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CHAPTER ONE


Whoever said it was always darkest before the dawn clearly had never lived like Iris Collins.

Sometimes she felt like a cave creature that never saw sunlight; it was dark at sunrise, sunset, and all the hours in between. She stared at her account balance on her phone with anxiety chewing away at her insides, a behavior she mirrored by gnawing on her cuticle until it bled. Her roommates would be home soon, and she didn’t look forward to that conversation. They’d covered her for the last two months, but she doubted they would be willing to triple down.

I can’t even leave until I pay them back, and I can’t find a new place either.

She had no clue how to earn her back rent or come up with what she needed for this month. Her sisters had money, but Rose would lecture if she bailed Iris out; Lily would refuse to help while talking about how Iris should live within her means; and Olive didn’t have reliable internet since she was currently doctoring without borders. Her three sisters were a how-to guide for success, while Iris was the cautionary tale. Her mother had made life hell the last time she lent financial assistance, so that was out of the question.

Should I sell my car?

In the movies, vampires were essentially immortal and had been accruing wealth for centuries. Unfortunately for Iris, she came from a different line entirely. Her type didn’t feed on blood but human emotions, and Iris had come up shy in that department as well. Unlike the rest of her family, she had no special abilities that sprang from her vampiric nature. At least, nothing had ever manifested. Olive could feed on her patients’ pain and improve their lives as she did so. Lily feasted on grief, and Rose thrived on anger, whereas Iris was basically human. Or so her mother had said more than once; her tone made it clear that wasn’t a compliment. But then, even among the paranormal community, psychic vampires weren’t well liked. They were known as “takers” for obvious reasons. Five years ago—when the witches made their big announcement—others had followed suit.

Now, Iris didn’t have to hide who she was, and there were dating apps devoted to various types of supernatural folk. Iris had been on Shifted for a while, but she kept meeting lone wolf types who just wanted to hit and quit. In this case, they happened to be able to turn into actual wolves. Then she tried Bindr, but witches could be touchy about lineage, apparently. The skeptics and conspiracy theorists amused her the most. There were forums devoted to debunking magic, calling it “the greatest hoax since the moon landing,” and sometimes Iris did a deep dive through the most ridiculous suggestions to distract herself from the reality of how screwed she was.

In fact, she was doing that now. She scrolled on her phone, snickering. “Sure, lizard people have replaced all our nation’s leaders—that’s real. And there are mole people living underneath Capitol Hill.”

Enough of that.

From there, she clicked through to a site offering various magical charms. I could really use one for prosperity, but they’re so expensive. And what if it doesn’t work? Shaking her head, she resisted the urge to max out her card with an impulse purchase. But damn, it was tough. She really wanted to find out if the magical lipstick was permanently kiss-proof. In the news, Congress was trying to pass a new law requiring all paranormal individuals to self-identify and register in some kind of national database. Yeah, that won’t end well. And some douchebag senator in Iowa wanted even sterner sanctions, special housing projects, and tracking devices. Someone else had proposed a tax on supernaturals. How does that even make sense? And good luck enforcing it. She shook her head and went back to window-shopping. So many cool magic items she’d love to get her hands on…

For Iris, life hadn’t changed that much. The paranormal communities were still close-knit, and most didn’t reveal themselves readily, even if a few people had identified themselves for clout and were giving interviews about what it was like growing up “other” among humans. Some were pursuing a fortune or building social media empires, capitalizing on the interest focused their way.

I can’t even do that. Too bad—it would help the shop.

Sighing, she trudged to her room, currently crammed with supplies for her jewelry-making business, but nobody was buying the finished products. She’d invested in the idea, but she hadn’t earned more than twenty bucks on her pieces. She supposed she could register as a driver, but she was scared of letting strangers get in her car. Iris lowered her head. It was ridiculous that she was afraid of…so many things. Pacing back to the dining room, she feverishly tried to think of a solution.

Do I have anything left to sell besides my car?

“You owe me six hundred bucks,” Frederic said.

Iris let out a cry, juggled her phone, and then dropped it. Screen down, because of course. That was how her luck ran. When she picked it up, there was a tiny nick on the corner, exactly what she didn’t need today. I didn’t even hear him come in.

Stifling a squeak, she spun to face Frederic.

She’d been dodging the others—Regina, Frederic, and Candace—for the last week, even though she had nowhere to go. The diner staff was sick of her ordering a cup of coffee and staying for hours, while the dollar cinema didn’t seem to care if she stayed all day. But now, it was too late.

Frederic tapped her shoulder briskly. “Did you hear me? Where’s my money?”

He owned the house and had rented three of the four bedrooms. It was a decent place, decorated in bachelor style, and everyone was nice enough. But like everywhere else Iris had lived, she didn’t quite fit. Frederic hadn’t even wanted to rent to her in the first place since she didn’t have a day job, but Iris had gone to high school with Regina, and she vouched for Iris. Now Regina was mad because Iris was making her look bad, and Candace was tired of the tension.

Everyone quietly wanted Iris gone, but she had to pay them first. She raised her gaze from the polished-oak dining table, trying to figure out what to say. Sorry, I’m broke was only three words, but she couldn’t make herself say them, mainly because she’d said them so often, and she’d burned through any good will the others felt for her.

But before Regina and Candace arrived to exacerbate the situation, the doorbell rang. “I’ll get it,” she said swiftly.

Iris raced past Frederic to the front door where a postman in a blue uniform asked her to sign for a certified letter. That’s never good news. I hope it’s not another bill that I let slide until it went to collections. The way her luck ran, it probably was, and the return address stamp on the envelope only reinforced that impression. Digby, Davis, and Moore sounded like a law firm.

I hope I’m not being sued.

She didn’t want to read it, but the alternative was facing Frederic, so she closed the door with a quiet snick, blocking the early-autumn breeze. Through the window, she watched the leaves skitter on the sidewalk, caught by that same wind. She tore open the packet and found a wealth of legal documents.


IN THE ESTATE OF GERTRUDE VAN DOREN, DECEASED…



Poor Aunt Gertie. I wish I’d gone to her funeral.

Iris skimmed the pages with growing disbelief. Her great-aunt Gertrude had left the bulk of her estate to Iris: a small amount of cash, her collection of ceramic angels, and a house in St. Claire, Illinois, including all contents within. Iris had no clue why Great-Aunt Gertie had done this, but the bequest burned like a spark of hope. Her great-aunt—her paternal grandfather’s sister—had been reckoned rather odd, something of a misanthrope just because she never married.

Maybe she thought I’m the weirdest, the most like her. Or the one who needs the most help? Either way, true enough.

Iris hadn’t seen Great-Aunt Gertie since the summer after graduation, when her parents had dragged her to St. Claire for a courtesy visit. Iris had sent yearly Christmas cards, however, mostly because she enjoyed the ritual of writing them out and mailing them, and occasionally, her great-aunt sent snail mail in return. Maybe that haphazard correspondence meant something to her? Whatever the reason, this inheritance couldn’t come at a better time.

Quickly she read the letter telling her how to proceed, and when she folded up the packet of papers, she had a response for Frederic at least, who was standing behind her with his arms folded. “Well?” he prompted.

Iris handed him the will. “It’ll take a little while, but I’ll pay you soon. You can start looking for someone to take over my room.”

“You’re moving out?” Though he tried to sound neutral, she read relief in the flicker of his eyes, in the faint upward tilt of his mouth.

Over the years, she’d gotten good at gauging people’s moods, actively looking for the disappointment and impatience her mother tried to mask, usually without success. Her face silently said, Why aren’t you more like your sisters? Why are you so exhausting? Why can’t you get yourself together?

“Not right away, but yeah.”

You’re running away again, her mother’s voice whispered.

Some people would see it that way, but Iris viewed it as a fresh start. While she didn’t have a plan per se—when did she ever?—she’d figure it out when she saw the house. At the least, it was a place she could live rent free. Her expenses would be lower, and she wouldn’t have witnesses when she failed. People in St. Claire didn’t really know her either, so maybe she could shake off her reputation as well.

“I can be patient,” Frederic said with a magnanimous air.

Now that he’s seen proof that I have money incoming.

When Iris had gotten word about Great-Aunt Gertie’s passing, she’d scraped up enough to send flowers, living on ramen that week. If I’d known she meant to leave me everything, I would’ve sold something for gas money to show my face at her service. That was a crappy feeling, one that she couldn’t shake even as Regina and Candace got home.

She heard Frederic in the kitchen, explaining the situation in a low voice. Then Regina headed into the living room, where Iris was curled up on the couch. “I’m so glad you figured out your next move,” she said in an overly cheerful tone.

Regina wasn’t really a friend, more of an acquaintance who’d vouched for Iris. She tried not to take the comment the wrong way. “Yeah, it’s a minor miracle.”

Candace came to the doorway, folding her arms. “You realize you’re praising her for having a dead relative.”

When you put it that way…

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to be hurtful,” Regina said.

“When are you going to see about your inheritance?” Frederic asked.

Though he’d said he could be patient, he wanted his money. Iris headed for her room to pack a weekend bag. According to the navigation app on her phone, it was six hours in the car from here to St. Claire. If I go now, I could be there by midnight. She knew where Great-Aunt Gertrude used to keep the spare key too.

It was impulsive and absurd, the kind of behavior that made Iris an odd duck in a family of swans. Thankfully, none of her relatives knew about this yet, and her roommates didn’t care enough to stop her. Her mind made up, Iris crammed socks and underwear into her backpack, along with a few clean shirts, plus one pair of pants and something to sleep in. She dropped toiletries into her purse and snagged her keys.

“I’ll see you later,” she said. “I don’t know how long it will take to square things away, but I’ll be back to pay my back rent and to collect my stuff.”

“Drive safely,” Regina said, seeming relieved that she wouldn’t wind up pissing off everyone in the house.

Frederic waved and Candace watched from the doorway as Iris drove into the night, away from the house where she was a square peg in a round hole.



Eli Reese wasn’t the kid everyone made fun of anymore.

He owned a condo in Cleveland and a vacation cottage in Myrtle Beach, by virtue of two successful apps steadily feeding his bank account—one to gamify household management, including to-do lists and budgeting, and another social platform that focused on sharing recipes. The second had taken off in a modest way; users were collaborating on dishes, doing recipe challenges, and sending food pics to each other, and he’d just patched in an update supporting video clips. The revenue was decent on both, and he was already getting offers. A German tech company wanted Task Wizard, which let users create an avatar and level up based on the amount of real-world work accomplished, while a Chinese communications conglomerate had made an offer for What’s Cooking?

If he sold one, it would give him enough capital to fund his next project. He just hadn’t decided what that should be yet. Eli never imagined he’d be in a position where he didn’t need to work, but there was no urgency fueling his productivity anymore. It was strange being free to do what he wanted with his life; the problem being—he didn’t know what that was.

His favorite thing was flying; it was magical stepping out onto the balcony of his condo, leaving his clothes and cares behind. Transforming into a hawk and soaring over the city and then far beyond—over the whorls of trees and the scurries of small mammals in the underbrush, hidden colors in a spectrum his human eyes couldn’t glimpse. Red-tailed hawks were common enough that he didn’t attract unwanted attention from ornithologists, although he was larger than usual in his shifted form. Those nightly flights were the closest Eli came to pure freedom, but multiple people would disapprove of him withdrawing from personhood in favor of joining bird-dom.

Mostly Liz and Gamma, to be honest.

Music played in the truck, soft classical that didn’t distract him from his thoughts. Currently, his most pressing concern was his grandmother. He’d come to St. Claire to help her relocate, as she was selling her house in the Midwest and moving to New Mexico. Gamma had looked at Florida and Arizona as well, but she’d bought a condo in a retirement community in a suburb outside Albuquerque and was looking forward to all the activities and built-in social life.

Eli had offered to assist with cleaning her basement, attic, and garage, getting the stuff she didn’t want hauled away, and prepping the house to be put on the market, which involved painting and staging to make buyers picture themselves living there, undistracted by the current owner’s clutter. He could’ve contracted the work out—hired someone to do this. But Gamma hated strangers touching her belongings, and unlike the other grandkids, he didn’t have a day job or a limit to his vacation time. Plus, some of them agreed with Gamma’s ex-wife or had been conditioned to do so, so there was a certain distance between them. And Eli appreciated the chance to spend time with Gamma and help her out.

She wasn’t the kind of grandparent who said stuff like You’ll regret not visiting me when I’m gone, but since Gamma had held Eli’s hand as they buried his dad and then helped raise him, he understood that it was important to see people while he still could. Words like orphan were really Oliver Twist, but his mom had died when he was six, and his dad had passed away when he was thirteen.

Friends took turns inviting him for the holidays, which was awkward as hell. Usually, he said he had plans, and sometimes he did hang out with people, but even then, he felt…extraneous. In every space he occupied, while he might be welcome, he wasn’t necessary. Nobody needed him. If he made his excuses and stayed home, wallowing in solitude, no one followed up. He didn’t have the sort of friends who barged in with pizza and beer, determined to keep him company.

Hell, Eli didn’t even know if he wanted that anyway. He did know something was missing, though.

He focused on reaching his destination, turning down the narrow street. Gamma’s house sat on the right side of a cul-de-sac, a three-bedroom Cape Cod house with white siding where he’d spent his teen years. In this neighborhood, the houses were mostly homogenous, built around the same time with similar designs—Cape Cod, bungalow, and ranch. He pulled into the driveway, seeing the minute signs of neglect that had crept up.

The hedges had to be trimmed, and the yard was a bit tall and weedy, while the gutters needed to be cleaned, and he might need to get on the roof to have a closer look at that soggy patch. Those were issues prospective buyers would notice right away. As ever, the porch was welcoming with a profusion of potted plants and blooming flowers. Two Adirondack chairs painted forest green framed the front door with the single step leading inside. Gamma opened the screen door and popped her head out.

“Come in! I made your favorite.”

Eli smiled, wiping his feet on the mat. He took his shoes off on the uncarpeted tile just inside and padded across the improbably pink carpet, through the living room and into the kitchen. He breathed in deep, savoring the smell of barbecued chicken. There was also macaroni and cheese and garden salad with a bottle of ranch dressing on standby.

She put the platter of drumsticks on the table and hugged him, smelling faintly of Poison perfume. For as long as Eli could remember, she’d been using that brand. He’d been so proud of saving up to buy her some the year after he moved in.

“You didn’t have to go to any trouble,” he said, as his stomach growled.

Gamma waved dismissively. “It’s the least I can do. Besides, it was nothing. I used the air fryer for the drumsticks and finished them in the broiler with barbecue sauce. The macaroni and cheese is blue box, and the salad came from a bag.”

He grinned. “When you put it that way…”

“Let’s eat. After dinner, we can talk more about the projects you’ve volunteered for.”

“Why do I feel like you should’ve made me steak instead of chicken legs?”

She smirked right back. “It’s not my fault your taste buds are cheap.”

As Eli sat, he reflected that she was nothing like most other grandmothers. She didn’t own a set of pearls, preferring feather earrings, leopard print, and spandex. Honestly, he was a bit concerned about the havoc she’d wreak on the local populace when she moved.

“I won’t be a cliché, so I refuse to ask if you’re seeing anyone,” Gamma said.

“And I greatly appreciate your forbearance.”

“But at the same time, I worry. You were uprooted from your friends, and you never settled in here properly.”

“Oh no. You played the worry card. Seriously, I’m fine. I have friends. And you’ll be the first to know if I find someone special.”

“I’d better be!”

He pretended to be stern. “But I expect the same courtesy. You’re a catch, and you’re better at socializing. I’ll probably get a wedding invitation by Christmas.”

“That fast?” Gamma pretended to wipe sweat from her brow. “I can see I have my work cut out for me, but I suspect I’m up to the challenge.”

By the time they finished, it was getting dark. He helped her rinse the plates, put the food away, and load the dishwasher. “Thanks for dinner,” he said.

“You don’t need to thank me.” Gamma donned a determined look. “It’s too late to start today, but you should see what we’re working with. I apologize in advance for the state of my hidden assets.”

Assets? I’m sure she means junk.

Nevertheless, he followed her into the basement, which was piled ridiculously high with unmarked boxes. He stared. “What’s in here anyway?”

“I have no idea,” she said airily. “To be honest, some of this stuff was your father’s, and I didn’t have the heart to go through it. I still don’t. The rest has been in here since I moved, and that was…” She paused, apparently trying to count back the years.

“1988?” he suggested, based on the amount of dust on the cartons.

“Could be.”

“Is the attic like this?”

Gamma bit her lip. “Possibly, it’s worse. I haven’t been up there in forever. Those drop-down stairs are terrifying. I’m not turning into a cautionary tale for Life Alert. I’m not old. I refuse to be old.”

“You’re immortal,” Eli said, wishing that were true.

He had a lump in his throat when he imagined going through his father’s belongings, but it had been twelve years. It’s beyond time. Maybe I’ll find something that makes me feel closer to him. But the melancholy truth was, he’d lived longer without his dad. And that gap would only grow because that was how time worked. To reward himself for facing down these bad memories, he’d go for a long flight later.

“Watch your step, okay? I’ll get you a flashlight.”

“There’s one on my phone.”

She cocked her head. “Have you ever watched a horror movie? You’ll drop your phone after being startled by a cat. Or maybe a raccoon. Anyway, I’ll be right back.”

When she returned, he said, “Tell me you’re kidding. There are raccoons?”

Gamma put the sturdy flashlight in his hands, patted them, and made no promises. “Be careful. I’ll send help if you’re not back in an hour.”








CHAPTER TWO


Iris pulled into the driveway beside the ramshackle Victorian house she was set to inherit, if the correspondence from Digby, Davis, and Moore could be believed.

It was past one in the morning, and her body ached from the long drive. She’d paused once to fuel up, stretch her legs, and use the restroom. It was impossible not to think about her sisters in this situation. Any of them would have energy to burn, siphoning from humans they encountered along the way. That aptitude had given them an unfair advantage in pursuing higher education too.

Shrugging, she grabbed her backpack, locked the doors of her crappy Sentra, and headed toward the rickety front porch. Even in the faint glow of the streetlights, she could see the ravages of time, peeling paint and weedy front lawn. The plants were all dead, dry leaves spilling listlessly over the stone lip of the pot. She levered the one on the left up and found a rusty key.

Yes. Still here.

Thankfully, nobody had meddled with the property or Iris would be sleeping in the car. There was no money for a motel, barely enough for her gas tank. With a little coaxing, she got the door open and stepped inside. The first breath smelled of…loneliness—liniment that carried faint eddies of camphor and menthol—dusty books and stale air.

She flipped the light switch, but there was no power. Looks like I’ll be charging my phone in the car. Better than nothing. Using the light on her phone, she crept through the dark house to the kitchen and tested the tap. At least the water is still on. She could take a quick cold shower in the morning and arrive at the law office looking presentable.

Bless Great-Aunt Gertie, she had a whole cupboard full of emergency candles, along with books of matches from the oddest of places. Iris examined them one at a time: Minden’s Wax Doll Workshop, The Murder Room, Noise Factory (a club in Germany), and a host of other places that made Iris believe that Gertie had led a fascinating life.

She lit one candle and decided she didn’t feel up to exploring further in the dark. The house was large and creepy at this hour with narrow hallways and staircases. Rooms had generally been smaller when this house was built, and apart from adding electricity and indoor plumbing, few renovations had been made over the years. Iris found four knitted throws scattered around the living room and snuggled under them on the overstuffed sofa. Between those and the hoodie she had on, it was cozy enough, even without heat.

Possibly she ought to be nervous, alone in this big old house. But sleep claimed her immediately, and she rested better than she had in a long while, deep and dreamless. Iris awoke feeling surprisingly alert. She didn’t have an appointment, but hopefully the attorneys could work her in if she called first thing. Her cell phone had battery life to complete the call, at least.

A professional voice answered on the second ring. “Digby, Davis, and Moore, how may I help you?”

“I received a letter about my great-aunt’s estate. Gertrude Van Doren. I was hoping to speak with the person in charge.” Iris loathed talking on the phone, and she hoped she didn’t sound as nervous as she felt.

“Just a moment, please.”

Calming yet bland music piped into her ear, and two minutes later, the woman returned to the line. “Can you come in at two? We have a cancellation. Otherwise, Mr. Davis won’t have time until next week.”

“Two is perfect. I’ll see you then.”

“Excellent. I’ll let Mr. Davis know.”

Quickly, Iris checked the time. She had over four hours until the meeting. Best to get the cold shower over with. In daytime, the house was even more dated, with pink and gray walls that had probably been painted in the nineties. Everything was dated cottage chic, echoing trends that died long before Great-Aunt Gertie. The bathroom was even older looking, harking back to the seventies. Or maybe the fifties? Iris wasn’t a professional decorator, but the lime-green tile and Pepto-pink tub, sink, and toilet truly were astonishing.

On the bright side, she was delighted to coax some warm water out of the shower. Apparently the heater ran on gas, not electricity. She could even use the stove if she lit the burner with a match. Wonder if there’s anything left to eat.

She dried her hair with a towel, combed out the tangles, and then put on clean clothes: jeans, wrinkled button-up blouse, concealed by a chunky cardigan. That’s probably good enough. It wasn’t like she’d had lots of reasons to meet with lawyers, just the times she’d ended up as a defendant, and those damn sure weren’t happy memories.

The house had five bedrooms, though several were quite small, and the closet space was terrible. Luckily, most of Iris’s stuff was in her mom’s basement while Mom waited for her to get her life together enough to send for it.

That…might never happen.

In the kitchen, in the light of day, it was simultaneously better and worse than she’d imagined. Everything was white with black accents and fairly clean, but the cupboards were ancient particleboard, and the counters were scarred-up butcher block. The room was tidy, and judging by the empty fridge, the attorneys must’ve sent someone to clean out the perishables. What a relief not to be dealing with rotten groceries on top of everything else.

In the cabinets, she found instant coffee and a kettle she could use to boil water. The cleaners had left all the staples that hadn’t expired—a bag of flour, sugar, some rice, powdered milk, sweetener, a few cans of soup, various spices, and a bottle of cooking oil. It was like a vacation rental in some ways, though all of Great-Aunt Gertie’s belongings were still here.

I’ll have to go through everything. Her auntie must’ve known that when she made her will—that Iris would be the one sorting her things, deciding what to keep and what to donate. I hope I don’t disappoint her. Was that even possible? To let a ghost down? Hopefully, her great-aunt wasn’t here, watching Iris assess the pantry contents.

She added spoons of instant coffee, dry milk, and sugar to her mug and poured in the hot water. While it cooled, she walked through the house. In the middle of what must’ve been the parlor a hundred years ago stood a proud display case stuffed full of ceramic angels. Iris remembered Great-Aunt Gertie telling stories about them as if they were real people who lived with her, something that had enchanted her at age seven.

Now she couldn’t decide if it was sweet or sad—that these figurines had taken the place of family. Hell, maybe it was for the best, because the ceramic angels wouldn’t tell her that she was a failure because she earned less than her sisters, she was single at twenty-seven, she had no psychic aptitude, and her ideas always fell apart.

Gertie probably hadn’t planned on dying alone, either. That made Iris feel closer to her, and she searched her memory, but she couldn’t recall what Gertie’s ability had been. On Iris’s dad’s side, they tended to feast on the positive emotions—anticipation, joy, excitement, and the like. She imagined that Gertie had nourished herself over her long life through joyous friendships, never taking enough to make anyone feel deprived.

Suddenly, her phone rang, making her jump. Mom’s picture flashed on the screen, like she’d summoned the woman with those thoughts. I need to put down a salt circle. Or maybe hang some garlic. If only Mom couldn’t enter without an invitation… Sadly, none of those remedies were effective at warding off her mother. Iris had heard that those old wives’ tales didn’t work on their blood-drinking counterparts, either, not that she’d met any of them. They were more reclusive than the fae.

“Hey, what’s up?” she said, trying to sound more cheerful than she felt.

New beginning. Don’t let her get in your head.

“What time will you be here?” Mom demanded.

“Pardon me?”

“The party, don’t tell me you forgot. We’re celebrating your sister’s promotion! It’s a huge deal, Iris. Do you know how rare it is for someone Rose’s age to make partner?” Sheer incredulity oozed down the phone line.

I hate my family.

No, I…love them. I’m supposed to, right?

But I hate them.

Rose was thirty-two, five years older than Iris. She was married to a judge who might run for state senate. Privately, Iris loathed her brother-in-law, Greg Connery. He was smug and pretentious, prone to name-dropping and boasting about his connections. If that wasn’t bad enough, he also watched Iris in ways that made her deeply uncomfortable, his gaze lingering on her ass, on her cleavage, while he lectured about her life choices. The one time she’d mentioned it to Rose, her sister practically hissed like a cat and threatened to tell Mom what a jealous liar Iris was.

So Rose either had no clue that her husband was a creep or refused to admit it. She fed all on the glorious negativity associated with law and politics in addition to adoring the upper-crust sound of Rose Collins-Connery, such elegant alliteration, and—

Fuck. I totally forgot about the party.

Honestly, that was typical. Iris tended to shove things she didn’t want to deal with out of her brain, and that worked fine until someone showed up to yell about how she’d let them down.

Like now.

At this point, she was pretty good at coming up with off-the-cuff lies to cover her own ass. This time, she decided to pretend this was an intentional decision, not a mental glitch. “Nobody will miss me,” she said lightly. “Something came up, so I’m not even in Ohio right now. Congratulate Rose for me, though.”

“Iris, please, just—”

“By the way, do you happen to recall how Great-Aunt Gertie’s powers worked?” If she had any.

“Why are you asking that all of a sudden?”

“Because I’m curious, obviously.”

A long-suffering sigh slid out of her mother like a tire deflating. “Iris, tell me the truth. Are you in trouble again?”

“Everything’s fine.”

“Are you boycotting this event because Lily is dating your ex? It’s not fair to punish Rose because you’re mad at Lily.”

Iris ignored that. “I have an appointment soon, so I need to go. Talk to you soon!” For once, Iris got the last word.

She disconnected while Mom was gearing up the interrogation, and that silence after she tapped the red phone icon felt like a huge victory.



Eli Reese wasn’t an internet stalker.

Which, come to think of it, sounded like something an internet stalker would say.

I should stop this.

It had been fifteen years since he first saw Iris Collins; he had been ten, and she was twelve. He had been a tiny kid, diminutive compared to the rest of his class. He couldn’t say he had a particular bully, one person devoted to making his life a living hell. But a few jerks took turns giving him shitty nicknames or knocking him over, and some of them took his stuff when he had something they wanted that he wasn’t big enough to protect. Those who didn’t participate looked away, in case they pissed someone off by standing up for him.

This was before his ability to shift kicked in, or he’d have had another means of escape. It would’ve been nice if he could’ve flown away from all the pain. Then came Iris, the rainbow after a violent storm. Honestly, it was embarrassing how clear and sharp his memory was, even after all this time. Roddy Frierson had shoved Eli down and was rummaging in his bag for Pokémon cards when an older girl strode up. She was in sixth grade, the highest level at Ridgecrest Elementary, and she had sunny brown hair in two braids, gray eyes brightened by outrage. She’d kicked Roddy right in the ass, tipping him over so he hit the floor next to Eli.

She took the bag away and handed it back. “Are you okay?” she’d asked.

Mutely, Eli had nodded, accepting her hand when she helped him up. Her hands were sticky from an open bag of gummy worms, and she offered him one. He ate it without hesitation, though he secretly thought gummy worms were freaking creepy. Bears were the way to go because they didn’t look like actual bears.

She’d folded her arms and glared at Roddy. “I’m bigger, and I picked on you anyway. You probably feel bad, huh? That’s how you’re making him feel, so stop it. If I hear about anybody bothering…” She paused, glancing at Eli. “What’s your name?”

“Eli Reese,” he said in a small voice.

“Eli again, I’m telling everyone. I’ll tell your teacher, the principal, and your parents. I’ll call your grandmother. Do you want that?”

Roddy burst into tears. “Don’t tell Nonna!”

Since they’d gathered an interested audience, the girl glared at everyone. “You’re all on my list! Anyone could’ve helped him, but none of you did. So cut it out, you cowards!”

The girl stomped off like an avenging angel, swinging her arms wildly. A bracelet slipped off her wrist, and he hurried to pick it up. Eli hadn’t known her name then, but he found out by asking around quietly. Iris Collins. Unbelievably, people left him alone after that. Well, they still used the mean nicknames, but he could live with that.

He carried the bracelet around for weeks. He should’ve given it back, but he couldn’t work up the nerve to interrupt when she was with her friends. Each time he tried, it felt like his insides were on fire, and he wound up running away. The next year, Iris went to middle school, and he saw her in passing when he got there later. But they never talked.

Because I didn’t have the courage to speak to her.

Then his parents died, and he moved to St. Claire to live with Gamma. At the new school, he kept to himself and read a lot of books, played computer games, and made friends online while telling himself the real world would be better. That summer, he finally inherited his dad’s ability to shift and unlocked a whole different world, one that didn’t care how tall he was or how many friends he had.

Gamma had shown him the online communities where he could connect with people like himself, but he’d never had the inclination to socialize. Pack shifters probably felt otherwise. At school, nobody paid much attention to him, and by the time he got a growth spurt late in his senior year, it irritated him to suddenly qualify as attractive. Classmates saw him with new eyes, and they wanted to date him, but he had no use for those who had treated him like he was invisible before. He left for college without looking back.

But over the years, he never lost track of Iris.

Eli had developed this habit of checking out her social media. Once a month, no more. He’d skim posts and look at pictures, trying to imagine what her life must be like. It wasn’t as if he was nursing a deathless love or something. He was just…curious about her. Because she’d changed his life in one moment, by caring, just a little, about someone nobody else at that school gave a damn about.

Yesterday, he’d inspected the attic; thankfully there hadn’t been any raccoons. And today, he had errands to run. Instead, he was staring at his phone. Today was the day he usually skimmed Iris’s socials. Last month, she’d been excited about the launch of her online jewelry business. He was already planning to order Gamma some earrings; she’d love the blue enamel flower ones.

Really, Eli had no idea if this was normal behavior, checking up on someone he’d gone to school with. It wasn’t like they’d been friends, although he wished they had. Making friends required talking to people, however, and Eli was bad at that. He was better with code and numbers, better where the data could be analyzed meticulously and relied upon to provide consistent results.

He was good at flying too. Soaring beyond the reach of human hands. There was no conversation above the treetops, just the occasional shrill call of distant birds. He saw so much, though, and it didn’t matter that he was a silent observer.

The thought came again. I should stop.

Even though his interest wasn’t harming anyone, it probably wasn’t healthy. Instead of following what had become a sort of comfort ritual—because it made him happy knowing she was out there, alive and well—he showered and went downstairs without looking at any of her accounts. Gamma had breakfast waiting, an odd assortment of toast, sausage links, sliced fruit, and hot tea. His grandmother had gone to the UK once, and she hadn’t quite gotten a handle on English breakfast, but she tried.

“Looks good,” he said. “I’m heading to the hardware store later to get a few things to help with the…” What to call it? Packing up Gamma’s life and tidying it up so other people would want to live beneath this roof?

“Move?” she suggested.

“Yeah. That. Do you need anything while I’m out?”

“I’d love some cinnamon rolls. There’s a little bakery downtown. It’s one of the things I’ll miss when I move to New Mexico.”

“Anything else?” he asked.

Gamma thought for a moment. Even in the morning, she was fabulous—with fake eyelashes, purple-red lipstick, and slippers with feathers on the front. “The changing seasons, I suppose. But not the snow.”

“Not your grandson, either, it seems.” He pretended to sulk, knowing it amused her.

“You’re not a thing. Of course I’ll miss you. Once I’m settled, visit me, or I’ll look up ‘how to guilt my grandson’ on the interweb. Not my forte, but I learn fast.”

“I’d rather you didn’t acquire that skill. Cinnamon rolls then. I’ll get those and the stuff I need to wrap up here. When are you leaving?”

“Two weeks,” she said. “Are you sure it’s not too much, asking you to finish this?”

Eli smiled and got up to hug her. “Not at all. It’s the least I can do, what with you raising me as a single grandma and all.”

He had vague recollections that there had been big upheaval in Gamma’s life. She’d had a wife who couldn’t accept it when Gamma transitioned, so they divorced. And Gamma changed…basically everything, around the time that Eli’s parents died. She’d had so much on her plate, wrestling with her own identity, but she never hesitated to take Eli, and she’d loved him so much and taught him how important it was to accept everyone as they were.

He was…incredibly grateful to her. Gamma was the most precious person to him, and he sort of hated that she was going to New Mexico because they’d never lived this far apart before. Even when he’d relocated for college, he’d had the security of knowing they were only a short plane ride or a reasonable drive away.

But damned if he would clip Gamma’s wings. She deserved to spread them and fly and find a partner if she wanted. He knew she was lonely and that she’d make someone tremendously happy if they were lucky enough to be loved by her.

Like I was. Like I am. Damn, am I tearing up?

He blinked away the emotions and focused on his breakfast. Hopefully, he wouldn’t lose it over breaking the ritual of checking Iris’s socials. Habit. Habit sounded less compulsive.

A few hours later, as he stepped out of the hardware store, it seemed like the universe was screwing with him. He dropped the two bags he was carrying. Thank God he hadn’t bought the cinnamon rolls yet.

There she was, in the flesh. Iris Collins. He’d recognize her freaking anywhere.

Something else a stalker would say.

And she was headed into a law office across the street.

Maybe this was a sign. I ought to thank her. That’s why our paths crossed, why it feels like there’s unfinished business. I never told her how much that meant to me back in the day.

I need to acknowledge my appreciation and move on. Eli touched the charm bracelet in his pocket that he carried like a talisman. Right?

Right.








CHAPTER THREE


The law office was decorated in brown and beige, and the chair was vinyl.

Whenever Iris moved, it let out an embarrassing squeak. The receptionist had already given her several disapproving looks; she was a middle-aged white woman with carefully permed brunette hair and an ornate manicure, and she honestly was wearing the hell out of that pink pantsuit, even if she vibed like she should be selling cosmetics.

“Mr. Davis will see you now.”

Taking a breath to steady herself, Iris went down the hall and went into the first office, clearly marked with a nameplate that read Carl Davis, attorney at law. He greeted her with a squishy, damp handshake and a smile that worried her vaguely, as if he was about to ask her to sign something she didn’t understand. He was an avuncular man, balding and clad in a gray suit that bagged in the wrong places.

“Come, sit down. Would you like coffee?” When Iris shook her head, he offered with a hopeful expression, “Tea?”

“No, I’m fine. Thank you.”

“First, let me say that I’m sorry for your loss. Your aunt was quite a woman.”

It didn’t seem worth correcting him on the “great” part, so she merely nodded. “Did you know her well?”

“Unfortunately not. We met near the end of her life, and I helped get her affairs in order. She seemed to know…” He paused delicately.

“That her time was coming to an end?”

“Precisely. Most of the details are resolved now, as we’ve completed inventory and valuation and paid off all outstanding creditors. What remains to you will be disbursed…”

Iris listened as Mr. Davis explained everything in simple terms, letting her know that it would probably take a couple more months to get her money. He went on, “There’s also a 1988 Chevy Impala, but it needs repairs. In the will, Ms. Van Doren specified that it’s yours to do with as you please.”

Hopefully, her great-aunt wouldn’t be hurt by this decision. “I already have a car, and I can’t afford to fix hers. Can we sell it?”

The attorney nodded briskly. “We may be able to find a collector. If not, there will be someone who needs it for parts. In that scenario, it won’t bring in much cash, but—”

“That’s fine.” Somehow she refrained from saying, “Anything helps,” because she didn’t want Mr. Davis knowing that she was broke and desperate.

Adjusting his glasses, he checked his files. “I also have questions about a few more items in the house, particularly the ceramic angel collection.”

“I’ll keep it,” she said at once.

That was sheer instinct. It had been important to Gertie, and Iris couldn’t bring herself to liquidate it. Not now, anyway. She was still getting used to the idea of inheriting anything. How could she be heartless right from the jump?

“Understood. Then there are just some documents to sign…”

All told, the meeting took less than an hour, and the attorney provided all the documentation she needed to turn the power on in her name. None of this solved her immediate cash flow problem, but hopefully, Frederic would be chill. While she understood that he needed the money too, she couldn’t sell enough plasma to pay him off any sooner. She had been doing that to pay down her credit card, but the donations didn’t cover rent, her phone bill, food, or her share of the utilities.

She wrapped things up and said, “Contact me if you need anything to make the process go smoother.”

“I’ll be in touch as needed. Take care.” Mr. Davis didn’t walk her out.

Soon she found herself on the sidewalk again with people going about their day, running errands in the cute and bustling downtown district in St. Claire. Iris cast a longing look at a bakery across the square, but she talked herself out of spending the money. Learning to bake would be more sensible. She thought a man across the street was looking at her, but then he turned and hurried in the opposite direction, so maybe not.



Weeks later, Iris stood in the driveway of what was now her house.

So freaking wild.

Her car was packed to the brim. She had no furniture, just clothes and bedding, various personal effects, and some kitchen items. Great-Aunt Gertie had accumulated a lifetime of stuff, and dealing with it was Iris’s problem. She had mixed feelings about that responsibility because she wasn’t good at detail management, but it had to be done, whether she liked it or not. At least she’d gotten an inventory list from Mr. Davis, so she knew exactly what the house held in store.

By selling Gertie’s car, Iris had gotten enough cash to pay off her roommates in Ohio, freeing her to hit the road. Two weeks ago, she’d been forced to turn off her cell phone; first order of business, get a prepaid SIM with some data and minutes on the cheap. She’d probably donate more plasma to install Wi-Fi. She couldn’t live without that, and her prospective roommates would expect to use it too.

The long drive had given her lots of time to think about the future, at least. Iris had a vague idea about renovating the place and turning it into a bed-and-breakfast, but she was wary of her own enthusiasm. Just look at the boxes of jewelry-making supplies in my trunk. With a sigh, Iris stretched, popped her back, and started unloading.

As she stacked boxes near the porch, a woman cut across an immaculate yard that was somehow still emerald green even though summer was over. Idly Iris wondered if they paid to have the dead grass painted. The woman was tall and statuesque with carefully curled hair, and she beamed a smile that alarmed Iris for some reason.

“Hey there! So good to get some fresh blood in the neighborhood!”

“Right,” said Iris, hoping she wasn’t about to meet her first real-life sanguine vamp.

“I’m Susan Calhoun. You must be moving into Crazy Gertie’s place. So glad she’s finally out of the way. Now you can spruce up the place! That porch is positively a death trap. I told her so many times that the mailman would fall through someday and then she’d get sued.” Susan clicked her tongue against her teeth. “But did she listen? Of course not!”

Before Iris could get a word in edgewise, Susan took a breath and kept going. “Anyway! I just wanted to welcome you to the neighborhood. I would’ve brought a casserole, but these days people are so picky. ‘I don’t eat meat, don’t eat dairy,’ and don’t get me started on people who think they’re allergic to gluten.”

Yelling at her new neighbor probably wasn’t the way to go, so Iris mumbled something noncommittal. She was actually kind of impressed at how wrong and awful Susan had managed to be in the space of two minutes. “Uh, thanks. I need to get my things inside, so…”

Susan didn’t take the hint, peering at Iris with judgmental eyes. “Hmm. At least you look normal. I was scared to death that a real weirdo would move in next door. You know, one of those types,” she added.

“I don’t follow,” she said.

The other woman shot her an incredulous look. “You must’ve read the news! Humanity is under siege. Witches have been intermingling with us secretly for years. They’re a major threat to our way of life. And I’ve read that—”

“Sorry to cut this short. If I don’t get these boxes inside soon, I’m afraid they might get rained on.”

“Right! We’ll talk more later. I do appreciate someone who knows the value of hard work. I’m expecting good things from you, oh, what was your name? You didn’t tell me.”

You didn’t let me.

“Iris Collins. Gertrude Van Doren was my great-aunt,” she said deliberately.

Susan let out a nervous cough. “Right. Well, I’m sure you knew she was a few hot dogs shy of a picnic, so it’s not like I spoiled the ending of a good movie. TTYL!”

“Who says TTYL?” Iris mumbled, hoisting a box and hauling it into the house.

She wished she’d put Susan in her place, but at this juncture, she couldn’t cope with additional problems. Once she got settled in, she’d make it clear to that awful woman just where Iris stood on all that bigoted BS. It took her an hour to drag everything inside, and she left it cluttering up the foyer, too tired to put anything away after the long drive.

Like the last time she’d visited, it was late, but at least she had the utilities sorted out. The power, water, and gas were in her name, thanks to some guidance from Mr. Davis.

Iris couldn’t bring herself to sleep on any of the mattresses because who knew how long it had been since they were cleaned. Maybe never. And while she wasn’t ordinarily that picky about housekeeping, there was something unnerving about being in a house by herself that had belonged to someone who’d passed away.

Yeah, I can’t let myself think along those lines. My imagination will kick in.

Before the world changed and the witches stepped out of the shadows, sometimes she’d even imagined she caught glimpses of the elusive fae while walking in the woods. Since her family was…unusual, she’d believed in ghosts, unicorns, and mermaids too. To Iris, it always seemed strange that her sisters didn’t wonder at all about the other paranormal communities that might be quietly coexisting nearby, hidden in plain sight just like her family. But no, instead of being curious, her sisters used to wind her up with far-fetched stories, which usually ended with Iris in tears and Mom scolding her for being difficult and dramatic.

Good times.

Her phone pinged, and Rose popped up in the notifications. Until now, nobody had messaged her since she’d skipped Rose’s party, and if she was honest, she’d welcomed the silence. Things hadn’t been the same since Iris brought home her boyfriend of two months …and her sister Lily had snapped him up.

She hadn’t been in love with Dylan, but in her view, both he and Lily were wrong. He shouldn’t have flirted with her sister, and Lily damn sure shouldn’t have gone along with it, even if those two were a better fit. Now everything was awkward, and Iris couldn’t help feeling resentful toward everyone currently enabling that relationship.

