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      It's all fun and games until Kelly's gargoyle statue turns into a real man...

      If there's one thing Party Witch Extraordinaire Kelly Holloway likes, it's a good time. So what if her coven thinks she's so immature they've tacked an extra year onto her wardship? Of course, that's why it's such a surprise when she learns she's inherited Hollow House. Oh, the epic ragers she plans to throw!

      But all isn't Jello shots and booty calls. Not only does she have to deal with two quirky roommates she's forced to take in, a snarky vampire living in her basement (rent free, no less!), and a curmudgeonly new boss who doesn't find her habitual tardiness the least bit charming, but also a pesky sentient house that seems hell-bent on thwarting her love life.

      Things only get weirder when the gargoyle statue she's been messing with for months turns into a man. A hot man. The hottest she's ever seen. And Ronun's not a fan of Kelly's...at all. Considering all of the funny outfits she's dressed him in, she can't really blame him. But...dayum. He's so fine even Hollow House seems to like him.

      Whatever. Kelly has far more important things to focus on--such as finding her family's missing spell book so she can figure out how to rein in the uncontrollable Hollow House, impress her dubious boss, and break the curse that turns Ronun to stone for half the day.

      Hey, no pressure or anything!
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      “That should just about do it.”

      Kelly Holloway hung the last of her streamers from her favorite gargoyle's horns in her boss's office. Rubbing the last scrap of tape in place on the top of its stone head, she leaned back to admire her handiwork. Thanks to the drinks she’d already tossed back, she had to steady a hand on the desk as she snickered at herself for getting more than a bit tipsy before the party really got started.

      But since it was a baby shower and her boss certainly wouldn’t be indulging, Kelly liked to think she was drinking for two. Which was as good an excuse as any.

      “You know what sucks?” she asked the gargoyle, blowing a handful of confetti in its face. “We won't get quality time like this anymore. Cora’s going on maternity leave, so you know what that means, right?”

      The grotesque stone face remained as silent as ever, its gaping, fanged mouth choked with multicolored bits of paper.

      “That’s right,” she said, patting its cheek affectionately. “No more unpaid internship for me. The year I’ve spent here has been great, and I’m gonna miss your ugly face, but it's time for me to move on.”

      She heaved a sigh and took another hearty drink from her plastic cup, coughing against the back of her hand as the strong booze burned the back of her tongue.

      “That’s so good,” she rasped. “Anyway, no internship? No class credit. No class credit? No Othercross U diploma for me. So…that’s fun.”

      She studied the bulbous, furious features staring sightlessly back at her while the booze warmed her from the inside out.

      “You’re the perfect man, you know that, don't you? You listen and never say a damn thing back. No advice, no questions, no judgment. Just pure, unadulterated listening. If only you were easier on the eyes.”

      She laughed again and polished off her drink.

      “I’d better enjoy this while I can,” she said, gazing ruefully into the bottom of her cup. “Cora found a new internship for me. Did I tell you about this?”

      The gargoyle just stared. That’s why she liked him.

      “No answer, huh?” She kissed his cheek, then spit a few pink and yellow flecks of paper off her lips. “The new gig is at night. Ugh. How am I supposed to have any kind of social life? Not that it’s been much lately, but still…”

      That wasn’t entirely true. Just a few days earlier, she’d turned twenty-five, and that celebration had turned into a rolling party. Which is to say, it had been hard to get hung over, because she and her close friends just woke up and started drinking again. The baby shower was just around the corner, right? Why not just roll one party into the next? It wasn’t always Kelly’s style to go on a multi-day rager like that, but it wasn’t entirely out of character either. Still, she found the long nights took more of a toll than they used to.

      “You know what you really need?” she asked her inanimate companion, shaking off the little jag of boozy melancholy. She raised a palm full of red glitter and held it in front of granite eyes, letting out a wicked little giggle as she did.

      “I know you’re not planning to blow glitter all over my office, Miss Holloway.”

      Cora leaned against the door frame to her office, and Kelly hid the palmful of trouble behind her back. Cora only addressed her as ‘Miss Holloway’ when she meant business.

      “Maybe?” She fired an innocent, toothy grin at her very pregnant boss.

      “Huh-uh.” Cora wagged her finger, barely suppressing a smile over her mischievous intern's antics. “You know that stuff never comes out. There’s no spell strong enough to get glitter cleaned up. If you blow that around in here, I’ll be finding it when this little devil is studying at OCU.”

      She rubbed a palm on her stomach, and Kelly marveled at how Cora glowed at the mere mention of the baby. The woman had always been ravishing but there was a new shine to her that anybody could see.

      “Fine,” Kelly said guiltily, dusting her hands off into her empty cup. A thousand tiny flecks stuck to her fingers. She picked and scraped with her fingernails, only succeeding in getting little red flecks lodged beneath them. “Dammit, you’re right. This shit is the worst.”

      “You knew that before you started.”

      “Yeah.” The young witch flashed that faux innocent smile again.

      “It’s not even the office I’m that worried about,” Cora said, coming forward to look at the streamers hanging off her granite friend. “If I’ve told you once, I’ve told you a thousand times—gargoyles are people too. The last thing he’d want is to be covered with glitter and be unable to get it off.”

      “I guess,” Kelly shrugged.

      At times, it seemed as if her boss was just a little too attached to the thing, considering how protective she was over a statue. Still, she had to admit, she had just been talking to the guy.

      “Well,” Cora said brightly, “shall we go out? It’s nearly sunset, and it’d be no good for me to be hanging out in here when my own party starts.”

      “Let’s hit it!” Kelly snatched up her cup and headed for the door. “I could use a fresh drink anyway.”

      “Just remember to get a new cup.”

      “Ha, right!”

      As Kelly stared down into the sparkly, globby mess at the bottom of her cup, Cora waddled past her and into the crowd of her friends and coworkers. For a second, Kelly hung in the doorway, looking back into the office.

      “Not too bad,” she whispered to herself as she admired her handiwork. The gargoyle glared at her in multicolored silence before Kelly snapped off the light and closed the door behind her.

      “New girl.” The laconic, dry greeting wafted over Kelly’s shoulder the second she stepped into the party proper, and she didn’t even need to glance back to know she would find Holly Woodbriar leaning against the wall.

      “Old chick,” she said, without bothering to look.

      Kelly was right. She turned back to find Cora’s actual assistant lazing against the wall, one knee up so that her shoe was planted above the baseboards. That’s gonna leave a mark, Kelly smirked to herself. Maybe Holly would actually catch a bit of hell for it.

      “I thought you were going to hide back there all night. What were you doing in there anyway?”

      “Nothing. Just…decorating.”

      She cracked off a pixyish grin, dripping with false sweetness. It wasn’t that the two hated each other, but their snappy repartee always had more than a hint of edge to it. Kelly figured her older counterpart felt just a teeny bit superior for actually having a paid gig. Still, with Cora going on leave, they were both out of work.

      “Everybody has to have a hobby.”

      Holly lifted her cup to her lips, lined in thick, black lipstick. The sprite seemed to pride herself on a kind of calculated carelessness, and leaned hard into a decidedly goth look. It’s like she was dying to be something darker than a sprite, and lived with a heavy chip on her delicate shoulder.

      “You know what?” Kelly had no idea where she was going next, and was saved from having to come up with the perfect quip just in time when she was essentially tackled to the floor by Ryan Glittermist. She should have seen it coming—it was her fairy friend’s typical greeting.

      “Oh god,” Kelly groaned, holding her head. “Don’t do that.”

      “Girl, are you serious? You’re not still…”

      “Hungover? Yeah.” Despite the drinks she’d already had, the lingering effects of protracted partying were still making themselves evident.

      “You want to know a secret?” He leaned in and cupped a hand around his mouth. “Me too!”

      They shared a laugh about his stupid joke, and Kelly was grateful to have a truly friendly face show up. It was going to keep her from getting into a true snark-off with Holly.

      “So,” he shook off the laugh but kept the conspiratorial tone, “how is it?”

      “How is what?”

      “Girl!” Ryan heaved a dramatic sigh, and clapped her on both shoulders. “Being twenty-five? Is it everything you dreamed of?”

      “Aren’t you over twenty-five?”

      He simply waved off her question with a hand encrusted with rings. They sparkled with cheap green gems, which clashed gloriously with his electric orange shirt. Yeah, he was in full effect.

      “This isn’t about me, Kel-leeeeee. This is about you! You’re free now, right?”

      “You’d think so,” she scoffed. “But apparently they’re sticking to the sentence. I’m still an official ward of the Holloway clan until I turn twenty-six. Which is the definition of injustice, if you ask me.”

      “I’d say it’s fairly just.” Iris Holloway-Santos edged into their conversation, her baby, Willow, smiling placidly in her arms.

      Kelly flushed visibly at having been caught out complaining. “We were just talking…”

      Her excuse was cut off, or rather brushed aside, by the genial, if slightly haughty, Arcane Sentinel. “I’d say that an added year in recompense for misusing a truth spell is a pretty light consequence. To call it a ‘sentence’ is a little extreme, don’t you think?” She flashed those bewitching eyes of hers, practically daring Kelly to recall that Iris had been the one to impose the added year.

      “Oh, I’m just running my mouth. You know that.”

      Kelly’s innocent grin was getting a workout that day, and the slightly older witch clearly saw right through it. There was a moment of tension between them, then Ryan clapped his hands and leaned in with a wicked gleam.

      “Ohmigod, are you guys going to fight? Please say yes! I love it when there’s drama at a thing like this. Baby showers can be so tame.”

      “Fight?” Kelly dissolved into laughter. “Sorry to disappoint you.”

      A tray of drinks wandered past, and she scooped up two of whatever cocktail was making the rounds.

      “No hard feelings here,” she said, downing the first one in a single swallow. “Just blowing off steam.”

      “Not even that much,” Iris smiled.

      She tickled her fingers at the baby in her arms, and the little stunner grabbed one of the exquisitely manicured digits and crammed it into her mouth. The domesticity of it settled uneasily under Kelly’s skin. It seemed like everyone she knew was either getting married or having babies. Or both.

      “Anyway,” she said, lifting the second of her drinks. “I guess my only gripe is that I’m twenty-five and still being treated like a child.”

      “Then stop acting like one.”

      Iris's tone wasn’t meant to wound, Kelly was certain, but it stopped the second cup right at the brink of her lips. She cut her eyes up, but Iris was already sauntering away. Malicious or not, her work there was done.

      Before Kelly could let herself get too bent out of shape over it, her phone vibrated in her pocket. It was a number she didn’t recognize, so she let it go through to voicemail. If it’s somebody important, they’ll leave a message. If not, fuck ‘em.

      For a late afternoon shower, things ran pretty late. That’s what happened when you made a lot of free hooch available to people who needed to blow off some steam. The whole thing rattled along beautifully, but after nearly two hours, Kelly was feeling decidedly over all the baby stuff. Armloads of clothes and toys and teething goodies had been foisted upon Cora. While adorable, it was a lot.

      Clambering out into the hall, she was finally able to suck in a breath that didn’t have the word ‘baby’ infusing it. Just standing in that room would be enough to make anybody pregnant—even Ryan.

      There was a light movement at one end of the corridor and Kelly started slightly, realizing she wasn’t alone. At the far end of the hall was a security guard. Even with her eyes slightly goggled from some varsity-level drinking, her jaw dropped. Whoever he was, he was the single hottest security guard she’d ever laid eyes on.

      Scratch that. He was one of the single hottest men she’d ever laid eyes on.

      Calm down, girl. She squared herself for seduction. You got this.

      After deploying her innocent face so much over the course of the evening, it was a blessed relief to slip into something a bit more bewitching. Smiling with just a glint of invitation, she waggled her fingers at him. He held his place, his eyes shining back at her across the distance.

      Jackpot! she told herself. He’s totally into you. Okay. Keep calm. Let’s just walk down there and… I don’t know. Flash him or something.

      Before she could tumble drunkenly into what was bound to be a mistake, a hand grasped her upper arm. Spinning around, she found herself face-to-face with Ryan, who was every bit as much into the booze as she was.

      “Kelly, I don’t want to freak you out or anything, but they just busted out a whole new box of liquor bottles. You’re not gonna make me do this alone, are you?”

      Stealing a single glance back down the hallway to see which route her evening was going to take, Kelly was a little disappointed to find that the stupidly good-looking security guard was gone. Problem solved. She turned back to her friend and could already feel the three-day hangover waiting on the other side of this night.

      “Let’s do this!”

      She let out a cackle, Ryan answered with a whoop, and they had the best time of their lives. Or so she was told.
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      “Why is it that everyone likes to schedule things in the morning?”

      Kelly huffed out a hard breath and sipped the dregs of mud-thick coffee from a paper cup. Sure, she had shouted it, but the windows were closed so nobody could hear her. She figured that counted as privacy, regardless of the family in the car next to her at the stoplight.

      Offering up that same innocent smile at their bewildered faces, she raised her fingers in a wave. They may not have liked it, but Kelly still felt like it was a legitimate question. When she had peeled open her sticky, hungover eyes that morning to find an envelope under the door to her dorm room, she’d smelled trouble.

      At least it wasn’t a summons from the dean…or the witches’ council. Again. Maybe she hadn’t done anything the night before that she would regret now that she was sober. Ish.

      “Dammit.”

      It was hard to read the tiny address on the envelope, particularly through her best pair of hangover sunglasses. While driving. But she figured she was a can-do kinda gal, so it was worth the effort. Even if everyone else felt the need to honk at her, she was determined to keep living her best life.

      That was until she looked up to see what a fresh round of vehicular outrage was about. Turns out she was steering headlong into moving traffic, and right about to jump the median in the process. You know what? It was time to pull over. Her car may have been a complete heap, but at least it ran and it was paid for. Wrecking it was not an option.

      Swerving just in time to dodge a very nice-looking sports car, she banked over the curb and slid to a halt in the parking lot of a filling station. She even managed to land perfectly between the lines.

      Nailed it! she smirked to herself, then shook out the letter to take a closer look. It was from someone named Louie Walthrop, the executor of her parents’ estate. Even seeing their names in the formal legalese raised a knot in her throat. Ducking a finger under her shades, she swiped away the threat of a tear. Which, weirdly, made her feel silly.

      She'd been five when they died, so Kelly actually had precious few memories of them. There was the hazy image of a vivacious, towering bombshell of a woman who scooped her up and covered her with kisses. And the rich rumble in her father’s chest as he hummed her to sleep at night. Those were the best ones, tucked amid a smattering of others.

      She’d been too young to remember them in any significant way, but also too old to suddenly become an orphan. The rocky start may have been a reason for her wild, high-living nature, but between being late and the hangover, Kelly wasn’t really in the mood to psychoanalyze her past.

      The letter got off to a rather terse start. Apparently, Mr. Louie Walthrop, a member in good standing of the Holloway coven, was pretty miffed that she hadn’t answered his numerous phone calls, so he'd resorted to hunting her down and sliding a letter under her door. She had to give him points for being resourceful. Even if it was just a touch stalker-y.

      In the end, the long and the short of the letter was that she had inherited the family home, Hollow House. After all the grumbling she’d done over still being a ward to the witches’ council until twenty-six, they had at least done her one favor. With the arrival of this news, she was granted permission to move out of the dorms and into the estate.

      It was all right there in the letter. The Elders' permission, the names of her parents, even the scolding over not picking up the phone. If I had just answered sooner, she thought, I could have been partying in my ancestral home.

      Oh, well. After quadruple-checking the address, she headed off for the street she’d already checked more than once that morning.

      Coming around the corner of the same street for the third time, she saw a slightly paunchy, balding man in a cheap suit leaning against his car with his arms folded. He looked pretty pissed. Given that Kelly was over twenty minutes late for their appointment, it was a pretty fair bet that he was her guy. His furrowed brow was a look she was oddly used to.

      “Sorry,” she called before she was even out of her car. “You wouldn’t believe the morning I’ve had…”

      She adjusted her sunglasses, hoping the cloudy sky wouldn’t give away the queasy twinge the night before had left behind her eyes. Overcast days could be bright too, right?

      “I’m sure it’s nothing on the morning I’ve had, Miss Holloway.”

      The brusque clip of his words settled uneasily into her already sour stomach. This was probably going to be a bad one.

      “Look,” she said with a guilty sigh. “I get it…”

      “Oh, so you remember this place?”

      That got her attention. Maybe it wasn’t about her being late after all. For once, someone’s frustration might not directly be her fault.

      “What about it?” She kept her tone cautious, lest this badger in a suit decide to make breakfast out of her after all.

      Louie straightened his glasses as he clenched a portfolio under his arm. “So you don't know,” he said with a heavy sigh. “Hollow House is one of just a handful of sentient structures within Othercross.”

      “Sentient? You mean haunted?”

      He sighed again. “No, Miss Holloway, not haunted. Sentient. Meaning, the house itself has a sort of…consciousness.”

      That was news to Kelly. “How is that even possible?” she asked, looking up at the dark, foreboding building with new appreciation.

      “No one fully understands it, but the general idea is that the house has absorbed small amounts of magic from the centuries' worth of witches who've lived in it. Over the years, it’s collected this magic and is able to use it as its own for its own purposes.”

      “Cool,” she breathed. “So can it, like, talk and stuff?”

      “No, it can't talk, Miss Holloway. It's still just a house.”

      “Then how do you know it’s sentient?”

      Louie snorted. “The house has its ways of letting its feelings be known. For example, I've been here for over an hour and it won't let me inside. It wouldn't even let me sit on the front steps to wait for you.”

      Kelly was immensely curious how the house had stopped him, but he clearly wasn't as amused by the situation as she was, and she didn't want to piss off the man about to hand her the keys to her own home.

      “Well,” she said as brightly as she could. “Let’s see what we can do. It’s not going to keep me out, is it?”

      Before Louie could answer, Kelly flipped her hair and trotted over to the front steps. The place was pretty ramshackle-looking, all told. The fading gables sported large, dark windows which frowned down on the sidewalk, looking even more forbidding in the light of an overcast morning.

      The place was badly in need of a paint job, and in places the timbers sagged. Still, as her foot settled on the first step with a satisfying creak, she knew she’d already made it farther than this bookish little executor had managed. Shooting a pixyish grin over her shoulder, she nodded her head in invitation. With an exaggerated sigh, he fell in step beside her.

      “That wasn’t so bad,” she said as they arrived on the broad, leaf-speckled porch.

      Clearly unamused, Louie merely grunted. Undaunted, Kelly reached out a hand and tried the door. It was unlocked. In spite of the light throb in her temples, she felt like the day was starting to break in her favor.

      Pushing the door wide, she stepped across the threshold and into the home of her youth—not that she remembered it. The door slammed hard behind her and she spun around to see Louie’s silhouette toss its arms in dismay through the curtained window.

      “Oh, come on,” he grumbled, his words muffled by the heavy wooden door. “Are you serious?”

      Suppressing a chuckle, she turned the knob and pulled back the heavy door to see his lips tight in frustration. Wrinkling her nose in a cute smile, she shrugged again, as if to say, What can you do?

      “It seems like the house doesn’t like you very much.”

      “Not just me,” he grumbled. “While waiting for you to come of age, we’ve tried to keep the place rented to witches so it didn’t fall into ruin. You see, the house needs witches living in it or its stored magic will drain away and it will…die, in a manner of speaking.”

      “Well, from the look of things, your plan worked out great!”

      He looked at her blankly and elected to ignore her sarcasm. Holding the door so it wouldn't snap back on him again, she stepped aside so Louie could join her in the foyer.

      “Woah,” she said, looking around for the first time at her new residence. “It’s really dark in here.”

      “Take off your sunglasses.”

      “Oh. Thanks!”

      That did help, but only so much. An air of gloom hung around the place, which had the strange effect of making Kelly feel right at home. Maybe it was the hangover but she found it difficult to quantify exactly what it was about the place that spoke to her. There certainly wasn’t a bit about it that she remembered.

      “Let’s start the tour upstairs.” Together, they edged up the wheezing steps, and little bits of her past began to filter back to her as he spoke. “There are three bedrooms up here and you can pick which one you want to stay in. Your old one…”

      “Is on the left,” she finished for him. “I thought you said you rented this place?”

      “We've tried. But, as you saw, the house can be…temperamental. Evidently, it’s been problematic when housing witches that aren’t, well, you.”

      “Really?”

      She was flattered. Despite being closed, a puff of wind roiled up from the window they stood by. The lace curtain fluttered up and came to rest around her shoulders. It felt somewhere between a cape and a hug. This rickety old place might be just the thing she needed in her life.

      “Yes,” he said, disentangling her. “The place has absorbed untold quantities of magic from its occupants over the centuries. It's the coven's responsibility to always keep at least one witch in residence to keep it healthy.”

      He opened the door to what had once been her room, and as Kelly stepped inside, a wave of nostalgia swallowed her. It had been painted, probably many times, but the walls rippled slightly, as if attempting to reject the new colors. As soon as she cast her eyes on the tiny child-sized bed, the covers turned down and the pillow fluffed itself.

      “Well,” she said, barking out a laugh. “I guess the question of where I’m staying is settled.” She looked up to the ceiling with a broad smile. “Thanks!” It was hard to be certain, but she felt sure that one of the light fixtures winked at her. She appreciated the welcome from the house, but made a mental note to get her bed from her dorm later on.

      When they stepped back into the hallway, a wrinkle puckered the carpet, catching Louie’s foot and sending him sprawling into a narrow table. He let out a yelp, but when he turned back, the carpet lay smooth. For the second time, Kelly found herself covering a laugh at the way her new home seemed to dislike the funny little man.

      “Why not just head down to the kitchen and finish all this, shall we?”

      Judging by the way he gripped the banister as if his life depended on it, he was clearly ready to be done with the whole mess. She didn’t blame him. It was far too early to take a tumble down the stairs.

      “So why exactly is the place empty?”

      “Hmm?” Louie was far too intent on edging to safety on the ground floor to really listen.

      “You said the coven kept this place rented by witches. But it's pretty obvious this place is empty.”

      “Oh, that.” As he reached presumed safety, he let out a barely audible sigh. “Not quite a week ago, the house kicked out every witch in residence.”

      Kelly’s eyes opened wide in surprise.

      “It did what? How?”

      “Nothing too serious. Locusts. Boils. Blood running from the taps. I think they all kind of took the hint.”

      “And when was this exactly?”

      “The day you turned twenty-five.”

      Interesting.

      They arrived in the kitchen, where an almost foot-high stack of papers awaited them on the table. Kelly was in no mood to go through contracts and quailed at the hours ahead with this pencil pusher explaining everything.

      “Now,” Louie said, all business. “You’re going to need roommates.”

      He clapped his hand on top of the stack of what she realized were rental applications. She breathed a sigh of relief that he wasn’t going to require her signature on every page.

      “I am?”

      “Mmm-hmm,” he nodded. “Witches. Two of the best ones we can find to help strengthen the house. We have two hundred of the most suitable applicants here, the best and the brightest on top. I think we should make our selections today, if possible. Shall I order lunch?”

      The pile of papers resumed its loathsome place in her heart, and her stomach curdled at the thought of food after her boozy night. Before she could answer, another startling gust ripped through the closed room. Actually, to call it a gust would be doing it a disservice—what rushed around them was nothing short of a whirlwind.

      It ripped the entire dossier of candidates out from under Louie’s hand and sent them showering down around their ears. While the executor was clearly unamused, Kelly couldn’t help but laugh as the room snowed with a chaos of documents. As they all came to rest on various parts of the floor, Louie pinched the bridge of his nose.

      “Dammit,” he hissed under his breath.

      Just then, Kelly’s phone buzzed in her pocket. She pulled it out, and raised an eyebrow at what had to be a spam number because it was all sixes.

      The 2 girls on top, the message read.

      “Sounds like porn,” she mumbled, and put the phone back in her pocket.

      “What’s that?”

      “Nothing,” she shrugged at him. “Wrong number, I guess.”
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      Kelly’s heels clicked loudly on the stone pathway as she hurried toward the main building of Othercross Judiciary. Even after working here for so long, she wasn’t exactly sure where to find her new boss.

      “Maybe I should have worn my white high tops with the pink laces,” she whispered absently, looking at her feet.

      The pearl pumps were so nice though, and they went with practically everything. If you looked good, it didn’t matter if you were running a few minutes late. Heels this nice demanded a slow, swinging step. Running in them would make her look like a bird trying to take off. She giggled to herself and clutched her bag even tighter to her side as she picked up her pace. Just a little.

      She really didn’t want to be late, it always just kind of…happened. Her eyes were drawn from the wide stones of the pathway up to the trees that lined it, the branches tracing web patterns across the dark sky. She had her head in the clouds again. The draw of the night was far stronger than her duty to her work.

      The minutes ticked by. Her new boss would most likely be waiting, but she decided to make a quick detour to see Ryan. Even though she had accepted the keys and moved into Hollow House officially, most of her stuff hadn’t made it over to the place. She would need some big, muscly help. Well…help, anyway.

      The sound of her heels echoed off the stone floors and walls. She turned down one of the hallways to the research area where Ryan usually hung out. She wasn’t even sure what he did but assumed it had to do with organizing files and compiling documents for other workers.

      “Hey, Ry?” she called as she poked her head through the big doors.

      She smiled brightly as he came around a stack of books, holding two massive tomes. He deposited them heavily on the nearby table and hurried over to give her a quick hug.

      “Hey! Aren’t you supposed to be starting your new gig tonight?”

      “I’ll get there,” she shrugged. “I was just hoping to catch you before you left…to ask for a favor. You know.”

      He laughed. “Yeah, I know. What do you need?”

      “I’ve still got stuff to move out of my room. I was hoping you and the band might be able to help me out a bit.”

      “Um, heavy lifting isn’t exactly my strong point.” He flickered his thin, delicate wings as if making a point.

      “But you’re so big and muscular!” she exclaimed, as if his insinuation of delicacy were simply absurd. They both managed to keep a straight face for all of five seconds. Peals of laughter burst from them.

      “Oh, Kelly!” Ryan put an arm around her, giving her a quick hug. “You never quit, do you?”

      “Nope. Not in my nature.”

      “So… What is your new internship all about? Is it more of the same as when you worked for Cora?”

      “No clue.” She shook her head.

      “Who’s your boss?”

      “Owyn Stahagan. I practiced saying that last name about a hundred times.”

      “Ohh, I hear he’s kind of a stick in the mud.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. I don’t think he’ll appreciate your sense of humor. Try to be on your best behavior, okay?”

      “I don’t like the sound of this.”

      “No, you have to give this a go, Kell,” Ryan said very seriously. “He has the reputation of being the very best curse breaker in Othercross. He’s got it all—power, talent, education, and creativity. If you work with him, you’ll learn a lot.”

      “Just don’t try and make him laugh, huh?”

      Ryan smiled. “I didn’t say his sense of humor was dead, just that he might not appreciate yours.”

      “Isn’t that the same thing?” Kelly asked, genuinely confused.

      “My dear girl.” Ryan stroked her cheek, shaking his head. “Don’t ever change. You are a gorgeous and unique creature.”

      “Aw, thanks!” Kelly brightened and hugged him. As she pulled back, her brow furrowed and she narrowed her eyes at him. “You know…that could be a thinly veiled jab.”

      Ryan grinned. “It could be.”

      “Look, forget that!” She waved away the banter. “How do I keep Owyn happy? I can’t lose this position, you know that.”

      Ryan shrugged. “He has a reputation for being a real curmudgeon, but if you stay out of trouble, he probably won’t fire you.”

      They stared at each other for a few seconds, like two cats daring each other to blink. They burst out laughing at exactly the same time.

      “Are you serious? Did you get out an old-timey dictionary to come up with that?”

      “Of course not,” Ryan sniffed. “Word-of-the-day calendar.”

      “Well, curmudgeon or not, I'd better not keep him waiting.” Kelly reached out and gave Ryan's hand a quick squeeze. “Thanks for helping me move.”

      “I didn’t actually agree to help and I haven’t started yet. You may regret asking!”

      “Never.” And she meant it. She had precious few men in her life she could count on, so she wanted him to know with certainty how much she appreciated him.

      Leaving Ryan to his books, Kelly headed off down the halls. Even though she should have known her way around the labyrinthine building by then, there were so many offices and hallways she had never explored. To make matters worse, the place was deserted at such a late hour so there wasn’t even anyone she could ask for directions.

      “Should've asked Ryan,” she muttered to herself. She was really late now, and starting to get nervous she would screw up totally on her first day.

      She turned a corner off the main hallway, hoping to find her way back to the foyer where she might find a map or another person. Failing that, Ryan. The hallway looked deserted but, as Kelly started down it, she saw a striking woman in a flowing, gauzy black dress hurrying toward her.

      “Hey!” Kelly called, waving. “Hi! Do you work here?”

      “No.” The witch shook her head, making her long, impossibly straight black hair undulate in hypnotic waves. Her dark eyes, which were rimmed in a dramatic smoky look, met Kelly's, giving off a hint of guardedness. “I'm a little lost myself.”

      Kelly smiled. “At least I'm not the only one. I'm Kelly.”

      She extended a hand and the other witch's cold, dry hand reminded her of a dead fish. It was all she could do to subdue the natural shudder that tried to crawl up her spine. Limp handshakes were a bugaboo of Kelly's.

      “Kalliope,” the witch said, glancing around as though she were hoping someone would come along and save her from further conversation with Kelly.

      “Don't suppose you passed Owyn Stahagan's office by any chance, did you?”

      Kalliope's hair undulated again. “Not that I recall. Do you know where to find Ronun Fluevog?”

      Kelly thought for a moment. “Isn't that a shoe designer or something?”

      Kalliope rolled her eyes. “Never mind.”

      Before Kelly could respond, the witch edged around her and strode quickly down the hall without a look back, the heels of her shoes echoing like gunshots. Kelly watched her go, shaking her head.

      “What's her deal?”

      After spending a second or two puzzling over the woman’s rude behavior, Kelly returned to her search for the correct office. I should have checked this out beforehand. It was one of those idle thoughts full of good advice she seldom followed… or that came too late.

      The high ceilings distorted the shadows and dragged the light into lines along the walls. Starlight glinted on the wall carvings and decorations in the hallway, giving Kelly the feeling of walking through an ancient tomb. It didn’t feel gloomy, though. It actually felt very comfortable and kind of familiar.

      Just as she was about to give up, she turned into a well-lit hallway. She almost cheered for joy when she realized she wasn’t alone—the hot, sexy security guard from the night before stood by an open door. Lettering on the door proclaimed it belonged to Owyn Stahagan. Thank the goddess!

      “Hey.” Kelly tried to sound sultry as she sashayed up to the handsome guard.

      No one she'd set her eyes on had ever been able to resist her—and she was proud of the fact she'd never had to use magic to attract them. She was used to getting what she wanted. If the intense vibe she'd sensed from this dude meant anything, he wanted her too. Slipping in a bit closer, she laid her hand on his bulging arm and waited for him to respond.

      When he looked up, his eyes were hard, his expression sharp. She immediately snatched her hand back, realizing the intensity radiating off him might not be lust at all. He genuinely seemed pissed at her.

      “Timely as ever,” he snapped. He barely looked at her, sweeping his eyes up and then back to the floor.

      How could he possibly know she was usually—okay, always—late, and what the hell had she ever done to him that would justify his snarkiness? She'd never met him before the baby shower, she was sure of that. No way would she forget a guy this cute, especially if he’d resisted her advances this way.

      “Um, do I know you?” she asked, extending her hand to him. “I'm Kelly.”

      The guard looked down at it as if it was covered in dog crap. “Ronun,” he growled, ignoring her hand.

      That name sounded familiar, and then it hit her. “Ronun Fluevog?”

      He blinked in surprise, before she could ask any more questions, a striking older warlock appeared at the open door. He wasn’t good-looking like the security guard, but he carried a tremendous amount of presence.

      “You must be Owyn!”

      Ignoring the surly guard, Kelly stepped forward, eagerly holding out her hand to shake. He stared at her hand for a moment, then looked up to her face. His serious expression slowly strangled her smile. She probably shouldn’t have used his first name.

      “You're Miss Holloway, I presume?”

      “That’s me. I’m so pleased to meet you!”

      Kelly put on her brightest smile and pushed her enthusiasm to the limit. She wanted to make a good impression and her particular brand of charm rarely failed.

      “You’re late.”

      His expression remained implacable. He just…stared at her. The guard shifted and Kelly frowned, sure that she could see a smile twitching on his lips. His full, kissable lips.

      “Yeah, about that,” she said hesitantly. “I had to coordinate moving and then I got lost and this witch stopped me in the hall—”

      “Miss Holloway,” he interrupted. “I’m not interested in your excuses. Apologize, so we can get to work.”

      Apologize?

      “Um…”

      “Miss Holloway.”

      It was a statement—a command, really. He didn’t raise his voice, didn’t get angry. He simply remained in the doorway, a point of resistance she could not overcome with her bubbly personality and charm. Her stomach twisted in her gut. She'd relied on charm her whole life. If it wasn’t going to work on him, she might be in real trouble.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, the words coming out a bit like a question.

      Owyn's stern expression softened, though, and he gave her a curt nod.

      “Good. I’m here to help you, Kelly, not the other way around. I want you to understand I’m working in your best interests. That being said, I have important work to do and I can’t waste time running around after you. Plenty of people would love this position. Remember that.”

      “Okay,” she said, in a small voice. “I’m sorry.” She really was.

