So she snatched my car keys from me and tossed me hers.

      “Take Big Ben. The camper too. You’ll need somewhere to live while you’re out there.”

      “Out where?” I’d said with one hand on my hip, clutching the keys uncertain.

      She’d jutted her chin in the general direction of the front porch. “Out there. Away from all that mess you’ve been in, and on the open road. I better see some ‘Wish you were here’ postcards, Indie girl.”

      I’d smiled at her, doing my very best not to tear up. A blessing in disguise, is what she’d called Gavin’s affair. That he was a numbskull and many more colorful words than that. She told me I was free to go and do whatever I wanted and that I didn’t need to stick around just to worry over her.

      She knew me too well.

      Nan was raised on a farm in Cumberland, Maryland and it showed. The woman worked hard, even at eighty years-old, and she’d been the one to primarily raise me while my own mother went and did all the wrong things in life. After my Grandaddy died when I was fourteen, it was just me and Nan.

      I already missed her long white and faded copper hair pulled back in its usual braid. The sunhat she kept perched low over her brow while she worked in the garden, and the way her freckled skin had turned to a ruddy tan on her arms and hands over the years. I always chided her about not wearing sunscreen when she was outside but she was stubborn as a mule.

      Nope. I wasn’t about to start crying yet again on this supposed spirit quest I was sending myself on. It wasn’t like I couldn’t drive back to see her whenever I felt like it.

      A loud ding rattled me from my thoughts and I looked down at the gas tank on the dash and groaned. The little red arrow was hovering over ‘E.’

      “Hope this place has a gas stop.” My stomach growled. “And some nachos.”

      A night in Ocean City with Emily, my roommate in college, popped up like a weird soap bubble floating across the surface of my memories. The gas station nachos had been a very, very bad choice.

      “Okay, maybe not nachos…”

      The tree line dropped off on one side as Big Ben climbed the incline, and I did my best to pretend that the low guardrail on that side would be enough to keep me safe from driving off the edge of the road. I didn’t have a whole lot of experience with mountain driving and my stomach was still debating whether it was just hungry or nervous. Or a weird mixture of both.

      Ahead, there was another sign, this time painted a cheerful blue with white letters splashed across the front with a bunch of hand-painted flowers curling around the words. ‘Charming Springs Welcomes You! Population: 1313’

      Huh. Small town, then. Maybe they still had a pretty waterfall tucked away somewhere.

      The bend in the road came unexpectedly, and my heart leapt up my throat as I quickly cut the steering wheel to the left, Big Ben lurching to a slow as I accidentally let off the gas and switched over to the brake. Carefully I pressed back down on the gas with a groan. My driver’s ed teacher would not be impressed.

      The truck continued its climb, but it wasn’t hard to pick up on the weight of the camper in tow. Gravity had a firm grasp on it and I had to bring my foot all the way down on the gas pedal just to keep going up. How far did this road go up the side of this stupid mountain, anyway?

      The road seemed to twist deeper into the side of the mountain until both sides of the road were bordered by thick trees that overhung above me again. Was it my imagination, or did the spaces between the trees close in, blocking more and more of the sunlight?

      Something prickled along my spine. The a/c in the truck wasn’t great but it suddenly felt too cold all at once. The temperature difference between here and the beginning of the road was stark. Weird elevation issues, I guess.

      The further down the road I went, the colder I got. And the straight shot of the road ahead looked like it finally emerged through the overhanging tunnel of trees surrounding me, with bright sunlight lighting up and washing out everything in the distance. I must be close to town…

      My breath hung in the air as the windshield fogged up so fast that I had to slow down yet again and crack the windows. The defrost was thankfully working in the beat-up truck and when the windshield cleared I realized I was much closer to the opening in the trees.

      With the windows cracked, icy air blew into the cab. My bare arms and pretty much everywhere else broke out into frantic goosebumps. Red flags went off in my head—something wasn’t right here.

      I slowly pulled into the washed-out light of what I hoped was the town of Charming Springs. An interesting choice in name, for sure.

      The light that I thought led to an opening in the trees was just a trick of the light. It was bright but the sun was unseeable behind the heavy gray clouds hanging low in the sky. It was like seeing one of those new quilted weighted blankets covering what I knew to be a beautiful, sunny day. Not here.

      The part that had me slam on my brakes though, was the foot of snow that stretched as far as the eye could see. Buildings farther down the road topped off with snow, bare trees that looked as though they were in the dead of winter, and the sharp twist of icy cold that kept breezing through the truck…

      I guess I never believed in the saying ‘it’ll be a cold day in July,’ yet here we were…

      

      
        
        Finish reading Indie’s story below!

        A Cold Case In Spell

      

      

    

  





  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by J. L. Collins

          

        

      

    

    
      Spell Maven Mystery Series Order:

      Spell Maven from Spell Haven (Book 1)

      Snitch Witch (Book 2)

      Tragic Magick (Book 3)

      

      Witch Hazel Lane Mystery Series Order:

      Grits in the Graveyard (Book 1)

      Devil on My Doorstep (Book 2)

      Monsters Under the Magnolia (Book 3)

      Tea On The Tombstone (Book 4)

      Biscuits With The Banshee (Book 5)

      

      Ice Witch Mystery Series Order:

      A Cold Case In Spell (Book 1)

    

  





  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Corinne’s Sweet Chili Sesame Chicken

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sweet Chili Sesame Chicken (In the Slow-cooker)

      

        

      
        Ingredients

      

        

      
        •	2 pounds chicken breasts

        •	1 1/2 tablespoons cornstarch

        •	1/4 cup water

        •	sriracha to taste

      

        

      
        Sweet Chili Sesame Sauce

        •	2-4 tablespoons Asian sweet chili sauce

        •	1/3 cup low sodium soy sauce

        •	1/3 cup ketchup

        •	1/3 cup packed brown sugar

        •	2 tablespoons hoisin sauce

        •	2 tablespoons rice wine vinegar

        •	1 tablespoon toasted sesame oil

        •	1 1/2 teaspoons garlic powder or 3-4 garlic cloves minced

        •	1/2 teaspoon onion powder

        •	1/2 teaspoon ginger powder or 2 teaspoons freshly grated ginger

        •	1 teaspoon salt

        •	1/4 teaspoon pepper

      

        

      
        Garnishes

        •	toasted sesame seeds

        •	chopped green onions

      

        

      
        Instructions

      

        

      
        •	Put chicken in the bottom of crockpot.

      

        

      
        •	Whisk sweet chili sauce ingredients together in medium bowl. Pour over chicken in the crockpot.

      

        

      
        •	Cook until the chicken is tender enough to shred - best set on low to simmer the meat and tenderize it slowly.

      

        

      
        •	Shred chicken in the crockpot and add 1 1/2 tablespoons cornstarch mixed with 1/4 cup water to the contents and stir. Cook on high for 20 minutes or until sauce thickens to your liking.

      

        

      
        •	Serve with rice and garnish with sesame seeds and green onions.

      

        

      
        Recipe from carlsbadcravings.com

      

      

    

  





  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        J. L. (Jerri)  lives in the Lowcountry of South Carolina, with her family and feisty furbaby. She loves southern food, literally any dog, hiking, Carolina sunrises on the beach, shopping on King Street, and curling up with about twenty different books on the weekends. Her favorites are mysteries and fantasies where the characters make her laugh, cry, and feel #allthefeels. When she gets the rare chance, she also likes to go exploring and learning more about Charleston’s rich history.
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