It felt like she didn’t even have a family anymore, frankly. She wished she could opt out, like people did with newsletters they didn’t want anymore. But there was no button to press that would get her out of those blood ties. Iris sucked in a calming breath, wishing that she was enough for someone. Anyone. Without changing who she was or—

She could practically hear her mother’s admonition—Get your head out of the clouds. Dreams won’t get you anywhere. It’s all about hard work. Look at how well Rose is doing.

Mom usually didn’t add the last, unspoken sentence: Why can’t you be more like your sister? But Iris didn’t have to hear the words to know Mom was thinking them. Pretty much everyone believed that Iris was wasting her life.

It was yet another layer of disappointment that Iris was so…average, unable to share in the family legacy or even know what it was like to…feed. Which was a gross way to put it, but her family seemed to look on most humans as a snack pack rather than individuals with their own hopes and dreams. Olive was the only exception, as she genuinely cared about others. Iris should be able to relate better to humans, but her sisters were experts in mental and emotional manipulation; they had…well, minions seemed like the right word to Iris, even if Lily and Rose called them “friends.”

Anger and envy burned within her in a bitter, blazing knot.

Most people could hold on to friendships at least, but people always drifted away from her, as if she had nothing they needed long-term. Her family, on the other hand, cultivated sycophants addicted to the faint euphoria that came from draining their emotions, a blissful numbness that approached inner peace. Her mother’s “best friend,” Misty, had been running errands for Delphine Collins for over thirty years, whereas Iris’s bestie from high school had ghosted after graduation. Since Iris had gone to four different colleges before dropping out, she hadn’t made lasting impressions there either. As she rolled up in a blanket and curled up on the couch, she thought, Nobody would care if I disappeared. That was a lot grimmer than she usually felt. Maybe exhaustion was making her emotional. Things would look better in the morning, right?

The next day, things were still messy.

She hauled all her stuff upstairs and then got started sorting Great-Aunt Gertie’s earthly effects. Her family would have simply paid someone to do this, but that felt deeply wrong, even if she could’ve afforded it. To her surprise, she wept as she sorted. When she found a bundle of letters, she couldn’t resist opening them.

In a romantic movie, these would be a collection of love letters from some tragic affair, perhaps a soldier who’d perished in some long-ago war, the reason Auntie had never married. But no, these were chatty notes from various friends, illuminating what life had been like for her great-aunt over the years. Those she elected to save because discarding responses to Gertie’s words and emotions while living in this house seemed like an act of violence.

Iris saved all the photos because they too felt like stories with a life of their own. Most of the clothes went, though she salvaged some vintage sweaters. Random bric-a-brac got discarded, along with musty decorative objects and muddy watercolors. Little by little, over the course of three days, she packed most of what should be donated and called a charity service to collect it.

Then she popped out for the cheapest prepaid SIM she could find. She’d probably keep the data turned off and stick to free hotspots, as this purchase had to last her for the foreseeable future. Between credit cards, student loans, and paying to deep-clean the house, there was no room in her budget for extras. Hell, she’d probably be eating oatmeal for weeks.

Iris cringed at paying online for hired cleaning professionals. “It’ll be worth it,” she told herself and put the transaction on her card. I’ll never pay this off. But the site promised that they’d scrub the place, top to bottom, and they’d also deep-clean all the mattresses and rugs. The next day, the team showed up in pristine uniforms, ready to scour.

Iris spent the afternoon weeding while the crew blitzed the house with cleaning agents. When she came in hours later, the place smelled much better. It couldn’t make up for years of neglect, of course, but stripping away the junk helped. So did making the woodwork gleam. Now, the house itself felt…lighter, somehow, as if she’d lessened its architectural burden; even the air seemed easier to breathe.

“You paid online,” the team leader said. “So we’re finished unless you’d like to schedule regular appointments?”

“I can’t afford that,” she admitted. “Sorry if—”

“No, it’s fine. We often do one-shot visits when houses are changing hands. Good luck!” With that, the crew headed out, getting into the van with the anthropomorphized vacuum cleaner stenciled on the side.

After that, Iris sent a few requests for quotes to various home reno sites and shuddered when they called her back. “Yes, this is Iris Collins.”

“What’s your renovation budget?” a deep-voiced contractor asked.

“Eh, I was hoping to find out how much it would cost,” she hedged.

“To turn your old Victorian into a B and B? I’d have to do a walkthrough, but you’re looking at a minimum of 50K.”

“Okay, thanks.”

“Did you want to set a time for me to come out and take a look at your property?”

How much would that cost?

“I’m talking to a few companies,” she said swiftly. “I’ll be in touch.”

Her credit wouldn’t qualify for a loan, and she didn’t want to get in more debt over an idea that even she wasn’t convinced would pan out. To say she’d lost confidence was a misnomer. That would mean she’d had some in the first place.

And she still had to get the Wi-Fi turned on. She’d be charged for the installation visit, probably for equipment, and then the monthly fee—that was why she’d turned off her cell phone service. Not to mention electric, gas, and there was water and sewage as well, though she hadn’t seen the bills yet. Iris hoped she hadn’t bitten off more than she could chew.

Of course you have, her mother’s voice said. That’s your specialty.

She shook her head fiercely. It occurred to her then that the house had income potential. Not as a B and B, but there were five bedrooms she could rent—one behind the kitchen, two on the second floor, two on the third. And she wouldn’t need to cater to roommates, hovering around with plates of scones or whatever. They’d fix their own food, and she’d collect the money. That base amount should be enough for her to live on while she continued with her jewelry business.

I can fix up the attic for myself. At least it’s finished, and I like the space. It’s big enough for me to set aside part of it as a studio. I’ll probably need to buy an air con, though. There was even enough old furniture stored up there that she could arrange it in a way that made sense for her private living space.

Her mind made up, she opened her laptop and wrote the ad before she could change her mind.


SEEKING ROOMMATE(S) FOR SPACIOUS VICTORIAN HOME IN QUIET NEIGHBORHOOD. PRIVATE ROOM, SHARED BATH. COMMUNAL USE OF KITCHEN, LIVING AREAS, AND LAUNDRY FACILITIES. NONSMOKERS, LIGHT DRINKING OK, NO DRUG USE AND NO PETS. IF INTERESTED, PLEASE GET IN TOUCH.



With an emphatic nod, she hit Send.



Eli had blown his chance to speak with Iris again.

When he’d spotted her, he froze, just like when they were in school. Instead of going over to say hi, he’d bolted like a coward. He told himself it was no big deal; he’d run into Iris again before she left town. St. Claire wasn’t a huge city by any means…only that hadn’t happened. He never saw her again, and he’d tucked away the vague disappointment.

Not meant to be, that’s all.

For the past two weeks, he’d focused on spending time with Gamma. They watched movies, chatted, ate meals together, and worked on the house. Eli did the heavy lifting while Gamma shared her many opinions regarding his work. Thankfully, she never asked about his social life or when he was planning to get married, and she respected his need to slip away to fly when the prospect of saying goodbye to her overwhelmed him.

And today, he drove her to the airport, reassuring her that he—and her house—would be fine.

“I’ll take pictures,” he promised, as they hugged in front of the security line. “So you can see how nice it looks when I list it.”

She hesitated. “You’re sure you don’t mind handling the sale for me?”

“It’s my pleasure, least I can do—”

“I didn’t raise you so you’d be grateful,” she cut in. “I love you to bits, little man.”

He grinned. That was what she’d called him his whole life, and it used to be more applicable than it currently was. Back then, it rubbed him raw since he was so freaking small, but now, he found it cute, a cornerstone of their history. She’d never meant it as an insult either, unlike the kids at school.

“Love you more,” he said, kissing the top of her head. “Now go catch a plane. New Mexico needs some of your energy.”

“I’ll text you when I land!” she called, falling in with the other travelers.

It was a little ironic for an avian shifter to get on a plane, but she couldn’t take her belongings if she flew all the way to Albuquerque in bird form. On that mildly amusing thought, Eli wheeled and headed to the parking garage. He lined up and paid to exit, driving on automatic. Good thing he knew the way back to Gamma’s—what used to be Gamma’s house—in his sleep because when he came to himself again, he was turning left off the interstate, reflexively taking the main road that led into town.

He’d been up early, and he could use a coffee before he went back to painting. The house was almost empty; they’d kept only enough furniture for staging, removing all the clutter. Eli had read up on what he needed to do to get the best price for the house, and he took such matters seriously. His earnestness had gotten him in trouble more than once.

Do you see everything as a major deal? Lighten up; it’s not that deep.

It was, though. To him.

Eli snagged a choice parking spot in front of Java House and headed in for an iced coffee. He got his usual—almond milk latte with a shot of vanilla. Perfect. Then he stopped, gaze locked on the person he most wanted to see and never thought he would again.

Before he could even call it a decision, his feet carried him over to her. Iris Collins.

She looked up with a brilliant smile. “You’re here about the ad, right? You’re a bit early, but that’s fine. I like your enthusiasm.”

Uh, what?

She carried on talking, not seeming to read his befuddlement. “Have a seat. I’ll be honest, I’m so new at this that I don’t know what I’m doing. But I have a few questions.”

Eli sat…because Iris was asking him to. He’d hardly spoken to her in his life, just…observed her from a distance. And having all her attention focused on him shorted out his brain. Her smile was bright, and her voice came across soft and smooth, like he could listen to her for days, even if he had no clue what she was talking about.

“Go ahead,” he said.

“Which room are you interested in? Since you’re the first person I’m talking to, you have your choice.” She ran down a list for him, summarizing amenities and related costs.

Honestly, the rates she was quoting for a monthly rental sounded low. Instead of clearing up the misunderstanding, he heard himself say, “That’s a bargain.”

She beamed. “The house isn’t fancy, and it needs some work, but it’s really clean, I promise. I guess I should ask, do you have any pets?”

He shook his head. “No, but I—”

“That’s great. I like animals, but I’d rather not bring in any right now.”

Her smile stole his breath, so wide and lovely, even down to the way one of her front teeth overlapped the other. Why is that so cute? He’d been about to crack a joke—I can turn into a bird. Probably just as well he hadn’t been able to finish. Most people didn’t believe in his abilities, and he didn’t care enough to prove them wrong.

After pausing to make a note, Iris went on, “Do you smoke?”

“No, definitely not.”

She brightened. “Excellent! The smoking is a deal breaker. We’re off to a great start.”

He blinked. What’s even happening here? What are you doing? Tell her—

“What’s your name?”

Shit. She doesn’t recognize me. That shouldn’t hurt; it had been ages, and she clearly hadn’t thought about him in all that time. It wasn’t like she’d been looking at his socials, making sure he was okay.

“Eli Reese.” He watched her face, but there wasn’t even a flicker of recognition.

Dammit.

She made a note on her tablet. “And what do you do?”

“Well, I was getting coffee. Before that, I was updating a house that’ll be sold soon.” Once the words were out, he realized that was probably not what she was asking. It had been a “source of income” question, and he’d kind of lied. Not on purpose, but she had his head in a spin.

“A house flipper! That’s so cool.”

“I do some freelance work online too,” he said, desperately trying to get back on top of the situation. “Coding—”

“Like websites? That’s awesome. You’re handy and techy! The total package.”

Wow. Nobody had ever said that about him, and he went silent, feeling heat sting his cheeks. “Uh. Yeah. I pick stuff up quickly when I need to learn, so…”

What am I even doing?

Just tell her who you are. Thank her. And get out of here. This is getting weird.

“You seem like you’d have your stuff together. Why do you need to rent a room at my place?” Iris asked.

“It just kind of…happened,” he heard himself say. “The house I’m staying at, it’ll be sold soon.”

That was all true, but he had other places to go. The condo. The vacation cottage. Yet he paused, staring at her, gauging her expression.

Her face softened, eyes getting a little brighter. “Yeah, I know how it is. Sometimes things don’t work out or your plans don’t come together.”

She asked a few more questions about his habits—clean or sloppy, drugs or alcohol, loud parties, overnight guests—and at the end of the quick interview, she said, “I’d be happy to have you as a roommate if you’re interested.”

She must need financial help if she’s doing this. One thing Eli had was money. He was great at coming up with app ideas, and when he got tired of managing them, he’d sell them for a tidy profit. Inspiration would strike again soon. He still hadn’t decided whether to sell Task Wizard or What’s Cooking?

“I’ll take the main bedroom,” he said. “Five hundred a month is fair. How much is the damage deposit?”

She blinked as if she’d never even thought of that. This woman was too soft to live in the real world. It made him want to protect her from those who’d take advantage.

“Is that…?” Seeming to think better of whatever she was about to ask, she stopped and changed directions. “Could you manage $250?”

“No problem,” he said. “If you give me your email, I can pay you online.”

“That’s perfect.” She asked for his number and texted him her email. Eli saved her information in his contacts right away.

“Anything else?” he asked.

She shook her head. “I’ll have the rental agreement ready to sign next time we meet. You can move in whenever you like—just give me a heads-up first. The rooms are furnished but not fancy. I hope you like living with me.” Then she bit her lip, eyes wide. “I meant rooming, I didn’t mean—”

“It’s fine. I know.”

With a casual wave, he got the coffee he’d come in for and headed out to his truck as an elderly man sat down at the table. Eli leaned his head on the steering wheel. What the hell have I done? Then he straightened. It wasn’t like he had any pressing reason to rush off. Maybe things happened for a reason; this could be his chance to finally get to know her.

Eli got out his phone, stared at her number for a moment, then quietly changed Iris’s contact info to “Dream Come True.”








CHAPTER FOUR


“Henry dale macabee,” the older man said, offering his hand with a pugnacious tilt of his unshaven chin.

“Iris Collins. Have a seat.”

He wore a short-sleeved, button-up plaid shirt, carefully tucked into worn jeans. The man shook her hand firmly and took a seat, hot coffee in hand. Iris was a little surprised he’d bought any, but it seemed to be plain and black. No frills for this senior citizen.

“I’m on a fixed income,” he said without waiting for her to begin. “And I won’t tolerate a lot of nonsense. No smoking indoors. No loud parties.”

She was torn between the desire to laugh and the urge to set him straight. The former would likely offend him, so she tried for the latter, tactfully. “I’m the homeowner, so I’m setting the conditions. But smoking and loud parties are deal breakers for me as well, so you’ll have to host your ragers somewhere else.”

The old man’s eyes snapped up, and for a moment, he glared at her, eyes narrowed, then eventually, a reluctant smile tugged at the edge of his thin mouth. “You’re sassy. I don’t…entirely mind a bit of pertness.”

“That’s good.” From there, she described the four available rooms and showed him pictures on her phone. Then she added, “The house is really clean, but it’s old and—”

“Well, I’m old too,” he cut in, “so you can put a pin in whatever you were about to say. There aren’t many options for my budget, so if you’re willing, let’s do this.”

She hesitated. Maybe renting to an old grouch wasn’t the best idea, but she couldn’t bring herself to say no. “Which room did you want?”

“I’ll take the one off the kitchen. It’s away from everyone else.”

Yeah, she’d read him right. He was a curmudgeon who didn’t want to live with other people. Iris quoted him the total: one month up front, half a month for a damage deposit. She was grateful to Eli Reese for bringing that up, as she hadn’t even thought of it. She hoped nobody would wreck the place, but inviting five strangers to live with her? Anything could happen. It was tough not to be nervous about that, but she planned to run criminal checks on everyone using an online service that promised a complete national report for a reasonable price.

It’ll be fine. Probably.

“I don’t have my checkbook with me, but I can pay right away.”

“I’ll be here for a couple more hours, talking to people. If—”

“I’ll go right now,” the old man interrupted. “I don’t intend to let someone else snatch the room I want out from under me. Don’t give the kitchen room to anyone else, understand? I’ll be back soon.”

He was gone before Iris could say another word. She blinked and tried to decide if Henry Dale Macabee’s eagerness was a good thing. He seemed a little desperate, and that made her feel bad for him, but maybe she shouldn’t do this first come, first served. It might be better to take applications and—

The next candidate arrived, a buff guy in his thirties who kept winking for no reason. “Clint McMahon. I had no idea you’d be so cute. I would’ve worn better underwear.”

“Uh, what?”

“Just kidding! I don’t sleep with people I’m rooming with. Too bad for you! I know, it’s very sad. So let’s see, I manage Big Fitness. That’s a gym, if you didn’t know. And honestly, you could be really hot if you just put in the time. I hate seeing people not living up to their potential, you know?”

“I really would rather—”

“Don’t worry about it, doll. Once I move in, I’ll help you manage your lifestyle. You’ll get fitness and nutrition tips, free of charge.” Clint winked again. “If you play your cards right, I might even make you one of my special breakfast shakes.”

“Thank you. I’ll be in touch,” Iris said, fighting to keep a straight face.

Clint seemed both surprised and disappointed that there were no further questions. He flexed as he pushed back from the table, winking at four other people before he made it out the door. Iris imagined how much she’d enjoy taking a shower later.

Two more potential candidates arrived. With these folks, Iris did a better job of controlling the encounters, and she promised to call them once she made a decision.

Unlike Clint, they seemed normal enough, and maybe that was the issue. With Eli, it seemed like he was in a jam due to poor planning, and Henry Dale had said he was on a fixed income. Iris realized she was leaning toward people who…needed to rent a room at her place, who didn’t easily have other options.

Maybe she had her shoes on the wrong feet—something she’d done literally as a kid—but to her, that seemed like a safe way to choose her new roommates. People who had no other fallbacks ought to be more considerate, easier to live with. Since Iris had been in that situation, she knew how it felt to be dependent on someone else’s goodwill. She’d never take advantage of that desperation, but she understood it for sure.

As she was about to leave, Henry Dale rushed in with a check in hand. Once she had it, she input her number into the old man’s flip phone and wrote down the address. “You can move in whenever you like,” she said. “Just let me know beforehand. I’ll have the rental agreement ready to sign then as well. And if you don’t like the furniture in your room, I’ll remove it.”

He shook his head. “I’m sure it’s fine. I just need a place to lay my head at night.” He hesitated. “Listen, from the photos you showed me, it’s an old place. Could use some looking after. I like to keep busy. Would you have a problem with me…puttering?”

Iris blinked. “You mean, like, working on the house?”

“Exactly. Just from looking at the photos, I know I can improve that kitchen.”

“I’d love the help. Anything you feel like fixing, I’ll knock it off your rent.” She hoped Henry Dale would be honest about the value of his work, however, because she had no clue about that sort of thing.

“That’s a generous offer,” he said, visibly brightening. “And I’m happy to take you up on it. I’ll know better what I ought to be doing once I check the house in person. I’m…looking forward to this, Miz Collins.”

“Iris.”

“Miz Collins,” he repeated with a firm nod.

Looks like I’m Miz Collins.

As she stood, Eli’s payment popped up in her phone notifications. In the end, she’d conducted ten interviews and only promised rooms to Eli and Henry Dale. I’ll post another ad. This is enough money to get by for the first month. She could cover necessities, though she needed to be careful with groceries. As ever, eating out wasn’t an option.

“When will you move in?” she asked, deciding not to bicker over what he called her.

“Monday all right? I need the weekend to pack up and organize my things.”

“It’s fine. I’ll see you then.”

She stood and stretched, stiff from two hours on a coffee shop chair. Henry Dale left without looking back, and she stifled a laugh. She’d never been close to her own grandparents—like Mom, they compared Iris to her sisters and found her wanting—so this might be a nice change of pace. Dad’s parents were long gone; she’d never met them. And Dad? Well, he rarely glanced up from his professorial pursuits to intervene in the way his wife saw fit to run their home.

After buying a sandwich to go, Iris headed out to her Sentra, parked a block away because she hadn’t wanted to occupy a primo parking spot for that long. Her meter had two minutes left—perfect timing—and she drove home slowly, satisfied with how the day had gone. Iris rarely felt this way, as if she’d done an adequate job. Her phone rang, and she let it go to voice mail. It wasn’t safe to answer the phone while she drove, at least not without a headset, and she didn’t bother with such things. Whatever anyone wanted could wait until she got home. Besides, she wasn’t talking to Lily currently, Rose would nag about how she was being petty for not getting over Lily and Dylan, and she’d rather dodge calls from Mom, who insisted she get over her resentment for the sake of family unity. Funny how it’s always me being asked to swallow my emotions and be the bigger person. Once she pulled into the driveway, she checked and found a missed call from Olive.

Dammit. The one sister I’m not avoiding.

Olive rarely got a signal, and it must be important if she was trying to get in touch. Or maybe the others had dragged her into this low-key feud. That wasn’t the right word, though. More like Iris was just…done. Lily had wanted Dylan more than she’d wanted a relationship with her own sister. And Rose had a perfect life, so why didn’t she just live it instead of meddling?

Taking a deep breath, she rang Olive back. No surprise—it went to voice mail. “Sorry, I was driving,” she said after the tone. “Hope you’re well. Love and miss you.”

Now Olive could tell everyone else, She’s not dodging me. She called back right away. You’re imagining things. Because Olive tried to play peacemaker and she wanted everyone to get along—without dragging her into their problems. That was probably part of why she was living in an African tukul, not chasing success in the same way as Rose and Lily. Of her three sisters, Iris liked Olive best despite the ten-year age gap. She also approved of the way Olive deployed her special abilities, using them for good instead of her own gain.

At least Iris finally had her own place, far enough away from her family to discourage drop-in visits. They’d rarely come to see Great-Aunt Gertie, after all.

Things might finally be looking up.



This is ridiculous.

Eli had paid hundreds of dollars to avoid clearing up a misunderstanding. His chagrin didn’t stem from spending the money; he could afford it. But now he was connected to Iris through deception, and as he finished the final coat of paint in Gamma’s dining room, he let out a breath, irritated with himself. It would’ve been simple to square everything away, but no.

And now look, you made it worse.

Yet part of him also simmered with excitement. Becoming Iris’s roommate would allow him to get to know her without her suspecting that he’d known her for most of his life. Regrettably, the opposite wasn’t true, but she might like him if they spent time together. And then, once they became friends, he could mention the fact that they’d gone to elementary school together. Casually, though, like he’d just remembered. In time, he could work up to thanking her for what she did back then.

And then…

Well, he didn’t have all the answers. She might not even handle it well if she discovered his hawk shifter lineage. Already there were whispers about groups being formed among humans, dedicated to ferreting out those who were different. His people hadn’t come out like the witches had, but they’d stopped worrying about being discovered. There was no central body since shifters were rare, and hawks were solitary by nature, so everyone was playing it by ear, doing what seemed best individually.

For Eli, that meant keeping his cards close to his chest, as he’d learned all too well just how cruel humans could be. And that was when they had no concrete reason for hurting him, apart from him being small. There was no telling what they’d do if they learned his actual secret. While the world might’ve changed some, he still feared that human nature remained essentially the same.

Rather than fret about issues he couldn’t change, he went out the attic window, reveling in his wings catching the wind. He glided in a slow circle and eventually located Iris’s place from two miles away. It wasn’t difficult; she lived in the only purple house in town, and he flew that way on instinct until he circled above the fanciful Queen Anne roof that had sparrows nesting in the broken bits. Though repairs were needed, the place had a certain ramshackle charm, and he could envision Iris here. He flew on until the colors of sunset bled out into the darkness of night.

Sometimes he imagined living as a hawk, just packing in the human side. The call grew a little stronger year after year. Some shifters were more comfortable with their wild side, and that was true for Eli as well. But he still had a few ties to the world. So far, they always drew him back.

Eli spent the weekend feverishly working on Gamma’s house, getting the yard in shape—as much as possible with general autumn messiness. This was a tough time of year to sell a house, as the leaves dropped constantly, and he’d bulked up his raking muscles. At least the hedges were uniform, and he cleaned the gutters and then scrubbed the porch, ending with a power wash. Before the sun went down Sunday evening, he took a ton of photos for the listing agent. He emailed them to Gamma as well, who had been texting him about her welcome party. She’d chosen a fifty-five-plus community, where she’d bought a condo and was already getting involved in all the activities on offer.


Gamma: I’m having a great time. I signed up for salsa lessons.

Eli: That sounds fun.

Gamma: Should I learn how to write HTML or how to speak Spanish?

Eli: Can it be both?

Gamma: I only have so much time and energy!

Eli: Then Spanish. I might decide to find my relatives on Mom’s side at some point and you can come with me to Mexico.

Gamma: !! That would be amazing. I’ve been telling you to look for years. Gotta run, little man. I’ve been invited to a wine tasting.



He was glad she seemed to be doing well. There were no problems with her house; thanks to his efforts today, the outside looked fantastic too. He had faith that the place would sell like a dream, and it would be easier without him getting in the way. The real estate agent could show the house at any time without worrying about Eli eating toast in his boxers. And since he was hoping for a quick sale, it might be better if he was living locally, available to sign the closing papers when a solid offer came in. Eli knew he was rationalizing, but those were all excellent—and valid—reasons to stick around.

On Monday morning, Eli packed his suitcase and polished away the last traces of his own presence. After taking one last look at the house where he’d spent his teen years, he drove over to the real estate agent’s office and left the keys with her, signing all the papers necessary for her to set up showings. Keshonda Jennings was a professional, driven Black woman who set records moving properties around town, and he had a good feeling about what she could do for Gamma’s place.

Keshonda shook his hand with a polite smile. “I had a chance to review the photos you sent. You’ve staged the place well, but we should get a professional in there to upgrade the listing. Are you on board?”

“For photos or staging?”

“Both. I can invoice you for the work.”

He didn’t even hesitate. This was an investment, one that would benefit Gamma. “Let’s do it. The house is nice, but if you can take it to the next level—”

“I can and will. I just need your approval,” Keshonda cut in.

“Where do I sign?” he joked.

As it turned out, there were documents for that as well, so he scrawled his signature until Keshonda said they were done. “That should do it. Thanks so much for trusting me with your grandmother’s home.”

“You come highly recommended.”

She walked him out, past the receptionist tapping away on her keyboard. “I’ll keep you posted throughout the process.”

Eli nodded and jogged to his car. Everything he’d brought from home was in the trunk, a suitcase and a backpack. Can’t believe I’m doing this. After texting Iris as requested, he input her address into his phone’s navigation app. He’d done the flyby, but the streets didn’t look quite the same in his truck. Better not to get lost and show up late. He drove carefully, minding the turns. Since it was past noon by now, it shouldn’t be too early, but he was still nervous as hell.

In the daylight, the flaws he’d glimpsed as a hawk were even more obvious. The house desperately needed to be sanded and painted, and half the gingerbread trim was rotten or had fallen off entirely. The porch didn’t look stable, and one of the upstairs windows had a massive crack.

This was the sort of house that kids on the block told stories about; they claimed the old woman who lived in it was a witch, and they’d cook up tales about the ghosts who haunted the place. But ghosts and witches didn’t frighten a hawk shifter. With a mental shrug, he navigated past Iris’s Sentra in the narrow drive, parking in front of her. If everyone who rented from her had a car, parking would become an issue. If they didn’t, that would be a separate problem because life in St. Claire could be challenging without transportation.

He opened the tailgate and hauled his stuff out. A woman came outside next door and stood on her front porch with folded arms, watching like a creeper. Ignoring the woman’s strange interest, Eli dragged his suitcase to the steps, avoiding the soft spots.

Gathering himself, he rang the bell.

A few minutes later, Iris flung the door open. She had her hair up in a messy bun, and she was still in pajamas, adorable pink ones with sleeping kittens on them with little zzzs coming from their tiny mouths. Okay, it should be illegal for anyone to be this cute.

“Oh wow, you’re here already. I just saw your text two minutes ago. The papers are around here somewhere, and…I had keys made! Where are they? I was in the shed and…” Her voice faded as she moved away from the door without inviting him in.

Am I supposed to wait?

She rushed back. “Sorry, I’m bad at this. Come in! This is your home now too. You don’t need to be polite. You’ve paid for in-and-out privileges.”

She probably didn’t mean for that to sound suggestive. It totally did. Somehow, he pretended he didn’t notice it either. “Thank you,” he mumbled, hauling his bag up the single step into the foyer.

Inside, it was cool and dim. Overall, the house gave a nice impression, though it didn’t fit Iris’s personality in the slightest. Everything was a bit faded, colors chosen in a time when dusty mauve and country blue ruled the world. But the furniture looked comfortable enough, and there wasn’t too much of it crammed into the living area. She had a good eye for flow, it seemed.

“None of this is mine,” she said, seeming to misread his silence. “I did the best I could with Great-Aunt Gertie’s stuff, but—”

“It’s nice.” He meant that. The place already had a homier feel than either of his professionally decorated residences, a lived-in air that only came through wear and tear.

“I’m glad. Here’s your key.” Iris handed him a key chain with two charms on it—one was a tiny functional measuring tape and the other a small USB drive. Apparently responding to his look, whatever that was, she hurried on, “I thought those were cute, and based on what you said at the interview, I thought…”

Oh. It’s because she thinks I flip houses and build websites.

“That’s sweet of you. I’m sure I’ll get a lot of use out of these.”

“Really?”

“Sure.” Hell, he’d measure his own dick to keep her smiling with such delight. Not a thought he’d ever expected to have, but Iris had a way of doing that to him.

“That’s good. I’ll show you to your room.” Gesturing toward the stairs, she picked up his backpack, the sort of person who always helped without being asked. With a pang in his chest, he recalled the little girl with twin plaits and a fearless demeanor.

Some things never change.








CHAPTER FIVE


Iris tried to view the bedroom through Eli’s eyes.

It wasn’t huge by modern standards, and the closet was an afterthought. She’d painted this room sage green and covered the freshly cleaned mattress with old sheets and a handmade quilt. At least the house was spotless, thanks to the professional crew who had scrubbed everything from top to bottom.

“What do you think?” she asked, trying not to sound as nervous as she felt.

If he threw a fit and left, she’d have to give back his money. It wasn’t like he’d signed the rental agreement yet. She hadn’t known how long to set the terms for, so she’d chosen three months with two weeks’ notice required before moving out. Iris had adapted a free agreement she found online, mostly because she couldn’t afford to pay Mr. Davis to write one specific to her situation. Carefully, she set the printed page on the old dresser, which was currently more shabby than chic.

“It’s fine,” he said eventually.

“Fine” was what people said when they’d expected something else, different or better or both. Iris bit her lip and pretended she didn’t realize that. “I’m glad you like it. I’ll put the paperwork here. You can sign and return it later. I’ll leave you to get settled in.” She set his backpack on the floor by the door. “Oh, and if you’re hungry, I made oatmeal.”

She caught herself before she explained that she didn’t particularly like it, but it was good for her. And cheap. Cheap was the important bit until her jewelry business took off.

“I already ate breakfast, but thanks.”

“If you need anything, let me know.”

That was so awkward. She’d had roommates before, obviously, but she’d never been the responsible party. Hopefully, it wouldn’t be another disaster; she needed a break from relentless failure. Hell, if this fell through, there was no plan B.

“I will. Um. Iris?”

“Yeah?”

She paused in the hall, casting a curious glance back at her new roomie. Who really was distractingly attractive. During the interview she’d thought so as well, but having him in the house only reinforced her initial opinion. Hopefully, she wouldn’t embarrass herself by being even more awkward than normal around him.

Eli hesitated and then shook his head. “Never mind.”

With a mental shrug, she went back downstairs to finish washing her breakfast dishes and to put her leftover oatmeal away. As she opened the fridge, she realized she was barefoot, still in kitty pajamas and with unbrushed hair. OMG. Iris buried her face in her hands. This wasn’t the impression she’d wanted to make… Too late now. She supposed it was better to dispel all illusions since they’d be living together while Eli worked on houses. Or built websites? She wasn’t clear on what exactly he’d be doing, but as long as he paid the rent on time, it was none of her business.

She wanted to get upstairs to organize her studio—which wasn’t a word she normally used—but this was a fresh start. If she took some nice photos, updated her online store, and did some advertising, maybe she’d start getting orders. Every little bit would help. But she was expecting Henry Dale Macabee today as well, and she’d thought he might show up at the crack of dawn. But it was just past noon, and she still hadn’t heard from him. She had his check, and he had seemed desperate, so he’d turn up sooner or later.

Once she put her clean bowl in the drainer, Iris went upstairs, up, up, up—all the way to the attic. Fortunately, she’d only needed to haul a mattress up here on her own. The rest of the furniture had been hibernating here for decades, and she’d had this space cleaned as well, so at least she wasn’t breathing in a quarter century of dust. Once, she’d read that dust was mostly made of dead skin cells, and—

Yeah. Stop thinking about that.

She’d built herself a bed from old pallets she’d found tucked away up here, and she’d set up a seating area with two armchairs and a side table. Across the room, a dated dining table served as a workstation. Her clothes were still in boxes, bags, and suitcases, shoved up against the wall to clear a footpath. The sloped ceilings might bother some people, but for Iris, this space felt cozy. In summer she might feel otherwise, but since it was fall trundling toward winter, she had some time before sweltering heat became an issue.

She’d showered the night before, so she dressed in a ratty sweater and yoga pants and followed through on her plan to set up her workspace properly—bins full of beads, pendants and cabochons, pins and earring hooks, various wires and strands and tools. There was a certain peace in putting everything in its place, but it was impossible to focus when she was listening for the bell. When Henry Dale arrived, she’d have to sprint down three flights of stairs.

Finally, she took her sketchbook and sat in the front room, listening for the old man’s arrival. An hour later, he turned up in a rideshare with even less fanfare than she’d imagined, carrying only a small suitcase and a duffel bag. Iris couldn’t decide if it was impressive or sad to have lived so long and to own so little.

“Hey,” she said, stepping back so Henry Dale could come in.

She snagged his paperwork from the dining room table and led the way to the kitchen. The old man inspected everything with critical eyes; hopefully, he was imagining all the fun projects he could take on, not judging the house defective. She already felt protective of the place, even if she lacked the resources to restore its former glory.

The bedroom off the kitchen was on the small side: a single bed with an antique brass headboard, a small trunk, a night table with a vintage lamp, and a wardrobe. If Henry Dale needed more furniture, he could check the attic or supply it himself. Again, she’d tapped into old sheets and quilts that had been hidden away in various trunks, though she’d had the linens professionally cleaned also.

“Is it okay?”

He stood for a moment in silence, then he set his duffel on the bed. “I like it. No clutter. No nonsense.”

“Here’s your rental agreement. I haven’t deposited your check yet, but I will now that you’re officially rooming with me.”

His mouth pressed together, but she couldn’t tell if he was annoyed at the reminder or repressing a smile. Henry Dale had a weathered face that reminded her of an old map, as if it had been used well, folded often, and the lines represented roads he’d traveled and stories he could share. Then his shoulders rounded, as if he was repressing a sigh of relief.

Over having somewhere to stay? Relatable.

“Thank you,” he said quietly.

Iris figured she shouldn’t make a big deal out of his gratitude. “Welcome. I forgot to mention, certain items will be communal—like cooking oil, spices, sugar, tea, and coffee. I’ll figure out how much we use in a month and tell you how much to contribute to keep the kitchen stocked. Label your food to avoid confusion and let me know if you need anything.”

Henry Dale nodded, and she got the impression he was done with the conversation. Since he was older, it would be challenging not to slip into the misguided dynamic that he had authority over her, simply by virtue of greater age. I’m in charge. This is my house. If she repeated that often enough, she might even believe it.

There were three rooms left to rent, but she’d worry about that next month.

Part of her felt like she ought to be making food or offering to entertain these strangers since they felt like guests. But really, she just needed to leave them alone. Iris ate a sandwich and a yogurt for lunch and was about to head back to her room when Henry Dale came into the kitchen.

“I noticed the shed out back. Do you mind if I take a look? There might be tools I could use, and I’ll need somewhere to work.”

“Work?” He’d mentioned that he wanted household projects to keep busy, but she never imagined he would get started on day one.

“Yes, ma’am. I can take down these cabinet doors, wash and sand them and paint them. It should only cost for the paint, and you said you’d knock the labor off my rent.”

Crap. What does he charge per hour? I wonder if he’s planning to work full-time and bill me for the work while living here.

Quickly she said, “I did say that. But I can’t afford to pay you outright, and I can’t afford projects that will cost a ton up front. So it’s probably best if we set an hourly limit.”

“I understand. You need the cash or you wouldn’t be renting rooms in the first place,” Henry Dale said brusquely. “I can’t get handyman work at my age. People are worried I’ll break a hip. So I’ll charge you minimum wage for the work and no more than twenty hours a month.”

Iris did the math. That would mean he was only paying around a hundred dollars a month in cash, but if he slowly improved the condition of the house, it would be a good investment, even if she had to tighten her belt.

“That works for me.”



Eli was eavesdropping.

He hadn’t intended to, but he came down the stairs and heard Iris discussing plans for home repair with their other roommate, an older man he hadn’t met. Somehow, it helped knowing he wouldn’t be rattling around this big house alone with Iris. With her, he felt like he was ten years old again and awkward as hell. Because it would be weird to do otherwise, he came into the kitchen.

The older man glanced over but didn’t smile. Time to make a good impression.

“I’m Eli,” he said, offering his hand. “Nice to meet you.”

“Henry Dale Macabee. Likewise. Do you know anything about jigsaws?” The handshake was firm but not to the point that Henry Dale appeared to be compensating for something. Just a polite handshake, no more, no less.

“They’re best used for curves,” he answered.

Henry Dale nodded as if Eli had passed a test. “If I decide to take on that gingerbread, I’ll need a hand. I’m not so nimble these days.”

If he hadn’t noticed the rotten trim outside himself, that declaration might not have made sense. “Just let me know.”

Why am I here? Offering to help an old man update Iris’s house?

“Will do. I’m off to the shed.” With that baffling assertion, the older man let himself out the back door and left Eli staring at Iris.

“He’s okay,” she offered. “A bit abrupt in his manners and rough around the edges. I don’t think he likes people very much.”

Eli surprised himself by saying, “Sometimes I don’t either.”

Iris laughed. “We all have those days, I suspect.”

For him, it was more than that. After his shape-shifting ability kicked in, he’d wondered if his solitary hawkish nature was bleeding through, leaving him predisposed to silence, to those rare and lofty heights where he was alone on the perfect wind stream, carried ever higher and farther from humanity. For some reason—with Gamma moving on—this felt like his last chance, and he didn’t even know why.

Last chance for what?

His brain wouldn’t cooperate. Just being in the kitchen with her made him anxious. His heart fluttered as he produced the rental agreement. “I signed both copies. I brought one for your records.”

“Ah, right! Thank you. I’ll…file this.”

It was adorable because it was so obvious she had no clue what she was doing. Eli could relate. When he’d bought the cottage as a vacation house in Myrtle Beach, it blew him away to realize he was responsible for everything from roof to floor tiles. No landlord to call. Just me.

He opened his mouth to reassure her, then realized he wasn’t supposed to know about homeowner issues and wound up saying, “Do we have laundry facilities on site?”

“Oh! I should have told you already. And Henry Dale too. But your clothes are probably clean for now. Who moves with a sack of dirty laundry?” She gave a laugh that sounded nervous to Eli, and his heightened senses—even in this form—picked up a certain quiver in her tone.

Something about Iris struck him as…different from other people. Not the energy of another shifter, no tingle of witchy magic, but she didn’t smell human either. Eli couldn’t pin down exactly what made Iris unique, and his curiosity brightened to unbearable intensity.

Eli needed to know her better. To know her and learn her secrets. Maybe then he could let her go.

“Then where…?” he prompted, referring to the laundry room.

Her cheeks flooded with color, and he bit back more comforting words. Now that he’d spent a little time with her as an adult, she no longer seemed as strong or fearless as she had when they were children. Did life siphon away her spirit? If that was true, it seemed like a crime.

“Down here.”

Multiple doors led out of the kitchen. One opened to a mudroom with steps heading down. The basement was perfect for filming a horror movie, complete with skeletal stairs, stained cement floor, and exposed pipes and wiring. In the corner, he spotted the washer and dryer—old, bulky, and dinged up from years of use. Judging by the dials, these machines had to be twenty or thirty years old.

“Do they still work?”

Iris bit her lip and shrugged. “I presume so, but to be honest, I haven’t done laundry yet. I let it pile up because I’m dreading the long haul from attic to cellar and back again.”

“I can carry it for you,” he offered.

She stared at him. “Uh, why?”

He shrugged. “Because you don’t want to.”

“And I’m sure you’re dying to lug someone else’s clothes.”

“It’s good cardio.”

She laughed, evidently not realizing he was serious. “You’re funny. Anyway, feel free to use the machines anytime. If they still work.”

Eli peered at the brands. “Does Westinghouse still make washers and dryers?”

“I have no clue. I’ve never bought a major appliance. And the ones that came with the house will need to be nurtured.”

He liked that word, liked it a lot. And he liked that she didn’t immediately plan to gut the place. Sure, some of that prudence probably stemmed from being strapped for cash, but he pictured Iris as someone who cared about the mark she left on the world. She was the type to repurpose instead of discard whenever possible.

“Is the stove gas or electric?” Eli asked the question, not really caring about the answer, but it served to keep her with him a bit longer.

“It’s gas. I was so glad when I first arrived. The power had been cut off, and I thought I’d be taking cold showers until I got it turned on. But apparently the hot water heater is gas too. The tank is on the small side, so we’ll need to stagger our showers. I should probably consider a bathroom and laundry schedule—”

“It’s probably okay for now,” he cut in, seeing that she was getting stressed over all the little details.

Letting out a breath, she nodded with a grateful smile as they went back upstairs to the kitchen. “This is all new to me. I’m not great at…being in charge. But I’ll worry about it when the rest of the rooms are rented.”

“You’re doing fine.”

She blinked, gazing at him in wonder. “Am I?”

“Sure. My room is comfortable, everything is clean. And the bathroom is quite a unique experience. I’ve never seen a pink toilet before.”

For some reason, Iris burst out laughing. “Purple house. Pink toilet. What was Great-Aunt Gertie thinking?”