      “Excellent.” Owyn waved a hand as he stepped aside, inviting her in. “We should get started.”
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      Kelly left the Judiciary with a heavy sigh. The first day of any job was exhausting, but it had been a rough night. It wasn’t like she’d had to do any heavy lifting or tiring, boring work like filing. Just the fact that she had to keep her mouth shut and listen was rough enough for Kelly.

      She sighed again as she picked her way down the dark path to get to her car. It had been a long night, and it wasn’t over yet. Technically, it was morning now, but a party girl like Kelly said it was still party time so long as the sun hadn’t yet come out.

      The roads were deserted as she headed toward her old place. All she really wanted was to sleep, but she couldn’t do that without her bed. She figured it would be easy enough to move the mattress herself and leave the rest until she had Ryan’s help.

      It didn't take long for her to realize she'd underestimated the task. The mattress was big and soft, making it hard to move. A bit of heaving and shoving quickly proved that she was going to need magic for this. Now that she’d come this far, she wasn’t going to give up. She needed some sleep, dammit!

      It was obvious the huge thing wouldn't fit out the window, so she had to navigate the stairs backward so she could maintain eye contact while levitating the mattress down the steps. When she got it to the car, she set it down gently on the roof, locking it in place with a thought.

      A couple of times on the way back to Hollow House, she forgot about keeping it still and almost lost it on the corners. That was what she got for being a speed demon in her old clunker. She was relieved to pull up in the massive driveway and lift the thing through the wide main doors.

      I’ll just whisk it upstairs and then I can finally lie down! It felt strange to be awake at this ungodly hour and be completely sober. Normally, when she saw the wrong side of the dawn, she was still stuck in full-time party mode.

      She stifled a yawn as she came into the foyer, losing her focus for a moment. The mattress suddenly fell, slamming into the hardwood floor, raising an enormous dust cloud.

      “What the hell?” she whispered.

      She looked around suspiciously, but she was the only one in the room. The yawn must have broken the spell. She shook her head then stretched out her hand, trying to lift the mattress again. It remained stubbornly on the floor.

      Just as she looked around herself again, all the drawers in a nearby cabinet opened and slammed shut again loudly. Books shot out from shelves and statues rocked as if a firm hand was trying to knock them over.

      “Hey!” she yelled. “What’s the deal?”

      The commotion settled but didn’t stop. The little ripple of energy which flowed around the room, teasing the furniture, had the air of a child caught deep in a tantrum. Kelly frowned as she tried to magic the mattress again, but it was no good. The thing was grounded.

      Swearing in fury, she grabbed one end and tried valiantly to shove it up the stairs. After a lot of shoving and panting—and more swearing—she’d made it up a few steps before swearing even more as she fell into a heap on top of the mattress. She sighed in defeat. There'd be no rest for her anytime soon.

      “What are you doing?”

      Kelly squealed in surprise at the unfamiliar voice and jumped to her feet. Spinning around to face the entrance to the kitchen, she was more than surprised to see a tall, strapping vampire watching her. He was utterly gorgeous, with high cheekbones, electric blue eyes, and thick waves of hair that looked dark in the half-light. The most striking thing about him was his lack of a shirt. His arms were folded over his bare chest, barely obscuring the view of his bulging pecs and rippling abs. Snug black leather pants showed off his muscular legs and narrow hips. Even though he was facing her, Kelly suspected his ass was just as hot as the rest of him.

      “Um…” She struggled to find words, any words.

      He smirked with lush lips and shook his head.

      “I’m Nathan. And you are?”

      “This is my house!” she blurted, without thinking. Apparently, she still hadn't recovered her faculties over the surprise appearance of the most beautiful vampire in the known universe.

      “Hi, This-is-my-house. How do you do?” His smirk turned into a sardonic grin.

      “I-I’m Kelly. Kelly Holloway.”

      “Ah, that explains a lot.”

      She'd finally regained some of her senses—if sass counted as a sense. “Mind if I ask… Who the hell are you?”

      “I thought we'd already established that. I’m Nathan. Nathan D’Orlock. I live in the basement.”

      “The…basement?” There was too much information flying at Kelly for her to think very quickly. “Wait, you live here?”

      “Did I stutter the first time?”

      Ooh, snarky. She liked him immediately.

      “But…Louie never mentioned you.”

      He sniffed. “The Holloway coven isn't exactly thrilled I can come and go as I please when they can't even keep this place rented. You see, the house and I came to an understanding centuries ago, so…”

      “And you live in the basement?”

      His sigh was full of impatience at having to repeat himself to the dolt of a witch daring to move in. He didn't even bother answering.

      “Isn’t it, like, dark and dingy down there?” Kelly asked.

      He shrugged. “I like it that way. Vampire’s Paradise.”

      “Oh! Does that mean you sleep in a coffin?”

      He looked annoyed for all of five seconds before shaking his head. “You’ve seen too many movies.”

      “Well, you do kind of look like…” Kelly paused, drawing a mental blank on the name of the character in that old vampire movie.

      “Brad Pitt?”

      “Yes!”

      “I’m flattered.” He gave a low bow, every muscle glowing like he'd freshly oiled his upper half.

      The moment stretched out. They didn’t take their eyes off each other. As shocking as his appearance—not to mention living situation—was, Kelly felt a strong connection binding them together. A smile curved her lips as her eyes devoured this mouthwatering piece of man meat standing boldly in front of her. Just as she was about to give him her best come-hither look, the mattress slid down the stairs and almost knocked her off balance.

      “Hey!” she snapped at the house. “Could you not, already?”

      The drawers started banging open and shut again. The statues all wobbled like they were about to fall. A few of the window shutters slammed and Kelly sensed annoyance rising in the air around her as if the house were literally pressing its will against her.

      “Better do what she says,” Nathan said in a warning tone. “This is just a baby tantrum. Wait until she pulls a big one.”

      “But what the hell is she saying?”

      “Damned if I know. You’re the Holloway.”

      This time Kelly’s sigh sounded more like a groan. Like she didn’t have enough to deal with, now she had to worry about hurting her house’s feelings!

      “Anyway,” she said, the long night of work catching up to her fast. “Sorry if I seemed weird before, I just didn't know the house came with a built-in roommate.”

      Nathan shrugged. “Well, now you know. And I wouldn't consider myself a 'roommate,' as such, since I don't pay rent. I’ve been sleeping in the basement for years and I don’t plan on moving any time soon. You'll be pleased to know I don’t make much noise though.”

      His lush lips quirked into something that resembled a smile. As feeble as it was, it was enough to make Kelly's heart pound. Just as she started to feel like touching him, a massive tome fell off a high shelf and thumped to the floor.

      “Oh, all right!” she snapped. “Have it your way!”

      The house didn’t answer, but she didn’t really expect it to. The only thought in her mind was asking Nathan to help her with the mattress. If she didn’t lie down soon, she was going to fall asleep standing up.

      “Hey, Nathan, would you—”

      Music jangled through the foyer. Kelly groaned, covering her face with one hand.

      “What now? What’s that music?”

      “It’s the theme from The Exorcist and it’s the doorbell. Want me to get it? You kinda have your hands full.”

      “Sure, yeah.”

      Kelly sat down on the bottom step, shoving the mattress back against the wall. Would the surprises never stop?

      Nathan opened the door to reveal a short girl with long brown hair in a neat, low ponytail. She was dressed casually, though well-presented. Her bright smile turned into a slack-jawed look of shock as she saw a shirtless Nathan standing in the doorway. He let the moment drag on, smirking at her reaction.

      “H-hi. I mean, um…hello? I, uh, I'm looking for Kelly Holloway? My name is…” The poor girl paused and Kelly was certain she'd forgotten her own name at the sight of Nathan's blazing hotness. “Sandy Bink!”

      “You’re in the right place.” Nathan stepped to the side, letting her into the foyer.

      Oh, shit! She’d set up interviews for roommates. How could she have forgotten? For a brief moment she covered her face with her hands again and thought about copping out, but in the end, she stood and held out a hand with a smile.

      “Hi, Sandy. I’m Kelly Holloway. Let’s go sit in the kitchen and talk.”

      Sandy froze and looked around her frantically. “What's that?”

      “What?”

      “Do you hear that?” she whispered, stepping backward toward the door.

      Kelly shot Nathan a questioning look, but he merely shrugged and leaned against the wall. He seemed amused.

      “What?” Kelly asked Sandy.

      “You don’t hear it?” The poor girl's eyes were as wide as saucers and all the color had drained from her face. The smell of panic grew thick in the foyer.

      “Are you okay?” Kelly asked, reaching out to touch Sandy's arm.

      Her only answer was a bloodcurdling scream. She waved her hands around her head frantically, as though she was batting away something.

      “Wasps!” she screamed, flailing against imaginary bugs.

      “Sandy, there are no wa—”

      “Big as cats!” Sandy shouted as she turned and fled out the door, her arms gyrating madly as she disappeared into the blooming dawn.

      “What the hell was that?” Kelly asked Nathan.

      He didn't have time to reply before a slender young woman with a slick cap of black hair poked her head warily through the door.

      “Is this…Hollow House?”

      “It is!” Kelly rushed to shake her would-be roomie's hand, eager for this interview to go better than the last. “I’m Kelly. Come in.”

      The girl looked around the foyer, then glanced behind her in the direction Sandy had run. Kelly smiled reassuringly.

      There was a loud popping noise and everyone jumped. Kelly gasped and Nathan had to hide a chuckle behind one hand. The girl—Kelly didn't even know her name yet—caught sight of herself in one of the many cabinet mirrors and screamed.

      Her slick, short black hair had been turned into an absolutely massive bright green afro. She tugged on it, but it didn’t come off because it wasn't a wig. She shot a confused glare at Kelly before running off in the same direction Sandy had gone.

      “Is it always like this?” Kelly asked, slumping against the ornately carved banister.

      Nathan gave a casual shrug Kelly already recognized. “Sometimes. The old girl's opinionated.”

      Kelly scowled, fury rising in her. She had been awake for far too long now and wasn’t prepared to deal with a sentient house having a hissy fit. Before she could voice her anger, there was a light knock on the door and a pretty red-headed woman in a neat pink suit appeared on the porch.

      “Not again,” Kelly muttered to herself as she turned to greet the newcomer.

      “Hello,” this one said, smiling politely. “I’m here to see Kelly Holloway?”

      “Well, come on in,” Kelly said with a resigned sigh. “If you dare.”

      “I’m sorry?” A look of uncertainty flashed across her face. “Am I in the right place?”

      “Yes, sorry,” Kelly said, hurrying to shake her hand. “By all means, let's talk.”

      Nathan and Kelly exchanged expectant glances, then looked around the room as they waited for the inevitable screaming of hell demons to ooze from the walls.

      Nothing happened. The woman looked between Kelly and Nathan as if they might be deranged and tried to smile.

      “I’m Aurora. Aurora Rhonelle. We did have an appointment, right?”

      “Uh huh.” Kelly stared absently at the ceiling, looking for monster spiders or flying monkeys. “Nice to meet you.”

      The house remained silent. It wasn’t like a drawn breath, waiting for chaos to be released. It felt calm, like a smooth sea at sunset.

      “Nathan?” she asked, hesitantly.

      “I think this one might be a winner.”

      “Thank fuck for that.”

      “Language,” Aurora muttered.

      “Sorry,” Kelly said automatically, still distracted by the house. Even though it seemed calm now, she didn't trust it.

      “Someone mind telling me what's going on here?” Aurora started to look around furtively.

      “It appears…absolutely nothing. Let’s make some coffee and I’ll explain everything.”

      Nathan smirked as the women headed for the kitchen. “Good luck with that,” he whispered.
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      Friday night. Party night!

      Not anymore, Kelly thought with a sigh. She had the same thought so often these days that she barely recognized herself. This night only reinforced the split from her usual version of reality and she wasn’t happy about it.

      Instead of hitting the club, slamming cocktails, and finding a gorgeous guy to take home, she was striding through the halls of the Judiciary on her way to meet with Louie, the executor her new house didn't seem to like very much. Which was precisely why he'd wanted to meet at the Judiciary instead of Hollow House. At least avoiding real work brought a modicum of relief from the fact that her life had changed so much in other ways.

      Surprisingly enough, talking to Louie seemed slightly less boring than listening to Owyn, and she had a good excuse. He needed to talk to her about the house and her roommates… Well, really the house’s roommates. It didn’t look like anyone who lived there was going to get a say either way.

      When she stepped into the crowded cafeteria, her eyes swept the room. Out of habit, she jutted out a hip and swished her hair. Another sigh broke free from her lips as she realized she was acting as if she'd just hit a club dance floor. Luckily, no one paid her an iota of attention.

      The cafeteria wasn't particularly well-lit—at least not in the corners. She'd always wondered why, but suspected it had something to do with the large number of vamps who worked there. The dimness made it difficult to see clearly who was lurking in the shadows, and as sure as she was that Louie would make himself seen, she decided to take a lap, just in case. Owyn had only given her thirty minutes for lunch and she didn't want to spend the entire time waiting around.

      As she cruised the room, she spotted Ronun Fluevog in a corner booth with the dark, rude witch from the other night. Kalliope something. She sure didn’t look lost now. She looked like she had a firm hold on Ronun and wasn’t prepared to let go. To Kelly’s surprise, something like jealousy ate at her insides as she watched Kalliope smile charmingly and lightly touch Ronun's hand. She couldn’t resist getting a bit closer to hear what they were talking about.

      Just as she was getting anxious one of them might turn around and accuse her of eavesdropping, Ronun raised his voice. Kelly kept walking, grateful she could catch snippets of conversation without getting accused of being a busybody.

      “I’m telling you—” His voice dropped low enough she couldn't catch the rest, then he got louder again. “When she touched me—” More mumbling before she heard his final word. “Weird.”

      Who was touching Ronun? The weird jealous feeling hit her again and this time she ran with it. Slowing down a little as she passed them, she strained to hear everything, hoping for more details on who was touching him and why it was weird.

      “I don’t know,” Kalliope snapped, as rude as she'd been to Kelly.

      “Isn’t that what I paid ten grand for?” he snapped back.

      Kelly couldn’t linger to hear more without giving herself away, so she moved off toward some empty tables, her mind spinning over the overheard conversation. She no longer felt jealous at all. Clearly they were having a business meeting of some kind, but that was a hell of a lot of money. Exactly what services did Ronun want a witch like Kalliope to perform? Matchmaking? Some witches specialized in love potions, though Kelly had always considered that cheating.

      She passed by the counter and got a blueberry muffin to nibble while she waited for Louie. Ronun’s words still echoed in her mind as she grabbed a table. Picking at the muffin, she wondered when—no, if—Owyn would ever let her perform any truly exciting curse breaking work. Probably not, judging by his gruffness with her. Giving up on the muffin, she considered doing another lap to see if she could gather more intel on Ronun, but that's when Louie finally arrived.

      And boy, he didn't look very happy to see her. He was frowning so hard his brows almost met in the center of his face and his mouth twisted downward. When he saw her, she could practically feel his energy focusing on her like a bolt of pure frustration.

      “Hi, Louie!” She tried an eager tone, hoping to disarm him.

      Instead, his eyebrows shot up to his non-existent hairline and his mouth twisted sideways instead of down.

      “Kelly.” It was only one word, but it was delivered with a finality that made her stomach lurch.

      When did this become my life? All because I had to help out a friend and keep an innocent man from punishment. If this is what you get for being a hero, no wonder we don’t have many.

      As Louie opened with a dressing-down, her thoughts wandered off like a dog from a broken leash. Her “crime” of casting an unsanctioned truth spell in open court was the reason for her being thrust into indentured servitude at the OCJ. It had nothing to do with Louie being on her ass. Louie was on her ass because she had inherited a house with the auric strength of a spiritual grandmaster—and the mental stability of a three-year-old.

      “Are you listening to me?” Louie snapped.

      “Of course, I am!” Kelly said with enough indignance to cover the fact that she had not, in fact, been listening.

      “Okay, I’ll start again, since it’s obvious you weren’t listening.”

      Even though Kelly’s instinct was to deny it, she decided to keep her mouth shut. Think of it as a lesson in restraint. Maybe I’m growing up. Only seconds passed before she rebelled against the idea. The part of her determined to prove it false almost bolted from the cafeteria to find the nearest party.

      “Kelly,” Louie growled a warning.

      “I’m listening.” She snapped her eyes onto his face, determined to engage.

      He sighed. “I’ve been talking to Nathan and…”

      “Yeah!” She burst in. “What’s the deal there? You never told me I already had a roommate. I didn’t realize I was inheriting a vampire as well as a house.”

      “I apologize,” he said, without looking the least bit apologetic. “I didn’t think of it. He’s just such a part of the place he’s almost like a piece of furniture.”

      “I’m sure he’d be overjoyed at the comparison,” she muttered.

      Louie's soft chuckle lifted Kelly’s spirits a bit. If she could get him laughing, he wouldn’t be able to chew her out. Before she could pull out some truly hilarious material, his expression grew serious.

      “No, don’t try to distract me, young lady. I gave you those applications in a certain order. The first few people were the most suitable. You can’t just go off the reservation and take in whoever you want…”

      “Wait, hold up. Are you telling me my opinion doesn’t matter at all?” She squinted at him confidently, waiting for the conversation to take its inevitable turn.

      “Of course, it does,” he sputtered. “But I’d expect you to carefully consider things before turning away suitable candidates. Did I hear the story right? The two girls with the best references actually ran out of there screaming?”

      “Your source is good,” Kelly said, sarcastically, “but not well-enough informed. I didn’t do a thing to them and neither did Nathan. The house chased them away.”

      “What?” he whispered.

      She shrugged. “That’s what I was getting at, Louie. My opinion doesn’t matter. Neither does yours. The house doesn’t give a damn. It chooses who it wants, and you of all people should know that.”

      He was silent for a moment, staring into the tabletop like it was a portal he could fall through. When he looked back up at her, he was still very clearly annoyed, but kind of dismayed as well.

      “I thought you might have had some influence over it. Are you sure you gave those young ladies a proper chance? If you liked them, the house might have as well.”

      Kelly snorted. “I didn’t get a chance to give them a chance! The house attacked them the second they stepped across the threshold.”

      It was the truth, but Louie narrowed his eyes. “Almost anyone would be better than a necromancer, Kelly. Just because the house liked her doesn’t mean that you had to.”

      “Look, I'd had a really long night. I didn’t think.”

      “No, you didn’t!” Louie raised his voice, glaring at her. “Hollow House is a serious responsibility and I’m not convinced you’re up to the task.”

      “Damn, I’m sorry, okay? I’m still just finding my feet here, and—”

      Louie sighed and waved a loose hand. “Girls like you always have plenty of excuses. We all know enough about you, Kelly. This behavior is disappointing, but I have to say I’m not really surprised.”

      “Excuse me?”

      Kelly’s exhaustion from all the recent events made it tough to follow what he was going on about. She hadn't even had a second to soften the sudden blows of Louie’s anger.

      “We’ll have to rethink the situation,” he said. “Obviously, you can’t be left in charge. You’re—”

      “She’s what?”

      A deep, rumbling voice cut off Louie’s sentence at the exact same moment a thick shadow fell across the table. Kelly looked up in alarm, expecting to see something huge and frightening, like a huge bat or a stone warrior or—

      “Ronun,” Louie snapped. “This isn’t your business.”

      “I’m making it my business.”

      Kelly was in awe of his tone. It wasn’t aggressive, yet it dripped with menace. Ronun stood there very politely, with an even look, but his shadow and tone of voice emanated threat the same way a slavering werewolf does right before a full moon.

      “Look, Ronun—” Louie tried again.

      Ronun shook his head, ignoring Louie’s words. “As you can see, the poor girl is shaking.”

      Kelly looked down at her hands. She was surprised to find she was actually shaking. But she had a feeling Louie wasn't the cause.

      “Whatever your ‘business’ with her is, I think you should back off for now until you both calm down.”

      “But—”

      Louie looked around as if for support, finally turning back to Ronun’s calm, cold smile. He stood up in a huff and shoved his chair back with a loud screech.

      “We’ll talk later, Kelly,” he muttered before striding away.

      “Hey, thanks for sticking up for me like that,” she said, genuinely grateful for his intervention.

      She reached out to touch his arm but Ronun violently pulled it away, giving her a hard look.

      “Forget about it. I didn’t do it for you. It's my job.”

      Kelly watched his back—and his really great ass—as he walked away, back to Kalliope. Her mind twisted into a pretzel over this guy. Just when she thought he actually liked her, he bit her head off!

      “Hey, new girl!”

      A bright voice distracted her before her thoughts could get truly tangled. She looked up into Holly’s face with relief.

      “Hi, old chick. It’s nice to finally see a smiling face tonight.”

      “I’d say the same, but you aren’t smiling.”

      Holly grinned and dropped into the seat across from her. Kelly quickly warmed up, returning the smile.

      “So, I’ve got something else that will cheer you up.”

      “Yeah?” Kelly leaned forward, eager for anything happy.

      “A bunch of freshly turned vamps are throwing a party tonight. Wanna go?”

      Kelly's bubble of joy burst. “Can't. Have to work.”

      “No problem. These are vampires, Kelly. They're known for staying up pretty late.”

      A week earlier, Kelly would have been slobbering at the chance to party with some hot, young vamps, but the last few days—correction, nights—had really taken a toll on her energy level. She was about to decline when she noticed Ronun slyly watching them.

      “I'm in!” she said much louder than was strictly necessary—unless she wanted Ronun to overhear.

      “Great! I'm going home for a power nap. I'll text you the address. Meet you there later?”

      “You bet. It’s just what I need right now. Nice to know I’m still in demand.”

      “It wouldn’t be a party without you, new girl.”

      Kelly grinned as Holly left the room, knowing that Ronun had to have heard their conversation. At least he now knew that plenty of people appreciated her company, even if he was determined not to be one of them.
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      Thanks to her bum steer of an evening back in the dining hall, the party was in full swing by the time Kelly poked her nose in. Which was exactly how she liked it. There were very few things she hated more than standing around doing what she could to drink a party’s lame early birds into objects of interest.

      She rolled up on a house already thumping with music and crackling with boozy conversation. That familiar tingle warmed her stomach. She was in her element.

      After being thoroughly snubbed by Ronun after he so chivalrously rescued her from Louie's ire, she would have dearly loved a cry of familiarity to rise up as she walked into the main room. “Hey, everybody, look! Kelly’s here! Hooraaaaaaay!!” While that might have soothed her bruised ego a bit, there was also serious comfort in the anonymity a party allowed. Unless she wanted to be noticed, that is.

      “Hey, girl!” Thankfully, Ryan's glowing, familiar face appeared from the mass of sweaty dancers. “I was wondering when you were going to show up!”

      At least somebody was happy to see her.

      “Shouldn’t The Night Sparrows be playing or something?”

      “We’re between sets,” he shrugged, the wings poking through his fiery red suede jacket glistened in the half-light. “Honestly, though, house music is good enough for this crowd. Honey, these folks are dee-runk!”

      “Then I’m behind.” Kelly flashed her best party girl smile.

      “Not for long. Now that you’re here, the party can finally get started.”

      They elbowed their way to the kitchen, where the countertop was groaning under the weight of more bottles than seemed reasonable for the number of partygoers. Impressive feat.

      “Jeez,” she whispered hungrily at the sight of it.

      “Oh, don’t worry.” Ryan flapped a hand as he spilled out shots for them. “There’s more over there.” Kelly looked to see the dining table glittering with a similar load. “And a keg in the basement.”

      She had already downed her first shot, then swallowed another in short order. Letting out a whoop, she looked among the bottles and plucked up one about two-thirds empty. Hey, she was trying to be responsible, what with her new job and all.

      “What are we doing up here,” she asked. “Lead me to this keg of which you speak!”

      The words pealed from her throat like a battle cry. A chorus of cheers went up around her. That was the affirmation she'd been looking for.

      Kelly Fucking Holloway is here, bitches! You better look out!

      In full truth, she was the one on the lookout. As they wove their way through the dancers swaying under the swell of thumping canned music, she kept more than the corner of her eye trained for Ronun’s shape. A little sizzle in her stomach told her she’d know it in an instant. Then again, maybe it was just the booze sitting on what little she had eaten before heading out.

      Not for nothing, but…she looked cute.

      Okay, so maybe her little tête-à-tête with Louie wasn’t the only reason she was late. After work, she'd scurried home to turn herself out for what remained of the evening. Party gear was one of her specialties. She loved few things more than turning as many heads as she could.

      The skirt was short enough to be immodest, but long enough to keep her from being outright vulgar. She was a lady, after all. Her sheer black thigh-highs came up just high enough to reveal a broad ribbon of pale flesh below her hemline. That ribbon managed to catch a number of eyes as she and Ryan skipped down the stairs to the basement.

      Basements were her favorite places at a party. There was something illicit about the very location which thrilled her. Plus, the cool—often damp—walls were a welcome reprieve from the muggy hedonism of the dance floor. Which she had every intention of visiting as soon as she was drunk enough to capitalize on it.

      “Madam,” Ryan said in an affected accent. He swept his arm majestically toward the iced keg. “Your chariot awaits.”

      It was surrounded by a clutch of well-built shifters, all of whom devoured Kelly with their eyes as she sauntered up. Relishing the attention, she added a little swing to her hips and leaned forward just a hair to show off the ample peek of cleavage her top offered.

      “I don’t suppose one of you could pour me a beer?”

      The helpless damsel bit was one of her favorite modes. It sent the group of drunken, beefy shifters fumbling over themselves to fill her a cup. Just behind them, a trio of female shifters hung back, firing daggers at Kelly through narrowed eyes.

      Tough luck, girls. Maybe next year.

      The beer was cold and far too foamy, in the way it always was at house parties. Still, another belt of liquor cut through the burbly atmosphere. Kelly started to feel like herself.

      “Thanks.”

      She somehow managed to bat her eyes and smolder at the men simultaneously before turning back to Ryan. He had also been helping himself to glimpses of the rippling flesh their deeply unbuttoned shirts revealed.

      “Girl,” he smirked, “you are trouble.”

      “Am I?” She batted her eyes at him mockingly.

      “Let’s get you out of here before those three leopards decide to take you apart.”

      “I'd like to see 'em try,” Kelly said.

      For some reason, she was spoiling for a fight. Or a good one-night stand. Something to get her blood pumping.

      “Time for me to fly. I’ve got my next set in a minute.”

      “Hang on.”

      She tugged at his lapel, winked, and downed the rest of her beer. Traipsing back over to the keg, she made a show of filling her own beer, bending over far enough for the short skirt to do its work. A whole basement of meatheads did their best not to get caught looking, while whatever women they'd been chatting up fumed.

      If Kelly knew one thing, it was how to make a splash. Besides, just because she hadn’t picked Ronun out of the crowd didn’t mean he wasn’t around.

      Ugh! Why am I thinking about him? Especially with so many cute boys here.

      She surveyed the array of faces, some of them coupled with jealous-looking women of various magical stripes. In her heart, Kelly suspected she could have had any one of them she wanted. And she wouldn’t even have to cast a spell to get them.

      Back upstairs, Ryan was almost immediately dragged away by his band mates. They looked a bit grumpy that he had gone for a little stroll, but he just rolled his eyes at Kelly and shrugged. The packed room grew even tighter as The Night Sparrows kicked it into gear. As much as she loved listening to them wail, Kelly wasn’t in the mood to get crushed. Not like that, anyway.

      As much as she was looking to do a bit of making out—maybe more, if the night went well—she kept scanning for that particular, dark-edged face. For whatever reason, rather than softening her desire for him, the booze intensified it. The drunker she got, the more she wanted to see Ronun.

      After casing the joint, it became well and truly evident he wasn’t anywhere to be found.

      “Oh, well,” she muttered to herself. “Screw ‘im.”

      She tipped her purloined liquor bottle and drained it to the last drop. What were the chances some tight-assed security guard was going to come to a raging vampire party anyway? His idea of a fun night probably consisted of hanging around, guarding stupid buildings. Whatever.

      Music pealed out in a massive, throaty hum and rattled the walls. As much as another cold beer would have been welcome, Kelly didn’t relish the thought of pushing her way back across the crowd to get to the basement steps.

      Standing in the kitchen doorway, it seemed as though the entire party had migrated into the main room to listen to Ryan and his band play. So much for them only wanting thumpa-thumpa dance beats.

      Instead, she turned her attention back to the castle of bottles on the table. It was her kingdom and she was the lone queen of it. Plunking her empty around the suburbs, she hunted into the center of the city for her prize. It had been cute of her to think that the bottom third of a bottle was going to serve for the night.

      Nope, the party animal was out. And it was thirsty!

      “Half a bottle of whiskey?” she said aloud. “Don’t mind if I do!”

      As the music poured over her in the empty kitchen, she drifted into a slow dance. It was for nobody but her—more a celebration of her body under the rhythm of her friend’s band than anything. It felt great. Sometimes being alone in a crowd was just what she wanted.

      In truth, she often felt that way, but it was rare that she felt like celebrating it.

      “Damn.”

      Startled, she turned to see a sultry vampire hanging loosely in the doorway, watching her. His eyelids were at half-mast and he swayed ever so slightly on his feet.

      “Right back atchya,” she growled.

      In the stage she was at—seduction—it was the only voice she had available. The part of the evening where she was going to make out with someone had arrived, and it looked like this handsome fellow just might be the lucky winner.

      “I was just, uh…” he leaned unsteadily against the door frame, “looking for a drink?”

      There was something uncertain about him. Perfect. His hair was pulled back, revealing that distinctive widow’s peak so common among his kind. A pair of crystal blue eyes peered out from behind those lazy lids and she offered herself to their bleary gaze.

      “Well,” she said, stepping aside to gesture to the little monarchy she had claimed on the table. “Help yourself.”

      Yeah, the words dripped with innuendo—so what? She was there to live life to the fullest. Besides, what was that old song about loving the one you’re with? The one with all the ‘do doos’ in it? Anyway, it wasn’t that she loved him—or anyone, for that matter—but she sure as hell wouldn’t mind kissing him. That’s what nights like this one were for, after all.

      What good was that great big house of hers if she couldn’t bring somebody back to it? It was a hell of a lot more impressive than her little dorm room anyway. Provided it would let this drunk lothario across the threshold…

      “Hmm,” he hummed as he approached the table, doing a lousy job of pretending that a drink was what he was walking over for. “Let me see.”

      It was impossible to say who started it. They found each other in the way that drunk people do, pressing their mouths onto each other with precious little care as to spectators who might be lurking around. Was it sloppy? Yes. Was it what she was after? Kinda. It’d do, anyway.

      As the vampire draped his arms around her, she reached up into his mouth with her tongue, hoping to find a trace of Ronun anywhere. Unable to chase him out of her mind, she just surrendered to it. Besides, she wasn’t really sober enough to manage much else. Since she wasn’t going to remember him in the morning anyway, she might as well make him whoever she wanted.

      Maybe Henry Cavill would pay her fantasy life a call?

      Then, just like that, she found herself making out with…nobody. Vampires could turn themselves into mist and bats and shit, right? Still, it seemed like a funny time for the guy to go pulling that kind of trick. Things were just getting good.

      She opened her eyes to see where her chosen rando had disappeared to, but the world spun. Like, hard. Maybe coming back up and pounding half a bottle of whiskey on top of whatever else she’d swallowed wasn’t such a good idea. Had the first one been tequila? Who could say?

      Someone turned out the lights and she tipped backward. The last thing she felt was being caught by a pair of remarkably strong, almost familiar arms.

      Wait, Ryan's still playing, right?
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      Thump thump thump thump.

      It was unclear how long someone had been knocking on the door before she woke up to hear it. Her phone said it was past noon, and she rejoiced that she had managed to sleep through the first wave of her hangover. Hopefully, coffee would squelch the little pangs flirting with her temples.

      Thump! Thump! Thump!

      Ugh! Where was Nathan? Sure, it was noon and all, but he should be capable of answering a door—or at least telling the unwanted visitor to go to hell. Besides, what kind of heathen went around pounding on people’s doors on a Saturday?

      Wait.

      Saturday?

      Oh, shit.

      THUMP THUMP THUMP THUMP THUMP!

      Kelly scrambled out of bed, still in her party clothes from the night before. The leggings had scrunched down during sleep and hung baggy around her knees, but who was she trying to impress? As soon as she was on her feet, the full flush of her hangover unfurled and her stomach twisted into a knot. This was going to be a great day.

      “I’m coming,” she called as she bundled herself down the stairs, scrunching her skirt down as she did.

      When she yanked open the heavy door, a blast of bright, early afternoon light seared into her skull, and she held a hand up to shield her eyes.

      “Woah.” Even in the harsh light, she could see Ryan and the rest of The Night Sparrows lingering on her porch. “You had a banner one last night, didn’t you?”

      “One for the books,” Kelly groaned. “Sorry to keep you waiting.”

      “Yeah, well.” He sized her up. “You know that most people function in the daytime, right?”

      “I told you, I’m working nights now.”

      It was a weak excuse. She knew that he knew she hadn’t been working.

      “Are you guys gonna keep chatting or can we start bringing this stuff in?”

      Trevor, the bassist, was no-nonsense. Not a hostile bone in his body, but not much of a sense of humor either. Regardless, Kelly liked him. He was fun to mess with.

      “Sorry,” she said, in no mood to play just yet.

      She stepped sheepishly out of the way, and the band started lugging all her crap inside. Where did one find friends like that anyway? They’d packed her out of her place and brought it all over while she was sleeping off a party that they'd played at.

