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      The bell above the door to the shop rings and I look up to see my darling husband, Edward, enter the shop holding a parcel and a bouquet of wildflowers.

      "What is this?" I ask.

      "What?" he asks as he approaches the counter. "Can't a man just happen to pick flowers on the way to see his beautiful wife?"

      I lean over the counter and give him a peck on the cheek. "You're early."

      "Well, I thought I could take Joseph to the park while there is still light out. Where is the little scamp?"

      "He's in the back, looking at the children's books, of course."

      "Of course."

      "I have the latest Federalist Papers for you," I say, reaching under the counter and pulling out a small stack of pamphlets. I wasn't particularly interested in politics; I only wanted peace. The revolution had only ended four years ago, and tensions among some people were still high. But Edward devoured the Federalist papers. I had a feeling it wouldn't be long before he started talking about running for office himself, but thankfully, he hadn't brought it up yet. I wasn't sure I wanted to be a politician's wife. I loved our life in Mystic Cove, and considering the town's history, I didn't think that bringing attention to our little village was a good idea. Edward and I were mere humans, but most of our friends and family were some sort of supernatural creature, and my mother, a witch, was sure that Joseph would one day manifest as a warlock, though I was less convinced.

      "Must you work late tonight?" Edward asked.

      I sashayed around the counter and gave him a long kiss on the lips. He knew long before we were ever married that I wanted to take over running my mother's book shop, The Book Coven. He said that he didn't mind having a wife that worked. But in the years since he'd been married, it had become a source of contention. Edward was a teacher at the school, and well-respected, but I earned considerably more money. My mother was still alive, and most days we worked in the shop together, but she had been coming in less and less often.

      "It's not work," I told him. "It's the book club. The ladies are coming over later to discuss Mary Wollstonecraft's latest writing."

      He rolled his eyes. "Oh, yes. The notorious writer for women's rights."

      "Hmm," I said as I straightened his tie so I wouldn't lose my temper. Of course I supported more rights for women, especially the right to vote. How could I not? I was just as well-educated and well-informed as my husband. I didn't need him to speak for me at the polls. I could make my own decisions. But, again, this was a sore spot between us.

      "Well," I said once I'd calmed down, "you'll be happy to know that this is not one of her works on that topic, but a novel. Her first one."

      "It is still terribly scandalous, I'm sure," he said, tapping my nose.

      "I wouldn't read it if it wasn't," I said with a smile. I then noticed the parcel he was carrying. "What's this?"

      "Oh, it's a tea I picked up at the apothecary," he said. "Red raspberry. The chemist said it was good for...you know...becoming with child."

      "Oh," I said, not particularly excited about the notion. Of course, I'd always wanted children. I adored my little Joseph and would love to have a daughter one day. But I was in no rush. Edward seemed convinced that something was wrong. Joseph was four years old, so he couldn't understand why I hadn't fallen pregnant again. I wasn't concerned. I simply wasn't in a rush. If another child came along, I'd be glad, but I was also enjoying not being pregnant or nursing for the moment. It gave me so much more free time to read and support local charities and spend time with friends and grow the book store.

      "Well," I said, "you know what the doctor said when we talked to him about it. The worst thing we can do is worry. Babies come when they come."

      "Still, we should be doing all we can," he said, clearing his throat. "I'm not getting any younger. Why don't you brew that while I go find Joseph."

      "Very well," I said, shaking my head with a sigh as he walked away. I'd have to talk to Mrs. Jenkins, the local midwife, and ask if there was anything I could do to prevent a pregnancy. Not forever, of course, just...for a little while. I went over to the woodstove and placed a kettle on top to boil. It was fall, so it was already a little nippy here in the northeast. The woodstove help keep the shop nice and toasty. I then went to the big, windowed area at the front of the store where there were several comfortable chairs and sofas and where we would have our book club. As I was working, I looked out the window and saw a man, Jeremiah Holland, a local werewolf, walking across the street. I felt the hairs on the back of my neck raise. He looked as though he was talking to himself. I decided to pull the blinds down so he wouldn't be able to look in on us. The Holland clan insisted that Jeremiah was harmless, but he still made me uncomfortable.

      I tidied the seating area and then made up a separate pot of rose tea for my soon-to-be-arriving guests. I brewed myself only a cup of the red raspberry tea to placate my husband and took a big gulp. It didn't taste horrible, I only wanted to get it over with.

      "Mama!" Joseph called as he ran to me from the back of the shop. "Mama, look at this." He held up an illustrated reader and pointed to some of the words. "Jack...and...Jill!"

      I laughed. "Yes, my darling. What a very good reader you are! Maybe one day you'll be a literature teacher just like your Papa."

      "No!" he whined. "I want to read books with you all day."

      "Aww." I took him into my arms and hugged him tightly. Maybe another baby wouldn't be the worst thing in the world. "Well, you are growing into a big boy now. Soon, you'll have to go to school like Papa does every day." My stomach made a gurgling noise.

      "Are you hungry, Mama?" Joseph asked me.

      "No," I said. "Just a little...indigestion, I suppose." I rubbed my stomach, willing it to settle. I didn't want to be sick and have to cancel the book club that night.

      "I'm sure you will feel fine when you finish your tea," Edward said as I stood back up to kiss him goodbye. "When are the ladies coming?"

      "Oh, not for at least another half hour yet," I said. "Which is fine. It will give me time to unpack and display a crate of abolitionist books and papers I just received."

      "That sounds like a fine idea," Edward said as he hugged my shoulders and kissed my head. "Come along, you little wild thing. Lets go feed the ducks in the park before they all huddle down for the night."

      "Quack, quack!" Joseph said, running out the door.

      "Do lock up behind you," I called to Edward as he followed our little boy. He nodded and I saw him pull his keys out before I dashed to the water closet at the back of the store. I felt as though I was going to throw up. I kneeled before the bowl and heaved, but nothing came up. I tried to remember if I had sickness like this when I was pregnant with Joseph, but I couldn't recall. The pregnancy had been relatively easy. But I suppose it was not a stretch to imagine I could be pregnant now. It could happen at any time.

      After a moment, my stomach started to settle. I hoped that the illness had already passed. A little hiccup and nothing more. I went back to the front of the store and drank the rest of my red raspberry tea. I then arranged a tray with cups and plates and cookies. I would add hot water to the teapot as soon as the ladies started arriving.

      I then went behind the counter and got to work on the abolitionist literature I wanted to display in the window. As Northerners, many of our friends and neighbors were abolitionists, but not everyone was. Mystic Cove was a haven town not only for witches, werewolves, vampires, and other supernatural creatures, but for Black folk too. But we could only exert our beliefs and influence so far. Many people in the countryside, especially those with large farms, had slaves. For many of those people, Mystic Cove was the nearest town with a post office and general store, so they had to come into town regularly. I wanted to always make sure that, as a bastion of knowledge, The Book Coven did its part for the abolitionist cause.

      As I arranged a display stand, I started and nearly screamed as I looked out the door window and saw Jeremiah Holland just on the outside, staring at me. His eyes were wild and I could swear his teeth were fangs. My heart seized in my chest. I prayed that Edward had not forgotten to lock the door. Certainly, he hadn't. I saw him with his keys out. But then why did I see the doorknob turning?

      I turned to run to the back of the store. Through my office was a back door I could easily escape through. I only had to get back there fast enough. As I tried to run, though, my head felt light and I stumbled. I started to heave again, my stomach desperate to be rid of whatever was plaguing it, but nothing came up.

      I heard the door slam open behind me. I struggled to my knees and tried to crawl away as fast as I could. But I knew I would never be fast enough. He would fall upon me like a wolf on an injured sheep. I tried to scream. My shop was on main street and the door was open. Surely, someone would hear my pleas for help. Maybe even Edward himself. But when I opened my mouth, no sound came out. My throat was closed in terror. I fell onto my back, gasping for air.

      I saw him. Jeremiah Holland was on top of me, his hair wild. He called my name, grabbed my arms, and shook me. I tried to fight him, but I was too weak. I couldn't breathe. My body was racked with pain.

      Jeremiah released me and I fell onto my back. I rolled to my stomach to crawl away, but every movement was like trying to climb a mountain. I heard footsteps, and I prayed someone had found us, but I didn't know who it was. I would never know.

      I collapsed to the ground and everything went black.
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      The bell above the door to the shop rings and I look up, expecting to see my darling husband walk in. But it's never him. After more than two hundred years, I don't know why I still expect it to be him. That's the plight of a ghost, I suppose. Part of me, of my mind, is caught in an infinite loop.

      Yes, dear reader, I am a ghost. I'm not sure why I am a ghost. According to the many, many, books I have read on the subject over the years, most humans seem to think that ghosts become trapped on the mortal plane when they have some sort of "unfished business" to contend with. I think that may be a bit of poppycock. As far as I know, I have no unfinished business. My death was an unfortunate tragedy, to be sure. I still had so much living left to do. But I am not angry or bitter about what happened. The last thing I remember was that man, that werewolf, Jeremiah Holland, leaning over me. I don't remember my death, thankfully. Everything went black, and then I woke up here, at The Book Coven, the place I died. I didn't know I was dead at first, naturally. Who would ever imagine that they could wake up dead? It's a dreadful thought. I try not to dwell on it. Anyway, as I discovered later through eavesdropping on conversations, Jeremiah was tried, convicted, and hanged for my murder. Justice was done. My family moved on.

      But why haven't I?

      I have long since stopped trying to figure it out. Dwelling on such thoughts is enough to drive a person mad. Can a ghost go mad? I don't know. I've never met another ghost. I have wandered near and far, over decades, and never come across another person like me. I know I am not the only ghost in existence. I can't be. Far too many people have had experiences with them for me to be the only one. Are we ghosts to each other as well? Do we all exist on different planes? Why do we exist at all? What is the purpose of such a lonely, unending existence? These are the thoughts that keep me up at night... Well, that, and the fact that I don't sleep anyway. At least my home, the place I died, is a bookstore. I never run out of things to read., people to see, or conversations to listen to. It's not a terrible life, but it's not living either.

      I look up and smile when I see Parker Smith enter the store. Parker is a zombie, and the fiance of Dianna Flowers, a young lady who works for my great-great-great granddaughter, Beverly Barnes. It's quite lovely to know that, despite my death, my beloved bookstore remained in the family. I'm not quite sure how it happened, as I am sure my husband would not have managed the bookstore for me. I had inherited the store from my own mother. She must have passed it on to my son or my granddaughters. I'm not sure. I didn't wake up right away after my death, but some decades later. And it took me a long time, decades more, to figure out what I was and how to exist in such a matterless form. I eventually learned how to move, how to travel, how to manipulate objects. But I was always called back here. Back home.

      "I could have just brought your books home for you," Dianna teases Parker, pulling his regular order of fantasy novels and comic books out from under her desk and placing them on the counter.

      "But then I would have had to wait a whole three more hours to see you," he says, leaning over the counter and wiggling his eyebrows at her. She giggles and they kiss. I walk up behind him and tap him on the shoulder. He shudders and stands back upright, rubbing the back of his neck.

      "What is it?" Dianna asks. "The ghoooost?" She wiggles her fingers in a spooky manner.

      Parker gives her a half smile as he looks around the room. "You know there is a ghost here. I can feel it every time I come see you."

      "She must like you," Dianna says, teasingly. "I never feel her."

      "That's because you don't have one foot in the grave," he says solemnly.

      Apparently, at some point, Parker died. Only instead of waking up as a ghost like me, he came back fleshly. A zombie. I have no idea how. Even less is known about zombies than vampires. All I know is that zombies, of all supernatural beings, can sense ghosts. And I only know that from getting to know Parker. And it's also how I know I am not the only ghost in existence. Parker feels ghosts in many places: graveyards, mortuaries, the movie theater down the road. I know he senses them because he has mentioned it to Dianna and Beverly. But whenever I have visited these places, I find myself just as alone as everywhere else.

      "Who has one foot in the grave?" Beverly whirls into the bookstore like a hurricane. Pink hair, a long bohemian-style coat, big sunglasses. She saunters over to the counter and places down a cardboard holder with three coffees from Jumpin' Beans, the coffee shop next door.

      "Is one for me?" Parker asks, picking up a coffee cup with his name on it. "How'd you know I'd be here?"

      "Silly boy," Beverly says, pinching his cheek.

      "Oh, right. Witch-tuition."

      "As if you don't come in here every single day that Dianna works," Beverly says with a smirk.

      "Yes," Dianna hisses, inhaling the scent of her coffee. "Come to me, caffine."

      Beverly is, indeed, a powerful witch. She's not the most powerful in town, but she is not a woman to trifle with. I have no idea how old she is, really. She's a great-grandmother in her own right, but you'd never know it to look at her. She's t least four genreations removed from me, but I can't remember exactly when she was born. The years--decades--all seem to blend together some times.

      "So, what were you talking about when I came in?" Beverly asks as everyone enjoys their warm coffees on what I assume is a cold day. It is sometime between Thanksgving and Christmas, so it must be cold considering it is winter in New England.

      "Parker felt the ghost again," Dianna says.

      "Oh? Were you two making out instead of seeing to customers?" Beverly asks.

      "What? No," Dianna says, a little too quickly. "Maybe," she eventually admits under her breath.

      "Mmmhmm," Beverly says. "Are you really too daft to notice she only does that when you two are doing something you shouldn't?"

      "What does the ghost have against love?" Parker asks.

      I gasp, hurt. If I could slap him upside the head, I would. The lights in the store flicker. Beverly, Dianna, and Parker all go quiet until the lights stabalize.

      "She's not against love," Beverly says with an annoyed sigh. "She's against the two of you making a mockery of her shop."

      "Her shop?" Parker asks. "So, you know who the ghost is?"

      "I have my theories," she says. "It's the only person who makes sense, based on my research."

      "Who is it?" Dianna asks.

      "Cora Barnes."

      I feel my whole body spark with electricity as she says my name. It has happened before. Whenever someone says my name, I feel...alive. I have often wondered what would happen if she was to say it over and over again.

      When I was a young girl, I remember playing Bloody Mary with my friends. We would say the name of Bloody Queen Mary in front of a mirror, willing the angry ghost to appear. It was only foolish nonsense of course. But since I've become a ghost, I wonder... Maybe there was some truth in it after all.

      "Cora?" Dianna asks, looking up at the large painting of me that hangs behind the counter. "Her?"

      "One and the same."

      "What happened to her?"

      "She was murdered," Beverly says, lowering her voice conspiratorially.

      "Murered?" Parker and Dianna both ask at the same time.

      Beverly nods sagely. "By a werewolf."

      "Is that why witches and werewolves don't get along?" Parker asks.

      "Who says we don't?" Beverly asks.

      Parker shrugs. "Just...common knowledge, I guess."

      Beverly sniffs. "Well, there's more than one reason to not care for werewolves. Wild, passionate creatures. There's a reason why they often take justice into their own paws."

      "Wait a minuite," Dianna interruopts, "didn't you set up Olivia with Adrian? You know, the Mystic Cove pack leader?"

      "Well, maybe I did. They aren't all bad. Besides, I can't help it. When two people are right for each other, who am I to stand in the way?"

      Dianna and Parker look at each other and then start laughing. Beverly set them up as well. As she had also done for at least half of the happy couples of Mystic Cove. Beverly Barnes--Matchmaker Extrordinaire.

      The bell over the shop door rings and in walks Beckett Dawson. My heart, if I had one, almost skips a beat in my chest.

      "Good afternooon, detective," Beverly says. "What brings you in?" "Umm..." Beckett looks around the shop, a little confused as he runs his hand through his hair to wipe the light dusting of snow away. His eyes land on my picture, as they always do when he enters the shop. But then again, the picutre is in a glaringly obvious place. Most people glance at the painting when they walk in. But Beckett does more than glance. His eyes always seem to...linger, just a bit. Of course, I'm surely imagining it.

      "I thought it was you who asked me to come in today," Beckett says to Beverly.

      "Oh, right, of course," she says, coming around the counter. "Now, let me just see if I can remember why."

      Beckett sighs and rolls his eyes, more amused than annoyed. Beckett moved to Mystic Cove only two years ago, but he was quickly accepted by the locals and was introduced to the town's many secrets. He had to be. A person couldn't work for the police force in a town full of supernatural creatures--zombies, werewolves, witches, vampires, and more--and not be aware of them. I didn't know exactly why Beckett had been selected and trusted to come to Mystic Cove, but Beverly seemed to show particular interest in him. It was Beverly who had been largely entrusted to educate Beckett about the town's history, so he had come to know her well and he stopped by the shop often. I certainly didn't mind. Becket had dark hair, a five o'clock shadow, a strong jawline, and whisky-colored eyes. He kept himself in good shape, from what I could tell, and he was about six-feet tall. He seemed kind and smart too. He was a detective, but he helped with smaller petty crimes as well when he had time, and he read anything that Beverly gave him. Othern than political pamplets, my now-late husband had not been much of a reader, which I'd always been a bit disappointed about. How I'd longed for a partner I could discuss books with. Books were my passion. Though, now, all wanted was to be able to discuss books with literally anyone. The thought saddened me, and the lights flickered again.

      I shook my head and made my way to the back of the shop to wait until closing time. I didn't want to dampen everyone's moon with my own pity and self-loathing. I simply didn't understand it. What was my purpose? Was I doomed to spend the rest of eternity here, alone? I didn't know how I would be able to survive it. It would almost be better if I simply ceased to exist altogether.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      It is night in Mystic Cove. My dead Beverly has turned off the lights and locked the doors. There are a few security lights on throughout the shop, along with security cameras. Even though many people in the town are supernaturals, and the regular mundane humans who live here know about them, there are some troublemakers. Mostly brave--or stupid--impetuous youths who occasionally vandalize local stores and homes, either to torment those who live and work here, or just to test their own mettle. I think that might be a reason why I am always called back to The Book Coven, to serve as a sort of protector. Of course, I don't know that for certain, as I have never met another ghost to be able and ask them about their experiences. But it is a small thing to give me some sense of purpose as I glide through my unlife, day to day. While it is very rare that vandals make an appearance, I can do some things, such as lock doors or set off alarms.

      But tonight, I do not expect any trouble. It is a cold night. I can tell as I see the breath from on the living who pass by the shop, their coats pulled about their ears as they rush to be back indoors as soon as possible. I exhale, and while my breath does not appear, it crystalizes on the window. I reach up and write my name on the glass. This small act, this tiny bit of proof that I do, indeed, exist, brings me great pleasure. But a mere moment later, it is gone, while I remain.

      I sigh and make my way to the electric kettle by the counter. I tap the switch, and the kettle's red light switches on. How marvelous that one no longer needs to light a fire to boil water. I open Beverly's tea caddy and use a silver spoon to scoop some loose-leaf tea into a tea strainer. It is a banana bread-inspired blend, warm and comforting. When the hot water has boiled, I pour it into the cup and allow the tea to steep to perfection. While I wait, I go to the shelves and decide on a book to read for the night. I decide on The Once and Future Witches by Alix Harrow, a blend of history and fantasy about Salem witches. I'm always fascinated by stories set in Salem, both real and fictional. I suppose it is because without Salem, there would never have been Mystic Cove. Many of Mystic Cove's first residents were people who had fled the persecution in Salem and other towns around New England, both supernatural and mundane. It is truly heartbreaking that of the people in Salem who were accused of witchcraft and murdered, not a single one was an actual witch. But then, I suppose that is why they didn't flee. They were innocent. Not that the actual witches had ever done anything wrong. Their powers were innate. If anything, they were blessed by God, for do not all things originate with Him? Or so the founders of Salem claimed. Though after two hundred years of time to think, of seeing the world change, of witnessing the true horrors of what one human can do to another, I'm not sure I even believe in God anymore. At least not in the way I was raised. I know some people, such as the werewolves, believe their powers originated with a goddess. I'm not sure what to believe anymore, and I'm not sure it matters. If I am doomed to spend the rest of eternity here, and not move on to something else, I don't suppose I'll ever find out either.

      I pick up my book and my tea and light a candle by a comfortable wingback chair in a reading area in the middle of the store. I know the cameras will pick up the movements of the teacup and the book and such because I have heard Beverly talk about seeing things move around whenever she bothers to check the security tapes. So even though there is a reading area with better lighting near the front of the store, I don't sit there where passersby could see. No need to draw excessive attention to myself.

      I have just settled into my chair and had that first delectable sip of tea when I hear a commotion toward the front of the store. I jump up and rush over just to see a bunch of teenagers running around in the parking lot, throwing pitiful wet snow clumps at one another. There isn't enough snow right now to make full snowballs. The children are laughing, rolling around, trying to make snow angels. I step through the door to watch them.

      Even though I can't feel the cold, I instinctively wrap my arms around myself. It was summer when I died, so I was wearing a simple, light-blue frock. I have seen fashions change dramatically over the centuries, but I still look the same as I did in the painting over the counter--a long skirt, a fitted bodice with lacy two-third sleeves, an apron, black leather boots with small heels. I did not have my hat on when I died though, so that is long gone.

      Suddenly, I hear a grunt and look over to see one boy fall to the ground, hard. I wince, afraid he may have seriously hurt himself.

      "Hey, what did you do that for?" he yells at another boy.

      "I didn't do nothing," the other boy says.

      "You tripped me!" the first one yells, getting to his feet and stalking over.

      "I did not!" the second one says.

      "I'm gonna break your face!" the first boy says.

      "Stay away from my brother!" a girl yells, stepping between the boys. The first boy shoves the girl aside, and she loses her balance on the slick ground, falling and banging her knee. She cries out in pain.

      "Get your hands off my sister!" the second boy yells. Before I know it. the fun game of snowy tag and turned into a brawl.

      "Children!" I call out. It's pointless, I know. They can't hear me. But it's just the mother in me, a natural reaction whether I'm dead or alive. I clap my hands together. "That's enough!"

      There is a gust of wind, strong enough to cause some of the children to wobble. They all stop and look at me. Well, through me, to The Book Coven.

      "What was that?" a girl asks.

      "Probably that old witch, Beverly," a boy says.

      "Nah," another boy says, "the shop is closed. Sign says so."

      "Maybe it was the ghost," a boy says. "That old ship is haunted, you know."

      "What do you mean?" another kid asks.

      "Haven't you heard? The shop's original owner was a powerful witch."

      I wasn't, but it's kind of nice that the kids think I was. Sadly, I was just a normal, boring, human woman.

      "One day, she died, right here in her own shop."

      "How did she die?" one of the kids asks in a small voice.

      "She was murdered," the boy goes on. "Ripped to shreds by a werewolf."

      I shudder at the thought and feel a little nauseous. I don't actually know how I died, or what happened immediately after. I hope Jeremiah Holland didn't rip me to shreds, but I suppose it's possible. I didn't wake up until decades after his trial and execution, so I don't know what evidence was presented. By the time I learned to manipulate books and such, any articles on the trial were long gone.

      The kids have all lined up along the front windows of The Book Coven, their little noses pressed to the glass as they try to see inside.

      "Hey!" The children and I all whirl around to see Detective Dawson in his black car, the window rolled down. He bangs his gloved hand on the outside of the door. "What are you kids doing?"

      "Nothing, Detective," the kids all say in unison.

      "Yeah? Looks like you're causing trouble to me."

      I can't help but smile. It is clear he is not really mad, he is just trying to scare them.

      "We aren't, Officer, promise," a girl says stepping forward.

      "Yeah," a boy says. "We were just playing when...when..." He looks around for help.

      "When we thought we saw the ghost," another kid says.

      "A ghost?" Officer Dawsons asks, incredulous.

      The children all start talking at once, all claiming to have seen or heard the ghost.

      "Alright, alright," he says, holding up his hand. "Well, if there is a ghost out here, you don't need to be messing with it. Why don't all of you just skedaddle on home, okay?"

      The children all mutter their own versions of "yes, sir" or "thank you, sir" as they grab any gear they dropped and run to wherever they are actually supposed to be.

      Officer Dawson chuckles to himself and then lets out an audible sigh. He looks at me, and my stomach flips. It takes me a moment to realize he isn't looking at me, but through me, to the shop. But as I turn my head to follow his gaze, I see that the painting of me is visible in the dim light from the street lamps. Maybe he is looking at me...in a way. No. I shake my head. He isn't looking at me. Why am I being so stupid? I look back at Officer Dawson just as he is rolling his window up and driving off. Once again, I am alone.

      I look up at the night sky. It's a clear night, but with all the street lamps and lights from homes and businesses, the stars are barely visible. I remember a time when, as soon as the sun started to set, the stars would shine brightly and twinkle all night. All you had to do was step out onto your front porch to appreciate them. Now, if I want to see stars, I have to venture way out into the woods. The moon, however, shines brightly.

      "I wish I wasn't alone," I whisper to whatever deity or spirit might be listening. I don't know why I say it. I have prayed many, many times during my existence as a ghost to be released from this purgatory, but nothing has ever changed.

      I walk back to the shop and sit in my chair, my hands in my lap. My tea has gone cold and the desire to read seems to have fled me. I lean back, just to sit and stew in my misery when I hear...something. A rumbling sound, like a very distant train. But Mystic Cove doesn't have a train, not anymore. Then, it begins to snow. Inside? No. I lift my hands to get a better look and realize that I'm surrounded by little specks of light. I look up and see that I am standing in a shaft of light, and the light is getting brighter.

      Is this it? I wonder. Is this the light at the end of the tunnel? Am I being called home, finally?

      The light flashes so brightly, it blinds me. I can't help but scream out as I feel myself being picked up and moved. Everything goes black and I think, Not again. I can't have died again.
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      I gasp. And it takes me a moment to realize that I have gasped. I haven't breathed in over two hundred years. At least, not in the way I did when I was alive. It seems as though my chest rises and falls of its own accord, but I'm not actually breathing. I don't feel air filling my lungs or hear the sound of y breath in my ears. At least...I didn't until now. I take in another breath and my heart races at the sound, at the sensation of it. I then freeze and realize--I felt my heart beat! I don't dare move as I focus on the gentle rhythmic thumping in my chest, in my ears.

      I slowly open my eyes and all I see is darkness at first. Again, this is another first. Ever since I died, I could see in the dark. Not the same as in daylight, but as if everything was illuminated by moonlight instead of sunlight. The world at night was bathed in a soft, blue glow. But no longer. My eyes slowly adjust, and I can see the length of my arm. I realize I'm lying on the ground. The ground, I can feel it. I feel the crunchy, damp autumn leaves that fell and were left to rot on the forest floor. I roll my hand over and bend my fingers into the moist dirt. I can smell the wet earth, the snow. I can smell!

      I turn my neck and look back up to the sky. I can see it through the spindly arms of leafless winter trees. I can see the stars. They are so beautiful, I want to weep. I put my hand to my chest to feel my heartbeat. I lick my finger to feel the warm wetness. I run my hands down my face. I laugh and hear the sound in my ears.

      I'm alive.

      I'm alive!

      Was it all some terrible nightmare? Can dreams truly be that vivid, that detailed? I sit up and look around, but all I see are trees. I am somewhere deep in the woods. Are they the woods near mystic cove? I don't know. I don't recognize anything. I could be anywhere.

      I try to sit up and feel woozy as the blood rushes from my head. I wait a moment before trying to stand. It is all so strange to me. The feeling of moving, of standing. When I was a ghost, I was aware of myself, but had no real sensation of my body. It was as if I was weightless. Now, I can feel my weight holding me down, pressing me into the earth.

      I look around, trying to get some sort of bearing, some indication of which way I should go. I shiver and rub my arms. I let out a small laugh. I am cold! I have never been so grateful to be cold! It is another indication to me that I am truly alive. The moon and stars provide some light as I let my eyes focus on the trees around me. Finally, I think I see a break in the trees, a clearing of some sort. I step forward, heating the leaves crinkle under my shoes. I take another step and almost slip on a wet patch of snow that had started to melt but is now freezing under the cold night air. Slowly and surely, I make my way through the trees.