Eli smiled. Not because he understood the joke, but her amusement was infectious. “It was a different time?”

“I guess so. By the way…”

He listened as she filled him in about a communal fund for cooking oil, coffee, and the like, then instructed him to label his food. Frankly, he wasn’t worried about someone eating his protein bars or quaffing his canned beverages, but he nodded all the same.

“Anyway, that’s about it. I hope you like living here and that we’ll get along.”

“Me too,” he said.

It was difficult to imagine anyone not getting along with Iris, actually. She radiated a cartoon princess vibe. If she sang out in the yard, mice and squirrels and bluebirds would perch on her shoulder. Suddenly, they were just…staring at each other. Not speaking. Just staring. He was barely breathing, and she—

“I can definitely work out there,” Henry Dale said, stepping into the kitchen. “It wants tidying up, but that’s work I can do as well. And somebody left a really nice tool set. It’s a wonder nobody’s carted them off. Shed wasn’t even locked.”

“That’s St. Claire for you,” Iris said.

“Did you grow up here?” the older man asked.

Eli knew the answer, even as Iris shook her head. “No, my great-aunt lived in town. I inherited her house after she passed.”

“I went to school here,” Eli volunteered.

Then he realized that might mislead Iris even more if she thought he was local. How am I supposed to tell her we went to grade school together when she thinks I’m from here?

“From middle school on,” he added, hoping to clarify, but he’d already lost them.

Henry Dale was checking the hinges on all the kitchen cabinets, and Iris was asking the old man if it was possible to remove scuffs and stains from the flooring. A skilled tech witch might be able to do it; they didn’t just magically repair machines. They could also restore organic materials to pristine condition. But the old man wouldn’t have anything to do if Eli suggested to Iris that she could call Fix-It Witches and get a complete kitchen face-lift for a reasonable price. He gazed at Iris for a moment longer, but she continued the conversation with Henry Dale.

Usually he preferred to slip away unnoticed, but this time, it stung.








CHAPTER SIX


A few days later, susan Calhoun came over again.

This time, she carried the promised/threatened casserole, which smelled like broccoli and cheddar cheese. Susan didn’t wait to be invited in, breezing by Iris with a determined expression. She seemed to be taking inventory of the house, her eyes narrowed as they darted around the front room.

“Here,” she said, shoving the glass dish into Iris’s hands. “Enjoy! I’m a great cook, if I do say so myself. You can get me a cup of coffee while you pop that in the fridge, then we’ll have a nice chat. It’s so great to have someone close to my own age in the neighborhood!”

Since Iris estimated Susan to be on the other side of forty, she winced inwardly. She stared at the casserole she didn’t want and wished she had the ability to teleport away. “Coffee. Right.”

She met Eli in the kitchen, who shot a troubled look past her toward the front room. “We have a visitor?”

“Yeah, one of the neighbors. I’ll get rid of her. She’s…” Words actually failed her.

“Not great?” he offered.

“That’s putting it mildly.”

“You will be remembered for your service,” he said solemnly.

After putting away the casserole, Iris intentionally made a bad cup of instant coffee and carried it out to her unwelcome guest. “Enjoy.”

Susan didn’t so much as sip the coffee, proving it had been an excuse to stick around. And Iris would have to interact with her again in returning the damn Pyrex dish. After dealing with Mom, Lily, and Rose, Iris was wise to the ways of manipulative people, but she wasn’t so great at getting rid of them.

“I’m a little disappointed,” Susan said.

“About what?”

“Your lack of progress in fixing up the place. You’ve been here for a while, haven’t you? Now, I don’t like to meddle, but I’m positive I mentioned that hazard of a porch when we first met! If you don’t fix up this eyesore, I’ll have to contact the city. You do realize there are certain safety standards?”

Iris finally lost her patience. She got up, strode to the kitchen, retrieved the casserole, and pushed it into Susan’s hands. “Look, I’m not made of money. I’ll do what I can, as I can, but I have no intention of being blackmailed. You should go.”

That wasn’t even half of what she wanted to say, and somehow she managed to swallow the rest of the tirade as she herded Susan onto the porch of doom. Good Lord, could the woman be more dramatic?

Iris tried to shake off the annoyance and bury herself in her work—to no avail. She wanted to vent to Eli or Henry Dale, but her two roommates kept to themselves, and she didn’t feel free to dump her frustrations on them. Eli was so nice that he’d probably listen, even if he’d rather be doing literally anything else. As for Henry Dale…

The old man spent most of his time in the shed with machine noises periodically whirring as he worked on the cabinet doors. For some reason, he’d enlisted Eli’s help, which she felt a bit bad about, as she hadn’t promised to discount his rent in exchange for physical labor, and truthfully, she couldn’t afford to either.

She waited for him to bring it up on his own, but he never said a word. Eli was shy and awkward, and he could barely make eye contact. That was surprising, as handsome men usually oozed self-confidence and made nuisances of themselves without any encouragement at all. Not that she should think of her roommates that way.

Whatever his motivation for helping out, Eli had packed all the contents of the cupboards into cardboard boxes and had washed, then sanded the wooden part of the cupboards. Now he was carefully repainting them, presumably according to Henry Dale’s instructions, so everything would match. They’d also put down some kind of ammonia solution to brighten up the white squares on the vinyl flooring. The black tiles didn’t show wear as much, and the end result was frankly impressive.

“It looks great in here,” she said later that day after she calmed down from Susan’s less-than-delightful drop-by.

Henry Dale nodded. “House has good bones, just needs a little elbow grease.”

And paint.

“Could you hand me that pack of screws?” Eli asked.

Iris did that, and for a moment, she simply admired the pull and bunch of his muscles as he lifted the cabinet door into place while Henry Dale installed it. Then she shook her head, irritated with herself for noticing. She left them working in the kitchen with the cabinet doors glossy, finished, and looking good as new.

Upstairs, the attic was quiet and cozy. Autumn meant the heat felt just right up here, and she headed for her worktable and sketched for a bit, creating and discarding five different designs before settling on the sixth. Happily, she tapped the page and got to work making the necklace. In the online listing, she’d call this one Golden Sunrise, not that anyone would buy it. At least her expenses were covered for the month, even if she wouldn’t be living in luxury.

The work kept both her hands and mind busy, so time flew. It was full dark when she finished. She didn’t have the equipment she needed to take proper photos, such as special lights, but she could make do. Once she rented another room, the budget would loosen a bit, and she might be able to get some lights and props to make the photos look more professional. Using a desk lamp and a scarf, she took the best photos she could and then polished them in a photo-editing app. As the last step, she created the listing and wrote a poetic description for the necklace.

Is there any point to this? I need to promote the online shop, and—

“Iris?” A soft tap at the door pulled her from depressing thoughts.

“Yeah?”

Eli spoke from the stairs without intruding on her space. “The kitchen is done, and we made some food. Are you hungry?”

In her last share-house situation, everyone just ate at different times. She realized she was starving. “I am, actually. I’ll be down in a minute.”

Henry Dale was forking down pasta when she went into the kitchen. He didn’t look up from his plate, and she smiled a bit as she served herself. This was simple tomato spaghetti, but it was nice having somebody care if she’d eaten or not. Eli served some and passed it to her before doing the same for himself. As she sat, she surveyed the kitchen. Already it was 100 percent better; between the cabinets, the floors, and the counters, it had a clean, retro charm.

“We sanded the counters,” Henry Dale said. “Applied some elbow grease. Butcher block is forgiving, so it just needed some TLC.”

“And wood polish,” Eli added.

The counters did look nice. She’d had no idea the kitchen could be brought back so effectively without major expenditures. Even the appliances gleamed after being scrubbed by the professional cleaning crew, scouring away years of neglect.

“Thank you, seriously. I can’t believe how good everything looks. And for dinner too. Who made this? It’s delicious.”

Eli smiled slightly while twirling pasta around his fork. “I did. Glad you like it.”

“It’s all right,” Henry Dale said gruffly. “Not difficult to boil a noodle, is it?”

But she noticed the old man ate every last bite. Great-Aunt Gertie hadn’t installed a dishwasher, so Iris washed everything by hand. That seemed fair since the men had cooked. Eli stuck around to dry the dishes and put them away. Oddly, the silence felt…companionable. There was no pressure for her to fill the quiet with pointless words.

“What do you think he’ll work on next?” she asked eventually, as Eli put the second plate in the squeaky-clean cupboard.

Henry Dale had gone to his room to read, leaving them alone in the kitchen. Eli paused, staring thoughtfully at the old-fashioned pattern on the china. Iris quite liked these plates; they had scalloped edges and lavender flowers painted daintily on the border with one small blossom in the center. Actually, these plates might be valuable antiques, but she had no intention of selling them.

Then Eli said, “I think it’ll be the porch. He’s worried about the soft boards. Somebody could get hurt if they fall through.”

Iris winced. “I might have gotten into it with our next-door neighbor over the porch earlier today. She threatened to report me to the city.”

“I heard some of that while I was hiding out in the kitchen,” Eli admitted. “I might have steered Henry Dale toward the porch as a result. Hope you don’t mind.”

“Not at all.”

Still, she sighed, trying to imagine how much it would cost to replace the lumber. The kitchen work hadn’t cost much, just paint and a few miscellaneous supplies. But porch repair… Yet Eli was right. If someone stepped wrong and got hurt, Iris might get sued. Maybe I should sell the ceramic angel collection? That felt borderline immoral, as Great-Aunt Gertie had considered those things her family.

“You look worried,” Eli said.

“I’m sure you’ve guessed that I’m not exactly well off despite owning a house. So I was just wondering how to pay for everything.”

“You mean the porch? Henry Dale has contacts in construction. I think he’s planning to get scrap wood from a builder he knows. If that doesn’t pan out, there’s always something being torn down.”

She stared, unable to believe this was real life. These two were so obviously going above and beyond that she didn’t even know what to say. “Wow. I’m speechless. Thank you isn’t enough, so dinner is on me next time.”

How did I get so lucky? Henry Dale is a retired contractor, and Eli is a handyman who flips houses. Oh, and codes. I wonder…

Silently she shook her head. I can’t ask him for even more help.

“I’d like that,” he said quietly. “But you look like you want to say something else?”

Apparently, her mouth didn’t obey her brain. “Thing is, you said you do web stuff, right? I have an online store for my jewelry-making business, but I don’t get many hits. Is that something you could help with?” She couldn’t read his reaction to the request, so she hurried on. “Like with Henry, I can discount your rent next month, accounting for the time you spend helping me. And if you don’t want to or don’t have time, it’s totally okay—”

“Iris.”

“Yeah?”

“Breathe.”

“Okay. I hate asking for favors. Let’s pretend I never said that.”

Eli smiled and took a step toward her. She noticed that he smelled clean, like soap, evergreen, sage, and cinnamon. Idly, she wondered what cologne he was wearing.

“Nah, I have no reason to do that. I’d be happy to look at your online shop and make some recommendations. Send me the link. It’s no trouble.”

“Oh wow. Thank you!” Before she chickened out, she texted him the link and tried to pretend she wasn’t imposing in a major way.

Hopefully Eli wasn’t someone who’d choose to inconvenience himself for a stranger. He must have time and was truly willing, right? Deep breath. Everything would be fine. Thankfully he didn’t look at the site with her standing right there.

“It’s my pleasure.”

“You’re so nice. I don’t want to take advantage.”

“You’re not. I never do anything I don’t want to. So while we’re on the subject, the other bedrooms need to be painted, I think. The main bedroom was done recently, but the others?” He made a face that she interpreted as “yikes.”

Yeah, the other bedrooms were dingy, small, dismal, and smudged. Henry Dale didn’t care, but other potential renters would. Of the folks she’d interviewed, three had declined after looking at the pictures because the available spaces were so basic and unappealing. Erasing the ravages of time on the house wouldn’t be easy…or cheap.

“I should do that before I try to rent them,” she said, stifling a sigh.



“I can help. If you want.” Eli made the offer immediately.

Spending more time with Iris would be a dream come true, and this provided the perfect excuse. He could see them now, spending hours painting together. They’d talk more, obviously, and then—

Well, he didn’t have it all figured out. And maybe he didn’t have to.

“I can’t ask you to do that,” she answered at once. “You’re not on the job here.”

Right, she thinks I rehab houses professionally.

He couldn’t get himself to correct the misapprehension because that might make her disinclined to accept his help. But he’d painted every room in Gamma’s house before turning the place over to the real estate agent, so that basically made him a pro now, right?

“I like staying busy, and if I do nothing but code, I’ll develop back problems.”

“That’s true. I can’t stay hunched over my worktable for too long either—for the same reasons.”

When she smiled at him, directly at him, it felt like a punch in the heart, as if he’d been waiting for her to notice him all these years. Which was patently ridiculous. I wonder how she’d feel if she knew who I really am. That I’m one of those special types. Humans were as divided on that issue as any other; some thought the revelation of the paranormal was cool as hell, while others were lobbying for legislation to isolate and control their numbers. And, of course, there was the fringe element who believed this revelation heralded the apocalypse. Eli wanted to believe his personal truth wouldn’t even faze Iris, but it was too soon to test that theory.

For now, painting.

“We’ll go to the hardware store tomorrow. They’re running a sale on interior stain-resistant paints. The bedrooms are small, so I think one can per should work.”

“Thankfully Great-Aunt Gertie stayed with Antique White and we’re not trying to cover up navy blue or puce,” Iris said.

Eli laughed. “God, yes. We’d need three cans of paint plus primer.”

He felt a little proud of that knowledge, as he’d studied painting the way he did everything, reading all the hints and how-tos and watching endless tutorials. Now he might even be qualified to make his own guides. Iris seemed to make a decision, even nodding to herself with her eyes slightly narrowed.

“Okay. Clearly it’s a sign from the universe if the paint is even on sale.”

Why is it so cute that she believes in signs from the universe?

Frankly, it didn’t surprise him, given the things he’d seen her post on social media over the years, but he still found it adorable. Soon, his vague interest might ripen into an embarrassing crush. But that was a problem for later.

“Tomorrow at ten? We can get to work as soon as we get home.”

When Iris smiled, stars might as well be twinkling in her gray eyes. He lost his breath a bit. “Seriously, you’re the answer to my prayers.”

“Hardly,” he mumbled, conscious that his face felt hot. “Have you thought about what color you want to use?”

“Should I stick with one?”

“Well, it’ll be faster. Because otherwise, we’ll need to clean the brushes, rollers, and trays. If you pick one shade for all three rooms, we can cover the floor in plastic, tape off the edges, and sweep through.”

“You think we could do more than one room tomorrow?”

“Depends how long we work, how many coats are needed, and how fast we are. But by myself, I can do a room in four hours. So I suspect we can do two rooms tomorrow.”

“Wow, you really know your stuff. I’m not that experienced, so I probably won’t be fast.” She bit her lip. “I hope I don’t get in your way.”

“That won’t happen. Tomorrow at ten, okay?” He needed to get her confirmation, then dodge out before she could change her mind.

She nodded, seeming cautiously enthusiastic about the plan. “See you then.”

Eli took that as his cue to finish drying the dishes and make himself scarce. He retreated to his room, which was sparsely furnished with a full-size bed, a night table, and a dresser, while the walls were painted a surprisingly restful sage green. There were no paintings or pictures. Iris had said he could hang some, but she’d prefer if he used putty or sticky tape hooks to avoid putting holes in the walls. His other residences didn’t display much of his taste either, but here, for some reason, he wanted to leave his mark. Maybe he’d print out pictures of him and Gamma or something else to personalize the space.

I have plans with Iris tomorrow.

He tried not to feel absurdly gleeful over that, but it was impossible. The little kid he’d been did a victory dance over finally having her attention. He threw himself on the bed, cozy with floral sheets, a fuzzy blanket, and what seemed like a handmade quilt. Iris had done a fantastic job of appointing the rooms with her aunt’s belongings without overwhelming the spaces with that certain old lady aspect. There were also homemade cushions, sewn in a variety of vintage fabrics. It felt…homey here in a way that nowhere else ever had, at least not since he’d left Gamma’s house.

He set his laptop on his legs and opened the chat app in the browser so he could see her store on a bigger screen. First off, her banner needed improvement, and so did the shop icon. He wasn’t amazing at design, but he didn’t need to be. He had a subscription to a service that let him do high-quality drag-and-drop graphics that would serve her purposes.

Eli created three different branding sets using the colors she clearly preferred. The shop could also benefit from collages and carousels to draw the eye. Iris must not be paying for plus features, as she wasn’t using any of the advanced site design options. Or maybe she didn’t know how?

I can teach her.

With that enticing thought, he handled some issues related to his two apps and noted that the Chinese conglomerate had set a deadline. He had to respond in seventy-two hours or the offer would be withdrawn. Since he’d be busy helping Iris, it made sense to divest at this point. I’ll sell What’s Cooking and keep Task Wizard. By halving his workload, he could focus more on the house and Iris’s shop.

He enjoyed knowing that he could be useful and that she’d appreciate his time. It clearly hadn’t made an impression on her, but he carried a sense of debt for the way she’d stood up for him back in the day. Paying her back made him happy, even if she never knew the details. Once the house was in good shape, he might move on without even telling her truth, if that seemed like the best option.

What she doesn’t know won’t hurt her, right?

He was acutely aware that he might come off as a stalker or a creep if he explained things wrong, as he often did. Frequently, words were his enemy, and the last thing he wanted was to upset or frighten her. Hell, I’d be alarmed if someone told me they’d been reading my socials for that long.

And then I moved in with her…

Yeah, there probably wasn’t a way for him to explain that wouldn’t end with her calling the police. Just…help her for now. Return the favor. And move on.

Quickly, he checked the time in Shanghai. It was morning there already, so he typed out his response.


I’m pleased to say I’m considering your offer. Send all related paperwork to my attorney, Liz Fielding; I’m copying her on this email. Once she’s reviewed the contract and given me the green light, we can proceed. I can’t guarantee she will be able to fully assess the offer in less than 72 hours, but I hope we can come to a tentative agreement nonetheless.



Eli thought they’d just wanted to get an answer from him, one way or another, so hopefully, asking for a formal contract would satisfy them without the deal breaking down. More to the point, it was best to have an expert review the fine print and make sure there wasn’t anything that could land him in hot water later.

Within fifteen minutes, he had affirmation from the rep who was handling the matter for WeiZhen International. Liu Han-Shou promised they’d send the contract before close of business. Eli sent a brief email acknowledging that. Then he stretched, rolling his neck. Time to kick back.

He was reading a web comic on his laptop when Liz messaged an hour later.


Working this late? Wait, what time is it where you are?



He checked the time.


Eli: Almost ten. I don’t keep normal hours anyway.

Liz: No kidding. I’ll let you know when I get the contract.

Eli: Just ping me if you find anything sus hidden in the legal-speak.

Liz: You play too much Among Us.

Eli: Or maybe you don’t play enough.

Liz: Are you really arguing with your own lawyer?

Eli: …I’m going to bed.

Liz: Before you do, I’m forwarding a proposal. And don’t say no immediately! I know you prefer lone wolf dev life, but this opportunity could be life-changing. For both of us.



That was enough to pique his interest, so he opened his laptop and skimmed through the documents.


Dear Ms. Fielding,



As Mr. Reese’s legal representative, we hope you’ll facilitate a meeting between us. We’re looking to enter the social media market, and to that end, we’ve researched the best possible candidates to head up this project. We love what we see in What’s Cooking and feel that Mr. Reese could provide exactly what we’re looking for. I have attached a project overview and look forward to discussing the matter further.

Sincerely,

Kelsey Grant

Executive Assistant

Eli clicked through the attachments, and when he saw the proposed budget, his eyes widened. This wasn’t just an app; they wanted a whole new social media platform with cross-compatibility and the potential to change how people spent their time online. It was an ambitious undertaking but also a risky one, as there was no guarantee a new platform would take off.

Liz was right, though. He loathed the idea of working for someone else, but it felt wasteful to trash this opportunity without even hearing them out. Before he could change his mind, he texted her.


Eli: Fine. I’ll talk to them.

Liz: Awesome. I’m raising my billable rate when you start making Gates money.










CHAPTER SEVEN


Iris woke at 9:23 a.m. without needing an alarm.

She was sleeping well these days, comfortable in a way she’d rarely been anywhere else. Both Eli and Henry Dale were good housemates so far; they never left dishes in the sink, and they didn’t scatter their belongings in the common area. If everyone else was as conscientious, this would be a successful endeavor.

Without a schedule, she’d taken to showering at night since Henry Dale used the bathroom practically at dawn and Eli went in a bit later. Iris didn’t mind either way. Really, she needed another bathroom with a shower, but in a house this old, she was lucky to have even a half bath on the first floor and the full bath on the second.

She put on comfy clothes that would serve for the trip to the hardware store and for painting afterward, then she headed to the kitchen for more oatmeal. This bowl she topped with frozen berries, making the flavor a little different at least. She didn’t mind eating the same food every day, especially if it meant not telling her family that she was having trouble making ends meet. Iris would rather eat oatmeal three times a day than get in touch with her family. But of course, as if she’d manifested the call, her phone rang anyway before she finished eating.

Her dad sounded perpetually vague, untethered to reality. Instead, he lived in the past, forever buried in texts from ancient Rome. “I haven’t heard from you in a while, flower. Your mother said you’re sulking over that boy Lily is dating. Is there something I should know?”

She stifled a sigh. “I was dating him first, Dad.”

“Oh! Well, that’s not right. Is that why you boycotted Rose’s party? I do understand where you’re coming from, but…as your mother says, aren’t you punishing Rose for something Lily did?”

She wondered if anyone would ever take her side unconditionally. “I’m not even living in Ohio anymore, Dad. I inherited Great-Aunt Gertie’s house in St. Claire.”

There was a significant pause. “Hmm. Did your mother tell me that?”

“How would I know?” she asked with gentle exasperation.

“Then if I understand correctly, your mother and sisters are making mountains out of molehills again.”

“In my opinion, yes.”

“I’ll see if I can smooth things over then. Do you need anything? Is Gertie’s place in livable condition?”

The offer was so tempting because her dad would send her money if she asked, but he’d go through her mother since she controlled the purse strings. Dad didn’t earn a whole lot writing scholarly articles about ancient Rome and Greece, and he’d lost his professor post due to a lamentable tendency to forget that he was supposed to be teaching and giving lectures.

“I’m fine,” she lied.

“Love you, flower. Sorry you always end up in the center of all the drama.”

“Love you too, Dad.”

After she disconnected, she reflected that it would’ve been nice, had her father been the type to shield her. But when he “stepped in,” the situation never improved, and Iris got accused of trying to pit her parents against each other. Dad wasn’t forceful enough to make a difference, and his wishy-washy approach often made things worse. Her mood was a bit glum as she ate the rest of her oatmeal.

As she washed her bowl, Eli came into the kitchen. “Hungry?” she asked.

He shook his head. “I ate earlier.”

“What did you have?” Iris was always looking for economical meal suggestions.

Eli tilted his head like that was an odd question. But he answered, “Scrambled eggs and toast.”

“Oh, eggs. Eggs are cheap. Note to self, buy eggs. Let’s go?” Oddly, she didn’t even need to clarify that she meant to the hardware store, not the supermarket.

Eli was a rare bird who could follow her thought processes, which were an awful lot like six squirrels unexpectedly loosed in a bouncy house.

This morning, his truck was parked behind her Sentra in the driveway, so it made sense for him to drive. She suspected he would also volunteer to retrieve the porch-fixing lumber for Henry Dale when the time came. At the rate they were going, she’d owe them both far more than a meal. Not that her homemade food was anything to brag about.

She didn’t say much as he drove to Carruthers Hardware. The men who ran the store were a married couple, and she thought one of them said his dad had owned the place before. Keeping track of details wasn’t her strong point, however. Iris greeted the dark-haired man who managed the place with a friendly wave.

“Back for more supplies?” Bruce called.

“You know it. Mitch doing okay?”

“He’s great. I’ll let him know you asked about him. He was all excited about the sale flyer he posted on social media yesterday. Any chance you saw it?”

“We did,” Iris assured him. “That’s why we’re here!”

That was the benefit of shopping at a store like this one instead of a big box place: learning people’s names and feeling like part of the community. She headed for the paint section since she knew where it was; she’d been here to buy the sage green a couple of weeks ago. For a minute, she stood looking at the color cards, trying to make up her mind. As Eli had said, it would be easier to use one color, but it had to be the right one, something pretty and peaceful.

“Any winners so far?” Eli asked.

She jumped a bit. He’d come up behind her so quietly that she didn’t even sense a flicker of his presence. “Not yet. This is an important decision. I can’t rush it.”

Her family would mock her for saying something like that. She could hear it now—It’s just paint, Iris. But it wasn’t, really. It was about building a mood, telling a story with each room, and picking a single color reduced the amount of personality she could imbue. But this was a safer and easier choice; she could use textiles to add visual interest, whatever the walls looked like.

Eli nodded. “Any favorites then?”

“I’m stuck between Snow Day and Harbor Mist.” The first was pale and should brighten the walls, while the second was a cool gray.

“If the rooms were bigger, I’d say Harbor Mist, but with the space—”

“Snow Day then. We’ll look at this as offering a clean canvas. I’ll supply the basics, and our future roomies can figure out the rest.”

“Sounds reasonable. I like how you did the main bedroom.”

“I painted it green when I was planning to move in there,” she admitted. “But then I realized I could turn the attic into a studio and sleep up there.”

“And earn more,” Eli said.

She grinned. “There is that as well.”

“Do you have painting supplies already? If not, I have some in my truck.”

That made sense if he’d just finished flipping a house. Iris wondered idly how that worked; did the owners often let him stay there while fixing it up? But when it was ready to be sold, he probably had to relocate quickly, and it was probably tough to know exactly what date that would happen.

“I have what I used for the main bedroom, not enough for two people, though. So if you’re willing to dedicate your own—”

“Of course, it’s no problem. Then we just need the paint and some new plastic sheets for the floors.” He hesitated. “I know you don’t have much to spend on house reno, but I was thinking… We’ll probably have paint left over. If we buy some self-adhesive wallpaper, we could do an accent wall in the front room then use the leftover paint in there.”

Iris could imagine the wall he meant; it was widest one in the space, and it was currently an eyesore, painted in some dreadful sponge-daubing technique that was supposed to make it look like a Venetian palazzo but failed on all counts. Neither the colors nor the style worked with the rest of the house. She’d figured that living with it was the only option, but now Eli gave her hope for a reasonably priced fix.

“Were you thinking of doing the paper above the wainscoting?” Which her great-aunt had painted dusty blue for some reason.

“Exactly. I have some primer left in my truck. We can do Snow Day on the wainscoting and other walls.”

Just then, she spotted a bin of deeply discounted wallpaper. “I think I see why you’re suggesting this. I’ll tell Bruce what color we need and take a look.” She headed to the counter with the color card. “We need four gallons of Snow Day. There will be other odds and ends, so don’t ring us up yet.”

“I would never,” Bruce said with a smile. “You might find something else you can’t live without.”

As Iris went over to the discount wallpaper bin, the bell on the door jangled, and an older woman she’d never seen breezed in. She had white hair gloriously tumbled in unruly curls, haphazardly tied with a floral scarf that didn’t match the different flower pattern on her billowing dress. This woman was also wearing lime-green Crocs, ruffled ankle socks, and a gorgeous rainbow cardigan that immediately made Iris jealous because she didn’t own one just like it. She whipped past Iris in a swirl of blackberry and jasmine. Iris breathed in the scent and wondered what perfume the woman was wearing.

“Mom! I didn’t know you were stopping in today.” Bruce was beaming as he came out from behind the counter and gave her a hug.

“I didn’t know myself. But I was baking today, and I thought of you and Mitch. You both like my cheesecake squares, right? I packed a few for you.” She dug into her bucket bag and produced a small container.

“Are you kidding? We’ll inhale them. Thank you!” Bruce pulled the lid off to snag one, and even from this distance, she could smell the lemony sweetness. “Are you still staying at Ethel’s place?”

“Worrying about me again?” Exasperated tone, delivered with a gentle pat on his arm.

Bruce sighed. “You haven’t had a permanent address since you and Dad divorced. I’m the last person who would insist you stay in an unfulfilling marriage, especially after what we talked about. But—”

“You’re still worried. Look, I promised Ethel I’d take care of Percy until she gets back from the Caribbean. After that, I’ll find a place, okay?”

“Sounds reasonable. I love you. And I’m proud of you, even if the rest of the family doesn’t understand.”

“I knew you would,” Bruce’s mom said in a fond tone.

The older woman swirled out as swiftly as she’d come, and Iris realized she had been staring at the wallpaper without really seeing it as she unashamedly eavesdropped. Why? Because it seemed like Bruce’s mom might need somewhere to stay. Wonder how she would get along with Henry Dale.

Of the bargains offered, only two patterns spoke to her. The white-and-black herringbone would be difficult to line up properly, which would make it more time-consuming, and it didn’t match the feel of the house. She picked up two rolls of the gray-and-white damask. That would class up the room and go nicely with the paint. I can probably get covers for some of the furniture too. Iris took the wallpaper to the counter while waiting for Eli.

“I wasn’t trying to listen in,” she said to Bruce. “But in a week or two, I’ll have more rooms to rent if you think your mom might be interested.”

“That would be great. She’s never lived alone, and she’s a social butterfly, so I’ve been concerned about her. My dad and mom were together for forty years, and then… Well, it’s best if I let her tell you. If she chooses to.”

“I hear senior divorces are on the rise,” Iris said.

“True.” The hardware store owner seemed unwilling to proffer more details, and she didn’t pry. “I’ll take your name and email if that’s okay?”

“You can have my cell number too if you want.”

“Perfect.”

She entered the info into the Notes app on his phone as Eli walked up with the plastic and a few extra trays. “All set?” he asked.

Smiling, she said, “Yeah. Maybe more than I expected.”



Eli wasn’t sure what Iris meant by that.

But she explained without him asking as they hauled their purchases out to his truck. He laughed as she went into great detail describing the woman’s hand-knit rainbow sweater. It sounded like Iris had already made up her mind about renting a room, even if she didn’t even know the lady’s name.

Why wasn’t it this easy to talk with anyone else? With Iris, conversations just happened; he didn’t need to fish frantically for new topics.

It’s so restful.

He stopped, shading his eyes to be sure of what he was seeing. Across the square, two women were scrubbing what looked like a nasty piece of graffiti from their shop. Someone had added “WILL BURN” to the Fix-It Witches logo in sloppy red spray paint. Iris followed his gaze and sighed.

“I guess even St. Claire has some badness,” Iris said.

“You’re okay with them? Witches, I mean.” That was definitely a fact-finding question. Her attitude toward witches would tell him a lot about how she might react to him being a shifter.

“I try to treat everyone equally,” she said. “But honestly, I’ve never met one…that I know of. But I think that’s what has people riled up. The sense that it could be anyone and that humanity has been…infiltrated. Ugh. I don’t even know why we’re talking about this.”

That response didn’t offer as much insight into her thoughts as he’d hoped, but it would likely seem strange to persist. He wanted to say something about HAPI—Humans Against Paranormal Influence—and see how she reacted. Chapters had sprung up all over, and a former local politician had been yelling online about it for several years. Now others were joining Dan Rutherford, and Eli hated to see the movement gain traction.

“Let’s go see if they need help,” she said.

Before he could respond, she jaywalked across the street and was animatedly offering her services. At least, he assumed so, as he couldn’t hear Iris from this distance. When he caught up to her, a woman with sun-streaked curls was saying, “I really appreciate the offer, but we’re good. I’m only doing this because Clem is afraid it’ll make things worse if we cast spells on Main Street, so to speak.”

The brunette woman sighed. “Gavin is reviewing the security footage now. Soon we’ll know who did this, okay? There’s no reason to—”

“I’d love to see you fix the sign with a spell,” Iris said, wide-eyed.

“We’re not giving demonstrations,” said the second witch, as the first one studied the sign with a measuring look.

“Danica, I’m so sorry this happened again.” Now someone else joined the convo, a slim, dark-eyed person in a hoodie.

“Rowan! Good to see you again. Do you have something for us to fix?”

Rowan raised a small paper bag. “My old iPod. I started feeling nostalgic, and I want to check out what I was listening to in middle school if you can get it working.”

“Of course we can.” The friendly witch turned to them with a warm smile. “Thanks for offering to help. St. Claire is great, mostly, but no place is perfect.”

The other three headed for the door to the shop while Iris glanced at Eli with an apologetic expression. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to delay us.”

“It’s fine. You were trying to do a good deed.”

She laughed. “Yeah, that didn’t pan out.”

They often don’t.

Iris went on, “But at least now I can say I’ve met some witches. They seemed nice, right? Well, Danica more than… What was the other one’s name?”

“Clem,” Eli said.

The two retraced their steps and got in the truck. While Eli brooded, Iris filled the silence with ideas, projects, things she wanted to try for the house if they wouldn’t cost a fortune. He only had to nod, put in a quiet opinion here and there, and it was perfect. Maybe he wouldn’t be this happy listening to someone else, but her voice soothed him, as if there were deeply woven magical notes. Honestly, the woman could convince him to do almost anything.

Possibly I ought to be worried about that.

He was deeply curious to see her with a hawk’s eyes because in that form, he could discern more, and he wondered what those extra color spectra would reveal. In some worldviews, they’d say he could perceive her aura as a hawk, but for Eli it was much simpler. Different people radiated energy in unique ways, and he wished to know as much about Iris as he could.

How would she react? If I told her.

Taking a breath as he turned down the road leading to their house, he decided to risk it. Otherwise, there might be issues down the line. “I’m not sure how to bridge this topic, so I’ll just be direct because I think you should know. I’m…not like other people.”

Iris laughed. “Neither am I. That’s how I ended up with a purple house, few friends, no job, and hardly any money.”

Despite the nerves making his palms sweat, he laughed. “Okay, fair. But I mean more than that. You know how we were talking about witches before?”

“Yeah, what about them?”

“I sympathize…because I’m a shifter. Red-tailed hawk. So I might leave my window open sometimes if I’m out flying. I hope that’s okay. I won’t do it often when it gets cold,” he added quickly.

Iris stared at him. “That is the coolest thing I’ve ever heard.”

“It…is?” He drove past Susan Calhoun, raking leaves in her front yard. Their neighbor stared hard at the truck and scowled at her pile of leaves. The woman already seemed far too invested in what Iris did with her own home. Eli suspected that the word busybody didn’t do the woman justice.

“Definitely. But I’m glad you gave me a heads-up because if I noticed your window wide open, I might’ve shut it, and then you’d be pants-less in the yard without keys.”

Eli chuckled, appreciating that she understood without him needing to elaborate. “I’ve been in that situation before. Less than ideal.”

She grinned at him. “You have a gift for understatement. So what’s your favorite movie? I bet it’s Ladyhawke. Is it Ladyhawke?”

“It is, actually.”

Iris beamed at him. “You are such a good sport to play along like that. Anyway…”

Eli pulled into the driveway behind her car. He could have told her it wasn’t a joke—that he’d loved the movie after Gamma streamed it for him. Not just because of the hawk, but it was a beautiful fairy tale of a movie, and, yeah, he was absolutely that person.

She took a deep breath, seeming somewhat nervous.

“You were about to say something?” he prompted.

“Yeah. Since we’re disclosing…and you trusted me with your personal business, I should offer the same. I’m…not exactly from a typical family either. If I was properly awakened, I’d have informed you before you moved in.”

“I don’t understand,” he said, turning to face her with curiosity bubbling inside him, more potent than a witch’s potion.

“My family are vampires,” she replied without looking at him. “Not the blood-drinking kind. Psychic. And before you say it, no, I’m not joking, and yes, I’m sure.”

In all honesty, that was news to him. He’d kept to the fringes of the shifter community and didn’t really try to connect despite Gamma’s urging. So he hadn’t met too many like him, let alone others. Like anyone else, he’d encountered folks he found exhausting, but he’d always assumed that was perception. Now he was hearing some of them might have literally been draining his energy? Wild.

Eli hesitated. “I have questions, but I’m not sure if it’s okay to ask.”

“I can guess what they are. Yes, we eat food, and yes, we age. But we require that extra component to thrive. In return, we have small…aptitudes. My oldest sister is a healer. Not only can she absorb someone’s pain, she can also expedite healing and cure some illnesses that are supposed to be untreatable. Not all of them, obviously, or she’d already be in a government lab.”

“Holy shit,” Eli whispered.

“I know. In my opinion, Olive is the best of us, but I also think that’s why she left the country. ‘Miracles’ would attract too much attention here. She might not be safe, especially with groups like HAPI gathering momentum and hosting rallies.”

“That actually makes sense.” He’d been pretty tense there for a minute without even realizing it, and hearing that they had this in common as well set his mind at ease.

Not that they were the same, exactly, but she didn’t hate him after learning who he really was. Eli wouldn’t have been able to handle it if she’d flipped out and admitted to belonging to one of those hate groups.

She went on, “Rose eats anger, and she’s wildly charismatic. I suspect that’s why she’s never lost a case. Lily ‘counsels’ people and devours their grief. She’s lauded for her ability to help people resolve emotional trauma.”

“I’m stunned. I didn’t even know any of that was possible. But what about you?”

“Like I said, I’m not…awakened. I don’t have the power to absorb anyone’s energy, and I have no cool extras.”

“So you’re human?” That didn’t necessarily align with the unusual traces at the edges of her scent, so fascinating that he couldn’t even pin them down.

“You don’t think so?”

“I’m not sure.” He saw no reason to confuse her when he wasn’t even sure what he was sensing about her. Though he’d been fairly certain that she wasn’t a run-of-the-mill human, he couldn’t be sure of anything else. So he let the matter go, choosing to dodge the questions he saw swirling in her gray eyes.

“This was a good talk,” Iris said. “We definitely know each other better now.”

Eli made an agreeable sound as he hopped out of the truck. Iris followed suit and immediately started unloading pails of paint. Together, they hauled all the supplies upstairs and got ready to work.

To Eli’s surprise, Henry Dale had already moved the furniture in each bedroom to the center of the space, so setting up went even faster. Henry Dale had also expertly taped all the windows and trim, reducing the time wasted before they got started. Sooner than Eli could have imagined, he and Iris were painting away in the first bedroom while tunes played on a Bluetooth speaker she’d suctioned to the windowpane. The thing was cute, like a little gray mushroom, and he approved of her upbeat playlist, which started with “I Will Survive,” slid into “No Scrubs,” took a sidestep to “The Best,” and grooved into “Hey Ya.”

“Nothing modern in the painting rotation?” he asked.

They were working on opposite walls so they didn’t get in each other’s way. He was doing the high parts and she the low ones, and then they planned to swap. If they did it quickly enough, it should work out beautifully.

“I could dig some up, but these are easy. Old favorites that I heard when I was little in old movies or in a fan video somebody made.”

“I love watching dance videos,” he said.

“You too? I swear, the best ones are filmed in parking lots with everybody in sweats and then just bringing it.”

“Let’s swap links. I’ll send you some of my favorites.” Again, he was struck again by how easy this was. Effortless, like lolling in a warm bath.

“That would be amazing,” Iris said. “Okay, so if dance videos are a yes, what about dance movies?”

“Yes, please,” he said promptly, earning another of her dazzling smiles. “I can’t dance at all myself, so I live vicariously.”

“Have you tried taking lessons?”

He shook his head. “No, I figured there was no point.”

“But…nobody is born amazing at anything. Babies are terrible at almost everything,” Iris pointed out.

He moved the ladder and kept painting as he considered her comment. “That’s a good point. I guess I tend to live in my comfort zone.”

“Hmm. I saw a flyer on the way out of the hardware store on their community bulletin board. We should totally take ballroom dancing lessons together.”

Eli almost dropped his roller. “What?”

This had to be a dream. She didn’t really ask me to do that with her, did she? Because it felt like a fantasy he wouldn’t even have been able to dream up on his own.

“Sure. If we go together, we get a discount! And if we use the code from the flyer, it’s even cheaper.” When she named the price, it did sound like a deal, but that wasn’t the point.

No, the point was he’d be dancing with Iris. For six weeks. Up close and personal.

Eli didn’t even need to think about it. “Absolutely, sign us up.”








CHAPTER EIGHT


Iris did the math.

And she hated doing math, but this was simple enough. If they went in as a couple, it would cost about the same as a weekly latte to take the lessons. It wasn’t like she had cash to burn, but it sounded so fun. She could put on low heels and one of her swirly romantic dresses that she never got to wear. Dancing with Eli would be frosting on the cake.

“I will. Later, though. Once we stop for the day.”

With his help, the work was going much faster than it had in the main bedroom. Within a couple of hours, the first bedroom was covered completely and Iris cracked the window, though this type of paint was supposed to be low odor. Low didn’t mean none.

As she took care of that, Eli transferred their supplies to the next room.

She was a bit hungry, but not enough to stop working. Since she knew herself, if she relaxed and filled her belly, she wouldn’t want to get back to work. Inertia was seductive, and she’d end up watching something in her room, reading, or sketching, and the walls wouldn’t get painted. If Eli was willing to help out, she should throw herself into the task as well, even if she ended up exhausted and sore.

I can’t believe he can turn into a hawk.

That was just cool as hell. She’d never told anyone about her family either, but something about Eli made her want to trust him. It gave her hope that they could become real friends, not just housemates. It would be nice to have someone who stuck around too. Who didn’t find Iris inadequate or exhausting or both.

Iris turned the music on again and lost herself in the peaceful repetition of rolling paint on the scuffed walls. It felt good, as if they were bringing the place back to life. Hours later, she stretched and slid her roller across the last untouched spot.

“Done,” she said.

“For today.”

She aimed a playful scowl at Eli. “You couldn’t just let me have that?”

“We’ll be done with the bedrooms tomorrow. It went pretty fast because the rooms are small.”

“You think one more day to do the front room?” she asked, stretching to relieve some of the stiffness in her shoulders.

