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      This book is for my magical friend Debbie.

      

      I’ll miss your fierce spirit, your larger-than-life personality, your verve and vivacity. You filled every room you walked into. I like to think heaven has endless game reserves—wild, wide, and teeming with animals—and that you’ve got the best camera in hand and a front-row seat to every sighting.

      

      Coffee with the girls will never be the same. The seat at the head of the table will forever be yours.
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      Eight skeletons, five in brightly colored Hawaiian shirts, two in bikinis, and one sporting sunglasses. Twenty-something pink flamingos.

      Wren Dunlop had stopped counting the jack-o’-lantern watermelons ages ago—real, fake, carved, or just painted with a smile and a prayer. Solstice Springs had a way of taking things too far.

      Though, without the over-the-top Summerween decorations, her hometown would’ve been just another pretty place in western Massachusetts—nestled under the Berkshire Mountains, stretched along a glittering lake, its edges swallowed by forest. The vast, wooded park running parallel to the lake was where she’d played as a child and hung out as a teenager. Returning in early June meant she was back in the place best described as pure mischief wrapped in sunshine, and nostalgia-tinged warmth smacked her in the chest.

      Wren pulled in a deep breath of fresh air, a unique combo of lake water and a sweet hint of wildflowers. Here, at the park’s lower end, on the edge of the main business center, sat a wide grassy meadow, perfect for lazy picnics, impromptu baseball games, and throwing a frisbee. At its edge was an old-fashioned white bandstand where she’d had her first kiss when she was … she counted back … fourteen? How could fifteen years have passed so quickly? Not wanting to think of the swift passage of time, Wren took in the tall trees edging the meadow, scanning for anyone she might recognize sitting on the benches beneath them. It was a perfect viewing spot, where residents and tourists—because, God, who could forget the ever-present tourists?—could watch joggers and walkers as they used the winding paths through the park. But no one looked familiar, and Wren felt the usual twinge of longing for the town she remembered from her childhood: a town free of Halloween.

      Wren had been slipping in and out of her hometown for years now, returning for vacations and weekends and whenever her schedule offered her a break. She’d watched how, over the past decade, Solstice Springs’s obsession with all things spooky had ballooned past October, living up to its nickname as Halloween Town. The locals simply called it H‑Town. Because … why not? When your town’s main selling point was weird, you might as well make it weirder.

      She shook her head. Her godmother, Luna, was the mayor of H-Town, and she and the rest of her council had a massive hard-on for anything Halloween-related. The madness initially started with a Halloween festival, which happened to coincide with the anniversary of the founding of the town by a bunch of eccentric Puritans who’d been kicked out of Salem for being “too theatrical.”

      The Halloween festival was now H-Town’s biggest drawcard in October, but the council had found a way to celebrate the holiday every month of the year, including February’s Love Potion Singles Weekend, April’s “Spring Cleanse” mini-festival—an opportunity to sweep away any “bad energy”—and August’s Hexes Heartbreak Market.

      But this July, they—and by “they” she really meant Luna—were launching their second biggest event to date, a month-long festival called Summerween, culminating on July 31st. Basically, as Wren understood it, it was a summer version of October’s festival, but with tropical colors, skeletons in beach party mode wearing bikinis and boardshorts, and too many maniacal watermelons.

      But for the Pagans and Wiccans in town, it all built toward Lammas—a celebration of the early grain harvest and that golden halfway point between the solstice and the equinox. Underneath the garish decorations and the Summerween crazy, was the ritual of baking breads and gratitude, a reminder that summer—and life—didn’t run at full tilt forever. Wren thought it was a sensible way to approach life. Eat the bread. Say thank you. Don’t pretend summer lasts.

      She pushed her sunglasses up into her hair and cruised to a stop behind Magda’s Marvelous Magic Medicine delivery truck. Tipping her head to the side, Wren read:

      
        
        Magicky medicines for everything, from melancholia, to mumps, to mood swings. We deliver!

      

      

      God, this town. It was mad. Wren rested her arms on the steering wheel, waiting for the light to change. She looked to her right, and there on the corner sat The Bar, with its plain, square, undecorated windows and faded sign. Jasper, she was happy to see, was still flying the flag as one of H-Town’s skeptics. Ever since the H-Town makeover, the residents and shop owners had been firmly divided into two camps, the “True Believers” and the skeptics. The skeptics were a grumpy brigade who protested anything Halloween-related, which in this town was pretty much everything, while the True Believers proudly and loudly promoted the existence of witches, ghosts, and everything paranormal.

      Mostly raised by the town’s most lackadaisical white witch, Luna—whose witchy beliefs and practices were a bit hit and miss and rather mood- and money-dependent—Wren knew that being Halloween-obsessed brought in the tourist bucks. Even outside of the big festivals, the town hummed with enchanted tourists happy to step into the madness. But Jasper, along with a few other business people, refused to bend and kept his space strictly Halloween-free. It was where Wren escaped to when she tired of talk of ghosts and goblins and festivals and fairies. Damn, but this traffic was taking forever to move.

      Wren half-leaned out of her car window to peer around Magda’s Marvelous Magic truck, to see two women she didn’t recognize making shooing gestures with their hands, and the flash of a turkey’s tail. She leaned out a little further and saw that Reggie, the town’s semi-feral turkey—Freedom of the City honoree two years ago and considered to be H-Town’s first citizen—sat in the middle of the intersection, uninterested in budging. And because Reggie’s bite was far worse than his bark—or whatever turkeys did—no one was prepared to catch him and remove him forcibly. Wren knew she’d be here for a while, so she relaxed in her seat and instructed her car’s onboard system to call Poppy. Her friend answered almost immediately.

      “Bird! Have you arrived in H-Town?”