      Finally, I emerge in the clearing. Without the trees, the light is a little brighter. I let my eyes adjust and see a small stone ahead of me. I walk toward it and see that words have been watched into the stone.

      It is a tombstone. I look around and realize that I'm in a cemetery. I gasp and take a step backward. I lose my feet and fall back, landing hard on the frozen ground. I roll over and scramble away, back to the woods.

      No, I think. Not a cemetery. I'm not dead. I won't be dead again!

      What am I doing here? How did I get here? Is it possible I was dug up? Grave robbing is a terribly common practice. Could my family have thought I was dead and buried me, only for me to be woken up when someone tried to rob my grave? But then, why was I in the woods? I wiggle my fingers on my left hand and feel my gold wedding band. So, I wasn't robbed.

      I shake my head. I don't care. I don't know what happened, I only know I have to get out of here. I push myself to my feet and run back into the woods, in the opposite direction of the cemetery. I can't see very well, so I keep my hands in front of me to block any limbs that might thrash my face. In the distance, I hear a wolf howl. A wolf, or a werewolf? My heart thumps hard in warning, in memory of the man who attacked me. Jeremiah Holland. Are the werewolves out here? Are they after me? I can feel hot tears roll down my cheeks.

      Finally, I see a light ahead. My steps slow as I think about the light I saw just before I woke up. Do I really want to keep going toward it? Do I want to go toward the light? Do I want to move on? I shake my head. I'm being silly. I'm alive. I'm not heading toward the other side, but toward safety. Toward civilization.

      My feet hit hard ground. I can hear my heels echo in my ears. I look down. Is that…pavement? What...what year?

      I scream and put my arms in front of my face as I hear the blaring of a car horn and see bright headlights barreling toward me.
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      The car stops so close to my legs, I can feel the heat of the engine through my dress. I take a shaky step back, my breath ragged and my heart beating rapidly in my chest. I lower my arms, but all I can see are the bright headlights.

      "Are you all right?" a voice asks me. I feel a rough grip on my arm, shaking me. "I almost hit you. What are you doing?"

      I look up, but I can't see who it is in the bright light. But then I realize that, whoever it is, he touched me. I can feel his hand on my arm. He's touching me. I'm solid. My hand quivers as I lower it and touch his arm in return. I can feel the rough material of his jacket. I felt the heat from the car. I'm not imagining things. I am very, very real.

      "You...you..." I slap my hand over my mouth. It feels so very strange to hear my own voice after so long. To feel my vocal cords vibrate in my throat. My breath warms my fingers, which are growing cold from the winter air. Tears start to well in my eyes. Tears of joy, relief, disbelief. How am I here? How can I possibly be alive? Why did I suffer in that purgatory for so long?

      "Ma'am?" the man says. "Are you all right? Are you injured?"

      I shake my head. "No. I'm...I'm wonderful." I smile and start to laugh. I'm alive!

      "Are you sure, ma'am?" he asks. "You seem a bit...disoriented."

      "You can see me," I say, more a statement than a question.

      "Good thing," he says. "If I hadn't, you'd be kissing the pavement right now."

      I laugh again. I turn away from him and place both of my hands on the hood of the car to warm them. "I had no idea that cars were so hot," I say. I remember the first time I saw a car, a "horseless carriage" I heard them referred to at first. I was not the only person who stared at it in wide-eyed shock. It was thrilling to be able to see such technological progress.

      "Umm... Are you sure you're all right, ma'am," the man says. "Is there somewhere I can take you?"

      "I think I might like to walk," I say, taking a step back. I wanted to see the stars again, feel the gravel under my feet. Experienced everything I'd been denied for the last two hundred years. But as I turn, I lose my footing and nearly topple over. The man grabs my arms and catches me, holding me tightly. I can smell his cologne and the spiciness of his natural scent. His grip is strong and his body warm. I want to melt into him. I have not known the touch, the embrace of a man in so long. I suddenly crave it. I want it all. I look up, almost expecting to see the face of my husband, but it is not him.

      It is Detective Dawson.

      I try to pull away, suddenly embarrassed. "Detective!" I say unwittingly.

      He is so shocked, he releases me. "Do I know you?"

      "I...I..." I start to turn away, feeling dizzy, nauseous. I'm suddenly tired and my stomach growls. I'm hungry. I'm hungry! "I'm sorry. I don't know what's come over me."

      "That's alright, ma'am," he says, gripping my elbow lightly. "Why don't we get back in the car and turn the heat on? It's cold out and you aren't exactly dressed for this weather."

      I nod, unsure of what to say. I must have woken up in the woods surrounding Mystic Cove, but why? Who did this to me? He helps me into his car, then he runs around to the other side and jumps in. He messes with the dials and I laugh as a blast of hot air hits my face. I put my hands in front of the vents, just absorbing the heat.

      "It feels wonderful," I say.

      Detective Dawson chuckles and puts the car in drive. It feels so strange to be riding in a moving car as a living person. I've been in cars before, but like everything else, I couldn't feel the sensation of moving.

      "Are you injured?" the detective asks.

      "No," I say. "At least..." I don't think I am. I don't feel any pain. And considering how in tune I am with all my senses right now, I'm sure I would feel it if I were injured. But the last thing I remember when I was alive was being attacked by a werewolf. I look down and run my hands over my bodice. Thankfully, everything appears to be in order. "No, I'm fine."

      "So, what were you doing out there?" Detective Dawson asks.

      I shake my head. "I don't know." I look out the window and watch the trees going by. He turns onto another road and I see the cemetery. My whole body shakes and I break out into gooseflesh.

      "You don't know?" he asks.

      "No," is all I can say. It's the truth, after all. I don't know why I was there or how I got there.

      "Who are you?" he asks.

      I pause for a moment, wondering if there is any reason why I shouldn't tell him my name. After all, I'm supposed to be dead. Someone brought me back. Someone... Someone... Is someone looking for me?

      "Are you sure you're all right?" Detective Dawsons asks again. "Did you hit your head? Maybe that is why you can't remember what you were doing in the woods." He picks up a receiver from the dashboard. "I'm going to take you to the hospital. Get you checked out."

      "No!" I practically yell. "I mean... I don't need to go to the hospital. I just need to go home."

      "Okay," he says, putting the receiver back. "Where is home."

      I open my mouth to tell him to take me to The Book Coven. It has been my home for over two hundred years. But I stop myself. I wouldn't live there as a human. And I know that Detective Dawson has visited the bookshop many times. He will know that no one lives there. And I can't have him take me to the home I shared with my husband. It was torn down decades ago after a century of neglect. I think a school stands on the land now. I haven't visited it in ages, so I can't remember. So, where can I go?

      "Do you know where Beverly Barnes lives?" I ask hopefully. I've been to her home before. I follow her home from the bookstore sometimes. But I don't know the actual address.

      Detective Dawson chuckles. "Yes, I know. I should have known she was involved in this. It would explain why you are dressed that way."

      "What do you mean?" I ask, intrigued.

      "You know, old fashioned," he says. "I've seen some of the witches dress like that for different events. So, you are a witch?"

      "Hmm, I might as well be. Everyone seems to think so."

      "So, what are you then?" he asks.

      "Just a plain old boring human, I'm afraid," I say.

      "I highly doubt that you are boring," he says. I look over and we lock eyes for a moment. There is something...warm in his gaze. Affectionate. A look I haven't seen in a very long time. A look I long for.

      "You look...so familiar," he says, breaking eye contact and looking back to the road. "What's your name?"

      I shake my head and let out a sigh. "I wish I could tell you."

      "Why can't you?" he asks.

      "I don't know," I say. "I don't know what happened to me. I don't know who to trust. I'm sorry."

      "Hmm," he says thoughtfully. "Are you sure you're all right? I'd feel a lot better if we got you checked out. At least make sure you don't have a concussion."

      "Let me talk to Beverly," I say. "She will know what to do."

      "Beverly Barnes," he says. "She is like the whole town's grandmother, isn't she? Everyone goes to her with their problems."

      "She is very wise," I say. "Only the very foolish would underestimate her."

      "I've enjoyed learning from her," he says.

      "Are you a warlock?" I ask.

      He laughs. "No, certainly not. Like you, I am just a plain old boring human."

      This time, I have to chuckle at that. "You are a detective. I highly doubt you are boring."

      "How...how did you know I was a detective?" he asks. "I think I forgot my manners and didn't introduce myself."

      "I...Uhh... I've seen you around town," I say, which is nothing more than the truth.

      "Have you? Hmm. I must have seen you around too then. You are familiar, but I just can't recall your name."

      "Hopefully, I can tell you soon," I say. "I just want to speak with Beverly first. I don't feel..."

      "What don't you feel?" he prods.

      I shake my head. "I don't feel safe."

      I can sense him tense up beside me. "Why don't you feel safe?"

      "It's nothing."

      "Please, ma'am, it's my job to keep the people of Mystic Cove safe. If you are frightened or feel under threat, I want you to believe that you can trust me."

      "I do, Beckett," I say.

      He glances at me, but he seems unable to respond to that. Maybe I shouldn't have used his given name, but I just wanted to try it, see how it felt rolling off my tongue. See how it felt in my ears. It was far more pleasant than I imagined.

      He clears his throat as he pulls down a driveway to a cottage on the other side of Mystic Cove. He parks the car and gets out, coming around to my side to open the door. He offers me his hand and helps me stand.

      "Thank you," I say.

      "Of course," he replies.

      We stand by the car for a moment as I wait for him to leave. Unfortunately, he doesn't.

      "You don't need to walk with me," I finally say.

      "I think I do," he says. "I'm going to need to make sure you get inside safely and speak to Beverly since you won't give me your name."

      I'm a bit annoyed by this, and I think he can tell.

      "Sorry," he says. "There are certain protocols I have to follow, even in a town like this, Especially in a town like this."

      "Fine," I say, irritated. I really don't want to have to try and explain to Beverly who I am with Detective Dawson watching. But what can I do?

      The air is biting outside the warmth of the car, so I rub my arms for warmth. I'm not sure what time it is, but it must be very early in the morning. I hope Beverly answers the door.

      Her cottage is small, but she has a wide porch filled with potted plants and various signs and decorative items. The door has two half-windows, so I can see inside, where it is dark. I knock on the door quietly. Too quietly, I'm sure. I hear a cat growl from inside. I wait a moment and knock again, this time more loudly.

      I see a light turn on and watch Beverly amble toward the door, pulling a warm-looking robe around her shoulders as she walks.

      "Who is it?" she calls through the door, blinking. I'm at a loss for what to say. Will she even know who I am?

      "It's Detective Dawson, Ms. Barnes," Beckett says over my shoulder. "I have a young woman here who says she knows you."

      "What? Who is it?" she grumbles as she fumbles with the locks and pulls open the door. She blinks the sleep out of her eyes and peers at me. "Who are you?"

      "It...it's me," I say, my voice cracking as my eyes fill with tears. Oh, my sweet Beverly! I was there when she was born. I've watched her grow up. I've seen her take over my shop and run it with care. So many times I've wanted to embrace her. And now that I can, she has no idea who I am.

      "Me who?" she asks, her eyes focusing, narrowing. We stare at each other for another moment. Realization starts to cross her face. "I...know you," she says slowly.

      "Yes, you do," I say, wiping the tears from my cheeks. "It's me. It's Cora."

      "Cora... It can't be...Cora...Barnes?"

      "Yes, I say. It's me. It's her. It's... I'm here. I'm alive."

      She reaches toward me, her hand shaking. She cups my cheek. "By the goddess," she whispers. "I can't believe what I'm seeing. Cora Barnes."

      I can't speak. I break down into tears and fall into her, wrapping my arms around her waist and crying into her shoulder. She knows me. Someone knows me!

      "Well, come in. Come in, my girl."

      Detective Dawson clears his throat. "So, everything is okay here, Beverly? You know her?"

      "Yes, of course I do," Beverly says, wrapping her arms around me protectively. "A long-lost relative has returned."

      "Alright," he says, a little uneasily. "Well, I'm going to head on out. But I'll need to come back tomorrow to get a statement from you both."

      "Yes, yes, fine. Goodnight, Detective." She shuts the door on him without further explanation. I'm sure I will owe him a bevy of apologies tomorrow. But for now, I need to be with Beverly. I need to talk to someone who will understand what I've just been through.

      Beverly ushers me to her sitting room and sits me on a plush couch.

      "Well," she says, "Cora Barnes. You have a lot of explaining to do."
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      Beverly's cottage is exactly how I imagine a witch's home would look. There are herbs hanging to dry, crystals on shelves and dangling from window panes, and countless books on witchcraft on the shelves. It smells warm and spicy. There is a Christmas tree in the corner, little lights twinkling all around it, and stockings hanging on the mantle over the fireplace, one for each of her grandchildren and great-grandchildren. Beverly hands me a hot cup of tea and I just hold it for a moment, absorbing the warmth through my fingers and inhaling the scent of peppermint.

      "You don't look quite like your painting," Beverly says as she takes a seat across from me.

      "Mother had it commissioned after I'd died," I say. "The artist had known me in life, but without me there to sit for him... Well, his memory was imperfect."

      "I'm surprised Detective Dawson didn't recognize you," she says.

      I nod. "He seemed to," I say. "It might come to him later. I'm sure it will the next time he stops by the bookstore and sees the painting."

      "Whatever will I tell him?" she asks with a laugh.

      I shake my head. "I have no idea."

      "You don't know how or why you are here?" she asks.

      "Not the faintest clue. I saw...a light. A bright light. I thought...I thought I was heading toward the light at the end of the eternal tunnel that people always talk about. Instead, I woke up in the woods, near Mystic Cove Cemetery." I shudder as I think about the cemetery, the gravestones.

      "You are sure you didn't wake up in the cemetery," Beverly said.

      "I'm quite sure," I say. "I was surrounded by trees and could see the stars above me. I had to walk some way to get to the cemetery. Not far, but far enough."

      Beverly sighs. "And you are clean, so you didn't crawl out of the ground. You aren't a zombie, then. Could you be a vampire? Are you hungry?"

      At that, my stomach growls. Beverly goes pale.

      "I'm ravenous," I say thoughtlessly. "Do you have any cookies?"

      Beverly lets out a sigh of relief. "Cookies. Not blood?"

      I wrinkle my nose. "That's disgusting. No. I've spent two hundred years thinking about freshly baked chocolate chip cookies like my mother used to make. I believe you have the family recipe."

      She chuckles. "I do. And I happen to have some cookies in the jar. They aren't poppin' fresh mind you. I made them this morning, or yesterday morning I suppose. But let me get them all the same."

      I hear the microwave beep as she heats the cookies up, so when she brings them to me, the chips are melty just like freshly baked ones. I take a bite and nearly faint from ecstasy. My eyes water and I choke back tears as I devour the cookie, and then a second one. I try to stop myself from eating a third, but I cannot resist it. I drink the cup of tea, which Beverly refills.

      "So, probably not a vampire, then," Beverly says. "Vampires can eat food, but anything they eat that isn't a very rare steak doesn't usually hold much flavor for them."

      "These are delicious," I say around a mouthful of cookie.

      "I usually keep some around for the grandchildren. Eat all you want, I can just make more."

      Finally feeling somewhat satiated, I sit back on the couch, the plate of cookies in one hand and the teacup in the other. I am no longer quite so hungry, but I don't want to put them down. It is as if I'm holding onto them for life itself.

      "I suppose they are my great-grandchildren, too," I say absently, picking at small bits of cookie. "Or great-great-great-great-grandchildren, or something like that. Whatever will they think? How will we explain this to them?"

      "I'm still trying to figure out how to explain it to myself," Beverly says as she rocks in her chair across from me. "You aren't a zombie or a vampire. And you are corporeal, so you aren't a ghost--"

      "I was, though," I say. "I was a ghost for more than two hundred years. Ever since my death."

      "You were haunting the bookshop for all that time? I thought it was you."

      "Well, mostly. I could leave the shop. I wasn't bound to it. I traveled the world. But I always returned to the bookshop in the end. I suppose because I died there."

      "Or because you simply loved it so much," Beverly says. "The answers to life's mysteries are not always the most grim." "Or I was drawn to my descendants," I say. "I was so proud of my son for following in my footsteps and working at the shop with my mother. And I have loved every generation that followed him, all the way to you."

      "It's as though you've been a guardian angel of sorts," she says with a chuckle.

      "I suppose so. After all, if I hadn't gotten the fire marshall out of his bed back in the 20s, it might have burned down along with the other shops along that row."

      "I don't recall reading about a fire there in the 1920s," Beverly says.

      "Because it was the 1820s," I say. "No, in the 1920s, it served as a front for a speakeasy in the back, where your office is now. There's a hidden door that leads to a staircase in the closet."

      "Are you kidding me?"

      I laugh. "No. Believe me, that building holds a lot of secrets."

      "Any more ghosts?" she asks.

      The smile flees my face and I feel a tightness in my chest. "I don't know. I've never seen another ghost. I know they exist. Dianna's boyfriend, the zombie, I know he can sense ghosts. So there must be other ghosts in the world, but why I couldn't see them is a mystery to me. I was very...very alone for all that time."

      "Interesting," Beverly says. "You will have to tell me everything you know about being a ghost so I can write it down. I'm sure a lot of what we think we know is a load of hogwash."

      "Indeed," I say. "I've read everything you have on ghosts, and none of it helped me...move on or whatever. Not that I want to now."

      "What do you mean?" Beverly asks.

      "I'm alive," I say breathlessly. "I died so young. I was only twenty-eight. I didn't get to be part of my son's life or hold my grandchildren. I didn't get to write a novel of my own. My husband... Well, I assume he remarried, had a whole other life after I was gone. All the food I didn't get to eat, all the conversations I didn't get to have, all the things I didn't get to do. This is my second life, my second chance. The last thing I want to do now is move on to...whatever is next."

      "I understand," Beverly says. "And, of course, I don't want you to leave when you've only just arrived. But do you have any idea why you were a ghost in the first place? What about any unfinished business?"

      "I have no idea about that," I say. "I was murdered. The murderer was hanged. I'm not angry or bitter about it. It's what happened. People die all the time. My family received justice. I had a life unlived, but you could say that about every person who has ever died, no matter their age or manner of death. Is anyone really ready to go if they were given an option?"

      "I suppose you have a point there," Bever says thoughtfully. "But not everyone becomes a ghost. There must be a reason why you...lingered for so long."

      "I have spent more than two hundred years asking myself that question," I say. "There is simply no answer. I stopped trying to find an answer decades ago."

      "Then the more prudent question is why are you no longer a ghost? How are you alive? Who brought you back? Why were you brought back?"

      "I don't know," I say, shaking my head. "And I can't say I really care. I'm here, that's what matters. As I said, I've been given a second chance. I don't intend to waste it."

      "We can't afford to be so flippant about such a monumental event," Beverly says. "You were brought back to life. We must try to understand how such a thing could happen."

      "Why?" I ask, growing frustrated. "Can't we just enjoy it?"

      "Cora," Beverly says as though she is speaking to a child, "people have been trying to cheat death since the beginning of time. Zombies and vampires have come quite close, but their existence comes at a cost. But you are completely human, or as near to it as possible. It can't have happened spontaneously for no reason. Someone or something caused this to happen. We can be glad of it, of course, but people will be after you. They will seek to know the secret of your existence. They will want that power for themselves. And who knows what havoc such knowledge could wreak on the world?

      "Or..." Beverly pauses ominously. "Someone out there already has the power to resurrect the dead. Why they chose you, I have no idea. But I am sure they won't be happy about your escape."

      I take another bite of cookie as I think about her words. The food is so comforting. It feels warm in my stomach. "You think I'm in danger."

      "I'm certain of it," she says.

      I shake my head. "But what if we find out the answer to why I am here and, thus, the mystery of me is solved and I get...you know..." I wave my hand toward the ceiling. "Summoned to whatever is next?"

      "You don't want to complete your journey?" she asks.

      "No!" I practically yell. "As I said, this is my second chance at life. A real life. A long life. I don't want to waste it worrying about what might have been or what could have been or some fabled 'unfinished business.' I want to live, Beverly. Can't you see that?"

      "Of course, I understand," she says. "At least, I sympathize. I can't imagine what you have been through, stuck in limbo for hundreds of years. Watching life pass you by. The abject loneliness. It must have been terrible."

      "It was," I say, my eyes waiting again. "It was hell on earth. I wouldn't wish such an existence on my worst enemy. Even on Jeremiah Holland. When he died, I hope he found peace."

      "Jeremiah Holland," Beverly says thoughtfully. "That was the man who--"

      "Murdered me," I say, finishing her sentence. "Yes. I remember... I remember him standing over me. My throat closed up. I couldn't breathe. His was the last face I saw before everything went dark. Before I then woke up and no one could see me or hear me."

      Beverly nods. "As I said, I sympathize, my dear. But for now, I think we need to keep your existence quiet. We will just say you are a distant relative who has come to visit. Though you must understand, I will have to look into this further."

      "I wish you wouldn't," I say.

      "I know. But as a senior member of the Mystic Cove coven and member of the town council, I need to know what is going on in my town. And I feel that the only way I can really protect you is to find out how you ended up here in the first place."

      "I understand," I say. "But don't expect me to help you."

      "That will make things much harder for me," she says.

      I shrug. "I have to do what is best for me right now."

      "Fine," she says with a sigh. She looks out the window and I can see that the sun is rising. "Well, no sense making you up a bed for the night."

      "I couldn't sleep anyway," I say. "I feel as though I've slept enough for the next hundred years."

      "I will have to see if I can find you some more appropriate clothes. Do you want to help me open The Book Coven this morning?"

      "More than anything," I say.
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      I wanted to continue wearing my own clothes, but Beverly insisted that I change. She even made me hand over my undergarments. She said they wouldn't be flatting under more modern clothes. And I suppose she was right. Modern clothes are so thin and... Well, barely there. I'm used to wearing a shift, petticoats, and stays. Modern clothes are typically one layer, with the undergarments barely qualifying as a layer of their own. She offered me some pants at first, but I was so horrified at the idea of wearing them, she quickly took them away. I have watched firsthand as fashions changed, and while I am not generally scandalized by the clothes women wear today, the idea of wearing them myself, in public, was more than I could bear. Besides, it is much too cold out.

      We finally settled on stockings, a bra and underwear, a long skirt, a wooly sweater, and a jacket. I insisted on at least wearing my own boots. When it came to my hair, I decided to do something very daring and let it flow freely. I was still quite young when my mother started plaiting my hair, and when I was twelve, she started pinning it up like a proper lady. I cannot remember a time when I wore my hair down in public. The notion did make me feel quite modern. When I glimpsed myself in the mirror--something I had been unable to do since the morning I died--I hardly recognized myself. The nearest thing I had to a mirror was the painting of myself that hung in The Book Coven, and it was not the most accurate representation. In the modern clothes, I looked more like Beverly's granddaughter than her great-great-great-great-great-grandmother. And, of course, I am so out of sorts in this new world, I feel like a child.

      I cannot help but moan with pleasure when we step into Jumpin' Beans, the coffee shop very near The Book Coven, to grab some food and beverages. The entire line of people stares at me quizzically, and I can feel my face burn in embarrassment. The proprietress, Oliva, looks at me for a long moment before taking Beverly's order.

      "Sorry," Oliva says, "I was having a bit of Deja Vu. You seem so familiar."

      "I get that a lot," I say, eyeing Beverly.

      "This is my niece, Cora," Beverly says easily. "She has the Barnes way about her, doesn't she."

      "I thought all the Barneses lived in Mystic Cove," Oliva says as she puts muffins, croissants, and quiches into a box while her assistant fills cups of coffee.

      "Well, life is just full of surprises," Beverly says. "How are things going with Adrian?"

      "Good," Oliva says. "Your aunt fixed me up with my fiance," she explains to me. "You must know about her reputation as a famed matchmaker."

      "I am aware," I say. Indeed, I've watched her successfully match couple after couple here in Mystic Cove. I wonder if it is simply an innate gift that has nothing to do with her witchcraft abilities. My real aunt, my mother's sister, was a matchmaker too. She was not as prolific as Beverly, but she had her fair share of successes.

      "We've set a date for April," Olivia says.

      Beverly laughs. "Of course you did."

      "What does that mean?"

      "Wolves, like most mammals, mate in the spring. He's going to want to get you with pup as soon as possible."

      Oliva and I both blush beet red. I can't believe Beverly would speak so openly about such things.

      "Well...umm...we're in no rush," Oliva tries to say as she fumbles with Beverly's card.

      "Oh, I wouldn't be surprised at all if you have a very special Christmas present for us all next year," Beverly goes on.

      "Thanks for stopping by, Bev," Oliva says, handing her her card and shoving all the packages at us. "Next customer!" she squeaks.

      Beverly and I make our way across the slushy parking lot toward The Book Coven, and I already miss the smells from Jumpin' Beans.

      "Do you really think Oliva will get pregnant so quickly?" I ask her, sipping on my hot mocha. Liquid chocolate, what a treat!

      "I'm certain of it," she says. "As Alpha, Adrian will want a large litter to shore up his power and hopefully find his heir among his children. It will make life easier for him that way."

      I shiver at all this talk about werewolves. At the door to Jumpin' Beans, I look across the street and remember the last time I looked out this way when I was alive. Everything looks completely different. What was a dirt road is now a wide, blacktopped street. The wooden shops are gone, replaced with brick buildings. Still, I can almost see him there, Jeremiah Holland, watching me as he walked past. As I asked my husband to lock the door. As I ignored the warning of danger prickling on my skin. I turn away and rush into The Book Coven. I don't want to remember that day anymore. I'm alive again, and Jeremiah is long dead. I don't need to be afraid.

      I stomp the damp from my boots on the mat but freeze when I see Detective Beckett Dawson standing by the counter, talking to Beverly's granddaughter, Sophia. His eyes brighten when he sees me too. He rushes over to take the package of goodies from me.

      "Hi, Cora," he says. "You look good."

      "Umm... What?" I ask dumbly, my thoughts and voice locking up.

      "I just mean, you look rested. More relaxed. More comfortable in warmer clothes." His face has gone red, so I don't think he is saying what he really meant. His eyebrow scrunch in confusion. "Are you sure we didn't meet before last night? You are just...so familiar to me."

      I chuckle. "I've been getting that a lot." My eyes can't help but glance up to the portrait over the counter. I am sure that every resident of Mystic Cove has been into the Book Coven at least once. It is only a matter of time before someone realizes who I am. Sure, I don't look exactly like the portrait. Saying I'm simply another member of the Barnes clan is a good explanation. But I'm sure the ruse won't last for long.

      "This danish and coffee are for you, Officer Dawson," Beverly says as she hands out the goods.

      "Thanks, Bev. I didn't even tell you I was coming," he says, taking a bite of the pastry.

      "I knew you would," she says. "You needed to check on our little friend here."

      Everyone looks at me, and I feel my face flush again. "What?" I ask. "I'm just Beverly's niece...right?"

      "That's the story for out there," Beverly says, motioning with her chin toward the door. "But I've enlisted the help of Sophia and her husband, Jacob, to find out what is going on. And it wouldn't hurt to have a friend from the sheriff's office either."

      I walk up to the counter and tentatively pick at my blueberry muffin. “What do you mean, ‘what’s going on’? I told you, I don’t want to look into this. I just want to…” I glance at Detective Dawson, who looks terribly confused. “I just want to live,” I mumble.

      “I know that, dear,” Beverly says, patting the back of my hand. “But this is bigger than you. This is about someone—”

      “Or several someones,” Sophia says.