      I’m gonna have to get them a card or something.

      “Afternoon,” Lurella said, nudging something with her toe. “Want us to bring this in too? Not the kind of thing you leave on the porch.”

      The keyboardist stepped aside and Kelly’s jaw dropped. It was the gargoyle from Cora’s office. Her sneering buddy.

      “Oh, wow,” Kelly mumbled.

      “You can say that again,” Ryan said, plopping his box down and hovering over her shoulder. “Cora is gonna shit bricks if she finds out you stole that thing from her office, even if she's on maternity leave.”

      “But I didn’t!”

      Right?

      “Well, it didn’t fly here, girl. So…”

      He let the implication hang and went out to nab more stuff to bring in. At least he had the good manners to not look her in the face when he insinuated that she was an alcoholic thief. So, thanks for that.

      To be fair, Kelly had done crazier things that she didn’t remember, but she felt certain she would have remembered this. After all, she would have had to get herself into Cora’s office after a house party. That was a big adventure for someone who should have just sat down on the couch with some water, aspirin, and a sleeve of saltines.

      The next few hours dragged by as Kelly helped unload her junk. What kind of moron drank like a fish the night—scratch that, the morning—she was moving into a new place? A total moron. But at least her friends were there, and she would be forever grateful they didn't give her too much shit for all the breaks she took. At one point, she slumped next to the gargoyle and rested her head on its shoulder for a super-fast power nap.

      “Ummm, hello?”

      A young red-headed witch stood uneasily gazing down at her.

      Double shit!

      Kelly had slated roommate interviews for that afternoon. What the hell had she been thinking going out and getting plastered with so many items on her agenda? What next? Had she scheduled an exterminator too?

      “You must be…?”

      “Patricia Winklemeyer.”

      “Patricia! That’s right. Come on in. And don't mind the movers.” Sounding chipper wasn’t exactly what she had in mind, but why scare off a potential roommate? “The kitchen's the first door on the left. I'll meet you in there.”

      When the witch was out of sight, she cornered Ryan with a pleading look. “Would you guys mind finishing up? I've got a thing.”

      “Bish, are you serious?”

      Again, she broke out her patented ‘please don’t be mad’ smile.

      “I’ve got interviews.”

      Ryan rolled his eyes so hard for a second it looked like he was stroking out. Then, with a shrug, he kissed her cheek and went off to break the news to the rest of the band. It wasn't as though she'd really helped all that much anyway. Relieved to have one thing off her plate, Kelly went into the kitchen to find Patricia examining a row of old poison bottles on the sill above the sink, glistening in the late afternoon sun.

      “These are cool,” she said, sounding like she meant it.

      “Yeah, they belonged to…” Kelly couldn’t conjure up which ancestor it was. “Somebody. Won’t you sit down?”

      The timid young witch ducked her head in a nod and pulled a chair away from the table. Before she could settle on it though, it shot out from under her, slamming into the counter. Patricia let out a squawk and plopped down on her butt, narrowly missing banging her head on the seat.

      “Oh, shit! I mean, shoot!” She'd wanted to clean up her potty mouth around the applicants. “Are you okay?”

      “Umm, I think so?” Patricia got up and they managed to get her on the chair without too much trouble.

      “This house has some quirks.” Kelly was working overtime to be cordial. “How about a cup of coffee?”

      “Please.”

      The redhead was looking around furtively now, wondering what exactly had just happened, but when a warm mug landed in front of her, things seemed to smooth over. Kelly was just glad to have an excuse to gulp down a hearty mouthful of her own. It helped to kill the lingering acrid taste of the previous night’s revels.

      “So, what do you study at OCU?”

      The girl was already mid-sip and choked. Looking for somewhere to spit out her mouthful, all she could find was the mug. As the coffee dribbled back out of her mouth, it was accompanied by three good-sized spiders. Two were done for, but one spattered down onto the table and skittered away.

      Despite the fact that Kelly knew the house was pulling its shenanigans, she stole a covert look at her own mug to make sure all was clear. Looking at the horror on Patricia’s face, she couldn’t help herself. She gestured to the mug.

      “How is it?”

      The young redhead practically vanished, running out of the house so fast she very nearly left a dust plume behind her.

      “Well done, roomie.”

      Aurora had arrived, looking every bit as manicured as Kelly was disheveled. Her little cardigan was just so, not a single strand of red hair out of place. For a brief, grumbling moment, Kelly wondered what her own hair must look like.

      “If the house didn’t want her, so be it.” It was the first time she had really said anything like that, and it was hard for Aurora to disagree. She'd passed the test, after all. “Besides, we already have a ginger living here.”

      Aurora smiled. “Why don’t we just let the house do the interviews, then? It’d save us a lot of time.”

      “I kinda think we don't have much choice in the matter,” Kelly replied. “Coffee?”

      “No, thanks,” Aurora pulled up a chair. “I’m trying to quit spiders.”

      “Fair enough.”

      They sat in blissful silence for a while, Kelly's thoughts returning to the gargoyle on her porch. It was bound to be baking in the sun by now, and the last thing she needed was for someone to walk off with it. She was going to be in enough hot water as it was.

      Wandering back out to the front, she had just stopped to collect the ugly bastard when another prospective roomie strode up the stairs. She was clad entirely in black. Like, full-on goth style. Safety pins, black fingernails, lipstick, dramatic eyeliner, and bangs cut just above meticulously maintained eyebrows.

      “Wow.”

      “Yeah.” The dark princess knew exactly what she was about. “I’m Tiffany Ufora. You Kelly?” At Kelly's nod, the girl strode past her into the house like she owned it. “Cool. How about we get this party started?”

      Kelly followed her in and deposited the gargoyle on the kitchen floor where he could lord over the proceedings. Tiffany was already pouring herself a cup of coffee, and Aurora raised her eyebrows when Kelly stole a look at her.

      “Nice place,” Tiffany said, taking a cursory look around the gloomy, dated kitchen. “Got any spoons?”

      A drawer next to the sink slid open on its own and all three of them stared at it.

      “Cool,” the newcomer said nonchalantly. “The service around here is clutch.”

      After all the chicanery, Kelly was starting to take the hints where she could find them. If the house was willing to cough up a spoon for this girl, then who was she to argue? Stealing another glance at Aurora, they shared a look. It may not have been much of an interview, but nobody’s hair had turned green.

      Maybe. Tiffany’s was dyed black, so it was kinda hard to tell.

      “When do you want to move in?” Kelly asked.

      “Shit.” Tiffany blew on her spider-free coffee. “You guys don’t waste time, huh?”

      “I suppose not,” Aurora joined in. “When something fits, you might as well quit messing around.”

      “Fair enough,” the new roomie nodded. “I like that. No nonsense. Cool.”

      Ryan appeared at the door. “Oh, there’ll be plenty of nonsense. Don’t you worry.”

      “There better not be.” All eyes swiveled around to see the perpetually shirtless Nathan standing in the doorway to the basement. Every jaw in the room dropped at the magnificent sight. “Is that coffee fresh?”

      “Let me get that for you!”

      Before anyone had a chance to move, Ryan snagged a mug, poured a steaming cup, and hurried it over to the raven-haired hunk. For his part, Nathan was far less impressed with the service than Tiffany had been by the spontaneously opening drawer, though Kelly couldn't hide her surprise when the house snapped the curtains shut to block out the last remnants of the setting sun for Nathan’s sake and flipped on the overhead lights.

      “Nathan,” Aurora said, attempting—and failing—to cover her hungry stare behind a veneer of responsibility. “This is Tiffany. She’s our new roommate.”

      “I heard.” He regarded the room full of profoundly attentive gazes with a lackluster eye. “Guess we have a full house now, huh?”

      “Unless you want one more,” Ryan offered, laughing a bit too readily.

      Nathan fixed him with that lazy, unblinking gaze of his until he squirmed under the scrutiny. The whole room seemed to sweat from the intensity.

      “Did you make the coffee?” he asked Ryan in a flat voice.

      “No, um. I did.” Aurora raised a hand and faltered slightly as those dark eyes of his found her.

      He just nodded, raised the cup in a gesture that seemed almost grateful, and drifted back down to his dungeon. As he left, it was like they all let their breath out at the same time.

      “Holy hell, I need some fresh air.” Ryan fanned himself. “Anyway, the truck's unloaded, Kell. We’re gonna hit it.”

      “Thanks so much! I also meant to thank you for bringing me home last night. I owe you one.”

      Ryan looked at her like she had five heads, each one breathing fire. “Don’t thank me. I didn’t bring you home.”

      Before Kelly could even register her confusion, a new voice filled the room.

      “I did.”

      Standing in place of the gargoyle she’d lugged inside was Ronun. Yet again, all the air evaporated at the presence of an attractive man. Kelly’s jaw dropped nearly to the floor. All that time Cora had spent telling her that “gargoyles are people too,” it hand’t been just some idle talk. The hot security guard she’d been lusting after was the gargoyle she’d been decorating for a year.

      The two stood staring at each other, almost like two animals waiting to strike. Silence hung in the room like a golden bell, and nobody wanted to be the first to ring it.

      “Um, Tiffany, why don’t I show you your room?” Leave it to Aurora. Shattering the quiet, she set them all in motion.

      “Yeah. Cool. We should probably do that.”

      Tiffany followed her new roommate out of the kitchen while Ryan opened and closed his mouth a few times, then just drifted away, leaving Kelly and Ronun to figure things out for themselves.

      Which, for her part, Kelly was doing a pretty shitty job of. Why was her mouth so dry all of a sudden? She knew words—like, a whole bunch of words—so why couldn’t she seem to think of any?

      “Thanks, I guess,” she croaked at last. “For bringing me home.”

      “You were pretty trashed.”

      What gives? He dragged me back here, hung out on my porch all damn day, then surprised the hell out of me just now—all so he could scold me?

      “Can't argue with that. Anyway, thanks.”

      On a sudden impulse, she went to him, stood on her toes, and planted a kiss on his cheek. That was how a girl thanked a guy for getting her home safely, right?

      Ronun’s eyes flew wide and a deep blush swept over his face. For one dazzling second, he was off his guard. It looked as if he had no notion in the world of what to do.

      Until he did.

      Turning to Kelly with a sudden ferocity, he kissed her with the kind of passion that sent a wave of electricity crackling down the whole length of her spine and down every nerve. Her toes curled, and she vaguely wondered if she might melt through his grip into a puddle on the floor. Which seemed entirely possible. Her head reeled, and she clung to him to keep from falling away from his kiss as her knees buckled.

      Was this the guy she thought hated her? Because this was a really long way from hate. A really, really long way. His tongue searched her mouth with an earnest caress and hers answered it eagerly.

      Then it was over. He pushed her away, that same odd, dark look stealing over his rugged features.

      “I have to go.”

      Brusque as ever. The room was still spinning when he left it and Kelly nabbed the back of a chair to steady herself.

      What the hell is up with this guy?
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      Sunlight filtered through the intricate scrollwork of the screen surrounding the garden at the back of the house, lighting the table where the new roommates sat, getting to know each other better. The area was fully enclosed with screens, vines and creeping flowers all over them. The overall effect was like being gently embraced by bushes and trees.

      When the vines above her head creaked, Kelly looked up to see them twisting against the metal frames. Putting in wrought iron scaffolding like this would have cost a fortune back in the day. The original builders had spared no expense in setting up Hollow House and, as Kelly took in the view from her big wicker chair, she couldn’t thank them enough.

      She leaned back, acknowledging that the house was being slightly noisy but trying not to pay too much attention to it. It was almost like the house wanted to be part of the conversation.

      A gossiping house. Now I’ve seen everything.

      “Oh. My. God. You used imitation Dragon’s Blood on a resurrection and it worked?” Tiffany exclaimed.

      Aurora ducked her head shyly, reacting a little to Tiffany’s enthusiasm. It had become obvious pretty quickly that their personalities should have clashed horribly, yet the two women were getting on like their friendship was meant to be.

      “Honestly, there isn’t anything wrong with imitation stuff, if you’re in a bind. I will say, though, it didn’t fully do the job. The horse was resurrected, but not all of him was alive. He was part-zombie.”

      “No way!” Tiffany cried. “A zombie horse?”

      “Oh yeah. Since then, I go for the good stuff, but it’s hard to find.”

      “I’ve never used it,” Kelly said absently.

      “Really?” Tiffany asked in surprise. “I thought it was mandatory for all witches.”

      “Apparently not,” Kelly laughed. “I was told it’s a power enhancer. I’ve never needed it.”

      “You might one day,” Aurora said. “It’s a mark of how powerful you are that you’ve never needed it.”

      Kelly shrugged. “Maybe I’ve just never flexed my muscles properly.”

      “That I would like to see,” Tiffany said with a dark grin. “Kelly unleashed!”

      The creaking sound above their heads grew louder. The thick vines twisted and crept across the scaffolding, the house squeezing noise out of the old frames to draw attention to itself. Kelly smiled and shook her head. She was beginning to feel its moods. Weird.

      “I can show you other herb lore that might improve your work,” Aurora said to Tiffany. She leaned forward eagerly, obviously opening up to her new friends. “There are lots of cross combinations that will work in other spells. I promise, we won’t bring back a hell beast or anything.”

      Even though she giggled, Kelly frowned at the mischievous tone. Was summoning a dead hell beast even possible?

      Aurora’s smile grew as she gained confidence. It was almost as if she wasn’t used to people complimenting her on her spell work, even though she was clearly talented. She looked even more demure than usual today in a flowing, filmy white dress. Her long coppery hair framed her face in a glittering aura and her soft brown eyes shone soulfully in a way that would shame a saint.

      Tiffany was her exact opposite in every way. She was slender and short with delicate features that gave her an elfin look. The mop of black hair with a couple of purple streaks only enhanced this image, the handful of piercings and thick steel jewelry sealing the deal on her punk-goth fashion statement. Her grey, dark-rimmed eyes looked so startling they could have been contacts—but they weren’t.

      So far over brunch, Aurora had accidentally revived quite a few spiders, a snake, and a squirrel. Butterflies kept bursting out randomly from Tiffany and it was difficult to have a conversation at all when the air was full of soft, fluttering wings. Kelly was impressed by their powers but also perplexed at how they lacked control over them. What if they hurt the house?

      The house invited them, she reminded herself

      “Do something really cool,” Aurora insisted. “You make people happy, right?”

      “That's my jam,” Tiffany said. “I’m all about grounding, healing trauma, understanding, though part of me thinks I should have been born a necromancer like you.”

      A pink butterfly landed on her hair, lightly fanning its wings. Tiffany tried not to notice it. They had been floating around her all day and no one knew where they were coming from.

      Aurora sniffed and shook her head ruefully. “It has its downsides.”

      “More pancakes, ladies?” Nathan walked slowly through the archway leading to the table and chairs which were roughly in the center of the covered garden. Kelly hadn’t had a chance to explore it yet, but at the mere thought of trimming, weeding, and replanting, the house threw a fit so severe Kelly’d had to reassure it immediately that no landscaping would be done.

      “Yes, please.” Tiffany looked up, her eyes lingering appreciatively on Nathan’s shirtless form. He wore his usual snug-fitting leather pants but he didn’t even seem to own a shirt. Seeing him walk through the dappled shade while the light chased across his chest and arms was almost hypnotic, he looked that good.

      “How’s that sun protection spell holding up?” Kelly asked lightly, trying to sound cool. She still hadn’t gotten used to the idea of such a hot guy wandering around her house half-naked.

      For the first time since she'd met him, Nathan smiled—a truly brilliant smile that could part clouds and make angels sing. “So far so good.”

      As he bent to pour them more tea, the sunlight glinted on his hair and deep red highlights shone through the darker curls. When he looked up at Kelly and smiled, his blue eyes struck her right in the chest.

      Or maybe lower, she thought. What’s he packing in those leather pants?

      The table holding the food suddenly vibrated. The glass top shivered and the wrought iron scrollwork of the legs rattled on the ground.

      “Cut it out,” she muttered. “I’m not going to.”

      “Going to what?” Nathan asked. “Give me more jobs to do? When you said I could serve you in return for casting the protection spell, I didn’t expect to be your damn butler all damn day.”

      Kelly grinned and shrugged. “You’re bound by your word now.”

      “That I am.” He gave a weary, theatrical sigh, then flashed her a grin and a wink.

      “I’ll be back with a fruit salad.” He took the tray and bowed, looking like the sexiest Playgirl butler in history.

      I wonder what he looks like in just an apron.

      “Hey, Kelly?” Aurora’s voice dropped into that hushed whisper girls used when it came to boy talk. “Who was the guy you were kissing last night?”

      “Oh, you know. No one special. There are plenty of hot pieces of man-candy around here.” Kelly shrugged and quickly hid behind her cup, sipping tea so she wouldn’t have to answer any more questions.

      Nervousness clawed at her throat. She had to hide her feelings because they surprised her. A bit of kissing had never affected her this way before. She didn’t want anyone else prying into it until she was absolutely sure what they meant.

      What does it even mean to be sure? I’m not good at the long-term stuff. I’ve never done it!

      She had been doing very well this morning in forgetting Ronun's existence, which was a difficult task indeed when he wouldn’t get off her damn porch.

      Tiffany and Aurora were deep into a conversation about mugwort and hen’s bane. Who knew that a necromancer and a conjurer of fluttery butterflies could have a lot in common, even if it looked like they should switch wardrobes?

      Kelly’s phone buzzed, making a grating noise as it slid across the glass tabletop. It was a text from that same impossible number.

      “Six six sixes,” she muttered.

      “Huh?” Tiffany grunted.

      “I just got a text from a number that’s all sixes and it says to call Cora.”

      “Guess you'd better call Cora then,” Aurora said with an impressed smile. “It may be the dead prompting you.”

      “Don’t you start,” Kelly said, wagging a finger at her new roommate…and friend. “You might be able to bring dead rats back to life, but I can glamor them and hide them under your sheets.”

      “Ew! Don’t do that. Please.”

      “Don’t make wisecracks about the dead,” Kelly joked back.

      “Gotta be someone you both know,” Tiffany said, thoughtfully. “Any thoughts on who?”

      “Demon spawn?” Aurora said with a snicker. “But seriously, if you see those things here, let me handle them.”

      “No doubt,” Kelly muttered.

      Another text arrived and it was even more cryptic.

      The lite has returned.

      “Light? What light?”

      Kelly shrugged. “Maybe the power was out at her place?”

      “No,” Tiffany said softly, narrowing her eyes and staring up at the twisting vines. “We all know there are never power outages in Othercross. It’s not like we’re on some antiquated human power grid.” Her expression grew sharp and dreamy at the same time. “No, this is magic. I can feel it, I just can’t track it.”

      Thats y i chose u.

      “Oh, that clears things up,” Kelly said, sarcasm dripping.

      “The house…” Tiffany mused softly, then turned excited eyes on Kelly.

      Kelly caught the look and understood immediately. It had never occurred to her! All the plates and tea things lifted just a little off the table and shivered before being gently placed back down again.

      “My house is freaking texting me!”

      Before she could react any further, the doorbell bonged, followed by hurrying footsteps.

      The house groaned like it was releasing air that had been trapped in the wooden boards since the stone age. Kelly got up and headed to the foyer, pretty sure of who had arrived. She'd barely made it past the kitchen when she saw Louie walking toward her.

      “Kelly.”

      “Louie.” She copied his flat tone.

      “Look, we need to finish our conversation about this whole roommate thing. I chose the candidates with the utmost care. The ones you selected were literally at the bottom of the list. I mean…a necromancer? In Hollow House? Totally inappropriate! And that other one?”

      Kelly took a deep breath to lay into Louie and tell him in no uncertain terms that he had no say in the matter, but the house beat her to the punch. The air shifted and the faintest whisper of laughter filled the foyer.

      With a surprised shriek, Louie was grabbed by the ankles and upended. The house lifted him until his upside-down face was right in front of hers, eyes wild with panic.

      “We decide who lives here,” Kelly said firmly. “Not you.”

      Panic turned to icy anger. “Kelly, put me down. Right now.”

      “Oh, Louie, I think you know I’m not doing it. My best friend is.”

      “The house is your fucking friend now?”

      She shrugged. “I’m a Holloway. What did you expect?”

      He started to protest again and Kelly heard the jangle of his belt. She had to cover her mouth to keep the laughter in as the house pantsed him. Not an easy feat, considering he was upside down.

      “Let me down!” he screamed.

      Kelly nodded and the house dropped him in the middle of the hallway with a loud thump.

      “This isn’t over,” he growled as he got to his feet, one hand rubbing his head and the other holding his pants up.

      He gave her one last glare before turning for the door. Every time he slowed down, the house gave him a little nudge.

      Kelly snickered and headed back toward the garden, ready to stuff herself with more pancakes and scones. Turned out that Nathan was an extremely good cook and, since she had his service for as long as he could sun bake, she was going to take full advantage.

      As she walked through the dark halls, her phone lit up again. It was a notification from the Find A Witch dating app she had installed a while back for fun. The guy seemed cute, so she accepted and sent a wink back. Why not? It was better than lusting after a stone statue that wouldn’t move from the damn porch.
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      It wasn’t until the sunlight started to get hot that the girls finally thought about moving. Even though the garden was overgrown and looked more like a neglected pet cemetery than a comfortable solarium, there was peace in it.

      Kelly had spent most of the morning curled in the big wicker chair with both her hands wrapped around her teacup, basking in the company of her new friends. Well, her house’s new friends! It seemed like the house’s opinion was always going to come first and the longer she stayed, the more she liked the idea.

      “Hey, Nathan?” Kelly called. “You got any of those butternut biscuits left?”

      For the first few seconds there was no reply, so Kelly whispered, “Give him a nudge.”

      A loud yelp erupted from the kitchen and Nathan hurried out the door, rubbing his butt.

      “What the hell?” he snapped. “The house just pulled out a drawer and poked me.”

      Kelly giggled. “I’m sorry. I wanted more biscuits.”

      “You realize you’ve been at brunch”—he used air quotes—”for a few hours now.”

      “I’ve got nowhere to be,” Kelly said, capping her statement with a lazy yawn.

      “It’s getting warm out here, though.” Tiffany remarked, looking up and shading her eyes.

      “Did the vines always cover the roof?” Aurora asked.

      “Yeah, they sure did,” Nathan answered. “They used to be green and leafy and there was a lot more shade. I could come out here without a sun spell then. Even though the corners look really lush, it’s weeds taking over the original plants. The vines are being strangled. Every year, they let in a bit more light.” He looked up with some regret.

      “I’d like to see it like that,” Kelly said.

      A nearby vine curled over, wrapping itself around the table as it sprouted a green shoot with a small pink bud.

      “Oh!” Tiffany cried, reaching out to scatter some magic on it.

      The plant bloomed a perfect small rosebud, which turned to face Kelly as it opened.

      “It looks like she answers your wishes, Kelly,” Nathan said with some amazement.

      Kelly wasn't so sure. “We’re on speaking terms, for now, but who knows how long that'll last.”

      “Did you still want the biscuits?”

      “Nah, I guess not.” Kelly stretched. “It is getting pretty warm out here and I don’t think the house can cover up the roof quickly enough. I say we continue this little girls' day and go to Kiki’s shop.”

      “Ooh, shopping!” Aurora exclaimed. “I need some mandrake root.”

      Tiffany gasped in surprise. “You use that stuff? It's so incredibly dangerous.”

      “It can be. Like all things in witchcraft, it requires respect and intent to use safely.”

      “Hmm.” Kelly chose not to comment. “Who’s driving?”

      “I will,” Tiffany replied. “But my car's a mess. I need to make room for passengers.”

      “You do that,” Kelly said. “Magic us up some space to sit on while we get changed.”

      The roomies hurried off in separate directions and Nathan started to tidy up the dishes. Kelly turned back to thank him, only to find the cups floating in the air.

      “Nathan, you have magic?” she asked, incredulous.

      “No.” He shook his head, watching cups and plates bobbing along. “It’s the brownies. I haven’t seen them in a long time.”

      “Wait, we filled up on pancakes and butternut biscuits when we had brownies?”

      Nathan rolled his supernaturally blue eyes. “Not those kinds of brownies.”

      “Oh, the helper spirits—some kind of lesser fae, yeah? I didn't know they acted like maids.”

      He gave her a half-shrug, looking far more interested in the world around him than when they'd first met.

      “They lived here a long time ago. I thought they were gone, but it looks like they've woken up to serve you.”

      “Wow,” she breathed, watching the cups dance on the air as they were carried by tiny, invisible hands. “Thank you.”

      There was no response, but Kelly felt a tingle all over her body, as if she were being showered in tiny sparks. Everything in this place felt welcoming and warm. She was starting to get attached to the house in a serious way. No one had ever made her feel really welcome before.

      Nothing has ever felt like home. But this does. As she hurried to meet the others, Kelly found those invisible hands helpfully giving her a pair of shoes and her keys.

      “Thank you, thank you.” She giggled as she hurried out the front with Aurora.

      “Shotgun,” Aurora called, beating Kelly to the punch.

      “You did a really great job in such a short time, Tiff!” Kelly exclaimed as she jumped into the back of the car.

      “I didn’t.” Tiffany shook her head and pointed at a trash bag wandering across the yard, seemingly by itself. “I had helpers.”

      As they drove to The Witch Way Supply Company, Kelly filled them in on the overly helpful brownies. Kiki Nicolaides' store was busy when they got there, with people packed close together in the little aisles. After all the strange happenings around the place, it now had a reputation for being haunted and magic workers and normies alike flocked to the shop to groove on the eerie vibes.

      Aurora disappeared into the depths of the store, muttering about natural wool strings and mandrake root. Kelly frowned but didn’t think too hard about it—Aurora had a right to do her own magic, even though it sounded more like voodoo than necromancy.

      Maybe it’s close to the same thing, she thought. Paganism joins to Catholicism. Wicca joins to witchcraft. Maybe voodoo is a big part of necromancy.

      She considered this her best chance to learn about things like that. It had never occurred to her, but maybe the house wanted the girls together for a reason.

      “Morning, Kiki,” she said brightly as she approached the counter. “How’s biz?”

      “Afternoon,” Kiki said with a pointed smile. “And do you have to ask? Take a look around! The place never settles down anymore.”

      “That’s great!”

      “Yeah.” Kiki licked her finger and expertly peeled off a piece of dark purple tissue paper to wrap a long, decorated candle with one neat movement. “Business is great. I’d love a nice quiet afternoon sometime though.”

      “Careful what you wish for,” muttered Tiffany.

      “Oh, I know.” Kiki nodded as she wrapped a crystal angel. “The universe is always listening, isn’t it? That's why I worded my comment very carefully.”

      “Almost as carefully as a Sidhe,” Kelly joked.

      Kiki laughed. “It’s all the fae that have to tell the truth, really. Not just the top brass.”

      “I resent that!” A warm voice came from Kelly’s other side and she turned to find Wren Oberon coming up to the counter.

      “Wren!” Kelly cried. “How’s Brodie?”

      “Hmmm…” Wren grinned, biting her lip. “How do I put this delicately? He’s…exhausted.”

      “And you’re not?” Kiki asked coyly.

      Wren grinned. “Never.”

      “Speaking of hook-ups.” Kelly checked her watch. “I’m going to be late for mine if I don’t move my booty.”

      “Jeez, Kelly.” Tiffany laughed. “Are you ever on time? Surely you knew when we left the house how late it was?”

      “Take it as a compliment, Tiff. The company I was keeping was so enchanting that I lost track of time.”

      Tiffany had the dramatic eyeroll thing down pat, but at least she was amused.

      “I’ll hang out with Aurora,” she said. “You go. Don’t miss your date.”

      “Thanks.” She gave Wren and Kiki brief hugs. “I’ll see you guys soon.”

      Edging her way through the store, she found a quiet corner around the side of the building. Apparating herself home was easy, much easier than ethereal travel usually was for her. It was as if the house anchored her and drew her home the second she focused on it. The moment she found her feet on the front porch, she smiled and patted Ronun's stony head and skipped inside.

      “Nathan?” she called to the echoing foyer.

      Footsteps thudded up from the basement and he yawned when he joined her. “You’re back early. What’s up?”

      “I need you to help me with an outfit. Come on.”

      She started for the stairs but he refused to budge.  “Um, if you hadn't noticed, fashion isn't one of my strong suits. I think I'll just go back down—”

      “I thought we had a deal,” she said, jamming a fist onto her hip.

      He turned toward the window and let the light bathe his face, looking like a perfect, pale god. With a small satisfied smile, he nodded. “So we did.”

      Nathan allowed himself to be abducted to Kelly’s room without another comment. To Kelly’s surprise the room was perfectly neat and tidy. The brownies must have been working on it for her. Having a perpetually clean room would take some getting used to.

      Kelly modeled for Nathan, starting with her tamer outfits—long, flowing skirts and pretty blouses—moving on to the really red-hot, man-snagging gear under Nathan’s directive. They both eventually decided on a hot red number. With its short skirt, and plunging neckline, it was almost indecent. Kelly felt super confident.

      “Can't believe I'm saying this,” Nathan said, standing back to give her a thorough appraisal, “but you look too hot to touch.”

      When she slipped into a pair of bright red, strappy heels, he blinked rapidly and slumped against the wall. Not in an ‘I wanna jump your bones’ way, but in a purely platonic gesture of approval. The more she got to know her basement vamp, the more she liked him—and the less she ogled him. Aside from the house's displeasure any time she had a slightly lascivious thought about Nathan, they were developing a real friendship and she didn't want to mess that up.

      “Ha! Thanks. And thank you for all your help today.”

      He gave her a long look, then chuckled softly. “And now I can't believe I'm saying this, but it was my pleasure. I wasn't so sure about yet another batch of witches moving in—I'd rather grown used to the silence between tenants—but you three…”

      Kelly grinned and poked at his bare chest. “You looooooove us!”

      Nathan tried to protest, but she kept teasing him until he admitted defeat—or at least that he liked them.

      “And what if you didn't?” Kelly asked, honestly curious and hoping it would never come to that.

      “I’d probably dig down under the basement and sleep for a hundred years.”

      “Oh my god, that’s actually a thing?”

      “Kinda. I've done it. If I’m really pissed or bored. It’s a lot of trouble though.”

      “I can imagine,” Kelly muttered, putting on diamond earrings. “Did you want to take a look downstairs for me and see if my date’s here? I’ll be right behind you.”

      “Sure.”

      After he left, she took a second to slick on some deep red lip gloss before following him. She'd reached the bottom of the stairs and Nathan had disappeared when the doorbell bonged so she opened it.

      “You must be Mark,” she greeted the man at the door, her smile faltering when she got a good look at him.

      He was really cute, with big, beefy shoulders and tousled sandy hair, but he didn't look eager and panting like most of her dates. He seemed…shell-shocked.

      “Why don't you come in for a minute?” she suggested smoothly. “I need to grab my purse.”

      As she turned to lead her date inside, a crunchy creak rattled the boards behind them. Craning her neck, she looked back but didn't see anything but Mark's shiny ride in the circular drive. And Ronun, of course, sitting in the same spot he’d planted himself in every night just before dawn.

      But is he in a slightly different position?

      Her date's hesitance to enter the house drew her attention back to where it should have been.

      “It's not haunted, I promise.” Not a total lie.

      Even so, as she grabbed the banister to run upstairs, she gripped it hard and murmured, “Behave.”

      Mark was hot. He didn't look like the brightest bulb in the box, but that didn’t matter. He would be a fun night and she needed one of those in the worst way.

      But she didn’t just want to throw away her cares on a night of meaningless passion, even though that was an attractive prospect. This was an experiment, of sorts. She wanted to know what it would feel like to kiss him—to kiss any guy who wasn’t Ronun. She was attracted to Mark, but she wasn’t getting as lathered up as usual and it bugged her.

      I’m just tired. It will all come around.

      By the time she skipped back downstairs, Mark was nowhere to be seen. She checked the porch but didn’t see him anywhere. Eventually she called out to Nathan in the basement.

      “He went to the bathroom,” he called up the stairs. “I cruised through to check out the goods and gave him directions.”

      “Great,” she muttered, pissed she had to go look for this guy, who was probably well and truly lost.

      After checking the downstairs bathrooms, she headed back to the porch, confused. Mark's car was gone, only a set of skid marks where it had once sat.

      “Dammit!” she cried.

      Her phone buzzed in her purse and she hauled it out just as the shutters on the house started to bang.

      It was the many sixes. The house.

      He’s not 4 u.

      “Oh, fuck me,” she spluttered, exasperated. It seemed that the house was now determined to manage all of her relationships, not just her roommates.
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      “Ugh,” Kelly moaned, pulling the blankets back over her head to block out the sun. “I hate getting up early.”

      The sound of her jewelry and random pieces of makeup rattling on her dresser sounded chiding. She sat up, exasperated, pointing at the dresser, ready to accuse whoever it was of not letting her get enough sleep.

      To her surprise, the small items danced in little circles just on the surface. She realized it was a chiding tone and the brownies were trying to help her get up.

      “Oh, man.” She put her face in her hands. “I don’t know if I’m ever going to get used to this!”

      Her phone buzzed on the nightstand. She snatched it up, groaning at the number.

      Cora, was the entirety of the text message.

      Right, she had lunch with Cora today. That was why she had to get up early. Obviously, the house wanted this—it had tried to push her into seeing Cora yesterday. There was no way out. Even if she wanted out. Which she didn’t. She was excited to see her old boss and coven mate, just not excited to get out of bed.