      She and Poppy had spent every summer of their childhood and teens together, with Poppy only visiting for school vacations—Wren to stay with Luna, Poppy to stay with her grandparents, who’d owned and operated Solstice Deep, the Victorian lakeside inn just out of town. When she was fourteen, two years after her mom’s death and tired of being bounced between wherever her dad was living at the time and Luna’s house, Wren moved in with Luna permanently. Well, permanent was relative because two years later, at sixteen, she was accepted to attend the Philadelphia High School for Creative and Performing Arts. Luna, unmarried and childless, had been, still was, her anchor. She’d been her mom, her dad, her bossy older sister, her best friend, her most trusted confidante. Crazy and chaotic, sure, but solid and steadfast in her love for the child who’d been dropped into her life through her mom’s death and her father’s neglect.

      Thirteen years later, Wren was a rolling stone; her job as a choreographer took her all over the world, but this town was, as much as it could be, home.

      Wren looked around and sighed. “It’s one of those perfect, early summer days, Pops, the type we love. The sky is such a thick blue, I want to push my hand through it. The trees are bright green, and the lake looks inviting.”

      “Don’t, you’re making me homesick,” Poppy replied. Was that a crack in her voice, a hint of tears?

      Wren frowned. When had she last heard Poppy sounding excited about her upcoming Boston society-bash wedding? Granted, it was all planned by her mother and future mother-in-law and was a million miles from the barefoot-in-the-grass, flowers-in-her-hair wedding Poppy wanted growing up, but surely some enthusiasm was warranted?

      “How’s your gorgeous groom?” It wasn’t a lie; Benji was a good-looking guy. He just also happened to be too slick, too up-his-own-ass, too much into himself and not enough into her gorgeous, talented, artistic friend.

      Poppy took a while to answer. “He’s fine. He’s busy.”

      Wren let the silence turn to static until Poppy continued. “I haven’t seen much of him lately.”

      “And the wedding preparations?”

      During the brief silence between her question and Poppy’s answer, she could easily see Poppy’s shrug. “My mother and mother-in-law seem to have it all in hand,” she replied, her tone stilted. “I don’t have much to do.”

      Or say, Wren silently added. Both Poppy’s MIL and her mother were society queens, demanding and difficult, and determined to make Poppy and Benji’s wedding the social highlight of the year. Poor Pops was just along for the ride. And Wren had a bad feeling about all of it—the marriage, the groom, and the wedding. Goosebumps erupted on her arms. “Pops, do you not think you should…”

      Her words trailed off as she looked to her left and took in a tall guy dressed in running shorts and a sleeveless white gym shirt, exercising on the grass to the left of the bandstand. And, holy hell, was that skeleton in a bikini lounging on the bandstand bench, its bony arm around a vampire mannequin? Seriously?

      Shaking her head, she returned to Exercise Guy and noticed the group of guys in front of him, trying to keep up. The defined muscles in his thick arms and shoulders rippled, and his tanned face glistened with perspiration. Wren watched him rake a hand through his darkened-by-sweat brown hair.

      Nice.

      Poppy’s sigh drifted through the car. “Talking about fiancés, has your engagement fiasco blown over?” she asked.

      Wren wished.

      Wren dropped her arm out of the car, trying to drum the memory out of her head, but Kyro’s livestream played on repeat behind her eyes. He’d been her first guy after the Alex fiasco; she’d met him when she’d decided that, when it came to romance and men, the beginning was the safest space for her to play—where she could just enjoy the spark, the buzz, the delicious promise of something new. No history, no risk, no chance of getting hurt.

      They’d met while she was choreographing a number for his latest single, and she’d thought they were on the same page: friends with benefits, no drama, just fun. Two months in, and Kyro, a world-famous pop idol, decided to turn their private arrangement into a public proposal complete with him down on one knee holding a ten-carat diamond, and millions of fans tuned in.

      “Maybe I should’ve played along with Kyro, Pops. Just said yes and called it quits later.”

      Everyone else had thought he was being romantic, judging from the raining heart emojis, but Wren had felt like she’d walked onto a stage with zero warning and even less preparation.

      “Bullshit, Bird,” Poppy told her, sounding brisk. “You told me that you were both on the same only-here-for-the-fun page.”

      Because keeping it light, fun, and shallow was now who she was, what she did. Wren adored the high of beginnings—the adrenaline, the spark, the feeling of being extraordinary in someone’s eyes. But when the gloss of infatuation faded and more work was required, she bolted.

      “I’m not built for the long haul, Pops. Love, to me, is a dazzling dance routine, designed to end when the music changes and the spotlight dims.”

      “And who can we blame for that?” Poppy demanded.

      “My dad.”

      Chester Dunlop. Charismatic, larger than life, and an unreliable dreamer. He swept people off their feet—including Wren—when he was around. He’d also drifted in and out of her childhood, leaving without warning when something, or someone, shinier caught his attention. As a child, Wren had often wondered if she was important to him, and had had her answer when Chester jumped at Luna’s suggestion that Wren should go and live with her. No wonder she could only cope with the beginnings, when things were fun and shiny … because when reality hit, the promises, or hints of promises, evaporated like mist on a hot stove.

      Wren sighed. “I’m the problem, Pops, I can’t stick the landing, so it’s better not to risk the crash.”

      “None of which negates Kyro’s asshole-ish behavior. He knew you two were bed buddies, that you’d never say yes, and he used you to garner attention, hoping that music fans would feel sorry for him and would pre-order his upcoming album and buy tickets to his concerts. All in all, a pretty shitty thing to do,” Poppy muttered.

      It had been. As she’d told Kyro herself.

      Movement flickered beside the bandstand, catching her attention. Exercise Guy, tall and muscled, was now shaking hands with a short, broad man, but Wren got the impression that he was reluctant to engage. Strangely, when he offered his hand to the lanky red-headed teenager beside the man with more garish highlights than Wren would ever dare to attempt, the action seemed smoother, more natural.