“If Henry Dale helps us with prep? Absolutely. In fact, you could start on the painting while I put up the paper, and then I’ll switch to painting when I’m done.”

“Sounds like a plan. I’ll shower first, then you can. I owe you food, I believe. I’ll get started on dinner while you wash up.” Even to Iris, that sounded… Well, it sounded like they were more than roommates.

She repressed the impulse to stammer nervously, to explain that she didn’t mean anything by taking charge of his shower arrangements. It seemed best not to lie, after all. Because maybe she did despite countless articles warning people not to get involved with their housemates. It might seem like the best of both worlds at first, but if things soured, the living situation might swiftly become untenable. And Iris needed the money.

So I can’t date him. Even if he’s kind of perfect.

Besides, she wasn’t even sure what was going on emotionally. She might be confusing gratitude with attraction. And sleeping with someone wasn’t the only way to say thank you. Giving herself a stern, silent warning, she headed into the Pepto-Lime bathroom. Oddly, the colors were starting to grow on her. The curtains had to go, and so did the wallpaper, but otherwise, as long as everything worked properly, she had no plans to gut this room.

She took a quick shower to scrub off the paint, wrapped up in a thick cozy robe, and left the door open to air the room out. Eli met her in the hall, and she was absurdly aware of being nearly naked despite how the robe covered every inch of her. Her cheeks heated as he stepped to one side, averting his gaze with color darkening his cheeks.

“Sorry,” he mumbled, rushing past her.

Did I make him blush? Okay, that’s adorable.

No. Stop. You’re not doing this.

As Iris headed up to the attic to get dressed, she wondered how Great-Aunt Gertie had managed here alone. All these stairs will take care of my cardio. She put on random comfy clothes—soft, baggy cotton pants with pockets and a T-shirt that said UNICORN RIDER. Warm, fuzzy socks on her feet completed the ensemble, and Iris went downstairs to see what she could make for dinner. She found a bit of cream cheese, a rind of parmesan, penne, and half a bag of frozen spinach.

“That solved itself,” she said, putting on the salted water to cook the pasta.

Just then, her phone beeped, signaling an incoming video call. Her hands were wet, and she accidentally tapped the accept icon. Silently she swore as Mom, Lily, and Rose appeared on her screen. It looked as if they’d gathered at Rose’s house; Iris would recognize that accent wall anywhere.

“Hey,” she said, picking up her cell so they weren’t staring up her nose.

“You’re crying to Dad again?” Lily demanded. “When are you ever going to grow up? This is absolutely ridiculous.”

“What are you even talking about?”

Oh right. She’d spoken to Dad not long ago and explained her side of the situation. Evidently that counted as whining. “Look, I’ll tell you exactly what I told him. I don’t think dating Dylan is a good look for you, but that had nothing to do with me missing Rose’s party. I wasn’t in town, that’s all.”

“I worked really hard for this,” Rose said. “You didn’t send a gift or a card or anything. I’ve tried so hard to get closer to you, but you act like you don’t care about any of us at all.”

Iris stifled a sigh, wishing things weren’t so fraught with Rose, but Rose was much closer to Lily than Iris, whereas Olive was the only one who ever understood where Iris was coming from. “Okay, that’s fair. I’m sorry I didn’t at least send something. I am proud of you. But…did you send me anything when I opened my store?”

“Why would I?” Rose asked, swapping a puzzled look with Mom and Lily.

“Because it’s important to me.” Honestly, this shit shouldn’t even need to be explained.

“It’s not like you’re earning a living that way,” Lily said.

“So only milestones that mark financial gain are worth celebrating—noted. That means I don’t need to send gifts on normal holidays, right?” She could have said more, so much more, but there was no point. They expected her to give and yield, and always had. Those metrics didn’t seem likely to change.

And…she was done.

Meanwhile, Mom was talking over everyone, a skill she’d perfected. “Stop blabbering nonsense. You’re mad at Lily over nothing—it’s not like you’d have married Dylan—and I think we all remember when you were trash-talking Greg for no reason.”

“We’re all doing our best here,” Rose added.

Are you? Really?

“Why is everything always my fault?” Iris asked.

“You know that’s not true.” Mom immediately went on the defensive and started listing all the problems Iris had caused over the years.

“Did we make you drop out of college?” Lily snarked.

“Probably,” Rose muttered. “You know how she is, blames us every time something doesn’t go her way.”

“Here’s the thing. I’m never going to give Lily my blessing with Dylan. If he becomes my brother-in-law, it’s whatever, I guess. But I’m done pretending things are fine when they’re definitely not. Make of that what you will. Rose, I’ll send you a special necklace for your promotion.” Not that I expect you to wear it. “What are you planning to send me to congratulate me for inheriting a house? That’s a financial gain that should be acknowledged, according to the Collins’ creed.”

Rose sighed. “I can see there’s no talking to you.”

“Okay,” Iris said. Once this conversation would’ve crushed her. “I need to finish dinner. Bye!”

She got the last word and cut the call just in time to plop the penne in the frothing water. The meal came together quickly—penne in creamy spinach sauce with plenty of black pepper and a hint of nutmeg. She dished out three portions and topped each plate with grated parmesan cheese. Eli paused in the kitchen, smiling at the food she was plating.

Last week, we were strangers. Now we live together, eat together, he sees me fresh out of the shower…

“It’s ready. I hope you like it.”

“I’ll go get Henry Dale. I think he’s in the shed.”

“Still?” She shook her head ruefully. “I suspect he’d live out there if I let him.”

Eli laughed. “Don’t give him ideas.”

Though Henry Dale grumbled a bit, he still joined them for dinner. They ate mostly in silence, and the old man seemed to be in a decent mood until Iris asked, “I’m just curious. Have you ever been married?”

At that apparently forbidden question, his mouth tightened. “I never wanted to. Something wrong with that?”

Abruptly he set his fork down and left the table, retreating to his room. She bit her lip, glancing at Eli. “I get the feeling I shouldn’t have asked.”

“With Henry Dale, I think we need to wait until he volunteers the information. We haven’t known each other that long.”

“True,” Iris said.

It was a measure of how upset Henry Dale must have been that he’d just left his plate on the table. As a silent apology, she washed it; Eli helped with the rest, of course. She could get used to this constant camaraderie, feeling like she wasn’t alone anymore.

The whole house smelled lightly of paint, but not in a bad way. Between the professional cleaners and the work they’d already done on the place, the house no longer felt so desolate, redolent of dust and loneliness. If she took it slow and spaced out the paint costs, they might be able to do the whole house. Not soon. But eventually. The hallways needed some TLC too, and the attic… She’d love to brighten all that dark paneling. It wasn’t the quality kind either; this had been done in the seventies, so it was the cheap stuff, and she wouldn’t hesitate over painting or papering it.

“What are you thinking about?” Eli asked suddenly.

“House stuff.”

“There’s a lot to do.” In measured motions, he put away the last plate, then turned to her with a smile that warmed her from the inside out. “By the way, I had a look at your shop. If you have time, I have some suggestions. Should I get my laptop?”

“Already? Wow! It’s like all you do is help me.”

“Luckily, it’s stuff I’m already good at,” he said.

Which made Iris pause because…did that mean he’d learn new skills if she needed him to? The implications puzzled her so much that she didn’t even notice him going upstairs until he returned to the table with his laptop. He drew his chair over so she could see his screen as he clicked through several design options.

“You made these?”

“They’re just samples. I can revise them if you—”

“No! The second one is absolutely gorgeous.” He’d captured the chaotic energy full of summery colors that she’d been going for, but unlike her, he’d nailed it. “I love the font, love everything about it.”

“That’s my first recommendation.”

She listened as he suggested how she could increase the visual appeal of the site, and he’d apparently made a sample account to show her how to add collages and carousels to showcase her work. He finished with some recommendations about what she could do using social media, which included contacting influencers and people who hosted related podcasts.

“This is exactly what I needed,” Iris said, fighting the urge to hug him. “It’s not that I can’t do these things, but I get bogged down and I don’t know what to do first, you know? Then it feels so overwhelming that I end up doing nothing at all.”

Eli nodded. “I feel the same way in social settings. I can’t figure out who to talk to or what to say. Nine times out of ten, I duck out and wind up watching a movie by myself.”

“Really? You’re so easy to talk to! I never would have guessed.” She paused, wondering if there was any way she could help him in turn. “Oh! If you ever need someone to be your plus one—for moral support or whatever—I’m there.”

“That would be incredible. Anyway, let me know how it goes. I hope sales pick up. And I’ll spread the word about your shop as I can.”

Iris beamed. “You’re seriously my hero. The dance lessons are on me.”



Eli fought the impulse to say he’d pay.

Iris didn’t want someone to make her problems vanish or to buy everything for her. Though he didn’t know her well, he already understood that much. She preferred support to outright interference, and she was probably trying to thank him by paying for the ballroom dance classes.

“Then I’m looking forward to it.”

He scooped up his laptop and retreated before he said or did something that revealed how much he already liked her. Hell, it had been awkward enough when he found her in her robe, wet hair tumbled back from her glowing face. And urges that he didn’t struggle with or even think about sprang vividly, awkwardly to life.

Fortunately, he had business to conclude, as Liz had finished reviewing the contract while he was painting bedrooms like it was a path to inner peace. The documents were ready for his e-signature—just in time, as What’s Cooking gained users daily and the need for more staff to maintain the platform would become WeiZhen’s problem. Eli read the documents himself, perusing the sections Liz had flagged, but everything fell within reasonable parameters. He e-signed with the understanding he’d be paid within fifteen business days.

After checking the time, he called Gamma. She liked video calls, and he was the one person she’d never refuse to chat with regardless of what she had going on. Tonight, it sounded like she was at a party when she answered. That alone put a smile on his face.

“Sorry, it’s a bit loud here. Let me step outside.” The music and laughter got fainter when she closed the door. “Better?”

“I can hear and see you. Everything okay?”

“Settling in fine! I’m at a neighbor’s barbecue, so I can’t talk long.”

“There’s nothing urgent. I haven’t heard anything about your house yet. I’m just checking in.”

“Ah, well, I’m fine. How’re you, little man?”

“Surprisingly well. I actually like St. Claire.”

“If you’d realized that sooner,” she said, “we could’ve spent more time together.”

“Hey, I was a teenager. I thought I had to leave home to prove myself.”

“I know. Oh, they’re calling me. I have to run. Love you!”

“Love you more,” he said as Gamma disconnected.

Home reno. Ballroom dancing. The business deal. A woman he couldn’t get off his mind and a taciturn elderly gent.

There was too much happening in his head and not enough space for it. To reach that blissful, quiet place, he locked his bedroom door, opened the window, and stripped. That fast, he was soaring up and out, circling the house once, twice, riding the crisp autumn wind with gentle flicks of his wings. Then he arrowed away. A long flight was exactly what he needed tonight.

Eli lost track of time, flinging himself into the night. The wind smelled of the coming winter, brisk to the point of bitterness. Fewer animals about, mostly pets that had snuck out of the house for a small adventure. He let them be, though other predators wouldn’t.

When he returned to the purple house, Iris stood on the front porch, gazing out.

He’d wanted to see her with hawk’s eyes, but nothing could have prepared him for the glorious silver corona that shone from her. In fact, he’d never seen anyone who gleamed so, platinum so bright that other hues flickered about the edges, somehow opalescent with hidden fire full of rainbows. Because she was so beautiful, he almost flew straight into the side of the house. Eli corrected at the last moment and glided through the window. He shifted back, cold now and exhausted enough to sleep.

She’s absolutely not human. They don’t look like that. None of them do. But he was too tired to contemplate why she gleamed so brightly when she supposedly wasn’t anything special. Not a psychic vampire, like the rest of her family. Something about that didn’t add up, but he lost the thread in exhaustion. After shutting the window, he tumbled into bed naked and didn’t dream.

The next couple of days, he focused on finishing the work he’d started with Iris and trying not to stare too much at her. Consequently, he lost his ability to speak naturally in her presence and started acting more like his weird self. On the fourth day, they wrapped up in the front room. Between the paint and the gray-and-white paper on the accent wall, it was a new space.

“It’s great, isn’t it?” Iris didn’t seem to have noticed his odd behavior, at least. “You did an amazing job with the wallpaper.”

“The wainscoting was all you, though.”

“I did my best. I wonder if Great-Aunt Gertie would like what we’re doing with the place,” she added in a musing tone.

“Definitely. She’s probably beaming right now, wherever she is.”

“Hopefully not here,” Iris said with a small shiver.

Eli couldn’t resist teasing her. “You never know…”

“That is not funny.”

“Should we host a séance?” he asked, just as Henry Dale came to inspect their handiwork.

The old man ran a hand over the walls and offered an approving nod. “Looks good. I like gray and white.” He turned a hard look on Eli. “But no mucking about with spirits, you hear me? No candles. No table rapping. No asking if anybody’s here. Even if they are here, there’s no point getting them stirred up, is there?”

Iris tilted her head, visibly surprised. “I didn’t know you believed in such things.”

Henry Dale cleared his throat. “Believe might be a strong word, but I’ve lived a long time and seen some odd things. Not everything can or should be explained, Miz Collins.”

“I actually agree with that,” Eli said.

Iris smiled. “Neither of you needs to worry. I’m not planning to bother Great-Aunt Gertie, even if she walks among us.” With that, she grabbed her keys from the bowl on the table near the front door. “I’m off to pick up some cheap couch covers I found online. Only forty minutes away!”

Both he and Henry Dale hurried after her. Henry Dale objected first. “You can’t just randomly go to some stranger’s house! There’s no telling what’ll happen.”

“I don’t need a bodyguard,” she said, but her steps slowed, as if she was considering the validity of their concern.

“Eh, actually I agree with Henry Dale,” Eli put in. “There have been killers who used online ads to—”

“I know that. But with couch covers…?”

Henry Dale scowled, his white brows contracting. “Could be bait. Don’t risk it.”

She sighed, but Eli noticed that her eyes twinkled a bit, as if she might be enjoying how protective they both were. “Fine, put your shoes on. We’re all going on a mini road trip.”

Eli complied right away, while Henry Dale’s frown didn’t abate. “Why do I have to be the third wheel? This guy can protect you.”

“No way,” Iris said. “We need your stern energy, and I’m stopping for lunch after.”

Though Henry Dale mumbled complaints all the way to the kitchen and back, Eli could tell that the old man was secretly glad to be included. Outside, he got in the back of Iris’s Sentra, letting Henry Dale ride shotgun. Iris turned the radio on and found an oldies station, again likely for Henry Dale.

“Bunch of nonsense,” the older man muttered.

“You love it,” Iris said. “Anyway, I just wanted to say I’m sorry for being nosy the other day. I hope we’re okay.”

“Are you worried about my feelings?” Henry Dale asked in an incredulous tone.

“Well, yeah,” Iris said, as if that should be obvious.

God, she’s sweet.

Henry Dale cleared his throat. “Hmm. Well, I’m fine. And…if you must know, I never wanted a wife. Or a husband. I never wanted to be kissing anybody, though I had some wonderful friends back in the day. They’ve all since passed on. My family too. And I guess that’s my one regret—that I’m the last.

“I miss my older brother the most.” Henry Dale took a steadying breath, as if bracing for the next revelation. “After his wife died, I moved in with him. They never had children, and we lived together up until the last two years of his life. His house had to be sold to pay for memory care. I spent my life’s savings looking after him, and then…”

There was nothing left, nobody who could be there for Henry Dale the way he’d been there for his brother. That’s how he ended up with nowhere to go.

Eli reached forward and patted Henry Dale on the shoulder. “You’re not alone anymore. You can make new friends.”

“You have,” Iris added.

She met Eli’s gaze briefly in the rearview mirror, and her gray eyes practically glowed. For some reason, tears stung Eli’s eyes and his throat tightened, not just because of Henry Dale. Because of this woman and this moment and that look.

“Well, isn’t that something?” Henry Dale said in a surprisingly deep tone, like he might be getting choked up.

Eli felt the same way.








CHAPTER NINE


As iris had guessed, there was no problem picking up the couch covers.

“I was redecorating and thought somebody might want these gray ones,” the woman said as Iris forked over the cash.

Ten bucks was a steal, and Iris took full advantage. But at the same time, it was nice having both Eli and Henry Dale care enough to come with her. Well, she’d offered a free lunch, but still. She hadn’t lived here long enough to have a favorite restaurant, so Eli might know where to go. He said he went to school here, right? That meant he was sort of local. Like Iris, he’d probably moved around a bit.

“You pick the place,” she said to Eli.

“Are you in the mood for anything?” he asked Henry Dale.

The old man glanced over his shoulder. “Oh, lord. This isn’t turning into those ‘I dunno, what do you wanna do’ type situations, is it?”

Iris laughed. “I can make an executive decision. I was trying to be polite.”

Henry Dale didn’t quite smile. “Have you been to Bev’s?”

“Not yet. Can you give me directions?”

“Of course I can.”

Iris noticed that Eli got quiet when Henry Dale started navigating. Not GPS style, but according to odd landmarks and funny little details she never would’ve noticed. Driving this way felt like she was getting a glimpse of how Henry Dale saw the world. Soon, they reached a weathered white building on the outskirts of St. Claire. It had a gravel parking lot, a wide porch, and a faded sign that just said BEV’S alongside an image of a steaming cup of coffee.

Iris parked and hopped out of the car, already loving the retro vibe. Inside, the place was a classic diner from the old jukebox to the torn red vinyl and the Formica-and-chrome tables. There were even a few stools at the counter so people didn’t feel self-conscious about eating alone. Iris eyed the display of cakes and pies, trying not to look overeager. Henry Dale apparently had a usual spot here, as he headed to the second booth toward the back, right-hand side, and slid into the far seat.

Since Henry Dale parked himself in the middle, that left Iris to share with Eli, so she scooted in first. A blue-haired teen trotted over to their table; her name badge read Not Bev. “The menu’s right there.” She pointed.

Oh, that was an ingenious solution. The pages had been laminated and mounted on the wall next to the booth. It was a short list, not a lot to think about. For lunch, it was burger, chicken sandwich, country fried steak, or green salad. Breakfast was a little more varied, and it was served all day, though she’d noticed the café closed at 3:00 p.m.

“I’ll have a cheeseburger,” Eli said.

“Fries or onion rings?”

“Can I say neither?”

The waitress nodded. “Sure, but it costs the same. You want a milkshake instead?”

That was an interesting substitution, but Eli went for it. “Strawberry, please.”

“Chicken fried steak for me,” Henry Dale said. “With all the trimmings and a tall glass of ice water.”

Not Bev laughed, flipping her notepad around so they could see her elegant penmanship. “Already wrote it down, Mr. Macabee. I’ll tell Grandma you stopped in.” She turned to Iris. “Are you ready to order?”

“Biscuit and gravy plate, please.”

“How do you want your eggs?”

“Scrambled.”

“Anything to drink?”

“Iced coffee?”

Not Bev smiled. “We don’t normally serve it, but since you’re with Mr. Macabee, I’ll make you some and charge the same as a hot coffee. My name is Brooke, by the way. The name tag is just a running joke between Grandma and me.”

“The famous Bev?” Iris guessed.

“Yep. She’s on vacation right now. I’ll put your order in and get your drinks while you wait.”

Once the waitress walked off, Iris turned to Henry Dale. “This is such a cute place. Have you been coming here long?”

He thought about it. “Thirty years at least. The food is good, and they make you feel at home.”

When her food arrived, it looked positively scrumptious, a full-on comfort feast. Eli eyed her fluffy biscuits with a hint of envy, and she offered him a bite. It surprised her when he opened his mouth instead of taking the fork, but she mentally shrugged and fed him. He seemed to enjoy it so much that she almost fed him another forkful just to see that sparkle in his eyes.

“That’s amazing,” he said.

She grinned. “I know, right? Have you had this before?” she asked Henry Dale.

“Sure have. Never had anything here I thought was bad. It’s all a good bet. Just depends on what you’re craving.”

As they were finishing their meals, Iris’s phone rang, an unfamiliar number. If this is Lily or Rose trying to trick me—no, I doubt they’d bother. She answered on the second ring with a tentative “Hello?” Because honestly, when her phone rang these days, it just generally gave her a bad feeling.

“Is this Iris Collins?”

“It is. Who’s this?”

“Oh, thank goodness!” The bright and cheerful voice definitely didn’t belong to any of Iris’s relatives. But it was a bit familiar.

Where have I heard this woman before?

“This is Sally Carruthers. My son, Bruce, gave me your information. He said you’re looking for a roommate?”

Right, the hardware store. Iris put the face with the voice and name straightaway. Bubbly, white-haired woman with the rainbow sweater and a smile sweet enough to put cherubs to shame. “I am! We repainted the room recently, you can stop by to see if you think it would be a good fit.”

Normally, Iris would insist on meeting elsewhere for the first time, but this wasn’t a stranger exactly. She was talking to Bruce’s mom. Not that people’s moms couldn’t be criminals, but still.

“I could be there later this afternoon if that’s convenient,” Sally said at once.

“We’ll be home in about an hour.” She figured it was best to give some leeway.

“Fantastic. I’ll see you around three then. Bye for now!” Sally sang.

“Sounds like we have an interview,” Eli said.

“I hope that’s okay. You and Henry Dale need to agree as well. If you don’t like Sally, I won’t move forward.”

“As long as she leaves me alone, I don’t need to like her,” Henry Dale said.

Just from the brief impression, Iris suspected Sally wouldn’t be quiet or reserved, but maybe it would all work out. Quickly, she signaled for the bill and paid for it before Eli could grab it. Luckily, she’d read that inclination beforehand. She really couldn’t accept anything else from him without feeling awful.

It didn’t take long to drive home, and she even had time to get the couch and love seat neatly covered and tied off. The pre-owned couch covers smelled like detergent, and the woman had promised that they had been laundered before being packed away. Amazing what a difference hiding those random patterns made. Now the pops of color from the knit throws and the flowered pillows looked cozy and charming. The neutral walls and the elegant wallpaper improved matters as well, as did the white wainscoting.

“I love this room now,” she said to Eli.

“It’s so much better,” he agreed.

Henry Dale offered no commentary; he just tried to retreat to the shed, but Iris grabbed his arm. “Oh no, you don’t. We’re talking to Sally together.”

The old man mumbled something unintelligible and likely uncomplimentary, but he still took a seat on the sofa, wearing a resigned look. They didn’t have long to wait, as soon Sally arrived in a flurry of exuberant knocks. Iris answered the door and waved her in, confirming her initial impression. Again today, Sally was dressed in a bright floral dress adorned in scarves, the same lime-green Crocs, and her hair was a silvery cloud.

Smiling, Iris performed the introductions. “I’m Iris. This is Eli. And Henry Dale. There’s one room available on the second floor and two rooms on the third. They’re not large, but—”

“Let’s take a look, shall we?” Sally cut in. “First I need to see what’s available to know if I can envision myself here. Everything else follows.”



Eli stayed with Henry Dale while Iris gave the older woman a quick tour.

Neither one of them showed any sign of breaking the silence. For his part, he was a bit nervous about bringing in someone else. A new person could upset the balance, and Eli didn’t love change at the best of times. Change usually meant his life being turned upside down and ensuring that it got worse.

“What do you think?” he asked eventually.

The older man shrugged. “Hard to say from a look, though she seems chipper.” After a pause. “I don’t much care for unfounded optimism.”

“What do you mean, unfounded?” Eli wanted to know.

There was a lengthy pause, as if Henry Dale was considering whether he ought to answer. “Look at her situation. It’s no better than mine.”

“How do you know so much about Sally Carruthers?” Eli asked.

“Small town, coffee klatch. I go for cheap coffee and crullers, get the gossip for free. When Sally left Howard, it was all anybody could talk about for months.”

“Huh,” Eli said. “I never knew you went to senior gatherings.”

Henry Dale snorted. “You don’t know everything about me, not by a long shot. Anyway, I feel a bit sorry for Howard. Sally is a handful. As I was saying before you cut me off, I might even argue her situation is worse than mine because she left her husband and her family, and for what?”

“That’s for me to figure out,” Sally said crisply.

Oh damn.

Heat washed Eli’s face, as it seemed they’d been caught gossiping. Well, Henry Dale had been talking about her, and he hadn’t shut it down. “Right.”

Do I need to apologize?

Iris came in right after, and since she didn’t know what’d happened, she moved the conversation along. Thankfully Sally allowed it. “So that’s the house. The only thing I didn’t show you is the basement with the washer and dryer.”

“Those are all the same,” Sally said, waving a hand as she took a seat opposite Iris. “The rest of the house is charming. I love the bathroom, so much personality.”

This lady reminded him a bit of Gamma, and that was a big plus in his book. Her energy shone with similar light. He listened as she and Iris discussed which room she’d prefer, the terms of the rental, and so on.

“You can have any of those rooms,” Iris was saying. “But we do need to have a house meeting about it as well.”

“Oh good, I was afraid I had to decide here and now. I do tend to be impulsive, but I wanted to give this a little thought.”

“That’s a good idea,” Henry Dale said.

Judging by his frosty tone, the old man was hoping Sally would pass. Eli considered speaking up, but Iris was already on it. “Keep an open mind, okay?”

When Iris patted Henry Dale’s shoulder, he sighed, but he didn’t say anything else.

Sally stood. “I’ll take a copy of the rental agreement to look over and let you know in a couple of days.”

“Perfect. You have my email and my number if anything comes up. And tell Bruce we said hello.”

That brought a proud smile to Sally’s face. She’d apparently been on the verge of leaving, but she joined Iris on the sofa, bringing up the gallery on her phone to show off pictures of Bruce and his family without being asked. Eli circled behind the sofa to dutifully admire the chubby babies who grew into sturdy children with each swipe of Sally’s screen. Honestly, her grandkids were super cute.

“I have other grandchildren too,” Sally was saying. “But Megan is older. She’s my daughter’s daughter, and Kim is a lot older than Bruce.”

Henry Dale sighed. “Is there a reason for us to know any of this yet? We’re not even sure if you’re moving in.”

The older woman scowled at him. “Do you need a reason to be friendly?”

This time, Eli intervened before Iris had to. “I enjoyed seeing those pictures. Thanks for sharing them.”

Sally bestowed on him a radiant smile. “You’re sweet. I already know I’ll like you. Do you like cheesecake squares?”

Eli blinked. “Uh. Maybe?”

“Anyway, I was on my way out. I’ll be in touch.”

It felt like much longer than forty minutes had passed. Weirdly it was like being released from a time-warp spell when Sally sailed out the front door, as if the normal passage of moments had resumed. Henry Dale grumbled beneath his breath, and this time nobody stopped him when he stomped off to the shed.

“They’re going to clash,” Iris predicted.

“I suspect you’re right. Does that mean we should tell her she can’t move in?” Eli hated doing that to such a sweet woman, especially one who reminded him of Gamma.

Iris shook her head. “I mean, honestly, Henry Dale is cranky. I like him, but if we let him, he’ll veto basically everyone, and…”

You need the money.

He didn’t finish the thought, but he was aware of her financial status. That was why he was working on a bot to scrape references on social media for people interested in handmade jewelry. This wasn’t the right moment to mention that, however.

“We can let him mull the idea over,” he said. “Today he socialized quite a lot. I’m sure he’ll be okay with it once he has time to ponder.”

“Well, even if he’s not, if you vote with me, we win,” Iris pointed out.

And oh hell. While he felt bad for Henry Dale, he’d probably vote yes on whatever she suggested just to keep her gazing at him like that. Her smile was a starry night, the kind that offered perfect weather for flying.

“True enough. Uh. If you have time, we can work on your shop tonight.”

Iris bit her lip, seeming uncertain. “I have time, but—”

“I’m between projects right now, so I can absolutely show you those upgrades.”

“Then let’s do it. I’m so excited, you have no idea. I did use the graphics you provided, but I could use some help with the other features.”

His heart pattered wildly as she followed him into the main bedroom. When she perched on his bed, his face went ridiculously hot. Please don’t let her notice. I don’t want to her to think I lured her into my room for some weird reason. Eli had no intentions other than to pay her back, but shivers of reaction went through him when she perched next to him on the bed, eyes fixed on his screen.

“Should I log in so we can just work on the shop directly?” she asked.

“Go ahead. I’ll delete all traces of your login afterward.”

Iris laughed. “Like I’m worried about you stealing my eight dollars. I haven’t even earned enough to get my first payout from the site yet.”

“You will,” he said.

She shot him a melting look. “You’re the only one who thinks so.”

“Everyone else is wrong.”

A quiet sound escaped her, sweet and soft, and it raced through his veins like wildfire. “Careful you don’t encourage me too much. You’ll never be rid of me.”

I should be so lucky.

Frankly, Eli had no idea how he focused well enough to explain, but he tried to make it clear, step-by-step, as he used photos she retrieved from the cloud. The quality of her photography needed improvement, but he suspected she was just using her phone and filters, so it couldn’t be helped. She’d probably spent a lot of money on supplies to make the jewelry but hadn’t factored in extra costs for displaying her work.

“Can I say something constructive?”

“Of course!”

“It’s not enough to create beautiful pieces. You also have to show them off in a way that makes the person looking at the page feel like they can’t live without them.”

Iris frowned at him. “If I knew how to do that, I’d already be doing it!”

“I’m going somewhere with this. A tech witch could probably help. They can absolutely make social media posts go viral. I read something about it—there was some talk during the local election. Apparently one of the councilwomen is a witch, and her opponent was yelling about it.”

“Oh wow. I wonder what they’d charge. I probably can’t afford it.”

“We can do it in other ways,” he said. “But it’s something to consider.”

Her open mind meant a lot to him, as it suggested that she wasn’t simply pretending to be okay with what he’d confided about himself. It took a special sort of person to open their mind to new possibilities, and maybe he was asking too much, but it also seemed to offer hope that she might understand his motives one day. Maybe.

It’s more than I had before.








CHAPTER TEN


Sally moved in a week later, bringing joy and chaos and myriad knitting projects in various stages of completion.

She didn’t have a car either, but it seemed like she had a never-ending stream of friends and relatives willing to pick her up on their way somewhere. Iris envied how connected the older woman seemed to be. She had clubs and lessons and lunches. Hopefully, Iris would be that engaged and busy when she got to a certain age. Henry Dale wasn’t thrilled with the noise and energy Sally brought with her, but he spent so much time in the shed or in his room that it shouldn’t become an issue.

For the next few weeks, Iris worked on her shop, following Eli’s tips and strategies, and she was definitely seeing an uptick in page views. She’d even gotten a couple of orders, and she was so excited to pack and send them. Tiny steps toward success, but they counted. She hummed as she worked, turning her dreams into reality.

If I worked with a witch, we could sell magical jewelry. That would be amazing.

But she didn’t know any witches well enough to suggest it, and—

“Iris! Are you home?” That was Sally.

Eli would often text, even if they were both in the house, and Henry Dale didn’t communicate much. It amused her to be summoned with such urgency, especially when the issue wasn’t usually that critical. But she still put aside her tools and headed downstairs.

Sally met her in the hall and grabbed her hands. “Now you know I’m not one to meddle…”

“Right,” she said, somehow keeping a straight face.

The opposite was true. Sally lived to meddle. It was her favorite hobby. Well, that and knitting, though she’d been taking samba lessons at the senior center lately.

“But my granddaughter Megan—you remember Megan?”

“You’ve spoken of her before, yes.”

“I need to invite her over sometime so you can meet her. But that’s not the point.”

“What is the point?” Iris asked.

“I’m getting there! Megan told me that her friend Mira needs a place to live urgently. I guess she broke up with her girlfriend and for some reason had to be the one to move out. Well, she had a sublet lined up, but the original tenant decided not to travel after all, and now Mira has all her things in storage and nowhere to go!”

“Wow, that’s awful.” Iris could relate to the perfect storm of seeing all plans fall through. Immediately she felt for Mira. “We have two rooms left, so if she’s interested, I’m happy to meet her.”

“You’re a lifesaver! Megan never asks for anything, so it means a lot that her Sallygram can come through when it counts.”

Iris laughed. “Sallygram? That is the cutest nickname I’ve ever heard.” With Sally’s personality, it was like she was a cheerful singing message. Actually, that was completely on point when Iris considered it.

Sally grinned. “The grandkids would always answer the phone when they were at my house. They loved it even when they were little. And my friends would ask for Sally, so the babies started calling me that, but my daughter, Kim, said it was disrespectful. ‘You can’t call her that. She’s your grandma, not your friend!’ I didn’t mind, but the books say I’m not supposed to argue about parenting. So then Megan said the cutest thing. ‘If she’s Sally and she’s my grandma, then she’s my Sallygram,’ and—”

“That’s how you became Sallygram. Love it.” It wasn’t that she didn’t want to hear the rest, but she wanted to finish that necklace before the end of the day. “You can give my contact info to Megan to pass to Mira. Since I work from home, any time works.”

“Two retirees, two self-employed,” Sally noted. “I wonder if Mira has a day job… I’ll ask Megan more about her. And thanks again. You’re a gem.”

“What kind?” Iris asked, unable to resist.

It was the sort of silly, speculative question that made her an oddball among her own family. This would earn her that look from any one of her sisters and her parents too. But Sally paused, considering the matter with great concentration.

“Citrine or carnelian,” she said eventually.

“Why, in particular?”

“Citrine attracts good fortune,” Sally told her. “And you’re pure luck for me, Iris. For everyone in the house, really. We were all in a pickle, but things got better as soon as you said we could stay here. I can honestly say I’ve never been happier.”

“Wow. I feel like I want to hug you,” she said.

“Go for it. Hugs are free.” Sally winked at her then. “Kisses require more thought, and you’re too young for me.”

Oh, hey, Sally is flirting. She grinned. “It’s my loss. Maybe we’ll be born closer together in our next lives.”

Iris cuddled close, as Sally gave great hugs; she smelled like tropical fruit and summertime, and the older woman knew just how long to hold on without letting things become awkward. If Iris had gotten more hugs like that growing up, maybe her life wouldn’t have been so chaotic. She smiled as she stepped back, wondering if she should tell Sally how lucky Bruce and Kim were.

“Are you curious about the carnelian?” Sally asked.

“I am, but I might melt if you compliment me anymore today.”

Besides, Iris already knew that carnelian related to trust and abundance, so she had some idea of what Sally might say. While Henry Dale might dislike the woman’s endlessly chipper attitude, to Iris, it felt like Sally carried the sunshine with her wherever she went, even on rainy days. The older woman gave her a final pat before hurrying to her next engagement, and Iris returned to her studio to finish her necklace.

A bit past dinnertime, she got a text from Eli:


Food is done.



That was…beyond nice. When he cooked, he always made enough for everyone, and if somebody didn’t feel like eating, he’d put it in the fridge for later. It was odd; she felt more like she had a family now than she ever had while living at home. Her father was the dreamy sort, prone to leave messy life details to his overbearing wife. If he had the option, he’d stay in his study writing papers no historical journal wanted to publish. And Mom was still busy pretending he was a professor to keep up appearances.

She’d never thought about whether it was normal until she saw how other families lived. Her relationship with her folks had been chilly since she dropped out of college for the fourth time anyway, and things went from frosty to absolutely arctic when the rest of the Collins crew realized she had no plans to apologize for missing Rose’s promotion party. They probably found it incomprehensible that she was still pissed about Lily dating Dylan. Iris didn’t intend to let Lily off the hook.

Not this time.

Really, she should be hurt, right? That she’d been cut off. But instead, it felt like freedom. No more dodging calls. No more inventing excuses.

“You look conflicted,” Eli said, as she stepped into the kitchen.

She admired his and Henry’s work all over again. The white cabinets looked fantastic with the wooden counters, and the black-and-white tile floor hardly showed its age. This kitchen really was a welcoming space now, albeit like stepping back in time.

“Not as much as I expected.”

He flashed her a curious look. “Do you want to talk about it?”

“There’s not much to say. I don’t get along with my family, and I was just thinking that I’m happier now that we just…don’t talk.”

Eli didn’t say he was sorry or offer any of the usual platitudes. “I have cousins I rarely see, and I’m only close to Gamma, so I don’t quite know how it feels. I miss her a lot, but I’m glad she’s happy and having fun.”

“Gamma? That’s so precious.” As they ate the vegetable soup, she repeated the story Sally had shared with her.

“Sallygram? Kids are so funny.”

“I know, right?” She glanced at the hall that led to Henry Dale’s room. “Is he okay?”

“He took a bowl of soup to his room. Said he wanted to finish his book and it’s rude to read at the table.”

“This is really good, by the way.”

Eli often made good use of Great-Aunt Gertie’s old slow cooker, choosing soups and stews that were low effort, high reward, and perfectly suited to a chilly autumn evening. Tonight, he’d made a vegetarian minestrone, chock full of carrots, onions, celery, white beans, spinach, green beans, zucchini, tomatoes, and plump little pasta shells. It reminded her of going to an Italian restaurant in college that offered unlimited soup, salad, and breadsticks, likely without realizing how much starving students could eat.

“Glad you like it.”

I like you too, she almost said, but that would be too much. They were housemates, right? He’d never indicated he saw her as more, and she shouldn’t read into his kindness. She’d gotten in trouble being impulsive and making assumptions before.

Don’t ruin this. Things are going well. Just…be happy.



Everyday magic.

If someone asked Eli to describe his current life situation, he’d choose those two words. Because there were small wonders every day, new things he learned about Iris just from being around her. She had a sweet tooth, and she had a habit of putting whatever was handy in her hair to keep it out of her face. So far, he’d seen her use pens, pencils, chip clips, a chopstick, and once a wooden spoon. From what he could tell, she hated shoes and she only wore natural fabrics, none of which helped him figure out her true nature.

He hadn’t been able to get those colors out of his head. Because he was so baffled and fascinated, he’d even asked on a shifter forum—about how a psychic vampire’s aura looked. Most commenters hadn’t even run across them, but those who had? Described something bleaker than the incandescent beauty Iris radiated.

Who are you, Iris Collins?

Absurd how happy he was, simply washing dishes with her. She liked the scrubbing better than the drying, and he enjoyed putting things in their proper place. If he believed in fate, he might imagine they matched.

In time, Henry Dale brought out his empty bowl and insisted on washing it himself. Eli loved the warm feeling in his chest when Iris shot him a conspiratorial look, assuming they’d be on the same page. And while he did share her amusement at Henry Dale’s prickly tendencies, he also understood the man.

Henry Dale felt alone. He’d lost everyone who mattered, and he was maintaining emotional distance to protect himself. Eli had grown up solitary despite Gamma’s best efforts. He…just wasn’t good at connecting to people either. So Henry Dale’s emotional retreat made complete sense, even if Iris just saw him as a grumpy old man. But Eli saw a man who was hurting and needed friends.

“Do you think you could give me a ride tomorrow?” Henry Dale asked.

Eli nodded. “Did they finish the teardown?”

“Yup. They said I can take whatever’s fit to haul away. I’m sure we can pick up enough lumber to repair the porch.”

“Name the time,” he said.

Soon after, Sally came home, but she’d already eaten with her friends. She hung around the kitchen to drink a cup of tea, however, chatting with Iris while they tidied up. Eli kept quiet and mostly listened to their conversation.

During a natural break, he asked, “Are you settling in all right?”

“Definitely! It’s homier than home. I even have an old man to bicker with, so what could be more familiar than that?” Sally flashed Eli a smile.

Iris chortled. “Howard wasn’t that bad, was he?”

“I suppose not. But…I just wasn’t happy. Back in the day, they said we should stay together for the children, but my kids are thirty-nine and forty-seven. I figured I’d done my bit. I married young, and I’ve been taking care of someone else for my entire life.”

Is that how Gamma felt?

He’d tried not to be a burden, but maybe Gamma had been waiting to cut loose all this time too. Iris touched his hand lightly. The woman might not be a natural at running a business, but she seemed attuned to his every flicker of expression. Maybe he shouldn’t like that as much as he did.

“I don’t blame you,” Iris said in a supportive tone.

She glanced at Eli as if for confirmation. Quickly he said, “There’s nothing wrong with choosing to pursue your own happiness.”

Sally sniffed. “From what I hear, Howard’s doing the same. He went after Gladys as soon as our divorce was finalized!”

Eli had no idea who that was, but he supposed it must be someone from their circle, so he made a sympathetic noise. “Did he start…” What was the right word? “Dating her?”

The older woman shook her head. “Nope. She ended up with Leonard. Howard is single and ready to mingle, just like I am.”

Before Eli could reply, a sharp rap sounded at the front door. Iris hopped up, and he heard multiple voices coming from the foyer. Unable to stifle his curiosity, he went to see who’d arrived on their doorstep. He didn’t recognize any of the new arrivals, but they felt…cold in a way he’d rarely experienced, radiating a bone-deep chill that threatened to suck away all light and joy. Three women, all dressed in fashionable attire, immaculately coiffed and each wearing expensive shoes while carrying designer bags.

This has to be Iris’s family.

It didn’t seem like an improbable conclusion, given her tight expression and the way her shoulders rounded. He stepped to her side instinctively, as the older woman said, “Aren’t you planning to invite us in, Iris?”

“Mom. Lily. Rose. The front room is through here,” she said, her whole body radiating tension. “I’ll make tea.”

“That won’t be necessary.”

Eli felt the sharp slice of the older woman’s gaze as it roved past him; he’d never felt more inadequate or insignificant in his life. And this is the woman who raised Iris? It’s a wonder she didn’t freeze to death.

“Fine. What’s this about?” Iris asked.

He didn’t follow them into the living room, but he couldn’t make himself walk away, even if they required privacy. Their relationship wasn’t such that he could offer moral support, but he had the unshakable impression that she needed it. Sally came to the foyer and glanced around the doorway to the front room.

“What’s going on?” she whispered.

Silently he shook his head, and she motioned to the kitchen and mimed pouring a hot beverage. Though they’d said no, if Sally made drinks, he could bring them in. Maybe Iris would want him to stick around.

“This wasn’t something we could discuss over the phone,” another woman said in a careful tone, the kind people heard in hospitals before bad news was delivered.