      Beverly nods in agreement. “Someone has broken at least one, if not several, very serious supernatural laws. We need to know who and why as soon as possible.”

      “Okay,” Detective Dawson says, putting his Danish down and licking his fingers as he pulls out a notebook and pen. “So, what is going on here? Really?”

      “I didn’t lie when I said that Cora was a long lost relative,” Beverly tells him. “But she’s someone we all know very well.”

      The detective looks at me again, taking me in. His eyes roving over every inch of my face. I want to avert my gaze. It feels indecent to be making such strong eye contact with him. But I can’t help it. It seems to see me, really see me. And it is such a glorious feeling. After more than two hundred years of people looking—and walking—right through me, being seen is such a relief, I could almost cry with joy.

      “I know I know you,” he finally says. “Where have we met before?”

      “My name really is Cora Barnes,” I say, “and you know me from…there.” I point up to the portrait.

      The detective looks up and then back at me. He squints at me, and then the painting. “You do look a lot like her,” he says.

      I can’t help but chuckle. “Because it’s me,” I say.

      He looks from me to the painting again. “So, that’s not really an old painting? It’s one of you in an old style?”

      I can’t help but laugh at the fact that he’s not getting it. Beverly and Sophia laugh too. It takes Beckett a minute, and then he starts chuckling too.

      “Oh, I get it. Are you a vampire or something?”

      “I’m not a vampire,” I say. “Or a zombie, before you ask.”

      “What are you then?” he asks.

      “I’m…a ghost,” I say simply. As much as I’d like to say I’m just a normal, living, breathing human, that doesn’t really tell my story. It’s not really who I am. Yes, I am a normal, living, breathing human, but I’m also about two hundred and seventy years old. I can’t pretend those centuries when I was stuck between worlds didn’t happen to me. Didn’t change me. Didn’t make me the person I am today.

      Beckett reaches out and touches my arm. It is so unexpected, I gasp at the contact. I realize that he is actually the first person to touch me since I regained my corporeal form.

      “Well, you are the firmest ghost I’ve ever met,” he says with a chuckle.

      “I thought aliens were your thing, Detective Dawson, not ghosts,” Sophia says.

      “Okay, fine. I’ve never seen a ghost before.” He looks back to me. “Are you sure?”

      “I died in 1788,” I say. Then I point to the floor, next to the counter. “Right there is where I died. Or, where I was killed, I should say.” I pick up my coffee and walk around the counter. “I was killed by a werewolf, Jeremiah Holland. He was executed for my murder a week later by hanging in the town square. I wasn’t there to see it, though. I hadn’t quite…woken up yet.”

      Detective Dawson is speechless as he stares at the floor.

      “My mother owned this shop,” I say, turning and walking down the aisles, Beckett following me. “She had been in Boston that day, talking to a publisher about carrying some books in our store. But I was used to running the shop myself. I’d spent much of my life here, except for the years during the war when I worked as a newspaper correspondent.”

      “The…the war,” Beckett says. “The…Revolutionary War.”

      “Yes,” I say. “That was a…a truly terrible time. The worst bloodshed I’d see until the Civil War a century later.”

      “You saw it?” he says, hanging on my every word. “You saw all of it?”

      “I did,” I say matter-of-factly. “I’ve lived, in a way, through every significant moment in this nation’s history. Seen a lot of it for myself. But I was always called back here. I was always called back home.”

      “But…but you are very much alive, Miss Barnes,” he says. “I can see you, touch you, hear you. You aren’t dead anymore. You’re alive. I think Beverly is right, we need to find out how this was possible.”

      “No,” I say simply.

      “But, we can—”

      “No!” I say more firmly, and the lights in the shop brighten and dim before returning to normal. I can feel my hair lift from my shoulder for a quick moment as static electricity washes over me.

      “Did you do that?” Beckett asks me.

      I shake my head. “I don’t know. When I was a ghost I could interact with the world around me in such ways. But I have no idea what it means to be a living ghost.”

      “Don’t you want to find out?” he asks. “Don’t you want to know what happened to you. Why you are here? Maybe someone out there has the answers.”

      “No, I don’t want to know,” I say.

      “Why?” he asks.

      “Because I don’t want to die again.”
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      I didn’t want to cry, but at the same time, I needed to cry. The tears filled my eyes and then spilled over onto my cheeks. I wasn’t sure why I was crying, and it didn’t seem to matter. I was overflowing with emotion. Only a few hours ago, I was a ghost. My life was the exact same as it had been for over two hundred years. Suddenly, everything was different. I was once again alive, something I had prayed for for so long. But I was not in my world. My husband, my son, my mother, my friends, all of them had been dead for centuries. Even though I had watched this world develop, it was not my world, not my life. I didn’t belong here.

      And yet, I would rather stay here than ever go back to being a ghost. I was alive. I was warm. I could eat food and drink coffee. I could interact with people. I was with family, even if we had been separated by generations. Beverly didn’t know me, but I knew her. I could feel my heart beating in my chest and tears on my cheeks. I was alive, and that was enough for me.

      “Hey,” Beckett sayts, rubbing my shoulder, “what’s wrong. What do you mean? You aren’t going to die. I won’t let anything happen to you, okay?”

      I chuckle at his naivety. He knew even less about what was going on than I did. My crying calmed down and I wiped the tear away.

      “All humans seem to have this notion that if I solve my ‘unfinished business,’ whatever that is,” I say, using finger quotes, “that I’ll move on to…whatever is next.”

      Beckett nods. “Well, yeah. Many people think that. But I don’t think anyone really knows why someone becomes a ghost or how to help them…not be a ghost.”

      “Well, I don’t want to move on,” I say. “I died young, much too young. And then I was in limbo for over two hundred years. I was so alone, and I missed so much. This is my second chance. I’m alive. I just want to live.”

      “I understand,” he says. “I don’t want anything to happen to you either.”

      I look up and realize in the light of day that he has such lovely sea-green eyes. They are just as calming as the ocean, too. I wonder if he has that effect on everyone he meets.

      “What did Sophia mean when she said aliens were your thing?” I ask, wanting to change the subject for a bit.

      “Oh.” He blushes red, all the way to his ears. “It’s…it’s nothing.”

      “Tell me,” I say. “What brough you to Mystic Cove.”

      He clears his throat. “Well, I was a detective back in my hometown. Cold cases. But one night, when I was driving, I saw something that… Well, I couldn’t explain it. Lights in the sky. A ship. I even saw…them.”

      His pupils shrink, and I think even the distant memory of whatever he saw still terrifies him.

      “I lost several hours,” he goes on. “I had called my girlfriend right before, to let her know I was on my way home. Then I saw the lights and other things. The next thing I know, it’s four o’clock in the morning. She’s been calling me for hours, worried sick. Called my coworkers to look for me. They even went down the same road I was on and never saw me.”

      “You were abducted,” I say.

      “I think so,” he says. “Me and the whole dang car. Anyway, I get home, tell her what happened. She doesn’t believe me. Says I must have gone somewhere and didn’t want to tell her the truth. Same thing with my coworkers, the others on the police force. No one believes me. They think I must have fallen asleep at the wheel or something, gone off the road where they couldn’t see me.”

      “That must have been frustrating,” I say, “for no one to believe you.”

      “It was soul crushing. I was depressed about it for a long time. It affected my job, my relationships. After my girlfriend and I broke up, I knew I needed a change, to go somewhere that no one knew me or my past.

      “But it turned out that my past was what got me the job here in Mystic Cove. The sheriff wanted to add a detective to the department to work on cold cases or more complicated problems. But he needed someone open minded about…well, everything. There are no aliens in Mystic Cove. At least, I haven’t come across any. But at least no one here judges me for having seen them.”

      I nod. “There are far too many strange things in this world for anyone to think we know everything.”

      “Exactly. And since I believe in aliens, learning about vampires and werewolves and stuff wasn’t that much of a stretch. So, here I am.”

      “That’s a great story,” I say. “It’s wonderful that you were able to find a home and acceptance in a new place.”

      “Yes,” he says. “Mystic Cove is… I hate to say a magical place. That’s a bit cliché, isn’t it? But I guess it’s true. Once you are able to gain the trust of the locals, it’s like no other place on earth. Or at least in the US.”

      “Indeed,” I say as we wander back toward the front of the store. “There are other haven towns out there, but not in America.”

      “That’s what I’ve heard.”

      Beverly and Sophia look up at us as we approach. Their heads had been close together, as if they were gossiping conspiratorially, but they are at full attention when they see us.

      “So,” Beverly says, “what happened? How could you make her cry, Beckett?”

      “I didn’t,” he says. “She just…needed to let some things out.”

      “Exactly,” I say. “You try waking up two hundred years in the future and see if you don’t shed a few tears.”

      “Gran says you need some clothes,” Sophia says, changing the subject.

      I blush a little. “Beverly was able to find these for me, but she had to use magic to get them to fit.”

      Sophia nods. “You definitely need an updated look. You can’t go around looking like you just stepped off the stage of Hamilton, or like an eighty-year-old lady.”

      Beverly gasps and slaps Sophia’s arm. “Hey, I am not eighty!”

      “Very nearly!” Sophia says. “Besides, Cora needs her own style.”

      “Unless you know the Hamilton costumer, I doubt you are going to find anything I’m comfortable in,” I say. I get a little flutter in my chest, remembering seeing Hamilton on Broadway. It was…loud and…bizarre. But at the same time, it was so strangely familiar. I knew many of the characters in the play, and it made me so nostalgic.

      “Well, that’s what the mall is for,” Sophia says. “I’m sure we will find you something.”

      “Have fun, girls,” Beverly says. “I want to talk to Detective Dawson for a few minutes anyway.”

      “Beverly,” I say, my voice a warning. “Remember what I said. I don’t want anyone looking into what happened to me. I just want to live.”

      “I know, I know,” she says, waving me off. “Get on out of here already.”

      “It was a pleasure meeting you, Cora,” the detective says, shaking my hand gently.

      “You too,” I say. The shake lingers, neither of us wanting to let go too quickly. Our eyes meet, and I can see that there is more he wants to say to me.

      “Come on,” Sophia says, tugging me away. I let go of Beckett’s hand and follow Sophia out of the shop.

      I watch as Beverly and Beckett lean toward each other over the counter. I just know they are talking about me and the bug mystery hanging over my head and my existence. Well, I might not be able to stop them from digging, but I certainly won’t help them.
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      I think I drive Sophia a bit crazy as we shop together. She tries to take me to more “trendy” shops, like Abercrombie and Fitch and Urban Outfitters, but I just can’t stand the idea of wearing pants or short skirts. She even takes me to something called Hot Topic to try leggings with the skirts, but I just feel so exposed, I can’t do it.

      I finally get her to take me to shops for more “mature” women, which is weird to say. I’m only twenty-eight, around Sophia’s age, but I gravitate toward the more conservative styles. I end up with more skirts and sweaters, boots, and jackets. I do let her take me to Victoria’s Secret for properly fitting undergarments that will work better with the clothes I’ve bought. I do allow myself to be a bit more daring in that regard. No one is going to see them anyway, right?

      Finally, she takes me to a salon where I can get my hair cut into a more updated style and have my nails painted. I get my makeup done at the Mac store. By the end of it, I hardly recognize myself. I look like a thoroughly modern woman.

      We finally take a break for a late lunch at a Red Lobster. I nearly start drooling as soon as we walk in. The seafood smells amazing. When the server brings out the biscuits, they nearly melt in my mouth. I can’t stop eating them. I have no idea what to order, so Sophia orders a sampler platter so I can try everything. Oh, it is all so divine! The shrimp, the lobster, the crab legs! I feel like a bottomless pit. And just when I think I’m finally done eating, they bring out the dessert menu.

      “I’m starting to understand why people today are so much bigger than we were back…you know,” I say as I try to slowly savor each bite of chocolate cake.

      “Rude,” Sophia says as she steals a bite. She only had a salad with shrimp and a biscuit. “I know you are only just now trying everything, but you’ll have to slow down eventually or you won’t fit into those new clothes for very long.”

      “Fair enough,” I say, but I don’t stop eating my cake. Not today.

      “So, what is next for you?” Sophia asks me.

      “What do you mean?”

      She steals another bite of cake. “Well, if you are planning to live out the rest of your life here, what are you going to do? You’ll need a job, a place to live…”

      I sit back in my seat, my stomach finally feeling full. “I don’t think I’ve even been awake for a full twenty-four hours yet. I haven’t given any thought to much beyond what to do right now.”

      “That’s fair,” she says. “You’ll need to adjust to just…being alive for a while, I suppose.”

      “Exactly,” I say. “Though, I worked at the bookstore when I was alive. I suppose I could start there if Beverly needs the help. I know she has you and Dianna working there.”

      “Oh, I just hang out there more than anything,” she says. “I have my own boutique to run selling potions.”

      “As for a place to live…” I shrug. “Beverly’s cottage is a bit small. I suppose I’ll need to find my own place. But for that I’d need money. So I would need a job.”

      Sophia waves me off. “You’re family. Don’t worry about it. We will get that all sorted out, I’m sure.”

      “Hmm. Family. It’s so strange.”

      Sophia is quiet for moment. “You had a son, right?” I nod. “So you watched him grow up, have his own family. You saw him…”

      “Die?” I ask. She nods, her eyes wide. “Yes, I was there. I held his hand as the life went out of him. He saw me there, at the very end. It was a peaceful death at least.” I wipe away a tear that escapes my eye.

      “What happened to your husband?” she asks.

      “I’m not exactly sure,” I say. “By the time I woke up, he was gone, had left Mystic Cove. When my son came back and worked at the shop with Mother, he didn’t speak about his father much. I know he remarried. Perhaps my son didn’t really feel like he was part of his father’s new family. I don’t know. I just wished him well and hope he was able to find happiness.”

      “That’s very magnanimous of you,” Sophia says. “I told Jacob that when I die, he can never remarry.”

      “That seems a bit selfish,” I say jokingly.

      She waves me off. “We are soulmates; he’ll never find anyone else anyway. Beverly set us up, you know.”

      “I know,” I say. “I was there.”

      “Now that you are alive again, and basically a widow, you might have a soulmate out there,” Sophia says. “You should ask Beverly to set you up.”

      I shake my head. “No. I’m not interested in that.”

      “Why not? Were you not happy in your first marriage?”

      “I was,” I say. “But…it was a different time. It was expected of all young women to marry. So, I did as I was told. I married young, I was only eighteen. It was right after the war started. I wanted to do my part to help out. So I volunteered as a reporter for one of the newspapers in Boston. But my husband, he didn’t like that very much. It was a relief when he finally gave into the pressure himself and enlisted.”

      “He fought in the war?” she asks.

      “Not exactly,” I say. “He served more of a diplomatic function. He went to Philadelphia to work on trade and peace negotiations, prisoner exchanges, things like that. But since he was away from home, he wasn’t there to keep me from going out and talking to soldiers and generals, getting war reports. Of course, by then, I was pregnant…”

      I look over and see that Sophia is staring at me. “What is it?” I ask.

      “Nothing,” she says. “I’m just riveted. You should write all this down. Write a book.”

      “I suppose I should,” I say. “People are very interested in the colonial era nowadays aren’t they.”

      “Thanks to Hamilton, yeah,” she says. “But, anyway, so I guess what you are saying is that you want to be single for a while.”

      “Oh, right,” I say. “That’s what we were talking about. Yes. I would like to experience life as a single woman for a while. Take advantage of living in this new modern age.”

      “I respect that,” Sophia says. “But that doesn’t mean you can’t have a little fun on the side.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I saw the way Detective Dawson was looking at you,” she says. “He’s handsome, isn’t he? If I wasn’t already married…”

      “Oh,” I say, feeling nervous and flustered for some reason. “Yes, he is nice. I suppose you heard that he is the one who found me when I woke up.”

      “I heard,” she says. “See, you have a connection already.”

      I shake my head. “I’m not planning on being anything more than friends.”

      “Friends with benefits?” she says, wiggling her eyebrows.

      “What is that?” I ask.

      She laughs. “I think we need to have a little talk about dating in the modern age.”
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      I know that Cora doesn’t want me looking into her past, into her death. I understand why she is afraid. But unfortunately, this isn’t just about her. After she and Sophia left to go shopping, I had a little discussion with Beverly.

      “We have to know what happened to her,” Beverly said.

      “She’s pretty on edge,” I said. “She’s been through a lot. I almost hit her with my car. She ran right out in front of me. She’s lost, disoriented. I don’t want to make things worse for her.”

      “That’s commendable,” Beverly said, “but you are a police officer. Your duty is to this town.”

      “I know what my job is, Ms. Barnes,” I said, a little annoyed that she would think I wasn’t doing my due diligence by the citizens of Mystic Cove. “But if Cora doesn’t want me looking into her case, what can I do? I have to respect her wishes.”

      “This is bigger than just Cora, though,” Beverly said. “In all my years, in all my research, I’ve never come across a ghost returning to life. It’s unnatural.”

      I chuckled. “Most of the residents of Mystic Cove are unnatural. Why is Cora any different.”

      “The others have a cause, a history. We know why they exist and where they come from. Cora is…something altogether new.”

      “New…and scary?” I asked.

      “Maybe,” she said, rubbing her lower lip thoughtfully.

      “But you can’t mean to send her back,” I said. “You heard what she said, she wants to live.”

      “Of course I don’t want to send her back. Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “What, then?”

      “Whoever or whatever brought her back must be an insanely powerful source of magic,” Beverly said. “Think about it. Nothing like this has ever happened before. If someone is powerful enough to bring the dead back to life, what could that person do to the living?”

      I sighed as I took a swig of coffee. “You think whoever did this is a threat to the town?”

      “Maybe,” she said. “We at least have to find out who it was. Maybe they will use their power for good and not evil. But we have to at least know, one way or the other.”

      “You know what I don’t understand,” I said, “is why Cora, of all people. She’s just a human, right? Not a witch or vampire. And she was just a bookseller. She wasn’t a town founder or anyone of real significance, right?”

      “Well, she was a Barnes ancestress,” Beverly says. “But even that is not particularly special. Her mother was too. So, yes, why Cora?”

      “What if it wasn’t a person who brought her back?” I said. “What if it just…happened? Mystic Cove sits on powerful lay lines, right?”

      Beverly sighed. “I suppose it’s possible, but I don’t think so. It’s never happened before, and the town has been here for almost four hundred years.”

      “A miracle four hundred years in the making?” I asked.

      Beverly shook her head. “When you have eliminated all which is possible, then whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth.”

      “I think you mean impossible,” I said.

      “I heard what I said. First, eliminate all possibilities. Then, and only then, can I be convinced that this is some sort of natural phenomenon.”

      “Fine,” I said. “What should we do first.”

      Beverly scoffed. “You are the cold case detective. You tell me.”

      “Hmm, it’s been a long time since I’ve gotten to work a cold case. In a town of witches, it’s usually only a matter of time before the truth comes out.”

      “Better dust off your detecting skills then, son,” she says.

      So that was how I found myself here, in the dusty archive room of the Mystic Cove city library. In order to find out who might have wanted to bring Cora Barnes back to life, I needed to know more about her death. Who was most impacted—positively or negatively—by her death?

      First, I checked census records. Cora LaFleur was born in 1760 to parents Marcus and Julia LaFleur. Marcus LaFleur was the son of French immigrants. She had two older brothers and an older sister. In 1778, Cora married Edward Barnes. In 1783, Cora gave birth to a son, Joseph Barnes. She died July 17, 1788.

      I jot down all the names of Cora’s family members in case I want to do more research into them later. I then turn to newspaper articles in the days after Cora’s death.

      According to witness Elizabeth Crowley, she arrived at The Book Coven for a regular book club meeting and saw Jeremiah Holland crouched over Cora in a “wolfish” form. She screamed and Jeremiah ran away. She went to Cora’s side and found that she was already dead.

      I am frustrated by the lack of details in the first article. And what did it mean that the man was in a “wolfish” form? I realize that the newspapers might not be the way to go. Examining a cold case in Mystic Cove isn’t like researching one in any other place. The newspapers of Mystic Cove have to walk a fine line between reporting the truth and keeping the secrets of Mystic Cove…umm, secret. The newspaper can’t come out and say that Jeremiah Holland was a werewolf for just anyone to read. I go to the librarian for help.

      “Hello, Greta,” I say to the pale girl behind the counter. Greta is a newer resident of Mystic Cove as well. She was brought here by Pastor Grainger after she was turned into a vampire. Pastor Grainger has made it a sort of personal mission to collect the lost souls of the world and help them make a life for themselves here.

      Greta jumps at my voice, looking up from the book she was engrossed in. “I’m here. I’m working. I wasn’t reading,” she says. I’m sure if she could blush, she would.

      “Hey, I’m not your boss,” I say.

      She carefully puts a bookmark in her book and stands up, smoothing down the front of her dress. “How can I help you, Detective?” she asks.

      “I’m looking into a death from 1788,” I say. “I started with the newspaper, but the woman was killed by a werewolf. Of course, the real details aren’t printed. I need to know what really happened. Would it be possible to find a more accurate account of the event somewhere?”

      “Oh, from 1788?” she presses her lips as she thinks. “Well, nowadays, we have the Mystic Cove Citizen, which publishes real details and is only available for residents. But it did not start printing until 1850.”

      I nod. I’d been a resident of Mystic Cove for a year and had to have the approval of the town council before I could be subscribed to the Citizen.

      “Prior to that, I think you’d have to check the records of the town council meetings,” she says. “They make for rather dry readings though, like court reports today.” She tells me where I can find them, and I give her my thanks.

      “Anytime, detective,” she says, giving me a sweet smile and looking at me appreciatively. I walk away and can feel her eyes on my butt. As a newer member of the city and a man with a lot of authority, I’ve been careful not to get involved with anyone just yet.

      In many ways, I’m still an outsider here and am still learning the ins and outs of being a member of this crazy community. I really like it here, and plan to live here for the rest of my life. But am I ready to take on being the husband to a witch or vampire? I don’t know about that. If I do date, I know it would be easier to date a fellow human. But human women in this town a bit harder to find.

      My thoughts, naturally, drift to Cora. When I first saw her, looking so cold and vulnerable, I wanted to wrap her up in my arms and keep her safe. Even now, every time I see her, I just want to cup her pale face in my hands. I can’t wait to get to know her better—purely in a platonic sense, of course. I mean, she was alive during the American Revolution! Think of the stories she could tell. She should write a book.

      Cora is a human, but isn’t. As Beverly said, there’s never been another person like her before, a person who was dead for two hundred years. But I want to help her. I want to protect her. If there really is a powerful witch out there who brought Cora back from the dead, I need to know who they are and what they intend for Cora.

      I pull out the notebook with handwritten remarks regarding the attack on Cora Barnes. It’s hard to read, both because of the handwriting and the diction. They simply spoke differently back then. I wish I could ask for Cora’s help, but she can’t know I’m looking into this, not yet anyway.

      After a while, I get a bit more used to the writing style and I’m able to make out what happened, at least according to witnesses, which I know from experience are not always reliable.

      The basics of what happened are similar to what was reported in the newspaper. Elizabeth Crowley arrived at The Book Coven and saw the door was open. She walked in and saw Jeremiah Holland crouched over Cora Barnes. He was in a half-transformed state. That must be what she meant by “wolfish.” But still, what does that mean? Did he have fangs? Claws? Was he just very hairy?

      Elizabeth Crawley then stated that she screamed, and Jeremiah ran away. But again, what was the state of him? Was he angry? Afraid? Why did he not attack Elizabeth?

      Elizabeth went to Cora’s side and shook her, but she was already dead. But how did Elizabeth know she was dead? Was she breathing? Was she injured. I would imagine that if she had been attacked by a werewolf there would be a lot of blood, but there is no mention of blood at all. Is that just because of sensibilities at the time? It’s possible.

      I think back to when I found Cora in the woods. She was disheveled, but not injured. Her dress wasn’t torn or bloody. Her hair was even pinned up. Was she brought back to life in pristine order? Or did she look how she did at death? I wish I could ask her. But she if she knew I was looking into her death, she would be furious, I’m sure.

      I decide to check the trial records for Jeremiah Holland. I find a bit more information there. The coroner says that he found some “scratches” on her arms and her dress was torn, and she was not “defiled,” I assume an archaic way to say she had not been raped. He says that she died of “shock” due to her “delicate disposition.” I assume he means shock at being attacked.

      I sit back in my seat at this, my jaw practically in my lap. I try to reconcile the woman I have gotten to know with the idea that she died of fright. It’s impossible. She was a correspondent during the American Revolution. Who knows what horrors she had witnessed. She’d given birth to a child and ran her own business. She was not a shrinking violet. If anything, she would have fought back. What did her mother make of this determination? Surely, she would not think her daughter was so delicate.

      I read the rest of the record and discover that Jeremiah Holland was found guilty and sentenced to be hanged immediately following the verdict. It seems that the jury was out for blood. I don’t blame them. The records indicate that Cora was much loved by the townspeople. She was known to be kind and charitable and an outspoken abolitionist.

      However, something about all of this greatly bothers me. I don’t see any actual evidence that Jeremiah Holland killed Cora. Her supposed injuries were not consistent with a murder. There were also no witnesses. Yes, Miss Elizabeth Crawley saw Jeremiah in the shop, but she didn’t see him attack Cora or do her injury.

      Is it possible that this was why Cora became a ghost, because her murder was never actually solved? Did her killer get away with it? Could that have anything to do with why she came back? There are still Hollands in Mystic Cove today, any many members of that family are werewolves. Could it have been one of them? Do werewolves have magic? Or could they have teamed up with a witch or witches to bring her back? Could it be that the Hollands, after all this time, are wanting justice for Jeremiah?

      I let out a long exhale. It’s almost six o’clock; the library will be closing soon. I’ve been here for hours. I haven’t eaten since I was at The Book Coven this morning. There are so many unknowns, so many possibilities. I jot down a few thoughts, a few possible leads, make copies of the newspapers and records and call it a day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 9

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Wow,” Dianna says, taking me in. “So, you’re the ghost who’s been haunting the book shop all these years.”

      “That’s me,” I say, gesturing to myself a little awkwardly. Dianna Flowers is a short young woman who wears a lot of black and has a lot of piercings. She works in the shop part-time, though she usually spends her time doodling on her tablet device.

      “So, now that you’re…umm…here, who is going to keep up with the dusting?” she asks me. I stare at her a little blankly, but then she laughs. “Just kidding. Seriously, though, it was pretty cool when I actually caught a glimpse of a floating feather duster or saw a book shelving itself.”

      I shrug. “Well, I had to keep myself occupied. I was grateful to have died in a bookstore. That is, if one can ever be grateful for dying anywhere.”

      “Better than a woodchipper,” Dianna says. I can’t help but grimace at that visual. “Sorry.” She goes a little red.

      “It’s fine,” I say. “I know it must be difficult, trying to talk to someone who just yesterday you couldn’t see.”

      “It puts things in perspective,” she says a little more seriously. “I just imagined you were, like, a friendly, happy ghost. Like, you wanted to be here and help out. Or you were a guardian spirit or something. I never imagined that you might be trapped.”

      I nod slowly, wondering what she is getting at. How could anyone imagine that I was happy being trapped between worlds?

      “I just mean, no one really knows what ghosts are and why they exist,” she goes on. “You said that most of the stuff written about ghosts in those books about ghosts and spirits are bunk, right? Well, you can correct all that. You can tell people what it’s really like to be a ghost.”

      I sigh. “I don’t know. You are right that there are a lot of misconceptions out there about ghosts. But a lot of people put hope in those misconceptions too. They like to think their loved ones are nearby, that they can communicate with them.

      “And they aren’t entirely wrong. I did enjoy getting to see my son grow up, see his family grow, watch his descendants through the ages. And I have protected the shop. I saved it from a fire and set of the alarm when hoodlums tried to break in.