      The kid hesitated, obviously surprised. Oh, honey. She recognized his awkwardness, his please-don’t-look-at-me expression. The short guy—his dad?—puffed himself up even more, said something, and the kid took a step back. Exercise Guy narrowed his eyes…

      Color her curious.

      His impatience wasn’t aimed at the poor kid. Nope. Wren knew his annoyance was directed at the peacock dad, who seemed to be running his mouth. Exercise Guy darted a quick look at the kid and his face softened—barely, but she caught it. He shifted closer to the teenager, angling his body to shield him, the gesture so subtle, so natural, she nearly missed it.

      “Wren, are you still there?”

      “Mmm-hmm, just watching a guy in the park talking to someone, and something about their conversation caught my attention,” Wren explained.

      “Is he hot? Is he single?” Poppy demanded, sounding for the first time like her usual happy-go-lucky self.

      “Did you hear anything I said about their conversation?”

      “Heard it, ignored it. So … is he? Hot? Single?”

      “Hot, yes. As for single, I’m in my car, waiting for the traffic to move, and he’s across the road, Pops. How would I know? And why would I care?”

      “If he is, you might be able to have some fun, use him for distraction.”

      Wren shook her head violently. “Uh, let me think about that … that would be a hard no. Actually, that would be a fuck no with bells on. I’m spending the summer in H-Town to rest, to reset, to avoid men and drama. I would rather stab myself in the eye with a rusty fork than have a summer fling.”

      She’d run away from drama in New York; she didn’t need any here. No, she was going to drink cocktails, hang out by the lake, read, and try to avoid being roped into working at the Summerween festival by Luna.

      “Why are you yelling?” Poppy asked, amused.

      “I’m not… I’m just frustrated because Reggie is sitting in the road, and I want to find a parking space and grab a coffee from Spirited Grounds.”

      “Well, I know you want coffee, you always hit SG as soon as you get to town, but that’s not the reason for your bitchy tone,” Poppy responded, with all the conviction of a friend who knew her far too well.

      Wren saw the swish of tail feathers, heard Reggie’s squawk, and the traffic started to move. “Got to go, Pops, Reggie has finally shifted his feathery butt.”

      “H-Town,” Poppy murmured. “I swear it just keeps getting weirder.”

      Wren started her car, inched forward, and slammed on the brakes when old Mrs. Donalds, the basket of her vintage bike decorated in tinsel, cut across her. Her gray hair was streaked purple, and she wore rapper-style sunglasses on her old-as-time wrinkled face. Today’s bikini was a lemon and purple concoction, a bright orange boa covering, thankfully, the bulk of her saggy chest.

      Weird was a kind way to describe H-Town. Batshit bizarre was far more accurate.
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      Across the road, Dr. Dane Trafford scowled at the five-man, two-boy group in front of him, warily eyeing the red face and heavy breathing of the overweight man to his right. He’d yet to understand how his keep-him-sane training had become a group activity.

      Just two days after moving into his summer rental, a cottage overlooking the lake, Dane had been doing a strength workout in the park after his eight-mile run, when a man approached him asking if he could follow along. He’d shrugged. If the guy wanted to try and keep up, it was no skin off his nose. The next morning, the man was back with someone else. Solstice Springs was a small town—the kind of place where gossip was a town sport—because somehow, he’d become the Pied Piper of Pull-Ups.

      The plump guy turned redder. Dane thought about telling him to slow down, to take it easy, but he wasn’t his doctor or his dad.

      He looked across the park, his attention snagged by a slim, toned arm dangling out of a small SUV, feminine fingers tapping. He shook his head at the cause of the traffic jam, a damn turkey squatting in the middle of the road, ignoring the shooing hands of two women trying to get it to budge.

      Dane returned his attention to the owner of the arm, taking in her profile. Straight nose, round cheeks, pointed chin, and full and sexy lips. His heart, trained to remain steady, bumped once, then again. She pushed her sunglasses into the long, streaky hair she’d gathered into a pile on top of her head, as if she’d been in a hurry and couldn’t be bothered to fuss. He got the impression of light, big eyes.

      Resident? Tourist? He was surprised to find himself interested enough to wonder. It had been a while since a woman had intrigued him. She turned her head in his direction and, too old to be caught ogling, he snapped his head back to the group.

      “Push-ups,” he grunted, dropping into position. He flattened his hands, tightened his core, and quickly did ten, ignoring the grunts coming from in front of him. Lifting his head, he watched as the others struggled to keep themselves in position, the shaking shoulders, the straining arms. Two had the completely wrong form.

      “Blue shirt and yellow tank, drop your hips and widen your feet,” he commanded. How the fuck had he become a fitness trainer?

      He did another fifteen and, holding the plank position, watched a father and son at the back of the group. The dad was one of those gym-bro fitness junkies—loud, ripped, and way too proud of himself. The son was all elbows and red hair, hating every damn second.

      “For God’s sake, Colt, do it right! You’ve got arms like spaghetti strands!”

      Dane narrowed his eyes at the dad’s condescending, irritated tone. He sounded just like his old man, clipped, commanding, contemptuous, happy to tear down but not build up. Dane turned his head and took in the lake to the right, thinking of the six weeks he’d spent here when he was ten.

      Six months after his mom died, he and his dad spent over a month in a cabin on the lake, fishing, swimming, messing around in boats. It was the first and only time his dad had acted like his dad and not his commanding officer. Not that he’d chosen this town because of a memory; the hiking, kayaking, and running trails surrounding the town were far bigger, and more practical draw cards.

      “Fucking useless.”