Likely one of her sisters, Lily or Rose. It definitely wasn’t her mother’s voice with its diamond chill. Yeah, I’m definitely eavesdropping. This doesn’t involve me. I should—

“Let’s cut to the chase,” a third woman added. “We’ve learned something completely startling, but it makes so much sense. In time, you might even be relieved. I know I am.”

“Lily!” the older woman said sharply.

So the first speaker must be Rose.

“What?” Sulky tone. “I didn’t say anything wrong, did I?”

“Iris is having her world upended. There’s no reason to be cruel.” Strange how the words didn’t match her tone.

“What is it? Why are you here?” Iris asked.

Her mother paused, so much weight in that stillness that Eli’s forearms prickled. “Iris…there’s no easy way to say this.”

Rose offered, “Should I…?”

Iris’s mom took a deep breath. “No. I will. You got some mail at the house, a card asking you to donate blood, and it reminded me to pick up your medical records. I was planning to send them. I thought you’d need them here, in case something happened.”

To Eli, that sounded like a good deed. Records were supposed to be easily accessible digitally, but some offices made it more complicated than it needed to be. But maybe he didn’t understand why Iris’s mother was doing that. Context could change everything.

“Okay…” Iris sounded confused.

“But I noticed something that raised a few questions—”

“Just tell her already,” Lily said.

“Don’t rush me! This isn’t an easy thing to say.” Another long pause.

Eli could only imagine how baffled and worried Iris must be. It took all his self-restraint not to interrupt and get in the middle of a complicated situation that had nothing to do with him.

Finally, Rose spoke up. “Mom wasn’t there when you got your physical before college. And none of us had any reason to check on your blood type. But it was in the records they sent—”

“Just tell me,” Iris said, sounding resolute.

“You’re AB,” her mother said in a neutral tone. “Iris, I’m type A. Your father is O. And…”

Oh shit. That’s not possible. Even basic bio informed him of that much. Eli wondered if the woman was about to confess to cheating or something. Maybe Iris was about to learn she had a different biological father? He glanced at Sally, who was standing beside him in silence, her eyes as wide as his own must be.

“This is better than a telenovela,” she breathed.

Rose continued the narrative. “I asked Mom if she cheated.”

“Never!” The woman sounded genuinely indignant, then she went on, “But…it raised serious concerns, so I went to the hospital. I…we hoped they’d simply gotten your blood type wrong, but everything seemed to be correct on that end. In the end, we found an old toothbrush… You’re apparently not related to any of us biologically, Iris.”

“There must have been a mix-up at the hospital,” Rose said. “I’m considering filing suit. This has just about broken Mom’s heart.”

Iris didn’t speak for several long excruciating moments. Then she whispered, “Did you come all this way to tell me I’m not family?”

He could hear the hurt in her voice, ached for her with every fiber of his being.

“That’s your decision,” her mother said quietly. “You’ve always found fault with us, and lately you’ve been giving us the silent treatment. So I suppose you can consider yourself free of obligation if that’s how you—”

“Enough of this nonsense,” Sally said, loud enough for the women in the front room to hear her.

Eli took a step, only to find Sally standing behind him on the verge of dropping her tray. He steadied her, and then she steamrolled right past him into the front room. He hadn’t known if he should step in, but Sally had no such qualms. Eli followed her just in case she needed backup.

“I’d like you to leave,” Sally added. “You’ve just given Iris some shocking news. You should be comforting her, not telling her she can cut ties if she wants. That’s not how family behaves.”

Iris’s mother snapped to her feet. “Who do you think—?”

“Her housemate. Do I need to get a broom to make a clean sweep? Or should I get salt, holy water, or garlic?”

“That’s offensive,” Lily snapped. “Iris, I can’t believe you told her.”

Sally blinked. “Told me what? That’s just what you do to get rid of bad energy. Please leave if that’s how you plan to handle this situation.”

“This is none of your business,” Iris’s mom said.

Sally didn’t back down. “It is, though. You’re doing this in my home, and if I feel uncomfortable, I have the right to ask visitors to leave. It’s in the rental agreement.”

Lily stood with a frosty look at Sally. “I can see there will be no having civil discourse, Iris. Your quality of friends is precisely what I’d expect.”

Rose seemed to feel incredibly awkward about it all. “Maybe we should…take some time? We can talk again when tempers cool.”

“Indeed,” said Iris’s mother. “Reach out when you’re ready.”








CHAPTER ELEVEN


Dazed, iris stared at the cup in her hand.

It was part of the china set she particularly liked—with the purple flowers and scalloped edges. She had no memory of picking it up. Sally sat beside her, gently rubbing her back while Eli hovered.

“I’m so sorry,” Sally said softly.

She glanced between them with a growing sense of bewilderment. “My mom and sisters were really here, right?”

“Is there anything I can do?” Eli asked, sounding anxious.

Shaking her head, Iris whispered, “How does something like this even happen?”

There was no map for navigating this revelation. With shaking hands, she took a sip of the tea and gathered herself as best she could. This was the kind of reveal she’d enjoy in a Korean drama, but living it?

Not much fun.

Sally said, “I’ve heard of rare cases where infants have been switched at birth. Usually, staff made a mistake and mixed up the tags or something. I remember one case where it happened because both babies had jaundice and there was only one incubator.”

“I don’t know if that applies here.” Oddly, hearing Sally discuss the possibilities in such a matter-of-fact manner? It helped.

“The most important thing for you to keep in mind? This isn’t your fault. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

Iris drew in a shaky breath, trying not to cry. “I swear, Lily was glad. Now she doesn’t have to feel guilty about Dylan, I guess. Because I’m not really her sister. It was harder to read Rose and Mom. Or should I call her Delphine now?”

“Lily is a piece of work,” Sally muttered, shaking her head. “Bruce and Mitch adopted both their kids, and they’re every bit as precious to me as Megan.”

Iris tried to smile because Sally was right; blood ties shouldn’t matter. The people who raised and loved you ought to be your family. But she didn’t feel confident that Mom really wanted her to reach out later. Maybe everyone would be happier if Iris used this as an opportunity to cut ties for good, and that was a heartbreaking possibility.

Her voice came out unsteady. “It’s odd; I never felt like I fit in, and now I have literal confirmation. It wasn’t just a feeling. I was a cuckoo in the nest.”

“I don’t understand your mother. She was so cold!”

Iris couldn’t muster a smile. “Delphine might be relieved. I was always the weird one, the child she couldn’t explain.”

“You don’t need to be explained,” Sally said in an indignant tone.

It was incredible that this was why they’d been calling lately. Not to argue about Rose’s party or to demand that she forgive Lily or even to smooth things over in their usual dismissive way—by calling her dramatic. But…to tell her that she wasn’t biologically related. Lily hadn’t bothered to hide her opinion either—You’re not one of us. You never have been. And now we have documentation to prove it.

Everything about this was messy, a scandal the rest of the family would hate other people knowing about. Iris wondered how Dad and Olive felt and what she was supposed to do now. Do I change my last name? But I don’t know what my actual last name is. How does this even work? Presumably, if something went wrong at the hospital, there should be records regarding her biological family, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to meet them.

What if they’re even worse? What if they prefer the child they raised? And it turns out nobody wants me? She clenched her fist on the teacup to the point that it was faintly surprising that the delicate handle didn’t snap off in her grasp. Sally seemed to feel the same way since she removed the fragile porcelain gently from Iris’s hand.

“Breathe,” Eli said softly.

He had been so quiet during the whole thing that she’d practically forgotten he was there. Yet when she glanced in his direction, she saw only gentle concern. Not pity, which would’ve wrecked her.

“Is it awful that I would rather just…not think about it?” Iris buried her face in her hands; avoidance was her favorite strategy for dealing with crap life chucked at her.

Sally shook her head. “Of course not. This came out of the blue. It would be strange if you were ready to sail off in search of your ‘real’ family. And I have strong opinions about that anyway. Your mother should have broken the news delicately and then fought tooth and nail to assure you that you’re her daughter, no matter what.”

“It doesn’t work that way,” Iris said. “Never has. I can’t remember a single moment when she was happy with me. Or…proud of me.”

“Then you’re better off without her.” Sally gave her a hug, and it almost balanced out the badness.

Almost.

“I…need some time.” She got to her feet and headed upstairs without looking directly at either one of them.

If anything, Iris wished they hadn’t witnessed that scene. Lily might even send messages about Iris collecting the rest of her things. Since Iris had decided not to give her sister a pass over Dylan, she turned everything into a personal grudge. That was entirely in character, so maybe Iris would surprise everyone and strike first.

Eli would probably let me borrow his truck. No, I bet he’ll insist on driving me since it’s quite a trek. Luckily, she had her own basement now, and she could house the boxes just fine. Maybe she’d even sort through them and sell some stuff, donating the rest, just as she’d done with Great-Aunt Gertie’s belongings.

For a while, Iris tried to work, but her heart wasn’t in it, and finally, in the privacy of her attic retreat, she let herself cry, fat and futile tears that did nothing to change her situation. Iris wept until she was spent and fell asleep in her clothes. She woke the next morning gummy-eyed but more resolved.

She also had three texts from Olive.


Olive: I don’t care what the hospital said. You’re my baby sister. If Lily gives you a hard time, tell me. I’ll talk to her. I’m fed up with her lately anyway.

Olive: And if you need somewhere else to be, you can come to me. I don’t have much, but you’re welcome, and you could do some good while you’re here.

Olive: Love you, sis. Just wanted to say that too.



Iris wiped her eyes because they were threatening to spill over again, but not in a bad way this time. Quickly, she tapped out a response.


Iris: I’m honestly not even surprised. I appreciate the offer, but I’m at Great-Aunt Gertie’s place now. I wonder if she’d be horrified to realize she left her house to someone who’s not a blood relative.

Olive: Knowing Great-Auntie, she’d be delighted.

Iris: What time is it there anyway?

Olive: Don’t worry about it. Hang in there, okay? I’m…virtually here for you.

Iris: I have some great housemates now. I’ll be okay.



Maybe that was pure optimism, but Iris felt better after the chat with Olive. She always was my favorite. There was still a faint ache in her chest, but not enough to keep her from going about her business. Iris washed up, had some food, and finished two more pieces before the end of the day. Then she took careful photos, filtered them, and used Eli’s trick to make the new items pop. In checking her stat page, she saw that more visitors were cruising by. Actually, that could be Sally too; she was always telling people to check out Iris’s work.

As Iris wrapped up, a text arrived from an unknown number.


Unknown: Hi, this is Mira Yoon. I got your number from Megan. I think you’re rooming with her grandmother?

Iris: That’s me. I’m not sure what you heard, but I have two rooms left. I own a big old Victorian house.

Mira: I’d love to swing by. I’m really in a bind.

Iris: I have time tonight.

Mira: I’ll be there after I get off work. I have an afternoon meeting and they sometimes run long, so I’ll text you when I’m leaving the office. Is that okay?

Iris: Yep! We’ll be here. You can meet everyone.

Mira: Everyone? How many housemates do you have, exactly?

Iris: Right now? 3. You’d be the fourth.

Mira: …OK. See you later.



Yeah, Mira definitely seemed dubious about living with this many people, and Iris would understand if she passed. The bathroom situation might become an issue, though since Mira had a day job, if a schedule had to be made, she’d get priority. Damn, I never really thought about the logistics. I’m…bad at logistics. Then she shrugged philosophically.

That was for future-Iris to worry about.



Eli drove Henry Dale to the middle of nowhere.

Forty-seven minutes from St. Claire, away from all civilization—into the heart of corn country. This time of year, the fields were earthen dark, full of dried of husks, depressing and broken up by so many tiny towns with improbable names that Eli lost track. Most didn’t have stoplights or a post office. He saw hints that some of them had once been bigger with closed buildings and weathered houses telling the story. Periodically, he spotted wooden signs, hand-painted, for berries, honey, hay, or dirt.

In time, they reached a farm set well back from the road on a winding drive. There were a couple of silos, cows grazing in fenced fields nearby. Two barns on the property as well, and one of them was apparently being demolished. This wasn’t what he’d expected when the older man mentioned a teardown, but he helped sort through the lumber alongside Henry Dale, then they loaded the truck with enough wood to repair the porch. There would probably be lumber left for other projects too. If he knew the other man a fraction as well as he suspected, Henry Dale would likely store the rest in the shed and find other things to fix.

“It’s good of you to do this,” Eli said as they got back in the truck.

“Hogwash,” said Henry Dale.

“Excuse me?” He glanced over as he made a three-point turn on the gravel drive and headed back toward town.

“Kindness has nothing to do with it. I’m using old contacts to get a discount on my rent and to stave off boredom.”

Eli let it go because Henry Dale seemed allergic to the idea that he’d get caught being nice to somebody. “Never mind, then.” Taking the hint, he changed the subject. “I hear we might be getting another housemate.”

The other man sighed. “Like the place isn’t already busy enough. I understand it’s not my place to object—Iris owns the house, not me—but don’t you think we have enough people? Sally is loud enough for four folks.”

Eli thought about that. “I’ve lived alone for years,” he said slowly. “So I don’t really mind. I like having dinner with everyone, and I enjoy the company. It’s…” He paused. What was the right word, exactly? “Comforting.”

Henry Dale made a scoffing noise, but he didn’t offer further argument. The ride home passed quietly with Eli trying to decide how long he planned to stay. Three months might be long enough to wrap up the sale of Gamma’s house. Keshonda had sent him an update, detailing how many calls she’d gotten and how many showings she’d set up. So far, no offers, but the market was a bit sluggish. Once the house sold, he’d play it by ear. He couldn’t—in good conscience—move on until he was sure Iris had everything under control and could make ends meet.

Since he had the main bedroom, he was currently contributing most to her financial stability, and he couldn’t just walk away. But maybe he could say he was traveling to check out properties or something while continuing to pay rent? It probably wasn’t the best idea to stay for ages, as that would create deeper connections under false pretenses.

Damn, why is this so complicated? This was just him paying it forward, no hidden motives. But it probably wouldn’t scan that way to anyone else.

“Back it in,” Henry Dale said suddenly, interrupting his thoughts.

Without realizing it, Eli had driven all the way home.

He complied without asking why. It seemed pretty clear that Henry Dale intended to use the truck bed as the staging point for the porch repair. At least the weather was right for it, not so cold that working outside was difficult, not so hot that they’d sweat themselves sick. Together, they fetched necessary supplies from the shed, including a miter saw, a sawhorse, and various other tools. As the older man arranged things to his satisfaction, Eli got started tearing out the bad boards. Fortunately, this wasn’t a complete overhaul; it was only two bad steps and a small section in the middle that needed to be replaced.

“How long do you think this will take?” Eli asked.

Henry Dale shrugged. “Hard telling. But I think we can do it before the end of the day. Just the construction, mind. We’ll still need to sand everything, apply waterproofing, and then paint or stain, depending on what Iris prefers.”

Frankly, the whole house needed to be painted, but that would be a massive undertaking. Iris probably couldn’t even afford the cost of all the supplies that would be required, let alone manpower. Gamma had white siding on her house, so Eli had no experience with exterior work. He assumed it would require a fair amount of specialized equipment as well.

As Eli carefully pried up the rotten boards, Henry Dale checked the rest of the porch and found two more trouble areas. Fortunately, they had plenty of lumber for repairs. The older man got busy taking measurements while Eli worked on removal. They didn’t speak much while they went about their tasks with Henry Dale cutting the pieces to fit, then sanding and waterproofing the back side of the replacement boards.

A black truck drove by and leaned on the horn; then a man in a ballcap shouted, “You forgot the rainbow flag on your gay purple house, losers!”

“What a turd wrapped in human skin,” said Henry Dale.

Eli couldn’t agree more. The world was better these days, but people like that still existed, unfortunately. It was also why groups like HAPI could grow their numbers at an alarming rate.

Later in the day, Iris came out with mugs of hot coffee. “It looks like rain,” she said, peering at the clouds with a worried look.

“We can wrap up before it breaks.” Henry Dale took the mug with his usual stoic air, but Eli could tell the old man was happy.

“Don’t get sick,” she said firmly.

“Thanks.” Eli met her halfway, stepping around the gaps in the porch. “And be careful out here. It’s kind of an obstacle course.”

“This is amazing. I can’t believe how much you’ve already gotten done. Can you imagine how pretty it will be when I have a chance to redo the flowers out front?”

Before he could respond, the next-door neighbor, Susan, marched across the yard like she was going to war. Granted, she normally looked like someone had pissed in her cereal, and today, she appeared no more cheerful, her face pulled into an expression of discontent. Though it wasn’t freezing by any means, she was wearing a huge puffy coat, and her orange hair had been permed within an inch of its life. That might be new, both the perm and the color. He couldn’t recall if she’d looked this way before.

“How much longer do you plan on keeping up this racket?” the woman demanded, addressing Henry Dale.

The older man shrugged. “Until the weather breaks, we lose daylight, or the work is done. Hard telling what will come first.”

“The good lord knows I have tried to be polite. Welcoming even! But you refuse to extend me the same courtesy.” Susan stepped closer to glare at Iris.

What’s wrong with this woman anyway?

“I don’t understand the problem,” Iris said. “You threatened me about contacting the city, and now that we’re fixing the porch—like you wanted—you’re mad about that too?”

“It’s just good manners to advise close neighbors when you’re starting a renovation project. Yes, I advised you to fix the porch, and you kicked me out of your house without even tasting the casserole I made. You obviously have no intention of being a good neighbor! As evinced by the way you do whatever the hell you want regardless of how it impacts the rest of the neighborhood.”

An older woman across the street happened to be getting her mail. Eli didn’t know her name, but he sighed as she came to the end of her driveway. If she ganged up on Iris too, he honestly didn’t know how he’d keep himself in check. If he slipped away and shifted silently, they’d never know it was him dive-bombing Susan as an angry hawk. In that case, they couldn’t charge him for assault either.

The older woman frowned. “That’s enough, Susan! You drove Gertie to an early grave with your nagging. Don’t start with her little niece now too.”

Hearing the other neighbor lend some support allowed Eli to keep quiet.

I’m just her housemate. I don’t have the right to step in.








CHAPTER TWELVE


Crap.

At least all the neighbors don’t hate me. Having said her piece, the woman across the street went back inside, leaving Iris to stare at Susan Calhoun, whose new hairstyle didn’t suit her even slightly.

“I can tell you weren’t raised right,” Susan said.

Oh, Delphine would love that. Maybe I could introduce them to each other.

Yet Iris tried to stay civil since escalation would only make things worse. She’d already lost her temper with this woman once. No benefit in doubling down. “Look, I’m sorry we got off on the wrong foot. We won’t be working on the porch late into the night or anything, so it shouldn’t disturb your sleep.”

The woman scowled. Lines on her face made it clear this was her usual expression. Then she let out an exaggerated sigh. “I should have known that anyone who’s related to Crazy Gertie couldn’t be normal.”

Iris narrowed her eyes. “Excuse me?”

Susan had gotten a free pass the first day they met, but Iris had no intention of letting anyone trash-talk her auntie.

Susan didn’t take the warning in Iris’s sudden shift in posture. “We’ve discussed this before. It’s nothing new. Gertrude Van Doren had a bunch of screws loose, bats in her belfry. Do I need to go on?”

“Don’t talk about her that way! Actually, don’t talk about anyone that way. That’s incredibly hateful. And hurtful.” Iris’s palm itched to deliver a slap, but that would just get her hauled in by the police. Again.

“Fantastic. You’re one of those. No wonder.”

Iris spoke through clenched teeth. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You’re trying to police my thoughts and actions. This is a free country. I can say what I want! I wonder how you ended up so sensitive yet so rude at the same time. You don’t even know basic manners and you’re lecturing me?”

“Seems to me you’re the rude one,” Henry Dale said quietly. “Miz Collins apologized when you came looking for a scrap. And now you’re disrespecting her deceased auntie. Does that seem like good manners to you, ma’am? Truly?”

Susan clamped her mouth shut, seeming at a loss for words. She aimed another hateful look at the house that didn’t live up to her standards. In contrast, Susan’s place was immaculate with no peeling paint; she’d chosen pale-yellow siding, and fake navy shutters framed the windows. Her hedges were geometric, and though it was autumn, everything about her property still somehow maintained a clean silhouette.

Finally, she said in a grudging tone, “I suppose I could have overreacted about not being apprised of your schedule for the repair work.”

“We’ll be out here for two or three days,” Eli said. “But we’ll try to keep it down.”

Iris bit back a sharp retort. Henry Dale had reined Susan in, and Eli seemed to be taking a conciliatory approach, so she shouldn’t fan the flames. “I intend for the house to be beautiful again, but it will take time.”

And money. So much money.

“The first thing you should do is get the place painted. Purple is a ridiculous color. If only we had a homeowners’ association to—”

“What color is preferable?” Iris asked tightly. She loved this purple house. Though she had no intention of painting it a “normal” color, she was curious what Susan would say.

Susan smiled, evidently imagining that she was being consulted. “White is a good choice. Or gray. A very pale blue might work. I believe the Victorians were fond of dark tones like olive or umber, but I’m not sure how it would look or how it would blend with the rest of the neighborhood. Whatever you decide, do be mindful of the rest of us. Your choices impact our property values.”

“I’ll remember that,” she muttered. But I don’t promise to care. Essentially, she was done with this conversation too. “If you’ll excuse me, I have work to do.”

She went inside without another word, still fuming. They hadn’t even made that much noise. A few cuts on the saw? It hardly seemed worth all that drama, and how fucking unbelievable that Susan Calhoun imagined she had the right to advise Iris what to do with her own home. What a…harridan. Iris had been reading a historical romance the night before, and the word leapt into her mind from the pages of the book.

Wrath carried her all the way up to the attic, and she checked her online store for the first time today. Ten orders. I have ten orders. While she wouldn’t get rich from this, she was moving in the right direction. Excited, she packaged up the chosen pieces along with thank-you cards and a code for 10 percent off their next orders. The packages were small; she’d bought a number of gift boxes and padded shipping envelopes in setting up, which was part of why she hadn’t been able to pay rent at her old place.

Don’t think about past failures. Fresh start, remember?

She got online and created labels for each envelope—small and light translated to economical shipping, and she scheduled the pickup for tomorrow. Diving into design work—her favorite part—Iris lost track of time. It was hours later when a knock at her door drew her out of the wondrous world she lived in, most of the time. Sometimes she felt like she was trying to design things she’d seen in her dreams, and the reality never quite lived up to her imagination. Marvelous artifacts, jewels made of fruit and flowers—ah, it was so disappointing to find that her creations didn’t match what was in her mind.

Standing, she stretched, rolling her neck and shoulders. “What’s up?” she called.

“You have a guest,” Eli answered.

Oh right. I was supposed to meet Mira.

“I’ll be right down! Can you offer tea or coffee?”

“On it.”

Quickly Iris brushed her hair and made sure she didn’t have any strange ink smears on her face, as sometimes happened when she was sketching. Then she hurried downstairs to meet their prospective housemate. When she got to the front room, Sally was chatting to Mira like they were old friends, showing off one of her knitting projects—a rainbow scarf to match the rainbow cardigan that Iris envied.

“It’s gorgeous,” Mira said.

She stood as Iris offered her hand. “Mira Yoon. Well, technically, it’s Mi-rae, but I go with Mira when I’m in the US. Which is most of the time.”

Iris took a seat. The other woman had short hair with a side part and an undercut. She wore a tailored black trouser suit with tasteful accessories, no makeup apart from a hint of lip color. “To recap, your sublet fell through, is that right?”

Mira nodded. “I’m in a bit of a bind.”

“Would you like to see the room first?” she asked.

“I think so. If I can’t see myself in the space, then there’s no point in chatting because I won’t be staying, even if we get along well.”

“Makes sense. You’d be on the third floor. This way.”

Mira didn’t say much on the way up, but Iris could tell she was making careful note. She probably noticed that all of the hallways needed to be painted, but that couldn’t be helped. At least she and Eli had done the bedrooms. Otherwise, nobody would be tempted by such cramped, dingy offerings. Without fanfare, she opened the door and let Mira have a look. What would deter most people was the wardrobe in place of a proper closet. Technically speaking, this room couldn’t be listed as a bedroom because of that.

“It’s small,” Mira said eventually.

“Yeah, that’s why it’s priced low. This is the bigger of the two rooms, to be honest.”

Immediately, Mira went across the hall with apparent curiosity and peeked in. “Wow, you weren’t kidding. This is…more of a nook, isn’t it?”

“Yeah. I wasn’t even sure if I should rent it at all.”

For storage solutions in the tiny room, she’d mounted a short bar on the wall for hanging clothes and set up shelving with cinder blocks and scrap wood she’d found in the shed. She’d painted some crates, and in addition, she’d created a daybed out of palettes and topped it with a new foam mattress. In her own boxes, she’d unearthed a string of fairy lights, and she’d affixed those above the bed. At least the walls were bright, right? Maybe somebody with imagination could do more with the space, as Iris had thought it best to leave the room like a blank canvas.

“This is quite clever,” Mira said.

“Thanks. I did the best I could.”



When Eli brought out the coffee Mira had requested, he learned that she was upstairs with Iris.

“I like her,” Sally said. “The woman asked all kinds of smart questions about my latest project.” She raised her knitting bag to illustrate the point.

“Your crafts are beautiful. You should ask Iris about selling a few pieces on her site.”

Sally stared at him. “Do you think people would buy them?”

“Absolutely! Handmade knit items are huge.”

“I was planning to make everyone something for Christmas… I never even thought about selling my work.” Sally looked thoughtful. “I don’t care so much about the income. I’m well enough off as it is. But …”

“What?”

“Would it make people happy to buy something I made?”

Eli smiled. “Absolutely. Not everybody has a relative who knits, and there’s something warm and comforting about wrapping up in a scarf that was handcrafted.”

“That settles it,” Sally said firmly. “I’ll talk to Iris later.”

Eli heard the voices in the stairway long before he caught a glimpse of Mira and Iris. Sally probably couldn’t make out the words, and she was working on her scarf again. “If that’s possible, then I think we can move forward,” Mira was saying.

“It’s no trouble. I can clear the room for you.”

“That would be great. I have stuff in storage now, but I’d rather use my bedroom furniture and my own bed.” She glanced around the house. “It looks like there would be room for some of my other decorative items as well, if you’re willing.”

“We can look at everything as a group,” Iris said. “But if there are no objections, I’m fine with it. The house should represent everyone, even the common spaces.”

“I doubt Henry Dale will care,” Eli said.

He wasn’t trying to be mean, but the older man just wasn’t a “pick out curtains” type of person. Sally agreed with an emphatic nod, her fingers moving in hypnotic patterns.

“That’s absolutely right. He’d have strong feelings about the type of kitchen tile we plan to use. Not the pattern.”

Mira glanced between them, seeming confused. “Are we replacing the kitchen tile?”

Sally flashed her a gentle look. “Just an example, dear.”

While Eli sat and picked up his own coffee, Iris went over the house rules, explaining about the condiment fund and general other points of clarity. Mira nodded along, seeming to approve of what she heard. Iris went on, “As for chores, I haven’t come up with a schedule or anything yet. Generally, we pick up after ourselves and wash our own dishes. The washer and dryer is in the basement. I’ll probably pay to have the house deep cleaned once a year, and I just had that done recently.”

“I noticed how clean everything is,” Mira said.

“It’s an old house, so there’s wear and tear—”

“I could help with that,” Mira cut in. “Fact is, I’m a bit short of cash right now because I had to pay for a storage unit. All of my stuff won’t fit here, so I need to keep paying for it, which means I was hoping you might be open to a barter arrangement for the deposit.”

Eli read Iris’s surprise, but she didn’t look annoyed. “I’m listening.”

Mira took a breath. “Damn. It feels strange being able to say this openly, but…I’m a witch. A tech witch, to be exact. And I can do all kinds of cool updates to the house, if you’re willing to accept my services in lieu of cold hard cash.”

Sally dropped her knitting needles, eyes wide. “Do you know Ethel? What about Gladys? No, they’re old, you probably don’t. What about Danica and Clementine? They own Fix-It Witches here in town.”

Mira glanced at Sally, seeming startled. “Actually, I do know them. Well, of them, anyway. We belong to some of the same online forums, and we’ve chatted about various projects over the years. I was hoping—eh, we’re getting off topic here.”

“Are you serious?” Iris asked.

Eli had his own misgivings because if Iris accepted this at face value, Mira might end up living here for free or at least paying only a nominal amount. And it wasn’t that he disagreed on principle—the house did need work. And he himself had thought that a tech witch might be the better option instead of doing deep and messy work in the house walls. Hell, from what he’d heard, tech witches could even transform pipes and wiring without needing to touch the plaster. But Iris also needed money to live on; if she kept taking in people and agreeing to barter, she might end up—

No, it’s her decision. Not yours.

Mira nodded. “Absolutely. For instance, I could make the woodwork look like new. That would be one spell. I could renew the paint in the hallways upstairs. I could restore the gingerbread or revitalize the peeling exterior. Each task would be an additional spell.”

“Doing everything all at once would require too much energy?” Iris guessed.

“Exactly.” Mira paused, as if weighing her next words. “You’re taking this better than I expected. Some people laugh and say I’ve read too many magic academy stories. Others get nervous and stop talking to me.”

“We’re trying not to make it weird,” Eli said.

Iris added, “It must be harrowing to come out with it like this.”

Mira nodded. “A little. There still some risk involved in self-identification, but I wanted you to know before I moved in.”

She must be referring to the proposed legislation that would require a database monitoring all paranormal citizens and the rise of HAPI. Eli had his own fears connected to those issues. He would follow Iris’s lead, however. At this point, only she knew about his double nature.

Sally bounced a little in her chair. “I’ve bothered Ethel and Gladys about this ever since I found out, but they won’t tell me anything. Can I ask you a few questions?”

“Sure,” Mira said warily.

Eli smothered a smile. He also noticed that Henry Dale was lurking in the hallway outside the kitchen beside the china cabinet full of ceramic angels. The old man was interested but refusing to admit he was. Henry Dale’s irascible nature made him endearing rather than annoying. Eli had no idea why he felt that way, but he wanted to look after the old fellow, almost as much as he did Iris.

Sally got started right away. “I don’t understand what a tech witch does, exactly. Danica and Clem seem to fix broken machines mostly. But you’re talking about refreshing paint? How does that work?”

“‘Tech’ makes it sound like it needs to be a gizmo with moving parts for me to impact it. But actually, my magic works on pretty much any nonliving thing. Wood is a bit of a gray area because it was alive, but now it isn’t. So it’s inert if organic. But if you want repair work done on it, that’s the tech side. If you want a witch to take an old cypress board and turn it into a living tree, that’s on the vivimancer side.”

Eli blinked. “Is that even possible?”

“It depends on how much…life is left to the board. And that relates to a lot of esoteric factors that would take me ages to explain.”

Henry Dale stomped out into the open. “What’s this nonsense? You’re all acting like this is real. Don’t be taken in by such baloney.”








CHAPTER THIRTEEN


“Henry dale!” iris scolded. “You didn’t want to hold a séance because you’re willing to believe ghosts are real, but you draw the line at witches?”

Before Iris could say more, Mira stood. “I take it this is my other potential roommate?” She stepped toward him and offered a handshake. Looking bemused, Henry Dale accepted, and Mira went on, “Have you ever met a witch?”

“Of course not! They’re fictional,” the old man snapped.

“See, that’s where your analysis breaks down. That would be like you claiming that because you’ve never met an Italian person, that they too are fictional. I’m a witch. You’ve met me. And hopefully, you’ll see that it’s merely one facet of my existence.”

At that point, Iris stepped in because she could see that Henry Dale was about to escalate the argument. “So you were saying that you can actually use your magic to update the house?”

“Precisely. I’m willing to do one spell per month for a discount on the rent. Though bear in mind, for larger tasks, I need to break them down into more manageable stages.”

That explanation made sense to Iris. Energy was finite, so Mira wouldn’t be able to snap her fingers and restore the whole house exterior. At least, not without more witches to increase the size of her magic pool. Otherwise, she’d be too exhausted to function at her day job. Sally was practically vibrating with excitement over the idea while Iris found Eli more difficult to read. He wasn’t openly antagonistic like Henry Dale, but it seemed like he might be reserving judgment.

“Would it be possible to get a tiny demonstration? Not that I don’t believe you, but…” She couldn’t think of a way to finish that sentence.

“But you’d still like to see for yourself?” Mira’s gentle suggestion took the pressure off, and Iris nodded gratefully.

“Me too!” Sally put in.

Henry Dale made a skeptical sound, but she noticed that he didn’t make himself scarce either. Instead, he perched on the edge of the sofa next to Eli, as if he had no intention of missing whatever the next step might be. Mira glanced around the house as if seeking something in need of repairs, and Iris promptly pulled out her phone.

“It has a tiny crack, right here.” She pointed at the lower right corner of the screen, showing the minor fault to everyone before she handed it over.

“Oh, this will be easy. It’s a small problem and quite superficial.” The tech witch took the phone and ran her fingers over the front, closing her eyes as she did so. “Everything is fine inside, so…”

A soft glow rose from Mira’s fingertips as she smoothed them over Iris’s screen, and then she handed the phone back. No nick. No fissure. It looked as it had when Iris had purchased it. Holy crap.

“I’m convinced,” Sally declared. “You’re incredible, Mira! Are you all right, though, dear? Do you need some cookies or orange juice?”

Mira laughed. “I didn’t donate blood. Yes, I’m fine. That was a tiny working, so it scarcely impacted my magic at all.”

“I’ve never been to Fix-It Witches,” Sally said. “Now I have regrets. I bet their customers love seeing the magic happen.”

“Literally,” Iris added.

Henry Dale let out a long breath, not a sigh, exactly. And when he spoke, his voice was deeper than usual, laced with regret. “I owe you an apology, young lady. I’ve made it my policy not to put my faith in fanciful poppycock, but facts are facts, and I’m truly sorry.”

“Forgiven and forgotten,” Mira said promptly.

“I can waive the deposit,” Iris said, refocusing their attention on the original issue. “But I need to decide what to ask in return… unless fixing my phone screen—”

“Oh, definitely not,” Mira cut in. “A spell like that would cost less than having it physically fixed at a repair shop. Hmm. I could restore the paint in the hallway on the second floor?”

Iris nodded at once. “Sounds good to me. For each project, I’ll discount your rent by 25 percent. Does that seem fair?”

Mira went on, “Definitely! Next month, I’ll do the paint on the third floor for a discount on rent. With that, the whole house interior will be bright and fresh. And we can discuss the rest of the updates as we go.”

“I like that idea.” She paused, trying to decide what else to cover. “It’s a three-month rental agreement and…I told you everything else. So are you interested in moving in?”

“Absolutely,” Mira said. “But is everyone else okay with it?”

“I’m good,” Sally said at once.

Eli nodded.

And Henry Dale didn’t object, so Iris took it for agreement.

As did Mira, evidently, because she said, “Then if you give me your banking details, I’ll transfer the first month’s rent and move in next weekend. Right now, I’m borrowing a friend’s couch, but I don’t want to outstay my welcome.”

“Miz Yoon?” It seemed like Henry Dale had been waiting for a break in the convo, less interested in general logistics, more concerned with a personal request.

Iris glanced at the older man and realized she’d never seen such a tentative expression on his face. She didn’t interrupt since this felt like a pivotal moment. Eli and Sally sat quietly as well, watching with interest. Since Henry Dale had apologized, this must be something else, an important something if the gravity of his expression was any guide.

“Yes?” Mira had already stood up, her business concluded for the time being.

“You can decline if it’s a lot of trouble, but I was wondering… Does that magic of yours work on old technology?”

Mira smiled. “Like a phonograph?”

“Not quite that old.” Henry Dale laced his hands together and spoke quickly without looking at anyone directly. “I have a Walkman, a gift from my best friend. He’s since passed on, and the thing stopped working twenty years ago. Nobody could get it running, but I didn’t have the heart to throw it away. Kept it for sentimental reasons, as it reminds me of good times and Jack. Do you think—?”

“Go get it.” Mira sat down with an expectant smile.

Iris expected Henry Dale to say something more, but he complied with an alacrity that made her sad. Something this important—and he owned so few things—had been gathering dust without him being able to use it for twenty years, but affection kept him hauling the cassette player around. Soon, Henry Dale returned with the Walkman and a cautiously optimistic look. The expression sat strangely on his weathered features, but he gazed at Mira like she might be the sunrise he’d been waiting but not hoping for.

As she had before, the tech witch cradled the old device in her hands, and a soft brilliance flickered between her fingers. She worked on it longer too, until drops of sweat trickled down her temples. This time, Iris could feel the magic in a way she couldn’t before; it drifted over her skin, a mist that hovered somewhere between fog and rain.

In time, Mira opened her eyes and handed it back. “It should work like new. The parts were quite corroded inside, but not beyond my ability to restore. I hope it brings you joy, Henry Dale.”

The old man’s eyes were actually damp. “I can’t thank you enough. If there’s ever anything I can do for you, Miz Yoon, tell me right away.”

“It was my pleasure.” Mira turned to leave, clearly needing a break.

“What kind of music do you listen to?” Eli asked Henry Dale, as Iris followed Mira.

“I only have five tapes left; got rid of the rest years ago. Still got…Jim Croce, Johnny Cash, Aretha Franklin, Rush, and Dolly Parton.”

Iris overhead Henry Dale’s reply as they reached the foyer, then she said to Mira, “I hope that didn’t tire you out too much.”

“More than I was planning for, but I could see it meant a lot to him, and he doesn’t strike me as someone who easily asks for favors.”

Iris smiled then. “You’ll fit in perfectly here.”



The next day, Eli worked with Henry Dale on sanding the porch.

After getting proof that tech witches could renovate a house with magic, he’d expected the older man to be glum, as that might make it seem as if all their hard work was a waste of time. But Henry Dale gave no sign of such thoughts; he was listening to his Walkman as they worked, lost in his own world.

Music often had that effect, possessing the power to transport a listener to a certain moment in time. For instance, whenever Eli heard “Bad Moon Rising,” he remembered the little dance his father did when he was making pancakes, using the spatula as his microphone. He had even fewer memories like that of his mother, but he did recall his mom singing “Ojos Así” while making picadillo for the family.

They were both so young, not much older than I am now. Sobering thought. With effort, he put those thoughts aside. Eli was prone to brooding and “being morose,” as Liz put it. Should be hearing from her soon.

Better to think about their varied cooking styles. Gamma preferred ABBA when she was making culinary masterpieces like Kraft blue box and barbecued chicken legs. As for Eli, he hummed while he cooked, usually whatever song was currently earworming him.

That’s right. Live in the now. Finish the porch.

Since they couldn’t sand and stain only the boards they’d replaced without it looking like patchwork, they’d opted to refinish the entire porch. Hopefully, they could wrap up sanding and waterproofing today, before the rain. Tomorrow, it would be staining, which should dry before the weather got even colder.

Wonder what Henry Dale will propose next.

By anyone’s standards, Eli had done enough at this point. Hell, Iris didn’t even recall the moment of kindness that had changed his life. Yet curiosity kept him here, almost like the universe was nudging people in Iris’s direction, slowly helping her realize her dreams. But that made no sense, even less than the family who’d driven however many hours to tell her that she didn’t share their blood. And recalling that conversation annoyed him all over again.

“You’re looking mighty sour,” Henry Dale observed. The orange-foam headphones were around his neck now, signaling his readiness to talk.

“I was just thinking about Iris’s so-called family.”

Henry Dale curled his lip. “Sally had a lot to say on that subject as well. But I just have the one comment to make.”

“What’s that?”

“We’re all misfits. And that makes us Iris’s new family. Do your best, son.”

Son. That word put his father back at the forefront of his mind. In ten years, he’d be older than his dad was when he died. Wild, unwelcome thought. He pushed it back into the box marked SHIT I DO NOT WANT TO THINK ABOUT, smoothly sanding the wood as if his life depended on it.

“I will,” he said quietly.

Later, after he showered to scrub away the fine wood dust, Keshonda called to say there was an offer on Gamma’s house. The couple had their financing in order, so everything looked good up front, but it was best not to count the coinage until everyone signed the papers.

“I’m fine to pay closing, as it’s their first home. They can schedule the inspection whenever. Thanks for your hard work,” he said.

“That’s my job. I’ll relay the good word to the other agent,” Keshonda answered.

To his surprise, Iris knocked on his door as he was getting dressed. Heightened senses told him it was her even through the wood; he recognized her movements, the sound of her breathing, and even the faintest hint of the lotion she used. Probably best not to mention any of that.

“What’s up?” he asked, throwing the door open.

She froze, her cheeks flushing bright as a red carnation. Belatedly, Eli realized that he hadn’t buttoned up his shirt, but it would be weirder to slam the door in her face now. He maintained a neutral expression, carefully examining the possibility that she liked what she saw as he toweled his hair.

“Um. Yeah. It’s tonight. You should… I mean. Put on your shirt all the way and find some shoes. Are you still going?”

That made remarkably little sense, even for Iris.

He stared at her. “What?”

“We agreed to do those ballroom dancing lessons together! I paid for everything and signed us up online. The first class is tonight.”

Ohhhh. Holy shit, this is happening.

“Sorry, I didn’t realize. Give me fifteen minutes and we can go.”

She pressed a hand to her head, pretending she’d been about to faint. “Oh thank God. I would’ve been upset to waste that money. It’s not like I’m rolling in it, and I keep bartering with people.” Quickly, she added, “Not that I regret those decisions, but—”

“Things are tighter than you expected currently.” She didn’t need to explain her situation to anyone, least of all him.

Her smile widened, showing a hint of dimples. “Yeah. I finally earned a payout from my shop, but it’s not much.”

“Yet,” he said.

“Anyway, I need to get changed too. Wait for me downstairs, okay?”

“Right, yes.”