      “But for the most part, it was also hellish. It was so lonely. Imagine seeing your child grow up but never being able to hold him, talk to him, comfort him. I would have rather not existed at all than live that way. But I couldn’t even take my own life. Believe me, I tried many times.”

      Her jaw drops at this, of the idea of a ghost being suicidal. I suppose it is a radical thought. But it’s true. If I couldn’t be fully alive, I would rather not exist at all.

      “But humans aren’t going to want to know that,” I go on. “For the most part, people are comforted by the idea of ghosts. Ghosts give them hope, hope that life goes on. Hope in an afterlife. Hope that our loved ones are never really gone. I don’t want to be the person to take that hope from them.”

      “Jeez,” Dianna says, running a hand through her short black hair. “That’s so…deep. So heavy.”

      “Besides,” I say, straightening a pile of books on the counter that is already straight, “I can only speak for myself. Remember, I never met any other ghosts while I was a ghost. And I don’t even know why I was a ghost in the first place. Nor do I know how I came back to life.

      “I really don’t want anyone except those closest to me to know who I really am. I don’t want people to start believing that their lost loved one might come back.”

      “Yeah, I get that,” Dianna says. “It might be hard for people to move on with their lives if they keep holding onto the idea that their dead loved one might come back.”

      “Exactly,” I say.

      The bell above the door to the shop rings and I look over, expecting to see my husband, Edward, walking in. I curse to myself for this. I’ve been doing it for over two hundred years. Why do I keep doing it? Is it for the same reason I felt called to return to this place no matter how much time had passed? Because that was what happened the day I died? Even though I’m now alive again will I feel compelled to carry on this ridiculous ritual until I die again?

      Dianna’s fiancé, Parker, a zombie, walks in. When he sees me, a wide grin crosses his face. From behind his back, he pulls out a stunning bouquet of flowers—white roses and carnations with purple lilies, accented with baby’s breath and green leaves—and offers it to me.

      “Oh, Parker, you shouldn’t have,” I say, accepting the flowers.

      “Hey!” Dianna says, crossing her arms in a huff. Parker, ever so faintly, turns a little pink.

      “I’ve gotten you flowers before,” he says to Dianna.

      “It’s been a minute,” she mumbles as she answers the shop phone. Parker seems relieved by the distraction.

      “Thank you,” I say to Parker. “They are beautiful.”

      “I…uh. It seems weird that you know my name when we haven’t been properly introduced,” he says, rubbing the back of his neck.

      “Oh, that’s right,” I say. “I guess we haven’t. I’m just so used to seeing you in here, visiting with Dianna.” I offer him my hand. “I’m Cora.”

      “It’s nice to meet you,” he says, “to really, really meet you. Dianna told me that you were here…umm…in the flesh if you don’t mind the expression.”

      I chuckle. “Not at all.” I walk behind the counter and pull out a vase to put the flowers in.

      “…don’t know what to tell you. They will arrive…” Dianna rolls her eyes at me, undoubtedly dealing with a difficult customer.

      I shake my head and move over to the sitting area near the shop’s large bay windows and set the vase on the table. I then take a seat and motion for Parker to join me.

      “Thank you again for the flowers,” I say. “It’s so sweet.”

      “I just feel like I’ve known you for a long time, even if we had never seen each other before. It felt appropriate to mark the occasion in some way.”

      “It is strange to finally be able to talk to you and not just blow on the back of your neck or something,” I say.

      He wrinkles his nose. “Yeah, why do y’all do that, anyway? It’s…so weird.”

      I have to laugh. “Well, I can’t speak for the others, but the back of a man’s neck, or a women when their hair is short enough, is quite sensitive. And it is usually exposed. Right now, for instance—” I motion to his outfit. “—you are covered from head to toe. Hat, coat, gloves, boots. The only exposed skin is the back of your neck, and that’s only because you took your scarf off.”

      “Hmm. I guess that makes sense,” he says, removing his gloves and jacket in the warm shop. “So, when you say you can’t speak for the others, that’s because you can’t—”

      “Can’t see them,” I say, completing his thought. “Or couldn’t see them, I should say. I’ve traveled all over the world as a ghost. I’ve been to countless graveyards, battlegrounds, so-called haunted houses, and I’ve never seen another ghost. I’ve even been to your morgue.”

      “I know for certain there are other ghosts there,” he says. “Most don’t stay long. It’s as if they are accompanying their bodies. They are there while I clean them up and leave when I send the body to the church or funeral home. There are a few regulars, though.”

      “I believe you,” I say reassuringly. I’m sure he has had plenty of people not believe him over the years. “I cannot, in the whole world and out of all human existence, be the only person to have turned into a ghost. But why I cannot see the other ghosts is a mystery to me that I cannot begin to explain.”

      He nods. “That must have been frustrating for you, I’m sure.”

      “That’s putting it mildly.”

      “It’s possible the ghosts all exist on slightly different planes,” he says, rubbing his chin thoughtfully.

      “That was one of my theories, too,” I say, nodding.

      “You know you were not the only ghost here in the shop, right?”

      “I know you sometimes…sensed ghosts that weren’t me,” I say. “But I never saw them.”

      “What about now?” he asks.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Can you see ghosts now?”

      I look around. The only person I see is Dianna, still behind the counter but off the phone now. “I don’t…I don’t think so.”

      “I’m pretty sure there is one sitting next to me,” he says, motioning to his right side, where the couch is empty.

      For the first time, I get gooseflesh of my own. The hairs on my arm and the back of my neck stand to attention. “How…how do you know?”

      “I can feel…a chill on my arm that I don’t feel anywhere else.”

      “Is it just a draft?”

      He glances around for an open door or window, but there isn’t one. “I don’t think so. And it feels familiar. I don’t know who it is, but I think it’s one of the regulars.”

      “Ask them to do something,” I say.

      Parker looks to the empty space and smiles. “Hello, friend.”

      I have to gulp. I am having the weirdest sensation. It’s as if he’s talking to me. I feel electrified. As if it would cause a spark if I touched someone.

      “If you really are there,” Parker goes on, “let us know if you can.”

      I hold my breath. After a moment, the flowers on the table sway, as of someone swiped their hand over them.

      “Wait,” I say, dropping to my knees to get a better look. For a moment, just a quick second, I saw…something, I’m sure of it. “Do it…do it again, please.”

      “What is it?” Parker asks.

      “Shh,” I say, more harshly than I meant to, but I have to concentrate. The flowers start to move again, but this time I clearly see a hand pass through them.

      I gasp and then say, “Once more.”

      This time, when the flowers move, I follow the hand to an arm, then up to a shoulder, and finally to the face of a woman I know so well.

      “Sabrina!” I choke out. She smiles at me and then flickers out like a lightbulb. “Sabrina! Sabrina, come back!”

      Parker is on his feet now. “Who is Sabrina?”

      But I hardly hear him. I can’t believe it. I stumble back, my hand to my mouth.

      The bell above the door to the shop rings and I look up to see my darling husband, but it’s not him. It’s Beverly and Beckett Dawson.

      “What’s going on?” Beverly asks, clearly seeing that something is wrong. Beckett comes toward me.

      “Cora? Are you all right?”

      I shake my head as I run toward him, taking his hands in mine. “Beckett, I saw a ghost!”
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      I stop in my tracks. “What do you mean you saw a ghost?”

      She runs up to me, her face flushed with excitement. “A ghost. I saw a ghost.”

      “How is that possible?” I ask.

      “I don’t know she says.” She is smiling so broadly, her cheeks are like two shiny red apples. I feel a compulsion to cup her adorable face in my hands. But I restrain myself. Something strange is happening here, and I need to pay attention to the details.

      “Wait, slow down,” Beverly says. “What happened exactly? Tell me.”

      “Parker and I were talking about how I had never seen any other ghosts while I was…umm…deceased,” she says. “But we know the ghosts are out there because he can sense them. In fact, he could sense one sitting right next to him as we were talking.”

      “So, you weren’t the only ghost haunting The Book Coven?” I ask.

      She shakes her head. “No. In fact, when I was a ghost, I had observed Parker interacting with ghosts other than me. I knew they were all around us, but I couldn’t see them.”

      “So,” Parker interjects,” I asked Cora if she had seen any ghosts since she came back to us. She said no, but then, she hadn’t really looked for them either.”

      Cora nods. “So I focused all my attention, all my energy, and I saw her. I saw Sabrina.”

      Beverly’s hand goes to her heart and she looks pale. “You saw…Sabrina? Are you sure?”

      Cora takes Beverly’s hands in hers and nods. “Yes, Beverly. I saw her. She’s here.”

      Beverly’s eyes fill with tears even though she is smiling.

      “Who is Sabrina?” I ask.

      “Beverly’s mother,” Cora says. “She died here in the shop as well, but of old age. She sat down in a chair, there, by the window with a book in her lap and just…fell asleep. I was there when it happened.”

      “How did she look?” Beverly asks. “Did she say anything?”

      “She looked just fine,” Cora says. “But I only glimpsed her for a moment, and she didn’t say anything. There wasn’t time. As quickly as I saw her, she was gone again. But that was more than I ever saw when I was dead.”

      “That is so friggin’ cool!” Dianna says. “You can see ghosts. You’re like a medium or something.”

      “I don’t know about that,” Cora says, calming down, pushing her hair behind her ear. “Like I said, it was only for a moment. But it was quite exciting.”

      “Well, you’ll just have to keep trying,” Parker says. “It took years of practice and patience for me to be able to just sense ghosts with any regularity or reliability, and I’ve still never seen one. This is only the beginning for you, I’m sure. You actually saw a ghost. You’ll have to keep working to hone that power. Who knows what you’ll be able to achieve in the future.”

      I rub my chin and think. As amazing as all this is for Cora now, what does it say about her past? About why she became a ghost and why she is alive now? “Beverly, your mother died in peace, right? Cora said she just fell asleep.”

      Beverly nods. “That’s right. At least, that’s all we knew. She didn’t tell us she was dying, of course. No one else was here. And from the surveillance video, that was all we saw.”

      “Then why is she a ghost?”

      Everyone looks at me, their mouths hanging open. Dianna starts to say something, but stops herself. We all look to Parker, who just shrugs. Then we turn to Cora.

      “Don’t ask at me,” she says. “I have no idea who becomes a ghost or why. I told you, as far as I was concerned, I shouldn’t have been a ghost either.”

      “I was looking into your death, Cora,” I say. “I went to the library and pulled some of the old records—”

      “You did what?” she asks. Well, more like shrieks. The lights in the book shop flicker.

      I hold my hands up in my defense. “You know I only want to help you. I want to protect you. Beverly and I thought that if we knew more about your death, we might be able to better understand why you were brought back.”

      Cora pinches her lips together, her nostrils flaring. “I told you,” she says through gritted teeth, “I don’t want to know about my past. I don’t want to know why I was a ghost or why I came back. I don’t want to do anything that might compromise what I have now. I don’t want to die again.”

      “And I understand that,” I say, reaching out and rubbing her shoulders gently, in an attempt to comfort her. It seems to help a little as I feel some of the tension melting away. “I don’t want anything to happen to you either. I care about you and your safety, really.”

      “Then why are you doing this?” she asks, her eyes watering.

      “Well, the fact that you saw a ghost is a good reason, don’t you think,” I say. “You are back, but you are not exactly…human, are you? Something about you is different. If we can find out who brought you back and why, we can better predict what will happen to you next. I can better protect you.”

      Cora shrugs out of my hands. “No.”

      “No?” I ask.

      “No!” she says firmly. “I don’t want to know. I just want to live.”

      “But, Cora,” I say. “You saw a ghost. What if you…aren’t as human as we think? What if you are just…teetering between this life and the next? What if you…die again?”

      “How dare you?” Cora screams.

      All the lights in the bookstore suddenly shine bright, like lightning, and then shatter. We all duck to protect ourselves from falling glass. Dianna shrieks and then starts crying. Parker pulls her into his arms. I’m sure the loud noise startled her, triggered her. She was shot only a few months ago, protecting Parker from a psychopath who was trying to kill him.

      “What the—” I start to say, looking at Cora. There is still enough light from outside, shining through the large bay windows, that I can see her face. Her cheeks are flushed and tears are seeping down her cheeks.

      Cora backs away from me, toward the door.

      “Cora…” I’m not sure what to say to help calm her. She had to be what caused the lights to flash, her emotions.

      “Stay away from me,” she says, then she turns and runs out of the shop.

      “Wait!” I call out, but Beverly beats me to the door.

      “Cora!” she calls out the door. I start to go past her, to chase Cora down and bring her back, but Beverly grabs my arm. “No, let her go. She needs to be alone right now.”

      “Are you sure?” I ask anxiously. “She’s afraid and upset. She’s in a new world she doesn’t fully understand.”

      “She will come back,” Beverly says, pulling me inside, and I let her. She locks the door and turns the “open” sign to “closed.”

      I sigh and watch through the door as Cora disappears down the street. I know that Beverly must be right. She’s Cora’s family and the most experienced witch in town. I have to trust her judgement. Still, the idea of Cora being out there alone and afraid sets me on edge.

      “Just give her a little space,” Beverly says. “Dianna, go get a broom and start sweeping all this up. Parker, go turn off the fuses and find a box of bulbs.”

      They nod and set about their tasks. I think for a moment that Beverly probably could just snap her fingers and clean the mess up and set everything right, but she seems to want to get Dianna and Parker out of earshot for a moment.

      “You need to find out how Cora came to be here,” Beverly tells me, “no matter what she says.”

      “I don’t want to upset her further,” I say.

      “She’s scared and not thinking rationally,” Beverly says.

      “That might be true,” I say. “But she has a right to know what is going on.”

      “We just have to be more careful about the things we say and do,” Beverly says. “Don’t suggest she might die again. She’s terrified at the prospect.”

      “So am I,” I say. My heart seizes and I shut my mouth, afraid I’ve said something inappropriate.

      “Oh, is that so?” Beverly asks, crossing her arms and quirking an eyebrow.

      “Well, aren’t you?” I say, trying to deflect.

      “Of course,” she says, “but I’m family.

      I shrug. “Well, I’m a detective. It’s my job to care about the people of this town.”

      “Sure, sure,” Beverly says dismissively. “I’m sure it’s nothing more than that. It’s not like you care about her or anything.”

      “I do care,” I say, “but as a…a friend. A keeper of the peace. A protector of this whole town.”

      Beverly purses her lips and nods. “Of course.” There is a long pause. “Tell me, Detective, you aren’t seeing anyone, are you?”

      “You know I’m not,” I say.

      “Fine, fine. But what I mean is, you aren’t interested in anyone, are you? You aren’t ‘talking’ to anyone, as the kids would say.”

      I roll my eyes and sigh. “No, Beverly, I’m not talking to anyone. I haven’t dated anyone since moving here. I’m still kind of an outsider.”

      She nods slowly. “You know I have a bit of a reputation for setting people up with their soulmates.”

      “I’ve heard,” I say. “But don’t get any ideas. When I fall in love, it will happen on its own time, in its own way.”

      “That’s how it is for all my couples,” Beverly says. “I just…give them a nudge in the right direction.”

      “Well, don’t bother nudging me right now,” I say. “I’m kind of busy. I need to find out how to help Cora.”

      “Fine, fine,” she says, waving her hand dismissively. “So, what are you going to do now?”

      “I’m not sure,” I say. I’m quiet for a moment as I try to get into the mindset of an investigator. “I looked into her death a bit. How much do you know?”

      She shrugs. “Only what was passed down in family lore. I’ve never actually looked into it myself, at the records. Jeremiah Holland was a werewolf, but he was also a…rather odd character. He couldn’t hold down a job. He didn’t talk much. I wonder…” She sighs.

      “What?” I prod.

      “Well, I’m a bit ashamed to admit it. You know the history of the town? The history of witch killings in New England.”

      I nod. “Well, everyone knows about Salem.”

      “In the past, in New England as well as the rest of the world, people who were considered ‘odd’ were often singled out as witches or werewolves. These oddities were often just medical conditions they couldn’t control. People with epilepsy were thought to be possessed, or children with autism were thought to be fairies. Same with witches and werewolves and vampires. People died because they didn’t understand so many mental and physical disabilities.”

      “Right,” I say.

      “Well, I have often wondered if Jeremiah was one of those unfortunate souls who also happened to be a werewolf.”

      “You think Jeremiah was targeted as a scapegoat because of his mental condition?” I ask.

      Beverly nods.

      “Well, I don’t know about that. We can’t really diagnose someone who died over two hundred years ago. However, I think you might be right that he was a scapegoat. According to the coroner and the trial records, I can’t find any actual evidence that he killed her. He was present, yes. But she wasn’t really injured in any physical way. She wasn’t…disemboweled. She didn’t have her throat slashed. She didn’t have any signs that she was attacked by a werewolf.”

      “How did she die, then?”

      “The coroner said she died of ‘shock’,” I say with a chuckled.

      “Poppycock,” Beverly says. “You know she was a correspondent during the Revolutionary War.”

      “I know,” I said. “And poppycock is putting it lightly. There’s no way she just up and died because a man attacked her. She would have fought back.”

      “So,” Beverly says, rubbing her chin, “we don’t know the truth of how she died.”

      “And she doesn’t want to know,” I say. “She says she’s at peace with it, which is fair. It was over two hundred years ago.”

      “Fine,” Beverly says. “We don’t know how or why she died, and maybe it’s not relevant. What we need to know if how and why she’s alive. Think about it. If someone had the power to bring her back, then they will have the power to kill her again. Or worse.”

      “I agree,” I say.

      “So, what do you need to do next?”

      I sigh. “Well, I go back to the scene of the crime. I need to go back to where I found her, the woods near the graveyard.”

      “Do you need me to go with you?”

      “I don’t think so. I’ll come back and let you know what I found, if anything.”

      “Very well. Good luck.”
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      As I drive out of town toward the woods where I first met—or nearly ran over, I should say—Cora, I can’t stop thinking about her. And not just because I’m looking into her death and reanimation. It’s hard to believe that in a town of witches, werewolves, vampires, and even zombies, she’s the most interesting person I’ve met. I don’t believe she was killed by Jeremiah Holland. If I was able to solve her murder, it would be the oldest cold case I’ve ever solved. Indeed, it might be the oldest cold case anyone has ever solved. I’m aware of some cases in the 1850s and 60s that have been solved in recent years. But a case from two hundred years ago? No, that would be impossible.

      But in Mystic Cove, anything is possible.

      I can’t help but lean forward over the steering wheel and look up at the sky. It’s daytime now, mid-afternoon. When I saw the spaceship and aliens before, it was the middle of the night. Still, I know they are out there—somewhere. They could be watching over us even now. In fact, I’m sure they are. Why they are here or what they want, I have no idea. I feel a shiver down my back and sit back in my seat.

      Anyway, Cora’s case isn’t technically cold anyway. Someone was convicted and executed for her murder. If it does turn out that someone else was responsible, it would be impossible to prosecute them.

      Well, that’s not technically true, I suppose. If she was killed by a vampire, that person could still be alive, so the supernatural court would have to take over and see that the person was punished.

      That’s one thing I don’t like about Mystic Cove. Sometimes the supernatural rules supersede human laws, human justice. Just a couple of months ago, the Mystic Cove wolfpack took it upon themselves to kill some werewolves who were infringing on their territory. I thought that Adrian Cooper, the current pack Alpha, should have been held responsible. But the sheriff told me to back off and mind my own business. The vampires, too, will take matters into their own hands when someone crosses a line. I don’t like it, but I don’t really have a choice. If I want to be part of the community, I have to follow their rules to keep them secret and safe.

      But that’s another thing that makes me think that Jeremiah Holland wasn’t responsible for Cora’s death. The wolf pack didn’t take matters into their own hands. The court decided Jeremiah was guilty and hanged him. If Jeremiah had been guilty, surely they would have delt with him. Or were they trying to protect him? Or did they let the court do the dirty work for them? I don’t think so. I’ve never known a werewolf who didn’t want to take care of his or her own business.

      I run my hand through my hair. I’m talking myself in circles. I need to focus. As I drive past the cemetery, I decide to stop. I found Cora when she ran out of the woods, but maybe she originally came from the cemetery. Could she have…crawled out of the ground and just doesn’t remember? Maybe she really is a zombie. After all, she can see ghosts. Parker is a zombie, and while he can’t see ghosts, he can interact with them. Maybe she is just a very powerful zombie and that’s why she can see them.

      I pull through the cemetery gate and see signs. “Open Dawn to Dusk.” “No Trespassing.” “Beware of Hell Hounds.” I drive past the little trailer house where Parker lives and make my way to the old caretaker’s mansion. The mansion is home to the Robbins family. They have been caretakers of the Mystic Cove cemetery for as long as there has been a cemetery, so probably four hundred years.

      I park the car and open the door. The mansion is a two-story, gray, colonial-style house. It seems overcast up here on the hill, even though it was sunny just a moment ago. I can’t help but shiver. There’s a light fog rolling up from the cemetery. I look around and can easily see gravestones from here. How creepy would it be to see graves every time you looked out your window.

      I make my way to the porch, but I’m barely up the stairs when the door opens and a young woman steps out. She’s a very pale thing with long dark hair. She pulls her ankle-length, fur lined opera coat around her tightly.

      “Detective,” she says in her calm, even voice.

      “Miss Robbins, Veronica,” I say. “How are you on this chilly afternoon?”

      “As well as can be expected,” she says. I hear someone cough and turn my head toward the cemetery. I see a bald man in coveralls walking toward us, dragging a shovel behind him. If this were a horror movie, now is the time I’d be running. But this isn’t a horror movie, it’s just life in Mystic Cove.

      “Good day, Jasper,” I call out with a wave. Jasper Robbins, Veronica’s…uncle, I want to say, barely acknowledges me as he passes us by.

      “Always a friendly chap,” I say to Veronica with a smile.

      “Yes, he is,” she says. She takes a few steps toward me, closing the door behind her. “What can I help you with?”

      “I’m looking for a grave, an old one,” I say. She stares at me, waiting for me to continue. “Cora Barnes, an ancestress of Beverly. Do you know where I can find it? I figured you’d have a map or something to tell you where the graves are. Thought you might save me the time of hunting it for myself.”

      She gives a single nod. “I know where it is.” She gathers her coat around herself as she descends the stairs, the heels of her old-fashioned boots clanking on the planks.

      “What did you mean when you said you were doing as well as can be expected?” I asked after a few minutes of walking silently. Well, silently aside from the leaves crunching under our feet and the occasional crow cawing in the distance.

      “We’ve had some…unwelcome activity around here recently,” she says.

      “Really?”

      “Yes. It’s funny that you are here. I was considering calling you.”

      “That is funny,” I say, though it’s not really funny at all, only curious. Still, I think Veronica has a different definition of funny than most people. If she is a person at all. I think she might be a vampire, but even then, I’m not sure. Her whole family is a bit strange. And that’s saying something in a town like Mystic Cove.

      “I’ll show you what I mean after I show you the grave of Cora Barnes,” she says.

      “How come you happen to know where it is?” I ask.

      “I know where everyone here is buried,” she says. “I was there when it happened.”

      I feel another chill down my spine as she says that. “Do you remember when Cora was murdered?”

      “Yes.”

      I wait for a moment in silence. Veronica seems to be the sort of woman who only gives the information she was asked and nothing more.

      “Can you tell me what you remember?” I ask.

      “I was not a very welcome member of society, then,” she says. “I rarely ventured into town, so I wasn’t present when it happened, but the scandal of it even reached my door. The wolf clan demanded that Jeremiah be given a place of rest here in the cemetery. But Cora’s family was set against it. You can understand that, I’m sure.”

      “It makes sense,” I say. “Cora’s family surely would not want her murder resting anywhere nearby. But if the wolf pack thought that Jeremiah was innocent, they would want him affording dignity in death.”

      “Exactly,” she says.

      “So, what do you think? Was Jeremiah innocent? Was he framed for Cora’s murder?”

      “I was the mortician then,” Veronica explains. “She certainly was not killed by a werewolf.”

      “How did she die?” I ask, wondering if the answer to this mystery is walking right in front of me.

      “I was not allowed to do an autopsy,” she says. “Women were forbidden from such arts back then. The coroner was a human man at the time. I was his mortician too, some years later.”

      Even though Veronica speaks with almost imperceptible inflection, I can tell she got a bit of glee from sharing that little bit of information.

      “But judging from her pallor, her livor mortis, and the foaming at her mouth, I was sure she was poisoned.”

      “Poisoned? By whom?” This information nearly stops me in my tracks. I hadn’t even considered other causes of death. But poisoning would mean that Cora was indeed murdered.

      “I have no idea,” she says, slowing and looking at me over her shoulder. “I’m not a detective.”

      “I’ve read through the coroner’s report, the court transcripts, the newspaper articles,” I explain. “Nothing in any of it indicated that she was poisoned.”

      “I know,” she says. She stops and looks down. “It was a tragedy all the way around.”

      I stand next to her and look at a tombstone. There, plain as day, is written “Cora Barnes—Beloved Wife, Daughter, Mother”. I have to shake my head for a moment. How could such a life be distilled so simply? Cora was so much more than that. A writer. A businesswoman. A woman of wit and integrity. But you’d never know that there was so much to her by looking at this tombstone.

      “Her mother certainly didn’t commission this,” I say.

      “No,” Veronica confirms. “Her husband did.”

      “Did he even know her at all?”

      For the first time, I see a hint of smile on Veronica’s face. “He was a man of his time.”

      I can’t help but scoff. “That’s not saying much.”

      “I know.”

      I kneel down and get a better look at the grass. I reach out and touch the sod. It’s firm.

      “Has Jasper been tending her grave?” I ask.

      “No,” Veronica says. “There’s been no work here.”

      “So, no one could have…dug their way out of here?”

      “No.”

      “And no one could have dug her up and then covered it back over?”

      “I can assure you, Detective, the grave is undisturbed.”

      I scratch my head, stand up, and dust off my hands and knees. “Very well. What did you want to show me?”

      Veronica narrows her eyes at me. “What is going on? Why are you asking about Cora’s corpse?”

      “That’s…classified,” I say.

      “Come, Detective. Do not treat me as though I were a fool. You’ve either found Cora’s body or she’s turned up alive somewhere. So, which is it?”

      I cock my own eyebrow this time. She’s indeed a clever woman. Though, I suppose those are the only two conclusions to draw from my questions. I guess I’m not being as obtuse as I’d like to think.

      “She’s alive,” I say, and I must admit I do draw some satisfaction from seeing her eyes go wide in surprise. I bet she doesn’t surprise easily.

      “How…interesting,” she finally says. “Then perhaps what I am about to show you will make some sense.”

      She turns and walks away from Cora’s grave, and I follow behind. We come to a wall, and she steps on a few fallen bricks to climb over. She doesn’t even need my assistance. I am right behind her.

      “Tell me, did Miss Cora wake up two nights ago?”

      “Yes,” I say. There’s no sense keeping anything from her. “How did you know that?”

      “Because that’s when this appeared.”

      She stops and it takes me a moment to realize what I’m looking at. It appears that some sort of ritual has taken place here. The leaves have blown over a bit, but I can make out what is left of a pentacle drawn in the dirt. I see a smattering of animal bones—or, at least, I hope they are animal bones. I can see where a few small bonfires were once burning.

      I pull out my phone and start taking pictures. “What is this? Do you know the significance of it?”

      “No,” she says. “I’m not a witch.”

      “Well, I know a good one.” I start texting the images to Beverly.

      “What else can you tell me about it? How did you find this? It’s not your property, is it?”

      “I saw the flames,” she says. “And I heard the chanting, but I couldn’t make out what they were saying. By the time I got here, everyone was gone.”