      The boy flushed, his face now as red as his hair, and bit his lip as he dropped down and struggled to push himself up. Toxic masculinity. The General had been a master at it. Dane, still holding his position, cleared his throat. “Hey, Highlights,” he called, referring to the dad’s aggressively salon-streaked hair. “You look fitter than most. You up for a challenge?”

      He saw the confidence in his eyes, the flare of competitiveness. You think you can beat me, dickhead? You can try. “Let’s push ourselves a little,” he suggested.

      “I’m with you, bro.” As he expected, Highlights didn’t look past the surface—he saw the calm tone, the steady face, and missed the quiet contempt simmering underneath.

      He wasn’t his fucking bro. Not even a little. So Dane clapped his hands between push-ups, steady and unhurried, letting the man sweat and strain. Dane caught Colt’s quick little grin, suggesting he was enjoying watching someone else outmaneuver his overbearing father.

      When Highlights’s breathing got ragged and his arms started to shake, Dane eased off.

      “That’s it. Cool down on your own.”

      He wiped his face with the hem of his shirt, grabbed his water bottle, and chugged. The lake shimmered through the trees—quiet, pretty, nothing like the places where he usually worked. Places that bled. Wrecked cities he couldn’t get out of his head.

      He’d taken this break—this enforced, don’t-argue-with-us break—because the last job had shifted something deep inside him. Too much blood, too much chaos, and then … nothing. Freezing mid-triage, his brain refusing to cooperate with his hands. Classic burnout, they’d said. Possible PTSD. A generous dose of “what now, Dane?”

      So here he was sweating through half the day, pretending nature could settle his nerves, pretending he wasn’t terrified that the next emergency would prove him to still be useless, unresponsive. Pretending he wasn’t making a list of all the expectations he’d never met.

      He shoved a hand through his hair and finished his water. He had a couple of months to get his head straight, to figure out if he could go back to the career that defined him … or if he needed to rebuild his entire world.

      He didn’t know. And the not knowing ate away at the lining in his stomach.

      You don’t need to solve it now, Trafford. So, instead of stressing, he’d wander down the street to pick up a coffee and try to enjoy being in a town where nobody needed saving.

      “You’re our new neighbor, right?”

      He turned and automatically slid his hand into Highlights’s outstretched paw. Colt stood behind his dad, staring down at the ground, looking miserable. “Dane Trafford,” he briefly stated. He never told people he was a doctor; he didn’t want people randomly describing their symptoms and expecting an on-the-spot diagnosis.

      “Penn Peters. I live down from the cottage you are renting, the last house on the right.”

      He sounded like he was looking to be congratulated. Maybe he thought his three-story, extensive house and property deserved a compliment. Dane simply looked at him, wondering why he had yet to introduce his son. He waited another ten seconds before extending his hand to the boy. “Hey, I’m Dane,” he said, pushing a little warmth into his tone.

      “This is my son, Colt,” Penn said.

      “Nice to meet you, Colt,” Dane said, ignoring his father. “Working out not your thing?”

      Colt raised his head, looking for the judgment he expected to see in Dane’s eyes. Seeing none, he relaxed a fraction. He opened his mouth to speak but his father beat him to it.

      “He’s into music and dance,” Penn said, making it sound like Colt spent his time killing kittens. “I dragged him along to help him get ripped.”

      Dane’s fist clenched. Give the kid a chance to speak, asshole. He kept his eyes on Colt’s face, noting his tense muscles, the ticking muscle in his cheekbone. He recognized the seething anger buried deep. He suspected that pleasing his dad was an impossible task. He knew how that felt.

      “Do you play an instrument?” Dane asked.

      “Bass guitar. He makes a racket and drives me mad.”

      Out of patience, Dane grabbed his car key fob, gym towel, and phone off the bench where he’d left them, and gave them a tight smile. “I’ll see you around,” he said, walking off. Jesus, it had been like looking at and talking to a civilian version of his father. Sorry, kid.

      But not his problem.

      The back of Dane’s neck tingled as he walked to his car. He was a general’s son, had some military training, and after working in pressure-cooker environments where emotions ran high and desperation ruled, he’d learned to recognize danger and trust his instincts. While he knew he wasn’t in danger—he was in a small Massachusetts town for God’s sake—he knew he was being watched. But by whom and where from? A part of him hoped it might be the sexy woman in the car. He looked around, but she was gone. Damn.

      He stopped when he got to the edge of the park and turned to look back, scanning his surroundings. Dog-walker, jogger, the same walking group of ladies he’d seen earlier. A group of younger women were warming up. A couple of cyclists on the bike path. Empty bench, empty bench… He stopped and returned his gaze to the bench near the water fountain.

      Did he sense movement from that bench, or was his PTSD-affected brain playing tricks on him? He narrowed his eyes and saw nothing but the iron frame and wooden slats. Was this fake-spooky town messing with him? Dane sighed, then ambled across the street to dump his towel and water bottle in his car.

      A strong coffee would hit the spot, maybe a takeaway bagel for breakfast. Later, he might take his paddleboard out on the lake or do a trail run. And if he still couldn’t sleep tonight, he’d do a night run around town.

      Because standing, or lying still, was when his thoughts and regrets became too loud to handle.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Holding just his phone and car key fob, Dane walked up Main Street to the pale pink building sporting a bow-fronted window. The bottom of a black and gold sign hanging over the sidewalk in a mostly unreadable font, brushed his hair.

      A lion cub of a cat lay across the entrance to Spirited Grounds, his black fur absorbing the morning sunlight; a feline solar panel. Lurid Halloween decorations—a gaudy mix of ceramic pumpkins, glittering cobwebs, and stoned-looking plastic flamingos on either side of the door—clashed spectacularly with the animal’s sleek elegance. He lay there, one golden eye half closed, tail flicking lazily. Dane easily interpreted his look: yes, peasants, I rule this town. I will smite you if you annoy or inconvenience me. Customers gingerly stepped over him, but he barely moved, the picture of feline supremacy managing, just, to tolerate the lunacy of humans.