      Changing quickly into some jeans and a t-shirt, she hurried to brush her hair and teeth. She was going to be late, as usual, but if she kept up her pace, she wouldn’t be too late, and that had to count for something.

      As she ran downstairs, she heard some commotion in the kitchen and paused to check it out. A cloud of pink butterflies filled the room so thickly it looked impossible to even breathe. Nathan was trying to yell at everyone but couldn’t open his mouth wide enough to get words out before butterflies flew in. Tiffany was sneezing like crazy and Aurora stood twirling her fingers in the air.

      “Will you—AH-CHOO—stop!” Tiffany commanded.

      “Stop sneezing, Tiff. Control your damn magic.”

      “Butterflies don’t live long. Why are you keeping them alive?”

      Aurora snickered. “They’re cute.”

      Just as Nathan managed to draw a deep enough breath to blast them both, Kelly turned and hurried out the front door. Tiffany was more powerful than anyone had bargained on and cute bunnies with pink ribbons, little singing birds, and pastel butterflies had been showing up all over the place.

      The house loved it and had quickly gotten the birds nesting in the high ceilings, made warm, sleepy holes for the bunnies…and done away with every single method of killing insects available to mankind. It didn’t matter if they tried to use sprays or bug zappers, the house simply refused to abide it.

      Meanwhile, Aurora’s magic was bringing the solarium garden back to life. After several dead pets had crawled out of the front lawn and demanded to be let in, everyone agreed Aurora had to focus better because this could not become an everyday occurrence. After something started moaning and scratching under the thick concrete basement floor, even Nathan told her she had to vent her excess energy somewhere else.

      It was as if the house somehow boosted all of their powers. From what Louie had told her, Hollow House was enhanced just by her being there. It was almost as if she could feel its mind—its spirit—connecting them together and binding them as a circle.

      Out on the porch, she almost stumbled over a big rock, then realized it was Ronun. Again. A lovely warm sensation bubbled in her chest.

      She tried not to read too much into it, but she couldn’t help it. As she drove to meet Cora, all she could think about was Ronun and how he kept showing up exactly when she needed him. She tried to push the thoughts away and forget them, but it was impossible. Good thing she was having lunch with the one witch who knew more about gargoyles than any witch should.

      Cora waved at her from an outside table at a mall restaurant. Kelly hugged her friend—no easy task with that big belly.

      “Sorry I’m late,” Kelly said, panting from walking so fast to get there.

      Cora grinned. “Oh, I didn't bother getting here on time. I know you well enough by now.”

      “How is pregnant life going?”

      “I’m taking mom moments all the time.” She sighed and patted her belly. “It’s been lovely, but now I can’t wait to get my little munchkin out of there!”

      “Awesome. When are you coming back to work?”

      “I’m not in a hurry,” Cora said with a laugh. “Why, is everything going okay?”

      Kelly moaned and settled in. “Owyn is just such a damn pain. We don’t do anything fun. I have to keep my eyes and voice down, follow instructions, organize the inventory. He's making me learn stuff, and I haven't seen him break a single curse. I wouldn't be surprise if he didn't even know how.”

      “Oh, he does, Kelly.” Cora said, taking a sip of her herbal tea. “He must be testing you. Or teaching you. You say you’re doing the inventory? What items?”

      “Some of it’s really boring, like jars of newt eyes and dead wasps and stuff. Others are cool, like perfectly preserved flowers and ancient objects. He’s got some cursed vases that are really fun. Just by putting the right flower in them you can change the atmosphere of an entire house. Apparently, one was used to ruin a cousin’s wedding or something.”

      “I know the very ones. If given as a gift, they can play havoc with new couples. Doing anything else?”

      “Nope. Except filing. Lots of filing. Lots of talking. Not that I’m allowed to talk much.”

      “He will get you into the harder stuff, I promise. He’s just seeing how well you can take instruction. He has a lot of powerful items in his inventory and you should be grateful to him.”

      “I am, I guess.” Kelly sighed. “I’m just bored.”

      “When aren’t you?” Cora laughed and Kelly had to laugh too. The waitress swung by and Kelly ordered herself a coffee.

      “So…” Kelly knew she should ask Cora about her pregnancy and her new life. It was just polite and besides, she was interested. As usual, though, her own thoughts stampeded to the fore and shoved everything else aside.

      “You’ve got that look, Kelly.”

      “What look?”

      “The look like you’re about to explode with something. Out with it.”

      “I can’t hold it in much longer, anyway.” She paused and took a bracing breath. “What’s the deal with Ronun?”

      Cora sat straight up, her eyes wide as she looked at Kelly. The waitress stopped by with Kelly’s coffee and two gorgeous pieces of caramel mud cake. Both women kept their mouths shut until she disappeared.

      “Kelly, why are you asking me this? Gargoyles are not to be trifled with. They are ancient and powerful creatures.”

      “I don’t know much about them, so why don’t you fill me in?”

      “Okay.” Cora took a small bite of cake and a sip of tea. “They are kind of like shifters. There’s a legend that they get turned to stone when the sun hits them, but it’s not quite true. They can move in the daylight, they just don’t like to. They are comfortable when they settle next to something they want to protect and then they simply…stay there.”

      Cora grimaced and rubbed a spot on her bulging tummy. Kelly almost burst in with a thousand questions, but managed to hold her tongue.

      “Ronun is different,” Cora finally said. “His entire family line was cursed a long, long time ago. During the day, they really are stone. They have limited awareness, but they can’t move.”

      She looked off into the distance, sighing as she fiddled with her spoon.

      “I can’t imagine the torture,” she whispered. “Someone somewhere must have done something really terrible to earn such a long-lasting curse.”

      They both sat in silence for a moment, poking at their dessert. Kelly’s heart broke as she thought of how painful it must be to be locked in stone all day every day. He really was living a half-life.

      No wonder he’s so grouchy. Here I’ve been thinking of him as a mean, selfish douche and I didn’t even consider what he might be going through.

      Even so, Kelly thought she might finally have an idea why Ronun sat on her porch every day. It seemed a bit too good to be true, though.

      “So… They don’t have a choice about where they end up during the day? I mean Ronun and his family specifically. Because they’re cursed, they don’t have any control over it?”

      “Not at all. They're still gargoyles. They'll be drawn to the things they hold dear and are bound to guard them.”

      Kelly felt as if every single one of Tiffany’s butterflies had burst free inside her stomach. Her heart pounded and her head swam.

      He likes me…

      Even though she couldn’t be completely sure, she was really hoping to be right.

      Kelly managed to put her thoughts aside and asked Cora all about the pregnancy and what it was like being the size of a truck. If she was honest with herself, she felt a bit warm and fuzzy over the whole concept of babies, even if the suggestion of permanent stretch marks and saggy breasts gave her the absolute willies. They parted ways with hugs, and Kelly promised to come and visit her soon.

      Before leaving the mall, Kelly took a spin through a department store and ran smack bang into Ryan. He was admiring himself in the mirror as he tried on a bold pair of plaid pants and a pink shirt.

      “No,” she said firmly. “No, Ryan! Bad Ryan! Where the hell did you get this idea from?”

      “Really?” His voice was questioning, clearly mystified as he assessed himself in the mirror. “It looked great on the rack.”

      “Look, forget your momentary brain damage for now.” Kelly held up a hand to guard her eyes from the truly ridiculous pants. “We’ve got a fate to save.”

      “Ooh, lay it on me. We’re gonna be like those movie witches, aren’t we? Saving innocents and—”

      “Ronun is not innocent. Wait. He is. But he’s not one of those innocents.”

      “Kelly. You’re starting to sound like you had a recent head injury. What’s Ronun got to do with all of this?”

      “He’s under a curse!”

      She leaned forward, quickly relating what she knew of the story in a hushed whisper. Ryan’s eyes got bigger and bigger as she went on. By the time she was done, his expression was somber as hell and Kelly was getting worried it was all too heavy for him.

      “What is it, Ry?” she asked.

      Ryan nodded, eyes big and serious.

      “There’s only one thing to do,” he said in a low voice.

      “What?” Kelly practically jumped out of her skin.

      “Curse breaking par-tay!” Ryan jumped up in the air, strumming an invisible guitar. “I’ll get the band. You get everyone else.”

      Kelly laughed. “Is this just an excuse for a party?”

      “But of course. But it’s also experience—for work. It is your job, isn’t it?”

      “Supposedly. And I have been wanting to spread my wings, so to speak.”

      Ryan fluttered his in response.

      “Let's do it! In the name of work.”

      “In the name of work!”

      Ryan was always so sweet. His sass about throwing a party was just a cover. He genuinely wanted to help Ronun, any way they could.
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      It was an hour before sunset when everyone gathered in the main living room of Hollow House. Ornate tapestries hung off every wall and the entire room smelled like a gigantic dust bunny, but it certainly set a mood. A gathering of witches sat at a sturdy, round oak table.

      “I’m not a curse breaker,” Ryan objected.

      “None of us are,” Tiffany said under her breath.

      “We can’t worry about details like that right now,” Kelly said. “What’s important is that we try. I’ve been studying hard under Owyn, and I think I’ve got a few things figured out.”

      It wasn’t a boast exactly, but she hoped it turned out to be true. Setting Ronun free had become her single-minded purpose, and she hoped that sheer willpower would make them all successful.

      “Hopefully, this will help.” Kiki reached into her bag and pulled out a large, forbidding-looking volume. It thumped down onto the coffee table in front of them with the resonance of true authority.

      “That’s a serious-looking grimoire,” Ryan said. He studied it with a sideways eye, but Kiki merely tucked her chin, looking just a bit embarrassed.

      “It’s only a generic one, I’m afraid. I didn’t want to chance bringing one of the more specialized antiques from the shop. Not that I was afraid we’d ruin it or anything, but you never know what one of those old ones are going to do.”

      “I’m sure it’ll be fine.” Kelly was itching to get things started, and even a book of generic spells was better than none at all. “We’re breaking this curse tonight.”

      There wasn’t a trace of her customary party girl tone, and even Tiffany and Aurora took note. The house itself seemed to gather around her, and the room dimmed and shifted into something far more appropriate to the evening’s proceedings.

      The walls under the tapestries took on the appearance of damp, craggy stones, and the place where Ronun sat crouched in his masonry incarnation darkened into a sort of crevice. The whole place took on the appearance of a witch’s lair.

      Well, kind of. Most witches practiced their art in the comfort of their homes or in bookstores after dark. Anywhere, really. The notion of a dripping, dank cave was something clean out of Shakespeare. Still, if the house wanted to get in on the act, it was hard to argue. The illusion certainly lent an arcane sort of seriousness to the proceedings.

      “Have to say—” Tiffany looked around nodding appreciatively “—this ain’t half bad. Any chance we can keep it this way?”

      “We can talk about that later.” Kelly was doing everything she could to keep a firm grip on the proceedings. “Let’s get down to the matter at hand.”

      “We’re gonna need a cauldron,” Kiki noted.

      “Way ahead of you.”

      Reaching under the side table, Kelly pulled up her Instant Pot. She placed it on the table next to the grimoire and dragged the plug over to the rock face.

      “Um. Little help?”

      At her request, a socket came into view, but Hollow House altered the look so that it blended in with everything. When Kelly turned around, all of her friends blinked at her in disbelief.

      “Seriously?” Ryan pointed at the shiny little appliance, the blue screen lighting up his face.

      “What? It works. That’s what counts.”

      “It’s maybe a little…incongruous,” Aurora said, satisfied to have found the precise word she wanted.

      “Well, I’d ask the house to make it something more appropriate, but I’m not sure it really matters what it looks like.”

      They all waited for a moment, staring at the Instant Pot to see if it would magically shift into some cast iron cauldron more suitable to the surroundings. Nothing doing.

      “I like what you guys have done with the place.”

      Nathan, shirtless as ever, lounged in the doorway—or rather, the mouth of the cavern. He sipped lazily on a microbrew and hooked a thumb loosely into the waistline of his pants. The little bit of weight gave just a peek at the sculpted lines of his hips.

      “Who. The fuck. Is that?” Kiki stared openly, not caring if she was making a spectacle of herself.

      “Hands off, sweetheart,” Ryan hissed at her, straightening up his spine. “Hey, Nathan. Want to lend a hand? We’re trying to break a spell.”

      “Cool,” Nathan replied in that way where no one could tell if he actually thought it was cool or pathetic.

      “We’re not trying,” Kelly cut in. “We’re doing it.”

      “One leads to the other, I’m told.”

      Again, Nathan indulged in a sip of beer, and everyone except Kelly laughed as if he’d just cracked the single greatest joke of all time. Amazing the effect an incredible set of abs could have on a room.

      “There's an open seat here,” Ryan said, patting the chair next to him that Kelly had been sitting in.

      Nathan leveled a look on him that made Ryan shift in his own seat. “I'm good.”

      “Let’s get this started,” Kelly said. “We want to get this thing sewn up before sunset.”

      With brisk efficiency, she plucked the beer out of Nathan’s hand and strode back over to her Instant Pot cauldron.

      “Um, excuse me? I wasn't finished with that.”

      She threw him a wink over her shoulder. “We need a liquid base for the cauldron.”

      He heaved a sigh and went back to the kitchen to crack himself a fresh one. Kelly emptied his bottle into her pot and looked over at Kiki.

      “Let’s roll.”

      “That’s what I like to hear,” Kiki said, clapping open her book. “We’re going to open with an offering. What do you have?”

      Kelly froze in place. She'd known that, of course, but she’d been so consumed with other things, it had completely slipped her mind. It would have been so easy to stop by a shop and pick up a toad or a mouse or something, but she’d completely spaced on it. For a hot second, she even considered sending Kiki back for one.

      “Wait a second!”

      She snapped her fingers and ducked under the jagged lip of the cave. The hallway was the same as always. Kelly had to steady herself for a moment—stepping from one setting directly into the other was jarring. Once she felt balanced again, she darted out the front door to the porch.

      The lengthening shadows had already driven a small group of moths to batter themselves against the porch light. After a few quick swipes, she managed to cup one. Victory! Her quarry obtained, she strode back into the house, slamming the door behind her with her heel.

      “This is gonna be good,” Tiffany nudged Ryan as Kelly reappeared.

      She stood directly over the pot, her hands cupped in front of her. Closing her eyes, she adopted the most witchy-sounding voice she could manage.

      “Accipe sacrificium!”

      With that, she flung her hands down, hurling the moth into the gently foaming beer. It fluttered clumsily as Kelly watched it. The poor little bugger might not be much of an offering, but it was going to have to do.

      “What was that?” Ryan peered over the lip to see if anything was even in there.

      “Doesn’t matter. Here we go.”

      Spinning to face the gargoyle in his little nook, she was ready. Magic tickled her fingertips like the moth she'd just held. Behind her, Kiki leafed through some pages and began to feed her the words of a rudimentary spell.

      “Procul exercitum in potestate nos perducat.”

      “I was always really bad at Latin,” Ryan whispered, causing Tiffany to snort.

      Despite the distraction, Kelly repeated the words and the interior of her little Instant Pot glowed. That really got her confidence up, so she grabbed the book and took over.

      “Lapidem in manu invocabo.”

      An aura of purple light began to glow around the gargoyle and everyone fell quiet. Suddenly things weren't quite so funny anymore. Drawing on that tingle in her fingers, Kelly called to mind the voice of Owyn and tried to imagine his rich tones coming out of her throat.

      “Offerimus lapidem dabit vitam.”

      She offered the life in the cauldron to the stone image before her. The glow intensified and the pot started rattling on the table. With a crackling pop, a large pair of moth wings fluttered to life on the back of the gargoyle. They strained and it lifted into the air, thumping into things as everyone scattered to stay out of its way.

      “Quick,” Kelly cried. “How do I take it off?”

      “Rasa et idcirco homo mundus erit,” Kiki shouted, erasing what had just been done.

      In an instant, the wings vanished and the carved monster dropped onto the couch. Everyone looked up from their hiding places, completely amazed at how cozy the gargoyle looked.

      “Wow, impressive.” Nathan was in the door again, new beer in hand. He raised an eyebrow at Kelly.

      “Can it,” she snapped, then squared herself to face Ronun on the sofa.

      Raising her hands again, she geared up to dive back in. The rest of the gang tucked themselves behind her lest something even more dangerous fly out of her mouth.

      “Fac lapis iste carnem.” The object of her incantation began to vibrate against the soft cushions.

      “What the hell did she say?” Ryan was more than a few steps behind.

      “Something about stone becoming flesh,” Tiffany whispered.

      “Personally, I prefer it the other way around.”

      Kiki shushed them, for all the good that was going to do. The spell, on the other hand, seemed to be doing a lot of good. The glow in the pot intensified, and in a flash, exactly what Kelly had asked for was made manifest.

      There, frozen on the cushions, was exactly the same little gargoyle, but the rock he’d been carved from was replaced with soft, pink flesh—all the way down to a dangly set of miniature privates.

      “I hope he’s packing more than that,” Tiffany whispered to Ryan.

      “No joke,” he smirked. “Otherwise all this is going to leave her reeeeaaally disappointed.”

      This time Aurora shushed them in the way only an investigator at Othercross Judiciary could, then fixed them with a killer stare.

      “Am I going to have to separate you two?”

      Undaunted, Kelly scrunched up her face and focused even harder than before. Wiping the spell away again, she was determined to give this one all she had. She was going to break this curse if it was the last thing she ever did. Searching through her brain, it was as though the words bubbled up from a well deep inside her.

      By all the stars that reign around the moon, I break the magic that has kept you bound. From this time forth, your spirit shall dance in freedom.

      She leaned her head back, closed her eyes, and let 'er rip.

      “Per omnes stellae circa ipsum regnum, luna, et conteram in magica, qui privavit te fructu tenetur. Amodo, spiritu libertatis saltabunt!”

      A splintering sound shook the walls on every side. A new kind of power surged through her veins, and a thunderbolt rang out in the room. In the following silence, there was a collective gasp behind her and Kelly was sure she’d been successful. But when she opened her eyes, she was unprepared for what sat before her.

      The gargoyle sat on the couch, still made entirely of stone. From its upper lip hung a very distinguished, very large handlebar mustache, exactly the type a six-year-old might wear on Halloween. That was set off by a fetching pink tutu around his waist. Kelly stood in shocked silence, but everyone else practically fell out of their chairs, racking their lungs with laughter.

      Even Nathan joined in, almost spitting out his beer in the process. They may have been having a great time, but Kelly was crushed. Clearly, she didn’t have the powers she thought she did.

      Just then, a flash of red light shot through the lair, a sign the last leg of the sun had disappeared below the horizon. For all her effort, she hadn’t broken the spell, and Ronun was about to come to himself again. With a rumbling shudder, he did.

      Blinking, stunned at the group of astonished faces in the dank cave surrounding him, he looked completely cornered. His lip twitched, then his fingers flew to his mouth to inspect the distinguished, old-timey mustache.

      “What the…?”

      As much as Kelly would have loved to stop him, the horse had already left the stable. Ronun looked down and caught sight of the dainty tutu circling his waist. He flew to his feet, quaking with rage, and Kelly could smell every bit of the shit she had just stepped in. For all her good intentions, this whole party had been a disaster.

      Ronun glared at Kelly as her friends melted into laughter again. If the situation could have gotten any worse, that was the thing to do it.

      “What the fuck?!”
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      Everything up to that point had been merriment, but Ronun’s fury stopped the room cold. There was a moment of suspension, as everyone calculated their best next move. Even in human form, an angry gargoyle was something to be reckoned with, and none of them wanted to be on hand to bear his wrath.

      In a flash, they all scrambled over each other, diving for any exit they could find. Hollow House helped them by melting the creepy lair back into its normal self. Kelly alone remained, prepared to bear the weight of whatever might come. Really, nothing he could do or say would make her feel much worse. She’d tried to free him and failed.

      As she stood, her eyes fixed on the swelling figure in his tutu, she braced herself. Then, all at once, it was like all the air went out of him. Ronun slumped down onto the sofa and put his head in his hands.

      “Dammit,” he whispered to himself. “Just…dammit.”

      Kelly inched closer, a nervous little prickle in the base of her stomach. He wasn’t angry. Well, he probably was, but more than anything else, he looked defeated. As if he were completely humiliated and exhausted by the sheer might of it.

      The queasy feeling in her gut settled into guilt. All her efforts had led to this—a grown man in a tutu, crumpled on her couch like a used tissue. Whatever was eating away at him, she had the dark feeling it was her fault. Or at least he thought it was.

      When he looked up at her again, she sensed the effort it took. At first, he had trouble meeting her gaze, but when he finally did, a deep reservoir of pain lurked behind them.

      “Why?” he asked simply, softly. “What is it about me that makes you want to torment me all the time? Is it fun for you to embarrass me in front of your friends?”

      “Embarrass you?”

      She was at a loss. That was the last thing this had been about. But Ronun pointed out his tutu and mustache with an exasperated gesture, spelling it out. Kelly was startled. She had been so wrapped up in him that she’d hardly even noticed them.

      “Oh, shit,” she blurted. “Hang on.” Putting her hands out one more time, she wiped the slate clean and he was himself again. “I’m really sorry about all of this. Will you let me explain?”

      “You know what?” Ronun surged to his feet, suddenly stiff with frustration. “Don’t bother. I get it. You’ve been decorating me forever, so why stop now?”

      Of course. That’s exactly what this looks like.

      Kelly opened her mouth to speak again, but it was too late. He was already brushing past her into the hall and carving a path to the door. When he got there, the knob jiggled in his hand, but the door held fast.

      “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” he shouted at the house. “Open up or I’ll kick a hole in you that you’ll remember.”

      With that, the door swung free, and Ronun fumed out into the dusk. Kelly was hot on his heels. She couldn’t let him storm off thinking she was getting her kicks playing tricks on him.

      “Ronun,” she called. “Hey! Will you just hang on a second?”

      “No,” he tossed over his shoulder without even breaking his stride. “I’ve got to get to work.”

      “What a coincidence,” she said, doing her best to sound as if nothing was going on. She jogged to catch up with him and chugged to match his stride. “We both work in the same building. Can I walk with you?”

      For all her forced brightness, Ronun remained silent.

      He didn’t say no, Kelly thought, and kept up her brisk pace.

      After about a block, he must have noticed the toll it was taking on her and slowed his gait. Kelly was never one for physical exertion that didn’t have some kind of pleasure attached and was already just a tad winded. The guy had a real stride to him.

      As they dialed down to a more agreeable rate, silence vibrated between them. Ronun wouldn’t even look at her, which drove Kelly absolutely crazy. But the more she studied his profile, the more she came to realize that he wasn’t really angry at all. Just humiliated.

      “It’s not what you think,” she started.

      “How do you know what I think?”

      “Ummmm, you told me? Back there you said, ‘You’ve been dressing me up forever, so why stop now?’” Her grumpy, faux impersonation of him finally made him crack a smile.

      “I said, ‘decorated,’ not, ‘dressing me up.’ Get it right.”

      “Same diff,” she said with a shrug, happy to have cracked his shell a bit. “And if I knew you were, well…you, I never would have pulled all of that.”

      He grunted, but she took that as permission to go on.

      “Look, it wasn’t about making you the world’s butchest ballerina. Not by a long shot. We were trying to help you.”

      “Is that a fact?”

      “Yeah, it is a fact, thank you very much. The whole reason we were all there was to try to break your curse.”

      Ronun stopped in his tracks, causing her to stumble to a stop of her own. At last, he turned his eyes on her. He looked shocked that she even knew about his curse.

      “Cora told me,” she said meekly.

      “Figures.” He was quiet for a second, looking up at the sky, then he turned his dark eyes on her again. “So you were really trying to break my curse, huh?”

      “Yes,” she said, stifling the impulse to take his hand. “You know I’ve been interning with Owyn Stahagan, right? He’s one of the best curse breakers there is. I guess I was hoping a little bit of his talent would have rubbed off by now, but…well, hope springs eternal.”

      Never really one for self-pity, Kelly dug her hands into her pockets and swayed from side to side. Suddenly, the presumption of it made her feel small and pathetic.

      “Nobody’s ever tried to set me free before.”

      “Really?” It seemed impossible to her that there was no one who would go out of their way for him. Couldn’t they see what she saw?

      “Well—” He shrugged and let out a rueful chuckle. “—nobody, except that Kalliope Le Blanc. I got royally screwed there.”

      Kelly’s eyes bulged out, and she let out one of her unguarded, mawkish laughs.

      “Is that what that was about?”

      “What?” It dawned on her that he had no idea she had eavesdropped on his conversation in the dining hall that day.

      “Nothing! Forget it. So…what happened there?”

      “Not a damn thing. The witch heard I was cursed and said she was an expert curse breaker, so I saved up ten large to secure her help. In the end, all I got was an empty wallet.”

      Kelly tried to picture what ten thousand dollars in a wallet might look like. Then, she wondered where exactly a gargoyle would keep his wallet when in his stone form. Ronun had started walking again, so she banished those little detours. His pace was more leisurely, which made their little moonlight stroll feel just a wee bit romantic.

      Which she welcomed.

      “How did this whole curse thing go down anyway?”

      “Cora didn't know the full story, huh?” He raised an eyebrow at her and she shrugged in response.

      Quiet fell over them. It felt as though he was trying to decide just how much he would share.

      “It goes back generations,” he said at last. “One of my ancestors was Prince Erodicus. Real piece of shit. Got up to all kinds of things you might call…”

      “Shitty?”

      “I was going to go with ‘inadvisable,’ but yeah. You’re probably closer to right. Anyway, he got up to something particularly foul.” At this, he cut his eyes to her, though his face remained unreadable. “So bad that not only was he cursed, but his whole line was cursed too.”

      “Woah. It must have been really shitty.”

      She'd heard of multi-generational curses before, but they weren't all that common and this was the first time she actually cared for someone who was affected by one. They arrived outside the main building of OCU, and she stood for a second, lost in the weight of what Ronun had suffered with his entire life.

      The clock chimed, and all at once, the whole world came rushing back over her.

      “Oh, shit!” Exploding into a run, Kelly flung herself through the doors.

      “What is it?” he called after her.

      “I’m gonna be late!”

      Thundering through the silent hallway, Kelly scaled the stairs almost four at a time. Not a bad feat for someone of her stature. When she came around the corridor, she saw the light from Owyn’s door spilling out in a golden rectangle on the floor.

      Oh, man. This is gonna be bad.

      She skidded over his threshold so quickly her shoes squeaked, only to see her imposing employer standing with his hands on his hips. Judging by his glowering expression, it was going to be even worse than she thought.

      “Miss Holloway,” he said in a terse, basso voice. “We have been over this. If there’s one thing I can’t abide—”

      “I know,” she said, panting from her sprint. “It’s tardiness.”

      He took a step toward her, even more imposing.

      “Tardiness and being interrupted.”

      Kelly glanced at the clock on the wall. “But only by one minute.”

      The protest sounded weak, even to her. She knew that one minute was plenty to awaken the dragon of his ire.

      “I don’t care if it was one second. When you are careless with other people’s time you are telling them that you don’t value them, Miss Holloway. After the favor I did agreeing to take you on, I would like to think you would offer me a modicum of consideration. But every day you work here, you teach me that you are a thoughtless, shiftless, frivolous little girl.”

      Tears stung the rims of her eyes and she bit her lip to keep from showing him how much his words stung. It certainly wasn't the first time she'd been scolded by a superior, but she'd been trying so hard with Owyn that his rebukes cut deeper than the others’.

      “Hang on just one second.” The voice over her shoulder was like a bolt of courage shot up her spine. It was Ronun. “The last thing you can call Kelly Holloway is thoughtless.”

      The gargoyle’s appearance in the doorway clearly threw the formidable curse breaker.

      “And what might you know about it, young man?”

      “I know all about it. She’s late because she was trying to help me. It’s one thing to be a stickler for rules, but if you don’t make allowances when necessary, then you’re a tyrant. And, after all the efforts this young woman made for me tonight, I’d say she deserves more than a little allowance.”

      “Is that a fact?”

      “Yes, it is. Kelly respects you more than anyone I can think of.”

      “And how exactly do you know that?” Owyn asked, an eyebrow cocked.

      “Because,” Ronun shot back, a warm humor creeping into his voice, “she was only one minute late instead of thirty.”

      Her jaw dropped. She knew she was famous for being behind, but to hear herself anatomized as if she wasn’t in the room was something else again.

      Then something strange happened. Owyn laughed. It wasn’t loud, boisterous or long, but it was thick with appreciation. All the tension in the room subsided.

      “I suppose that’s true. Well, Miss Holloway, now that you’re here, let’s get to work, shall we?”

      The venerable man turned his back on them both, giving Kelly a chance to steal a glance at Ronun. He shot her a wink as he ducked back through the doorway.

      It all seemed unreal. Her stickler of an employer had laughed and the dour gargoyle had winked. The latter might have been the more miraculous. Was it possible they were becoming…friends? After their conversation, and his leaping to her defense, the conclusion seemed inevitable. Who’da thunk it?

      As she stood rapt in the wonder of it, the sizzling memory of their kiss tingled back over her. Yeah, friends was good and all, but friends with benefits was better. Now how in the hell was she gonna make that happen?
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      The notion of actually studying in any room at Othercross University came to Kelly as a kind of revelation. For her, those reverent halls had always been more often a place for her to crack up her friends or flirt with boys. Occasionally stealing one or the other into some dark corner to push the chosen activity even further.

      Every classroom was her playground. She never really saw herself as a student so much as a fun and sexy raconteur. But now that she actually cared about someone who was suffering under a curse? Well, her studious side came roaring to life.

      Straightening her imaginary glasses, she leaned hard over her desk to get a better look at the document before her. Well, not really her desk. More like a corner of a desk that had been allocated to her. Shortly after her arrival in his department, Owyn had grudgingly cleared his own work away from a meager patch of tabletop and scooted up a chair.

      As if her mind wasn’t cluttered enough already, the looming stacks of books, paperwork, bowls, jars, leaflets, scrolls, parchments, and the odd scrap of papyrus threatened to distract her every moment.

      One chipped, yellowed edge drew her attention more than the rest. As much as she tried to focus on the work in front of her, the antique patina of it called to her with an irresistible yearning. She could just discern the outline of a foot, surrounded by a thousand tiny hatches and shapes.

      What is that? Egyptian hieroglyphics? Don’t be stupid. Ancient Greek?

      The book she was supposed to be poring over didn’t stand a chance. That was in a language she knew inside and out—and there weren’t even any pictures! Besides, it was open and available to her, and nothing fired Kelly’s curiosity as much as something half-obscured.

      “Mr. Stahagan?”

      “Hmmph?”

      Bent on pursuits of his own, he was clearly in no mood to be bothered. She kept her tone cautious, but she was not to be denied.

      “What's that?”

      “What's what?”

      He didn’t even look up.

      “This.”

      She leaned over, and lifted the stack just enough to tug lightly at the brittle corner. Only when a carefully organized shambles of documents threatened to tumble over did the old man turn his jowly face to her.

      “Careful,” he said, clambering up from his seat and arriving at her side just in time to prevent a stationery disaster. “Let me see,” he said with a sigh.

      As he lifted the upper half of the stack, Kelly slid an ornately scribbled fragment out into the open. As it came to rest before her, Kelly marveled at it. Surely this must belong in a museum, not lost in the scramble of a government employee’s desk.

      “Holy shit,” she whispered, suddenly afraid to touch the object of her curiosity.

      “Language,” he said with quiet imperiousness. “Never in front of the documents.”

      “Sorry.” The foot belonged to the naked figure of a woman holding a skull in one hand, a snake coiled on her arm. The impenetrable language jumbled around this goddess on all sides, in a mesmerizing tangle.

      “Is it…Sumerian?”

      Owyn coughed out a tiny laugh at her question. “Sumerian? I really must have a word with Professor Fulvia in Ancient Languages.”

      There was just a hint of disdain in his voice, but when Kelly looked up at him with genuinely curious eyes, he softened.

      “It’s Elurial. One of the oldest written languages there is.”

      “It’s clearly pre-Etruscan,” she said, hunching down over it. “Given its reliance on symbols, it actually looks closer to Indus than anything.”

      Even as the sentence left her mouth, she wondered how the hell she knew all that.

      Owyn gave her a look she didn't recognize. “Impressive, Miss Holloway,” he said.

      No wonder she didn't recognize his expression. He actually was impressed with her, which didn't usually happen on an academic level. Party level? Definitely. Smartypants level? Never.

      “In full truth, most scholars are unfamiliar with Elurial. There are only a handful of these samples remaining, so it’s become a pet specialty of mine.”

      “What is this supposed to be?”

      His eyes twinkled slightly at her curiosity, and she felt the first prickle of complicity between them.

      “One of the oldest known curse dissolutions. The figure of the woman is Suphilia, the goddess-enchantress of their time. Unlike many such figures, she was more than myth. Far from it, actually.”

      Her eyes never left the document, scanning every inch of it, trying to understand it. “What does it say?”

      “Finally found something to capture your interest, eh?”

      Kelly glanced up at him, blushing a bit at being called out, but he wasn't wrong. And he didn't seem to be giving her a hard time at all, just asking a valid question. The truth was that she'd grown very interested in curse breaking all of a sudden, and going back to the root of how curses were lifted might give her a toe-hold on her own problem.

      With a curt nod, Owyn jabbed a finger at the lower corner of the text. “We read from left to right, top to bottom, but the Elurians did the opposite. If you tried to read this the way we habitually do…”

      He put his hands up as if to say, ‘woe betide the person who tries.’ Then, pushing his spectacles up the bridge of his nose, he braced a hand on the desk and got to work.