      “Is there any significance to this spot? I mean, if they were trying to raise Cora from the dead, why didn’t they do it over her grave?”

      “The grave would have been more ideal, I’m sure. But they never would have gotten anywhere near it without the hounds running them off.”

      “The hounds?”

      “My dogs. They patrol the grounds here at night.”

      “I didn’t know you had dogs.”

      “That’s good news for you. If you ever saw them, you probably wouldn’t live to tell anyone about it.”

      “Thanks for the friendly warning,” I say. “If you can think of anything else useful, let me know immediately, okay?”

      “Certainly.”

      My phone buzzes as I get a message from Beverly. “Get back here—NOW!”
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      I slam my way out of The Book Coven, the doors shaking from the force of my anger. The light dusting of snow on the ground swirls around me as I furiously stomp across the parking lot.

      Who does Beckett Dawson think he is? Just because he is a detective, does he think he knows my own life better than me? He barley even knows me. I know him better than he knows me. I was there two years ago when he first walked into The Book Coven, his eyes wide and examining everything, practically begging Beverly to teach him all about the supernatural world.

      Despite everything he has learned, he knows nothing of ghosts. Beverly knows nothing. Heck, even I know next to nothing. I know only my own existence. But I have no idea why I woke up, why I am here. I don’t know how long I’ll be allowed to stay. If I will die again. If this is all some bizarre dream.

      I understand Beckett and Beverly wanting to know more about me. But there is also danger in knowing. If I were going to die again tomorrow, I wouldn’t want to know. How could I enjoy this small chance at living if I knew it was going to end so quickly? I would be miserable. Terrified! Would I move on to…whatever is next? Would I go to heaven? To hell? Would I simply cease to exist? Would I go back to being a ghost? Would I wander the Earth for another two hundred years before getting another chance at life?

      There are too many unknowns. Too many questions. Too many what ifs. I just want to live. I want to talk to friends and distant family. I want to read books and feel the pages under my fingers. I want to eat…everything!

      Speaking of which…

      I look up and realize I haven’t gotten very far. My wild, rambling thoughts seem to have frozen me in place. I’m only as far as Jumpin’ Beans, and it smells divine.

      I open the door, a little bell tinkling over my head as I enter. It’s the middle of the afternoon, so it seems to be the shop’s slow time. I see one young man sitting in a booth at the back, typing away furiously on his laptop. A girl with a cloth in her hand who is probably supposed to be wiping down the tables seems distracted by talking to a handsome man who has been here long enough that his coffee cup is empty. At the counter, Olivia gives me a smile and wave to approach her.

      “You’re going to let all the heat out, standing in the doorway like that,” she says with a shiver.

      “Sorry,” I say. “I wasn’t actually planning on stopping by, but everything just smells so good.”

      “Yeah, I get that a lot,” she says. “Well, we are almost out of a lot of things, but I can make you a café mocha and heat up a Danish for you.”

      “That sounds, great,” I say.

      “Just have a seat anywhere and I’ll join you,” she says.

      I pat my skirt and realize I don’t have any money. “Oh. I don’t have my pocket with me.”

      Olivia giggles. “You mean your purse?”

      I give a tight smile in response. I suppose she’s right. I have noticed that, nowadays, more women carry a small bag with them with all their essentials. It seems rather dangerous to me. Anyone could just take the bag from them, right? I prefer how I used to tie my pocket around my waist and then access it from slits hidden within the folds in my skirt. But I noticed that the skirts I’ve been wearing don’t have pockets or slits in them. I suppose I’ll have to get a purse of my own, even as impractical as one is.

      “No problem. I just send Beverly a bill each month. She’s in here like every day.”

      “I believe it,” I say with a thankful nod as I make my way over to a booth near the windows.

      I’ve only just sat down when I see Beckett drive by. I don’t know why, but I hide my face behind my hand. I’m sure he would still recognize me if he were looking for me. When I’m sure he’s gone, I shake my head at my foolishness. Why did I lash out like that? Beckett only wants to help me, protect me. It is his job after all. But no, I can’t feel guilty. I asked him to stop, and he needs to abide by my wishes. It’s my life after all, not his.

      I look up when I see the lightbulb over me flicker. Am I doing that? What even happened back there? How did I do that? I’m sure it was me. It happened when I got upset. And I’ve noticed it happening before, though not as dramatically. I certainly never blew anything up before. I was able to do something similar when I was still a ghost. I could cause lights and even phones to flicker when I directed enough energy toward them. But why would I still have that ability while I am alive? Am I even alive? Is it possible that I’m still dead only much more…physical. I let out a small groan at the thought. The idea of me being still a ghost—in any way—makes me a bit nauseous.

      “Sorry to keep you waiting,” Olivia says as she brings over a tray of coffees and pastries for us and sits across from me.

      “It’s no problem,” I say. “This is too kind. Thank you.” I hold the hot coffee cup in my hand, feeling the warmth in my fingers. I’m not a ghost. I’m not dead. I’m very much alive. I was dead for two hundred years and never felt anything like this. I’m just being paranoid.

      “I was glad to see you walk in,” Olivia says. “We haven’t had much of a chance to get to know each other.”

      “I’m almost always at The Book Coven,” I say. “You can stop by any time.”

      “Beverly is so nice,” she says. “And I owe her so much for fixing me up with Adrian. But… Well, I don’t know if I should be seen at The Book Coven too much.”

      I give a slow nod as I sip my coffee. “You are engaged to the Alpha.”

      “Yeah,” she says. “Wolves and witches, they don’t always mix, you know?”

      I shrug and use a fork to cut into my soft Danish. “It wasn’t always like that.”

      “Maybe,” she says. “But it’s been this way for as long as anyone remembers, even the local vampires.”

      “Hmm.” I hope she’s wrong about that. Surely there are vampires around who were alive when I was still alive. Perhaps they all moved on and the only vampires living here are ones who moved in after I died. I wonder if there is anyone else alive who would remember me. It would be wonderful to see even one familiar face.

      “Do you know what caused the rift between the witches and werewolves?” I ask.

      “Oh, I don’t know much about it,” she says. “I’m trying to get more informed about wolf lore and stuff. Apparently, an Alpha’s wife is supposed to be like…the vice president of wolf stuff, so I need to learn all this, but there’s just so much. And then there’s, like, just legends, stuff that may or may not be true. It’s a lot.”

      “I’m sure. But you are certainly up to the task. You wouldn’t be Adrian’s soulmate if you weren’t, right?”

      “I mean, I guess,” she says, picking at her food with her fork. “It’s just such a crazy responsibility. I really don’t know why anyone—Adrian, the goddess, Beverly—thinks I’m the person best suited for the job.”

      “You’re the person best suited for Adrian,” I say, reaching over and putting my hand on hers. “The position is just a bonus.”

      “Yeah,” she says. “I guess you’re right. Are you a wise witch like Beverly?”

      I scoff. “Hardly.”

      “What are you then?” she asks brazenly. “You’re no vampire or werewolf, that much is clear. And you don’t have white hair like Parker, so I guess you aren’t a zombie.”

      “I’m not anything, really,” I say, taking my hand back and holding my coffee cup again. The warmth helps ground me.

      She shrugs. “Nothing wrong with that. I sort of miss the days when I was just Olivia, and not Olivia the pack Alpha’s mate.”

      “I’m sure you’ll get more comfortable as time goes on.” My heart hitches at the thought of time. Time passing. Time ending. How much time do I have? I shake my head to stop thinking about it. “Anyway, I heard the feud between the wolves and the witches goes back a long way, to a murder?”

      “Yeah, I asked Rachel about it recently,” she says. “If you want to know more, you should talk to her.”

      “Rachel?”

      “She owns and runs The Eat,” she says. “Apparently, the feud goes back to her ancestor.”

      “What’s her surname?”

      “Holland. Rachel Holland.”

      “Oh…” My voice quivers and my hand shakes so much I have to put my coffee down before I spill it.

      “Yeah. I guess her ancestor was accused of killing a witch and was hanged for it.” She shakes her head. “Nasty business. Rachel said he was innocent. But how can they know when it happened so long ago?”

      I shrug, afraid to speak lest I give something away.

      “Anyway, I guess a lot of people were afraid that Mystic Cove would become another Salem, so a lot of wolf families left. They formed their own packs in other areas not far from here. But that’s why the pack here has to be so protective of their territory. Some wolves from the other clans think of Mystic Cove as their ancestral homeland and try to take it back sometimes. Adrian has to constantly be wary of other clans trying to move into our territory.”

      “Our…” I smile and shake my head. “You are thinking like a wolf already.”

      Olivia laughs. “Yeah, I guess so. Anyway, I don’t really know why the wolves and witches let stuff from the past bother them so much. Time to move on, right?”

      “Indeed.” After all, I was the woman Jeremiah Holland murdered. I got over it a very, very long time ago. It was a terrible tragedy for all who were touched by my death and Jeremiah’s execution. But that’s all it was—a tragedy. If I can get over it, so can everyone else. I wonder if I should tell everyone who I am. Maybe I can help bridge this gap between the werewolves and the witches.

      I open my mouth to say something, but then I stop. I am practically a stranger here. I have spent the last two hundred years watching everyone, but mostly people related to my family or who had connections to The Book Coven. I haven’t followed many wolves. I didn’t even know who Rachel was. I don’t actually know the personal connections between many of the people of the town. The strain between the wolves and witches might date back to my death, but my death might have been only one incident in a line of many over the centuries. Plus, I have no way of knowing how the werewolves might respond to finding out I’m alive. What if they blame me for Jeremiah’s death? They might hold me responsible and… I shudder to think about being killed by a werewolf again.

      “So, tell me about your wedding plans,” I say instead.

      Olivia starts talking about her dress and how she wants to decorate the reception venue. But after only a minute, Beverly comes in.

      “There you are. I’ve been looking everywhere for you! Come on, I have something to tell you.”

      “You better hurry,” Oliva says as she starts putting our dishes on the tray.

      “Thanks for the coffee break,” I say. “I needed it.”

      “Anytime.”

      For a quick moment, I wonder if there are ways other than admitting who I am that could help heal the rift between the witches and the werewolves.
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      I walk back into The Book Coven, following Beverly like a cowed dog with her tail between her legs. Everyone else has gone, and the broom and dustpan and cleaning up the last of the shattered glass. Beverly flips and switch and the lights turn back on.

      Beverly lets out a sigh. “Better. It gets dark much too late this time of year.”

      “I’m sorry—” I start to say, but Beverly holds up a hand.

      “My dear, I can’t begin to understand what you are going through. It is only expected that you might blow your top once in a while.”

      “It doesn’t excuse what I did,” I say.

      Beverly shrugs. “Let’s not make it a habit. Florescent lightbulbs are expensive.”

      “Speaking of expensive,” I say, “Olivia put my coffee on your account.”

      “That’s no big deal,” Beverly says.

      “But what about the clothes Sophia bought for me?” I ask. “My room and board at your house. What if I need a car?”

      “Don’t worry about it. Money doesn’t really mean anything to me. I can always make more…in more ways than one.”

      I huffed and crossed my arms. I had seen money miraculously appear in Beverly’s cash register before, so I know that she knows money spells. “But I’m not a witch. Money doesn’t just appear out of thin air for me. I’ll need a way to earn my keep eventually.”

      “All in due time,” Beverly says. “You only just got here. Don’t get in over your head. You haven’t even slept yet as far as I know.”

      I sigh and sit on a stool behind the counter. “No, I haven’t. And I’m not tired yet either. I mean, I’m used to not sleeping, and I’m sure I have a lot of energy stored up after years of living as a ghost, but I figured it would catch up with me eventually.”

      “And the lights flickering. And the fact that you saw another ghost…”

      “What are you saying? Or asking?”

      “I’m wondering if some of your ghostly…attributes, let us say, have carried over into your living life.”

      I shake my head. “I hope not. I just want to be normal.”

      “What you want and how things really are are two different things,” she says. “The abilities you’re displaying are similar to those of a poltergeist.”

      “A poltergeist?”

      “A poltergeist is a ghost responsible for physical disturbances, like the lights flickering or objects falling over.”

      I shrug. “I suppose. Does it matter what you call it? Besides, I shouldn’t be able to do those things while I’m living. I can’t be both alive and a…a poltergeist or whatever.”

      “I’m just saying that it’s possible that some of the powers you had when you were a ghost, you still…possess, for lack of a better word. This is not something to take lightly, dear. It’s a gift.”

      “No,” I say, getting up and walking away from her. “I don’t want a gift! I don’t want to be a poltergeist.” A lamp on the counter starts to flicker.

      “Calm down,” Beverly says. “I don’t have any more bulbs for that lamp in the back room. I won’t be able to get more until tomorrow, so don’t blow it.”

      “I’m not going to blow it,” I say through gritted teeth. “At least, I won’t if you drop it.”

      “Well, I’m not going to drop it,” she says. “You saw a ghost, my mother. What a privilege that is!”

      I sigh. “I suppose.”

      “You said yourself that everything we think we know about ghosts is wrong. There are millions of people in the world who claim to be able to speak to ghosts. There have been throughout all of time. But what if you really are the only person who can? Think about what you could learn about ghosts if you only opened your mind to it.”

      “It’s a terrifying prospect,” I say.

      “Is it? Didn’t you say how lonely you were? Or, what if you could have made contact with someone a hundred years ago who could have helped you figure out why you were a ghost and could have helped you move on?”

      “I don’t think it works that way,” I say.

      “How would you know?”

      I have to shut my mouth at that.

      “Exactly. Consider my mother. Why is she here? She died peacefully of old age. She shouldn’t be a ghost. I didn’t even know she was one. What can we do to help her?”

      Somehow, I know Sabrina is standing right next to me, encouraging me. I can’t see her, hear her, or feel her, but I know she’s there. I give her a smile.

      “Okay,” I say. “But I still don’t want you or Beckett digging into my past. I don’t want to even think about solving some mystery that might help me move on, or whatever. I want to stay here just as I am. Agreed?”

      “Oh, fine, fine,” Beverly says, brushing me off. I open my mouth to argue further, but she gives me a wave to follow her.

      “I’m about to show you something that few other people have ever seen,” she says. We walk to the back of the shop where there is a curio cabinet. Beverly takes a key out of her bra and opens the cabinet. Then she pulls on a book so old, it looks like it might crumble. But not only does the book crumble, the whole cabinet tumbles way like sparkling sand into nothingness, revealing a doorway.

      “Even I’ve never seen you use this room before,” I say. “How is that possible.”

      “Well, I usually use a bit of glamour magic when I come back here to keep anyone who might see me from looking. I guess it worked on ghosts too.”

      “I guess so,” I say. I walk along one side of the room, looking at the oddities and curiosities sitting on shelves. I see a fossilized fairy with even its wings preserved, a taxidermy miniature woolly mammoth, a mermaid skeleton, and many other things I cannot identify.

      “This is where I keep magical items that are too dangerous for anyone but me to get their hands on,” Beverly says. “Things that could be used in powerful spells or dark magic.”

      “Dark magic?” I ask.

      “Come here,” she says. She is standing next to a shelf of books, all bound in dark leather. None of them have names on the spines. “These are books of magic that have been confiscated by our coven over the years. Supposedly, it’s the largest collection of banned books in the world.”

      “Banned books?” I ask.

      “Yes.”

      I scoff. “Well, why are they banned?”

      “The information within them is too dangerous to get out.”

      “Well, what’s to keep you from using it?” I ask.

      “A prudent question. There’s nothing to keep me from using them. But don’t look at me like some prudish human librarian. They aren’t banned forever. They can be used, but only by people who will use them properly. Most of them were confiscated from witches far too young to use such power without blowing up the city.”

      “Then why are you showing them to me?” I ask. “I’m no witch.”

      “No, my dear, but you are something else entirely. There could be something in one of these books that can help you harness your powers.”

      I gulp. “I don’t know about that. My powers are frightening enough as it is.”

      “Well, take this one for example.” She reaches up and pulls down a seemingly random book down from the shelf, but it really wasn’t random at all. It was exactly what she was looking for. It makes me wonder just how well Beverly knows the books she has locked away back here. “The Book of Noldor. Noldor was a great warlock who lived long before you, back in the fifteenth century. He was very interested in communicating with the dead. After his death, his daughter wanted to carry on his work and accidentally summoned a demon who killed her whole family. Thus, why the book ended up confiscated.”

      She offers me the book, but I hold my hands up and stand back. “No way! I’m not touching that thing.”

      “It doesn’t hurt to just read it. The information obviously wasn’t meant for Noldor or his daughter, but it might help you very much.”

      “Or I might—as you said—blow up the town! No, get it away.”

      “Oh, fine,” she says, putting the book back. “What about this one?” She pulls down another book. “This is much safer.”

      “If that were true it wouldn’t be in this room.”

      “Touché, my dear. But this is actually a book by a human. Her name was Eusapia Palladino. She was a Spiritualist who was born in the 1850s. While many people thought she was a fraud, they could never prove it. Even Harry Houdini and Marie Curie could not explain how she did what she did.”

      While Miss Palladino sounds fascinating, I hesitate to take the book. “Why is her book here?”

      “It’s actually just extremely valuable. It was written in her own hand. Not even a copy of it exists. I haven’t had time to read it myself. If nothing else, it should be interesting.”

      I sigh but cannot contain my curiosity. “Thank you,” I say, taking the book and holding it reverently.

      Beverly seems satisfied for the moment and motions toward the doorway. We step through and she conjures up the cabinet before locking the door and placing the key back in her bra.

      “Thank you for trusting me with such a valuable secret,” I say.

      “It’s my pleasure,” she says. “It’s been killing me to not tell someone about it.”

      “I had an interesting chat with Olivia,” I say, “about the animosity between witches and werewolves.”

      “There’s no animosity, I would say. I did set her up with Adrian after all.”

      “So she said.”

      “We are…just a bit leery of each other, I suppose.”

      “Because of me?”

      “Not just you,” she says. “I doubt any of the wolves living would even know your name, of Jeremiah’s come to that. But I’m sure your murder didn’t help things.”

      “I was wondering if I should have a chat with Rachel Holland,” I say. “Maybe if I told her that I held no ill will toward her clan, it would help heal the rift.”

      “I’m not sure we are at the point where you should go around declaring your real identity just yet,” Beverly says. “But…” She cocks her head to the side and is quiet for a moment.

      “What is it?” It looks as though she is listening to something.

      “You know what? Now, don’t go telling Rachel who you are, but it wouldn’t hurt for you to meet her,” Beverly says, ushering me toward the door. “Why don’t you go down to The Eat and tell Rachel that I sent you.”

      “Why don’t you go with me? I don’t want to eat dinner alone.”

      “Oh, you won’t be alone. The Eat is always crowded. It will be a great way for you to meet new friends. I still have work here to get caught up on.”

      “Umm, okay. I guess if nothing else it will be a great place to read my book.”

      “Indeed! Here, let me call you a car. We really need to get you your own cell phone.”
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      The Eat is a very cute restaurant near the beach. One side of the restraint is all windows so you can see the ocean even from inside when the weather is not good. On the other side of the windows is a deck where people can sit outside and eat when the weather is perfect. Since it is December, it is much too cold to eat outside right now. It is pretty early for dinner, only around six o’clock, so the restaurant isn’t too busy.

      “Table for one?” a young woman asks me. She has dark hair that is a bit wild and tattoos along each arm.

      “Yup,” I say, holding up my book. “Just me.”

      “Follow me,” she says taking a menu from the hostess stand.

      “Oh, sorry, are you Rachel?” I ask.

      “That’s me.” She stops at a table and starts to put the menu down.

      “Beverly said to tell you she sent me.”

      “Oh, is that so?” She cocks an eyebrow as she takes me in. “Actually, why don’t you sit over here?” She moves deeper into the restaurant to a table that is up a small set of stairs right by the windows. From up here, the view of the ocean is fantastic.

      “I’ll have to tell you that Beverly sent me every time if it means I get a better table,” I say.

      “Yeah, well, we will see about that.” She pulls out a chair for me and puts the menu down. She pulls a lighter out of her pocket and lights a small votive candle in the middle of the table. “What’s your name?”

      “Cora. Cora Barnes.”

      Rachel paused for a moment, as if rolling my name around in her brain. “I thought I knew all the Barneses.”

      “I’ve been…away…”

      Rachel nodded slowly. “Well, nice to meet you. Can I get you a drink? Wine, perhaps?”

      “Sure,” I say. “Whatever you recommend is fine.”

      “I’ll be right back.”

      As soon as she’s gone, I take a deep breath and look out the window at the surf rolling along the beach. I realize that this is the first time I’ve been alone since I became human again. It’s oddly comforting. When I was a ghost, I was so lonely. I longed for someone to talk to. But after a couple of days of being surrounded with people, it’s nice to get a bit of a break. I miss being able to just sit and read for a while.

      I open Eusapia Palladino’s book and flip to a random page. …if the ghost chose to appear to me, who was I to deny her message? I could have ignored her, I suppose, but to do so would have only ignored the innate gift in myself that allowed me to sense her presence.

      I close the book and turn toward the window again. Was my ability to see ghosts a gift? Was it payment from… Well, I had stopped believing in God a long time ago. I refused to accept that a loving all-powerful being would leave me suffering in limbo for so long. But was my ability to see ghosts the fruit of that suffering?

      It had grown darker, so my vision shifts to the reflections in the glass, to the people behind me milling around the restaurant. I can’t make out their faces, only their shapes, like shadows. Couples sitting closely, their heads almost touching. Children swinging their feet in the chairs. A man watching me.

      I sit up suddenly. This man is no mere shadow. His face is clear. I turn and look into the restaurant, but he is no longer there. I feel a shiver run down my spine. I turn slowly back to the window and gasp. The man is there, sitting right next to me.

      My first instinct is to be afraid. To run away. To scream. But I realize that such a response is very human. I had spent over two hundred years as a ghost. The ghost part of me knows I have no reason to be afraid. He isn’t going to hurt me. He is experiencing what I had so longed to experience. I see him. I know he is there. I tentatively raise my hand and wave at him. He blinks and starts. He looks around as if to see if I am waving at someone else. He points to his chest as if asking, Are you looking at me? I give him a small smile and nodd. He blinks and shakes his head as if he can’t believe it. He puts his hand on the glass, and I followed suit.

      “Cora?”

      I gasp in surprise and nearly fall out of my chair. I gasp again when I see Detective Beckett Dawson standing next to me. I jump up to greet him.

      “Oh, Detective, what are you doing here?”

      “Can I get you some wine, Detective?” Rachel asks.

      “Whisky, please,” he says.

      Rachel gives me a wink as she places a menu for him on the table and then scampers off.

      I look down at the menu, confused. “What’s going on?”

      “May I join you?” he asks.

      I want to say no. I was rather enjoying my alone time, and I want to continue my interaction with the friendly ghost next to me. I glance over my shoulder at the window, but the ghost is gone. I suppose the connection was broken. I let out a sigh. “Sure.”

      “Don’t sound so disappointed,” he says as he takes the chair across from me.

      “It’s not that,” I say, returning to my own chair. “I just didn’t expect to have company.”

      “Yeah, me neither,” he says, picking up his menu. “But it seems Beverly had other ideas.”

      I nod, picking up my own menu. Then his words dawn on me. “Wait. What? Beverly sent you here?”

      “Mmhmm,” he says, giving me a knowing look.

      “Wait,” I say. “She didn’t…”

      “I think she did,” he says. Then he leans forward and says in a low voice, “I think I’m on a blind date with a ghost.”

      “Oh my gosh,” I say, putting my menu down and rubbing my forehead. “Are you serious?”

      “As a heart attack,” he says in his normal voice as Rachel approaches with our drinks. “And I think Miss Rachel was in on it.”

      “Who? Me?” Rachel asks innocently as she puts our drinks on the table. “I have no idea what you are talking about. Are you ready to order?”

      “I’m going to need a few minutes,” I say. Beckett nods in agreement.

      “Just give me a wave when you’re ready,” she says.

      “Look,” I say, “I only just got my life back—literally. I have no interest in a relationship.”

      “Hey, I completely understand,” he says, taking a sip of his drink. “I told Beverly I wasn’t interested in dating. I’m still finding my feet in this crazy town.”

      “Exactly,” I say. “Do you have any idea how confusing it is to suddenly be alive after being dead for so long?”

      “Well, umm…no. I mean, I don’t think anyone can relate to what you’ve been through. But I do sympathize. I mean, two years ago I had no idea vampires and werewolves really existed. My whole world changed two years ago.”

      I pause for a moment. “Just like my whole world changed two days ago.” I rub my forehead. “Oh, Beverly.”

      “I guess she thought we had more in common that we realized,” Beckett says.

      “That may be true,” I say. “But that doesn’t mean we need to date each other.”

      “I agree,” he says, lifting his glass. “So, let’s just call this a nice dinner between friends.”

      I pick up my glass and we clink them together before taking a drink.

      “Wow,” I say. “That’s really good. It’s so sweet.”

      “Is it anything like the wine you remember?”

      I chuckle. “Not at all. I actually wasn’t very fond of wine, but it was one of the few things women drank in my time. I always thought it was rather bitter.”

      “Women love wine nowadays,” he says. “You’ll have to ask Rachel for some rosé. I hear ladies really like that.”

      “So how did you come to be on this date?” I ask.

      “Oh…umm…” He hesitates.

      “What is it?”

      “I don’t want to upset you,” he says. “But I was looking into your case.”

      I feel my cheeks go hot. “What?”

      “I mean, why you woke up. It really has Beverly in a twist.”

      I take a larger swig of my wine. “I asked you both to drop it.”

      “I know,” he says, holding up his hands in defense. “But Beverly is right. Whoever did this has phenomenal power. They could be a danger to the town. I only want to protect you, to protect everyone.”

      I fuss with the stem of my wine glass for a moment. I don’t want to admit that he’s right. I don’t want to know why this happened; I only want to appreciate it.

      “Fine,” I say. “But only because I want to thank whoever it was.”

      He chuckles. “Agreed.”

      “But I don’t want you looking into my past,” I say. “I am at peace with what happened. I want everyone to let it go.”

      “I understand,” he says. He pulls out his cell phone and flips to a picture to show me. “Do you recognize this?”

      It’s just a bunch of leaves and dirt. But after a moment, I realize that there is a shape on the ground. I shake my head. “No. Why?”

      “I think this is where you woke up. I think someone was performing some sort of ritual. You didn’t see anyone when you woke up, right?”

      I shake my head as he puts his phone away. “No. I was alone. But I was disoriented. And it was dark. Maybe I just didn’t see them.”

      “Hmm. But surely they would have seen you. It seems that they woke you up intentionally. Why did they let you leave without speaking to you?”

      I sigh and shake my head. “I don’t know. I don’t really want to think about it.”

      “Sure, I’m sorry,” he says. “I guess you just wanted a nice night out.”

      “I thought I was going to get a quiet night alone,” I say, picking up the book and showing it to him. “Beverly gave me this book by a Spiritualist who used to claim to speak to the dead. She thought I might find it interesting or useful.”

      “Are you going to keep trying to talk to the dead?” he asks.

      I sigh and look at the window. The man from before is back. I give him a smile. “Yeah, I think I am.”

      “That’s awesome,” he says. “I’m sure you’ll be able to help a lot of people.”

      “Is that why you became a police officer?” I ask, giving him my full attention. “To help people?”

      “Yeah, you could say that. I didn’t like being a police officer, you know, in the blue uniform giving out speeding tickets. I always wanted to be a detective, specifically solving cold cases.”

      “That’s interesting,” I say.

      “When I was a little kid, my older sister’s best friend was murdered,” he says. “And they never found out who did it. I never forgot about that. When I got older, I was determined to figure out who had killed her. I wasn’t even a rookie cop when I solved the case.”

      “Wow!” I say, my admiration for him growing. “How did you manage that?”