      Dane appreciated his what-the-actual-fuck attitude.

      Inside, Dane joined the long queue waiting to be served and looked around. He’d seen and experienced plenty of strange things in his life—triage under a high-rise building in danger of collapsing; performing a tube thoracostomy to treat a hemothorax with a Leatherman; his high-school portrayal of Kenickie from Grease—but the organized chaos that was Spirited Grounds on a Friday morning, on any morning to be fair, was still a shock to his system. Honestly, it looked like a Victorian tea parlor high on hashish, with a side hustle in caffeine.

      The place—all velvet drapes, yellow and blue striped wallpaper, and gilt mirrors—reminded him of those crazy mirrors at county fairs. The interior designer must’ve believed in more is more, slapping tacky, flea-market finds onto every horizontal surface with impunity. Teacups—bright and mismatched—swung from the ceiling on hooks at the end of thin wires. Everywhere he looked, there were candles, cat statues, and second-hand books—available to borrow!—carelessly and chaotically stacked.

      A spray-painted mural—by a fairly talented artist—covered the wall to his right. The woman depicted wore a short cape and a long apron, and what he thought was a bonnet; the man next to her sported a big hat, a huge collar and toted a rifle over his shoulder. Puritans, he decided. In all the pictures he’d seen of the Protestants, they all looked like they had sticks up their asses.

      But these two—Jeremiah Blackwood and Constance Merriweather, apparently—were both smiling, and looked … well, relaxed. Like life wasn’t all Calvinist theory and moral diligence. Artistic license? Maybe.

      Strangely, really strangely, the whacky décor worked. The air smelled like espresso, cinnamon, dust, and warm milk. The baristas wore black aprons and ready smiles, and a wonky chalkboard announced today’s special as The Boo-rista Blend, featuring “notes of Columbia, caramel, chaos, and confusion.”

      He found himself grinning despite himself. This was H-Town—he’d recently discovered that only tourists called it Solstice Springs—half charm, half insanity, and very different from when he was a kid. Surprisingly, he sorta kinda liked it.

      The whispered, electronic “boo” signaled another customer entering the shop, and Dane listened to the footsteps of someone joining the queue behind him. Light, fresh perfume filled his nose… God, gorgeous. He resisted the urge to turn around. Somehow, it was enough to simply stand in this crazy coffee shop, inhale the feminine perfume, and decide whether he wanted a hot Americano—the Dark Séance, strong enough to raise the dead—or cold—the Witch’s Cold Shoulder, dark, cool, and done with you.

      “Bird! God, it is you!”

      Dane turned to see a tall guy—he topped his own six-foot-two by an inch or more—sweep the woman behind him into a tight hug, his hand holding her head to his wide chest.

      She squealed in delight, and the guy lifted her off her feet to twirl her around. He immediately recognized her as being the occupant of the car earlier. Her laugh, low and a lot dirty, reached him, and Dane swallowed, trying to ignore his irrational jealousy of that big hand on her back, the other banded across her thighs just under her very shapely butt.

      Jealous? Over a woman he’d never met? What the hell was that about?

      “When did you get back to town?” the man demanded. “Why didn’t you call me? How long are you staying?”

      She was placed back on her feet, and Dane caught his breath when he took in her lovely face. Strands of her hair, rich browns streaked with gold, had fallen from the bun-thing on top of her head to rest on an exceedingly nice chest. The rest of her body was fine too, but it was her face that captured his attention. No makeup that he could see, wide, light eyes the color of grapes and ringed by a deeper green dominated her face, highlighted by ridiculously long eyelashes and strong brows. Freckles, just a light spray, covered her straight nose and rambled onto her cheeks. Her mouth was unpainted, with plump lips he ached to explore.

      “Hayes!” she cried, sliding her hands into his. “Oh God, it’s so, so good to see you! How are you? How is Hadley?”

      “Driving me mad,” he replied, squeezing her hands before shoving his into the back pockets of oil-stained jeans. Biker boots covered his huge feet and a streak of grease ran from his temple into his short beard. “Why are you back? Last we heard, you were doing a gig in Seoul.”

      Dane had visited Seoul, loved the city, and wondered what took her there. Pretending to scroll through his phone, far too interested, he waited for her reply. “I was there, came home to New York, then I went to LA.”

      Quite the traveler. He wondered what she did that took her all over the country.

      “Wren Dunlop, is that you?”

      The high, piping voice had Dane lifting his head, and he blinked at the vision scuttling across the coffee shop. Bright purple hair piled like cotton candy, five layers of lace, and enough rings to satisfy a French queen. The man two steps behind her, wearing jeans, a plaid shirt, and a faded ball cap, skin tanned to leather, looked as out of place as an ice cube in hell.

      “Help,” Wren whimpered, just loud enough for him and her friend to hear.

      The guy—Hayes?—lifted two hands and walked backwards, shaking his head. “Nope, it’s too early to deal with Marigold and Earl, not even for you. Order me a straight black, I’ll wait for you outside.”

      So he knew her well enough to demand coffee. Mmm. Wren narrowed her eyes at Hayes before plastering a huge smile on her face and greeting the mismatched duo.

      They bombarded her with questions and barely allowed her time to answer. Dane edged closer to the counter and ordered his iced Americano—he’d rather punch himself than call it a Witch’s Cold Shoulder. Then he noticed that everyone in the café was watching the show, so he allowed himself to tune into the conversation, too.

      Wren had a tiny, berry-shaped birthmark on her left shoulder, left bare by her cropped tank top that showed an inch of her flat stomach above a pair of low-slung cargo pants. On her neck, directly below her ear, sat three tiny freckles, little soldiers in a row. Dane rubbed the back of his neck… Since when did he start noticing the little things?