      “The theta-like glyph is the foundation of their language. It means life. Follow that and you can get a rough sense of how it all falls out. The snake represents the spirit. See the way it coils toward, rather than away from, the skull? That signifies that Suphilia is imparting life rather than taking it away.”

      As he explained the rest of the document, his enthusiasm grew, and Kelly found herself more and more engrossed. These twenty minutes at the hip of a true master had been more informative than an entire semester of any class she’d ever dawdled through. It was impossible to resist.

      “This last bit that we can see,” he said, his finger reaching the frayed upper corner, “is just tipping into the resolution. How the spell comes to a close has been the subject of debate for centuries.”

      “What do you think?”

      Again, the twinkle. He beckoned her with a crooked finger, and they went to one of the many shelves of books in his main office. There, just behind his chair, he drew out a slender volume and placed it in her hands.

      A True and Complete Explication of the Suphilic Resolution: A Case Study. Kelly held it as if it were as precious as the fragment itself.

      “My thesis,” Owyn said.

      It was a statement of fact, devoid of either pride or boasting. A sudden surge of envy boiled up through Kelly, and she ignited with the desire to specialize in something beyond how to have a good time.

      “I wish I could try my hand at something like that.” Kelly gripped the book in her hands hard. “Casting something between the serpent and the skull.”

      The fervency of her wish surprised even her.

      “All right then,” Owyn said, with his usual brisk efficiency. He took the book away, pulled a toothless old skull off his shelf and dropped it unceremoniously into her hands. “Cast. Or, better still, relieve.”

      Kelly blinked in surprise.

      “What was his curse?” she stammered.

      Owyn merely shrugged. “You’ll have to ask her.”

      Kelly almost chickened out, but thought of Ronun. Closing her eyes, she opened up her inner ear to the fleshless bone cradled between her palms.

      All right, babe. What’s the deal?

      At first she felt stupid—whoever heard of thinking at a skull?—but then something faint tingled up the veins in her arms, searching for her heart.

      “Blindnesssss,” the silent voice hissed inside her.

      Its presence thrilled her, and Kelly doubled down, concentrating hard as she willed into the skull with everything she had. Only when she heard a satisfied sigh from Owyn did she dare to open her eyes. There, inside the skull's sockets, a very dim light glowed, and Kelly realized she'd just given a long-dead skull some version of sight.

      “Thanksssss.”

      Kelly barked out that unguarded laugh of hers, and her mentor plucked back the skull and snugged it onto the shelf.

      “I’m moderately impressed,” he said. It was faint praise, but it was the most she had received from him and it warmed the inside of her ribs like a high compliment. “Let’s try for something more challenging, shall we? How are your portal skills?”

      Kelly answered with a devious smile as he fussed through a stack of files.

      “Something small,” he mumbled, thumbing through the pile. “A-ha. This should do just fine.” He slapped the file into her hands and pointed to an address. “Can you take us there?”

      “Child’s play.”

      In the blink of an eye, Kelly cracked open a hole in the fabric of space, allowing the two of them to step through into a low, dark room.

      “What the hell?!”

      They whirled around to see a woman crouched in the corner of her bed, holding her comforter against her chin like a protective shield. It was well into the night, after all.

      “It’s Owyn Stahagan and assistant,” he said, with a voice of true authority.

      However drowsy the figure in the bed was, that jostled her to full attention.

      “Oh! I’m so sorry, Mr. Stahagan. If only I were dressed…”

      “Never mind that,” he said, brusque as ever. “Are you still afflicted?”

      “What do you think?”

      The woman leaned forward into the moonlight streaming through her window, and Kelly sized up the situation immediately. Even in her nightgown, it was evident that the poor woman was a shifter with a big problem.

      Her limbs were lean, covered with a kind of light, downy hair. Her eyes were wolfen, but her muzzle had stopped shy of extending to its full glory. The ears were just barely pointed, and sat stubbornly just by her temples, without rising all the way to the fully shifted position. She was stuck mid-shift—not her best look.

      “Holy cow,” Kelly breathed, eschewing her usual expletive. “How the hell did this happen?”

      “What can I say,” the half-wolf shrugged. “My ex was a mage, not to mention one spiteful son of a bitch. To be fair, if I had managed to make it all the way, I’d probably have taken him apart, so…”

      She let the implication hang, and Kelly couldn’t help thinking that the guy probably deserved it if he was willing to leave someone he once loved like this.

      “What do you think, Miss Holloway?” Owyn's eyes were locked on her, almost in challenge. “It’s not much of a curse, really.”

      “Hey!” Clearly, the stuck shifter disagreed.

      “Relatively speaking,” Owyn conceded, only slightly smoothing over the offense. He turned all of his attention back to Kelly. “This is the only real test for this kind of thing. Field work.”

      Kelly swallowed hard, then nodded at him. It would be her first time working on a living subject. Except for Ronun, of course, but since he'd been stone at the time, she wasn’t sure if that counted. She settled on the bed next to the mixed-up creature.

      “Wait a second,” the woman protested. “I thought I was getting the attention of Owyn Stahagan, not some student driver!”

      “I’m here to clean things up if she makes a mess. Now, Kelly?”

      “Can I have your hands?” Kelly asked.

      The woman glared at Owyn, then huffed and reached over. Again, Kelly felt the low tingle in her palms, then she scrunched her eyes shut. This was something a bit bigger than giving vision to some defunct piece of bone. This was someone with a genuine curse that needed genuine breaking.

      Searching hard, she combed through the information filtering into her, searching for the exact parameters of the curse. Just how far did it reach? If she knew the words that had cast it, that would be an immense help.

      “Can I get a clue?” she asked, peeking through one eye at her implacable boss.

      He stood stoic, which she took as a great big negatory. She was on her own on this one. Leaning in, she centered her attention until it was distilled to pure brain power. It was like her body evaporated around her, and she flew up the sinews of the woman she was seeking to cure.

      There, at the center of this poor woman’s heart, was a dark knot. It was a grim, tangled mass, and Kelly set to unraveling it. At first tentatively, but as it pulled free in places, she grew in confidence. The thing unfurled bit by bit, and Kelly worked in a kind of divine fury until it fell away into clean lines and melted into air.

      “Oh my god.”

      The mystified voice sent Kelly reeling back into her own body, and she cracked open her eyes to see a pair of fully human hands resting in her own. The face she looked into was feminine, if tired. Even so, it glowed with relief and rapture.

      “Not too bad, Miss Holloway.”

      Kelly looked up to Owyn and saw his lips curled into something suspiciously akin to a smile.

      “Not bad at all.”
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      Beyond the solarium garden at the back of the house, there were acres of pasture. In a sunken area off to one side, a shallow depression and a filigree of rocks suggested a pool or pond, but over the years it had filled with dirt and become so overgrown it didn’t even vaguely resemble a body of water. Kelly stood over it, frowning.

      “Maybe we could get a crew in here to clean it up,” she wondered aloud.

      She could see it in her mind—a perfectly manicured lawn spreading from the big doors at the back of the solarium leading down into the curved pathway and beautiful, clear blue pool.

      As the idle words left her lips, the vines covering the damp area tightened and creaked. Kelly got the hint. Don’t try to dig up the pool. With a sigh, she turned from her own personal swamp and headed for the big double doors at the back of the solarium.

      They had planned a picnic and an exploration of the grounds. Once they'd moved beyond the shelter of the covered garden, they realized just how overgrown the rest of the place was. There were remnants of a stone pathway that led into the thick grass and trees and, beyond that, some red brick buildings, probably stables and equipment sheds. Kelly felt sure she would never do more than speculate about that.

      At the very suggestion of anyone venturing into that wilderness, the surrounding vegetation responded as if it was Poison Ivy’s lair. Even Kelly didn’t dare mess with the simmering malevolence that emanated from the orchard behind the main grounds. As they had come through the doors of the covered garden, the house had swept clear a small space for their picnic but refused to let them explore. It was a very clear go no further.

      Kelly sat down on the blanket and Tiffany passed her a sandwich. She glanced back toward the open doors of the covered garden and was encouraged by what she saw. The stone pathways were mostly clear, the vines and plants all slowly getting back into their beds. The massive vines which blocked the full sun from the glass roof were no longer dead and dry, but green and lush. Within a few days it would look like a garden of eternal spring.

      It was this effort that had made Kelly determined to push through into the rest of the grounds. If they could encourage the house to clean itself up, Louie would probably be pretty impressed, but as usual, the house didn’t care about keeping up appearances.

      Since Aurora’s overflow of magic had leaked into the garden and helped it bloom, other vegetation in the area of the house’s influence had been reaching out to her. It was as if the house was addicted to her. Kelly watched with interest as a honeysuckle vine slid across the ground and gently caressed Aurora’s foot before curling around her ankle.

      “Knock it off,” Aurora muttered.

      The vine immediately obeyed, curling away from her in obvious misery. Aurora kept one eye on it as she poured herself some iced tea, daring it to disobey.

      Tiffany rattled her margarita. “Am I the only one imbibing? I mean, I know you are, Kelly, but it’s a virgin so it doesn’t count.”

      “It’s the only part of me that is a virgin,” she muttered.

      She had to go to work soon and wanted a clear head. It surprised her to feel this way. Not so long ago, she would have downed the whole jug and gone to work cheering.

      “Have you figured out who’s coming to the housewarming party yet?” Aurora asked, sipping daintily at her tea.

      “You guys called all your peeps, right?” Kelly asked.

      “Yup.” Tiffany made a pistol motion. “Still got a few more calls to make.”

      “Me too,” Aurora said.

      “Okay. Don’t shoot me as soon as I say this, but I kinda want to invite Louie to the party.”

      “What!” Tiffany and Aurora managed perfect unison and identical tone.

      “I really think we should.” She fiddled with her drink, eyes down. “I want to try to sort things out with him.”

      “Why?” Aurora said, her tone strained. “He hated us before he even met us. I don’t want him at the party. It just won’t be fun.”

      “Agreed,” Tiffany added gruffly. “I can’t be nice to him.”

      “Would it hurt you to try?” Kelly almost snapped but caught herself just in time. “I can ask him if he has any high society friends that might want to come, and it gives you guys a chance to change his mind about you.”

      “Minds like that can’t be changed,” Aurora said with a sniff. “Even with magic.”

      Kelly let that sit for a moment, feeling the indrawn breath of the house around her like a living thing. There was a link between them, something real and palpable. The longer she stayed here, the stronger their connection became.

      “Afternoon, ladies.”

      Nathan stood in the shade of the solarium doors, his big arms crossed over his muscular chest as he leaned against the doorframe. His eyes sparkled and the red in his dark hair was picked out in shimmering highlights of ruby. Kelly admired him without shame. He rocked back and forth on his feet a little, knowing that the girls were looking and feeding on it.

      “You inviting anyone to the party, Nathan?” Tiffany asked.

      He rolled his eyes. “Really?”

      “What, you don’t like to party?” Kelly asked.

      He shrugged. “Parties are fine, I suppose. I'm just not interested in a booze-fest of horny teenagers.”

      “Meow,” Kelly muttered. Everyone laughed.

      “I suppose I could round up a few friends to attend.” He stepped toward them, carefully avoiding any spots of sunlight. “What’s happening with music? If the place is going to be blasted with sound, I want to make sure it’s decent. Please tell me you're not just going to hire a DJ.”

      “Ryan is playing with his band,” Kelly said.

      Nathan sighed heavily. “I suppose that’s acceptable. I haven’t been to a party in something like a hundred years and I'd rather not spend the night listening to lame music.”

      “Shall we make sure there’s a harpsichord?” Aurora batted her eyelashes at Nathan.

      “Didn’t Lestat play the piano?” Tiffany wondered aloud.

      “Let’s have both,” Kelly said.

      Nathan rolled his eyes and strode away before they could start cracking wise about eighteenth century fashion. Kelly had seen some rather frilly blouses lying around the basement… No wonder he preferred to go shirtless.

      “Have we asked the house?” Tiffany whispered.

      “It can hear you,” Kelly said, matter-of-factly. “No matter how quietly you whisper—shit, even how quietly you think—it can hear you.”

      Tiffany looked around furtively and blinked.

      “Relax, Tiff.” Kelly reached for a strawberry cupcake. “The house likes you.”

      “It likes my defective magic.” She shook her head and three red robins burst to life above her head. They each sang adorable little ballads as they flitted around the girls' heads then disappeared into the overgrown orchard.

      “See?” Tiffany groused.

      Aurora laughed. “At least when your magic escapes you, the effects don’t stink.”

      “Do not.” Kelly swore vehemently. “Do not mention it!”

      Mentioning it was not necessary, as all of them remembered too well. Dead creatures had been digging themselves up and coming to Aurora like she was some kind of zombie queen. She’d had to bind the house’s surrounds to make sure things long dead didn’t come to life and knock on the damn door. The house thought it was hilarious.

      “Hmm.” Tiffany turned her head upward, sniffing. “What’s that smell? It’s definitely not one of Aurora’s abominations.”

      “Watch it,” Aurora muttered.

      “No, I smell it too.” Kelly sniffed the air emphatically. “It’s…cookies.”

      “And cake!” Tiffany exclaimed.

      Aurora stood and walked to the solarium door to check out what was happening inside the house. When she started laughing, the others jumped up from the picnic blanket and gathered behind her.

      The house was thumping with music and flashing its lights on and off. The sugary, fatty smell of batter and donuts pumped into the air with cotton candy and cake. The house was being…inviting.

      “What do you make of it, Kelly?” Aurora asked.

      “Call me crazy, but I think the house wants to party.”

      “Definitely.” Tiffany leaned forward to take a closer look and, just as her face drew level with the others, she let out a massive sneeze that made the other two back up fast.

      Tiny pink butterflies shot out of her nose and flapped around them, dipping and gently alighting on her hair or clothing. Tiffany’s punk goth outfit was quickly covered in neon pink critters, their little wings making a strange ripple effect as they fanned them.

      “I really hate this.” Tiffany looked at herself and sighed, trying to brush off the butterflies.

      Aurora giggled as she sat down again, reaching for her iced tea. “You’re just such a fount of wonder, Tiffany. Spreading that happiness magic.”

      “Will you shut up already.” Tiffany glowered. “If I hadn’t figured out how to reabsorb the magic, we would be buried by the damn things already. You kept bringing them back when they died.”

      Aurora shrugged, sipping her tea. “I’m a strange and powerful being.”

      Tiffany snorted her amusement at that, returning to her spot even though she was covered in candy-colored butterflies that refused to let go of her.

      “So Kelly…” Tiffany started, coyly. “Are you inviting him?”

      “Who?” Kelly answered absently.

      She was looking toward the front porch. It was out of view this far behind the house, but she kept her eyes locked in that direction as if she expected ‘him’ to appear at the edge of the building and come running toward her with his arms open wide.

      “Ronun,” Aurora answered.

      “What about Ronun?” She spun around as if she had been stung. “Wait, what are we talking about?”

      Tiffany and Aurora shared a knowing smirk.

      “Are you inviting him?” Tiffany asked again.

      “Ronun?”

      “Yes, Kelly.” Aurora sighed. “Are you inviting Ronun?”

      “Of course.”

      Kelly turned back around, watching the front of the house where that handsome creature was stuck, literally, in stone. She could put him out of her mind, but not for long. Her thoughts returned to him like the tide did to the shore every night.

      “Of course, I’ll invite him,” she murmured. “We’re…friends.”

      Even though she heard the laughter of the others, she didn’t pay them any attention. It didn’t take much for her mind to open up a great dark well of obsession where Ronun’s gorgeous eyes waited to devour her. She couldn’t stop thinking about his curse and how to free him from it.

      Even though it was obvious to her what was happening, Kelly was a master of self-denial. She’d keep saying they were ‘just friends’ for as long as she had to.

      Kelly had never really cared about a guy before, and she wasn’t going to let on how much she cared for this one. Not until he had shown interest in her. It was Kelly’s first time out on a limb, and she didn’t like it. She was up too high and the branch was too fragile. If she gave too much of herself, she could get really, properly hurt.
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      It was the middle of the night but for Kelly, and a surprisingly large bunch of other employees at the Judiciary, it was also lunch time. The low rumble of voices was a familiar accompaniment, even if it wasn’t anywhere as loud as it was during the day. The noise was comforting, familiar. It made her realize how much she actually enjoyed being there.

      She was nibbling unenthusiastically on a tasteless turkey sandwich that had looked good behind the counter but, upon closer inspection, appeared to have been made at some point in the Stone Age and poorly preserved with yellowed plastic wrap. It wasn’t like there had been a lot of choice—who the hell eats salamander stew anyway?

      She sighed and lowered the sandwich to her plate, staring into the distance as she let her thoughts roll by. There was so much going on in her life right now she should have been full of nervous energy. Instead she felt fairly reserved, not outgoing like her usual self. It was an unusual state of being for her, but she'd been examining herself quite critically lately and had discovered she was enjoying the changes she’d been going through.

      There would still be parties in her life, that was not negotiable. There would still be fun and, clearly, late nights. She just had to learn to accept those late nights would be at work instead of at a bar, build value in herself instead of seeking it in random people who didn’t give a shit about her, and most of all, focus her attention where it could do the most good.

      Her thoughts strayed to the big party coming up on Friday, which excited her. They had food and drinks organized, Ryan’s band was ready to play, and Tiffany was taking care of the decorations. Kelly didn’t even mind that they would be all pink.

      Just one thing left to make it perfect, she thought.

      Even though she wouldn’t admit it to herself, her eyes lingered on the door while she waited for a certain someone to walk through. She knew his schedule was very close to hers so he should be coming in any minute now.

      When Ronun actually appeared in the doorway, as though summoned by her attention, she didn’t believe it. She blinked a few times before dropping her sandwich—and her cool persona—to stand up and wave excitedly. When he spotted her and broke into a brilliant smile, warm and fuzzy feelings filled her chest.

      Kelly had been so torn between thinking he wanted her and that he wanted nothing to do with her, she couldn’t trust her own judgment. It wasn’t a seesaw, it was a damn bungee line, jerking her up and down until her stomach was full of flapping bugs and her mind was full of anxiety.

      Is this what it feels like to really be into someone? I don’t even know.

      Ronun’s smile as he sat down might have been the warmest she had ever seen it. She could tell she was grinning far too broadly because her cheeks hurt. Only now did she realize how out of character—and completely dorky—it was for her to literally leap up from her seat and wave like she was seeing a ship off a dock.

      She looked down at the table, batting her lashes as she tried to get herself under control.

      What the hell is wrong with me? Be cool, Kelly. Be cool.

      Even though she was giving herself a stern talking to, her over-enthusiasm had gotten him to come over here and sit with her, so she stubbornly concluded that this was a win and she refused to dwell on it further.

      Her eyes came up slowly, locking onto Ronun’s. She was caught. Her cheeks were hurting again. Was he talking? Maybe he was.

      What the fuck is wrong with me?

      “I’m sorry I—” Kelly started.

      “How is it with—” Ronun blurted at exactly the same time.

      Kelly laughed and he did too, an honest expression of mirth that touched her heart. She was amazed that he could ever be so happy while under such a terrible curse. Her heart went out to him all over again.

      “Sorry,” she said. “What were you going to say?”

      Uncertainty flashed behind his eyes, but only for a second. His mouth tightened and she was worried for a second that he was going to say something really unexpected, like “I’m leaving town” or “Stop staring at me all the time” or even ”I don’t know how I end up on your porch so stop moving me.”

      “I just wanted to ask if you were free on Friday?” Even though his tone was even and casual, a muscle jumped in his cheek. He really was nervous.

      “Free?” she echoed, trying to make sense of her greatest need manifesting itself on her lunch break, completely out of the blue.

      “Maybe grab some dinner or a drink? What do you say?”

      Good god, he’s asking me out! Yes, yes, a million times yes!

      She almost screamed YES! before she remembered her own plans.

      “Actually, we're having a housewarming party on Friday. I was hoping I’d see you before then so I could invite you.”

      His smile resumed, filling her heart to overflowing. “I’d love to come.”

      “Awesome.” She grinned right back at him.

      She almost said “It’s a date” but caught it before it slipped out. She didn’t want to put pressure on him. Maybe she didn’t want to put pressure on herself either.

      “What kind of party?” he asked casually. “Should I dress up or wear a costume or what?”

      Kelly giggled at the idea of Ronun in something ridiculous like a clown costume but shook her head.

      “No, nothing like that. Just a gathering of people looking for fun.”

      “Sounds good to me.” He laughed. “I wouldn’t want to be left out of a costume competition or anything.”

      “You’re full of surprises, you know that?”

      His expression became pointed. “And I’m only just getting started.”

      The moment seemed to grow around them, intensity heavy in the air. Kelly had to look down and fiddle with her napkin just to fight the urge to launch herself across the table and kiss him.

      “So, how’s work?” he asked.

      It wasn’t the way people usually asked the question, as filler for conversation. He leaned forward with wide, interested eyes. He actually cared about her answer.

      “Better. I got to break my first curse.”

      “Hey, that's great!”

      He seemed genuinely happy for her, but at the same time, she thought she saw a flicker of sadness in his eyes. She had a strong urge to reach out and take his hands, to search him with her magic. It was all she could do to keep her hands to herself. She wanted to help him so badly.

      Instead, she shrugged and poked at her abandoned sandwich. “I guess. It was a pretty simple curse, to be honest. No big deal.”

      His voice grew thoughtful. “I bet the person who was cursed wouldn't agree that it was no big deal.”

      He was right. The shifter she'd freed hadn't left her home since her ex had cursed her. To her, the lifting of the curse—as simple as it may have been—was life-changing.

      “Would you tell me more about your curse?” she asked softly.

      He looked away immediately and Kelly felt the intimacy of the moment shatter. When he met her eyes again, he looked sad. Almost tortured.

      “My ancestor, Prince Erodicus, was a selfish and tyrannical gargoyle. I don’t know everything about him, because it’s been passed down over the generations and all of the stories are almost certainly far from accurate. I do know that he considered himself to be more powerful than any others, especially witches. He attacked a powerful witch while he was in his gargoyle form, and obviously thought he was stronger than her.”

      “Whoa,” Kelly whispered.

      Ronun nodded. “Yeah, sounds stupid, doesn’t it? She didn’t just curse him though, she cursed his entire bloodline. His arrogance punished every single member of our family all the way out to the most distant cousins. Forever.”

      This was Kelly's chance to find out more about the curse. If she really wanted to break it, she needed more information.

      “What does it feel like? Is it always the same each day when you turn to stone?”

      “Yes. I start to feel cold and heavy, and then I can’t move. I’m frozen in whatever position I'm in when the sun breaks the horizon.”

      “Are you aware of what's going on around you when you're in your gargoyle form?”

      “Somewhat. Sometimes painfully so.”

      “Oh.” She lowered her eyes, grimacing in shame. “Sorry about that.”

      He smiled gently. “It’s not that big of a deal to be used as an enormous paper weight.”

      Kelly giggled. “Does anything affect it? Have you ever felt like you could change anything about it?”

      “Sometimes,” he said carefully. “Maybe. I’ve tried a lot, that’s for sure.”

      “Hmm. What happens when you sleep?”

      “Sleep?”

      “Do you sleep as a gargoyle during the day or as a man at night?”

      “A little of both, actually.”

      Kelly stumbled, suddenly caught on the image of Ronun sleeping naked with a sheet twisted artfully around his muscular body.

      I mean, come on. The guy is chiseled.

      She cleared her throat loudly to banish the thought.

      “Can you move at all?”

      He wiggled his arms. She laughed loudly, shaking her head.

      “As a gargoyle, dork. Can you move at all when you’re stone?”

      He opened his mouth to answer, then stopped himself. A dark look quickly fell across his face. Before he answered, Owyn ruined the moment.

      “Kelly,” he said in a hard tone. “Time to get back to work.”

      She barely held in a groan. “Sure thing, boss.”

      “You’ve been on your lunch break for over an hour now.”

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize.”

      Owyn dragged a hand across his face, frowning at her.

      “How you have managed to master the dark arts when you apparently can't even tell time is a constant mystery to me.”

      “Time is relative.” Kelly grinned.

      To her surprise, Owyn returned her smile.

      “Interesting,” he said. “You might be more ready for the next step than I thought.”

      “Next step?” She stood up eagerly. “You mean, we’re actually going to do something fun?”

      Owyn nodded, clearly happy to have made an impression on her.

      “Oh my, yes. I think you'll really enjoy what I have planned. Follow me and let’s head up to one of the study areas.”

      Kelly turned to wave goodbye to Ronun and, when he waved back, she felt like she had everything a girl could ever need. As if a sentient house and wicked powers weren’t enough, it now looked like she might actually have a stimulating job…and a smoking hot gargoyle who might just be her boyfriend.

      I may have to stay on the straight and narrow. It seems that once I choose the even road, everything comes easily!
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      Owyn was quiet on the walk back to his office and Kelly resisted the urge to break the silence. She was learning that Owyn liked long, contemplative pauses. If she interrupted his quiet time, it tended to put him in a bad mood. It wasn’t easy for her to keep her mouth shut, but she let her eyes wander over the treasures on display around campus and found her mind was more than occupied.

      He headed straight to his desk, gesturing for Kelly to join him. He had a small stack of files and Kelly was worried her new work would simply be a new form of filing.

      “It looks like you have a real talent in breaking curses,” Owyn said as he shuffled through the papers on his desk. “Especially people being turned into something they aren’t supposed to be. I have a few cases like that and I want you to help me look at them.”

      “Really? Great!”

      She was interested, very much so. She also felt like she had just paddled out of the shallow end of the pool and she was now treading water, waiting for the final bit of weight to be added that would sink her.

      Owyn handed her a stack of files. “Take a look. It’s not often that someone dares to curse a dragon, so this is a tough case. In the files there, you’ll see all the possible variables, as well as basic information about our victim. His name’s Spencer Reed and he’s an investigator here at Othercross Judiciary.”

      Kelly scanned the files, getting more confused by the minute.

      “There’s so much information in here,” she grumbled. “Why do we have his favorite food in both human and dragon form? How is that relevant?”

      Owyn waggled a finger and gave her a stern look. “Curse breaking is not as simple as a big ‘poof’ and then everything goes back to the way it was before. Sometimes you can break the main part of the curse, but affect other things and you can actually make the situation worse, if you aren’t aware of all the variables.”

      “Wow.” She shook her head, wondering how many variables Ronun’s curse might have.

      “Sometimes the person casting the curse will include something specific. For example, a certain family member has to use a certain spell to break it. That corrects everything the second the cure is performed, but it’s usually finding those specifics that causes the problem.”

      “Hmmm,” she murmured, as though she understood a word he'd said. “This is a lot more complicated than I thought it would be.”

      “Good. I’m glad to see you’re taking this seriously. Spencer is a good friend of ours and we want to help him as much as we can. The witch who cursed him must have been very powerful. She and her partner were running from him after a jewelry heist—they were real Bonnie and Clyde types. To protect her dragon boyfriend, she cursed Spence so that when he tries to shift, he can only turn into a Komodo dragon.”

      Kelly winced as she put the papers down. “That must be terrible for him.”

      “It is.”

      Owyn was quiet for a moment and Kelly realized he was worried about his friend. It occurred to her that he may be asking for her help with this because he didn’t trust himself to see straight. It was kind of sweet.

      “Hello?” There was a light knock on the door and Owyn waved, welcoming his friend.

      “Hi Spence,” Owyn said. “I’ve got a circle set up there in chalk and we’ll have at it in a sec.”

      “That sounds encouraging,” he said with a frown.

      Kelly gave him her best winning smile and to her relief, he returned it. He was quite handsome, and was dressed simply in slacks and a white shirt, a bit more casual than Owyn.

      “I’m going to help tonight, if that’s okay.” She crossed the room to shake his hand and smiled encouragingly. “I promise I won’t turn you into a frog.”

      “A frog might be better for my dignity,” he muttered. “Anything but a lizard! I’ve dealt with that my whole life. Anyone that wants to insult a dragon throws ‘lizard’ around. I can’t even complain about it now, because I actually am a goddamn lizard!”

      “Oh, it’s okay.” Kelly tried to reassure him. “Komodo dragons are pretty badass.”

      “To someone who can’t shift, maybe. Sure, they can bring down full-size elk and they poison with their bite. I get it. But I’m a dragon. A lizard has a primitive mind. He just wants to drag himself along like a sloth, bask in the sun, and eat bugs and shit. As a dragon I can cook my meat at the same time I’m killing it. I can reach the eternity of magic through my size and strength, the resonance of my body… Oh yeah, and I can fly. Well, I used to fly.”

      His eyes slid away from hers and she saw his pain. Her heart went out to him and she realized breaking curses really was so much more than just magic. It was righting wrongs, which seemed like true magic.

      “Okay, Kelly, come out of the circle,” Owyn said.

      She hurried over to him and took the book he held out to her. She turned a few ancient pages, marveling at the intricate handwriting and interesting drawings.

      “This is amazing!”

      Owyn nodded.

      “It’s my family grimoire. Much better than the generic one you have. These spells can be very difficult for beginners, so I want to see what level you’re at.”

      Kelly held the book reverently in her hands and glanced over at Spencer. It was like an electric current ran through her and she just knew something wasn’t right here.

      “I think we should go outside, Owyn.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s…just a feeling”

      Owyn nodded. He obviously approved of her instincts. They all headed down the wide staircase to the open field behind the main building. Spencer looked up at the stars with such longing it almost broke Kelly’s heart. The breeze ruffled his hair, and she knew he was feeling the thermals, almost as keenly as if he still had wings.

      You will fly, I swear. Tonight you will fly.

      Kelly felt her will as an extension of herself. She was going to break this curse. It was a certainty. She did not allow any room for doubt in her mind.

      What I will, will be.

      “Okay.” She pointed to a spell. “What about this one, Owyn?”

      He shrugged. “Give it a try. I’m just here to watch.”

      She gulped, looking back at Spencer. She realized this was like a pop quiz. He really was dropping her into the deep end.

      She wriggled her fingers and chanted the words. Magic moved around her and she held her breath, waiting for the big explosion.

      Absolutely nothing happened. Spencer, who had closed his eyes, opened one eye, then the other.

      “Wait, wait.” Kelly flipped the pages. “Just wait. Let me try this one.”

      Again, she chanted and waved her hand, this time with more decisiveness. There was a bolt of light and she stepped forward eagerly.

      Spencer stood in the same spot, dusting off a thick cloud of fairy glitter. Kelly winced, hurrying back out of the circle.

      “Kelly,” Owyn said gently. He held a hand up to Spencer and gave him a look, as Spencer had been almost ready to give Kelly a talking to.

      “I can’t do this, Owyn.” Her lip trembled. “I’m only making things worse.”

      “Relax, Kelly.” Owyn put a hand on her arm. “Feel the words. Focus on your magic. Try again when you have your center.”

      Kelly lowered the book, turned back to Spencer, and closed her eyes. She felt her magic running deep, as deep as her bone marrow. The words swelled in her heart and she opened up, feeling the magic flowing through her. There was just one problem. She didn’t have enough juice.

      Nearby there was a large power source and she drew on it without thinking. She gathered the spell like a thin shroud and hurled it at Spencer, feeling it billow out to settle on top of him.

      Light blasted out of the circle, spinning through Kelly’s body, making her tingle. She covered her eyes as the brightness peaked, then watched as the light died down.

      A massive golden dragon stood before her. He roared into the sky, blowing flame. When he tilted his head, his amber eyes were full of joy. Kelly felt blessed to share it with him. He unfurled his massive leathery wings and launched into the sky, diving on them before looping into the air. With a bright smile, Kelly turned to Owyn, ready to celebrate.

      He was on his knees, holding his head. He looked pale, weak, and sick.

      “Oh my god, Owyn!” She bent down, looking into his eyes. “Are you all right?”

      “How did you do that?” Owyn wheezed, clearly confused as well as diminished.

      “Do what?”

      “You used my powers. You literally sucked magic out of me to use in the spell.”

      “I did?”

      “You did. It’s almost unheard of for a young, inexperienced witch to be able to do that. It’s a very complex and advanced skill.”

      “I didn’t even really know I was doing it.”

      “That’s exactly the problem, Kelly,” Owyn said, allowing her to help him to his feet. “You could kill someone.”

      “What?” It was as if he had hit her right in the chest. “What do you mean, kill someone?”

      “This power can take decades to perfect, and even then, you are bound by the laws of magic. It’s black magic to do that to someone who didn’t give permission.”

      “But I just did it to you without your permission,” she said, quietly.

      “I know, but your heart was pure and your intent good. You just need to understand, Kelly. I was able handle the amount of power you took from me, but I couldn’t stop you. You’ve weakened me and, had you drawn more from me, you could have killed me.”

      “Owyn, you’re scaring me. I don't understand.”

      “It's pretty simple. If you draw too much power from any one soul, you could damage them permanently or take so much that they die.” His face and tone were solemn. “If you had worked on this power slowly, over a period of years, you would understand the ebb and flow. You would have fine-tuned the skill. As it is, you’ve had no practice. It was instinctive. If you do it without thinking, you could just suck all the living energy out of someone without realizing it.”

      “Shit,” she muttered. “I never thought about it.”

      “Do some thinking about it, please. In the meantime, I’ll think of the best ways to train a prodigy like you.”

      “Okay.” Kelly blushed at the thought of having such a powerful hidden talent, but was equally horrified at the possible ramifications of using it.