      “The internet helped a lot,” he says. “You’d be surprised how many crimes get solved from just piecing the clues together online.”

      “I wouldn’t know. I know what the internet is. I saw its popularity and use grow for myself. But I couldn’t access it, and I haven’t used it since I woke up.”

      “Well, we should start with something simple, like a phone.”

      “Beverly said the same thing. I think the two of you might be cahoots after all.”

      He laughed, and the sound made my heart skip a beat. I hadn’t made a man laugh in so long, it nearly brought tears to my eyes. For some reason, the idea that I wanted to spend more time with him made me feel a little guilty. I told Beverly I didn’t want to date anyone, but I certainly wouldn’t object to spending more time with Beckett Dawson. What did Sophia call it? Friends with benefits? She never did get around to explaining what those benefits were. I wondered if Beckett would know.
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      Beckett pulls into the parking lot of The Book Coven as I’m walking across it from Jumpin’ Bean with Beverly’s order the next morning. He hops out of his car and rushes over to help me with the two cartons of drinks I’m holding in addition to the bag of pastries.

      “Let me help you with that,” he says, a wide grin on his face. “You have enough here to feed an army.”

      “Thanks,” I say. “I’m hoping Beverly is planning on a few guests showing up and not eating all this herself. You are here early.”

      “Beverly messaged me and asked me to stop by to talk about what I found in the woods.”

      “You mean the weird symbol on the ground?”

      “Yes. I’m hoping she has some more ideas about it. It really had her shaken last night, but she didn’t know what it was. Maybe she did some research or something. Here, let me get that.” He skips ahead to open the door for me.

      I can feel the power in the room as soon as I walk through the door to The Book Coven. I look up to see Beverly, Sophia, and a man I recognize but haven’t yet met in this life.

      “Jacob Buchanan,” I say, holding out a hand to shake.

      “And you must be Cora Barnes,” he says, taking my hand and giving it a slow, warm shake. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      “Likewise,” I say. “One of the most powerful warlocks in Mystic Cove. Your aura speaks for itself.”

      He chuckles. “I’m guessing you heard these two busy bodies discussing me at length when you were trapped between worlds.”

      “I did,” I say with a smirk. “But even if I hadn’t, your power just rolls off you in waves. I could feel it halfway down the street.”

      He looks at me curiously. “And you’re human, you say? Or, were, anyway?”

      “Yes. My mother was a witch, but it seemed to skip me and my son. And then he married a witch, so after him, witchcraft seemed unavoidable for Barnes women.”

      Sophia blushes a little. All her life, she thought she wasn’t a witch, that she had been skipped over. But when Jacob appeared in her life, her powers suddenly manifested, and she is now one of the most powerful witches in town as well.

      “But you can sense magic?” he asks.

      “Well, I could just now,” I say. “It’s hard to miss.”

      Jacob rubs his chin and looks at Beverly.

      “What?” I ask.

      “Could you sense magic when you were a human?” he asks. “I mean, when you were alive before, before you were killed?”

      I have to pause and think about it. My life before was so long ago, I have almost forgotten what anything felt like. I walk over to the counter and put the bag down. Sophia gets to work divvying up the goods. Beverly must have planned on having so many people in the shop this morning when she sent me over to Jumpin’ Beans with her order.

      “No,” I say after a moment. “Now that you mention it, no, I couldn’t sense magic. I had forgotten that.”

      “It seems that being able to sense magic might be another gift you’ve developed in this life,” Jacob says as Sophia hands him an orange cinnamon roll. As good as everything smells, my appetite seems to have fled.

      “What’s wrong?” Beckett asks me as he hands me my drink that I just put on the counter and don’t devour like usual.

      “I just…wanted to be normal,” I say. “I didn’t expect any of this.” I glance over to the sitting area. I can’t see Sabrina, but I know she’s there. I have the feeling that if I were to concentrate, I could see her. I am noticing such a feeling more and more.

      Last night, after dinner, Beckett offered to drive me home, and then he walked me to the door. As we walked, I was certain I saw someone watching us from the woods. I told Beckett about it, and he grabbed a very powerful flashlight from his car. He shinned it in the direction I indicated, but we didn’t see anything. After he left, I went upstairs to my room and looked out the window. I could see…something out there. Which should have been impossible considering how dark it was.

      Then, this morning, as I rode into town with Beverly, she almost hit someone. Or, at least, I thought she did. A woman stepped right in front of the car. I screamed and Beverly hit her brakes. But when I looked again, the woman was gone. I later realized that the woman was not dressed for winter, but was wearing a spaghetti-strapped, flowery dress and sandals, like something a woman would have worn in the 1970s.

      It seems like an almost crazy thing to say, but I feel more haunted now than I did when I was a ghost.

      “There’s no such thing as normal in a place like Mystic Cove,” Sophia says, offering me a donut. I’m not hungry but also famished at the same time. Donuts are so amazing. I don’t know who invented them, but I need to give that person a great big hug.

      “You could probably say it’s normal to be abnormal,” Beckett offers. “If anything, I’m the weird one.”

      We all laugh at that.

      “This is just your new normal,” Beverly says. “There is nothing wrong with you.”

      “Thanks, everyone,” I say, but I’m eager to change the subject. “So, what brought you by, Jacob?”

      “Let me see the photos you too, Detective,” Jacob says to Beckett. Becket has to lick the sugar off his fingers and wipe his hands before he can find the pictures on his phone and hand them to Jacob. Jacob flips through them, pinching the images to make them bigger, examining every pixel. I tap my foot anxiously. I feel like a patient waiting for bad news from a doctor.

      “Well?” Beverly finally asks for me.

      “I can’t be sure,” he says. “It looks like someone tried to obscure the mess, but they were in a hurry.”

      “They didn’t even bother picking up the bones. And you can clearly see that there were bonfires here and here,” Beckett says, pointing at the images.

      “Yes, they did a poor job of hiding that they were there, but they did manage to muck up the ritual.”

      “So, you can’t tell what they were up to?” Beverly asks.

      “Well, I can get some sense,” he says. “See these lines here?” He shows her the picture, pointing something out. “What does that look like to you?”

      Beverly adjusts her glasses to get a better look. “Well, it looks sort of like a binding spell. It’s a pretty weak one, though.”

      “Let me see,” Sophia says. Jacob hands her the phone. Sophia might not have had any magic growing up, but she still attended an academy for witches. To make up for her lack of powers, she was the most studious of her class, earning top marks. “Did you find any glass, Detective?”

      “No,” Beckett says, taking his phone back.

      “Maybe they took it with them,” Sophia mumbles, thinking. Jacob and Beverly also seem deep in thought.

      “What?” I ask.

      “It’s strange,” Sophia says, “but I have the feeling that whoever did this, they weren’t trying to bring you back to life.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask, growing nervous.

      “I think they were trying to summon you, yes,” Sophia explains, “but they actually just meant to trap your soul or your essence.”

      “They were, perhaps, trying to bind you, trap you,” Jacob says.

      “Why?” I ask.

      “I can’t say for sure,” Jacob says. “There are magical spells and rituals that can be done with certain types of souls. Of course, we don’t allow this kind of magic in Mystic Cove. Summoning and trapping souls is a banned art.”

      “What kind of rituals?” Beckett asks. I feel a little nauseous. I don’t know if I want to know.

      “It varies greatly,” Jacob says. “But a powerful soul could even double a witch’s or warlock’s power. Or the soul of a werewolf could give the person shifter powers. Or the soul of a child could give a person powerful intuition. Things like that.”

      “But I wasn’t any of those things,” I say. “So why me?”

      Beckett shifts uncomfortably.

      “What?” I ask him.

      “Well, it seems that whoever brought you back must have known something about your life or death that made you a target.”

      “No,” I say, crossing my arms.

      “Cora…” he says.

      “No! I don’t want you looking into my death. We talked about this.”

      “I’m just certain that your death and reanimation are connected,” Beckett insists.

      I take in a deep breath, getting ready to yell, when I see the lights around us flickering. I close my eyes and let the breath out slowly, counting to ten. When I open my eyes, everyone is staring at me, holding their own breaths.

      “I’m fine,” I say. “Look, it doesn’t matter what happened to me in the past. But whoever tried to bind me is using banned magic. That’s what’s important. We just need to find the witches or warlocks who are using banned magic. Can we just agree on that?”

      Beckett, Jacob, Sophia, and Beverly all exchange glances. I know they don’t want to agree with me, but they don’t want to upset me either.

      “Fine,” Beckett says. “We will see what we can find out without looking into your past.”

      “Thank you,” I say, my stomach calming down enough for me to take a drink of my café mocha. “So, what’s on the agenda for today?”

      “Jacob, Sophia, do you think you can learn more about the ritual if I take you out to see what’s left of it?” Beckett asks.

      “Sure,” Jacob says. “Where did you find it.”

      “It’s out by the cemetery. It was actually Veronica Robbins who found it.”

      “Veronica Robbins?” I ask. “Never mind. It can’t be her. She must just be named after the woman I knew.”

      “No, it’s her,” Beckett says. “She told me she was there when you died. She was the mortician who prepared your body.”

      I put my hand to my chest as my heart thumps hard. “She…she knew…knows me?” Veronica and I weren’t close. She rarely ventured into town. But the idea of seeing a familiar face, of talking to someone who has been around as long as I have, is too tempting for words.

      “Can I go with you?” I ask.

      “Are you sure?” Beckett asks. “She might remember things you don’t want to talk about.”

      I understand his meaning. “Well, I don’t want to talk to her about my death. I just want to…to talk to someone who understands what I’m going through.”

      Beckett nods. “Fine. We will all drive out together as soon as we are done eating.”

      “In the meantime,” Sophia says slyly, “you can tell us about your date last night.”

      I choke on my coffee and Beckett nearly spits out his bite of pastry.

      “It wasn’t a date,” I finally manage to squeak out when my throat clears.

      Sophia glances at Beverly, then back to me. “If the queen of all matchmakers says it’s a date, then it’s a date.”

      “It wasn’t a date,” Beckett repeats.

      “Fine,” Sophia says, holding her hands up in surrender. “How was your not-date.”

      “It was quite enjoyable,” I have to admit. “Beckett and I are becoming very good friends. You could even say friends with benefits.”

      Beckett actually does spit out his pastry this time, while Sophia, Beverly, and Jacob all laugh so hard they cry or their coffee comes out their noses.

      “What?” I ask. “I think having Beckett as a friend is a great benefit.”

      For some reason, this sends all of them, even Beckett, into such peals of laughter they can’t even breathe. I cross my arms in a huff. I wish someone would tell me what is so funny.
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      Beverly, Sophia, and Jacob go to look through some of Beverly’s magic books—not the banned books, but her regular collection—to see what else they could find out, if anything, about the ritual, leaving me alone with Beckett.

      “They left the actual detective behind,” I say teasingly.

      He lets out a big sigh. “Yeah. That happens a lot. It’s the one bad thing about being just a boring human in a town like this. The locals are usually pretty upfront with me, which is great. But there are some things the different groups keep close to their chest.”

      “I can see why that would be frustrating, especially when all you want to do is help. It’s kind of your calling.”

      “It is,” he says, leaning on the counter and running a hand through his hair.

      My heart thumps in my chest and my mouth goes dry. I have to admit that when I was a ghost, I loved seeing him come into the store. He’s tall and muscular. He has to be in good shape for his job. He’s always been so polite to Beverly and so eager to learn about our town.

      My husband has been dead for over two hundred years, so I long ago accepted his death. Over the years, I’ve fancied many men. But it was only that, a fancy. I was a ghost, and after a while, I lost all hope of ever being human again. I knew that I would never love again, or, at least, that I would never be loved in return. The idea that I am alive again and that I could actually receive attention from a man is a strange feeling. And the fact that I don’t know how long I will be alive has me afraid as well. I don’t want to grow attached to someone only to once again fade away into almost nothingness.

      The bell above the door to the shop rings and I look up, expecting to see my husband, Edward, walk through. I close my eyes and shake my head, feeling frustrated. It’s not Edward. It will never be Edward. Two women come into the shop and walk over to the fantasy section. One of them takes out her phone and starts recording while the other one eagerly picks up a stack of books and talks about how excited she is to buy so many books. It’s pretty clear they are making videos for something called TikTok. I know it has something to do with the internet, but what exactly, I’m not sure.

      “Does that happen a lot?” Beckett asks. He has also been watching the women.

      “Oh yeah,” I say. “I guess the internet loves books.”

      “You use the internet?”

      I shake my head. “Not at all. I’ve just heard people talk about it. I’ve watched them use it, but I’ve never used it myself. But The Book Coven is the prettiest bookstore in town, so people come here all the time to make videos.”

      “Yeah, there’s a B&N across town with a Starbucks,” one of the women says as she walks over to the counter. She heard us talking even as she messes with her phone. But it’s not like we were whispering. “But I just love The Book Coven and Jumpin’ Beans. Nothing beats local, right?”

      The other woman comes over to the counter with three books to buy. One of the main reasons Beverly doesn’t mind people coming in and making videos is that it’s free publicity. Locals and tourists alike all know that The Book Coven is one of the best places to hang out in Mystic Cove.

      I look around and see that Beverly hasn’t bothered to come back to check on the customers. My hands shake at the excitement of getting to ring up a sale for the first time in over two hundred years. Of course, Beverly’s cash register is nothing like the large metal one I used back when I ran The Book Coven, but I have seen her use it enough times to know what I’m doing.

      I use the scanner to ring up the books and hit the total key. “Anything else today?”

      The second woman picks up a couple of bookmarks from a display on the counter and hands them to me. I add them to the total as well. The first woman just taps her card to a card reader to pay. I put their purchases into a paper bag and hand it to them.

      “Here’s a coupon for ten percent off at Jumpin’ Beans,” I say, handing them a coupon and their receipt.

      “Sweet!” they say, happily taking their bag and waltzing out of the store. They pause outside to take more pictures and videos in front of the sign, holding up their purchases.

      “You did that like an old pro,” Beckett says.

      I let out a satisfied sigh. “It felt really good. I miss running the shop, talking to customers.”

      “You should talk to Beverly about working here. You need something to do in this new life, right?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. I’m sure Beverly doesn’t need my help. She has Sophia and Dianna.”

      “Sophia has her own shop,” Beckett says. “And doesn’t she help out at the school too?”

      “She is pretty busy,” I say, then I wave off the conversation. “Anyway, there must be something else you could be doing, I’m sure.”

      “I’m thinking about stuff,” he says. “That’s part of being a detective, just thinking, trying to figure out how all the clues work together.”

      “Is that how you stay on the clock when you have no idea what to do next?” I joked.

      “Yeah, sort of,” he says with a laugh.

      “Is there anything I can do to help?” I ask. I realize too late that I said that a bit more coquettishly than I meant to. I push my hair behind my ear, a bit embarrassed. Beckett gets a half-cocked smile on his face and rubs his chin thoughtfully.

      “Sometimes it helps if I actually stop thinking about a case for a while,” he says. “Like, give my brain a rest or let my subconscious work things out for me.”

      “Oh, really?”

      “Yeah. Why don’t we go downtown? We can do some early Christmas shopping.”

      I chew on my lower lip and think about it. It feels a bit naughty, a bit daring, to leave work and spend the day with a man who is not my husband. It doesn’t feel like cheating, but in my world, we would have to have a chaperone with us, even if we were courting for marriage. Edward and I didn’t spend a moment alone together until after we were married. Now, I see the error in that way of thinking. How could we really get to know each other if we never had any privacy? Even though I want to go with Beckett, it’s a little hard for me to say yes.

      “Oh, just get out of here,” Beverly says suddenly. I nearly jump out of my skin.

      “Beverly! How long have you been there?”

      “Long enough to know you need to get out of here and have some fun,” she says, nudging me out from behind the counter. “You’ve been a nervous wreck ever since you got here.”

      “I’ve had a lot on my mind,” I say.

      “And rightly so,” she says. “But that doesn’t mean you can’t take a break once in a while.”

      “Okay,” I say, my stomach fluttering with excitement. I know Beckett and I have already had dinner together once, but that was sort of sprung on us. We didn’t really have a choice. This time, Beckett asked me to spend the day with him. This is something we are doing because we want to. I’m still not really interested in a relationship, but I’m more than happy to have Beckett as a friend.

      “Here,” Beverly says, pulling a card out of her cash register. “I know you don’t have any money of your own yet. Just use this. Go nuts.”

      “Thanks,” I say sheepishly. It’s a bit weird having to ask my great-great-great-great-great-granddaughter for money. I put the card into my coat pocket since I still don’t have a purse or pockets in my skirt.

      “You take care of her, Detective Dawson,” Beverly says, practically pushing us out the door.

      “I will,” he says. “Don’t you worry.”

      “That was a bit awkward,” I say when we’re in Beckett’s car.

      “Everything about Mystic Cove is a little awkward,” he says. “So, where to?”

      “Anywhere you want,” I say.
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      It’s early December, and Mystic Cove is all decked out for the holiday season. We go to the Mystic Cove City Park area, which is a newer part of the city, and it was specifically designed for these types of events in mind. There is a small pond in the middle of a green space where, when the weather is warmer, people can picnic, play sports, and hold small parties. Around that is a street of newer specialty shops that sell things like soaps, spices, and decorative items.

      In the green space, there are a lot of specialty popups with food and crafts. It’s cold, but with so many people around and things going on, the area feels cozy. Beckett gently grips my elbow as we walk around together.

      “Just so I don’t lose you,” he says. “Beverly would never forgive me.”

      I can feel my face blush hotly, but I don’t remove is hand. It’s comforting.

      “So, who do you need to buy presents for?” I ask.

      “Hmm, my mom and dad for sure. My sister and her two kids. Not my brother-in-law, though. I don’t know him very well.”

      “Why not?” I ask.

      He shrugs. “They got married after my…encounter. So, I was going through some stuff and wasn’t very sociable. Then I moved here.”

      “I see,” I say. “Well, maybe getting him a gift could help you bridge that gap a bit.”

      “That’s true,” he says. “I have no idea what to get him though.”

      “That’s what gift cards are for,” I say. “A gift card says exactly what you think. ‘I don’t know you very well, but I’m thinking of you all the same’.”

      “Hmm. That’s true. What gift of gift should you, then? I also don’t know you well but am thinking of you. But a gift card doesn’t seem like enough.”

      “Silly man,” I say. “That’s going to take a bit more effort on your part. You’ll have to pay attention, see what kind of things I like, and then buy me a gift later when I’m not around.”

      “Oh, so that’s what I’ve always done wrong in the past. I wasn’t paying attention.”

      I laugh. “That seems to be a universal problem for men.”

      “Ouch. Well, I guess I can’t be too hurt when it’s probably true. With my last girlfriend, we were just way more practical than that. We basically bought ourselves what we wanted and put them under the tree for ourselves.”

      “Wow,” I say, both shocked and horrified. “That’s terrible.”

      He lets out a sigh. “Yeah, I guess I should have known something was wrong when we were both putting in so little effort. I had thought I was solely responsible for the breakup, and I totally own my part in it, but maybe we had bigger problems even before my encounter that we were ignoring.”

      “Sorry,” I say. “I didn’t mean for this conversation to take such a sour turn.”

      “It’s no problem,” he says. “I’m over it. I just want to make sure I learn from my past mistakes.”

      “You don’t really have to get me anything,” I say. “I’m not actually your girlfriend. We are just friends, right?”

      “I know,” he says. “But it’s nice to have a female friend who I can buy something for. I’ve enjoyed my life here, but since there are so few humans, it has been a little lonely.”

      “If I understand anything, it’s loneliness.” We walk past a booth with hand-crotched stuffed animals. I remember that Sophia’s twin sister, Piper, has two little girls, so I pick out a frog and an elephant and give the seller Beverly’s credit card to pay for it. When she hands the card back, I notice it has my name on it. Beverly had literally pulled the card out of thin air. I only hoped the money on it was real. The last thing I wanted was for a small business owner to get screwed out of hard-earned money.

      “I’ll carry that,” Beckett says, taking the bag from the seller for me.

      “Thanks.”

      “No problem. So, yeah, I guess we have that in common. Though, I can’t imagine being loney for as long as you were. It’s surprising you’re sane after that.”

      “It was hard,” I say. “But it was a weird loneliness. I was surrounded by people. But they just didn’t know I was there.” I shrug. “I don’t want to think about it right now. I want to enjoy being alive again.”

      “Yeah. Let’s have fun. Hey, have you ever been ice skating before?”

      “It’s been a long time…”

      Beckett takes my hand and we go over to the pond. It’s been frozen over for a couple of weeks, so it’s nice and hard right now. We put our stuff in a locker and rent some ice skates. We step out onto the ice and I immediately fall on my butt.

      “I seem to have completely forgotten how to do this,” I say.

      Beckett laughs and pulls me up. He holds me close and tight this time as he leads me around the pond. We laugh and squeal. We spin and dance. Even though there are probably a hundred other people on the pond, it’s like we are the only two people in the world. I feel so warm inside, so seen, so appreciated. The world I was in before, the one where I was alone, there one where I was invisible, seems so far away from me now. I’d give anything to not go back there again.

      Once Beckett and I are out of breath, we change back into our shoes and grab some hot chocolates from a little booth. We sit across from each other as we let the chocolate warm us up and regain our energy.

      “So, what should I get Beverly for Christmas?” I ask. “What do you get the witch who can make anything she wants appear out of thin air?”

      “I’m sure just having you in her life is gift enough,” Beckett says.

      “Flattery will get you nowhere, Mr. Dawson,” I say playfully.

      “I mean it, though,” he says. “I’m sure getting to meet her ancestress is a great thrill for her.”

      “That’s true,” I say, sipping my chocolate. “Everyone keeps telling me I need to write a book about my life back then.”

      “You should!”

      “Well, I can’t write a book by Christmas,” I say.

      “What about Sabrina?”

      “What about her?”

      “Maybe you can, like, talk to her or something,” he says. “Find out why she’s hanging out at Beverly’s shop. Or just learn more things about her that Beverly never got to ask. I’m sure Beverly would treasure any message from her mother you could give her.”

      “Hmm,” I think about that. I haven’t been able to really talk to any of the ghosts I’ve seen yet, but I think my ability to contact them is getting stronger. I’m seeing them more regularly and for longer periods. I guess I just need to keep trying, keep honing my powers. “You are really good at this gift giving thing.”

      “Wait until you see your gift on Christmas morning before you tell me that,” he says.

      We walk around a bit more, do some more shopping, and have a late lunch together before finally ambling our way back to The Book Coven.

      “Well, judging by the smiles on your faces I think you must have had a nice time,” Beverly says, her hands on her hips and an “I told you so” grin on her face.

      Beckett and I drop all my packages onto one of the couches and then take off our scarfs and coats.

      “We two friends had a fine time,” I say.

      “Friends…” Beverly grumbles under her breath along with a few other words I can’t make out. “I’m not going to let my great-great-great-great-grandmother be the person who shatters my perfect matchmaking record.”

      “Ugh, don’t say it like that,” I say. “It makes me sound so very old.”

      “We will have to tell everyone she’s your granddaughter if we plan to keep up this rouse,” Sophia says, looking a little drained.

      “I have enough troublesome grandchildren as it is,” Beverly says.

      Everyone’s voices start to fade out and I feel a little woozy. I move back and lean against the couch.

      “Cora?” Beckett asks, touching my arm. “Are you all—”

      His voice fades out as well and the room starts to spin. I’m bathed in a bright light. I remember that the light looked just like this just before I came back to life. Before I woke up in the woods.

      “Help me!” I cry out, reaching for Beckett. “Don’t let them take me!”
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      I hear yelling and running, but the light envelops me, and I feel like I’m being lifted up, pulled away. I hold on tightly to Beckett, but I feel his hands slipping from my grasp.

      “Don’t let go!” I hear him yell.

      “Help me!” I scream.

      The light parts and I see Jacob standing there, holding the light back like Moses parting the red sea.

      “I can’t hold it!” Jacob yells. “Grab her!”

      Sophia and Beverly grab onto me, and along with Beckett, they pull me out of the light. I collapse to the ground. Beverly holds her hands out toward me, moving one of them in a circle as she closes her eyes and begins to chant.

      “By all up high, the worlds and wise, by oceans wide and deep blue skies, by day and night, the powers three, protect Cora Barnes, so mote it be!”

      I see a shimmer of blue glitter fall around me that quickly dissipates. The yellow light that had trapped me vanishes as well.

      “Cora!” Beckett says, cradling me in his arms. “Are you okay?” He looks at Jacob. “What the heck was that?”

      Jacob looks at Beverly. “That was very, very bad.”

      “I know,” Beverly says, her face lined with worry.

      “How could that even happen?” Sophia asks. “This place is warded. It’s, like, the most impenetrable place in Mystic Cove.”

      “Not completely impenetrable, it seems,” Beverly says, rubbing her face and sitting on the couch opposite where I had put the packages. “Someone knows you’re here,” she finally says after a long pause.

      “What?” I ask, getting to my feet. I’m a little lightheaded, so Beckett gives me his arm for support. “They know I’m here, at The Book Coven?”

      “No,” she says. “I mean, maybe they know you are here, literally. But I don’t think so. I just think that whoever brought you back to life, whoever created that binding spell, they know you are alive. They know that their spell worked and that you aren’t a ghost anymore. They know you are alive, and they still want you for whatever their original purpose was.”

      “But why?” I ask. “Why me?”

      Beverly just shakes her head. She doesn’t know. None of us know. And that is why I’m in danger. I can’t defend myself if I don’t know what I’m fighting.

      “So,” Jacob says, “not only are we facing a witch or warlock powerful enough to raise the dead, but powerful enough to break through Beverly Barnes’s wardings on her own home turf.”

      “This is bad,” Sophia says. “This is very, very bad.”

      “So, what do we do?” I ask. “What did you do to me? What was that glitter I saw?”

      “It was a protection spell,” Beverly says. “It seems to be enough for now. Don’t worry. You aren’t going anywhere.”

      “Don’t worry?” I ask. “I have every need to worry. If someone wants me so badly they will break through your wards, which, I believe, breaks a lot of Mystic Cove’s supernatural laws, who knows what they will do? If they brought me to life, they can surely kill me again. And if they can’t get their hands on me, what’s to stop them from doing just that?”

      “Hey, that’s not going to happen,” Beckett says, rubbing my arms and trying to calm me down. “I won’t let it happen.”

      But I’m inconsolable. I’m spiraling. I break away from him. “How, Beckett? You’re just a human. What can you do?”

      “I don’t know yet,” he says. “But I’m going to figure it out.”

      “How?”

      “By doing what I do best. I’m going to be a detective and I’m going to solve this case my way, got it?”

      I open my mouth to argue. It’s my life, my death, and I should have a say in what we do next. But I decide to close my mouth. Beckett is right. He’s the detective here. He’s the police officer. He’s also a man of this world. I’m a stranger in a strange land. I don’t know anyone here outside of the people in this room and I don’t know how this world works. If I want to find out what is happening, who is behind it, and stop them, I need to rely of Beckett.

      “Fine,” I say.

      “I mean it—” he starts to say, but then stops himself. “Oh, sorry. I expected you to keep arguing with me.”

      “I almost did,” I admit. “But I talked myself out of it in my head. You’re right. You are the detective. You need to solve this case your way, even if it means looking into the parts of my life that I wanted to stay buried.”

      “Well, okay, then. Good,” he says. He almost seems unsure where to start since he never expected me to agree to this. He clears the packages off the couch and sits down. He invites me to sit down across from him. He asks Beverly for a notepad and pen.

      “What do you want to know?” I ask.

      He clicks his pen. “Tell me about the day you died.”