      “Effie says you’re looking a little thin and a bit peaky,” Marigold said, rings flashing. Dane leaned his arm on the counter. He looked at Wren, saw that she was watching him, and his heart, always cool, always contained and controlled, stuttered like a tractor backfiring. His eyes roamed over her face, thinking that she wasn’t the kind of beautiful that begged to be noticed—but the kind that made you forget what you were saying halfway through a sentence. Ergo, Cat. 5 dangerous.

      “Effie is worried that you’re not exuding enough joy.”

      Wren turned back to the conversation, taking a moment to tune in. “Uh … can you tell her I’m fine?”

      Behind her, Earl let out a long-suffering grunt. “For crying out loud, Marigold. Effie doesn’t think anything. She’s a draft coming in from the back door.”

      Wren winced. “Oh God, here we go,” she muttered.

      Dane tapped his phone to pay and took his coffee, making space for Wren at the counter. She ordered a flat white, earning his respect when she refused to call it a Coven Cream—smooth, milky magic brewed under a waxing moon.

      “Who’s Effie?” Dane asked Wren, taking a hit of his drink. It was damn good for a cold coffee with a weird name from a very weird shop.

      She looked up at him, a slight smile on her face. His stomach, stupid thing, flipped over. Wren turned and pointed. Behind the counter, in a gold frame, hung the sepia portrait of a woman in Edwardian lace, who stared down at him with knowing eyes and a mischievous smirk. Dane squinted to read the brass plaque beneath.
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      “Fuck me,” he murmured.

      “Yep, this town is nuts,” Wren agreed. Her eyes widened, as if imparting a great secret. “Brace yourself, there are ghosts!”

      He grinned. “There’s more than one?”

      She patted his bare forearm, a quick pat that sent a bolt of attraction up his arm. She jerked her hand back and released a shaky laugh. Yep, she’d felt that, too. Interesting.

      “The True Believers think there’s a community of them out there, but there are a couple who are famous.”

      Oh, this was going to be entertaining. He rolled his finger, silently asking her to elaborate.

      “Let me try and remember my ghost history,” she said, thinking. “There’s Captain Blackwood, descendant of one of the town’s original founders. He was a Civil War soldier, died in a battle, very upright, very moral. Lila, of course, she’s a vaudeville dancer, and she died after a fall and an encounter with a horse’s hoof. Cedric is the town historian and keeper of spectral records. Don’t ask. Uh… The Reverend, era unknown, a bit fire-and-brimstone-y. Effie is the most famous one of all.”

      “She’s our treasure,” Marigold told him, before glaring at her companion, lace vibrating with annoyance. “And a draft doesn’t turn off the espresso machine at exactly three thirty-three every afternoon, Earl.”

      “Your coffee machine goes off because the breaker trips. The breaker trips because you’ve got seventeen appliances plugged in at once,” Earl told Marigold, his face reflecting the grim determination of a man who’d fought this war before. He looked around. “And, since there are only locals in the shop right now, you’ve got to stop telling tourists the ghost likes oat milk.”

      “Are you a local?” Wren asked Dane in a whisper.

      “Sort of, I’m here for a summer break,” he replied. “Taking an extended vacation.”

      “Me, too. I mean, I am a local originally, but I’m also only here for the summer.”

      Marigold slapped her hands on her hips, affronted. “Effie does like oat milk! She told me so in a dream.”

      “Yeah, and I dreamed I was married to Dolly Parton,” Earl muttered. “Doesn’t make it true.”

      Wren looked up at him, rolled her eyes, and smiled. Dane’s heart nearly stopped. That had never happened before. “What you are witnessing is one of the many battles that happen daily in Halloween Town between members of our two tribes,” she explained, keeping her voice low. The couple didn’t notice.

      Marigold crossed her arms, the beads on her bracelets clinking like tiny, disapproving ghosts. “You have no poetry in your soul, Earl Turner. You think this town runs on logic? It does not! It runs on wonder! On mystery!”

      “Two tribes?” Dane asked, fascinated.

      Wren gestured to Marigold. “A True Believer.” She opened her hand to Earl. “A paranormal skeptic. Think: paranormal turf war meets tourism board drama.”

      Dane fought the urge to laugh.

      “This town runs on your overpriced lattes and gullible weekenders,” Earl shot back, not backing down. “All this ghost nonsense is just good business. You don’t believe half of it.”

      Marigold’s eyes flashed. “I believe enough to respect the veil between worlds.”

      Earl gave her a flat stare. “I believe in John Deere, good bourbon, church on Sundays, and my God-given right to common sense.”

      Wren choked on her drink, trying not to laugh. The espresso machine hissed dramatically—right on cue—and Marigold threw her hands in the air.

      “There! You see? She hears you, and she’s offended!”

      Earl rolled his eyes so hard that Dane was worried he’d give himself a traumatic brain injury. “What I see and hear is steam, Marigold. Steam and, frankly, bullshit.”

      Dane grinned. This town was a circus, and its performers were unfiltered, industrial-grade crazy. It was going to be a very interesting vacation.
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      Hot Exercise Guy opened the door for her, and Wren thanked him, a little mesmerized by his observant blue eyes and those big biceps shown off by his sleeveless workout shirt.

      He’d been impressive from a distance, but up close… Wow, he was quite the package: super masculine and outrageously hot, with a slightly rough, wholly sexy voice. She hadn’t had this reaction to anyone in … God, years. If ever. The urge to go up on her tiptoes, just to taste him, was stupidly strong—so strong it made her grit her teeth and swear under her breath.

      Okay, Dunlop, calm the freak down. You’re a woman in your late twenties, not a horny teenager with no self-control.