Eli got ready quickly, dressing as he would for a date in dress shirt and slacks with shoes that he hoped were suitable for ballroom dancing. He tried looking it up on his phone, but the search told him all about dance sneakers, which he didn’t own. So he went with dark tennis shoes, hoping for the best. He found Iris in the front room, and oh lord, she had on the prettiest dress, all floral and swirly. Chunky, strappy heels on her feet, her hair tumbling around her shoulders, mink-brown shot with gold, and her eyes, gray as a stormy sea. His heart went wild in his chest, just gazing at her. Maybe she’d imprinted on him when he was young or something because nobody else ever made him feel this way, and he had no idea what to do about it.

“Have fun,” Sally called. “I’ll make sure the old man eats something.”

“Don’t call me that. You’re not much younger than me,” Henry Dale snapped.

Leaving them to bicker, Eli grabbed his keys from the bowl near the front door and headed to his truck. He hurried to open the passenger door for Iris, not realizing it might seem strange until she shot him a weird look as she hopped in.

“Thanks?” Her tone made it clear she was confused, though.

Don’t mess this up.

He took a deep breath and forced himself to relax, offering a smile that he hoped didn’t look strained or nervous. Sometimes when he focused too hard on looking happy, it came out seeming more like a grimace of pain. Getting photos taken had been nonstop fun. He could still hear Gamma saying, “Eli, no! Stop making that face. You look like someone is pinching you.”

“Sorry, my brain wires got crossed. We’re both dressed like this, and—”

“Oh! Yeah, I can see how that would happen. It does feel sort of date-ish,” she said easily, buckling her seat belt. “Do you know where the community center is?”

“Not off the top of my head. Can you navigate?”

“On it!” Iris said cheerfully.








CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Iris hadn’t even known that the community center had a ballroom.

Well, it probably doubled as a studio, offering ballet or other types of dance lessons for kids. Not that she’d spent any time here personally—she’d just scoped the place out online when she registered for lessons. In any event, the space was perfect with a wall lined with mirrors and a gleaming wood floor. The other couples assembled were all much older, in their sixties or seventies, but the notice hadn’t said there were any age restrictions.

She grabbed Eli’s hand before he could chicken out, as he took a step back when all heads swiveled in their direction. Though she was nervous too, she’d made up her mind to try new things in this fresh start, not to let anxiety get the best of her. So nobody was reneging on this deal.

Not me. Not him.

The instructor was a lithe woman in her forties who clapped her hands in excitement. “There’s our last couple now. We were just introducing ourselves. I’m Norma Jean Martinson, and no, you can’t call me Marilyn.”

Everyone said their names again for Iris and Eli’s benefit, and Iris gave up trying to recall all the names halfway through. Only four of them stuck—Leonard, Gladys, Howard, and Hazel. Leonard was a tall distinguished man with heavy brows, broad shoulders, and silver hair, while Gladys was a small round woman with white hair and dark skin. She had the smile of an angel too. Hazel was plump with a puffy perm, while Howard was thin and lanky, peering at the world through horn-rimmed glasses.

“Good to meet you,” Iris said four or five times.

“It’s a pleasure,” Eli added.

“Likewise,” Hazel said. “Are you new to St. Claire? I don’t recognize you, and I know almost everyone.”

“It’s true,” Howard agreed.

“Newish. I inherited property from my great-aunt—”

“Oh, you’re the new owner of Violet Gables,” Gladys cut in.

“Violet Gables?” she repeated.

“Oh, you don’t know the story?” Hazel tried to fill her in, but Norma Jean clapped her hands again, this time more peremptorily.

“That’s enough chitchat. We’re here to dance, right? So let’s get started.”

Belatedly, Iris realized just how close she’d be to Eli for the next two hours. Somehow, she hadn’t factored that in, but she offered her gamest smile as he extended his hand and pulled her into the correct position. This close, she could smell the soapy clean smell of his skin and hints of pine and juniper that teased her senses. His hand was firm and strong in hers, and the other curved carefully at her waist.

At first, it was awkward, and she couldn’t keep the beat. She stumbled and stepped on his feet. He never complained. Never faltered. And then…everything shifted, as if the world vanished apart from his golden eyes. One night, while getting some fresh air, she’d seen him gracefully glide through his bedroom window, and she could see Eli’s hawk aspect, even in his human form, quietly watching, waiting, though for what, she had no clue. His movements guided hers, step and spin, four paces, back, forward, the music laying the magical lines they followed. Iris could have danced for two more hours when the melody suddenly stopped. Honestly, it was like being freed from a spell that prevented her from detecting the passage of time.

She gazed up at him for a long moment in breathless silence, and she saw…his mouth. A smile meant just for her. It was as if he lived for her. No, that was absurd, one of her wild flights of imagination. But before she could make sense of her chaotic impressions, Hazel and Gladys were beside her.

Gladys said, inexplicably, in an oddly formal tone, “It has been a long, long time since we welcomed one of your kinfolk. Please let me know if there is anything I can do to keep the peace, Lady.”

Uh, what?

The statement felt weighted. She didn’t get a chance to pursue that, as Hazel bumbled into the conversation, fairly glowing with anticipation. “You might not know this, but I was friends with your great-aunt back in the day. Are you interested in hearing why we called her house Violet Gables?”

As it turned out, the story wasn’t as riveting as Hazel imagined, having to do with Anne of Green Gables, some homemade apple wine, and Great-Auntie’s impulsive decision to paint her house purple. And while Hazel recounted that long-ago evening, the rest of the class trickled out, including Gladys and Leonard. Iris listened to every last word, feeling glad that Great-Aunt Gertie once had friends like Hazel, at least.

The other woman sighed, evidently realizing that Norma Jean wanted to lock up. “Looks like I’ve done it again, talked too much and made a nuisance of myself.”

“That’s why we like you,” Howard said in a bracing tone.

“You’re just saying that.” But Hazel seemed pleased with the comment, a touch of pink in her round cheeks.

“I’d love to hear any stories you might want to share about Great-Aunt Gertie,” Iris added. “You’re welcome to come by and chat.”

She gave Hazel her phone number, and the older couple walked out with Iris and Eli, who didn’t open the door for her this time. Why does that bother me? I can’t afford for things to get complicated between us. No, this was clearly for the better. Boundaries shouldn’t get blurred when they lived together. The parking lot was almost empty, just Eli’s truck and Howard’s car.

Before Iris got into the truck, Howard said, “I hear you’re living with my ex-wife.”

Oh, wow.

“You’re Sally’s ex?” she exclaimed.

“That’s me. I just…well. Can you make sure she’s all right? Things didn’t work out for us, but she’s not used to being on her own.”

“There are four of us in the house,” Eli pointed out. “Sally isn’t alone.”

“Right. The woman lands on her feet, I’ll grant her that. I heard she’s dating—”

“So are you,” Hazel snapped. “If you keep this up, I’ll never go out with you again.”

“I think this is our cue,” Eli whispered.

Iris couldn’t get in the truck fast enough while the old couple argued in the community center parking lot. She could understand Howard being concerned for his ex, but it was a bit insensitive to leave his date standing while he asked about Sally. Ugh. So awkward. But she smiled faintly as a sudden thought occurred to her.

“I hate when people pester me about what’s making me smile,” Eli said softly.

“But you’re curious?” She grinned. “It just dawned on me… We think everything will be clear by their age. We’ll have it all figured out, right? But living with Sally and Henry Dale has clarified a few things.”

“Like?”

For Iris, it felt like a critical insight because it took the pressure off. There was no deadline after all to get her shit sorted and get all her ducks in a row. “Some people don’t like ducks,” she said, forgetting that Eli couldn’t read her mind. “Or rows for that matter. Why do the ducks have to be in a row? What if they prefer circles?”

“You lost me,” Eli said.

“Okay, back to my original point. Older people don’t know what they should be doing either. They’ve lived longer and seen more, and they’ve learned some things, sure. But it doesn’t mean they automatically have all the answers or act exactly like they should.”

“From cradle to grave, there’s a learning curve,” he agreed with a gentle smile.



Eli never pictured himself taking dance lessons, but since reuniting with Iris, he’d been stepping out of his comfort zone more and more.

“I had fun tonight,” Iris said, almost as if she could read his thoughts.

“Me too. I’m looking forward to the next class.”

“I wonder what Hazel can tell me about Great-Aunt Gertie. I’m living in her house, and I feel a tad guilty about it because I didn’t know her well. And I wonder if it’s okay for me to be there. Because…”

He glanced at her, taking his eyes from the road only briefly. His sharpened senses made night driving easier, but there was no reason to be careless. “Because of what you found out recently?”

He couldn’t bring himself to say “you’re not biologically related” when that wasn’t her fault.

“Yeah,” she whispered. “That.”

“I think it’s enough that you care,” he said. “The rest of your family doesn’t.”

“Well, Olive is cut from different cloth, but—”

“She’s not here. Have you spoken to your dad since you got the news?”

“Not yet. But historically, he takes the path of least resistance. Whatever allows him to peacefully read books about ancient Rome.”

“Write him a note and put it in a biography of Julius Caesar. That way you know he’ll see it.”

Iris finally smiled, lightening the load in Eli’s heart. “Thanks. You always know what to say. It’s wild how good you are at getting me out of the bad place in my head.”

Eli didn’t know how to respond to that, so he changed the subject. “Was it me, or did the other lady…Gladys? Seem a bit…strange?”

“You noticed that too? It was so weird how she mentioned my kinfolk and called me ‘lady.’ Like, it didn’t sound like, ‘Hey, lady, move your car or else!’ It felt more like a title?” She made a softly disparaging sound. “Eh, that probably doesn’t—”

“No, I agree with you.” He cut her off because she was likely about to start second-guessing herself. Her so-called family had really done a number on her self-esteem. Now Iris acted like she was wrong about everything.

“Hmm. I do wonder what that was about. Do you think Hazel would know anything? I—oh.” Her phone beeped. “She just texted me! She wants to come over tomorrow.”

“I think you might’ve made a new best friend,” Eli noted.

It was sweet the way she collected people. On some level, maybe they sensed her innate goodness. She’d demonstrated it for him long ago, and the warmth he felt for her was only growing as he got to know her. Before, it had been gratitude and curiosity, and now—well, he refused to pin a name on these emotions.

“I could always use more friends,” she replied cheerfully. “Seems like she’s bringing fresh-baked corn muffins and homemade raspberry jam.”

“Tea or coffee, then?” He didn’t really care about the answer, but as Iris gave full consideration to the question, the unease he’d noticed disappeared.

Halfway to the house, the rain he’d seen coming earlier in the day broke, rolling thunder and snaps of lightning flashing far on the horizon. The rain fell in sheets, spattering the truck and pavement. He switched on the defrost to keep the windows from fogging up and set the wipers to the right speed. Iris didn’t seem to notice any of that, and by the time they got home, she’d decided that coffee would be best. “Tea is for tiny cakes and finger sandwiches, right? I’ll definitely make coffee for Hazel. I wonder if Sally will be home…”

“You should ask her,” he said, parking the truck behind Iris’s car.

Lights were ablaze in the house, golden rectangles of warmth that promised Sally and Henry Dale were there going about their business. That was an unexpectedly welcome realization, as his other properties were always dark—cool and inviolate spaces that offered silence and privacy. There were no baskets of knitting, no dog-eared paperbacks. Henry Dale had a collection of well-loved books, and he would read the same stories until the bindings fell apart. Already, Eli was planning to get him a collector’s edition copy of The Last Unicorn for Christmas.

If I’m still here by then. Briefly, he imagined the house covered in lights; he and Henry Dale would spend two days decorating, just to make it beautiful for Iris. Violet Gables would be a stately grand dame wreathed in snow, icicles dangling from the newly repaired gingerbread trim. Inside, the place would smell of sugar cookies and peppermint bark; something told him Sally would make all kinds of treats. All of that was a few months off, and he couldn’t stay here forever.

I can’t, right?

No. Not without telling Iris everything.

Iris bounded out of the vehicle before he could stop her, and she gaped up at the sky in sudden realization as the rain pelted down. He rounded the truck and pulled off his jacket, lifting it above her head. She didn’t argue; instead, they raced around the house together, as the front porch was still roped off from the work earlier. Both of them were drenched despite his best efforts by the time they came in through the mudroom behind the kitchen.

Eli kicked off his sneakers while Iris toed off her heels, tugging at her damp dress in little flutters. She was beautiful, even bedraggled like this, with water spangled on her skin like silvery sequins. He had a powerful urge to touch her, but he made himself step back instead of yielding to it, giving her a clear path into the house. But she didn’t move. She stared up at him with an expression that tugged at his heartstrings, an inexorable pull.

“I made hot tea,” Sally called.

Iris quickly shook her head, as if dismissing some strange thought, and her smile didn’t look as it usually did when she brushed past. “You’re a lifesaver!”

After hanging up his coat, Eli followed.

Sally smiled at him. “What would you like, my dear? The water is hot, and we’ve got apple cinnamon, lemon ginger, chamomile, and English breakfast.”

“Chamomile.” Lord knew he could use a calming drink right about then. “I’ll be right back. I need to put on some dry clothes.”

That wasn’t a lie, but the real truth was he needed a solitary moment to get his head in order. You’re not allowed to fall for her. That would be ridiculous under the circumstances. And yet she had so many endearing facets, so much that made it difficult not to—

He cut the thought with the sharpest of mental shears and continued onward up the stairs, ignoring the rise and fall of feminine voices as Iris and Sally chatted over tea. He pulled on warm socks, athletic pants, and a gray hoodie. Warm, comfortable clothing that should have felt like being enfolded in a hug, but the clothes didn’t do the trick. Truth was, he’d wanted to kiss Iris in the mudroom.

He still wanted that.

Oh hell. I’m in so much trouble.








CHAPTER FIFTEEN


For once iris woke feeling energized and excited.

Business was picking up at the store—twelve orders today—and she was making friends. Even if Hazel was older, she still counted, not to mention Sally, Henry Dale, and Eli. Eh, best not to focus on Eli. He was altogether too sweet and hot for her own peace of mind.

The bathroom was free when she went down, so she took a quick shower and continued to the kitchen in her robe. She could hear Eli and Henry Dale working outside on the front porch, and Sally seemed to be gone already. Iris made toast for breakfast and took it upstairs along with her coffee. Today was overcast, just as yesterday had been, so it was cozy tucked beneath the eaves of the roof as she got to work sketching new designs.

She didn’t break focus until she got a message from Olive, much later in the day.


Olive: Just checking in. You doing okay?

Iris: Probably tough to believe, but I am. What about you?

Olive: I’m not the one who’s recovering from a bombshell.

Iris: That reads like deflection.

Olive: If you must know, I might have…fallen for someone here. But there are barriers.

Iris: Oh. I feel like I should say something pithy like, “All you need is love,” or “Love finds a way,” but those might just be old song titles. Whatever you decide, I’m rooting for you.

Olive: That helps, more than you know.

Iris: I’m glad I didn’t lose you in the family lotto.

Olive: You’ll never lose me.



After the text convo ended, Iris felt warm and fuzzy, but she also realized how stiff she was. I have to get a better chair. That was the first thing she’d spend money on once her store was earning more. Tomorrow, she’d make a few new necklaces since the old ones were almost sold out. Now there’s a problem I couldn’t have imagined, even a month ago.

Iris went downstairs in time to see Eli and Henry Dale hauling in boxes. Wow. I should have expected this. These cartons had been stored at Delphine and Roger’s place since college. There was no correspondence, just a delivery from the freight company. She glared at the boxes and nudged one with her foot, fighting the urge to kick it.

This is my stuff anyway.

“Are you okay?” Eli asked.

“I don’t know. Let’s take these to the basement, I guess. I’ll go through them later. I’ll pay you handsomely in grilled cheese sandwiches?”

“I do enjoy a fine grilled cheese,” Henry Dale said, picking up a box.

Eli followed suit. “As do I.”

With Iris pitching in, it only took four trips to get all her stuff to the cellar. If she hadn’t needed any of this stuff in five years, she should streamline, right? I’ll worry about that later. As promised, she made grilled cheese for everyone and raised the guys a can of creamy tomato soup.

“Thank you, Miz Collins. That was tasty,” Henry Dale said.

She laughed as the men made their way out. “Come back anytime.”

Later that afternoon, Hazel dropped in. The older woman was clad in a blue tracksuit, and she was wearing a ginger cat, like, on her chest, as one would do with a baby. “This is Goliath,” Hazel said, handing over a decorative gift box.

She glanced around with interest, and she smiled over the changes Iris had made. “Love what you’ve done with the place. Oh, and there’s Gertie’s angel collection, completely untouched. You’re a saint! It would mean so much to her, knowing that you didn’t just sell them off piece by piece to various collectors.”

Iris didn’t know what to say. Of course it had occurred to her, but so far, she hadn’t bothered to look into it, so she was being praised for being apathetic and unmotivated. She couldn’t bring herself to set the record straight, not when Hazel was beaming at her.

“You know the way to the kitchen? I’ll make some coffee.”

Iris measured out the ground beans and put them in the filter. This coffeemaker had to be twenty years old, but it still worked fine. Hazel took a seat at the table, admiring the work Henry Dale had done in the kitchen.

“My word, it looks just like it did twenty-five years ago. Gertie always wanted to get quartz counters in here, but then she learned how costly they were, and she decided the butcher block would do.”

“I like the wood,” Iris confessed. “It balances the black and white.”

“That’s what I said!” Hazel opened the box she’d brought and set out a container of corn muffins. Then she produced a jar of dark-red jam tied with a yellow-gingham ribbon. Goliath wriggled in the cat sling and tried to touch everything with curious ginger paws while Hazel gently nudged his pink beans away from the food with the air of one who was practically a professional cat wrangler.

“This looks amazing. Let me make a plate for Eli and Henry Dale, then I’ll be right back to chat.”

It had become common practice for Iris to bring them coffee and a snack. While she wasn’t sure about Eli, Henry Dale absolutely would skip meals, and now that his beloved Walkman was fixed, he’d get lost in the work and the music. Frankly, it was cute as hell to pop out the front door and hear him humming “9 to 5” or some other Dolly hit.

To her surprise, when she returned, Hazel had four cups of coffee ready to go. “I thought they’d probably want a drink to go with those muffins.”

“Thank you! I should feel guilty since you’re a guest, but—”

“Oh, I was here a lot before Gertie passed.” A cloud flickered across Hazel’s determinedly cheerful face. “We were close, you could say. And you still keep the cups and things exactly where she did.”

“Be right back! I promise this’ll be the last interruption.”

This time, Eli met her inside, taking the mugs with a smile so warm that it did things to her insides. Whew. Okay. Take a break. Be cool.

“Thanks. We’ve almost got the stain done. Hopefully the rain holds off for a few more hours.”

“We can dream,” she said airily.

Iris wheeled and practically ran back inside. She was far too aware of him. Maybe the dance lessons hadn’t been so great after all. When she returned to the kitchen, she found Hazel gazing wistfully out the window. From here, she could see into the backyards of the people who lived on the next street. At this time of year, there were covered aboveground pools and grimy playsets, bicycles turned on their sides and basketballs gone wrinkly with exposure.

“Now then, did you honestly want to hear some stories about Gertie, or were you being polite?” Hazel asked.

“I do want to learn more. I remember that I loved visiting her, but I was pretty young, and I’ve forgotten a lot of details. I’d like to feel that I know her better since…”

“Since you’re here, bringing Violet Gables to life again.”

Iris smiled, relieved that Hazel got it. “That’s exactly it.”

“Well, I first met Gertie in summer of 1976. I was twenty and trying to convince my parents that I didn’t want to get married. I wanted to go to college, not secretarial school either. But they said I could either get married or pay my own way, and they didn’t see how I could manage.”

Iris had seen her great-aunt’s date of birth on various documents, so she did the mental math. “That would have made her thirty-two, quite a bit older than you.”

“Oh yes. But I admired her. She never married, and I was curious how she made ends meet. We went to the same church, so I tried to get to know her. It wasn’t easy. Gertie had no patience for silly questions.”

“So what happened?”

“I got married like my parents wanted. Raised a couple of kids, and now I have grandchildren. Unlike Gertie, I picked the conventional path. But we got together every week to work in the garden. We’d rotate, hers or mine. We made apple wine together here, right in the basement, and got drunker than skunks. My husband was not amused by that, let me tell you.”

These little details might not mean much to anyone else, but Iris loved hearing them. “Did you ever find out why she didn’t get married?”

Hazel pressed her lips together briefly. “All she ever said on the subject was that she loved somebody who didn’t love her back.”

“That’s so sad.”

Hazel nodded. “Found out later that she’d taken care of her father until he passed away, leaving her alone in this big house. But it’s not all sad. As soon as she could, she went traveling. I think she was gone for a whole year.”

“Oh my god, that explains the matchbook collection.” Iris jumped up and retrieved them to show Hazel. “Just look.”

With reverent hands, the older woman sorted through what was left of Gertrude Van Doren’s memories. “This takes me back. She had a story for each one of these. I wish I could tell them like she did.”

“It would mean a lot to me if you tried, next time we get together,” Iris said.

“You mean that?” Hazel blinked a bit, as if she might be fighting off tears. Then she sighed. “I always felt like this place should be full of people. I’m so glad you’re here.”

Unaccountably, tears filled Iris’s eyes too, and she reached across the table to take Hazel’s hand in hers. “Me too. It feels like I’ve come home.”



Yard sale. Rummage sale.

Whatever the right name for it, they were having one. Eli had been hauling stuff all day. Last week, Iris’s crappy family had sent all her belongings, and she’d sorted them, determining what could be sold for fun and profit. Plus, Mira was moving in later, and with the ruckus being created by the amount of used goods currently arrayed on the front lawn, Susan from next door might have a stroke. As he understood it, anything that didn’t sell would be donated.

Along with Iris’s old stuff, they were also offering the last of Gertrude Van Doren’s worldly goods apart from the ceramic angels. Iris had donated some things earlier, but she’d held back some items she wasn’t sure about—in case they were needed for furnishings or because she couldn’t decide if the stuff should stay or go. Evidently, she was sure now.

Henry Dale grumbled beneath his breath. “I don’t see why I’m even doing this. Not getting anything out of it. Neither are you, for that matter.”

“The time has come for me to speak the truth.” Eli grinned, drawing out the momentous pause. “It’s because you’re a nice person beneath your grouchy exterior.”

Henry Dale gave him a filthy look, but Eli glimpsed the hint of a smile crinkling the older man’s eyes as he turned away to arrange the goods in a more orderly fashion. From Iris, there were old shoes and clothes, some crafts and knickknacks. From Gertrude, they had a few amateur paintings, canning supplies, some larger furniture pieces, and other odds and ends. Eli had no clue if this was even worth the time, but he did know that rummage sales were popular around here.

With the sun shining down, people wandered in and out for most of the morning. Iris joined them and peered in the tin box they were using to collect the cash. “Wow. Somebody bought the bed set I was using in Mira’s room?”

“Fifty dollars for a bed, mattress, and dresser is a steal,” Eli pointed out.

“I suppose so. You did tell them I had the mattress cleaned recently?”

“We did,” Henry Dale answered.

Today was perfect for an outdoor event, brighter than usual but not so warm that it was a hardship to be outside. Perfect sweater weather, in fact, the kind of day that should end curled up with somebody special with a romantic movie playing. And here I go again. He really couldn’t keep a lid on these thoughts when Iris was around.

She hurried off to intercept a kid who was about to see if the vase he was holding was breakable. Spoiler, it was. He laughed as the mother apologized profusely and tried to pay for the damage while Iris waved away the offer. In the end, they compromised and she took five bucks to assuage the woman’s conscience. Eli got a broom and dustpan to sweep the broken glass up from the gravel driveway.

“Oh, you’re two steps ahead of me. Thanks! I’m planning to split the proceeds with you and Henry Dale, by the way. Just so you don’t think I’m making you work for nothing.”

“You’re not making me work,” Eli said gently.

Like most other days, Sally had gone over to a friend’s house. Actually, she spent a lot of her time with Ethel, come to think of it. Eli didn’t want to make assumptions, but he did wonder if romance was blooming in that direction. Not that it was his business.

At the end of the day, there were only four boxes left. The charity service took them, and that truck was just pulling away when Mira showed up. That must have set their cranky neighbor off because Susan slammed out of her house, storming across the sea of dead leaves with an expression that boded ill for residential peace.

“I have tried to be tolerant, Lord knows that I have. But this is the last straw! Constant noise. Constant traffic. If I could, I’d sell my house and move, that’s how terribly you’re behaving!”

Mira seemed to catch the last part of that tirade as she got out of the truck, and she glanced at Eli and then Iris. “Uh, hi?”

“I’m sorry for…” Here, Iris stumbled because she didn’t even seem to know what she should be apologizing for.

Her shoulders rounded.

And he couldn’t stand seeing her this way, hurt and beaten down, searching for excuses that she had no earthly reason to make. Today, Eli couldn’t fight off the urge to step in, regardless of whether it was his place. “To my knowledge, there’s no law against holding a yard sale. And that was the last of Gertrude Van Doren’s things.”

“I’ll head inside,” Mira said, wisely choosing not to engage.

Susan scowled, focusing her wrath on Eli. “You have no right to get involved. You’re just the handyman.”

“I’m her roommate. And don’t cut me off, I had more to say. You’ve never once expressed condolences to Iris for losing a loved one, so if anyone is guilty of bad manners, it’s you, woman.”

Susan’s eyes widened, and she sucked in a shocked breath. “How many of you are there, exactly? Are you freaks starting a commune?”

He ignored her, continuing with his verbal takedown. He might be quiet, but everybody had a tipping point. “If you can sell your house, please do. Then maybe we can make friends with whoever replaces you. So move along. You’re not welcome here.”

To his amazement, the others acted as if he’d spoken for them as well. Henry Dale and Iris left Susan spluttering in the yard, and eventually, she was forced to return home when nobody would acknowledge her. Eli stepped right into the back of Mira’s U-Haul, handing boxes to Iris and Henry Dale. When Mira returned, she seemed a little shaken by the encounter, but she soon threw herself into unloading.

With four people pitching in, it didn’t take long to empty the truck. Everything was piled in the foyer, of course, so there were more trips up-and-downstairs. Henry Dale eventually tapped out and wandered off to his room to rest. Eli kept going until the last carton reached Mira’s room on the third floor. Iris stayed to the end as well.

“That was painless, apart from the woman ranting when I got here,” Mira said, blowing out a breath. “Thanks for helping out.”

“The other neighbors are fine,” Iris said quickly. “I don’t know why, but Susan has an axe to grind for some reason.”

Mira nodded. “It happens. At my last place, the neighbor would constantly leave passive-aggressive notes on the door.”

“What kind?” Eli asked, idly curious.

At the condo, he rarely saw anyone else. He had the impression most owners were absentee and only rented the units for income. In fact, he couldn’t recall the last place where he’d even known his neighbor’s name. Probably in college—in the dorms?

“Stuff like, ‘Your mail is overflowing the box. Please collect the sale flyers or discard them; they’re making the building look messy.’”

“Oh, that kind,” Iris said with a shiver.

“We were planning to make dinner to welcome you unless you have other plans,” Eli said to Mira.

The other woman smiled. “No plans yet. So thank you. That sounds good.”








CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Iris definitely wasn’t jealous that Eli had offered to fix dinner for Mira.

That was just who he was. He often cooked for her and for Henry Dale, Sally too, when she was home at mealtimes. There was no reason to think he meant anything by it. Even if Mira was really cute and she seemed to have her life together as well. Well, apart from the minor hiccup of an unexpected breakup with her girlfriend, but that only proved that someone had liked her well enough to move in with her.

I’ve never even gotten to that point.

Iris stifled a sigh and tried to give herself a mental pep talk. Maybe it was the run-in with Susan before, but she’d lost the happy glow from earlier in the week. The amount she earned from the shop still wasn’t enough to live on, and she wasn’t getting as much as she’d hoped from the house either. Sure, she still thought it was a good decision to have Mira update certain things using her magic, but—

“Are you helping or what?” Eli beckoned from the kitchen doorway, soothing some of her spiky edges.

He included me in that offer from the start. Oh. That means…we. Us.

Much happier now for reasons she refused to contemplate, Iris took two steps, then paused. “You can start unpacking if you want. We’ll call you when the food is ready.”

Mira inhaled softly, a hint of unsteadiness in her voice. “This…means a lot to me. We’re basically strangers, and you took me in on the most tenuous of connections. I’m trying not to show it, but…things are really tough right now.”

Impulsively, Iris backtracked and opened her arms. “Hug? Totally fine if you’d rather not. Like you said, we don’t know each other well yet.”

“I’m not a hugger,” Mira said. “Unless I’ve known someone for a long time. But I do appreciate the thought. I’ll be upstairs.”

Judging by how the woman rushed off, Iris guessed Mira would probably burst into tears as soon as the door closed behind her. Iris caught up with Eli in the kitchen, where he was chopping potatoes into fine cubes. Intrigued, she watched him mince up the onions and tomatoes in the same way.

“What’re you making?” she asked.

“Picadillo. My mom’s recipe, or at least that’s what Gamma says. She wrote it down before Mom passed away.”

She glanced over at him, locked on to the fact that he hadn’t mentioned his family much at all before. Actually, she knew more about Sally and Henry Dale than she did about Eli. “You don’t remember her making it for you?”

“I do recall eating it, and I have faint memories of her singing and cooking. She liked Shakira.” He paused, staring down at the ingredients sizzling in the skillet. “I was six when she passed away.”

“I’m sorry,” Iris said.

Eli lifted a shoulder. “It’s okay. I don’t talk about her a lot. My dad died seven years later, and I moved to St. Claire to live with Gamma.”

“Ah, so that’s what you meant when you said were sort of from here.” Crap, I should be more sensitive when he’s opening up. “Sorry for your loss.”

Eli didn’t look at her, busy sautéing the garlic, potatoes, and onions in olive oil. He added the tomatoes next. “It was a long time ago. Can you defrost some peas and carrots?”

It seemed pretty clear that he was done talking about his sad past, so she took the hint. “Sure. How much?”

“About a cup. There’s an open bag in the freezer… A minute or two in the microwave should do it.” With a little flourish, Eli crumbled the ground beef into the hot pan, where it made a satisfying hiss. “Can you make some tomato broth?”

Iris hadn’t even known they had this in the kitchen, but in the cupboard, she found four jars of stock powder—chicken, beef, vegetable, and tomato. While he browned the beef, she dutifully mixed a cup, and he added it to the pan. In that moment, she realized how much she enjoyed watching him cook. Part of why this house felt like home? It was Eli.

And that was a terrifying realization.

He shot her a concerned look, now that everything was coming together for the meal. “You okay? I noticed that you seemed down earlier.”

Wow, he reads me that well?

Iris decided to tell him part of the truth. “Honestly? I was thinking that at least Mira had someone who loved her enough to move in with her. As a partner, I mean. I’ve never even gotten there.” She sighed softly. “Hell, the last person I dated decided my sister Lily was the better option. Wait, should I still call her that?”

“That’s up to you,” Eli said, carefully tending to the food in the skillet, which was starting to look sort of like corned beef hash.

She’d never tasted picadillo, but it smelled amazing, and the aroma only became richer when he added peas, carrots, and various spices to it. “What is?”

“Whether you still consider them family. Apart from Gamma, I’m not close to anyone in my family. On my mother’s side, I have relatives in Veracruz.” Eli turned off the burner, moved the skillet to a cool burner, and then started setting out sour cream, hot sauce, and the like, along with a bag of tostadas. “But that’s not the point. Don’t waste a second on some asshole who picked her over you.”

Why did it feel so good hearing that, especially from him? He’d seen Lily and Rose too, which meant he had some basis for comparison. She forced herself to stay on the far side of the table, not to hug him like she wanted to.

“I’ve warned you, right? About being so nice to me.”

He smiled, and her heart turned over. “I guess I’m a slow learner.”

The look built between them, becoming powerful enough that Iris almost, almost closed the distance. What she would’ve done, she had no idea. Just as well that he ended the moment by turning away. Eli knocked on Henry Dale’s door while Iris called Mira down.

“We’re having hash?” Henry Dale asked with a dubious look.

“Picadillo,” Eli corrected. “We have tortillas if you’d rather eat it that way. I didn’t make rice. I usually put it on tostadas.”

“This looks delicious,” Mira said.

Iris bit her lip as a worrisome thought occurred to her. “You do eat meat? Sorry, we should have asked.”

“Yep, I’m an omnivore. I don’t know if it’s related to the type of magic vivimancers use, but they’re more likely to be vegan,” Mira said, taking her seat.

“Interesting,” Eli said.

Henry Dale eyed the food, but he followed Eli’s example and put a spoon of picadillo on the tostada, then topped it with a drizzle of cream and a swirl of hot sauce. He took his first bite and smiled. “This is darn tasty.”

Iris was too busy enjoying her own tostada to say much, so she let the others carry the conversation. She wondered if Eli spoke Spanish. If his mom died when he was six, he might have lost the language and all ties to that side of his family. That struck her as sad.

Maybe I could help him get in touch…if he even wants that.



After dinner, Eli allowed himself to be shooed away from the sink by Henry Dale.

The old man had an unshakable work ethic, and as he put it, “If I ate your food without bestirring myself, then I wash up. Nonnegotiable.”

Mira stood, rubbing her stomach with a satisfied smile. “I think I’m going to like it here. You fed me, and now I’m not doing the dishes.”

“It’s your first day,” Eli said gently. “Get settled in.”

Iris added, “We already talked about it, and you have first pick for the bathroom since you have to be at work.”

“I always shower at five,” said Henry Dale.

Mira blinked. “Eh, I don’t need to be up that early. Seven will be fine.”

“We can talk about the rest later. But if you run into annoyances, let’s talk about them before they become resentments,” Iris said.

Eli smiled. That was just like her, really.

“Are you sure you make jewelry?” Mira joked.

“Oh? Why?” Iris asked.

Mira said, “Because you seem like you’d be an awesome therapist.”

Iris laughed. “Well, maybe I have the temperament for it, but I couldn’t get through all the schooling.”

Henry Dale glanced over his shoulder as he soaped up the plates. “That’s nothing to be ashamed of. College isn’t for everyone. I never went.”

“I graduated with a degree in nonprofit management,” Mira said. “And I have the debt to prove it.”

As he put the last of the leftovers in the fridge, Eli realized everyone was looking at him. “Oh, my turn?”

“Unless you’d rather not.” Iris always tried to put him at ease, never pushing him.

“I majored in app development.” He didn’t say anything about debt, as he’d paid that off after he sold his senior project. Most of his classmates had gone to work for someone else, but he’d gotten lucky.

“So flipping houses is a side hustle?” Iris asked.

“Whoa, you flip houses and develop apps?” Mira looked so impressed that he didn’t have the heart to tell them that Gamma’s house was the first and only.

Unless you count this place. There wouldn’t be any flipping, however, unless Iris tapped out because of Susan’s nonsense. Theoretically, he supposed it was possible that she’d sell after he, Henry Dale, and Mira put the shine back in the old house. Now that Eli had some experience with renovations and updates, he might turn his attention to the Myrtle Beach cottage he owned. It was a sunshine-yellow haven two miles from the ocean, nothing special, but he’d gotten a great deal, and he might fix it up someday.

But the idea of doing that alone sent a spike of loneliness straight through his heart. He couldn’t tell anyone about his condo or the Myrtle Beach cottage—at least not without revealing the fact that he’d moved in under false pretenses. The idea of losing all the connections he’d formed made him break out in a cold sweat, clutching the edge of the table with desperate hands.

“Usually just the app thing,” Eli said, realizing they were all waiting for him to respond to Mira’s compliment.

“If you make a profit on the house you’re flipping, will you look for your next project?” Iris wanted to know.

Now was the time to tell her that he’d met her before. Go ahead, make it casual. Something like, “Hey, funny story, I finally remembered where I know you from, Iris…”

Instead, he only got out, “I don’t think so.”

“A pity,” Henry Dale said. “I’d have been willing to look at properties with you, give you an expert opinion on which places have the best bones.”

“That’s such a weird saying,” Mira noted.

Iris pretended to shiver. “I prefer my houses without bones.”

“Let me do the dishes in peace, you smart alecks.” Henry Dale waved the dish towel at them, and Eli slipped out while the women teased the older man.

I have to get away.

From his guilty thoughts, from fear that he’d end up hurting Iris, even with good intentions. Since it wasn’t raining, he needed to fly. Barely keeping his shit together, he ran upstairs and locked his door, undressed, and opened his window. Out into the night, hawk form borne aloft on the crisp autumn breeze. He glimpsed a bonfire several streets over, mice skittering from house to house, and cats prowling after them. Night was alive, and he drank it in as he flew, silently observing St. Claire from his great height.

Oddly, while it felt incredible to stretch his wings, he didn’t bask in the solitude as he once had. Before, he’d taken comfort in being alone and above it all. No tethers holding him to the earth, apart from Gamma, and she was living it up in Albuquerque. Though they talked fairly often, Liz didn’t fully count since she straddled the line between colleague and friend. Yet he was the one who’d never let her close the distance. He shut people down when they showed too much interest, firming up his walls brick by brick.

Everyone except Iris. She was always the exception to his rules.

Without realizing it, he flew the whole perimeter of town and back again until he found himself circling above the house. Thoughtful now, his wings pulsing with a gentle ache, he perched on the edge of the roof, gazing up at the indistinct stars. It wouldn’t take an expert to identify why he preferred to be alone; it was safer. Easier.

Because people left. It didn’t matter how much he wished otherwise. Endings were inevitable, and he survived by avoiding those moments. He’d become successful, but he was still alone. And then he heard her, moving about in her room beneath the eaves.

I’m not alone. Not unless I choose to be.

Comforted, he swooped off the roof and glided through his room, flowing into his human form with an ease born of familiarity. It was chilly, so he dressed quickly and closed the window. Once, he’d considered simply living as a hawk and letting Liz administer his worldly goods in a philanthropic fashion. Now, though? Eli wasn’t ready to let go.

He heard footfalls, so the knock didn’t startle him. He found Sally outside with a hot cup of tea. Chamomile, which was the kind he’d asked her to make the night after the first dance lesson. It touched him that she recalled his preferences, looking out for him as soon as she got home. “I brought tea and Bundt cake. Can I come in?”

“Absolutely.” He stepped back to allow her access.

Sally paused, glancing around the space with a surprised expression. He followed her gaze to the black bag by the wall. “Your room is so tidy. Are you still living out of your suitcase?” she asked.

A pang of guilt stabbed him. “I’ll put things away sooner or later.”

The older woman eyed him, but she didn’t verbalize her doubts. “Hmm.”

“Did you need something?”

“It’s more that I had a question. Iris told me that you ran into my ex at the community center recently. And I…”

“What?” he prompted, sipping at the delightfully warm and lemony drink.

Though Sally had her own reasons for popping in, it still felt incredible to come back to a hot beverage after a long flight. Plus, there was cake. Maybe this was even why hawks and falcons let humans tame them to some degree. They don’t get reward cake. I’m sure it’s mice or raw meat.

“Did Howard make things awkward?” she asked in a rush. “Or suggest that you should talk me out of this ‘nonsense’?”

“Not even slightly.”

“Oh, thank goodness. For a while, that was all I heard from the family. They even tried to get me checked for dementia!”

Eli nearly dropped his teacup. “Really? Just because—”

“Because I wanted to make big changes. Because I wanted to live my last years as I choose. I had a husband. Now I want a girlfriend! But not a life partner. I don’t want to be responsible for anyone else. I want to be able to go home to my own bed. I want to travel and learn new things and—”

“Do it,” Eli cut in, sensing that Sally was getting upset. “Do it all.”

“Bless you. I’m so glad. I was afraid that Howard was up to his old tricks again, but it seems he’s finally realized this isn’t a phase.”

He wondered if this info would make things better or worse, but he decided to loop Sally in anyway. “Full disclosure, he was on a date with someone named Hazel.”

“That’s good news,” Sally said with a relieved smile. “She’s a nice person, so maybe she can put up with his quirks.”

“Maybe. Thanks for the cake.” Eli lifted the spoon.

“My pleasure, dear. I hope you enjoyed the flight.”

Sally breezed out, leaving Eli staring after her. He didn’t think Iris would’ve told anyone, so how…?

How does Sally know? He followed her, unable to refrain from asking. “How did you find out?” Eli called.

Sally laughed and answered without breaking stride. “Eli, you silly goose. I’ve seen a bird flying into your room so many times when I was coming home from Ethel’s. You don’t own a bird. No pets allowed, remember? Ergo, you must be the bird. Most explanations are simple when you let go of your preconceptions.”








CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


A couple of peaceful weeks passed with Iris’s store slowly getting more orders and Mira settling in.

Since Mira preferred having things formalized, everyone got together and agreed on a work schedule for basic cleaning in the common areas. If they stuck to it, there wouldn’t be a problem, and so far, Henry Dale was the most finicky of residents. The man turned up his nose at a dust mote, let alone a dust bunny. Sally sighed a little over being assigned to the first rotation of kitchen chores, but she didn’t complain. As for Eli, he seldom revealed his true thoughts.

Man of mystery, that’s you. Iris gazed at him wistfully while trying not to reveal just how intrigued she’d become in the time they’d been living together. The dance lessons granted her his attention one night a week, and she’d started looking forward to those evenings, doing her hair carefully, picking out the cutest dress.

It’s not a date, she’d told herself, more than once. We’re not dating. But her reckless heart wouldn’t listen. Anyway, there were two more days until the next lesson.

“Any other business?” Sally asked.

The house meeting was wrapping up; they got together on Sunday nights to discuss matters relevant to those sharing space at Violet Gables. Such a cute name. Honestly, Iris wanted to get a plaque made—something adorable and vintage—to post next to the house number, but so far, she hadn’t seen anything that looked exactly right.

“Actually, I do have something,” Mira said tentatively.

“What’s up?” Eli asked at once.

He was always a bit more forthcoming with Mira than with most people, and the other woman shot him a grateful smile. Iris restrained another flicker of…something. It’s fine. It’s great. We all get along. That’s flipping fantastic.