      She took Owyn’s arm, supporting him as they returned to his office. She had always used her powers with abandon, not worrying about any consequences. Of course, she'd never imagined those consequences could be deadly. She had a whole lot of thinking to do. If she truly wanted to be a good witch, it was going to require a lot more effort than she had counted on.
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      Music throbbed through Kelly’s body as she shimmied her way through the foyer of Hollow House. For the moment, the boom box was supplying the tunes while the house amplified the speakers and turned out the beats from every dark corner. Ryan and the rest of The Night Sparrows had gathered around the punch bowl, taking a well-deserved break from their energetic set.

      The entire house was full of people and she couldn’t go two steps without someone stopping her to compliment the party.

      “Good party!”

      “Awesome music!”

      “Great food!”

      “Nice ass!”

      She was currently trying to get to the punch bowl to catch up with Ryan, but it was starting to look like she might never make it.

      “Great dress!” called a random girl.

      Kelly recognized her from school but couldn’t recall her name. She waved and called out, “Thanks!” That's when she noticed that the girl was being showered with little black spiders. Kelly paused, wondering if the girl was being attacked by her demon house, but she was talking to the little creatures, so she didn’t seem to need rescuing.

      “It is a great dress,” she mumbled to herself, smoothing the front of the pale blue dress with her palms. It was too tight, too short, and had a plunging neckline that revealed far too much. It was the sort of dress that made you stand up tall and walk like you owned it, because if you wore something like this, you weren’t shy about shaking what your momma gave you.

      And no one could ever say Kelly was shy.

      “Kelly!” Wren yelled, reaching out from the jiving crowd. “Get in here!”

      Kelly laughed and tried to wriggle into the mob but couldn’t get any closer to Wren. People were dancing everywhere—in the halls, the foyer, even on the stairs. She had planned to move some of the revelers into the solarium as well, but the house had closed the doors and wrapped them in vines. A very clear ‘go no further’ sign. Even for powerful witches.

      “I’ll find you soon!” Kelly called.

      She watched as Wren and her wolf mate, Brodie, were consumed by the crowd and wondered if Wren's brothers were around somewhere. Some of her older friends had come, but it was swiftly progressing into the later hours where couples with kids dare not tread.

      She continued toward the punch bowl and finally squeezed her way into an open spot. Ryan quickly filled a cup with tropical punch for her.

      “Thanks!” she shouted over the noise.

      “Are you here to tell me to get back on stage?”

      “Hell, no. I'm here to congratulate you on an awesome set! Did you know people are asking for your contact info? Like, wanting to pay you.”

      “Really?” Ryan’s eyes went round. “You mean it?”

      “I sure do. Everyone wants you to play for them.”

      “I hope it pans out,” he said with a smirk. “They might change their minds once they sober up.”

      “Give yourself some credit.” She finished her punch in one big gulp. “They have good reason to love you.”

      “If you say so.”

      Even though he was agreeing with her, she sensed a deeper emotion in him, like he wasn’t just talking about his music. She was about to dig deeper when she glanced toward the door—like she had been doing all night, looking for Ronun—and saw Aurora meeting a group of guys. They all looked dark, brooding and dangerous. Maybe even kind of vicious.

      Thinking that Aurora might need help with party crashers, she patted Ryan on the arm and told him she’d be right back, hurrying to the front door. The four guys had formed a ring around Aurora and were pushing her through the foyer, so Kelly worked a bit of magic to clear the area and storm into the group with the firm idea she was about to stop some kind of assault.

      “What the hell's going on here?” she snapped, letting her magic enhance her voice, just a little.

      The house creaked a bit, offering back up. She crossed her arms and stuck out her chin, standing defensively by her friend, who was the picture of innocence in her white sheath dress.

      “Kelly,” Aurora said softly. “I'd like you to meet my brothers.”

      “Brothers?” Kelly exclaimed, looking them over.

      The tallest was also the thinnest, with long black hair and very dark brown eyes. He didn’t need any help looking scary. The big, flowing trench coat, leather pants, and heavy boots gave him the appearance of a serial killer.

      “Rhys,” he said, stepping forward to shake her hand. His fingers were very slender, and cold. Ice cold.

      Kelly smiled uncertainly. “Nice to meet you.”

      He grinned devilishly at her hesitant tone as if he knew damn well she hadn’t made up her mind about him yet.

      “Will you knock it off, Rhys,” Aurora muttered. “Don’t go all Lord of Death on me now.”

      “When you meet another necromancer who can revive a three-hundred-year-old corpse without any zombification or mummy effects, I’ll drop the title.” He tilted his aristocratic nose upward as though the forces of darkness were watching him for signs of weakness.

      “Your ego will be the death of you, bro.”

      A slightly shorter version of Rhys with light brown hair and eyes stepped forward, reaching for Kelly’s hand.

      “I’d just bring myself back,” Rhys muttered. The rest of the Rhonelle siblings ignored him.

      “I’m Duval, the sort-of middle child.”

      “Sort of?”

      “Rhys is the eldest.” Duval put a hand on his chest and shook his head. “God help us all. I should be the eldest, but second in command is where I’m stuck. These riff-raff—” he gestured at the two younger boys. “—are the younger ones.”

      “I’m Lock.” Another black-haired necromancer stepped forward, blue eyes sparkling with mischief. “I don’t dabble so much in graveyards. You look at these two, you’d think it was the thirteenth century!”

      Kelly held in a snicker. Rhys was dressed like a vampire from the late 1880s. Duval actually wore a suit with a cape—a cape! It would have only made sense at a costume party.

      Lock wore greyish jeans, a tight black sleeveless shirt that showed off his impressive guns, and a bit of heavy silver jewelry. He was punk goth but at least it was modern punk goth.

      “The other middle.”

      The last remaining brother bowed. His hair was black, so black it didn’t even reflect light. His blue eyes did though—they looked like crystals with candles behind them. Kelly felt like he was looking right through her.

      “I’m Onyx,” he said, and Kelly couldn't quite tell if his smile was friendly or deadly. “I’m closest in age to Aurora. We were always together growing up.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Kelly said, then thought, Friendly. Phew!

      Kelly had met so many people at the party, she ran through their names in her head so she could remember them. After all, these were her roommate's siblings—it was only polite to not forget them.

      Rhys is the semi-modern goth. Duval is the Dark Ages goth. Lock is the postmodern goth and Onyx just doesn’t give a shit.

      He was dressed darkly, in keeping with his status as a necromancer, but with very little flair. Kelly had always found guys who didn’t have a fashion sense super cute. She could dress them up like full-size Ken dolls.

      “Someone introduce me?” Tiffany appeared by Kelly’s side, her kohl-lined eyes fixed hungrily on the band of brothers.

      Kelly choked back a laugh, knowing that look all too well. She half-turned toward Rhys to introduce them, and when she looked back to Tiffany she gasped in shock. There, hanging over her friend’s head, throbbed an absolutely massive cartoon heart.

      “Um, Tiff…” Kelly grimaced and stared pointedly at the heart. Everyone did.

      “Huh?” Tiffany grunted dreamily. Only when she noticed Rhys staring above her head did she look up, her expression quickly shifting from adoration to mortification. “Oh.”

      She tried to get rid of the heart, but as soon as she looked back at the boys, it returned. When Lock gave her a skin-crawling wink, a stream of little red hearts spurted out of the big one and spiraled around her in an adorable tornado.

      Tiffany looked about as close to panic as a girl could get while still trying to save face in the presence of her crush. Or crushes, as the case seemed to be. Her cheeks darkened and she tried once more to pop the floating hearts, only to have a fluffy puppy materialize in her arms.

      “Th-thank you,” Tiffany stammered, her tone strained. “I, uh, I mean… Nice to meet you. I’ll be back later. Hopefully, I’ll be sane by then.”

      Cradling the puppy, she slunk away into the crowd. The brothers shared a very clear ‘wtf’ look all around.

      “Thank Beelzebub that those pink hearts went away.” Rhys gave a full-body shudder.

      “Hey, she was cute,” Lock objected.

      The other brothers made sounds of disapproval.

      “Wrong magic.” Duval stated flatly. “Aurora wears pink, but her magic is anything but. That one looks demon dark, but puppies? I mean—”

      From the direction of the front door, there was a high-pitched squeal, reminiscent of a panicked piglet. Kelly’s face went white as she abruptly left the conversation and hurried to find out what the actual fuck was going on. As she rounded the corner into the foyer, Kelly skidded to a halt. Just inside the doorway, a giant rat hung in midair, held by an invisible hand that had its tail. She didn’t need to look twice—she knew him even disguised as a rat.

      Poor Louie! She’d only invited him to make things right and her house had attacked him like a poorly trained dog.

      “House!” she yelled, stomping her foot. “You put him down right now!”

      The house groaned. It seemed to sway back and forth, the walls shimmering as if the house was breathing. It heaved and whispered. Kelly put her hands on her hips.

      “You put him down and change him back or I swear I will get a team of landscapers in here, glamor them so you can’t touch them, and we will mow the fucking back gardens!”

      This time the groan was more like a gasp. Louie was deposited on the floor and changed back into human form almost at the exact same time.

      “Anyone I invite here is to be treated with respect, you got it?”

      The house murmured but did not respond. She was about to help Louie up when a golden dragon landed in the yard. He flapped his wings mightily, roaring and breathing fire. Guests crowded to the front windows to watch him.

      “Hey, Spence!” she called, waving. “How’re the wings, buddy?”

      “Magnificent!” He shook his huge dragon head, rearing up on his hind legs. “I just had to stop in and say thanks!”

      “Come in for a drink!” she yelled. He nodded.

      “I will. I’m not done using my wings yet. Can’t get enough of that sky right now!”

      Kelly’s smile stretched her face so wide it hurt. She was so happy to have helped him. It gave her confidence that she could keep working in this field and, ultimately, help Ronun.

      Instead of trying to get back in the front way, Kelly took a detour around the house, noticing clumps of dancing people out on the lawn and others twisted together in the shadows. She giggled, thinking of hookups like that she had enjoyed over the years. It seemed as if everyone was having a great time and she was pleased—until she heard arguing coming from the kitchen.

      “I’m telling you, you want white. Dry white. It’s pork.”

      “It’s pork if its fucking lucky!” That was Nathan. “It’s a goddamn pig in a blanket. I’m willing to bet less than five percent is pork. Serve a light red.”

      “No effing way! You’re out of your mind. No, wait. I’m being unfair. You simply have no taste buds,” Ryan retorted.

      “Oh, shit,” she muttered as she entered the kitchen. “Is everything okay in here, boys?”

      Both of them turned on her with hard, flinty eyes. Kelly almost turned tail and ran the other way.

      “Forget it,” Nathan snapped. “Like I give a shit what wine we serve. I’m not arguing with you.”

      He turned and stormed off, heading for his basement. Kelly turned toward Ryan to find out what had happened, but caught sight of Ronun over Ryan’s shoulder.

      The world vanished. There was nothing but his eyes, his smile. She was drawn toward him without noticing her feet were moving. When he smiled, it was like the sun cracking through the clouds after a week of rain. Warm, welcome, and full of hope.
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      Kelly drifted past Ryan as if he'd suddenly become invisible. From the corner of her eye, she noticed his grin and knew he wasn’t offended. Everyone knew she was falling head over heels for Ronun, even if she wasn’t ready to admit it quite yet.

      Holding Ronun's gaze as she moved toward him, she couldn’t imagine a single reason why she should continue to resist. Okay, so she'd thought he was kind of a jerk in the beginning. But that was before she knew she’d been tormenting a living being instead of a statue. The fact that he was under a curse would have been enough to darken anyone’s temper. Add a bit of bodily disrespect to that, and it was a recipe for catastrophe.

      His gaze ran down her body, his eyes widening and pupils darkening. Anyone who looked at her that way had to have forgiven her, right?

      “Enjoying the party?” She breathed a silent sigh of relief that her voice was smooth and even. And that she didn't giggle.

      He cast a look around the room, quickly spinning all the way back to her again. It was like he couldn’t stop looking at her, and Kelly had no problem with that at all.

      “Just got here, but it looks nice.”

      Nice? Never in the history of her party-throwing had anyone ever called one of her parties ‘nice.’ Killer, epic, a nuisance to polite society—all descriptions she'd heard plenty, but never nice.

      He tried to give her an easy smile, but it got stuck. Uncertainty flashed across his face and Kelly grabbed his elbow before he could trip over his own tongue again. She didn’t want their special moment foiled by a fit of nervousness gone wrong.

      Grabbing his hand, she dragged him toward the dance floor, hurrying to get them grooving to the beat before either of them could say or do something clumsy. As comforting as it was to know he liked her enough to be nervous talking to her, she didn’t want to see him embarrassed.

      Or me, she thought, wryly. If the moment gets awkward, you can bet I’ll stick my foot right in it.

      Better to dance. Let their bodies do the talking. She put her hands loosely on Ronun’s shoulders and his hands stroked her waist. Her hips moved to the rhythm of the music but Ronun seemed tense as he barely rocked side to side.

      “What’s the matter?” she asked, having to lean in and raise her voice for him to hear.

      “Not much of a dancer,” he said with a self-conscious shrug. “Being made of stone twelve hours a day… It makes you kind of stiff, I guess.”

      A million comebacks flashed through Kelly’s mind and her hands tightened on his shoulders. The moment was almost unbearable torture.

      Which part of you is stiff? How stiff? Stiff for me?

      “Oh, okay.”

      She bit her tongue so she wouldn't accidentally blurt out every dirty thought in her mind. Swaying back and forth for a minute as she thought about her next move, she couldn't help noticing Ronun’s body getting harder as he tensed up against the rhythm of the music.

      Imagine how hard he could get if I teased him a bit more… No, no, stop thinking like a damn teenager!

      When true discomfort showed on Ronun’s face, she finally got her shit together. She wasn’t drunk—for the first time in forever, where parties were concerned—and this was not one of her one-night stands.

      She ran her hands down his arms and grasped his hands, squeezing them.

      “Come on,” she murmured in his ear. “Let’s go upstairs.”

      Conversation was impossible on the move. The stairs were so crowded they had to walk single file and Kelly knew he was too close to be admiring her ass. It was a pity but getting out of the main room quickly was more important than shaking her tushy.

      Hopefully, I’ll have plenty of time for that later.

      Even though she had every intention of jumping on Ronun, she didn’t want to hurl herself at him. She was hoping to have a bit of time to talk, just enjoy each other’s company, but each door she tried—the monstrous study, the second library, the viewing deck along the back of the house—was locked, even to her.

      “My house is managing my love life again,” she muttered.

      “What was that?”

      Ronun was holding her hand as he followed along, looking a bit lost.

      “Oh, nothing.”

      Giving up on the idea of finding a quiet spot to talk, Kelly went to the one room she was pretty certain even the house couldn't lock her out of—her own bedroom. She gave the door a hard shove, daring the house to disobey her. It creaked as it gently swung open, revealing the perfectly made-up bed scattered with rose petals. As they entered, candelabras around the room flared to life, giving the place a soft glow. Her cheeks burned hot as she turned to Ronun.

      “I’m sorry. Don’t think that I’m presuming anything—it's the damn house! I think the brownies must have done the sheets because—”

      “Kelly.” His voice was dark and breathy, almost like the expression of a shadow. “It’s okay. I know you didn’t do this. It’s far too organized.”

      She burst out laughing, relieved that Ronun knew her so well. He grasped her hands and they stood close together, foreheads touching as they looked into each other's eyes.

      “As a gargoyle, I have the emotional and magical sensitivity of…well, stone. But I’m sensing heat in you, Kelly. Tell me if it’s real or if I’m projecting.”

      “Projecting?” she whispered.

      “Yes.” He leaned closer, his lips brushing hers. “Do I feel it because I want it to be there?” He paused, taking a deep breath. “I want you, Kelly. Do you want me or am I imagining it?”

      Kelly smiled, pressing her lips to his. The first few touches were warm and light, their mouths gently kneading and caressing.

      “Yes,” she breathed against his lips. “I want you, Ronun.”

      She felt his smile more than saw it as his kisses grew rougher and harder. She leaned into him, wrapping her hands around his waist to feel him, warm against her. He was only wearing a thin white t-shirt and jeans and she could feel every inch of his muscled torso.

      Ronun’s hands caressed her shoulders and gently pushed down the straps of her pretty party dress. It peeled down her body, the tight fabric bunching around her waist for a moment before pooling at her feet. His hands cupped her breasts immediately, his palms big and warm as he squeezed them softly. When he pinched one nipple between his fingers she cried out, grabbing his arms and digging her fingernails into him.

      One of his arms snaked around her waist and the other stroked her hip as he tugged her closer. He bent down and when his hot lips stroked her nipple, she grabbed his head and encouraged him further. When he nipped at her with his teeth she groaned, pressing herself against him.

      Keeping his mouth on her breasts, he hooked both arms around her waist and lifted her, turning around and shuffling them toward the bed. When he dropped her so she bounced on her butt, she giggled and reached up, stroking his face and letting his eyes look deep into her own.

      Finally, he’s mine! I have him. That thought had never before filled her with such joy.

      He gave her a gentle push, running his hands up her thighs to hook her panties. As he pulled them down her long legs, she threw herself back onto the bed and lifted her feet eagerly.

      Who’s got who? she wondered, then decided she didn't care.

      His gentle hands grasped her ankles and those soft, sweet lips ran up her leg as he moved closer to her pussy. She was gasping and moaning before his tongue even touched her. When it did, she cried out loud enough to make the walls shiver. She tried to get her breath back, to maintain some control, but when his tongue flicked across her clit and even deeper into her, she heard bursts of sound coming from her throat that she didn’t recognize as her own voice.

      He didn’t slow down or let up, even once she was gasping and panting, almost crying. He kept up his attentions, moving from her clit, through the soft inner lips and all the way down to her hot, wet entrance. The orgasm hit her like an unexpected lightning bolt, rolling through her, a thundering, unstoppable force that seemed to break open every cell in her body.

      Head thrashing, body convulsing, voice screaming utter nonsense, Kelly was barely aware of anything besides the wracking waves of ecstasy overwhelming her. At some point, the bed sagged and she somehow managed to peek open an eye just enough to see that Ronun had joined her on the bed and he was completely, tantalizingly naked.

      Yet he remained on his side, gently stroking her body instead of taking her like an animal. What was he waiting for? Tired of not feeling him inside her, Kelly skimmed one hand down his rippling front until she reached her destination. Wrapping her fingers around his silky smooth, rock-hard cock, she guided him to the place she needed him most. He quivered in her hand, yet still held back, catching her gaze with his.

      “Are you sure…?” he asked, his voice thick with desire. For her.

      “Oh, hell yeah.”

      Wrapping her legs around his hips, she thrust against him to prove it. The head of his cock pressed against her, sending sparks skittering across her flesh, and she wondered for a brief moment if she'd be able to accommodate him. As he moved his body against hers, inch by inch, Kelly relaxed from the hips and clung to him, every single moment exquisite torture. When he finally slid all the way home, he paused for a breath and she shifted against him, grinding toward his pressure.

      He sighed and bent his face to hers. She reached up with her lips and let him kiss her, his hot tongue stroking inside her mouth. His hot, slick mouth was everywhere at once—her lips, neck, ear, throat. As she wrapped herself around him, thrusting and grinding, she felt his entire body harden as if he were truly stone.

      A deep, rumbling groan echoed in her bedchamber as his need for her grew too intense for him to hold back any longer. He started slow, moving cautiously for fear of breaking her, but Kelly was already out of her mind and she let her body show him that she wasn't a fragile doll. Bucking against him, she felt the moment he lost control and his body thrust against hers, harder and faster each time until he thickened inside her.

      She cried in pleasure as he stretched her, the feeling of his raw male power driving into her soft, yielding flesh obliterating everything else in her universe. Her pussy clenched against him, and a hard, aching sensation ran right alongside the tingling waves of pleasure until her world exploded. Again and again and again.

      Ronun remained still, holding himself up on his elbows as she writhed underneath him, drinking her in as she came. The set of his jaw and the tic in his eyelid told her that her own tremors were affecting him, driving him toward the brink. Every inch of her was on fire and the slightest touch might set her off again. Which she wouldn't complain about!

      Leaning down, he brushed her lips softly, too gently. With a curse of impatience, she reached for his mouth with frantic lips and tongue. When she found it, she rocked against him while he remained perfectly still, letting her work herself into another climax while he kissed her so gently it was like he was worshipping her mouth.

      Kelly’s moans grew until the walls rang. The longer they made love, the more turned on she got. It had never been like this before. Usually by this point she would have been getting bored and hurrying things up so she could get back to drinking and dancing.

      She never wanted this to end. Would it be ethically wrong if she locked them in a time bubble so they could live in this moment forever? The only downside would be that they would never change and grow and she wanted to experience that too.

      There was still some hesitance in them both—not just a healthy respect for each other, but a kind of reverence. In her heart, Kelly knew she could trust Ronun with every inch of her body, and she couldn’t wait for him to explore it. When he looked deep in her eyes as she ground against him, the moment was so intense, it felt as though having him inside her somehow touched every single part of her. She convulsed again in response, each wave leaving her exhausted and exhilarated at the same time.

      And still, her body craved more.

      She moaned as her deepest muscles twisted around him again and Ronun responded with a sharply indrawn breath, his cock moving inside her of its own accord.

      “Give me your cock,” she murmured in his ear, drawing goosebumps across his flesh.

      “You already have it.” He ground his hips against her, making his point, and she moaned in response.

      “In my mouth. I need to taste you.”

      As impossible as it seemed, he grew even more inside her. It took him a moment to gather himself, but he eventually pulled free and lay back on the bed. Taking in the gorgeous god lying before her, Kelly was tempted to slam herself down on his lap and pleasure herself again, but the need to serve him was too strong.

      Kneeling next to the bed, she tugged his legs until he rested on the edge. She propped her elbows on his thighs and admired all the parts that made him male. That was something she'd never really done before, only giving her past lovers the most cursory of glances. They'd been tools for her use and nothing more.

      This was different. This was Ronun. He was worth looking at, worth admiring, worth worshipping. She wanted to pleasure him and make him feel special. Such a very far cry from her usual bang and run.

      She cupped his balls and squeezed them gently, watching his face as he closed his eyes and shuddered. Goosebumps skittered across his skin and she smiled, watching his body tremble as she massaged him with a gentle hand. When his head bent back and his breath was shaky, she leaned forward and wrapped her lips around the head of his cock.

      He cried out, his body jerking like it was running with electric shocks. Ever so slowly, she drew him into her mouth, paying close attention to his responses. She didn’t just want him to enjoy himself, she wanted him to feel revered, safe, loved.

      Not for the first time, the enormity of the moment caught her off guard. These feelings brought a kind of wonder to her. For the first time ever, she was coming together with a man she actually cared about, and her need to please him surprised her… But she didn’t fight it. She gave in to it.

      Bracing her hands on his sinewy thighs, she lifted herself a little for a better angle. Then she leaned over and swallowed him whole, sliding her mouth down until it almost met his belly. One hand came up to grip the shaft as she let out a low growl that rumbled deep in her throat, vibrating against his hot flesh.

      Ronun’s hand brushed gently on her hair, not encouraging her or holding her head down, but as if he wanted to reassure her. She paused and looked up into his face, wrapping her tongue around the head of his cock for good measure as she did so. He was watching her with wide eyes, amazement on his face.

      “You don’t have to—” he gasped. “If it’s too much. Don’t hurt yourself.”

      Kelly’s heart swelled in her chest and her eyes prickled with the depth of her emotion. A guy that was turning down head just because he didn’t want her to strain her jaw. If she hadn’t been kneeling right in front of him, she would not have believed it.

      “You’re mine tonight, Ronun,” she whispered while flicking the head of his cock with her tongue. “And I'm going to make it a night neither of us will forget.”

      A shudder ran through him and she felt it in every inch of her body. She sat up and leaned forward again, working until her lips met her fingers. Then she used both hands and her mouth to move slowly up and down, pressing her tongue against the shaft. Kelly had always been a good lover, giving as well as she got, but this was different.

      She wanted to take him to the moon, blow his mind as well as his cock. It wasn’t enough for both of them to have fun—satisfaction itself wasn't her goal. She wanted to give him an experience he’d never had, one that he would carry around forever.

      She found her rhythm and positioned herself comfortably so she could work on him for as long as she wanted. Her lips and her fingers worked his shaft, changing pressure with her fingers and tongue to keep him on the edge. When she could feel he was very close, she increased her efforts only to have him grip her shoulder.

      “No, not like this,” he said, simply.

      She wanted to protest that she could keep going all night—maybe even longer—but the hunger in him wouldn’t be denied. Before she could so much as move a muscle, he pulled her up from the waist and settled her on his lap, helping to wrap her legs around him, then pulled her forward, right onto his slick, hard cock.

      The cry that burst from her was short and sharp. She grabbed his shoulders and rocked backward, stretching out her legs. As her body spread before him, Ronun let out a gasp and it sounded more like pain than pleasure.

      “You’re perfect,” he breathed. “Every single inch of you is fucking perfect.”

      The intensity of his gaze and the focus of his attention—not to mention the pressure of him fully seated inside her—brought Kelly to orgasm again. When his eyes left hers and looked down at where their bodies joined, she felt herself pulsing all over again, every spasm making her even wetter. She moaned, slightly frustrated as she rocked, trying to pleasure her pussy and clit at the same time.

      His hands slid around her waist, fingers trailing up her spine. He pressed forward, making her lean toward him. When she looked down, his eyes were huge, flickering pools, picked out by the candlelight. When he kissed her, it felt like an electric current that flooded her body and sent every limb into a spasm. When he rocked his hips upward and pounded the deepest parts of her, she couldn’t hold in her moans of pleasure and they slipped free from their joined lips.

      He let her go, watching her face as she leaned back. She smiled, a slow, dreamy smile. She had never known she could come like this or so many times. She was used to quick orgasms that exploded and left without any impact on her, like sneezes.

      These were slow-building waves of pleasure that overcame her like the crashing tide. More like tidal waves, because it didn’t stop. Each one was stronger than the last, a never-ending ocean of pleasure that had been inside her all this time, yet she had never known it.

      Ronun hoisted her, pushing her over onto the bed. She moved lazily onto her back and he turned her over, running his hands over her smooth skin, enjoying the curve of her hips, her slender waist. The way he focused on her entire body and not just the erogenous zones turned her on even more.

      She hadn’t known the sensitivity of other parts of her body. His light, trailing touches did something to her, something soul-changing. It was as if she were a book and he was carefully reading each page instead of rushing to the end. When he pulled her up onto her knees, exposing her in a most vulnerable way, Kelly felt nothing but safe.

      He ran his hand across her pussy, teasing her from behind. When his lips and tongue touched her, she bucked in place, moans getting caught in her throat. As his mouth went away, she rocked back, inviting him in.

      He moaned as their bodies met, his pace incredibly slow as he watched her body devour him piece by piece. Kelly felt wild, her hands clenched in the bed sheets, her fingernails digging holes in them. From this position he was almost too big, but Kelly couldn’t get enough.

      He really made her feel it, feel everything. Sex with Ronun was a whole-body experience and she was discovering it minute by minute, inch by inch. By the time he had slid all the way in, she was rocking and moaning, begging for more friction.

      Just when she thought it couldn’t get any better, he slipped a hand around her hip and buried his thick fingers in her pussy, searching for her throbbing clit. When he found it, she came so hard that she shuddered in his arms, a creature of complete lust and desire, like fire caught in the hard stone of his hands and arms.

      He kept one hand firmly between her legs, teasing her clit as he started to stroke in and out. The feeling of being held in place by his strong hands while he pounded her made screams tear through her throat as her orgasms flooded through her, multiples running into each other and leaving her a shivering mess.

      She was so weak, when he moved his hand to grasp her hip, she almost collapsed. Her arms buckled and her head rested on the mattress, making her ass point up even higher. Ronun groaned, his cock hardening even further. He moved faster and faster, and Kelly sensed he was driving toward his own climax now.

      Their bodies were in perfect sync, hers rocking against his as he slammed into her hard and fast. She moaned and cried out every time he hit the end of her. Her cries mingled with his until they were making a crescendo that could surely be heard throughout the house.

      Now that they were in tandem, she could feel him getting thicker on every stroke. There was a moment of anxiety as he stretched her so far that she thought she really couldn’t take him fully, but the moment passed as he let out an incredibly loud cry that signaled his own body finally crossing the finish line.

      As he pulsed inside her, another orgasm streaked through her in rocking, mind-bending waves. Even though she’d had many over the course of their lovemaking, this one was the most intense because she felt his own at the exact same time.

      A loud boom echoed into the room from outside and from the corner of her eye—and the edge of consciousness—Kelly managed to identify the swirling sparks outside her window as fireworks. They continued as the lovers collapsed in a sweaty, panting heap. Good grief, the house couldn't even let her have this moment without butting in!

      Curling herself into Ronun's embrace, she looked up at him with an openness she'd never offered anyone else before. To her delight, he looked right back, inviting her into his soul. As they lay together, softly touching each other, the sky was patterned with silver, gold, and neon green.

      Kelly had forgotten how to move and speak after such an intense encounter, but luckily, she didn’t have to. Ronun drew her against his chest and kissed her forehead, and Kelly realized that nothing needed to be said. She was home. That was all that mattered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The morning was so bright it was almost crisp, even as it started its slow turn toward afternoon. Kelly hurried along the sidewalk, every mundane thing she passed appearing more fantastical, impossibly beautiful, and so very, very much more precious than she remembered.

      This had been going on since her night with Ronun, not that she wanted it to stop. She never knew she could feel so alive. The world felt like some kind of fairy tale and her only regret was that her lover could not share this feeling at the moment, because he was still made of stone.

      The thought made her heart plummet, but only a little. Even knowing that Ronun was still cursed didn’t dampen her mood for long. He was hers and she was his. She didn’t mind being owned by a cursed gargoyle, not when his human shape was so incredibly gorgeous.

      Not just his body, she thought idly, as she looked up into the clouds where her spirit soared. His mind. His heart. His capacity for love, and his protection of me.

      Security in a relationship was something Kelly had never thought about and certainly never expected, and she was surprised by how it made her feel. That very morning, on the way out of the house, she'd stroked Ronun’s head and felt her heart beating just for him. He served her simply to keep her from harm, and she knew he would do so even if she didn't return his affection.

      His love was unconditional. No matter what she became or did, he would still protect her. That only fueled her desire to be the best version of herself—loyal, loving, and true. He inspired her outside of the relationship as well. Since meeting him, she'd learned to temper her flippant side and really listen to people. To work hard at her magic and at her job, simply for the satisfaction of doing well. She couldn’t believe it as she glanced at her phone, but she was even on time for her brunch date!

      “Over here!” Sara yelled, waving from an outside table at the café.

      Kelly’s smile grew and she trotted the last few steps to be wrapped in the hugs of her friends, Trinity, Sara, and Hazel. For a few minutes, the air was full of greetings and flailing arms as the girls went into a flurry of welcome. They sat down, still all talking at once at such a pace it was impossible for them to hear one another.

      “I’ve missed you guys so much!” Kelly practically wailed. “I didn’t even realize how much until now!”

      “We’ve missed you too,” Trinity said, reaching out to grab Kelly’s hand and squeeze it. “But I hear Hollow House is taking up a lot of your energy these days.”

      “It’s getting better,” Kelly said, taking a sip of water and waving to the waitress so she could order a latte. “It just needs a firm hand.”

      “Sounds like you’re talking about a toddler.” Hazel slowly pulled apart a banana muffin.

      “I am, basically. The house doesn’t have any maturity at all, especially for its age. It has so much power and it just randomly lets loose all the time. I'm worried it'll hurt someone.”

      Silence fell across the table as the waitress stopped by, serving them drinks and sweet snacks. Kelly used to count her calories pretty religiously but, lately, she wasn’t as worried about it. Enjoying herself was far more important than fitting into her smallest dress. There were always other dresses.

      Trinity frowned, looking Kelly over. “You look different. Did you get a haircut or something?”

      “Oh, she got something, all right.” Hazel giggled.

      “Yeah, can we skip the pleasantries and get to the dirt already?” Sara winked, pulling a funny face around her straw as she started on her milkshake.

      Kelly warmed, but she put on a mask of perfect innocence. “What do you mean?”

      “C’mon.” Hazel reached over to give her a jab. “Everyone knows you disappeared with Ronun at your housewarming party the other night. Give us the deets.”

      Kelly opened her mouth, images running through her mind. This should have been an easy moment for her. Usually she couldn’t wait to spill the gossip on her latest conquest, but as she went over the night, she realized she didn’t want to reveal a single thing. It was too special.

      “Call an ambulance!” Trinity cried. “Kelly can't talk. This is a serious situation!”

      Kelly rolled her eyes and stole a bite of Hazel's muffin. “Sorry, guys. I just don’t want to talk about it.”

      She sipped her latte, avoiding their curious gazes. The silence around the table eventually dragged her eyes back up to the shocked expressions of her friends.

      “What the—” Sara began.

      “I don’t believe it,” Trinity said.

      “Are you telling me he’s made a decent woman of you?” Hazel asked incredulously.

      Kelly wanted to protest but, as she examined herself, she realized that Hazel was right, in a way. This had not just been a bit of fun. This was the first time she had ever had a real boyfriend, and she cared too much about Ronun and their experience to lower herself to a base level and gossip about it.

      “I don’t know. I guess so. It's just that it was really special. There’s nothing I really want to say about it.”