      She took a sip of her coffee and immediately grimaced. It was hot and black … ugh. Right, this was Hayes’s cup. She looked around for her old friend and saw him sitting on a bench outside The Veil Between, where Madame Calliope (real name Glynis Smith) conducted her psychic readings, steadily working through her absurdly long waiting list.

      Madame Calliope, who had the deepest, brownest, most luminous skin she’d ever seen and piercing obsidian-black eyes, had both terrified and fascinated her as a child. As teenagers, and on a dare, she and Poppy had visited Madame, and Madame had said something about Wren chasing the wind and the wild—but finding a harbor in an unexpected place. Vague enough for it to mean nothing. And also anything and everything.

      Typical psychic muddying and bullshit.

      Behind Hayes, stretched out on the wall, lay Morrigan, Madame’s ridiculously enormous Maine Coon cat—blacker than a winter’s night and a bona fide H-Town A-lister. Like Reggie, Morrigan was equal parts local celebrity and unapologetic tourist trap. Visitors stood in line for selfies with him like he was the eighth wonder of the world, while he lounged with the serene arrogance of a cult leader who expected nothing less than absolute and unflinching adoration.

      She thought about stroking Morrigan to say hello, but he gave her a try it and die look.

      Hayes stood up, ambled over to her, and snatched his coffee from her hand. “Thanks, Bird,” he said, and turned to the stranger. He held out his hand. “You’re the new doc in town, right?”

      He was a doctor? Had old Dr. Morris retired? The man shook his still damp head. “I’m a disaster-response surgeon—basically the guy with a scalpel running toward the mess. Dane Trafford.”

      Whoa, impressive. But, yeah, she could see it. He radiated an everything-under-control vibe. Cool, reserved, unflappable. Which made her itch to see if she could rattle him…

      Bad girl, Wren! You’re having a man-free summer, remember? What is wrong with you?

      “Hayes Wellington,” Hayes replied. “I build custom bikes and restore vintage cars and bikes.” He slung his hand around Wren’s shoulder. “Have you met Wren? She’s a dancer and back in town for a couple of months this summer. Just like old times, right, Wren?”

      Wren lifted her eyebrows, surprised at Hayes’s chattiness. He was usually a man of few words. He either instantly felt super comfortable with the doc, or he’d turned over a forest of new leaves. She sipped her coffee—perfect—and met Dane’s penetrating gaze. “I was an H-Town native,” she explained. “Hayes here used to tease me mercilessly.”

      Hayes tugged on a curl. “And I always will.”

      Dane smiled, and Wren felt her ovaries flip over. She started to play with her hair and froze. Hair-tugging? Seriously? How old was she, thirteen? Then he gestured to Hayes’s 1950s truck, an appreciative expression on his face. “That yours?” he asked Hayes.

      “Mmm. You like cars?”

      “I love cars.”

      “Come by my shop sometime,” Hayes said, and Wren’s eyebrows flew up. Hayes never invited anybody into his sacred space. Ever. “Head up this street, at the stop sign, hook a right. Carry on straight for a bit, and I’m on the left.”

      “I’ll do that,” Hot Doc—Dane—said. He darted a look through the bow window, and Wren followed his gaze. Earl and Marigold were still arguing.

      “You do know that ghosts can literally communicate through Spotify shuffle, right?”

      Wren, Dane, and Hayes all turned as three teenage girls—short shorts, bikini tops under baggy tank tops, ballcaps on back to front, sipping bubble tea—exited Spirited Grounds. They stopped a yard from them, oblivious to their presence. High on woo-woo energy by the sounds of it.

      “Oh, this is premium-grade bullshit,” Hayes whispered. “I gotta hear this.”

      “Ghosts can’t talk, obvs, so they hop on electricity and signals. Music apps are perfect—because of the algorithms and patterns. So you ask a question, and they nudge the shuffle … and then comes the message.”

      Hayes rolled his eyes and Wren grinned.

      “Shut up. That’s insane.”

      “No, but seriously—so a friend of a friend tried it, okay? She asked if her gran was, like, okay? And then she got three—three—songs in a row about hell. Tell me that’s not a sign. I mean … kinda tracks, though. Apparently, she was low-key a nightmare.”

      Wren sucked hard on her straw to keep from sniggering, and when she looked at Dane, his eyebrows were raised, obviously amused.

      “But the trick is, you have to do it at night. Full moon is like, elite, and you cannot skip songs, that’s like interrupting them mid-message. So rude, honestly.”

      Dane rubbed his hand over his short, messy brown hair as they ambled away. He blinked and shook his head. “Apart from using my Spotify account to communicate with spirits, what else should I know about this place?”

      “How do you explain H-Town to a stranger?” Hayes mused.

      “Hell if I know,” Wren replied. “You live here full-time, you give it a shot.”

      Hayes mock scowled at her. “Thanks, Bird.” He sipped his coffee and nodded to the mismatched couple. “Earl and Marigold are married, by the way.”

      Wren grinned at the shock on Dane’s face. She knew what he was thinking: Earl and Marigold’s home had to be a battlefield. If it was, they were used to it, because they’d recently celebrated forty-five years together, with Earl often declaring that divorce wasn’t an option, but murder was.

      “Maybe it would help if we gave you some history,” said Hayes. “So, over a decade ago, Wren’s godmother⁠—”

      “Who’s a part-time-when-it-suits-her white witch,” Wren interrupted.

      “—was elected mayor of this town. Her ancestors were one of the first families to settle here. The mural inside is of Jeremiah Blackwood and Constance Merriweather, the two Puritan leaders who led them here after they were kicked out of Salem.”

      “For what?” Dane asked, fascinated.

      “History is a bit murky on that,” Wren replied. “Luna says it was because they were a bit too dramatic, whatever that means. Carry on, Hayes.”