“You have the floor,” Iris added.

“You have one last room, right? I wasn’t planning to say anything, but I guess things got worse this weekend.”

At hearing this, Sally frowned in concern, her knitting needles at a rare pause. “Worse for who?”

“Tell us from the beginning,” Henry Dale put in.

“Right. Let me back up. I used to be Rowan’s big sister in a volunteer mentor program. They’re nineteen now, and we’re still friendly. Evidently, things have gotten scary at home. I mean, it wasn’t great before. Evangelical household.”

“Oh no,” Iris breathed. She could easily imagine what “scary” entailed under those circumstances.

“Before what?” Eli asked.

Henry Dale was frowning, and Sally set down her knitting bag. Both of the older folks seemed focused on the story now, worried for someone they’d never met. I have the best housemates.

“The gist is Rowan’s cousin screenshotted their locked socials and outed them to the rest of their family.”

Iris drew in a sharp breath. “Are they safe?”

“Things were tense last time I talked to them. But they stopped answering my messages last night, and the texts have been left unread.”

“Does Rowan usually take a while to respond?” Sally asked.

“I forget that my phone can even get texts,” Henry Dale said. “And it takes me forever to send one.”

Iris tried not to laugh. That was because Henry Dale had a “classic” flip phone and he used his thumbs on the numeric pad. Anyone who wanted a quick answer should call him or ask face-to-face. She’d learned not to message the old man if she needed a fast turnaround.

Mira shook her head. “They usually reply within an hour.”

So it had been almost twenty-four hours since Mira had heard from Rowan? Iris didn’t like the sound of that. Not at all. Maybe she was overreacting, but she’d read about people being shipped off to conversion camps or getting locked up by their families. Unease jabbed at her insistently.

“I don’t know what you’re about to ask, but can we pick Rowan up? It sounds like they might not be safe. We can figure out the details afterward.”

Mira stood. “I was hoping you’d say that. We have the little room ready here. I don’t have a lot of cash right now, but I’ll do an extra spell to cover their rent, or—”

“Nonsense,” Henry Dale cut in. “We’ll all chip in. Since I’m getting a discount for puttering, I can easily afford to contribute.”

“As can I,” Sally said. “Really, we’re all getting a bargain, especially since the house is so much prettier these days.”

“I can pay,” Eli said, sounding slightly disgruntled. “I can send a year’s rent for Rowan right now.”

Iris waved her hands, demanding attention from everyone. “Hey! I’m the homeowner. I wouldn’t charge Rowan anything under the circumstances.”

“If you don’t stop it right now, I’m going to cry,” Mira announced, already putting on her coat.

“Let’s go now,” Sally urged. “If I’m right, Rowan’s family is probably at Sunday night church, so we can do a stealth rescue. Ooh, should I put on my black coat and hat?”

“If you want,” said Iris.

“If it’s okay, I’ll just take Iris and Sally,” Mira said.

“Fine with me,” Eli said. “Henry Dale and I will put sheets on the bed and dust Rowan’s room.”

“They’ll be so happy,” Mira said with another tremulous smile. “Should I send a text to let them know we’re on the way? They’re not answering, so—”

“Wait,” Iris cut in, as something occurred to her. “When I got in trouble at home, my mom would usually take my phone away. If you send a message to Rowan and they don’t have access, couldn’t their family read the message first?”

“Oh damn,” said Sally.

Mira slowly lowered her phone. “Do you think their family would do that?”

Iris lifted a shoulder. “We won’t know until we get there.”

“I’ll try to call instead. If I can’t get a hold of them…” She trailed off as the phone rang and rang before defaulting to voice mail.

Since Mira knew where Rowan lived, she drove and Sally called shotgun. Iris gazed out over the cornfields as they left town. Somehow it was worse knowing that Rowan lived out in the country. It would be so easy for their family to isolate them, cut them off from friends who cared, and ugh. This line of thought reminded her of Lily, who was so glad not to be related, and of Rose and Delphine, who’d essentially ghosted her while claiming to put the ball in Iris’s court.

Twenty minutes later, they arrived at a dilapidated farmhouse set well back from the road. It would take an hour to walk into town from here. Mira had grown more agitated from the silence, and by the time they got there, she raced to the front door, pounding on it with both hands. No answer.

“They’re home,” she whispered. “I know they are. The light’s on in their room.”

“We have maybe forty minutes,” Sally said, checking the time on her phone. “And that’s if their family socializes for a bit after services. We should put some pep in our step.”

Iris had a bad feeling as she circled the house, trying to decide if they should just look for a way inside. Maybe she was overreacting, but—oh. There’s someone in the yard. She called out, but the person didn’t seem to hear her, and when she tapped their shoulder, they jumped so hard they nearly fell off the wooden swing.

“Mira, I think I found Rowan!” she called.

The person in question was young and slight, clad in dark jeans and a blue hoodie. They also held an old iPod with headphones askew on their ears. They probably didn’t hear us earlier. Iris took a step back, not wanting to freak them out further.

“I think we ran into each other briefly at Fix-It Witches. You were getting your iPod repaired? Oh, and Mira was worried about you,” Iris added. “That’s why we’re here.”

Some of the tension drained out of Rowan’s posture. Yeah, I’d be wary too if someone startled me in the dark, and I lived in the middle of nowhere.

“Oh! Yeah, I remember you. Turns out I needed the iPod,” Rowan said in a cautious tone.

Soon, Sally rounded the house, followed closely by Mira.

The younger woman rushed to Rowan’s side. “I was so worried when you stopped responding to messages and didn’t answer the phone. Are you hurt?”

“I’m sad. And pissed,” Rowan replied. “My parents confiscated my phone. They tried to make me go to church tonight too, but I refused. Things are…tense, to say the least.”

“I can’t believe Peyton did that to you.” Mira shook her head, clenching a fist.

“It sucks. I trusted her at first because she had her own doubts about the lifestyle, but then they brainwashed her or something. Now she thinks she’s doing this for my own good, and…” Rowan trailed off, glancing at Iris and Sally. “Who are these two anyway?”

“My housemates,” Mira said.

Rowan seemed to put the pieces together then. “I’ve heard a lot about you. You must be Iris…and Sally, of course. Love your cardigan! It’s too cute.”

“Maybe now’s not the time for a lengthy chat,” Sally said.

They nodded. “Yeah, I need to get out of here. Don’t know where I’ll go, but—”

“You’re coming home with us,” Mira cut in firmly.

Rowan didn’t seem sure about that, but they didn’t argue. Just as well because Sally was right. It would be safer to avoid a confrontation with Rowan’s family. Maybe they wouldn’t make a huge fuss, but Iris would rather not test the issue. She focused on the practical side of the situation.

“Do you know where your phone is?” Iris asked.

“My dad put it in the locked file cabinet in his home office.”

“I can retrieve it while you pack,” Sally said.

Everyone just sort of…stared at her after hearing that. Iris had to smile over such a kindly, innocent old lady confessing to thieving skills. “Care to explain?” Iris asked.

Sally waved a hand airily. “Now isn’t the time. Rowan needs to get their stuff. We can talk about it later.”

Ten minutes later, they were backing out of the long drive onto the county road when a truck with high beams on came toward them. Rowan glared. “That’s them.”

“You don’t have to worry about them anymore,” Sally said.

“I prefer found families anyway,” Iris murmured. “So it was a bit hectic back there, but…welcome to ours.”



While Eli understood why he hadn’t been chosen to be part of the liberation team, he still paced the front room until he saw headlights in the driveway.

Tension streamed out of him, leaving him weak at the knees. Maybe it was silly to worry, but so many things could go wrong. Things could get physical during the extraction, or maybe somebody in Rowan’s family had a shotgun. He wished his imagination wasn’t so great right about now. He held on to the wall, letting out a relieved sigh.

“They’ve only been gone an hour. You’ve practically worn a new groove in the floor,” Henry Dale said.

Though Eli didn’t say anything, he knew the old man was concerned too. Which was exactly why he was still looking out the window and not holed up in his room rereading The Princess Bride. Four people headed toward the house, and Eli went to open the door for them. Iris and Sally came inside first, leaving Mira to converse for a few moments with the newcomer. That must be Rowan.

They had a small suitcase, a backpack, and a duffle bag with clothes sticking out the top. Yeah, definitely a stealth extraction. Rowan looked nervous—completely understandable since everything was happening so fast. Eli decided that Sally’s solution—warm drinks for everyone—made a lot of sense in this situation. He conscripted Henry Dale to help him, and the older man appeared to understand his intentions. Even in the kitchen, Eli could hear the conversation, however.

Mira had gotten Rowan into the foyer, but they were objecting. “I can’t just move in. I don’t have a job. I don’t have anything. I need to—”

“Everyone needs a hand sometimes,” Iris said. “Before I inherited this house, I owed so much back rent that I couldn’t sleep for fretting over it. The room Mira mentioned isn’t big, but when we heard about your situation, we collectively decided it should be yours.”

“Let’s take your things upstairs,” Sally suggested. “If you decide you’d rather stay somewhere else, you have all the power.”

Iris’s voice came across as very gentle. “Definitely. I won’t ask you to sign a rental agreement. The room is yours for however long you need or want it.”

“I…wow.” Rowan paused briefly, and Eli wondered what was happening inside that silence.

Mira spoke in a reassuring tone. “I’ve been here for a couple of weeks. Everyone is nice. Henry Dale can be a bit of a grouch, but you’ll get used to him. Sally is pure sunshine, Eli is the brother I never had, and Iris is the glue that holds us together.”

“Really? Not only because I own the house?” Iris sounded surprised at being described that way.

No, she’s right. You drew all of us in, one way or another.

“We won’t force you to stay, of course,” Iris went on, “if you don’t like the house or you’d rather make other arrangements.”

“No, I like it,” Rowan said quickly. “What I’ve seen anyway.”

Eli filled the kettle, still shamelessly eavesdropping. There was a brief pause, then Rowan added, “It’s just that when something seems too good to be true…”

“It usually is,” Mira finished.

In time, Eli heard the four go upstairs, and he set up the drinks in the front room along with a plate of Sally’s homemade cookies. The others were upstairs less than ten minutes, then they returned en masse. Eli waited for Iris to perform the introductions.

“Everyone, this is Rowan. Rowan, you’ve met Sally, and you know Mira. This is Eli and Henry Dale. Before we chat, I guess we should go over the house rules. We don’t enter each other’s rooms uninvited. There’s a basic chore schedule, so we’ll add you to the roster. What else? Oh! Mira gets the bathroom at 7 a.m. since she has a day job.” Iris glanced at Eli, then Henry Dale. “Can you think of anything else?”

Eli shook his head. “Not off the top of my head.”

Henry Dale said, “Washer and dryer’s in the basement. The washer can be a mite tetchy. Holler at me if the wheel drum gets out of balance.”

“Should we swap numbers?” Sally asked.

Rowan seemed entirely bemused as they added contact numbers to their phone. “I don’t understand what any of you are getting out of this. I mean, I know why Mira’s helping me. But the rest of you…”

“Everyone should be safe,” Henry Dale said. “You deserve a lot of other good things, but that’s the bare minimum.”

“I don’t think they’d hurt me,” Rowan said uncertainly.

But Iris was shaking her head. “Look, we just met, so you don’t know my…family. I’d have to dump a lot on you tonight to explain, but suffice to say, there are layers of damage. Even if it’s not physical harm, they’re hurting you with their words and with the way they treat you. Emotional wounds can be even worse—to the point that their words can become the mocking voice in your head, the one that cuts you down.”

“And it’s not right,” Henry Dale added.

“Absolutely not,” Sally agreed.

“People want to believe the best about their families. ‘They’ll come around. I just need to give them time.’ But you don’t owe them patience or tolerance when their love is conditional,” Eli said.

He recalled how Iris’s sister Lily had been glad to have a “get out of jail free” card after stealing Iris’s boyfriend and how her other sister was thinking about litigating so she could profit from Iris’s heartbreak. Why are people like this?

“And that’s a lot. Let’s eat before I get all mopey,” Iris said, picking up the tea Eli had fixed for her.

It felt like a secret known only to them—the fact that she could tell that he’d made it from the amount of milk in the cup. The others grabbed their drinks and settled on chairs and couches around the living room. Rowan took two cookies first, scarfed them quickly, then washed them down with warm tea.

“Sorry. I didn’t eat dinner,” they said.

Sally got to her feet immediately. “Do you like eggs? I can scramble you some in a jiffy. I’ll fix a nice plate of toast to go with them. We have homemade jam! Hazel brought it over, made from fresh raspberries.”

Rowan smiled for the first time since arriving. “Is this what I have to look forward to? It’s like I suddenly acquired the nicest grandma ever.”

Mira grinned, a teasing light in her eyes. “Be warned, she’s not on duty full-time. Sally spends a lot of time with her close, close friend Ethel these days.”

Rowan brightened visibly. “I have a gay foster grandma?”

“Not gay,” Sally said over her shoulder on the way to the kitchen. “But absolutely bi-curious. I’m trying things out with Ethel, it’s true. But we prefer not to put labels on our relationship. She’s not the type to settle down, and I was monogamous for far too long. I need to kiss a lot of people to make up for lost time.”

“This is heaven,” Rowan declared with an awed look. “It must be, right?”

“That’s how I feel,” Iris said.

Eli gazed at her, just…drinking her in and marveling at her ability to attract happiness like she cast it as a spell. If this is heaven, you’re the angel.








CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


For the next few days, Iris mostly left Rowan to their own devices.

This was a big change, and they wouldn’t get comfortable if everyone hovered. She hadn’t mentioned the “label your food” rule because the rest of her housemates had come to a tacit understanding that they’d take care of Rowan. Yesterday, Sally made a huge pot of vegetable soup and froze individual portions, so there was always something to be defrosted and eaten. She might claim she was tired of looking after people, but the instinct hadn’t gone away, it seemed.

Besides, for the first time, Iris’s shop had so many orders that she had no time left to work on designs or make jewelry. Almost every piece she’d uploaded had been sold, and now she was busy with the fulfillment end of the business. She had gift boxes stacked around, several thank-you notes and coupons, and another pile of padded envelopes that toppled over while she was looking for her address stamp.

“I started off so organized,” she muttered.

But her bedroom/studio looked like a cyclone had hit it, and she hadn’t even gotten the jewelry in the boxes yet. She let out a frustrated breath and tried to decide where to start. This was where her brain often got uncooperative. The more she had to do, the less she could do anything at all.

Just then, someone knocked. What a glorious excuse to procrastinate. Iris called, “Come in!”

And Rowan stepped into her room for the first time. “Oh, wow. You…seem to have a lot going on. This isn’t urgent. It can wait.”

“It’s fine. I’m still trying to get my bearings. I hate being a failure, but I wasn’t ready for success either.” Ruefully, she gestured at the mess surrounding her.

“Is there anything I can help with?” Rowan asked.

She started to say, “No, it’s fine,” as a knee-jerk reaction, but then she paused. “I don’t want you to feel like you have to offer, just because you’re staying here.”

“Actually, that’s why I came up,” Rowan said.

“Oh?”

“Well, Mira told me she’s getting a discount on rent for spells, and Henry Dale fixes stuff around the house, right? So I was just wondering if there was anything I could do. I’m an artist…well, aspiring anyway. I’m hoping to take commissions eventually. I just wrapped up a web comic, and I’m taking digital art classes online.”

“You’re already an artist,” Iris corrected. “If you make art, you’re an artist. What you’re trying to do is make it financially viable.”

Rowan smiled. “True. Right now, I have a few subscribers, just enough to pay my phone bill and that’s about it.”

“It’s a start!” Iris paused, considering the offer. “Okay, so, were you serious about wanting to help? I could use someone on the fulfillment end. I can show you how.”

Iris pulled up the first order, matched it with the product purchased, printed the label she’d prepared, and affixed it to the center of the padded envelope. Next, she stamped it and put the thank-you note and coupon inside. Final step, check that she was enclosing the right necklace in the box, slip it inside, and seal.

“That’s it. I have forty-three more orders to process, almost my entire backlog of jewelry. Which is amazing, but if I don’t get some new pieces made, the shop will lose momentum. I’m finally getting eyeballs, so I can’t afford to—”

“This looks simple enough,” Rowan cut in. “If you trust me, I’m happy to take over. Minimum wage is fine, but I’d appreciate it if you would reduce the rent by that amount each month, however much I work.”

“I told you not to worry about the rent,” Iris said. “It’s—”

“‘It’s not a big room, and it doesn’t cost much.’ But I love that little room. I’m putting my own art on the walls a little at a time, and I don’t want to feel like I’m mooching off everyone else, okay? I understand Mira, she feels protective, but—”

“Nobody thinks you’re mooching. It’s only been a few days.”

“I want to pay my own way,” Rowan insisted.

Fine. I get it.

“Okay, Rowan. You have a deal. But if you put in more hours than your rent costs, I’m paying you.” It hit her all of a sudden. “Oh, lord. This means I have to figure out W-2s or…what are those forms called?”

They stared at Iris blankly, then shrugged. “No idea. I’ve never officially had a job, so I never filed. I read that I don’t need to worry about it if I earn less than five grand a year.”

“You might want to check into that, just in case.”

Rowan sighed. “I’ll add it to my list.”

As Iris settled in at her desk to bring some of her sketches to life, Rowan got to work packaging up the orders. Iris didn’t pay attention to how long it took, but a beep drew her gaze. “That’s fifty-six minutes. Everything is ready to ship. Do you want me to keep a log?”

“There’s probably an app,” Iris joked. “And if there isn’t, Eli can make one.”

As she’d suspected, she found a free one supported by ads and recorded Rowan’s time. “All set. Let me show you how to schedule the pickup.”

It was simple on the postal service website, but Rowan bit their lip, looking worried. “Is it really okay for me to use your login?”

Iris grinned. “I trust you. Besides, what can you even do in there besides order a bunch of stamps?”

“True enough. I’ll take these downstairs and leave them by the front door. They’ll be picked up at 10 a.m. tomorrow.”

“That’s perfect. I’ll add an hour to tomorrow’s time sheet since you’ll be waiting for the mail carrier.”

“That doesn’t really count as work, though.”

She folded her arms, brooking no disagreement on this point. “It absolutely does! That’s time you could be devoting to your art.”

Rowan appeared to consider arguing anyway, but they ended up yielding. “Okay. When you put it that way… Anyhow, it makes me happy that I can pitch in. I want to be useful to the Iris Collective.”

She burst out laughing. “Is that what Mira calls us? I prefer Violet Gables.” She took a moment to explain the name.

“That’s so cute. It makes me want to draw the house even more. I’m looking for my next web comic idea, wonder if people would be interested in reading about us…” Looking pensive, Rowan loaded the packages in the hamper Iris used for transporting her creations and wandered downstairs.

“I’d read it,” Iris said to nobody in particular.

Then she got back to work.



Eli’s phone pinged, signaling a new message. There were also several emails waiting for his attention, including an invitation to a Zoom meeting—to further discuss the huge proposal that Liz had been enthusing over for the past few weeks. He still had mixed feelings. While he might not be rich the way some app developers were, he also enjoyed the freedom he currently had in deciding how a project would go.

If he signed on, agreeing to work for someone else, even as a contractor, they could control more than he felt comfortable with. Which was why he’d agreed to attend the video conference but had yet to sign anything despite the seductive figures being tossed around as enticement.


Liz: Why aren’t you more excited about this? This is life-changing! But instead of getting on board, you’re fiddling around in Illinois. How long are you planning to stay anyway?

Eli: That’s a good question. I admire your perspicacity greatly, have I said that?

Liz: And that’s not an answer.

Eli: No idea. I’m…figuring some things out.

Liz: I…see.

Eli: Why? You don’t usually ask personal questions.

Liz: And you don’t usually move in with a gaggle of strangers. You’re not acting like yourself, and it worries me. You might blow this whole deal.



Eli could have written touché, but instead, he snapped his phone shut. A while back, he’d spent a small fortune on a cutting-edge smart flip phone, and there really was something ineffably satisfying about closing it. He didn’t get that mental boost with a regular smartphone, no matter how emphatically he tapped the screen or closed an app.

It was a good thing nobody had noticed how pricey his tech was, as it would give away the fact that he could afford to make other housing arrangements.

Iris will be so hurt.

If he’d learned anything, it was that she prized honesty, and she thought everyone in the house had laid all their cards on the table. No secrets. No lies.

Which made Eli feel terrible. But he wouldn’t focus on that. Other matters required his attention. As the weather turned colder, Henry Dale had run out of house projects that could be tackled by two people with a can-do attitude. Which meant he was crankier than usual, likely stemming from the fact that he felt useless. It made him even crabbier when Mira spent all of fifteen minutes keeping her promise to update the paint in the second-floor hallway. Now Henry Dale probably thought his own existence was pointless, as it would’ve taken him several days and been messy and costly besides.

Normally, Eli wouldn’t care about any of this. They weren’t his people, right? He was alone in the world, soaring above it all. Untouchable and—

Nah. Not anymore.

An hour after the text chat with Liz, he was conspiring with Mira and Rowan to find Henry Dale a project. They were both in his room, away from any chance of being overheard by Henry Dale. He filled them in on his suspicions regarding Henry Dale’s bad attitude and then said, “Any ideas?”

“Is that why he’s in a mood?” Mira asked. “He seemed okay with my magic in the beginning, but now…”

Rowan nodded thoughtfully. “It makes sense. I was feeling kind of meh—like a charity project—until Iris hired me for her shop.”

With a pensive frown, Mira paced a bit. “Hmm. I see why you wanted us to collaborate because I can’t come up with anything off the top of my head.”

“It has to be something we actually need,” Eli cautioned. “Or he’ll know.”

The silence stretched for a few moments, then Rowan cleared their throat. “Uh. I have a want. Maybe even a need. A regular desk won’t work in my room, but I was thinking it would be cool if I had, like, a fold-down table to draw on, something I could fasten to the wall when I’m not using it.”

Inspired, Eli got out his phone and searched until he found an example of what he thought Rowan meant. “Something like this. With hidden shelving, maybe?”

“Oh, the Murphy bed of desks,” Mira said, leaning in to see the picture better.

Rowan scooted closer on his other side and nodded, excitement flickering in their dark eyes. “Exactly like that.”

In seconds, Mira had her phone out too. “Look, they even have folding ergonomic desk chairs. Maybe Henry Dale could work this chair into the design, so it all folds into the same cabinet when you’re not using it?”

“That would be amazing. I hate clutter, makes me anxious. But do you think Henry Dale will get mad if I ask him about this?” Rowan let out a little breath.

Eli beckoned. “One way to find out. Since this was my idea, I’ll see if he’s interested.”

Mira followed them out of Eli’s room. “This is perfect. My spells are no good for creating something out of nothing. I hope this reassures Henry Dale that we still need him around here.”

Rowan said, “It’s kinda not good that he feels like he has to be useful to be wanted, but y’know, one issue at a time?”

Eli headed down the hall. “Exactly. I think he’s in his room reading. Let’s go talk to him.”

On the way, Mira branched off to her own room, probably best since Henry Dale sometimes bristled over her abilities. Not that he disliked her, Eli thought, more that he had a fear of obsolescence. What good is an old man who putters when there’s magic like this? Henry Dale never said it outright, but that was the gist, Eli suspected.

While Rowan made coffee—Henry Dale’s favorite—Eli knocked. “Hey, if you’re not too busy, I need to talk to you.”

“About what?” Henry Dale asked in a snappish tone.

“Come out, we made coffee.”

“We?” Henry Dale popped out of his room and smiled when he saw Rowan. “That smells really good, thank you kindly.”

The old man had taken a shine to their youngest roommate, so this probably wouldn’t be a difficult ask. If Henry Dale was feeling cooped up, this would help. Eli raised a brow, silently verifying if Rowan wanted him to broach the subject. He got a terse nod in response.

Okay, my time to shine.

“Rowan’s got the smallest room, so they have nowhere to focus on their art. So we were wondering, if you have time…” He explained the project and showed Henry Dale some of the sample photos they’d found. “I’m planning to order this chair—”

“Nonsense. I’ll make the chair too. It’ll look better if it’s all one set. I have plenty of lumber left in the shed, and I bet Sally would sew some memory foam cushions once we’re done. I can draw up some designs… Is that all right with you, Rowan?” The old man had a happy gleam in his eyes, actually rubbing his hands together in anticipation.

Rowan blinked. “But we haven’t even talked about how to pay—”

“I want you to use that new desk and draw me a unicorn. Can you do that for me?” Henry Dale cut in.

“Totally,” said Rowan.

Henry Dale nodded once. “Then it’s settled. I’ll get to work right away.”

“I don’t think I’ll ever understand him,” Rowan said, as Henry Dale sat down at the kitchen table with a yellow legal tablet and a cup of coffee.

Eli smiled, imagining that unicorn framed and hanging in a place of pride in the old man’s room. “Me either. But it’s more magical this way.”








CHAPTER NINETEEN


At this point, things were going almost too well.

In the usual course of events, Iris could expect life to throw her a curveball right about now, some terrible catastrophe that she hadn’t planned for. Because, frankly, she wasn’t great at planning or paying attention to details that might catch her unaware. But there were no problems she could pinpoint, so maybe she was creating that sense of foreboding, some kind of self-fulfilling prophecy.

I expect to fail, so I fail.

Hopefully that was the issue, not some pertinent minutiae that Iris should deal with before it snowballed. With a groan, she stood and stretched, pleased with her progress now that she had Rowan pitching in. With them tending to shipments like clockwork, she could devote herself to design, production, and photography. She’d even managed to order a reasonably priced lightbox with different backgrounds to showcase her jewelry professionally, even using a black velvet neck form to make her shots look high-end.

I finally feel like I know what I’m doing.

She left her supplies on the worktable and headed down for a bite. Something smelled delicious, but she was surprised to find Henry Dale in the kitchen alone. Judging by the empty packages on the counter, he was making spaghetti with canned sauce. Not that she objected. Any meal she didn’t have to cook counted as delicious in her book. He was definitely fixing enough for everyone too.

The old man had already come a long way from his “leave me alone, don’t talk to me” days. He didn’t even claim he only needed someplace to lay his head at night either. She’d noticed that he fretted over Rowan, if they were getting enough sleep and enough to eat. And these days, Henry Dale spent most of his time working on some project in the shed. He’d been at it for the last week.

“Need any help?” Iris asked.

He waved his long spoon in the direction of the fridge. “I was planning to make a salad, but you can do it if you want. There’s lettuce, carrots, and cucumber in the crisper.”

“No tomatoes?” she joked.

“They’re in the sauce.”

“You’re making a lot of food.”

He nodded. “Sally is inviting Ethel over, and Eli is bringing someone too.”

She paused in pulling vegetables out of the fridge, trying not to show too much interest. “Oh? Anyone I know?”

Henry Dale shrugged, swirling the pasta around in the frantically boiling water. “He didn’t say.”

“Maybe I should call Hazel,” Iris joked.

“If you want. I’ve made enough food to feed ten people.”

She opted not to, mostly because Hazel might feel like she’d been added at the last minute, and it was better not to do things impulsively that could hurt people’s feelings. I’ll invite her next time. Quickly, she washed the lettuce and chopped the veg, throwing together a salad in record time.

“Looks good,” Henry Dale said. “We have any Italian dressing left?”

Iris grinned. “It’s cute you think we can’t eat salad and spaghetti without it.”

“Oh, go away.” But he seemed to be smiling too.

At least she’d gotten a heads-up; that gave her time to head upstairs and put on some better clothes. It would’ve been embarrassing to receive visitors in paint-stained yoga pants and an old hoodie from a college she didn’t graduate from.

“I’m definitely not competing,” she said, rummaging through her options.

Obviously, it was a total coincidence when she came downstairs in a super cute blue-and-black-plaid dress, a bit retro with a black Peter Pan collar and pockets. She’d thought about adding tights, but that seemed like overkill. Her stomach felt odd and tight and knotted at the prospect of meeting Eli’s guest. It wasn’t like they’d discussed deepening their relationship, after all, but she’d thought maybe—

Get a grip. Whatever happens tonight, be an adult.

Rowan came down soon after to help set the table, and Sally breezed in five minutes later with an older woman in tow. Ethel was a curvy woman with silver hair and a flair for dramatic style; she came in like she owned the place and offered hugs to everyone who wanted them. Then Mira got home from work, which just left Eli. For so many dinner guests, they’d put the leaf in the table and added folding chairs from the basement.

Everyone was at the table looking at the two empty chairs when the front door opened and closed. Iris clenched a fist against her knee, resolutely pinning on a smile. Eli came in with a gorgeous Black woman. The lady was put together from head to toe, dressed in a blue power suit, and Iris’s heart plummeted to her shins.

“Everyone, this is Keshonda,” Eli said.

A chorus of “a pleasure” and “nice to meet you” sounded around the table, as Henry Dale plated the pasta and spooned sauce over it. Iris actually preferred cooking her pasta al dente and then stirring it into the sauce and cooking for five minutes more. Then she’d let it sit for another ten minutes to let it absorb the flavor. More delicious, less messy.

“I offered to take you out to dinner to discuss the offers,” Keshonda said. “But I won’t say no to a home-cooked meal.”

Ethel was already twirling spaghetti around her fork, using her spoon to brace it. “I love doing this. Best pasta I ever had was in Venice. Little place on the corner, run by two delightful old gentlemen who had no idea where St. Claire was.” She ate her bite with relish, seeming surprised to see she still had everyone’s attention. “More about Venice? Okay. Surprisingly, I also had the worst shrimp cocktail. Different place, they put mayonnaise on it for some reason. But they also had a tiny balcony out back where you could eat by the canal, and they served food through the windows.”

“Now I want to go to Venice,” Keshonda said.

“Me too,” Rowan agreed.

“I’m saving up for a trip,” Mira added. “My dream vacation, but it’s not Venice. For me, it’s New Zealand. What about you, Henry Dale?”

“What about me?” he muttered.

“Do you have anywhere you’d like to go?” Rowan asked.

He sighed. “I can’t afford to travel.”

Iris couldn’t focus on that when she was so busy wondering what offers Keshonda was talking about. Maybe…

“But you can dream,” Ethel pointed out.

“I’d really like to know,” Rowan coaxed.

The old man could never say no to them. “Fine. If you must know, I always wished I had joined the Navy. So I’d like to own a boat and just sail wherever the whim took me.”

“Oh, that sounds amazing. Do you need a first mate?” Ethel asked.

“I’d invite Rowan, not you,” said Henry Dale.

Rowan grinned. “I might be interested in that.”

“What about you?” Mira asked Keshonda.

The woman didn’t contemplate for long. “Mm, I’m all about tropical islands and getting oil rubbed on me. I’m thinking Tahiti.”

“Eli?” Sally asked.

“My turn? This might be weird, but…Veracruz,” he said softly.

“Interesting. Veracruz, Mexico, right? Any particular reason?” Ethel asked.

He nodded. “It’s a long story.”

Thankfully, Sally was ready to ease the awkwardness, changing the subject smoothly. “So how do you know Eli?” she asked Keshonda.

Keshonda smiled. “I’m his real estate agent, and we’ve got three offers on his house. Well, his grandmother’s house. This is the ideal situation, so I wanted to do a business dinner to discuss the pros and cons of each. But he invited me home instead.”

Oh my God. He’s flipping his grandmother’s house, and this isn’t what I thought at all.



After dinner, Eli found the kitchen to be the quietest spot once everyone else wandered off.

He’d end up doing the dishes after Keshonda left, but that was fine. He listened as she summarized the offers, nodding along. He was inclined to go with the first couple, even if it wasn’t the highest dollar amount—not because he felt like he had to honor first come, first served—but newlyweds, first house? He’d feel like a villain if he blew them off in favor of filthy lucre. Then again, he had a responsibility to get Gamma the best deal he could, as this was her financial security for the future.

Keshonda laughed, looking at his expression. “I can see the wheels in your head turning. You’re in a good position, no matter what you decide. The first couple definitely plans to live in the house, promise you that. I suspect the second will rent the place. The third buyer I can’t get a read on because they’re using a proxy. That usually means vacation home or investment property, though.”

“What would you do?” he asked.

She tapped the third set of documents. “I’d take the highest offer. If I’m selling a house, I don’t care what happens to it after I move on.”

“Pragmatic.”

“But I can tell you have some qualms, so why don’t you call your grandmother?”

“Good idea. I feel like Gamma might want to put Ruben and Natalie in her house, but who knows? She might prefer the twenty-five grand.”

“That’s a dream vacation or two, like we were talking about at dinner.” With that, Keshonda packed her briefcase and headed toward the door. “Call me when you know what you want to do.”

Eli walked her out. “I will.”

There were so many cars parked here that it looked like they were throwing a wild party. Susan, the cranky neighbor, was probably on standby waiting to make a noise complaint. But things stayed chill, and Ethel left quietly an hour later. It was cute when Sally kissed her goodbye. Not that Eli was spying on them. He just happened to be collecting coffee cups to wash right then, a complete coincidence.

Sally danced upstairs humming “It Had to Be You,” and Eli went back to cleanup duty. He checked the time and realized it was early enough to call Gamma, who was two hours behind in Albuquerque. The phone rang twice, then she picked up.

“It’s my favorite little man! How are you?”

“Excellent. Listen, I called to tell you about multiple offers on the house…” He tried to be succinct in explaining the pros and cons of each.

When he was done, Gamma said, “The first offer. It’s not even a question. I don’t need the money that much, they offered first, and I adore the thought of giving newlyweds their first home.”

“I’ll text Keshonda and let her know. Everything good with you?”

“Fantastic. It’s early days yet, but I met someone special in my Bunko club. I’m cautiously optimistic, but she seems lovely.”

“I can’t wait to meet her,” Eli said.

“Maybe you can come for Christmas?” Gamma asked in a hopeful tone.

“Maybe.” Fact was, the house would likely be sold by then. He didn’t want to think about leaving. “I’ll let you know.”

“Love you, talk soon!”

Sighing, Eli got back to work, tucking his phone in the pocket of his sweats. He was almost done, dishes stacked in the drainer, pots and pans upended on the mat, when Iris came into the kitchen. She seemed…determined in a way he hadn’t seen before, and he’d thought he was an expert on all her expressions.

“Hungry?” he asked.

They’d eaten every last bite of the spaghetti and salad feast, which had visibly made the old man happy. Being needed seemed to be a key component of Henry Dale’s psyche. And on that note, Eli couldn’t wait to see how the desk-chair combo cabinet turned out.

“No.” She chewed at her lip and paced around the space, touching stuff here and there. What looked like restless hands made her grab a dish towel and start drying, all without making eye contact.

Okay, this is weird.

“Something wrong?” he asked.

“Not wrong. I’m just…really nervous. And I don’t know what to say or how to say it or if I should say this at all. I might ruin everything.”

Eli strode over to her and put his hands on her shoulders. Maybe it’s family stuff? “Whatever’s happening, we can figure out a solution together.”

For some reason, that relaxed her. Iris smiled and took a breath. “I should’ve known you’d say that. Okay, here it is. I got upset when I found out you’d invited someone home because I thought it was a date. Lately, I’ve had…feelings for you. Romantic ones. And I was wondering if you feel the same at all. Is it just me?”

She peered up at him with hopeful gray eyes, as if she hadn’t just made all his dreams come true, just like he’d named her contact info when they first met. And if he just happened to be here, if everything was random chance, then maybe they could—no, I have to tell her. We can’t date under these circumstances.

But instead of the truth, he said, “I like you too.”

Just that. And she was so happy; she hugged him. He stood there frozen until his arms came up and he held her close, the way he’d thought he never would.

This is bad.

“You don’t know how much courage it took for me to speak up. I’m not a jealous person, but it hurt thinking about you with someone else.”

He had to say it because it was so unbelievable, something he never could’ve imagined. Dreams were dreams for a reason—they didn’t come true. Not like this.

“Because you want to be with me.”

“Exactly. I’m so relieved you feel the same. I can’t believe this worked! Violet Gables is the happiest place on earth, not Disneyland.”

“Careful, the Mouse will get you for that.”

Iris laughed, giddy and breathless. “We should probably lay down some ground rules. I don’t want our relationship to make the others uncomfortable.”

“Right, limiting the PDA.” He started to step back, but she held on.

“Just a few seconds more. Let me be greedy. I doubt anyone will come to the kitchen before the dishes are done. They’d feel obligated to help.” Her hands moved on his back, sending pleasurable chills throughout his whole body.

She felt so right cuddled against him, the way nothing and no one ever had. Before, he had been a tree unable to put down roots, and he thought it was because of his dual nature. He was meant to live in the skies, not to forge connections on the ground.

That…no longer felt true.

For a few moments, Eli reveled in the hug, breathing her in. This much was fine. Soon, he’d figure out how to tell her the truth, before things got more complicated. And then she kissed him.

The world melted away.








CHAPTER TWENTY


Some kisses were fireworks.

Some were spiky aliens with lizard tongues, and others were summer nights by the ocean with sand between the toes. This one? It was the chill of an autumn night warmed by the sweetness of hot cocoa. It was soft and shy with a slowly building heat that felt like a roaring fire by the time Iris pulled back, breathless, to peer up at Eli.

He was smiling slightly, gazing at her with such affection that she felt a bit silly for not having noticed how much he cared before. Those are the eyes of a man who—

Okay, maybe not that L word. A man who likes me. A lot. How’s that?

“Limited PDA, huh?” Then he did pull away, resuming the kitchen work with a haste she found mildly unsettling.

Maybe he’s worried about getting caught. If she was smart, she’d share that concern because the last thing she wanted to do was make anyone else uncomfortable. She’d never been in this situation before, so she couldn’t say what the etiquette was. In other roommate situations, the rules had been “Partners should stay no more than two consecutive nights and no more than seven nights a month total” and “Don’t wake anyone up with your nocturnal doings.” Since they lived together, the first rule didn’t apply, but the second made sense. If she got teased by Sally the morning after—

“Oh God,” she mumbled.

“Wow, you’re really pink,” Eli noted.

Despite being flustered, Iris decided to continue drying dishes and keep him company. “Are you selling the house soon? Keshonda said it was your grandma’s place.”

“Sales often don’t happen fast, even after the offer. The process takes time.”

“What will you do when everything is settled?” she asked.

It had been a couple of months already, so he only had a month left on his three-month rental agreement. She’d never bought a house, just inherited this one, but she knew there were usually terms like thirty or sixty days to close. But since he was out of the house already, the buyers could move in right away. Once the papers were signed, he could go.

Damn. He might go.

“I’m not sure yet.”

Yeah, that wasn’t what she wanted to hear. But one kiss didn’t make a relationship.

And she had no clue where to go from here, because if she said something noncommittal, he’d probably sense her disappointment. Yet Iris was fully aware that she had no cause to feel that way. No promises had been made.

Changing the subject seemed like the best idea rather than put weighty expectations on him when he hadn’t suggested they become official after she kissed him. “By the way, my store is doing a lot better. I’ve been using all the techniques and strategies you taught me. Views and orders are way up. Rowan’s helping with the shipments.”

“I knew you’d do amazing,” he said.

And his tone bothered her; there was a finality and a sadness in it, as if he had some bad news to impart, but he hadn’t figured out how yet. Shit, he’s not sick, is he? That…would explain a lot. His reluctance to let people close, the way he chose not to make major decisions or long-term plans… She gazed at him, wide-eyed.

What would I do if that’s true?

And then suddenly, it was crystal clear. It didn’t matter. Not to her. If he had two months, a year, two? Then she’d want to be with him. Life didn’t come with any guarantees, after all. She’d rather be with Eli than look for someone else. Her “mother” would say this was just more of her romantic nonsense, utterly divorced from reality, but that only made Iris more certain.

In that moment, all her doubts disappeared.

“It doesn’t matter,” she told him.

Eli blinked. “What doesn’t? Never mind that for a sec. I have to tell you something.”

Here it comes. Cancer? Bad heart? I’m ready. I can take it.

Just then, Rowan dashed in, waving their hands wildly. “Hey, come up and see. Henry Dale finished installing my desk.”

Iris hadn’t even heard the banging, which proved how distracted she had been. Eli sighed a bit over the interruption, not so loud that Rowan noticed. He dried his hands on the towel and followed them upstairs to see the custom build. Iris was too curious to pass up the invitation, so she went along with them. Sally and Mira were already there, peering into the small room from either side of the doorway.

“Isn’t it cool?” Rowan asked three or four times, getting affirmations from a different housemate each time.

“I love the detail work,” Mira said.

There were fanciful cuts and grooves on the back of the unit, making it look like an art piece, and Henry Dale had painted it in different colors, so it brightened up the plain walls. He demonstrated how to lower and fold up the desktop twice, then Rowan took over. The chair really did get tucked away in the cabinet, leaving no trace once the cabinet was closed.

“You do great work,” Iris said.

Eli agreed. “You should start offering custom builds to those who need special furniture for small spaces.”

“I wouldn’t even know how to start with that,” Henry Dale muttered.

But Iris could see a thoughtful look in the older man’s eyes, so she encouraged him. “If I can run a business, you can.”

“I already did that! I’m retired.”

“You were a general contractor,” Sally said. “This is carpentry. I’m willing to make the cushions for you, as long as you don’t work me too hard. And I’ll need a cut of the profits. Thirty percent seems fair.”

“Thirty percent?! You’re delusional, woman.”

The older couple went off bickering. Iris suspected they’d argue over the venture, but at least it would keep them busy. Rowan slowly sat down at their desk and wriggled a bit, getting comfortable. She took that as the clue to step back. Mira nodded as she closed the door.

“They’ll be lost for hours. I was thinking…”

“What?” Eli asked.

“Rowan’s birthday is coming up, the day before Thanksgiving, and I want to get them a digital drawing tablet. I found one on sale, and I’m planning to get it, no matter what. But I wondered if you’re interested in chipping in?”

“Absolutely,” Eli said at once. “Is a hundred enough?”

“Too much! I only need about half that if everyone kicks in.”