      Trinity leaned over and pressed her palm to Kelly’s forehead. “Definitely some kind of a fever. Her brain is fried. Poor Kelly. She’ll never be the same.”

      “You’re right about that.” Kelly laughed as she batted Trinity's hand away.

      “Just answer one question.” Sara bent over the table, urging the others to lean in as well. Her voice dropped to a stage whisper. “How was he?”

      Before Kelly could stop herself, she blurted, “He was fucking unbelievable. Huge, powerful, loving, sweet, kind, gentle, rough when it counted…” Kelly caught herself before going further, but not before the brief description caused fire to run up her belly until her nipples hardened under her shirt.

      “Wow.” Hazel slumped back in her chair, eyeing her friend as she fiddled with the mini-marshmallows floating in her cocoa. “Wow, wow, wow. I’ve never seen you react this way, Kelly. He must be really special.”

      Kelly nodded to her friend, emotions welling up so strongly she had to blink tears away. Sara let out a shocked gasp and even Trinity was amazed.

      Kelly shrugged. “It’s not like it was before, you know. Before Ronun, I just wanted to have fun. Everything was, like, easy—”

      “And so were you,” Trinity quipped warmly.

      “I had a blast and you know it! But I’m just…really into him. It’s not the sex, even though that was incredible. He sits on my porch every day, guarding me. He always shows up when I need him. And when he looks at me…”

      Kelly rested her chin in her hand and sighed. The other three girls exchanged looks of disbelief.

      “I suppose part of me is scared I’ll miss out on some fun,” Kelly said, absently. It feels weird to commit totally to Ronun, but I can’t do anything else. My heart has made up its mind.

      “It’s so much better being in a committed relationship.” Sara leaned over to rub Kelly’s arm. “You’ll see. If he's half as awesome as you say, give him a real shot, Kelly, and don’t ghost him like you usually do. I think he could be really good for you.”

      The other girls murmured their assent and Kelly smiled. She could never ghost Ronun. It would be impossible. Not only just in the physical sense, because he was always near, but she also couldn’t stand the idea of never talking to him again. The idea of leaving him hanging gave her cold sweats. She would never, ever hurt him like that. Now that she was seeing everything from a new perspective, she had to wonder how she'd ever done it in the first place—to anyone.

      Even though these feelings were becoming as solid as Ronun’s daytime form, she couldn’t admit to them yet. Not to her friends or to Ronun. She was still struggling with the depths of her emotions and since she wasn’t used to caring so much, saying it out loud was damn scary. They hadn’t really been together much as a couple and had only had sex that one time. It was still early days and Kelly didn’t want to jinx it or put herself out even farther on a limb.

      Maybe one day… Hopefully soon, she would find the courage to tell Ronun that he was the only guy that had reached beyond her flaky exterior and found the real woman underneath. She liked who she was becoming—reliability and integrity felt good on her. Instead of figuring out how to get out of things, she was thinking about making a better effort to be good at things. Sara was right—Ronun was good for her in so many ways.

      “We’ve lost her again,” Trinity said, waving a hand in front of Kelly's face. “She definitely needs medical attention.”

      Kelly grinned. “Oh, shut up. I haven’t changed that much.”

      Hazel almost snorted cocoa out of her nose. “Kelly, have you seen your outfit today?”

      “Of course, I have!” What was a ridiculous question. She dressed carefully every day. Choosing clothes was fun. Making herself up to polish the look only added to that fun. She glanced down at herself, then looked back up in complete confusion. “What's wrong with what I'm wearing?”

      “Well, for starters,” Hazel began, “I see a blouse buttoned demurely right up to the collar bone. Your skirt hits you mid-calf. Conservative shoes. Minimal jewelry and your hair is swept back into a neat bun.”

      “Oh. My. God,” Trinity breathed, as if seeing it for the first time. “Not a short skirt, plunging neckline, or dangerously high heel to be seen!”

      “Actually,” Sara said with an appraising look, “I like your hair like that. Very mature.”

      Kelly's mouth felt full of sand. When she dressed that morning, she’d wanted to look pretty, but not flashy. Only now did she realize she had never paired this top and skirt together. Ever.

      “Jeez,” she said, not a little defensively. “So I picked a different outfit today. Big whoop. I want to be taken seriously, is that a crime?”

      “Medic!” Trinity almost yelled. “This is some outrageous shit right here. Who are you and what have you done with the real Kelly Holloway?”

      Kelly laughed with the rest of them, trying to think of a really clever comeback. Before she could, the waitress dropped the check on the table and, without thinking, Kelly grabbed it.

      “Trinity, you’re right,” Hazel said in mock horror. “Get a doctor.”

      “Am I seeing what I think I’m seeing?” Sara gasped.

      “Girl, you've got it bad,” Trinity announced. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you pick up a bill in your entire life.”

      Kelly glared as she grabbed her purse. “Shut up, before I change my mind.”

      The other girls continued to exclaim in disbelief as she headed to the counter to pay. Kelly knew she wouldn’t change her mind, not about Ronun or the changes she was making to herself. And changing meant giving. Giving herself to everyone, not just Ronun.

      She had spent most of her life unapologetically taking anything she wanted as though it was her right. Now it was time to give back.
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      “If I’m late again, the old buzzard might just flay me alive.”

      As much as Kelly let the joke hang, she wasn’t in any hurry for Ronun to let her go. If anything, it was like a five-minute warning. And it had the desired effect—he squeezed her just that little bit tighter.

      “Let him try.” Ronun’s voice rumbled low in his chest, and her eager body drank in the vibrations. “Stahagan would have a lot to answer for if he did.”

      Kelly laughed lightly and nuzzled into the front of his jacket. They were going to have to start their respective jobs soon, but these little hallway clutches had become the highlight of her days. Or rather, nights.

      There was something satisfyingly clandestine about it, wrapping each other up in the darkened, after-hours hallways of Othercross Judiciary. She was starting to think that having the place to themselves was actually one of the perks of the job. In fact, if she had her druthers, one of these nights she was going to find some dark corner so they could start christening the building.

      It was the perfect capstone to their walk to work each evening. Kelly was even willing to endanger her ‘wild child’ reputation by holding his hand for the stroll. Oh, yeah. This was big shit for her.

      Thanks to Ronun’s influence, her skidding in late was becoming less of a concern. If Kelly was always fifteen minutes late, then Ronun was twenty minutes early. Their quirks were starting to balance each other out. Well, maybe it was just his influence over her, but still…

      His reluctance to release her set off that little golden dance in her stomach. She was cautious about believing it too much, but she was starting to think he might like her as much as she liked him. But just how much was that, really? Kelly was in very great danger of admitting it to herself.

      “Okay,” Ronun said as the clock in the university tower began to strike. “We can’t try your luck.”

      Stretching up on her toes, Kelly only intended to steal a quick kiss, but couldn’t resist leaning into it. He had that power over her.

      Besides, he gave every bit as good as he got. Better than he got.

      “I’ll see you later,” Kelly whispered as their lips parted. Then, she managed to duck through the door just before the last bell sounded the hour.

      “Precisely on time,” Owyn said, peering over the top of his spectacles as she walked into the office. “If you’re not careful, this might turn into a habit, Miss Holloway.”

      “I’m trying.” Her voice was chipper, and she was still sailing from her stolen moments with Ronun.

      “I suppose I should be flattered,” the old man said. “Even if I am… What was the expression? An old buzzard?”

      Kelly froze. She turned wide eyes on him, waiting to see how much offense had been taken. She really needed to be more careful about how loud she was. Or maybe he just had particularly keen hearing for a man his age. Either way, she needed to stop shit-talking people who might be within earshot.

      Maybe it would be better to stop shit-talking altogether.

      Owyn's face was unreadable as ever, but the fact that he didn’t pursue it hinted that he may have been making a joke. Kelly flattered herself to think that the stoic curse breaker might actually be warming up to her.

      Which was kinda cool, because she was definitely warming up to him. Or at least to the work she was doing under his tutelage. Unlike any of the other jobs she'd had, she was in danger of falling in love with this one. Which was an unusual feeling for someone who wore her disdain for work like a badge of honor.

      Making a pest out of herself in Cora’s office had been fun, but she’d liked it more for the social aspect and lax expectations than anything. Maybe it was just because of how things were turning out, but most of her memories of that job centered around decorating and tormenting a very particular gargoyle.

      Working under Owyn Stahagan was something else altogether. She was really starting to dig the meticulous nature of the work. More than that, she was eager to learn more. Of course, that could be because of her new, vested interest.

      “Mr. Stahagan?” she asked from her little roost on the corner of his desk.

      “Hmm?” He didn’t even look up. Which was his way.

      “What would it take to change my major to Curse Breaking? Like, what kind of credit shift would I be looking at?”

      “I’m unfamiliar with the particulars of your transcripts, Miss Holloway.” Brusque, as usual. But once he finished whatever he was reading, Owyn looked up at her. “However, I have noticed a new kind of attention in your studies. Perhaps I can have a word with the powers that be.”

      That little morsel of confidence sent a flush of pride into her chest. Kelly had never really paid much attention in her curse breaking classes before. To be honest, she’d never paid much attention in any of her classes, so that particular subject wasn’t so special.

      As she watched Owyn return to his work, the tiniest stab of anxiety flared. Without wanting to give too much away, she’d been finding little moments to ask him the odd question about Ronun’s particular kind of curse. Merely to try and understand it better, she lied to herself.

      “Mr. Stahagan?” He replied with his usual grunt. “Suppose someone with the ability to shapeshift was cursed so they were confined to a particular state during specific hours. How would one go about fixing that?”

      Sitting up at sudden attention, her mentor locked the entirety of his concentration on her. Which was…unsettling, to say the least.

      “What exactly is going on?”

      “Huh?”

      “Come now, Miss Holloway,” he cocked his head to the side, raising an almost admonishing eyebrow. “You’re not as clever as you might think.”

      That stung a bit, but she could tell she had piqued the venerable man’s curiosity.

      “Almost since you started here, you’ve asked seemingly random questions about gargoyles, lineage curses, ancestral ownages, and all manner of other things. Curiosity about curse breaking in general is one thing, but this all feels strikingly particular. Especially from someone who has your reputation for—forgive me—scattered attention.”

      “Fair enough,” Kelly nodded.

      She'd spent a lifetime building a certain reputation, so it was hard to get too bent out of shape over being called out on it. Particularly when she felt like a snatch of honesty might lead to something.

      “So tell me, why this line of questioning? What’s captured your attention?”

      “It’s nothing.”

      Something inside her quailed under his attention. For so much of her life, Kelly would have rather jumped into moving traffic than ask an authority figure for help on a personal matter. When she started at Othercross Judiciary, the notion of leaning on a staff member only made her dig her heels in more.

      “I have a strong suspicion it’s more than nothing, Miss Holloway.”

      He was right, of course. Her handsome gargoyle’s problem ran the risk of becoming all-consuming. The old Kelly would probably have given up ages ago. If she couldn’t solve a problem immediately, then it probably wasn’t worth solving. But everything changes, including her.

      “I’m waiting.”

      There was a particular way Owyn had of saying things like that. Anyone else might have sounded accusing, but he was merely stating a fact. As forbidding as he could be, she was starting to trust him. Especially after their previous adventure of curing the dragon.

      “It’s Ronun Fluevog.” She volunteered his name almost without thinking, then winced, wondering if she was somehow breaking his trust.

      “The night watchman who has been escorting you around.” His bushy eyebrows raised at the revelation.

      For her part, Kelly was surprised he’d paid that much attention to anything beyond the mounds of documents he burrowed into.

      “Yes. He’s been—”

      “Cursed,” he finished for her. “Yes, I suspected as much from your line of questioning. Tell me more.”

      In for a penny…

      “Instead of being able to shift at will like a normal gargoyle, he’s locked in stone from sunup to sundown every day. I suppose that’s why he has to work the night shift.”

      “Very astute.” There was just a hint of sarcasm in his tone, and Kelly narrowed her eyes at it. In a weird way, she was almost proud of him. “How did he come to be afflicted with this?”

      “It all has something to do with an ancestor of his who was apparently a real son of a bitch. Sorry, language.” Was that the first time she’d sworn in front of him? It made her a little nervous to just crack one off like that, which was new for her.

      “Never mind that,” Owyn waved her off. “Some ancestors are. It’s the nature of things. So if I'm understanding, this curse comes through no actions of his own?”

      “Apparently not.”

      Folding his hands over his belly, Owyn took a deep breath in through his nose and searched the air in front of him. Kelly watched as he performed some pretty advanced calculus in his head. Something told her not to expect good news.

      “I appreciate your efforts to glean information on the sly, Miss Holloway, but I’m afraid the basics you’ve been learning here won’t be effective on such a high-level enchantment.”

      As he spoke, her stomach twisted into a cold knot. For all her good intentions, her mentor had confirmed her greatest fear in a single stroke—she was helpless on her own.

      “If we’re dealing with a family or coven curse, then it requires far more specialized methods. It can be extremely complicated to untie one of those sorts of links.”

      “I don’t understand,” Kelly said. “Links?”

      “It’s telling that the ancestor is referred to as a ‘son of a bitch.’ That typically means that an unsavory action has been perpetrated by one individual onto another. As such, the representative of a certain family could curse not only the ‘son of a bitch’ in question, but extend the ramifications to an entire family line.”

      “That sounds about right.”

      “Oh, it is.” Again, not conceit—just fact. “This means not only do we have to ascertain the transgression, but both of the parties involved. We need to know who the aggrieved was, because it’s possible we’ll need their family's grimoire to break the curse.”

      Kelly's heart sank all the way to the center of the earth. Given how long it had been since all the shit went down, it seemed impossible to track down a specific spell book. Families had a way of scattering over generations. Histories became distorted and heirlooms were lost along the way.

      Besides, even if they managed to turn up a member of the family that laid the curse, grudges often ran deep. Just look at her friend Wren Oberon's family—they'd held onto a feud for generations! It was entirely possible any descendant of the original curse caster might not want to set Ronun free. Vengeance is vengeance, after all. The thought only made her sink deeper into dejection.

      “It’s not a rule,” Owyn said in his own special show of sensitivity to her feelings. “That’s only in particular instances. There’s every likelihood that we won’t even need the family grimoire.”

      If he was saying that for her benefit, it was working. Or maybe it was the excitement sparking in his eyes.

      “What are you saying?” she asked.

      “I’m saying that we should find your friend and gather as much information as we can. I’m interested in the case.”

      “Are you serious?”

      As low as she had sunk, a fluttering inside her buoyed her right back up. She'd never even considered asking him about it, worried her involvement would turn him off immediately. But no. Owyn Stahagan, the strongest curse breaker alive, was on the case. In fact, he looked downright enthusiastic. Well…for him.

      “Of course,” he said, pitching a scarf around his neck. “If anyone stands a chance of solving your friend’s problem, it’s me.”

      This time, she detected just the tiniest hint of conceit in his voice. Still, that didn’t mean he was wrong.

      “Besides.” He pulled open the door and looked back to her. “I love a challenge.”

      “You know what?” She got out of her chair and the two of them set out. “Me too.”
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      Though Kelly spent most of her nights under the frosty wing of Owyn Stahagan, she knew Ronun’s route by heart. Not that it was particularly complicated to stroll around the grounds. Still, as sprawling as parts of it were, tracking him down seemed like a daunting task.

      “Which way?”

      They stood outside, under an ornate streetlamp. Owyn’s breath fogged the air with his question. It was the most enthusiastic she’d ever seen him. Even more than when he lit up over the fragment of Elurial text.

      “Let’s try going past the library,” she said.

      He cocked an eyebrow as they set off. “I’m surprised you know which way that is.”

      Was that a joke? It sounded like a joke. Given that the old man was drier than cheap chianti, it could be hard to tell.

      When they couldn’t find Ronun out on the grounds, they headed back inside.

      “Maybe he's near the cafeteria,” she said before her brain could catch up to her gut, which tugged her in that direction. Somehow, Kelly knew he would be there.

      And he was. Tucked back in that same booth with that same witch she had seen the last time. Given what she had come to learn about Kalliope, the whole situation looked like trouble. Not only that, but seeing her man nestled at a table with another woman pissed her off.

      Sure, it was all business, but still. How could Kelly not feel that way seeing the two of them huddled close in a dark, empty room? Besides, she wanted to be the one to break his curse, not some rando witch bitch! Where the hell did she get off?

      Not with Ronun, that was for sure.

      “Kalliope Le Blanc,” Owyn hissed under his breath.

      The intensity of it caught Kelly off guard, and she looked over at him. Or she would have if the old man hadn’t surprised the hell out of her by breaking into a run.

      Turns out, Kelly wasn’t the only one surprised. Kalliope let out a startled gasp as Owyn slid into the booth beside her, essentially pinning her to the wall. Kelly was right behind him and slid in beside Ronun, instinctively putting a protective hand on his knee.

      “What the…” Ronun started to speak, but the snarling of Owyn’s quiet voice shut the whole table right up.

      “I thought I told you never to come back here.”

      He glared at Kalliope, who squirmed closer to the wall to escape his contained wrath. As much as she tried to smile and laugh it all off, it was clear she knew she was in hot water.

      “What is this, Kalliope?” Ronun was thrown, but clamped a palm over Kelly’s hand. The feel of his warm, protective grip let her know how much he needed her there.

      “It’s nothing,” the trapped witch said with a wave calculated to look casual.

      “Nothing?” It had always been clear that nobody should cross Owyn Stahagan, and the wannabe curse breaker was right in his crosshairs. “I exposed you as a fraud and a charlatan months ago. Not only that, I told you in no uncertain terms that if you ever set foot in the Judiciary again, the consequences would be dire. Yet, here you are, peddling your bogus services.”

      “Bogus services?” Ronun looked stung.

      “Ooh, this is gonna be good,” Kelly said, enthralled with the drama unfolding before her. She'd never seen Owyn so pissed off and Kalliope looked like a cornered wild animal.

      “How dare you call what I do bogus, you old goat!”

      “How much?” Owyn wasn’t taking the bait. There was no way she would get under his skin with some simple name calling. He was too focused for that.

      “My finances are none of your—”

      “How much?” He ignored her, firing the question directly at the injured party. The genuine curse breaker was not to be denied.

      “Holy shit, this is thrilling.” All Kelly needed was a tub of over-buttered popcorn.

      “Ten grand,” Ronun said flatly.

      “Ten thousand dollars?” Owyn was livid.

      Kalliope really writhed in her seat. The jig was up. When he turned the full fury of his gaze back on her, the table itself nearly shook in terror.

      “I want you to know something, Miss Le Blanc,” he said. “I’m in a good mood.” He sure didn’t sound like it, and Kalliope swallowed hard. “If I wasn’t, I’d have the security guard here take you straight down to the dungeons. As it’s after hours, you’d be able to sit and think about what you’ve done before they come in to work on you.”

      The way he said those last three words chilled Kelly to the marrow. All she’d ever suffered under this man were some stern words and hard looks. Now he was proving what she had always known—Owyn Stahagan was a fucking badass! And it was terrifying.

      “But you wouldn’t do that to me, would you, Owyn?”

      Did she just bat her eyes at him? The audacity!

      “No, I wouldn’t,” he smiled back, venom dripping as he matched her flirtatious tone. “Because you’re going to pay back every penny you took from this man.”

      “I— What?!”

      “You heard me,” he leaned in so close Kalliope had to smell whatever he'd eaten last. “You knew the whole thing was a sham and bilked this poor man out of ten thousand dollars anyway. You’re going to give every penny of it back.”

      “Oh, snap!” Kelly whispered. Yeah, she was totally the kind of girl who talked during movies. But this was the coolest thing she had ever seen!

      “Miss Holloway, please.” Owyn put up a hand without looking at her.

      “Yeah, babe,” Ronun patted her hand. “Not now.”

      “Sorry.”

      With a sudden move, Kalliope reached behind her and opened a portal on the wall. The old man might have her penned in place, but she was about to apparate right on out of there. It was a daring move, given the proximity, but the cunning witch might just get out of the tight spot, if she was fast enough.

      She wasn't.

      “Oh, no you don’t!” Owyn clapped a palm down hard on the table, blocking the spell. The portal whistled shut, clamping down hard around Kalliope’s forearm.

      “Ow!” Now she was genuinely caught.

      Kelly winced. She’d never been pinched in a closed portal herself, but she could imagine it hurt like a bitch. Given the way the trapped woman writhed, it probably hurt even worse than that.

      “Pay him. Now.” For a second, nobody moved. “Either you pay this man or I will have him take you downstairs. With or without the other half of your arm.”

      This old guy was a monster from the ground up, in the best possible way. Kelly made a mental note to never be late again.

      “Son of a bitch,” Kalliope hissed through gritted teeth. She made a few swift moves and said, “Check your wallet.”

      When Ronun pulled it out of his back pocket, it was positively bursting with cash. He looked as stunned as Kelly felt. She’d never seen that much money all at once before. And the witch had magicked it there in small bills—out of spite.

      “Looks like it’s all here,” Ronun said, thumbing through the massive stack of ones and fives.

      “Count it.” Owyn was firm.

      “Oh, come on,” Kalliope whined. “Are you serious?”

      “Do I look serious?” Apparently, he tightened the portal even more, because she gave a small yelp.

      “All right, all right! Hang on.”

      Another few brisk gestures and the brimming wad shrank into a thick clutch of hundreds. Despite the shrinkage, it was still pretty impressive so far as Kelly was concerned.

      Ronun flicked through them quickly. “We’re good.”

      “Make sure they’re real.” Man, Owyn was ruthless. And Kelly was taking notes.

      “Dammit,” Kalliope growled. “It’s all real. Will you please let me go now?”

      With a swipe of Owyn's hand, the portal opened enough that she could snatch her arm out of…wherever it was. She rubbed the red circle on her arm where she'd been held and stared daggers at her captor.

      “You’re a real son of a bitch, you know that?”

      “Don’t try my patience, Miss Le Blanc. It’s already thin.”

      She opened her mouth to snap back at him, and as obvious as it was that she wanted to cuss him out, she clearly thought better of it. In a puff of smoke, Kalliope was gone.

      “Holy shit, that was cool,” Kelly shrieked, letting out that mawkish bark of laughter.

      “I appreciate your help, Mr. Stahagan,” Ronun said, “but what are you doing here? Why get involved in this?”

      “There’s no way a swindler like that could help you, Mr. Fluevog. Not from what Miss Holloway has told me about your particular case.”

      Ronun shot her a questioning look before slumping back in his seat in defeat. “So it’s hopeless.”

      Kelly gripped his hand hard, but he barely squeezed back.

      “I didn’t say that,” Owyn said.

      “Damn straight,” Kelly broke in. “There’s not a chance in hell I’m just going to let you live with this thing, Ronun. I’m gonna get to the bottom of this!”

      She was vehement. Perhaps more than she intended, but it nabbed Ronun’s attention.

      “You’re…what?”

      Owyn's expression softened, which was as good as a smile, where he was concerned. “Miss Holloway has been most pressing about your case. She’s been asking clever little questions, trying to position herself to break your curse on her own.”

      “Really?” Ronun asked. “You're still trying?”

      He seemed unaccountably moved by her efforts. Her failed efforts, but still.

      “Now more than ever,” she answered softly.

      Ronun scooped her into a kiss. At first, she felt mildly self-conscious that he was giving her so much of the real thing with Owyn right across the table. But Ronun’s lips were so persuasive that she forgot all about her boss in short order.

      They kissed like they were the only people in the world, let alone in the room. Only when Owyn cleared his throat did they come back down to earth.

      “As pleasant as all this is,” he said as they blinked the stars out of their eyes, “we have important work to do.”

      “Tonight?” Ronun looked stunned.

      “The sooner the better.” Kelly wrapped herself around his arm and snuggled up close.

      Owyn slid out of the booth and set about straightening his jacket. After his tangle with Kalliope, he seemed to have the vigor of a man half his age. It was electric.

      “We have only a few hours before dawn,” he said. “Given how much we have to learn, there’s not a second to lose.”

      “You’re going to help me? Why?”

      The old man looked down, almost startled by Ronun’s simple question. He leaned over the table and placed his hands flat on it to look the young man in the eye.

      “Because your case interests me. And it certainly interests Miss Holloway. It’s been some time since I had a challenge worthy of my attention. And I'll tell you something else.”

      “What’s that?”

      Owyn stood up again, that odd half-smile playing at his stern lips. “I’m not going to charge you ten thousand dollars for the privilege.”

      With that, he strode across the darkened cafeteria, leaving the young lovers to catch up with him. As Kelly clung hard to Ronun’s hand, she watched the back of the curse breaker ahead of them.

      I’m definitely changing my major.
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      Hollow House was quiet, eerily so. Considering that it now had four tenants, including its resident vampire, Kelly found it surprising that she, Owyn, and Ronun had managed to enter the lounge room and set up a circle without any interference whatsoever.

      She didn’t know if it was because the house was starting to obey her or if it had its own ulterior motives. Either could be true. The house was fickle, and Kelly knew in her bones that it always would be. That was only one reason she loved it so.

      Ronun stood in the middle of the circle, looking very self-conscious. He still wore his security guard uniform and, even though he was dressed to stand at attention, he looked like he was on a firing line instead.

      “Okay.” Owyn held up his grimoire as he inspected the circle. “That’s good. Where’s your cauldron, Kelly?”

      “Right here!” She handed her Instant Pot over to Owyn, who didn't even blink at it. He simply set about his work. He really was a badass.

      As she watched him, she wondered again that she'd been able to run through the foyer, to the kitchen, and back to the lounge without seeing a single roommate. But her curiosity only lasted a minute because she had bigger fish to fry—or slow cook. Or maybe pressure cook, depending on the spell and which buttons she pressed.

      Owyn sprinkled a variety of herbs into the pot. He carried some in little envelopes in his pockets and others he'd selected from the now-flowering solarium. The house had practically invited him in by banging the open doors when he said in a mournful tone that he should really be using fresh rosemary, not dried.

      Either the house really likes Owyn or it actually wants to help Ronun. Either way, she was just glad it was behaving itself.

      Owyn spoke a few words and the pot made a large bang. A thick cloud of smoke poured from it. Kelly and Owyn coughed and choked, trying to clear the air so they could see the center of the circle. When the smoke finally cleared, Ronun was standing bewildered in the center, looking around curiously. Kelly peered back at him in much the same way.

      “Did it work?” she asked.

      Ronun shrugged.

      “No,” Owyn stated. “I can tell.”

      He flipped through his book, muttering as he ran a finger down the yellowed pages.

      “It’s my grimoire,” he said, with some defeat. “It just doesn't contain the right spells for such a personal curse.”

      “So what now?” Ronun asked.

      Owyn sighed in complete regret. “I’m sorry, Ronun. We can’t cure you. We would need to find the grimoire of the family that cursed you. We don’t even know where to start looking. Are you sure you don’t know who cursed your ancestor?”

      Ronun shook his head, the pain in his eyes breaking Kelly's heart.

      “No idea. Sorry.”

      Owyn shook his head. “Then we’re lost.”

      The house groaned, a deep sound of torment that made Kelly jump. She wondered exactly how they'd pissed it off and what it would do to show its temper. She didn't have to wait long.

      The walls began to shudder and creak loudly. Then there was a heavy crash as several large stones fell to the floor and shattered, filling the room with a huge cloud of dust. Kelly almost rushed Ronun and Owyn to safety, worried the walls were coming down around them, but then she spotted tiny footprints appearing in the dust. It had to be the brownies, so she followed them toward a great crack in the wall.

      A huge section of a structural column had fallen away. Only now did Kelly realize that this wall support was a different shape to the others. Feeling like she was definitely onto something, she moved closer and felt around in the dust-filled cavity behind the pillar.

      Her fingers brushed against something smooth and hard, like wood. The dust cleared a little, revealing a small door of dark mahogany, locked with a jeweled clasp. Before she could even wonder where to start looking for the key, the cupboard sprang open at her touch.

      Inside, there was a book.

      “House?” she asked, cautiously.

      There was nothing but a soft rustling from one end of the room to the other. It was the closest thing to a smile that the house had ever expressed. She struggled to lift the heavy tome and hurried back to Owyn and Ronun to show them. Owyn’s eyes grew so wide it looked like they might fall right out of his head.

      He reached out a reverent hand to stroke the ancient leather cover. He was zapped before his fingers could get anywhere near it. As he leapt back with a yelp, the house rumbled again in warning.

      “It’s the Holloway family grimoire,” he said, excitement lighting his eyes. “I'd bet my life on it. It’s been lost since your parents died. Kelly, it came to you!”

      Kelly was so moved she thought she might cry, but she knew that the moment meant far more than the house simply choosing her to wield the grimoire. This moment was for Ronun.

      Kelly’s eyes teared up. “It was a Holloway witch, wasn’t it? That’s why the house is showing us this now. Because it wants us to help Ronun.”

      “I can’t guess at the motivations of a house,” Owyn said. “No one can. But yes, that makes sense.”

      “How can we know for sure?” she asked, still processing this new piece of information.

      “There's only one way,” Owyn said, pointing at a small table for her to rest the heavy book on.

      “Should I just stay here?” Ronun asked uncertainly. Both Kelly and Owyn assured him, yes. Stay put.

      Owyn looked over Kelly’s shoulder while she flipped through the grimoire. About halfway through, they found it.

      “Only by my holy blood shall this curse be broken,” Owyn read. “To free all souls bound by my word, my line must forgive his. If a Holloway witch forgives any man of the same blood as Prince Erodicus, the spell of true stone shall be broken.”

      Owyn broke into a true smile, even though Kelly was as confused as ever.

      “We don’t even need your Instant Pot for this one, Kelly. No potions or incantations needed. Just your forgiveness.”

      She looked between him and Ronun, at a loss. “But I do forgive him, Owyn. Look at me right now—I’m practically overflowing with forgiveness.”

      He smiled gently. “I understand. But this is a very powerful curse. Your ancestor would have been at full maturity when she cast it and it has lasted for generations with no sign of weakening. With every generation, it could have become stronger. You’re the only one who can do it, Kelly. I just fear that it is beyond your power.”

      “No pressure,” she said with a huff, though even as she said it, she felt as if she was being taken over by steel. A strength she had never known washed over her. She would do anything for Ronun, even if it risked herself. “I can do it, Owyn. Just tell me how.”

      Owyn nodded, quickly moving around the circle to refresh the sigils and add crystals to bind the power. When he returned, he murmured in her ear. Could it possibly be so easy? Kelly straightened her back and threw her magic into the circle.

      “I, Kelly Holloway, forgive you, Ronun Fluevog, descendant of Prince Erodicus!”

      There was a bang and a cloud of smoke. Kelly leaned forward eagerly and, when she saw what she'd done, held back a scream.

      Ronun was staggering in the circle, his stone gargoyle head dragging down his human body. She cried out his name and almost ran to him.

      “No, Kelly!” Owyn snapped. “Don’t break the circle. It’s begun now. Try again, but focus this time. You can do this.”

      Kelly closed her eyes, steadying herself with a breath. She focused on her heartbeat and felt the magic flowing through her. Behind her closed eyes, she could see systems of magic flowing all around her. When she focused on Ronun's energy, he was a red glow inside a massive fortress of white and grey light.

      She attacked the walls, throwing her love and forgiveness into them. She knew it was having about as much effect as trying to fell a tree with drops of water, but she pushed on. She sensed Owyn’s magic coming up behind her, supporting her. With a whisper of Thank you, she borrowed from his deep well of power—careful not to take too much—and used it to attack the fortress.

      A few stones managed to fall, but that wasn't enough. The pace was too slow and drained too much of her energy. She wouldn’t be able to keep it up much longer, even with Owyn's infusion of power. If she failed, she knew instinctively the wall would rebuild itself even stronger than before and breaking it would be twice as hard as it was now.

      Please. She begged. I love him. Please!

      A tendril of green appeared in her otherworldly vision. It was thin, but strong, and it glowed against the other magics with an intensity she had never seen. She reached for it.

      The green vine snapped toward her, reaching into her chest and wrapping around her heart. She almost panicked but had no time as the power kept going, looping through her solar plexus and becoming one with her blood. It filled her, it pulsed within her and became one with her.

      As all of her chakras lit with the new energy source behind them, she did scream. It was more like a primal roar, a violent sonnet of victory. Her ethereal form grew at an insane rate, and yet the power kept coming. She felt herself not just growing, but becoming more solid in the ether space. Before she had time to understand what was happening, she was a giant towering over Ronun and Owyn, their tiny life-lights glowing far away as she loomed many storeys tall.

      The fortress looked pitiful to her now. A house of cards. A child's plaything. Nothing but dust. As she spoke the words and filled her heart with forgiveness, she slashed at the wall.

      And thought of Ronun.

      His arms. His hands. His eyes on hers and the sweetness of his lips. She opened her heart and let him in.

      I love him and he is mine! She screamed into the ether.

      Remnants of the curse swirled around her in dark, snagging clouds, but as her heart became full of love, they vanished. The fortress fell in a great, trembling rush.

      Ronun was free!

      She was high—higher than high. She was spinning near the moon somewhere, buoyed up by the incredible magics she had harnessed. She saw Ronun below her and realized that she was falling.

      I don’t care. If I’m falling into him, I don’t care.