      “Short story. Luna was elected mayor and launched the first Halloween festival. Every year since, she’s added some Halloween-related event to the calendar, so we’re mostly now known as Halloween Town and not Solstice Springs.” He scowled at Wren. “Do you know that she wants to Halloweenify the Thanksgiving football match? She wants a zombie marching band and Halloween-themed food carts! That’s going too far, Wren!”

      Wren winced. The Thanksgiving football match was the one town event untouched by Luna’s hand. Hayes’s phone vibrated, and he pulled the battered device from the back of his jeans. He scowled at the screen. “Shit, I have to go, someone is coming to see me about restoring a 1930s Indian Scout.” He kissed Wren’s cheek. “Good to see you, kiddo. Come for dinner, Hadley would love to see you.” He nodded at Dane. “Nice to meet you, swing by when you have a chance.”

      He jogged over to his truck, sipping his coffee as he did so. A minute later, he pulled away. Wren looked at Dane and tipped her head to the side. Don’t do it, Wren… Just get in your car and take your butt over to Luna’s.

      “Do you want to walk with me for a while?” she asked.

      She wasn’t hitting on him; she was just a hometown girl showing a part-time resident the ropes. She was going to have a guy-free—ergo, a drama-free summer—and this meant nothing.

      He smiled, and a hint of a dimple flickered under the stubble on his cheek. God, he was … luscious. Biteable. So freaking hot. She looked at the lake and imagined jumping into its still cool waters. It did nothing to cool her overheated core. A half hour ago, she’d been incapable of attraction, convinced that even if Jung Kook started flirting with her, she would’ve smiled and waved him away. Clearly, she was wrong.

      Deeply, inconveniently, massively wrong.

      “Sure,” Dane said. He gestured to the park, where the trees provided some shade from the already hot sun. “Shall we walk down to the lake?”

      Wren nodded and followed him across the street, waving to Laura Higgins, Luna’s friend, sitting in her car at the traffic lights. She knew the news that she was walking with a man would hit Luna in … oh, ten minutes? Five if it was a slow-gossip day.

      “Tell me more about Earl and Marigold, and how they represent the town,” Dane said, drinking the last of his cold coffee. The ice cubes rattled as he tossed his cup into a trash bin.

      “Mmm, it’s fair to say that Luna is obsessed with Halloween—but not in a ‘throw up some cobwebs and call it a day’ way. Her events transformed the town, pulled in tourists, and gave the local economy a much-needed jolt. But it also split the residents down the middle: half swear the ghosts and paranormal are real, the other half are simply happy to cash in on the spookiness and mystery.”

      “Marigold being one, Earl the other.” A small frown pulled his sandy eyebrows together.

      “To be fair, the town has always had its paranormal believers, those who claim that ghosts haunt the town and buildings. It’s not a new thing. But it has attracted new, hardcore believers to the area. But some of us, me included, think it’s unhinged bullshit.” She looked at him, her eyebrow cocked. “Do you believe in ghosts?”

      He looked down at her, and she waited for his denial. It didn’t come. He shrugged. “Do I believe that Effie is switching on the coffee machine at three thirty-three every afternoon? No. Do I think there is more out there than we know? Yeah. Too many weird things have happened in the field and on the operating table for me to think otherwise.”

      Could this hot, hard, surgeon be ghost-curious? Really? And why wasn’t that a turn off? “Like?”

      He sent her an enigmatic smile, and she caught the minuscule shake of his head. “Your godmother sounds like a character,” he stated, changing the subject.

      Fair enough. She’d only met him a short while ago. But she couldn’t help feeling a little disappointed. “She is,” Wren stated, then sighed. “I suspect she’s determined to put me to work this summer when all I want to do is breathe.”

      “What does she want you to do?” he asked, shortening his steps to let her keep pace with him. Thank God, because she was feeling a little breathless. Or that could be because she was walking with and talking to the most masculine man she’d encountered in years, possibly ever. And she’d met Simu Liu and Hugh Jackman.

      “Hayes said I was a dancer, but I’m actually a choreographer. And when I told Luna I was coming back for the summer, she mentioned me holding dance classes for teens, and choreographing a routine for them to perform during the Summerween Festival concert.”

      “And you don’t want to do it?” he asked. He didn’t bother asking what the Summerween Festival was. Summer plus ween, it was self-explanatory.

      “I don’t want to do it,” she agreed. They stopped to look out at the lake, endlessly blue, fringed by thick green woods. She looked up at him and smiled. “Be careful. If Luna hears that you aren’t doing anything constructive and that you have time on your hands, she’ll rope you into doing something or helping somewhere.”

      Dane looked at her and she caught the determination in his eyes. “I’d like to see her try,” he said, tempering his words with a smile. “I’m not someone who can be herded.”

      Oh God, that was fighting talk. Wren looked around to make sure nobody was in earshot. “You haven’t met Luna,” she muttered. “She’s a force to be reckoned with.”

      He held her eyes. “So am I.”

      Right. Well… Wren resisted the urge to fan her face. Whoo. Boy. Such confidence was sexy. Hugely misplaced—they were talking about Luna, after all!—but sexy.

      “So, are you going to teach kids to dance?” Dane asked, folding his big arms against his Canada-wide chest.

      “No. Maybe…” She sighed. “Probably.” She caught his amusement and threw up her hands. “You don’t understand… Nobody says no to Luna!”

      “Because she’s a part-time white witch?” he asked, a low chuckle rumbling over her skin.

      He was a good listener, she’d give him points for that. “Because she’s the human equivalent of a steamroller!” Wren retorted. Then she squared her shoulders, pushed out her chest—Dane’s eyes flickered down and up again, a barely there glance that set every nerve ending alight—and pushed steel into her spine. “I’m going to tell her that I came to H-Town for a break, that I need some distance from dancing to refill my creative well.”

      His lips twitched.
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