      I take a deep breath and close my eyes. I tell him, first, what I know about Jeremiah Holland in order to explain why he made many of the townspeople uncomfortable. I then tell him How my husband came by the shop to pick up my son since I had a book club meeting that night. He had been early.

      “Why was he early?”

      I pause and think back, trying to remember if he explained why he had shown up almost an hour before the agreed upon time. “I don’t know. He just said he wanted to take Joseph, our son, to the park while there was still light out.”

      “What time did it get dark?” he asks. “Was it winter, like it is now?”

      I shake my head. “It was summer. It got dark between 8:30 and 9:00.”

      “Then why did he feel the need to show up early?”

      I scoffed. “I don’t know. He was my husband. Did he need a reason?” I didn’t like this line of questioning. Edward and I had our problems, but he certainly didn’t have anything to do with my death. He wasn’t a werewolf, after all.

      “What did you eat or drink that day?” Beckett asks, changing topics.

      “I…I’m not sure I remember. I made biscuits and eggs and bacon for breakfast that morning. I had lunch… I think I went to a café. I usually ate at a café when I worked all day. I had tea.”

      “Did you eat or drink anything unusual that day?”

      “No,” I say. “Why are you asking this?”

      “Veronica Robbins was the mortician at the time,” he says. I nod. I knew that. “She did not think that you’d been mauled by a werewolf. She thought you had been poisoned.”

      “That’s preposterous!” I say with a scoff. “I couldn’t have been poisoned. Who would want to poison me?”

      “Who, indeed?” Detective Dawson asks. “Are you sure you didn’t eat or drink anything unusual that day? Could the eggs have smelled funny? Did the tea taste off?”

      I shake my head. “I…I don’t think so. I don’t remember anything strange. I was careful with the food at home. Nothing was spoiled. I ate at the café several times a week and was friends with the owner. The tea was from my usual supplier.”

      “Did you ever leave your food unattended?” he asks. “Could someone have tampered with it?”

      “I…I suppose I could have left my teacup unattended at some point,” I begrudgingly admit. “But I don’t see how someone could have slipped into the shop and poisoned my tea without me knowing.”

      “Tell me more about your husband,” he says.

      “Why?”

      “In a homicide, we always look at immediate family first,” he says.

      “But my husband didn’t kill me,” I say. “I was killed by a werewolf. He was hanged for it.”

      “I know,” he says, his voice softening. “I know that this is hard for you. But we have to come at this from a whole new angle. I want to investigate this like a new case. And the first thing I would have done is learn more about your husband.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you. He was a teacher, but I think he had ideas about becoming a politician. America was still new then, you know, so a lot of men were going to Philadelphia to make a new life for themselves.”

      “What did you think about that?”

      “I don’t know,” I say. “Like I said, it was just something I’d suspected. We didn’t talk about it much. I had no interest in going to Philadelphia. I was happy here, in Mystic Cove.”

      “Did your husband ever physically assault you?” he asks.

      “What?” I nearly shriek.

      “I’m sorry to have to ask, but I’ve heard that it was more accepted back then for men to beat their wives.”

      “That’s preposterous,” I say, crossing my arms.

      “You can just say no,” he says.

      “No.” I’m really about done with this conversation.

      “Did you know your husband remarried after your death?”

      I shrug. “I always supposed he did. I think I overheard my son mention his stepmother once or twice. But I didn’t look into it. I didn’t want to know.”

      “Did you know he remarried only two months after your death?”

      My heart seizes in my chest and I blink. I have to clear my mind to make sure I’d heard Beckett correctly. “What did you say?”

      “He remarried only two months after your death. Was that a common thing to happen back then?”

      “I… Well, I can’t speak on other people’s marriages. It sometimes happened that a man would remarry quickly if he had small children.”

      “And your son was only five, correct?”

      “Yes, but my mother was around, as was his mother. There was no need to rush into anything…” I shake my head, trying to sort through my thoughts, my feelings. Why am I so shaken by this? He’s been dead for over two hundred years. I’ve accepted his death. I’ve moved on. I’d always assumed he’d remarried. What does it matter if he moved on two months after my death or two years?

      For whatever reason, it does matter. We’d had our difficulties, but we were happy together. He surely would have mourned me. I cannot imagine him falling in love with someone else so quickly. It isn’t…it isn’t normal. It isn’t right.

      “Do you know…do you know who he married?”

      “I didn’t get that far in my research yet,” Beckett says. “Would you like me to find out?”

      I pause and take a swallow. Do I really want to know? Does it matter? I don’t know. I don’t think it does. My husband didn’t kill me. And I was dead. I didn’t, I don’t, have a right to judge how he did or didn’t mourn me. So, if none of it matters, it won’t hurt to at least find out who she was. Find out who it was that brought my husband such great comfort after my death.

      “Yes,” I say. “I want you to find out.”
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      It’s the middle of the night. I still haven’t been sleeping, and I’m not even tired. Why couldn’t I have had this much energy when I was alive? I would have gotten so much work done.

      I’m at The Book Coven. Even in life, I cannot seem to escape this place. Instead of an invisible ghost, I’m like a living ghost, still haunting the same place after all these years. Maybe it is just the comfort of the familiar. Maybe I am literally drawn here. I don’t know. I can’t explain it. All I can do is accept it and try to live my life as best I can while I have it.

      I’m doing my best to concentrate on contacting Sabrina, Beverly’s mother. After Beverly goes to bed, I usually take an Uber—she’s gotten me my own cell phone—and come back to The Book Coven to spend a few hours working on contacting the other ghosts that haunt this place. I’ve gotten better at seeing them, at sensing their presence, but I’m still working on speaking with them.

      I’ve read several books on contacting the dead, and while I still have my doubts that any of the authors really did speak to the dead, they have offered good suggestions on learning to focus and meditate. I’m sitting on my knees, staring into the flame of a candle, emptying my mind, and listening for messages.

      “I’m here, Sabrina,” I whisper. “Are you there? I’m listening.”

      In the middle of the night, the bookstore is as quiet as a tomb. There’s no traffic outside, no shoppers walking by, no animals making noises. From somewhere in the room, I can hear a clock ticking. I try to focus on that, to keep my mind from wandering. My mind constantly flits from one thing to the next. It seems that sitting silently and mindfully is the hardest thing in the world for me to do.

      The candle flame flickers as if a door has just opened. I look up and nearly yelp as I see Sabrina sitting on the sofa across from me. She looks confused, as if wondering why I would be afraid. Of course, I’m not afraid. I know Sabrina and the other ghosts mean me no harm. It is simply the surprise of her sudden appearance that startles me.

      “Sorry,” I say. “I just never seem to expect you to really appear. After all, I never saw you in all the years I was a ghost.”

      She gives a small nod, as if to say she understands.

      “Did you ever see me? When we were both ghosts?” I ask.

      She opens her mouth and then closes it, as though she wanted to say something and then thought better of it. Then she shakes her head.

      “You didn’t see me,” I say, confirming her answer. “But do you see other ghosts?”

      She nods.

      My jaw nearly drops at this. “You see other ghosts?” I am so shocked, so…jealous. She’s not alone! Why was I alone?

      Sabrina rolls her eyes as if to say, Didn’t I just answer that question?

      “Sorry,” I say. “I’m just so frustrated. I don’t understand why my ghostly experience was so different. And I certainly don’t know why I’m back in the land of the living now.”

      Sabrina shrugs. She doesn’t know either.

      “Can you speak to me?” I ask.

      She shakes her head.

      “I wonder why,” I say. I’m starting to think I might need to learn sign language in order to communicate with the dead. I wonder if the ghosts can learn sign language.

      Sabrina moves her hand over her face, and I think she is indicating that I need to close my eyes. I nod and do so.

      Too…hard… I hear a voice in my ear say. My eyes shoot open and I look to my left, but of course, no one is there. Sabrina is still sitting across from me.

      “Too hard,” I repeat. “Too hard for you? Too difficult? Uses too much energy?”

      Sabrina nods.

      “But you spoke to me just now.”

      She sort of pantomimes to me, One, not two.

      So, she can either appear to me or speak to me, not both. Interesting.

      “Is that because you are too weak?” I ask. “Or because I am too weak?”

      She points to me.

      I chuckle. “Oh, nice. So, it’s all on me, is it?”

      Sabrina gives me a smile.

      “So, I need to work on figuring out how to strengthen my powers so I can talk to ghosts. Any idea how I can do that?”

      She shrugs.

      “Well, I need to figure this out by Christmas, otherwise I won’t have a gift for Beverly. Have you ever been in contact with another human who could hear you?”

      She shakes her head.

      “Is there any other way we could communicate?”

      She pantomimes writing with a pen.

      “Oh, you can manipulate a pen?” I get up and rummage around the counter until I find a pen and paper. I bring it back to the table between the couches and hold the pen in my hand loosely. I actually read about this in Eusapia Palladino’s book. It’s called automatic writing. It is when a spirit inhabits a human’s body and leaves written messages behind.

      I just hold the pen in my hand, but don’t write anything. I let out a long exhale and close my eyes. After a moment, I can feel the pen moving. I get very excited, but I try not to show it. I keep my eyes closed and just let Sabrina do her thing. After a minute, the pen stops moving. I open one eye, and then the other. Sabrina is gone. I look down at the paper.

      You are doing very a very good j, is all it says. I assume she was trying to say “job” before she simply ran out of energy. I try not feel disappointed. After all, I just received a message from a ghost. And a pep talk at that. But at the same time, it’s not anything particularly useful. And it’s not even a message for Beverly.

      “Thank you,” I say, hoping she can hear me. After all, it is something, and it’s a start.
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      “So, Detective Dawson is on his way?” Dianna asks after I ring up a customer and he leaves. Dianna is sitting on a stool, flipping through pictures of tattoos on her phone. She doesn’t have enough, apparently. Though, I have no idea where she would put another one. I guess she could still have blank skin where the sun doesn’t shine.

      “That’s what he texted me,” I say, anxiously checking the time. He should arrive any minute.

      “I hope no one comes in while you are gone,” she says. “I could use some time off.”

      “You haven’t done anything all day,” I say. “I’m the one whose been working.”

      “Yeah,” she says. “But Parker and I just got to a really big scene in the webcomic we’ve been developing together. Ugh! I just can’t wait to work on it.” She brings out her iPad and shows me a draft of the scene she’s working on. I haven’t been following the story, but I guess the adventurers are facing a dragon. It’s a technically impressive piece for an artist, I will give her that.

      “Your readers must be anxious for the next scene,” I say.

      “Yeah,” she says glumly. “We don’t have a lot compared to other people, but the followers we do have are pretty intense. We have, like, eight hundred supporters on Patreon, and they keep asking for more stuff.”

      I shake my head. “Sorry, I don’t know what you are talking about.”

      “It’s cool,” she says. “Basically, people are paying a subscription fee to be the first to see our stuff. And if I had more free time, I could make more stuff for them to buy. But between working here and at Landon’s school and spending time with my family, I haven’t had time.”

      “Wait,” I say. “You have subscribers? As in, people paying a monthly fee just to sit and wait for you to make more of this web comic? How much are you making?”

      “So, like half of them only pay a dollar a month, but the other half pay ten dollars.”

      “So, you are already making over four thousand dollars a month?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And if you had more time, they would buy more things from you? And you could create more, and get more followers and make more money?”

      “Darling, why are you working here?”

      “Well, half of that money is Parker’s. The story is his; the art is mine. And the money isn’t constant. Like, we might have fewer patrons next month—”

      “But you can just get more,” I say.

      “I mean, I guess. But I don’t want to upset Beverly. And she’s training me to do witch stuff.”

      “You want to be a witch?” I ask.

      She pauses for a moment, as though shocked I just asked her that.

      “Umm, no, not really. But it’s cool to be able to do magic.”

      I take a deep breath so as not to show my frustration. “But what is your ideal life? Does magic play a role in it?”

      “I…I guess not,” she says. “No one’s really asked me that before. I mean, really, I’m kind of living my ideal life, but not at the level I want. Like, I want to make the webcomics with Parker. I just want to be an artist.”

      “Then be an artist,” I say. “Keep the job with Landon for a bit of steady income and to continue honing your craft. But quit working here and go for what you really want.”

      “You really think I should?” she asks. “You think I can do it?”

      “You’re already doing it!” I think I am more excited about this than she is. “You just need to take it to the next level.”

      “Yeah…yeah, you’re right. I just need to tell Beverly—”

      “Tell me what?” Beverly asks, approaching the counter carrying a box of books to unpack.

      “Umm…I…” Dianna can’t seem to get her words out.

      “Dianna quits,” I announce triumphantly. “She’s going to be a real artist.”

      “Cora!” Dianna stage yells at me.

      “Oh, that’s cool,” Beverly says, hardly noticing. “Just leave your key when you go, dear. You can pick up your last check tomorrow.”

      “What?” Dianna asks. “You…you’re not mad at me?”

      “Why would I be mad at you for following your life’s path?”

      “You think this is my life’s path?”

      Beverly takes Dianna’s hands in hers and gives her a warm smile. “I know it is.”

      “Well, who is going to help you out here?” Dianna asks.

      “Cora’s been doing your job for the last week anyway, haven’t you, Cora?”

      “Pretty much,” I say.

      “There, problem solved,” Beverly says. “Dianna has her dream job and Cora has her dream job. What could be better?”

      The bell above the door to the shop rings and I look up, expecting to see my darling husband, Edward. I curse to myself and shake my head. It’s not Edward, but Beckett, the person I really want to see.

      “Are you ready?” Beckett asks.

      I take a deep breath. “I guess.” To Beverly, I say, “You don’t mind if I’m gone for a bit?”

      “Of course not,” she says. “Dianna and I can handle things here.”

      “I’ll at least finish my shift today,” Dianna says. “And I can always fill in for you in the future if you need help.”

      “Thanks,” I say. I grab my coat and scarf and follow Beckett out to his car.
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      Beckett puts his car in park at the very end of the narrow lane through the cemetery, at the Robbins’s house. The tall points of the old Queen Anne style house stand over me forebodingly, with the gray of the house bleeding into the gray of the sky. Wasn’t it sunny just a little while ago?

      “Are you sure you’re ready to do this?” he asks.

      I take a deep breath and then nod. We open our car doors at the same time. I nearly shriek as I step outside and see that Veronica Robbins is standing there waiting for me only a few feet away. Was she there a moment ago?

      “Sorry,” I say. “I didn’t see you.”

      “It’s no problem,” she says, pulling her black shawl around her shoulders.

      I have to blink to make sure I’m not seeing another ghost. Veronica Robbins. It’s really her. We were not close friends when I was alive before, but I knew her and her family. They were recluses then, as they are now. She hasn’t aged a day.

      “Are you…are you a vampire?” I ask her.

      She gives me a small smile. “Let’s just say that I’m the guardian of dead souls here.”

      She’s still as reclusive and cryptic as ever. And I suppose my question was a bit prying. Maybe in time she will tell me the truth. I aim to make friends with this woman who is so like me, a soul from another time.

      I look around the cemetery, and it is hard for me to tell the living from the dead. I see an older man who has been crying walking toward his car. There is a woman by his side, but she doesn’t get into the car with him. I see another woman standing over the grave of someone else, but she is wearing clothes from the late 1800s. I see a small group of children, running and playing, but there are no adults around to watch them. I shake my head.

      “How do you stand it?” I ask Veronica.

      “They are not suffering,” she says, putting her arms around me and giving me a reassuring squeeze. “It is the living who suffer.”

      “Except in my case,” I say, turning to face her. “I was alone. Utterly alone. Why? Can you tell me?”

      She shakes her head. “I cannot. But I know that there must have been a purpose to it. After all, you came back to us. That is a rare gift.”

      “I hope so,” I say, sniffing and rubbing my nose. I told myself I would not cry. I’m past crying, feeling sorry for myself.

      “Go do what you came here to do, then we will have tea and chat, yes?”

      I nod and go around the car to Beckett, who has been standing there silently all this time. He’s been very patient with me when he cannot possibly understand what I am going through. He offers me his arm and I take it. I’m still wearing heeled boots and the ground ahead of us is uneven. I’m buried in a very old part of the cemetery where few people visit anymore, so the paths are not well-tended.

      In all my years as a ghost, I have never been here. I’m not sure why. I suppose it did not hold much meaning for me. I was dead, but I was also still alive. Reminders of my death did not bring me comfort. I preferred to surround myself with the people who I loved, my son and my mother, my grandchildren and great-grandchildren. Even as the generations grew and more people forgot about me and my story, I found comfort in their presence.

      We stopped before my grave and I looked at the headstone.

      
        
        Cora Barnes

        1760-1788

        Loving Wife and Mother

      

      

      “That’s…that’s it?” I ask.

      Beckett Dawson nods. “That was the same feeling I had.”

      “It seems so…inadequate,” I spit out. “Who ordered this?”

      “I don’t know,” he says. “Maybe Veronica has a record—”

      “What about my work?” I ask, growing more angry. “The service I did for this country? I was a spy for George Washington!”

      “You were what—”

      “I ran a business,” I go on. “I provided jobs for this town. I was an outspoken advocate for the rights of women and slaves. I was a rare voice in the Revolution. And what about my parents? Was I not also a loving daughter?”

      I let out a frustrated grunt, march over, and kick the headstone. What’s that saying when you get a shiver? Someone just walked over my grave? Well, I didn’t feel anything when I walked over my own grave. I only felt pain in my toe from where it met granite.

      “Ow, ow, ow,” I say as I limp over to the rock wall surrounding the cemetery to sit down. Beckett tries to grip my arm to help me, but I bat him away. “I can do it.”

      He holds up his hands in surrender and leans against the wall next to me. We sit there in silence for a minute as I stew.

      “It had to have been Edward who ordered that pitiful excuse for a tribute,” I say.

      “That was my assumption when I saw it,” Beckett says.

      “I died young, yes,” I say, “but I had still accomplished so much. It gave me some comfort to know that I had at least a few things to be proud of when I died. Of course, there were things I wished I’d had time to do, but I had no regrets. I’d lived a good life.

      “But you’d never know it by looking at that headstone. I wonder how many women buried out here led extraordinary lives only to be reduced to whether they married or had children.”

      “It’s not something I ever gave much thought to before I saw your grave,” Beckett says. “I knew you were more than that.”

      “I wonder what my obituary said,” I say.

      “You don’t want to know,” Beckett replies. We look at each other, and then we burst out laughing. After all, what can I do about it now?

      “Edward never was a good writer,” I say. “He always joked that if he ran for office, I’d have to be his speech writer.”

      “You would have been good at it,” Beckett says. “Were you really a spy for George Washington?”

      I nod. “I was. Since I was a journalist, I was allowed to speak to soldiers and POWs behind enemy lines. I was able to gather information and deliver messages. I never talked about it, though, after it was over. I really need to write that book.”

      “You really do,” Beckett says. We are quiet for another minute before Beckett asks, “Are you ready?”

      I nod, and he hands me a folded up piece of paper from his coat pocket. It’s only a facsimile of the original form. I take a dep breath before I unfold it.

      “That son of a—” I say when I see the names on the marriage certificate. Sure enough, Edward married only two months after my death.

      “What is it?” Beckett asks.

      “Edward married Elizabeth Crowley,” I say.

      “And she was…?”

      I crumple the paper up. “Only my supposed best friend.”

      “Ouch,” Beckett says. “Well, now, let’s think rationally about this. You said it wasn’t uncommon for men to remarry quickly if they had small children, right? And if Elizabeth was your best friend, surely she was mourning too. Perhaps they just, sort of, bonded over their shared grief.”

      “Maybe,” I say, feeling my anger dissipating. But that explanation, no matter how right it may be, just doesn’t sit right with me. There had to have been something else going on. I don’t think they were having an affair. Edward and I weren’t apart enough for that. And when I wasn’t with Edward, I was often hanging out with Elizabeth. But just because they weren’t having an affair doesn’t mean that something else wasn’t going on.

      I shake my head. “No, something was going on. Something I missed, something I wasn’t seeing.”

      “I agree,” Beckett says. “Something was going on. I don’t think that Jeremiah killed you. Your death wasn’t an accident or a spur of the moment thing. I believe you were murdered, and not by Jeremiah.”

      “But…but I saw him,” I say. “I remember it so clearly. He came at me, he attacked me.”

      “But did he bite or scratch you?” Beckett asks.

      I shake my head, jumping down from the wall and walking away. “I don’t want to remember it. I don’t want to see it.”

      “I need you to,” Beckett says, following alongside me. “I need to know what happened.”

      “He…he came at me and I fell… No,” I say. “I fell. I saw the door open and I was running away.” I turn to face Beckett. “I was running away and I fell.”

      “Because Jeremiah grabbed you?” Beckett asks. “Did he grab you from behind?”

      “No.” I shake my head. “I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t run because I couldn’t breathe. I fell. I rolled over and saw Jeremiah over me.”

      “Was he hurting you? Clawing you?”

      “I don’t know,” I say. “I…I was in pain. But because of Jeremiah or something else? My head was spinning. I was sick. I vomited. I was so afraid.”

      “Did you die from…fear?” he asks.

      “Certainly not!” I say. “I was afraid, yes. But I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t fight back.”

      “Was your corset too tight? Is that why you couldn’t breathe?”

      Despite the tenseness of the situation, I can’t help but choke out a laugh. “You read too many novels.”

      “Well, not any,” he says. “But I’ve seen it said in movies.”

      “If you can’t breathe in your corset, you aren’t wearing it right,” I say. “So, no, that wasn’t it.”

      “Then…what?” he asks.

      I sigh and shake my head. “I don’t know. But something happened to me.”

      “Veronica said that you were poisoned,” Beckett says. “She was sure of it.”

      “I had tea,” I say. “Tea from…” I put my head to my forehead. “How could I have been so stupid?” I mutter.

      “What?” Beckett asks.

      “It wasn’t my usual tea,” I say. “I forgot. I usually got tea from the teashop down the road. But Edward had brought me tea from the apothecary. He said it was red raspberry tea, good for women who were trying to conceive.”

      “You were trying to get pregnant?” Beckett asks. I can see that this seems to bother him more than it should.

      “It was the 1780s,” I say. “We were expected to have as many children as possible. It had been five years since our last baby, so he was concerned. I didn’t really want another child. I figured children would come when they wanted to.”

      Beckett shakes his head, and I assume his thoughts on the matter. “Anyway, the point is that your husband brought you tea before you were attacked. You couldn’t breathe and passed out during the suppose attack. Your husband poisoned you.”

      “No,” I say. “No, it’s not possible. We were trying to have a baby. We were happy. He couldn’t have… He just couldn’t have.”

      “We can probably find out,” Beckett says.

      “How?” I ask.

      “We can exhume your body,” he says. “It might not work, but scientists today can find out amazing things through modern tests. I believe we can run tests to see if you were poisoned or not.”

      “You mean…dig my body up?” I ask, feeling a bit nauseous at the idea of seeing my dead self.

      “I would only do it with your permission,” he says. “But it is the only way we can know for sure.”

      “And if I wasn’t poisoned?” I ask.

      “Then you can have peace of mind and I can focus the investigation elsewhere.”

      I didn’t have to think about it very long before I said, “Let’s do it.”
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      “What do you think, Cora?” Beckett calls out to me. I appraise his snowman like a fine work of art.

      “It doesn’t really look like a person, does it?” I ask.

      “That’s because I’m not done yet,” he says. He reaches into his bag and pulls out a carrot. He stabs the carrot into the poor snowman’s face. “There. Ta-da!”

      “Much better,” I say, even though it looks even worse now than it did before.

      “Did people not make snowmen back in your day?” he asks.

      I shake my head. “Not that I recall. We made snow angels, though.”

      “I can make a snow angel, Auntie Cora! Watch me!”

      “No! Watch me!”

      Piper’s twins vie for my attention. They call me Auntie Cora even though I am really their great-great-great-great-great-something-grandmother. I’ve lost count at this point. The girls know I’m a relative, but they are too young to know the truth just yet. Perhaps in a few years we will tell them. For now, we are still trying to keep my true identity a secret from everyone except only the closest family members.

      We all fall back into the snow, which has become quite deep in the last couple of weeks, and make snow angels. I look up at the clear blue sky as a snowflake lands on my nose and think about how beautiful life can be. I’ve grown quite happy and content in this new world. Though, I know I’m also very lucky to have woken up in a world where I had family willing and eager to accept me. Had I lived anywhere but Mystic Cove, living in such an unfamiliar world would have been much more difficult, if not impossible.

      “Need a hand?” Beckett asks me. I take his offered hand and he helps me up. I try to step over the edge of my snow angel so I don’t mess it up and end up almost tumbling forward, but Beckett catches me in his strong arms.

      “Careful there, dear,” he says. I look up and brush some snowflakes from his eyebrows and eyelashes. He looks into my eyes, then down at my lips. I know he wants to kiss me. And I want to kiss him too, but I hold back. I step away from him and call out to the girls.

      “Alright, who’s ready for hot cocoa?”

      I’m met with a repetitive chorus of “me, me, me” as the four of us leave the park, a small one close to The Book Coven, and head toward the bookshop, where Beverly said she would have warm drinks waiting when we got back. The girls run ahead, leaving Beckett and me to catch up. But we don’t bother chasing them. There are no roads between here and there, so we just watch as they run off, tossing snowballs at one another.

      “They are so cute, don’t you think?” Beckett asks me as we walk, arm in arm.

      “Exhausting is more like it,” I say.

      “I thought you didn’t get tired?” he asks.

      “That just goes to show you how exhausting they are!” I say, and we laugh.

      “I was wondering what you want to do for Christmas,” he says.

      “Hmm. What do people usually do for Christmas nowadays?”

      “Well, everything is closed, except the Chinese restaurants. So, the day is usually spent at home with family, and each family tends to have their own traditions. Most families will wake up and open presents together, then have a meal. But what happens after is anyone’s guest. Some watch movies together, some play games.”

      “Do they go eat Chinese food?” I ask.

      “I guess some do or else the restaurants wouldn’t be open.”

      I nod thoughtfully. I love Chinese food. I’d never had it before. We had a few Chinese immigrants in Mystic Cove in my time, but they didn’t have restaurants, so I’d never eaten their food before. I really love the variety of food available today. Chinese, Mexican, Italian. It’s all so wonderful. I’ve put on a little weight since I woke up. I know because when Sophia took me shopping for more clothes, we had to go up a size. So, I’m trying not to eat quite so much, but it’s hard when everything is so delicious—and when Jumpin’ Beans is right next door.

      “Why didn’t you go home for Christmas?” I ask. “Don’t you want to spend the holiday with your family?”

      “The results from the exhumation could show up anytime,” he says. “I want to be here when they come in. Besides, I’ve spent every Christmas up to now with them. This is your first modern Christmas. I want to be here with you.”

      I give him a smile and then look back down to my feet, watching my steps to make sure I don’t slip. Beckett and I have been growing closer over the last few weeks. I certainly enjoy his company. He’s handsome and fun and thoughtful. And since I don’t sleep, I don’t mind that he works irregular hours. But I’ve held back from making anything official. We are not courting, or “dating,” as Sophia would put it.

      I’ve only just woken up in this world, and I want to experience all it has to offer. I’m not quite ready to settle down just yet. And, as strange as it might seem, I’m a bit stung by the fact that my husband, Edward, remarried so quickly after my death. I know it happened over two hundred years ago, and things were different then, but this is brand new news to me. The shock and hurt of it is new, and I’m not quite sure what to make of it. I know it doesn’t make much sense to punish Beckett for Edward’s mistakes, but I can’t help it. My trust in men, and my trust in my own feelings, is a bit shaken. How could I not know that my own husband had his eyes on my best friend? Of course, it could be that he didn’t notice her until after my death. But I find that a bit far-fetched.

      “Well, we will have to see what Beverly’s plans are,” I say. “But I’m sure she won’t mind having you over for Christmas morning. You certainly can’t spend it alone.”