      When the darkness came, it was swift and violent. The crash was shattering enough to break every bone in her body, but Kelly swiftly moved beyond the realms of pain and into something deeper, where even the consciousness of a witch could not endure.
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        * * *

      

      The first thing Kelly was aware of was pain. It shot through her joints and made her muscles tremble. The cold, damp blotting on her forehead was quite annoying. She reached out to push it away and opened her eyes, blinking the real world back into focus.

      “You’re awake,” Owyn said, relieved.

      “Stop it with the rag, Owyn. I’m not a fish.”

      “Okay, but you were running a fever for a while there.”

      Kelly gasped and sat up like a shot. “Did it work?” The world spun around her and she fell back again.

      “Ssh, child. But to answer your question… Yes. I don't have a clue how, but it worked.”

      She breathed a sigh of relief. “I don't know either. All I remember is drawing from your power—thanks for that, by the way—but it still wasn't enough to break the curse. That's when the house offered its power to me freely. Boy, did that do the trick!”

      Raising her head a bit as a test, the world seemed to remain in focus. She looked around for Ronun but he was nowhere to be found.

      “Where's Ronun?” she asked, raising up on one elbow.

      Owyn pressed his lips together, his eyes drifting from hers.

      “What? What's wrong?”

      He didn't answer, which only worried her more.

      “Owyn, where's Ronun?”

      He finally sighed and gave her a sorrowful look. “As the power peaked, your body gave out. I thought you might have died. I was picking you up when another gargoyle came.”

      He pointed over to the side of the room and only then did she realize that the window wasn't just open, it was broken. Shards of glass and debris littered the floor.

      “It smashed through the window and spoke to Ronun in their language, which I'm afraid I don't understand. Then Ronun shifted into his gargoyle form and they…flew away.”

      He met her eyes with deep regret. He clearly didn’t want to be the one to deliver this news, but there was no one else. Still, Kelly couldn't quite wrap her head around what he was telling her.

      “Wait, so he's…”

      “I’m so sorry, Kelly. He’s gone.”
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      Days passed, but to Kelly they felt like years. Every moment dragged by as if she were being slowly torn apart from the bones outward. By the time the days finally accumulated into a week, Kelly was lost in the timelessness of grief.

      In this place, suffering extreme loss, time ceased to have meaning. She felt like she had been locked in her room for a thousand years, but at the same time, every moment only awoke new pain. This room was safe. If she never ventured from it, she would never have to endure the truth.

      Ronun had left her without a word and it looked like he was never coming back.

      She had opened her heart and her body in ways she never had before. Deep in the aching cavern inside her, the loss of her parents was waiting with poisoned fangs. No one loved her, everyone left her. There was no future. The past was all a lie. The moment she had made herself truly vulnerable, the only guy she had ever really liked had abandoned her.

      Tears ran down her cheeks at all hours of the day and night, following the paths of the ones that had run down just a short time before. She couldn’t move without crying. She curled up in a corner of the bed, her arms wrapped around a tear-stained pillow as she stared blankly at the walls.

      If I never leave here, I’ll be safe. The thought was ridiculous, but she couldn’t shake it. She knew her mind wasn’t working rationally, but that didn’t matter. The only thing that mattered was the grief eating into her chest and slowly devouring her heart.

      I found love. I believed in it, I gave my all. It took me so long to trust. Does he even know or care what he's done?

      If she could talk to him for even a minute, she thought it might heal her. Just to see him, to know that he was okay. To try and understand why. She clung to these threads but really, she had no true hope of ever feeling happy again.

      If he came back, could I ever trust him?

      For the first few days, she had given him every benefit of every doubt. Now that those days had stretched into a week, she was far less forgiving. If she saw him again, she didn’t know if she would leap into his arms or try to smack him right across that gorgeous jaw.

      She shifted slightly, dropping a blanket to the floor. There was a clank of spoons and she glanced down to see that the ice cream graveyard was quite a bit bigger than it had been before. She was eating endless bowls of mint chocolate chip ice cream, trying to find comfort in the sugar and fat. Maybe it wasn’t working because she didn’t even like mint chocolate chip, but she wasn’t going out and no one in the house was buying any other flavor.

      Her roomies insisted on buying only the one flavor she hated most, hoping there might be a tiny bowl left for themselves. It wasn’t like Kelly meant to eat it all…but the brownies kept asking what they could do for her. She kept saying ice cream. In a situation like this, any ice cream was good ice cream.

      Maybe I’ll switch to donuts, she thought vengefully. There isn’t a single flavor of those I don’t like!

      There was a faint, almost apologetic tap on the door. Kelly sat up eagerly, praying it was Ronun and knowing that it wasn’t.

      “Kelly, it's Cora. Can I come in?”

      The door cracked open and Kelly hugged her pillow even tighter. Cora’s face broke with sympathy as she hurried over and wrapped her in a hug. It was all Kelly could do to not break down into tears. Again.

      “Don't exert yourself,” she admonished her hugely pregnant friend. Since Cora was no longer her boss, and she was here to cheer Kelly up, that meant she was a friend, right?

      “I had to,” Cora said, settling her bulk down on the bed. “Everyone is so worried about you, kid.”

      Kelly tried to find something to say that would ease Cora's concerns, but only ended up crying all over again. Her lip trembled. Her breath shuddered in her chest. Cora wiped her eyes gently, giving her a stack of tissues.

      “I’ve found out a few things that I think might help you understand what happened. It might make you feel better.”

      Kelly sniffled and blew her nose loudly before meeting her friend's gaze. “Okay, what? Tell me what could make me feel better about having the man I love—and saved from a terrible curse, by the by—leave me without so much as a goodbye. Or thanks, for that matter. Lay it on me, Cora.”

      Cora grimaced, then sighed. “Okay, maybe it won't make you feel better…”

      Nothing would ever make Kelly feel better again, of that much she was certain, but Cora was only trying to help. With a resigned sigh, Kelly shrugged. “Sorry, tell me what you found.”

      Cora gave her a long look before nodding. “Ronun’s ancestor was going to become king of the gargoyles before he was cursed. That means Ronun is the only living pure-blood royal remaining.”

      “Good for him,” Kelly said, unable to keep the bitterness from her voice.

      Cora nobly ignored the tone and continued. “The kingdom has been ruled by stewards in the meantime because the royal family has been bound by the curse. I think…”

      Cora studied Kelly’s face as she sat back, clearly not sure how Kelly was going to take this news. It couldn't be much worse than what had been running through her mind for the last week.

      “Spit it out.”

      “Kelly, I think he went back to rule his kingdom.”

      “What?!”

      Kelly had no idea how this news would possibly make her feel better. Her heart had been shattered and now she was faced with the knowledge that…Ronun was never coming back. Why would he? He was a freaking king now! He could have any beautiful woman he wanted. Hell, he could have them all now. What would he want with a party girl witch?

      As though reading her thoughts, Cora took her hand and gently squeezed it. “Did you love him?”

      The tears streaming down Kelly's face was answer enough. There was no question. She loved him then and loved him now. That was the problem with grief, it was all about love. A great, encompassing love that now had nowhere to go.

      “Then you have to be happy for him, Kelly.”

      “Happy!” she snapped, anger and loss tearing free from her heavy, dull sadness. “Happy that he left me without even saying goodbye? Happy that he hasn’t sent me any word? Happy that I freed him? Happy that I loved him so much that—”

      “Kelly.” Cora’s eyes were dark with pain, but she squeezed Kelly’s hand again, much harder this time. “It’s okay to be sad—even angry. You’ve lost something wonderful. But you gave him back his life, Kelly. Whether you knew it or not, he was only living a half-life under that curse. Now he can fully embrace everything he was born to do. You can’t blame him for that.”

      Kelly shook her head, violently, swiping at her tears.

      “He wouldn’t want you living a half-life either, Kelly.” Cora’s voice was stern now. “He's got responsibilities, and so do you. I agree that he handled it all poorly, and if I ever see him again, you can bet I'll chew him up and spit him out over it. But sweetie, you gave him your heart fully and completely. You loved him with everything you have, and Kelly? That's a bit of a miracle, if you ask me. Now you just need to figure out a way to honor your loss and move on. It’s what he would want, I know that much about Ronun. He'd want you to be happy.”

      Of course Cora would be all logical and healthy about the situation. But as much sense as she was making, Kelly was too miserable to accept it.

      “How the hell am I supposed to do that?” she moaned.

      “Kick the ice cream habit, for one. Next, take a shower. A really long one, using lots and lots of soap. Then, get back to work before Owyn fires your sorry ass.”

      “Okay, that’s fair.” Kelly sniffled and gave Cora a weak half-smile. “Do I smell that bad?”

      “I, uh, I’m going to hang out downstairs for a bit,” Cora said, heaving her body upright without answering Kelly's query. “Think about it and come down soon, okay? Everyone’s waiting for you.”

      Kelly nodded, drawing in hitching breaths. Like it or not, she had to move. Time was not standing still, and neither could she.

      

      The afternoon light glared at Kelly as she hurried up the path toward the main Judiciary building. She was going in early to try to catch up on everything she had missed. Aside from the obvious job-saving qualities, it would be a good distraction. While she had her head in the books, she could forget her poor, pained heart for a little while. Every now and then as she walked, she’d find a tear running loose on her cheek, but she would wipe it away and soldier on, accepting that she would carry her heartache for the rest of her days.

      She made a detour to Witch Way Supply Company for some retail therapy and almost ran straight into Kalliope on the way in. Kelly leveled a cold glare on the witch, but tried to take the high road by keeping her lips clamped tight as she attempted to edge around her. But Kalliope wasn't having it. She folded her arms and blocked Kelly's path inside.

      Challenge me to a duel, you bitch, Kelly thought. I’m really in the mood right now.

      “Where’s your boyfriend?” Kalliope finally sneered. “Stuck on your porch as usual?”

      “Actually, I cured him.”

      Kelly gave her a terse smirk, hoping that she looked as powerful as she'd felt that night when she commanded great forces far beyond her usual reach. Kalliope didn’t even have the decency to look curious.

      “So why isn’t he here, following you around like a sad puppy?”

      When Kelly didn't answer, understanding dawned on the other woman's face, followed by triumph. Kelly was ready for whatever verbal diarrhea Kalliope was about to unleash on her. She'd already lost her heart. Nothing could hurt her now.

      “I knew it!” Kalliope shrieked in triumph. “He went back, didn’t he? He was just using you the whole time!”

      Kelly took a dangerous step toward her, narrowing the gap between them.

      “What the fuck are you talking about, you crazy bitch?”

      Kalliope guffawed loudly for a moment before taking great pleasure in explaining. “Ronun told me that whenever you were around, he felt like the curse was weaker. I told him to get close to you, just to see how much you affected it. I never thought he would take it so far… I mean, sleeping with you, getting you to fall in love with him?” She shook her head in mock pity. “Not cool.”

      She couldn't hold a straight face though and quickly broke into the ugliest giggles Kelly had ever heard. They punctuated that same sense of timelessness, breaking into her grief as this fresh bit of news hit her hard.

      Ronun had never mentioned that she eased the curse. Of course he hadn't. He wouldn't have dared let on or else she might think—quite rightly—that he was only using her for a chance at a normal existence.

      Rage and loss tore at her gut as she fought a losing battle for control over both. She wanted to clap back with something really smart and cutting, but Kalliope was already walking off, cackling like a maniac. Besides, words held no meaning for Kelly anymore.

      Her vision blurred as she tried to contain the flood of tears streaming down her face. If she became lost in the torrent of grief and anger again, she would go back to her bedroom, and this time she would never come out.

      It was a shocking realization for someone who'd never felt more than a little melancholic when a new boy toy didn't work out. Yes, she'd loved Ronun with all she had to give, and yes, he’d thrown her heart in the dirt and stomped all over it. But she felt it beating inside her chest, and as long as she was alive, she was going to live, dammit!

      Turning away from Kiki's shop, she took a slow, determined step toward Owyn's office. Then another and another. She continued putting one foot in front of the other until she hit her normal stride, and then she began to breathe again. Great gulping breaths that burned her lungs, perfectly complementing the rage building inside her like a blazing inferno. She was on fire with it.

      Fuck that guy!

      Her cheeks burned with shame and betrayal. Her heart crumbled like ash, never to be whole again. In a blinding flash of clarity, she understood the kind of offense it took for a witch to cast such a powerful curse. Obviously, Ronun took after his ancestor, slimy and deceitful and—

      Kelly rounded the corner to the Judiciary's main grounds and stumbled to a stop. No one had mentioned anything about a carnival setting up on the Othercross lawns. It seemed like an odd choice of locations, but the more she studied the scene before her, the odder it became.

      Arranged around the outer edges of the huge square, dragons stood at attention. They were proudly set, with chests puffed out and wings held high. Within the circle stood hundreds of unicorns, their pale coats glittering with majesty. There were trolls, dwarves, and goblins, all standing in perfect ranks.

      And gargoyles were everywhere. Perched all over the main building, in the trees, on statues. Every inch of the grounds was black—really, a rocky grey—with them. Any spot where a gargoyle could sit was occupied by a grotesque, snarling monster.

      In unison, as if on some silent cue she couldn't hear, every single eye—thousands of them!—turned to Kelly and her heart nearly stopped. From the mass of bodies directly in front of her stepped a man dressed in gilded finery that reflected the setting sun so brightly she had to squint. The figure knelt at her feet, head down. When he raised it, the golden light lit his handsome face. As his name rang in her head like a bell, every single creature bowed low and cried out in unison.

      “All glory to the King!”

      Kelly stumbled backward, the shockwave from the deafening chant knocking her off-balance.

      Yeah, that's what did it. The noise.

      Ronun simply stared up at her, expectantly, hopefully. Breathing became difficult, as did holding back the tears that were pricking the backs of her eyes. He'd returned! She just wasn't sure if she wanted to kill him or kiss him.

      She opened her mouth to ask him just what the hell he was doing there, but before she could form the words he answered by slowly lifting the lid of a small velvet box.
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      For probably the first time in her life, Kelly was totally and completely speechless. She was in such a state of shock, she could barely draw a breath, let alone speak. It didn't help that the kaleidoscope of mystical creatures constantly shuffled and glimmered like patterns of colored mirrors, distracting her from what she should have been focusing on.

      Ronun.

      Returning her attention back to the man kneeling before her and holding out the most stunning ring she'd ever seen in real life, all her loss and betrayal welled up inside her and joined the fury she had just acquired. His hopeful expression and little velvet box wouldn’t get him out of this.

      “What the actual fuck?” she snapped. “What kind of guy are you to just disappear into the night like that? I was out cold! Did you even check on me before you ran back to your kingdom? What kind of asshole are you?”

      “Kelly.” Ronun’s voice was soft and the look in his eyes pleading. “I knew you were okay with Owyn. I had no choice.”

      “Yes, you did!” Her voice rose to a roar. “Everyone always has a choice, no matter what they think or how difficult their circumstances are. How could you just vanish on me without a word after…”

      She couldn't finish, not in front of such a huge crowd, but they both knew what she'd been about to say.

      After everything we shared. After I opened my heart and body to you. How could you?

      Her lips trembled and her eyes dampened but she refused to break. Not now that she had Kalliope’s ugly words in her mind. She knew the truth about him now. The full, unvarnished truth.

      “Kelly.” Ronun turned his eyes down, shaking his head. “I’m so sorry for worrying you. I really am. This last week has flown by so fast I really didn’t have time to get in touch.”

      “Oh, don't give me that shit, Ronun! You're telling me you didn't have a spare three seconds to text me? Even my house can fucking text me!”

      Kelly jammed her fists on her hips and glared, opening her mouth for another blast. Before she could yell at him any more, a tall fellow of regal bearing stepped out of the ranks. Like Ronun, he had carved, chiseled features and wore deep purple robes. He carried himself as if he had a heavy weight on his shoulders but was prepared to bear it with grace.

      “My lady,“ he began, bowing his head in greeting. “I am Darious of the clan Detree. My line has served as stewards of the royal house of Fluevog for generations untold. When it became impossible for the royal family to rule, we stepped up to the task and have guarded His Majesty's throne since.”

      “Are you going to get to a point eventually?” Kelly muttered. “If you haven't noticed, I was in the middle of something.”

      He tilted his head. “You are speaking to the King with great disrespect. I must ask you to stop.”

      Oh no, he didn't!

      Kelly threw a scathing look his way. “Dude, you don’t have a clue what’s going on here or what he’s done to disrespect me. So back off, fella.”

      Darious twitched under her wrathful glare but held fast.

      “Lady Kelly, you don’t seem to understand. For the past week, our King has been working nonstop with our councils and courts to relinquish the kingdom that is his by birthright.”

      “What?” Kelly's mind was spinning so fast she had a hard time following.

      “His Majesty has held audiences with all of the families with ruling rights to develop a transition plan for his imminent forsaking of his title and all rights and responsibilities therein.”

      She'd totally lost the thread. “Huh?”

      Darious sighed heavily. “He's giving up everything to live in some sagging, creaky old haunted house. With you.”

      That she understood—though she was having a hard time believing it. Turning away from Darious, she focused on Ronun again, still kneeling and holding out a ring. Damn, it was big! When it blurred, she wondered if she would ever stop crying.

      “Is this true?” she asked him in a voice barely above a whisper.

      But he heard. Lowering the ring, he stood, but didn't close the distance between them. It was clear he would not cross the final boundary—she would have to go to him. It warmed her heart that he understood he might have done permanent damage to her that he could never make up for, but he clearly wanted to try.

      “It’s true. The moment you broke the curse—which I can never thank you enough for—Darious sensed it and came to me immediately. If he had continued to sit on the throne while I was able to rule, he would be bound by the laws as a usurper and executed for it. It’s one of our worst crimes, and after his family's immense service to not only my family line, but to the kingdom, I couldn't allow that to happen. I had to return with him to protect his life.”

      Great, now she couldn't yell at him for ditching her because he was legit trying to save someone's life. Of course, she clung to her righteous indignation over being ghosted.

      “Okay, fine,” she conceded. “You had to go back in that moment to save the guy's life. I get that, but you could have reached out to me.”

      He smiled softly and took a step closer. “You're right, of course. I should have sent someone with a message, but quite honestly, I was overwhelmed. The business of officially abdicating and ensuring the proper succession of leadership is surprisingly time-consuming. Lots of details needed to be ironed out before Darious and his line were accepted as the permanent ruling family without there being an uprising. I worked tirelessly all day, every day to get that handled so I could come home, Kelly. To you.”

      He came another step closer, so close it was almost impossible for Kelly to stop herself from reaching out to him. She didn’t, though. Things still needed to be said before she could move past the pain and into forgiveness.

      “I'm so sorry I've caused you a minute of pain, Kelly. If you'll let me, I'll spend the rest of my life making it up to you.”

      Kelly's nose twitched, but she couldn't give in. Not yet. “You expect me to believe you're giving up an entire kingdom just for me?”

      “I am.”

      “And you seriously think you wouldn't resent me for it sometime in the future? I mean, we're not talking about giving up a job or a cute apartment. We're talking about an entire kingdom, and all the prestige, power, and wealth that goes along with it, Ronun.”

      His smile warmed his eyes. “Trust me, I'm aware, but you also need to trust that I will never resent you for the choice I made. I've never wanted to rule, Kelly. Not only that, but I'm not even remotely qualified for the job. I'm a security guard for god's sake. I know nothing of politics and statesmanship. But the Detree clan, on the other hand, have been running the kingdom without a hitch for generations. I may have had the luck of inheriting Prince Erodicus's bloodline, but they're the true leaders of our people. Not me. So when I had to decide between claiming a throne I didn't want and you… Well, it was the easiest decision I've ever made. My heart and soul belong to you, Kelly Holloway.”

      He edged a little closer, but when Kelly stiffened, he stilled.

      “But…Kalliope.” Her voice was hoarse with anger. “She told me everything, Ronun.”

      His eyes narrowed. “She told you what, exactly?”

      “Oh, just that you only got close to me to break the curse. No big deal.” The tears in her eyes belied her flippant tone.

      Sadness shaded his dark eyes. “Oh, my love, my darling. I made the mistake of telling Kalliope that when you touched me, the curse somehow felt…lighter. Less powerful. It confused and excited me, and she suggested I spend more time with you to see what would happen. I'm not proud of this, but that's one of the reasons I kissed you for the first time. I'd half-hoped the curse would break from it, but…it didn't. That's why I ran off afterward—I was bitterly disappointed, while at the same time filled with something new and different. Need for you. It scared me, so I bolted.”

      “So she wasn't lying,” Kelly whispered, the river of tears breaking over the dam.

      Ronun's shoulders slumped for a second before he rolled them back. “She was and she wasn't. That's the way of a master manipulator, taking a seed of the truth and twisting it into something truly grotesque. After that kiss, I no longer thought you could break the curse, Kelly. After that kiss, I spent time with you because…I fell in love with you.”

      Kelly stared at him for a few seconds, eyes welling up. Then she hurled herself into Ronun’s arms and kissed him, pressing her body against his as if she could fuse them together.

      “Never run away again,” she whispered against his mouth.

      “Never,” he whispered back.

      The court of the gargoyles erupted around them, cheering in celebration. Neither Kelly nor Ronun really heard the cacophony. Their attention was focused solely where it had been since the first moment they met—on each other.

      Kelly ran her hands up his arms, pressing her body to his as the kiss grew even deeper. Ronun pulled free first and looked around.

      “I don’t think public consummation is required,” he whispered.

      She giggled, suddenly aware of the huge crowd around them. She held tight to Ronun and opened a portal to transport them to her room in Hollow House in the blink of an eye.

      She kissed him almost desperately, and he returned the intensity. He needed her the same way she needed him, but she had to say one more thing before they could consummate their love.

      “Ronun?” she said, through the kiss.

      He pulled back a little and looked into her eyes as if he could see a whole world waiting for him in her gaze. “Yes, my love?”

      “If, in the future, you have to disappear for the sake of innocent lives, at least send me a raven.”

      He grinned. “I’ll send you a hundred. I’ll darken the sky with their wings.”

      “Now you’re talkin'.”

      She smiled and leaned in, pressing her lips to his. Her hands roamed across his body, soft skin over hard muscles, teasing him through his fancy robe.

      “Gargoyle royalty wear some goofy shit,” she whispered, running her finger down the gold brocade decorating the lapels.

      He laughed and looked down at himself. The robe was black with stripes of royal purple lined in gold thread. It wouldn’t have looked out of place at a costume party.

      “It's ceremonial, and since I'm no longer royalty, I'll never have to wear it again.”

      “Good, because it's pretty hideous.”

      In one swift movement, he pulled the entire mass of fabric over his head and threw it across the room, leaving him completely, utterly, blessedly naked. He grinned in all his glory.

      “There. Problem solved.”

      Without hesitating, Kelly touched him, one hand sliding boldly along his stomach until she reached the goods. When she gripped his stiff cock, he gasped. When she ran her fingers up and down the shaft, he moaned.

      “You’ll never wear anything again, if I get a say,” she said with a little growl.

      Every time he tried to touch her, she batted his hands away. But she wouldn't return his gaze. She all but ignored the rest of him as she stroked his cock until he was huge and hard.

      Even though she appeared to be ignoring him, she paid very close attention to his reactions. When he began to tense up, she let him go and kissed him, running her hands all over his chest and back. Unable to keep his hands to himself any longer, Ronun tugged at her clothes, his hunger gnawing.

      Kelly pulled free and gave him a stern look. “You get me when I say you do. Consider it your punishment. I’m going to have my way with you because you were so naughty to me.”

      Ronun scanned her face to make sure she wasn't upset, then growled his approval. Not that he had any say in the matter.

      Dropping to her knees, she moaned in delight as she took him into her mouth. Ronun took a sharp breath when she grabbed his ass and pulled herself even closer to take him deep into her throat.

      She took her time, sliding her lips all the way to the head and caressing it with her tongue before sucking him slowly back down her throat again. She kept a light hold on his thighs, digging her fingernails in. It didn't take long for him to rock against her, trying to take control.

      She immediately released him, his slick cock bobbing and throbbing in her face, and stood. He reached for her but she wagged a finger at him.

      “Uh, uh, uh,” she warned. “You stay right where you are, mister. And watch.”

      She was wearing professional black slacks with heels, a jacket, and blouse. Not exactly sexy, but she doubted he'd complain. He'd better not, anyway. Not if he didn't want a different, less pleasurable punishment than a striptease.

      Kicking off her pumps, she unbuttoned her slacks then spun around and bent over at the waist, keeping her legs straight as she slowly shimmied the pants down her legs. Freeing them from her feet while still looking sexy and not falling over wasn't easy, but apparently she managed it, judging by his whispered, “Oh god.”

      She smiled in satisfaction.

      Once the pants had been eighty-sixed, she turned back to face him and stretched her arms behind her, letting her jacket fall to the floor. With a whispered spell, seductive music played low as she twisted and gyrated in front of Ronun, releasing one button of her blouse at a time. The pace was excruciating for her and she hoped he was suffering just as much.

      Finally she reached the last button, but instead of flicking it open, she sucked on her forefinger—that was sexy, right?—then dragged it down the length of the opening to her belly button. Ronun licked his lips as he followed the glistening trail. One quick flick of her fingers and the blouse fell open, revealing the lacy bra restraining the girls.

      Clad only in her delicates, Kelly did her best imitation of a stripper—and realized quickly that she'd better not quit her day job. But she must have been good enough for Ronun, because when she whirled around and was facing away from him, he broke the rules of her game and wrapped his arms around her. She was about to scold him when he surprised her by picking her up and tossing her on the bed.

      Play time was over, and she couldn't have been happier about it.

      With one deft move, he tore her panties free with a sharp, delightfully painful yank.  Then, without a word, it was his turn to drop to his knees. Ankles firmly grasped in each hand, he bent low and buried his face in her mound. His tongue was as punishing as hers had been, drawing her to the edge again and again, a series of glorious spasms racking her frame as he held her firmly in place.

      Pleasure shot through her like bolts of lightning. She was no longer in control of her body and she didn’t want to be. Ronun kept up the relentless pressure, diving deep and teasing her endlessly. Kelly came with the force of a thunderclap, her body shuddering violently, rattling her senses straight out of her head.

      “You are so beautiful,” he murmured against her flesh. “And you’re mine.”

      His words sent another spasm ringing through her body. Her clit was on fire and she ached for him. Scrabbling at him for purchase, she tried to pull him up toward her, angling her hips for entry. He merely smiled and stood, looming over her with lust pouring off him in waves.

      Pulling her hips up, he braced himself against the edge of the bed and allowed the tip of his cock to barely press against her. Her eyes fluttered closed for a brief moment, then he pulled away. When she opened her eyes to figure out why he'd stopped, he smirked and repositioned himself exactly where she wanted him to be.

      He wants eye contact, she thought, almost coming again at the thought.

      Holding his gaze, she gave him an almost imperceptible nod. Slowly, painfully slowly, he slid inside her. Neither of them blinked or looked away as their bodies joined together. It was a true merging of souls—and they both knew it. Forces beyond their bodies worked in the air, filling the space with true magic—something that had nothing to do with their powers and everything to do with love.

      Ronun rocked into Kelly, gripping her hips until he was sheathed as deeply inside her as he could be. Kelly leaned her head back, wrapping her thighs around him and encouraging him to thrust against her. Ronun ran a hand over her body, pausing to admire her as she stretched before him.

      Kelly reached for him and this time he acquiesced, kissing her fiercely as she squirmed under him, trying to get him moving again. The kiss lingered and it was only as Ronun began to thicken and stretch her that he leaned back.

      He took a firm grip of her hips and started to thrust—slowly at first—then harder and faster. Kelly cried out every time he hit the end of her, lifting her legs to wrap around him and work herself against him. The pace became frantic and the air was full of the sounds of their panting.

      Suddenly he stopped. Kelly looked up, confused. She’d had her head thrown back with her eyes closed as their bodies danced and orgasms were teased into multiples. Ronun shook his head gently.

      “Not like this,” he whispered.

      She had no idea what he was talking about, and scrambled to hug her knees as he sat down on the edge of the bed. Was this it? Was he leaving for good this time?

      He wrapped one arm around her and lifted her easily, positioning her on his lap facing him. She understood immediately, relief washing over her as she wriggled her hips until he was inside her again. Ronun wrapped his hands around her ass and Kelly locked her ankles behind his back, leaning away from him.

      Ronun looked into her eyes, so deeply that she could feel it like a physical presence. She couldn’t look away, no matter how hard she tried—she was bound by his gaze. Holding tightly to his shoulders, she leaned in for a kiss, but cried out in pain when he nipped her lip. When she jerked back, the faint stain of her blood was on his lips.

      “By our blood, by my seed, I claim thee,” he whispered.

      Kelly cried out as the words struck her, in her bones, in her soul. He didn’t look away and she couldn’t. He moved underneath her, gripping her ass as she kept up her own rocking movements.

      She felt her orgasm far away, on a horizon she couldn’t yet see. She sensed he was with her in every sense and as her body started to pulse, so did he. His cock throbbed inside her, matching the rhythms of her own body until the pace became frantic. Still, he did not take his eyes off hers.

      Kelly felt like she was falling, his eyes like black holes that swallowed her light. She gasped and cried out as her body convulsed, every part of her clinging to Ronun as the most powerful wave of pleasure she had ever experienced cascaded through her—and that was saying something. Ronun gasped and dug his fingers into her and his own climax crested over both of them, leaving Ronun shivering with pleasure as they both collapsed on the bed.

      He reached for her and they tangled together as they tried to hug and get into the middle of the bed at the same time. For a few seconds they just held each other, panting as they tried to remember how to be inside their own bodies again.

      After only a few minutes Kelly reached for him again, trailing her fingertips over his soft skin. His body woke to her touch, goosebumps flashing across his skin as he got hard all over again.

      “More,” she whispered. “Don’t stop touching me. Never stop touching me.”

      “Never.”
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        * * *

      

      Several hours later, in the dead of night, Kelly and Ronun headed to the kitchen, staying wrapped around each other even while walking down the stairs. She kept one arm firmly around his waist and he held her tightly under his arm. Even though they both almost fell a couple of times, neither one of them wanted to let go. A week apart had been torture and they had to make up for that lost time.

      Kelly finally broke away from Ronun to open the fridge door and stand lazily in front of it, grabbing a pitcher of iced tea and some cupcakes. As she turned around to offer Ronun some sugary sustenance, a dark figure appeared behind him at the doorway that led to the basement stairs.

      At first, she thought it was Nathan. Tall shape, shirtless body, quiet step. It took a few moments of blinking in the dim light of the fridge to believe what she saw.

      “Ryan?” Her voice came out in a shocked gasp, the kind of sound that would have been a scream if her chest hadn't collapsed in shock.

      He struggled to get his shirt back on and gave her a lopsided look, a wink that got stuck in a smile.

      “So…that's a thing now?” she asked.

      He just shrugged, his cheeks pinking up in an adorable blush, and left the room, making the walk of shame with his head held high.

      Kelly turned to Ronun to see him laughing softly as he devoured a cupcake in one enormous bite. She poured some tea for them both and took a few gulps, enjoying the icy tingle in her throat.

      “I’m glad everyone seems to be having fun around here,” he said easily.

      She'd never seen him look happy or relaxed before. Ever since they'd met—in person, not when he was in statue form—he'd always seemed tense. Maybe haunted was more accurate, and for good reason. For the first time, she realized she was finally getting to know the real Ronun—the Ronun that existed underneath the curse that had chained him.

      “Ronun, are you really okay with leaving the court? I mean, you were born to be king of the gargoyles. It's, like, your destiny, and I… Well, I just can't believe I’m enough to give that all up for.”

      He set his glass down with a hard clunk and pulled her into his arms. “It's already done, my love. I knew I was descended from royalty, but I never gave a damn about it, never wanted it.”

      He paused, stroking her face and running his thumb along her bottom lip where his faint teeth marks shone like roses against the pink blush.

      “All I want is to be with you,” he said, focused on her face as if he could rewrite her thoughts by his will alone. “Forever.”

      Kelly’s hands came up and covered his, happy tears filling her eyes. She kissed him, loving the ache of his bite on her lip, the sweat sheen that clung to them both, and the sore muscles they shared. Nothing in her life had ever been as intense or all-encompassing as this.

      “Besides,” he grinned, “Staying here means I get to keep guarding Othercross. Believe it or not, I love my job and take that responsibility very seriously. Not just Othercross itself, but Hollow House too.”

      He looked up into the ceiling and so did Kelly. The house creaked and groaned, and they both smiled as the house tried its very best to talk and add its congratulations to the happy scene.

      The groaning sound increased, and Kelly gripped Ronun’s arms tightly, knowing that something was about to go down. She barely had time to think of the many disastrous things the house could do to them before there was a massive crash and the house released a ton of fluttering confetti from the ceiling. A huge banner rolled down on the far wall and they laughed so hard at the message they almost snorted confetti.

      WAY TO START OFF WITH A 'BANG'!

      “It’s kind of creepy that the house knows everything we do,” Kelly said. “It must know everyone’s secrets.”

      Ronun laughed, picking her up and setting her on the kitchen table. He kissed her as he wrapped his arms around her.

      “If it likes to watch so much, let’s put on a show!”

      Kelly laughed, giving herself up to Ronun’s embrace. With her extra senses, she knew that the house and its resident magical creatures were leaving them in peace—at least for now. And by golly, she was going to take full advantage!
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        * * *

      

      Thanks for reading Kelly & Ronun’s story!  Want to read about Kelly’s day-drinking birthday party for FREE? Grab the Sassy Supes FREE #ParanormalChickLit anthology here: http://bklink.to/sassysupes
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