      “I’m sure she will have plans with your rather extensive extended family,” he says with a smirk.

      “I’m sure,” I say. “Which is why one more guest won’t make much difference.”

      “Have you gotten me a Christmas present yet?” he asks.

      “Actually, no,” I lie. I’ve had his gift picked out, bought, and wrapped for weeks.

      His face falls. “Oh.”

      “I’m going to!” I say. “I just need to make plans with Sophia. But she’s so busy with her own Christmas festivities.”

      “This will be her and Jacob’s first Christmas as a married couple, right?”

      I nod. “Yes, so I’m not actually sure how much of Christmas they will be spending with the rest of the fam—” I gasp and start to scream as a light appears around me and I feel the world around me flicker.

      “Cora!” Beckett calls out.

      “Help!” I scream. I feel like I’m being ripped apart.

      “Beverly!” Beckett yells.

      We are not far from the rear entrance to The Book Coven. We saw the girls dip into the warmth of the shop a couple of minutes ago. Beckett tries to reach through the light to grab me, but he pulls back and yelps in pain. The light seems to burn him.

      Beverly bursts through the door and runs toward us. Her hand is stretched out toward me. She says something, but I can’t make it out over my own screaming and a whooshing sound in my ears.

      Suddenly, the light vanishes and I fall backward. My head thumps hard on the frozen ground.

      “Cora! Cora!” Beckett says, appearing over me and shaking my arms. “Are you all right?”

      I blink and shake my head to get rid of the stars I shouldn’t be seeing in the middle of the day. “I…I think so.”

      “Cora,” Beverly says, dropping by my side and helping me sit up.

      “What was that?” Beckett asks.

      “What’s going on?” I see that Piper has come outside to, her arms around each of her girls.

      “Nothing,” I say, not wanting to scare the children. “I’m fine. I’m fine.” I rub the back of my head, thankful it’s not bleeding. But there will probably be a lump. I try to stand up, but I feel woozy and would fall over if Beckett wasn’t there to catch me.

      “Girls, go inside,” Beverly says. “Go make Aunty Cora some cocoa, will you?”

      “Come along, girls,” Piper says, ushering the girls inside.

      Beverly and Beckett try to pull me toward the shop as well, but I shake my head, which was a mistake as I feel nauseous. “Stop, stop. I just need a moment.” I pull my arms free and bend over with my hands on my knees. The position helps to settle my stomach.

      “What happened?” Beverly asks Beckett.

      “Same as before,” he says. “A flash of light tried to take her. But it was stronger than before. When I tried to grab her, it was like shoving my arms in a pot of boiling water.”

      “Are you injured?” Beverly asks.

      Beckett shakes his head as he pulls up his sleeves and looks at his arms. “No.”

      “How about you?” Beverly asks me.

      “I think I hit my head when the light disappeared,” I say. “But, no, I’m not hurt from the light.” I stand up slowly and am relieved that the nausea seems to have dissipated. “I’m all right.”

      “Whoever it is that is trying to snatch you is getting stronger,” Beverly says as we walk slowly toward the building. “The protection spell I put on you before should have been enough.”

      “Well, we know that whoever is behind this is uncommonly strong,” I say. “We just need to find them before they succeed.”

      “I wish I could,” Beverly says. “But I can’t seem to track the source of the magic.”

      “That’s why we need a detective,” I say, looking to my side for Beckett. But he’s not there. “Beckett?” I look back and see him looking up at the sky. “What are you doing?” I call.

      Beckett trots to catch up to us. “I was just thinking, what if whoever is trying to take you isn’t a witch or warlock, but an alien?”

      My first instinct is to laugh, but thankfully I’m able to suppress it before the humor reaches my face. I know he’s serious. And I do believe he saw something that could be aliens. In Mystic Cove, anything is possible.

      “When you started to lift up,” he says, “it was almost like a tractor beam was pulling you up.”

      All three of us stop and look up to the sky. We don’t see anything but clear blue. We start walking back toward the shop.

      “I don’t think aliens can raise the dead,” Beverly says in all seriousness. “No, I still think we are dealing with witches who are looking for their lost prize.”

      Beckett’s phone pings. He takes it out and reads a text. He gives me a worried look.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “The results of your exhumation. They’ve come in.”
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      “You’re going to wear a hole in the carpet,” Beverly says as I pace in front of the bookshop’s counter, waiting for Beckett to return. He said he wouldn’t open the results until he gets back so we can all hear the results together. The results were left on his desk at the sheriff’s office. Piper took her girls home. She figured they didn’t need to be around to hear about their new aunt being murdered…possibly.

      I shoot Beverly an annoyed look. I can’t help it. My whole life could be about to change—again!

      The bell above the door to the shop rings and I look up, expecting to see my husband, Edward. I shake my head, cursing to myself. When is this horrible habit going to stop? Of course, it’s not Edward, but Sophia and Jacob. Sophia is holding a thick folder.

      “Well? Is he back yet?” she asks.

      “No,” I say, going over to the kettle and pouring her a cup of hot chocolate. “He texted me to say he’s on his way back. So, he should be here any minute.”

      “How are you feeling?” she asks me, rubbing my arm as I hand her the cup.

      “Torn,” I say. “I want to know the truth. But at the same time, if it turns out that I was poisoned and not killed by a werewolf, it will throw everything into question. The last two hundred years of my existence will have been wasted.”

      “I wouldn’t say wasted,” Jacob says. “What a life you’ve had.”

      I shake my head. “I’d have given anything not to have it. It was miserable.”

      “But maybe you are about to learn why,” Sophia says. “If you really were murdered in some other way, we may be one step closer to finding out why you were a ghost in the first place and then why you are alive now.”

      “And if I wasn’t poisoned?” I ask. “What then? If things really happened the way I’ve always believed they did, then we are in the same place as before with no leads.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t exactly say that,” Sophia says. She starts to open the folder when the bell above the door to the shop rings and I look up, expecting to see my husband, Edward. But it’s not Edward; it’s Beckett—someone I’m actually excited to see. He holds up a manila folder triumphantly.

      “What’s it say?” I ask, running over excitedly.

      “I don’t know yet,” he says. “And believe me, I nearly had to chop my own hand off to keep from opening it.”

      “Open it, open it!” I tell him.

      “Alright,” he says. He opens the folder and pulls out a stack of pages. “Dar Detective Dawson…” he mutters, reading the cover letter. “Inside you will find…da da da… The cause of death is as follows.”

      I suck in a breath and hold it.

      “Drug overdose: arsenic. The manner of death has been ruled a homicide. Further details are explained within.”

      The room is so quiet it’s as if I’ve died again. I can hear nothing. I can say nothing. I can say nothing. Beckett slowly looks up at me from the paper. My eyes fill with tears. The floodgates open and I stumble backward. Sophia grabs my arm and leads me to the counter to keep me from falling to the floor.

      I was poisoned. Murdered. I can’t believe it. Who would want to kill me? What did I ever do?

      I’m crying so hard I can’t say the words that I’m thinking. Beckett leads me over to the couch and sits me down, rubbing my back.

      I always knew that I had been murdered. But I always considered it more of an accident. Jeremiah Holland was known to be a strange individual. He wasn’t right in his mind. When he killed me, I figured he didn’t actually know what he was doing. It wasn’t malicious. He just snapped. But when he was executed, at least he would never hurt anyone else. Justice was served. But now… Oh, God! Now, I know that an innocent man was executed because of me! I feel sick and grab a small waste basket to vomit into.

      “Hey, it’s okay,” Beckett says. “Let it all out. I know this is a shock.”

      “It’s terrible!” I say. “This was no accident. Poison indicates a long thought-out plan.” I start crying again and lean on Beckett’s shoulder. I have no idea how long I cry. I can’t stop. I can’t think. I can’t hear what anyone around me says. I see Sophia wipe a tear away as she taps away on her cell phone, probably texting Piper the bad news. Finally, the tears slow to a trickle even though I still feel sick in my stomach.

      “Poor Jeremiah,” I say when I can speak again. “He was murdered too.”

      “That’s true,” Beckett says. “I hadn’t thought about that. But you are right. Whoever killed you has two murdered on their hands.”

      “When we get justice for you,” Jacob says, “we will get justice for Jeremiah too.”

      “What are the werewolves going to think?” I ask. “Will they be furious?”

      “Let’s worry about that later,” Beverly says. “First, we need to figure out what this means for you right now. What else does the report say?”

      Beckett flips through the pages of the report, reading quickly. “Umm… Oh, here we go. Arsenic was found in the hair and fingernails of the deceased, which would indicate that she was poisoned shortly before death. Due to the length of time between death and exhumation, a time of death cannot be determined. The source of the arsenic could also not be determined. However, the levels of arsenic indicate that it was consumed deliberately and not through environmental factors. As the deceased was believed to be of sound mind at her death, it is this determination of this coroner that the cause of death was homicide.”

      “Is there more?” I ask.

      Beckett flips through the pages. “Yes, but there is a lot of technical talk, and…umm…pictures. I don’t think you want to see those.”

      I shake my head. I wasn’t present for the exhumation. I didn’t think I could bear to see my own dead body, or even my casket. It was too much. Too real.

      “So, what happens next?” Jacob asks.

      “Well,” Beckett says with a sigh, “basically, since Cora was murdered, her case will be kicked from closed to open. Usually, an investigation would be opened for at least a few months before being marked as cold and basically put on the shelf. For a case this old, it would probably be marked cold and shelved immediately. But in Mystic Cove, the sheriff will probably let me open it and work on it. This is the one town where there might actually be witnesses who could still be interviewed.”

      “I guess the big question is, was it Cora’s husband?” Beverly says.

      “It had to be,” I say.

      “Well, we don’t know that for certain,” Beckett says. “We don’t know the source of the arsenic.”

      “It had to be the tea,” I say. “It was not something I usually drank, so I thought the bitter taste was probably normal. And I died so quickly after I drank it.”

      “But did your husband know it was poisoned?” Jacob asks. “Maybe someone else poisoned the tea and gave it to him without his knowledge. Who was the apothecary?”

      I shake my head. “I ignored the signs.”

      “Ignored the signs that he was going to poison you?” Sophia asks.

      “No,” I say. “But the signs that he was unhappy. Or at least, just how unhappy. I knew he wanted more than to be a schoolteacher. That he had dreams of moving to Philadelphia. I had hoped that he would settle. That he would realize that our simple, stable life in Mystic Cove was enough. But I never would have guessed that my life was in danger. That he would kill me to get what he wanted. Does anyone here know what happened to him after his death? Did he at least become a bigshot politician?”

      “Umm…not exactly,” Sophia says, pulling some papers out of her folder. “It took some digging, first to find out what happened to Edward Barnes and Elizabeth Crowley, and then to track down their descendants.”

      She lays the papers out in front of us. One is an advertisement, showing Edward running for office. “He moved to Boston first. He ran for office there, as state representative, but he was soundly beaten. After that, he and Elizabeth moved every couple of years. It seems that he was looking for areas with low or no political opposition.”

      “He only ran in places where he would be unopposed?” Beckett asks, and I can tell he’s trying not to laugh.

      “Yes. But even in those places, he often could not secure his party’s nomination,” Sophia explains. “He did win a few races, but only at the local level. He was never sent farther than a state’s capital city, Boston, Charleston, places like that. He never made it to Philadelphia, or, later, to Washington D.C.”

      “And Elizabeth was with him all that time?” I ask.

      Sophia shakes her head. “Not exactly. It seems the moving around took its toll on her and their marriage. They never divorced, but she eventually moved back to Mystic Cove without him to raise her children. She had family here, after all, and her children were witches, so they would have more support here.”

      “So, who are her descendants today?” I ask. “Are they members of the Barnes family?”

      “No,” she says, pulling out what looks like a family tree. “She kept her maiden name, and she only had daughters. So, the daughters married into other supernatural families in Mystic Cove, mostly witch families. Today, the line has dwindled quite a bit, mainly to the Clarke family.” I can see Sophia’s hand shaking as she points to this part of the family tree.

      “Sophia, what’s wrong?” I ask her.

      “Jerome Clarke and his now-wife, Hailey, used to torment me when we were at school together.”

      “They were recently banned from the coven after they attacked Sophia when the coven met to recharge the lay lines around Mystic Cove,” Jacob explains, rubbing his wife’s back.

      “Sounds like they would have an excuse to try and use dark magic,” Beckett says. “Do you think they are trying to get revenge on the town? Can they use the energy from someone like Cora for that?”

      Jacob rubs his chin. “According to Dante, the most evil people are those who betray others, especially those they love. Therefore, people who are killed by those they love are the most wronged, the ones most likely to carry anger, hurt, and sorrow to the afterlife. So, yes, in theory, someone like Cora would carry a lot of energy.”

      “But I didn’t know I was killed by my own husband until right now,” I say.

      “The Clarke’s don’t know that,” Jacob says.

      “But how would they know about Cora at all?” Beverly asks. “It was Jeremiah Holland who was blamed for Cora’s death, not Edward. No one knew she was poisoned.”

      “No one but Edward,” Beckett says. “And possibly Elizabeth. She could have been in on it.”

      “And they could have told their children,” Jacob says. “It could have been passed down in family lore. It might be in the family Book of Shadows.”

      “Then let’s go,” Beverly says, jumping up.

      “Go where?” I ask.

      “To the Clarke family home,” she says. “Either they are the people trying to capture you are they aren’t, but there’s only one way to find out.”
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      “Wait,” I say, being the responsible detective I am.

      Everyone, even Cora, had already been heading out the door, but they all stop and look at me.

      “You can’t just go barging into someone’s house. That’s trespassing and breaking and entering.” I feel like I am explaining the law to a bunch of third-graders. “I’m pretty sure we don’t even have enough cause for a warrant. We need to find actual evidence that this family, the Clarkes, are even involved in this.”

      “People doing dark magic in secret aren’t likely to leave much evidence lying around, are they?” Jacob asks, clearly annoyed at me putting the kibosh on their merry band of pitchfork-wielding villagers.

      “What if you are wrong?” I ask. “It sounds like the town, and you and your wife personally, have had issues with this family in the past. If you go barging in there and making baseless accusations, that isn’t going to sit well with them. If you thought you had an enemy before, you’ll be in for a world of hurt after.”

      “What are we supposed to do then?” Cora asks me, her eyes pleading. I know she’s scared, and I know it’s my job to protect her, but there is only so much I can do within the bounds of the law.

      “Everything will be all right,” I tell her, rubbing her arms. “You have some of the most powerful witches and warlocks in Mystic Cove here to help you. And me. But I was brought here to uphold the law in Mystic Cove, and I intend to do just that.”

      “So, what’s your plan, then?” Jacob asks me, his arms crossed.

      I look at my watch. It’s later than I’d realized. “I’ll have to talk to the judge…tomorrow.”

      Everyone groans in unison.

      “Look, he’s not about to answer his phone this late at night,” I say. “I’ll have to call his office first thing in the morning and see if he will issue me a search warrant. Normally, we wouldn’t have enough for a warrant. But since this is Mystic Cove, he will probably agree that a murder over two hundred years ago could still be very relevant today. Is there any chance that Elizabeth or even Edward is still alive?”

      Jacob and Beverly look at each other and shrug.

      “Most likely not,” Beverly says. “Witches are long-lived, but not that long. At least, not usually. But there are some spells, banned spells, that could extend a person’s life.”

      “And Edward could, at some point, have been turned into a vampire,” Jacob says. “Perhaps the family just kept it a secret. Or he could be a zombie. There’s no telling.”

      “All the more reason to do this the right way,” I say. “If we want to have a chance of actually arresting the offending parties, either for killing Cora back then or for trying to kidnap her now, we need to make sure everything is on the up and up.”

      Everyone lets out a resigned sigh.

      “Fine,” Beverly says. She stomps over to the couch and sits down with her hands folded on her lap. “Then we wait.”

      The others go and sit down on the couches as well. I’m left alone, standing in the middle of the room, not sure if I should sit or go and…do something. I understand their frustration. I want nothing more than to protect Cora. But they have to understand that my hands are tied.

      “Anyone have a set of playing cards?” Sophia asks, trying to lighten the mood.

      “Actually, when we were children—” Cora starts to say, but she stops suddenly when she’s surrounded by a bright light that lifts her up into the air.

      Everyone jumps to their feet. I rush forward and try to grab her. Even though the light burned me in the past, I seem to have forgotten and reach for her, feeling the burn again.

      Beverly, Jacob, and Sophia surround Cora, each doing their own chants, working their own magic to try and save her. It seems to be working. The light flickers and Cora lowers to the ground. But then she screams again and the light is so bright, we have to shield our eyes. There’s a great flash and boom and suddenly, Cora is gone.

      “What happened?” I ask.

      “Where is she?” Beverly asks at the same time.

      “We have to do something!” Sophia cries out.

      Jacob’s eyes are closed and he is chanting something.

      “What is he doing?” I ask.

      “A map!” Sophia says. “Beverly, do you have a map of Mystic Cove?”

      Beverly runs behind the counter and comes over with a kitschy tourist map of the town. It’s not exactly accurate, but it’s something. She places it on the table between the couches. Jacob is still chanting. He pulls a pocket knife out of his pocket and reaches for Beverly’s hand. She gives it willingly. He makes a cut along her palm. She squeezes her hand and lets the blood fall on the map. The blood pools and moves around the map. It finally settles in an area outside of town. Jacob stops chanting and we all bend over to map to see where the blood is.

      “What was that?” I ask Jacob.

      “A locator spell,” he says. “Cora and Beverly share some of the same blood. That’s where Cora is.”

      “At least it’s not far,” I say. “What’s out there?”

      “You have to ask?” Beverly says. “It’s the Clarke family home.”

      Everyone looks at me and I sigh. “Does magic hold up in a court of law around here?”

      “Depends on the magic,” Beverly says. “But if you are asking if what Jacob did gives you legal cause to go out there and look for Cora, then I can assure you it does.”

      “Fine,” I say. “Everyone in the car.”
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      We drive so fast out to the Clarke family home, I have to wonder if one of the witches with me is giving the car unnatural speed. I park at the end of the drive. I don’t know where Cora is or what they’ve done to her, so I don’t want the family to have time to hide her.

      I turn the safety off on my gun and get out of the car. “I suppose you all think you are going with me?”

      “You ask the silliest questions,” Beverly says as they all pile out.

      “Fine,” I whisper. “But stay behind me. I don’t want to accidentally shoot one of you.”

      “Careful!” Jacob calls out as I start to walk. He picks up a tree branch and tosses it onto the property. It immediately fizzles, catches fire, and then disintegrates.

      “Awesome,” I say sarcastically.

      “They have enough shields up to power the whole town,” Sophia says. “Something is definitely going on in there.”

      “Something they don’t want interrupted,” Beverly says. She reaches into a shoulder bag that she brought with her and pulls out a selenite athame. I wonder what other kinds of magical items Beverly just happened to bring with her.

      Beverly chants something and makes some movements with the athame. Then she cuts a hole in the shield big enough for us to walk through.

      “Careful,” she says. “Don’t touch the edges.”

      We slip through, and then Beverly removes her athame, letting the shield close again. Reinforcements wouldn’t be coming even if we could call for them. I look at my cell phone and see that there is no signal.

      I hear barking and see three large black Doberman pinchers running toward us, their teeth bared. I hesitate. I really don’t want to shoot three dogs. Thankfully, Sophia seems prepared for this. She steps forward and holds her hands up, chanting something. The dogs are nearly upon her when they suddenly stop and sit down in front of her, whining like puppies.

      “Good dogs,” she says as she pets them and rubs their tummies.

      We finally get close enough to see the house. We hide behind some bushes and watch for a moment. I see a man walking around outside like a guard. I wait for him to get close and then jump him from behind, locking him in a sleeper hold until he passes out.

      We make out way around to a locked basement door. Beverly merely grips the padlock and it falls away in her hand. We enter the basement as quietly as possible. I put my finger to my lips to warn the others not to make a sound. We make out way down the only hallway in a single file. After only a few steps, we hear voices, so we move toward them.

      “What did you do?” I hear a voice ask.

      “I don’t know,” someone replies.

      “This isn’t possible,” someone else says.

      “Please.” Cora. My heart seizes in my chest. “What do you want from me?”

      “Well, not this,” someone replies.

      We finally make our way to a doorway. I peek inside and see a bunch of hooded and cloaked figures standing in a circle. I can’t see Cora, so I assume she’s in the middle.

      “She’s useless this way,” someone says.

      “How could this happen?” someone else asks. The hooded figures are arguing.

      “We can’t let her leave.”

      “We can’t keep her prisoner.”

      “I’ve seen her around town.”

      “Beverly knows she’s alive.”

      “We can’t let the old witch know what happened.”

      Beverly is clearly incensed at this. She starts to rush forward, but I hold up my hand and tell her to wait. I need to gather as much information as possible.

      “She won’t,” someone says. I see the glint of a knife and hear Cora scream.

      “Now!” I say, rushing into the room myself. “Freeze!” I yell, but of course, no one freezes. The hooded figures try to run away, but Jacob is able to lock most of them in place with a spell.

      The person who was standing over Cora with the knife turns toward us. Sophia rushes forward. “Stop!” she says.

      The hood falls back, revealing a woman about Sophia’s age.

      “Hailey Clarke,” Sophia says.

      “Sophia Barnes,” Hailey says. “I’m going to enjoy this.”

      Hailey lunges toward Sophia with the knife. I can’t get a clear shot with Sophia in the way. Jacob is busy trying to hold five or six other people in place.

      “Stop!” Cora yells. She is able to grab Hailey from behind, making her drop the knife. “Keep your hands off my great-great-great-great-something-granddaughter!”

      Sophia punches Hailey in the face.

      “Ouch!” Hailey says. “What did you do that for?”

      “Because I always wanted to,” Sophia says.

      “Alright,” I say. “That’s enough. Break it up.”

      Cora lets Hailey go, and Hailey grunts in annoyance. Beverly waves her arms and says something, and even I can practically feel the shields around the property drop. I look at my phone and see that cell service is back. I send a quick text to the sheriff, telling him to send backup.

      “Tell them not to resist,” I tell Hailey about her cohorts.

      “Fine,” she says, holding her hand to her bleeding nose. “Let them go.”

      Jacob lets out a grunt as he releases his hold on the people.

      “You’re going to pay for this,” Hailey tells Sophia.

      “I wouldn’t be making threats if I were you,” I tell Hailey.

      “No,” she says. “I mean, she’s literally going to have to pay to fix my nose. It was expensive.”

      “Oh, right,” I say. I suppose the Clarke clan knows that they are out-powered, so they don’t resist as we wait for the sheriff to arrive. “Are you all right?” I ask Cora.

      Cora touches her arms and legs to make sure she’s real. “Yes. I suppose so.” She goes to Hailey. “What did you do to me?”

      Hailey shakes her head. “I have no idea. I mean, yes, we were trying to summon your essence back, but not…” She waves her hand up and down at Cora. “Not this.”

      “It’s probably the curse,” someone else says.

      “What curse, Jerome?” Sophia asks.

      “In Elizabeth Crowley’s Book of Shadows,” he says. “She wrote about the murder. That’s how we knew your soul would be charged with the energy we needed. But she also mentioned a curse. A curse to walk to the world alone. We didn’t know what she meant. We thought maybe she meant it figuratively.”

      “You idiot,” Beverly says, thumping the back of Jerome’s head.

      “It wasn’t enough for Elizabeth to kill me?” Cora says, her eyes watering. “She had to curse me too?”

      I put my arms around her shoulders and kiss the top of her head. “I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s just unbelievable,” Cora says. “What did I ever do to her?”

      “Some people are just that petty,” Beverly says.

      “What were you trying to do?” Jacob asks Hailey. “You said that Cora would have the energy you needed. Needed for what?”

      “We were trying to bring Elizabeth back,” Hailey admits. “She was more powerful than all of us combined.”

      Beverly thumps the back of Hailey’s head. “You idiot. No wonder the two of you are married. Two stupid idiots.”

      “Alright,” I say. “That’s enough. All of you, upstairs.”

      The Clarke clan marches upstairs, with Jacob, Sophia, and Beverly keeping a close eye on them.

      “I’m sorry all this happened to you,” I say to Cora.

      She shrugs. “I’m not sure what to think. I feel terrible. I thought Elizabeth and I were friends, best friends. But she cursed me and had me killed to steal my husband.” She shakes her head. “But, in the end, it was her curse that brought me back to life. Gave me a second chance.”

      “He wasn’t much of a husband to steal anyway,” I say. “He killed his wife. He was a failed politician.”

      Cora gives a small bark of a laugh. “I suppose I should thank Elizabeth.”

      “For what?” I ask.

      Cora wraps my arms around her waist. “For giving me a chance at finding you.”

      I pull her close and kiss her soft lips. Thanks, Elizabeth, indeed.
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      “It is my pleasure,” the judge at the podium says, “to present this official pardon for Jeremiah Holland to his descendants.”

      I clap, along with everyone else at the ceremony. Rachel approaches the stage and shakes the judge’s hand as she accepts the framed pardon. Then Rachel approaches the podium.

      “I wish to thank everyone who made this possible,” she says. “But especially Cora Barnes. Cora never held any malice toward Jeremiah or our family for her death, even though for over two hundred years, she, like so many other people, thought that Jeremiah was responsible for her death. Cora has shown great grace toward those who would wish her harm. Her kindness and open heart led to finding out the truth about her death and the unwarranted death of my misunderstood ancestor.

      “Today, let this serve as a reminder to everyone that even if justice is delayed, it will never go unserved.”

      We all clap again. My own heart feels lighter knowing that Jeremiah has received justice today.

      The judge thanks Rachel for her words and reminds everyone about the official funeral that will be held tomorrow and city picnic to be held afterward.

      “Thank you for your kind words,” I tell Rachel after the ceremony, and not for the first time. Rachel and I have spoken many times since we found out the truth about what happened to me, and if anything, she is the one who has shown kindness and grace.

      “Thank you, again, for speaking up and making sure Jeremiah received a pardon,” she says. “This will go a long way toward healing some of the…animosity between the witches and werewolves of Mystic Cove.”

      “I can only hope so,” I say. “I hope Jeremiah is resting in peace.”

      “I’m sure he is,” she says. “But you’d be the one to know, right?”

      I look around, but I don’t see any ghosts here today. “Thankfully, he’s never appeared to me. I can only hope that means that he is wherever he is meant to be.”

      “Indeed,” she says before moving off to talk to other guests.

      “Hmm,” Beckett says, approaching me. “Does this mean we have to put ‘diplomat’ on your tombstone when you die again? Or something more grand like, ‘healer of rifts’.”

      “Hopefully we won’t have to decide on that for a very long time,” I say, reaching out and taking his hand.

      “How are you feeling?” he asks.

      “Good,” I say with a nod. “Optimistic, I suppose I should say.”

      “Did Beverly find out anything more about the spell the Clarkes used to bring you back to life?”

      I shake my head. “No. The Clarkes really had no idea what they were doing. And there’s not much more information about the curse Elizabeth put on me. There’s no real way to know how spells like that are going to clash with each other. Basically, I’m here now, and that’s all we know. Whether I will fade away or live a full life or live forever is anyone’s guess.”

      “As long as you agree to live with me, I won’t complain,” I say.

      I can’t help but blush. “Are you asking me to move in with you?”

      “I thought we were friends,” Beckett says.

      “Oh, yes,” I say, wrapping my arms around his neck. “Very good friends. Friends with benefits.”

      He chuckles. “Did you ever learn what that meant?”

      I put my mouth to his ear. “I know exactly what that means.”

      He gasps and then pulls me tightly to him, giving me a deep kiss. I can’t wait to learn all about his benefits for myself.
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