“Then I’ll pay for Iris and me right now.” Before Iris could stop him, he had his wallet out, counting bills.

Mira shot Iris an interested look, as if she had many thoughts and feelings about Eli offering to do that on her behalf. Regardless, Mira accepted the cash. “I…see. Then I just need to talk to Henry Dale and Sally. Thanks for supporting Rowan. They’re really talented.”

“I know,” Iris said.

With that, Mira headed off, leaving Iris to wonder why Eli was so willing to spend money. Was it because he wouldn’t need it for much longer?

Dammit, what was he about to tell me anyway?



Eli should have immediately followed up after the disruption.

There would never be a “right” time to explain things, but the longer he waited, the more difficult it got to raise the subject. It seemed like such a tiny harmless misunderstanding back then. Now, he could see that Iris was worried about whatever his revelation might be, and he shamelessly chose the coward’s path. It probably wouldn’t make a difference if he waited a week or two, right? If he dumped this on her immediately after they started…dating? Is that the right word? Then it might end before even getting started.

If he tried to build a deeper relationship first, she’d be more inclined to examine events from his point of view. Probably. Hell, he didn’t know anymore. This much he did know—he wasn’t ready for this to end. And the minute he confessed the full story, she might ask him to move out.

I’ll tell her when my rental agreement is up. Another month.

Not nearly long enough to do everything he wanted with Iris, but maybe, if the situation went sideways, those memories would be enough to console him. Hmm. It’ll be almost Christmas. Gamma had never believed in the religious implications, but she liked sparkly trees, penguins in sock hats, and red-cheeked St. Nick with a bulging bag of goodies.

Eli felt more or less the same way.

“You look pensive,” Iris said, worrying her lower lip with her teeth.

“My grandmother invited me to spend Christmas at her place in Albuquerque,” he answered, and it wasn’t a lie, though it was an evasion.

“Are you going?”

Is it my imagination or does she look sad?

“Not sure yet. We don’t always spend the holidays together. When I was in college, she went on a holiday cruise two years in a row, and after that, I started visiting friends.”

Or I stayed home by myself while assuring Gamma I had my own plans. But he didn’t tell Iris that.

“What about Thanksgiving?” she asked.

“I’ll be here. We should get everyone involved. I bet Sally knows how to cook a turkey. Even if she can’t be here, she can teach us.”

Iris smiled. “That sounds fun. I’ll ask who’s going to be around.”

“Does Mira have family in the area?” he asked.

He knew Rowan did, but they weren’t likely to head back for Thanksgiving. To his knowledge, they hadn’t contacted their relatives since moving out. Their family was looking for them, and they’d sent a number of messages demanding that Rowan return home at once. Thankfully Rowan was safe here. Henry Dale had said he didn’t have anyone, so he’d be around. Sally was the big question mark, as she was the most social of butterflies and would likely have invitations from friends and family.

Iris seemed to be considering. “Honestly, I don’t think she ever told me. I know her ex-girlfriend is here.”

“Anyway, let’s ask them about it tomorrow.”

“We can plan the menu together! And then on the big day, we’ll eat until we’re sleepy. Sports or movies?” she asked quickly.

“Movies.” A beat later, he understood what she was asking. “But I think Henry Dale will want to watch sports, so we should take turns voting on the entertainment.”

“Ooh, or we could play games.”

“Cards, board, or video?” he asked.

“Let me think about it.” She stood on tiptoe and kissed his cheek. “Night, Eli. See you tomorrow.”

After she dashed up the stairs, Eli touched his cheek, not realizing that he was smiling until Rowan cleared their throat. “You two are adorable. I ship it.”

“You overheard?”

“Uh, you decided to be cute right outside my room. The walls aren’t soundproof.”

“Then what do you think about Thanksgiving?”

Rowan gave Eli a speaking look. “It’s a terrible holiday for reasons that I think I don’t need to articulate.”

“Absolutely true. But are you on board for lots of delicious food?”

“I love turkey. I love gravy. I love gravy on turkey. And don’t get me started on the stuffing. Mounds of mashed potatoes? Green beans, yams. Pumpkin pie? It’s all so good.” Rowan seemed to retreat into their mind for a bit, savoring some private fantasy feast.

“This is the most excited I’ve ever seen you,” Eli teased.

“Gravy,” said Rowan.

“You should come with us to Bev’s,” he suggested.

“What’s that?”

“Only Henry Dale’s favorite eatery. Iris ordered the biscuits and gravy plate when we were there, and she gave me a bite. So good. If you like gravy, you have to try it.”

Rowan briefly affected a lofty tone. “I do enjoy a fine béchamel sauce. Anyway, I’d like to go next time.”

“Movies or sports?” Eli asked.

“What?”

“Oh, Iris was asking what we should do after the big meal.”

“Ah! I don’t want to be that person, but…both. Let’s switch it up. And play games too.” They paused. “Huh. This might be the first Thanksgiving I’ve ever looked forward to. I still kind of can’t believe I’m here, you know? We’re a family, people who care about each other, but it’s low-key. Nobody’s in my business all the time, and I love that.”

“I feel the same way,” he admitted.

“Anyway, good luck with Iris. Night, Eli.”

He was headed to his own room when he remembered he hadn’t switched the kitchen light off. Henry Dale would do it, but he’d also offer a lecture about running up the electric bill. As Eli reached the first floor, a knock sounded at the front door. He went to answer, thinking Sally might have left her keys.

But no, it was Susan from next door, and she wore a particularly nasty smile. “I need to speak with the homeowner, Iris Collins,” she demanded.

He didn’t like this woman, and her tone set off all his internal alarms. “She’s in her room. What’s this about? I can pass along the message.”

“No, this news shouldn’t come through an intermediary. And I want to see her face when she finds out.” The malevolent anticipation this woman exuded truly was worrying.

Just then, Henry Dale came out of the kitchen, and he strode toward the front door like a man on a mission. He stood at Eli’s shoulder, blocking Susan’s route. “I do believe Eli has made it clear that you can leave a message. It’s nearly ten in the evening, and Iris might be asleep. I used to think Robert Frost had the wrong idea about fences making good neighbors, but you’re proving his point.”

“Fine! The rest of you jerks should know too. I’ve filed a complaint with the city. So many cars, so much noise. There’s too damn many people living in this house, and that’s a code violation.” She waved some kind of handbook. “‘No more than four unrelated persons may share a residential domicile, lest they be…’ Well, I don’t need to tell you how you’ll be punished. It’ll be more fun when you find out the hard way.” With that, Susan spun on her heels and stomped over to her house without looking back.

Even Henry Dale seemed shaken. “Are we really breaking the law?”

“I’m sure it’s not a big deal,” Eli said, trying to reassure the older man.

In truth, it might be a problem, though he had no sense whether it was major, minor, or somewhere in between.








CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Sure enough, iris’s instincts had been dead-on.

The day started out well enough. She had a relaxing shower and a bagel with cream cheese for breakfast and she made a few necklaces. Then Eli knocked on the door. Normally, that would be an awesome excuse to chat and maybe kiss him again, but his expression gave away the fact that he wasn’t looking forward to this convo at all.

A man who looked this sad shouldn’t also be that handsome. It was distracting. His dark hair tumbled in gentle waves; it had gotten longer since he’d moved in. His jaw was darkly stubbled, and his light-brown eyes were somber. Even in navy sweats and a purple hoodie with his lips downturned, she still felt like biting him. Just a little.

But her initial happiness at seeing him faded when he said, “We need to talk.”

Oh no. Four super scary words.

Now, she listened, horrified, as Eli summed up the complaint leveled against them by awful Susan from next door. She started searching right away and saw with alarm and bafflement that they did, indeed, exceed the “four unrelated persons” rule for a single-family dwelling, and when she dug deeper, it seemed like they didn’t precisely qualify for a rooming house license, which was a building big enough to rent to more than five people.

That’s us, right there in the cracks. Maybe they could still get a license despite not quite meeting the size requirement? Presuming the house would pass all the inspections. I doubt it would now, but maybe… Panic blanked her mind, and she tried to breathe. Eli took her hand, a quietly calming influence.

“I had no idea I was breaking any rules. I mean, it’s my house! If there’s space for everyone, why should anyone else care?” She gazed at him with shock slowly searing its way down into her bones.

“Susan just lives to be mad,” Eli said. “We haven’t hosted any parties, we’re not playing loud music, and it’s unfair of her to be annoyed about us improving the property. As for the number of vehicles, we only have three. Yours, mine, and Mira’s. A regular family might have that many if they have a teen driver.”

The rightness of his statements made things feel worse because it highlighted how unreasonable Susan was being. Calling her an asshole and demanding that she go away wouldn’t resolve the dilemma this time. But what can we do instead?

“I agree with you, but…what are we supposed to do? Will the city send out an inspector? Do we have to let them in? Will I be fined? I can’t afford—”

“Calm down. Breathe.”

Iris tried to do as he said, but the anxiety didn’t abate. Looming failure threatened to crush her, and this time, she’d dragged a bunch of super nice people into her latest fuckup. I should have known I’d just make a mess of this too. Everything my mother ever said about me was true. Ah. Right. She’s not my mother after all.

“I have no idea what to do. Henry Dale can’t afford to move. Neither can Rowan or Mira. And I don’t want you or Sally to go.” She inhaled shakily, trying to fight off tears. “Can we keep this between us while I…figure things out?”

Crying wouldn’t do any good, but she was trying so hard not to freak out that it felt like her eyeballs might explode. Eli sat beside her on the bed and pulled her into a hug, his hands moving in gentle strokes down her back. That was the last straw; she burst into noisy, messy tears that proved how woefully unprepared she was to own a home or a be a landlord or even complete the most basic of adult tasks. She had notes on her calendar to do certain things like pay the bills, and then she set alarms to remind her to check her calendar, or she’d just make jewelry all day.

Eli said gently, “Henry Dale already knows. He was with me when I answered the door last night. And…I don’t know if secrecy is the answer. Maybe if we put our heads together, we can come up with a solution.”

She sighed. “You’re right. I’m no good at hiding how I feel, so everyone will know something’s up. Better to deal with it up front, I guess.”

He kept petting her. “These things take time. I’m sure that the city has limited personnel, so one approach would be for two of us to make ourselves scarce while the inspector is here. I could take Henry Dale on a road trip or something.”

Iris shook her head. “No, that doesn’t address the problem long-term, and I don’t want to solve this with lies. Susan will keep complaining unless we find a legal remedy.”

“That’s true. If we knew what was really bothering her, we might be able to address the root issue and talk it out.”

Shrugging, Iris said, “I figure she’s allergic to other people’s happiness. She liked it better when my poor auntie lived in the house alone.”

Eli snapped his fingers. “Oh! I can talk to Liz. She looks over—” Suddenly, he stopped talking, paused a beat, then said, “My friend Liz is a lawyer. She doesn’t live in St. Claire, but she can definitely look at the housing laws here and advise us.”

“That would be amazing. You don’t mind asking her? What about her consultation fee?” Iris asked, dreading the thought of how much an email would cost. She’d seen the hourly rates billed to her great-aunt’s estate, and while she was doing better, she still had credit card debt to pay down along with old student loans.

Why is nothing ever easy for me? This whole situation felt tremendously unfair, as Susan’s enmity made no logical sense. We didn’t even do anything.

“Don’t worry about that,” Eli said.

She should protest, as she’d taken a lot of help already—from Eli especially, but from everyone else as well. Henry Dale had done reno while Sally filled the freezer with food she never asked anyone to pay for; Mira was casting spells to fix up the house while Rowan worked fulfillment on Iris’s jewelry business. Iris had wanted to be independent, but instead, she’d assembled a team.

No idea what that says about me—probably nothing good. Maybe I’m biologically incapable of succeeding on my own.

But Eli didn’t seem to think there was anything wrong with her. And she’d smeared her tears all over his hoodie and he was still here, still cuddling her like he had nothing else to do for the rest of the day. God, he smelled fantastic, all woodsy and crisp, so much that she wanted to roll around with him.

Then he kissed the top of her head, and the tingle ran straight down to her toes. That gave her the courage to…try.

“I guess we need to have another house meeting,” she said softly.



After Eli sent an email to Liz explaining the situation, along with some pertinent links to local housing regulations, he ran some errands.

Dish soap. Laundry detergent. Toilet paper.

He never mentioned buying this stuff, mostly because he honestly enjoyed making everyone’s lives easier. Nobody else seemed to notice when they were about to run out, and he liked being the detail person, the one who made it so Iris didn’t have to worry.

I wish I could spend my life doing this for her. For everyone, really.

On the way home, he stopped by Pablo’s and ordered a bunch of tacos for dinner. They had the good kind here—his favorite, tacos al pastor. Gamma had introduced him to them on a vacation in Florida; she’d tried her best to give him a little Mexican culture, but he’d still lost a lot when his mom had passed so young, losing touch with her side of the family. Several times a year, he thought about looking for them—it probably wouldn’t be that tough—but he always hesitated over taking that last step.

Would they be glad to see him, or would he be an outsider there because he only spoke a little Spanish? He’d tried to keep it up because he’d spoken it with his mom as a child, but his dad hadn’t been fluent, and neither was Gamma. Eli had always felt that he wasn’t quite one thing or another—that he only fit when he was flying, far above the treetops, away from the pettiness and problems that came from other people. Though he wouldn’t admit it, he’d also been lonely.

I’m not lonely anymore.

While he waited for the food, he checked email on his phone. There was an urgent one from Liz, and he read it with a frown.


What is up with you? This is the third message I’ve sent. AroTech is talking about going with another candidate on this project. They said you came across lukewarm in the videoconference, and I can’t say I disagree. Are you really letting go of this much money?

Don’t make me fly over there.

I’m doing my best to reassure them, but they’re insisting on a face-to-face to hammer out the particulars. They want your signature and a handshake by the end of the week, or this isn’t happening. Get your butt to Seattle! Don’t disappoint me.



Before he could type a reply, the counter guy shouted, “Tacos al pastor!” and Eli went to grab the piquant-smelling bags. Currently, there was just too much going on for him to worry about a deal he wasn’t even sure he wanted. Pushing the issue to the back of his brain, he drove home in a hurry, keen to check on Iris.

The others greeted him at the front door, Rowan eagerly pulling the bags of food from his hands. “What did you get? Oh my God, it smells fantastic.”

He spoke in a bullet list. “Tacos al pastor. Refritos. Red rice. Grilled onions.”

Everyone helped set out the food and gathered around the table. Sally and Henry Dale watched Eli top his first taco with minced onion, green sauce, lime juice, fresh cilantro, and bits of pineapple. He devoured it in two bites while Mira, Rowan, and Iris fixed their own plates.

“I’ve never seen a taco like that in my life,” Sally declared. “No lettuce? No cheese? No tomatoes or salsa?”

“It’s more traditional,” Eli said. “Go easy on the green sauce; it’s pretty hot.”

Henry Dale didn’t say anything, but it amused Eli to see how carefully the old man added everything to the corn tortilla, like he was playing Jenga and one wrong move would collapse his meal. He went light on the green sauce, heavy on the lime, and the first bite put a big smile on Henry Dale’s face.

Rowan had their phone out. “It says here that tacos al pastor were invented by Lebanese immigrants in Puebla, Mexico, in the 1920s. Originally, they were called tacos arabes and they used lamb.”

Eli grinned. He’d done the exact same thing when he tasted these, looked up the history of the dish. “Yup. The recipe was tweaked by local cooks—hence the spices and marinade—and they switched to pork because it’s more popular in Mexico.”

Rowan ate another taco. “Oh, interesting! This article says that in the early 2000s, a chicken version of pastor arrived in Lebanon, and it’s called Shawarma Mexici.”

“And we come full circle,” Iris intoned. “But while we enjoy the delicious grub, we have something important to talk about.”

Henry Dale said, “I think I know what this is about already.”

“Don’t keep the rest of us in suspense,” Sally urged.

Mira folded her hands and looked attentive while putting pineapple on her second taco. Eli let Iris take the lead since this was her house. While she hesitated here and there, she got the problem into the open eventually, leaving everyone silent in the shocked aftermath. People swapped looks, but he couldn’t read what those measuring glances meant.

“Does this mean we have to move out?” Rowan asked, their face still and sad. “I was the last person in, so I should probably—”

“No,” Eli cut in. “Definitely not. I’ll go if it comes to that, which it won’t. The whole point of this get-together wasn’t the taco chat.”

“Though that was fun,” Sally said cheerfully.

“Why aren’t you worried?” Henry Dale asked.

“Isn’t it obvious? Because we’ll figure something out. So many smart people in one room? There’s no way we don’t knock this problem on the head before dessert.”

Mira laughed. “I so enjoy the way you put things. And I agree with you. It’s not great news, but there has to be something we can do.”

“Off the top of my head, the quickest solution is marriage,” Sally suggested. “We get some legal families, and boom, we’re set. I nominate Rowan and Mira and…Eli and Iris.”

Rowan dropped their taco with a shocked splat. “What the heck! I’m only nineteen. Why don’t you marry Henry Dale?”

Sally narrowed her eyes, pointing a forkful of refritos in retaliation. “My backside! I’d rather marry the raccoon who rummages through our trash.”

“Me too!” Henry Dale snapped.

Iris sighed, rapping her knuckles on the table. “Nobody’s getting married. Let’s confine our discussion to reasonable, actionable ideas.”

“No doubt,” Rowan mumbled. “Are we coming up with a feasible plan, or are we doing a ‘wrong ideas only’ meme?”

“Hmm,” said Sally. “Well, I could stay part-time at Ethel’s place. I believe you need more than thirty consecutive days for residency.”

Eli shook his head. “That still leaves us with one too many. And we’re trying to avoid having anyone leave. I like things as they are.”

“Me too,” Rowan whispered.

Henry Dale didn’t chime in, but Eli could tell he felt the same way. While they didn’t qualify as a traditional family, they were one. Mira shot a poisonous look toward Susan’s house, though it wasn’t visible from the kitchen.

“If I end up joining Ethel’s coven, I’m so hexing that wench.”

Eli blinked. “Why can’t you do it on your own?”

“The hex will be stronger if I add more witches to the spell,” Mira said, as if that was the only answer that made sense.

And it kinda was.

Suddenly Iris snapped her fingers and stood up. “You’re a genius, Mira!”

“I am?” The witch sounded none too sure.

“I have a plan. Well, part of a plan. The germ of an idea, really. Sally, Mira? You’re with me. I need to talk to Ethel.”

With that, the three women headed out, leaving Eli to wonder what exactly went on in Iris’s head. It must be a magical place.








CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


“Wait!” rowan called.

Iris was by the front door, putting her shoes on. Mira and Sally were already heading out to Iris’s car, which was parked at the front of the driveway. “Yeah?”

“Ethel’s a witch, right? I want in! I know Danica and Clem, but I need to meet the rest of the coven if possible. It will make our web comic even more awesome.”

Though the situation wasn’t amusing in the slightest, she admired Rowan’s inclination to capitalize on opportunity as it knocked. “Then grab your jacket and put on your sneakers.”

“I’m on it,” Rowan said.

Soon, the four of them set off for Ethel’s place, and Iris was sort of surprised that nobody had asked what she had in mind. Maybe it was obvious.

Ethel lived on a cul-de-sac about fifteen minutes away, a cute bungalow with what was probably a gorgeous garden, though autumn had done a number on her annuals. Plants that had to be replaced every spring always seemed kind of sad while Iris admired the hardiness of perennials, returning year after year with steely determination. There were enough evergreens in Ethel’s yard to keep it from looking desolate, however.

“Do you intend to tell us what you’re planning?” Mira asked as Iris parked.

“It makes more sense to explain in front of Ethel since the whole thing falls apart without her cooperation.”

“I think I know what you have in mind,” Sally said.

“You love being mysterious,” Rowan complained. “You never did explain how you got into my dad’s locked file cabinet!”

Sally laughed. “Are you still thinking about that? It’s not that interesting. We used to have file cabinets just like that and the keys got lost pretty often, so I learned to pop the lock with a nail file.” She raised her voice, talking to the streetlight. “It’s not even proper lock picking, which I definitely do not know how to do, any NSA officers who might be surveilling us.”

Both Mira and Rowan burst out laughing, then Rowan whispered, “You know, I kind of love that I can’t tell if she’s joking.”

Iris let that go as she hopped out of the car and tried not to feel like the worst kind of parasite. She was about to request help from people she’d never met—on the most tenuous connections. Sally was dating Ethel, and Mira wanted to join Ethel’s coven. And Iris just happened to live with both of them, not too impressive a foundation upon which to request aid, but she had no better alternatives.

Sally motioned for Iris to back off as she knocked. Ethel opened the door a moment later and smiled at seeing Sally. They greeted each other with a soft kiss, which made Rowan smile with such brightness that even Iris allowed herself to enjoy the moment. Then Ethel glanced at the others waiting on her porch.

“Huh. I wasn’t expecting guests. I should have scried more thoroughly, but here we are. Come on in, then.”

“Pretty baby,” a brightly colored parrot shouted as soon as Rowan stepped in.

Rowan colored, their cheeks washed pink. “Uh, thanks?”

“Don’t mind Percy,” said Ethel. “He has a favorite whenever I have new visitors.”

Iris waited for Mira, then closed the door. Inside the room was warm and cozy, eclectic décor with all manner of bright colors. Sally went right in Ethel’s kitchen and started making coffee, attesting to how comfortable she felt here. The two of them were definitely cute together, but that wasn’t why Iris had bolstered her nerve. Normally, pride didn’t let her ask for favors, but…

This isn’t for me. It’s for us. To keep everyone together. To…

Protect our family?

They made small talk until Sally delivered all the drinks and Iris wrapped her hands around the hot mug, drawing comfort from it. “I don’t know where to start.”

“It must be important or you wouldn’t have showed up at this hour,” Ethel noted.

“I’ll just start at the beginning, I guess, since it’s my house. I had no idea there were rules about how many people I’m allowed to let live with me. No more than four unrelated persons are supposed to share a single-family residence.”

“Ah,” Ethel said.

“The crankypants next door reported us!” Outrage showed in every line of Sally’s body, from her clenched fists to her furrowed brow.

“Rotten luck!” Percy called.

Rowan nodded. “Tell me about it. I just started feeling at home, and I can’t get a deal like this anywhere else.”

Iris went on, “If I’d known, I would have looked into my options before, so that’s on me, but what’s done is done. Now, I have people to take care of, you know?”

Ethel sipped at her coffee. “I get it, but where do I come in?”

“I intend to try and get licensed as a rooming house, but I doubt the wiring is up to code, and I can’t afford to have the whole house physically rewired. Mira is a tech witch, but a spell to update all the house wiring is more than she can manage alone.

“She’s been looking to join your coven, so I wondered if the rest of you would be willing to help with the spell.” She took a deep breath. “I can pay, just not up front. It would have to be in installments. But…it would mean a lot to us if it was possible. If Violet Gables gets approved by the city, there won’t be any basis for Susan’s complaint.”

“If you need a deposit, I can take care of that,” Sally said.

Mira finally spoke. “This is awkward because I haven’t been voted in officially yet. We’re still getting to know each other, so I understand if—”

Smiling faintly, Ethel held up a hand. “Whoa, slow down. I didn’t say no. I didn’t say yes either.”

“Do it!” Percy shouted. “Do it! Do it!”

The curvy witch laughed. “Well, if Percy thinks so. But seriously, I need to talk to Clem and Danica first since this is their wheelhouse. They’d be doing most of the heavy lifting along with Mira. The rest of us would be lending our power to pull off a spell of that magnitude. I don’t think any of us have tried to cover a whole house.”

“Would it be easier in stages?” Iris asked. She didn’t want to be one of those people, asking for the impossible because she didn’t really understand how the magic worked.

Mira laced her hands together in her lap, and Rowan touched her shoulder lightly. “It…means a lot to me that you’d even consider it. I’m new here, after all.”

“But you’ll most likely be one of us,” Ethel predicted.

The other witch glanced up with a tremulous smile, one that touched Iris deeply, as she understood so well how it felt to crave belonging to that extent. “You think so?”

Ethel answered, “I do. I’ll text you with the particulars after I call for a coven meeting. We’re not due to meet again until next month, but we need to talk it over.”

“I appreciate being included,” Mira said softly.

“But…” Ethel fixed an acute stare on Iris, eyes narrowed. “Why don’t you ask your people for help?”

Honestly, Iris had no idea what the witch meant. “Excuse me?”

“That’s odd. Gladys mentioned you to me, and I just confirmed it myself. Why don’t you ask the fae? Is it because so few stay in the sunset lands?”

Iris’s heart started pounding so hard, she felt it in her ears. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Sally whispered, “I told you, she’s been fighting with her family. Because of the mix-up at the hospital.”

“Holy shit,” Ethel breathed. “That changes everything. No pun intended.”

Iris wished the world would start making sense again. “Uh, what?”

“I think I get it,” Rowan said. “It explains everything. You’re a changeling, Iris.”



Eli put away the remnants from their meal, wishing there was more he could do.

There were certain big moves he could make, like having the place completely renovated from the inside out, but he couldn’t bankroll that without revealing his true financial situation. If he dumped big money on the problem to make it go away, Iris would probably feel upset and betrayed.

“You worry about her a lot,” Henry Dale observed.

For once, the older man hadn’t retreated to his room after eating, a fair measure of how concerned he must be. Though Henry Dale wouldn’t admit it, he wanted to hear what went down just as much as Eli did. At first, Eli nodded without comment, then he added, “Do you think relationships are worth it?”

“You’re talking to the wrong person. But…for most, they seem to be. Why?”

“Never mind,” Eli said, wiping the countertops.

Happily, they didn’t wait long.

Soon, three of their housemates returned, but there was an odd energy between them. Rowan looked tentative and sympathetic while Mira kept stealing glances at Iris, as if something had changed in the time they’d been gone. Sally must have opted to stay over at Ethel’s when everyone else left.

Henry Dale wasn’t great at reading people, so he asked outright. “Well? What happened? Are you working with the witches, or…?”

“They need to discuss it,” Mira said. “But I’m hopeful.”

Rowan sighed. “I wish I had as much faith as you do.”

“Hmph. Well, tell me if there’s anything I can do. You know, other than move out. I was here first. I’m not going.” Henry Dale headed to his room, evidently not noticing how Rowan flinched and hunched their shoulders.

Eli wanted to comfort them, but honestly, Iris looked so shell-shocked that she was his first priority. She always would be, even if she wanted nothing more to do with him after she found out why he was really here. The others seemed to sense that they needed privacy and went upstairs while Iris just stood in the middle of the kitchen, lost as a person could be in her own home.

“What happened?” he asked.

“I’m fae,” she answered in a bewildered tone. “That’s what Gladys meant at the community center, why she called me ‘Lady’ like it was a title. The older witch knew, apparently, just from the way my energy looks or something. How is that possible?”

Eli took a moment, stunned by what she was saying. Then he gathered himself and reviewed what he’d read about the fae. “Maybe changelings aren’t just stories. There are legends about the fae doing that, though the accounts differ on the details.”

Her expression cleared slightly, and she focused on him, appearing to take interest in what he knew. “Like how?”

“Well, I’ve read stories where it was done for revenge. One house steals another’s child and banishes them to the human realm where the real fae parents can’t find them. In other versions, fae children are sent to the mortal world to protect them from their enemies. Maybe you’re a lost fae princess,” Eli suggested with a faint smile.

Iris scoffed. “Wouldn’t that be wild?”

But at least she didn’t look so broken or stunned anymore, so he risked sharing something else, trusting she could handle it. “I should say, in hawk form, I did notice that your energy shines differently than anyone I’d ever seen.”

“Why didn’t you tell me before?” she demanded.

“Because other than that, I didn’t have anything concrete to tell you. And I thought you were a psychic vampire until discovering otherwise.” Best not to linger over how hurt she’d been by what Lily had said. “On the bright side, maybe this means your real family is desperately searching for you as we speak.”

She inhaled softly, swiftly. “Do you…think so?”

Maybe he shouldn’t get her hopes up. It was also possible that she’d been swapped because her fae bio-family didn’t give a damn and they’d desperately wanted a human baby for some unknown and likely nefarious reason. Eli tried not to even hint at that train of thought. “Hmm. Could be.”

She paced the kitchen, waving her hands wildly. “Doesn’t matter. Unless they show up at my door, I have other aspects to consider.”

“Like what?” he asked.

“Like, what should I be able to do if I’m fae?” She ticked the questions off on her fingers, one by one. “Do I have magic? Can I shape-shift? Spin straw into gold? Wait, was Rumpelstiltskin one of the fae? I think I’m mixing up my fairy tales.”

“In some versions, he was a hobgoblin, which makes him fae.” Eli wasn’t sure why he remembered that. “In other renditions, he was a lesser demon.”

“Interesting. I haven’t tried to turn straw into gold, so let’s put a pin in that.” Iris drooped visibly, like a daisy about to drop its petals. “More likely, I’m a dud, and I won’t be able to do what other fae folk can anyway.”

“You’re perfect,” Eli said at once.

“Pfft. You’re my boyfriend; you have to say that.” As soon as she said that, she pressed both hands to her mouth, eyes wide.

Eli could barely breathe for the joy cascading through him. He had no right to be delighted over hearing that word since they hadn’t even talked about it. And that must be why she was so horrified about declaring it unilaterally.

“I am,” he agreed easily. “So yeah, you shouldn’t be looking for unbiased assessments from me. Clearly I have an ‘Iris’ bias. You are my bias.”

She relaxed and wandered into his arms, nestling close. “That’s so cute. No matter how bad things are, you start talking, and I feel better. If I’m your bias, you’re my panacea.”

Guilt prodded at him, but this wasn’t the time to dump another revelation on her for the sake of clearing his conscience. He’d read that certain confessions were actually acts of selfishness, asking someone else to bear pain, and he rather agreed with that currently. Not now. I can’t tell her now. I’ll do it when everything’s resolved.

Instead, he kissed her forehead and offered a different truth. “Funny, that’s how I feel about you. Since my parents died, I’ve felt…rootless. Gamma did her best, but I always felt like…an interruption in her life. As soon as I could, I moved out and tried to find my own place to belong so she could do the same, but I didn’t fit anywhere. Not ever. I was even thinking I might be better off as a hawk because nobody would miss me.”

“Oh my God, Eli…”

Before she could say more, he went on, “That’s not true anymore. And it’s because of you. Because of Violet Gables and everyone here.”

She seemed to take strength in his declaration, gazing up at him with overbright eyes. “We’ll protect it, right?”

“Absolutely,” he promised.








CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


The rooming house license application was seven pages long.

In a fit of ambition, Iris had printed it out upstairs, intending to jump right on this problem. Now she lined the papers up in order on the kitchen table, staring at everything with a growing sense of despair. There was so much information, most of which she didn’t know or even how to access.

Breathe. She heard the word in Eli’s comforting, gentle tone, a welcome change from Delphine hissing poison about how she was disappointing and worthless. But as if Olive sensed she needed cheering up today, her phone buzzed.


Olive: Don’t know if I told you, but this was my last year. I’ll be back for Christmas.

Iris: Oh my God. You have to come! I want you to meet everybody. Can you?

Olive: Are you kidding? I’d much rather stay with you.

Iris: …Even if there’s drama?

Olive: Obviously. I might bring someone. If that’s okay.

Iris: Awesome! And absolutely. You two can have my boyfriend’s room. He might be sharing with me by then anyway.

Olive: Ooh. I can see we have a lot of catching up to do. Love ya.

Iris: Love you too. See you soon.



It might be unwise to be making plans like that so soon, but she was too excited about seeing Olive again to care. How long has it been since her last visit anyway?

Three years? Damn.

That quick chat bolstered her spirits for about five minutes, just long enough for her to remember what she’d been doing. “I have to talk to the fire chief about a fire plan,” she said to no one in particular.

Henry Dale popped into the kitchen. “I know him. I can do that for you.”

She felt like hugging the old man. “Seriously? That would so helpful.”

“I’m not a witch, but I know people,” he said gruffly.

Yeah, that was still bugging him. She stifled a smile over how consistent he was. The fact that Mira could use magic to replicate some of his skill set? He was still miffed that she’d done the second-floor hallway and now the paint looked new. In the beginning, he deeply appreciated getting his Walkman fixed and he acted like he was cool with tech magic, but the man wasn’t good at pretending long-term.

“I wonder if the shabby exterior will hurt our chances,” she said.

The old contractor took a seat at the table, skimming the pages. “Probably not the paint, but maybe the rotten gingerbread. It could conceivably be cited as a safety concern. I’m dead certain they’ll say you need a smoke detector on each floor and probably a few carbon monoxide detectors as well.”

“That’s good to know.”

“If you buy those, I can call install ’em for you.”

Ugh. How much will all of that cost? She chose not to search to find out, at least not right now. “You don’t mind?”

“Not at all. Whatever I can do to help bring the place up to code, I’m willing to pitch in.” Actually, his expression said he was freaking delighted. His eyes sparkled at the prospect of another project.

Maybe it’s okay to ask.

“Since you offered, on this page, they need precise measurements of every single room in the place. Do you think—?”

“I’ll ask Rowan to give me a hand when they have a minute. We’ll take care of it.”

Henry Dale’s easy use of Rowan’s preferred pronouns made Iris curious, though. “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure, I can postpone my important business meetings.” Henry Dale pretended to get on his cell phone. “Mildred, cancel my two o’clock and push my three to four. Unfortunately I won’t be able to buy MySpace today after all.”

Iris burst out laughing. “Sally’s rubbing off on you.”

“Hardly. My sense of humor is much sharper. Anyway, what did you want to ask?”

“Some older people complain that they don’t understand and refuse to honor nonbinary pronouns, so I was wondering—”

“Everything comes down to manners,” said Henry Dale. “Maybe I don’t understand, but here’s an example—you meet somebody who says, ‘My name’s Bradley, but everybody calls me Buzz.’ So you call ’em Buzz. You don’t need to understand, do you? They don’t have to share their life story and justify that name. It’s just good manners, so for me, it’s that simple.”

That made a lot of sense, given what she knew about him. “Thanks for telling me.”

“It wasn’t a secret, that’s just how I feel.” Henry Dale had inspections on his mind, though. “Oh, you’ll likely need a fire extinguisher too. Maybe check into how many the house needs to get licensed.”

More dollar signs flashed before her eyes. Iris tried not to panic. I have some room on my card, but I thought renting rooms would help me get out of debt. The barter system had made good sense when she agreed to it; otherwise, the house wouldn’t look nearly as nice as it did now, but there was still a lot of work to be done.

I can’t believe we’re jumping through all these hoops because of one grouchy neighbor.

Nobody else on the block seems to care.

To her surprise, Henry Dale reached over and patted her hand. “I know it seems like a lot, but try making a list. And write down easy tasks for motivation. I enjoy drawing a line through the ones I finish. Maybe it’ll help you too.”

“Couldn’t hurt,” Iris decided.

Doing that also let her procrastinate filling out the licensing application, so she obviously decided to make the checklist first:


	Price fire alarms

	Price carbon monoxide detectors

	Price fire extinguishers

	Buy all of the above

	Repair rotten gingerbread (somehow)

	Fill out forms

	Turn in forms

	Bribe someone who works for the city

	Spin straw into gold???



Henry Dale watched her write things down for a bit, then he tapped the “gingerbread” one. “I have plenty of wood, and I think I can replicate those pieces if you let me take one down to use as a sample. Do you want me to try?”

“If you don’t mind. You’ve already done so much, and I feel like I’m taking advantage.” She should probably decline, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it.

Not when everyone was counting on her to make this work. Screw my pride.

“No, I’m looking forward to it. I found a saw in the shed that makes complicated cuts, and I’ve been wanting to try it.”

“Huh. I wonder why auntie had so many tools.”

“Maybe she lived with someone who used them?”

Iris blinked. While Gertie had never married, Iris had no clue whether she’d always lived alone. Hazel might know more? Although that wasn’t her most pressing concern.

“Anyway,” Henry Dale went on, “I imagine you’re joking about the bribery thing, but it might help if we could get in touch with someone who works for the city.”

“Leanne’s on the city council,” Mira said.

Iris jumped a little, as she hadn’t even heard Mira come in. “Oh wow, you’re home already? How long have I been staring at these forms? What day is it?”

Laughing quietly, Mira sat down at the table. “I’m a professional at forms. Let me fill some of it out. Ah, lots of repeated data blocks. Give me five minutes.”

Henry Dale got up. “That’s my cue. I’ll roust Rowan and start those measurements.”

It took all of Iris’s composure not to burst into tears. She was so bad at…freaking everything, and here her housemates were, taking up the slack. Why am I like this?

“There.” With a satisfied pat, Mira angled the pages so Iris could see the parts she’d filled in. “It’s not as bad as it looks, I swear.”

“The paperwork or my life?” Iris asked wryly.

Mira chuckled. “Would you believe me if I said both?”

Later, Iris put the application in the mailbox and retrieved her mail. She had two letters from a new collection agency, telling her one of her cards had been closed and charged off. Now the real fun would begin. She sucked in a breath and tried not to cry as she opened the statement for the one card she’d managed to keep active. Even the minimum payment was too much.

Right now, everything felt like it was too much.



When Eli spoke to Henry Dale the next day, he had misgivings about stepping in.

But the more he saw of Iris’s worried face, the less he liked it. They still hadn’t heard from the city, but at least she’d submitted the application. So if the inspector came regarding the complaint, they’d started the approval process. Liz said that should muddy the waters a bit, and at worst, they should receive a fine and time to get their documentation in order.

But Iris would panic if she got fined. Money matters scared the crap out of her since she was already in debt. After wrestling with the issue, Eli decided he couldn’t wait it out. Money could solve a lot of her problems, and he had that. It really was that simple.

First he put in an order for the alarms, detectors, and extinguishers, then he quietly texted Sally, asking her if she could arrange for him to meet with Mira and Ethel’s coven. She sent him a map pin to Fix-It Witches. Belatedly, he recalled Iris chatting with some witches outside during that graffiti incident. Apparently, those two belonged to Ethel’s coven, and since it was a business, he could show up without an appointment.

He didn’t say anything as he headed out because there was no guarantee this would work. Outside, he found a tall man in his early seventies on the front porch, and his heart sank when he realized Awful Susan from next door stood behind him, a smug smile creasing her cheeks. The two had just been about to knock.

“Can I help you?” he asked in an icy tone.

“I’m from HAPI. Susan has made a troubling report. Is it true that you’re housing multiple paranormals here in violation of all city housing regulations?”

Suddenly, he recognized the man. Dan Rutherford was a big mouth who’d built himself a reputation for targeting paranormal citizens. He was wealthy, and he’d drawn support from a certain type of human. This didn’t bode well.

“I don’t see why I should answer that,” Eli said. “There’s no law that says we have to report where we live or with—”

“That will change if I have anything to say about,” Rutherford cut in. “I’m talking to my pal about it. You might know him. He’s proposed some protective legislation.”

Eli needed to get rid of these two assholes immediately. Before Iris discovered that the situation could potentially get worse.

She’ll find out if you do this. But even that awareness couldn’t dissuade him. Whatever the personal cost, he’d fix things for her.

“Neither one of you is welcome. Susan, you’ve been warned before. If I see you across the property line again, I’m filing for a restraining order.” He flipped open his phone with a purposeful snick. “Do I need to report you two officially?”

Not that he’d actually call the cops. They might side with Susan and Rutherford, but fortunately, they didn’t call his bluff.

“Look forward to my next move,” Susan said.

Rutherford followed her across the yard, and that didn’t sit right either. Hell knew what they’d be colluding while he frantically tried to fix things. Eli understood that he was contradicting himself because he’d registered how much Iris wanted to be independent and that she didn’t want to rely on others. But she said I’m her boyfriend. That gives me the right to look after her.

At least, that was what he told himself as he jogged to his truck and drove toward the business district.

Downtown St. Claire was busy this time of day, lots of cars jockeying for limited parking spots. He circled once and opted to park on a side street and walk five blocks. No big deal, as it wasn’t raining, though he sometimes wished shifting was more convenient. If he changed, he’d show up naked, and that really didn’t work.

St. Claire was more charming than he remembered with shops painted in whimsical hues. Brick and wood buildings broke up the visual monotony, and he passed the little bakery Gamma had mentioned. I should get cinnamon rolls on my way back. But his goal was Fix-It Witches first.

The sign literally had two witches on it, so he marveled over the fact that this pair had kept their true nature a secret before the big announcement a few years back. Inside, it was meticulously clean with an array of vintage appliances and electronics displayed for purchase. The pretty woman behind the glass case glanced up and smiled as the bell jangled to announce his arrival.

“Welcome! How can I help you today?”

He thought he recognized her, but admittedly he’d been paying far more attention to Iris the day they’d stopped by the shop. “Are you Danica Waterhouse?”

“Uh-oh. You’re not trying to serve me a subpoena, are you?”

Eli laughed, showing that he had nothing up his sleeve. “Not even slightly.”

“Then yes, I’m Danica Waterhouse. I didn’t change my name when I got married.”

“Congratulations. That’s a beautiful ring.” He felt pretty sure it wasn’t his imagination that she’d held her hand gesture a little too long.

Definitely inviting a compliment on the jewelry. Normally, he noticed such details and didn’t play along, but today, he was trying to make a good impression.

“Thank you,” she said.

“I came to talk to you because you’re considering an offer to help with a big spell over at my girlfriend’s house.”

“Oh, you’re Sally’s housemate!” Danica brightened, her faint wariness evolving into a genuinely pleased expression.

“That’s me, Eli Reese. I just wanted to tell you something that might impact your decision. I realize that this is literally your livelihood and you might not be inclined to accept work with a deferred payment schedule.”

“It’s not wholly the money,” Danica said quickly. “Sure, that’s a factor for Clem and me, but the whole coven has to agree. Typically, we’d only do joint spells for one of our own members, but Sally’s dating Ethel, so…”

Eli nodded. “It’s a gray area, understood.”

“What did you want to tell me?” It was a gentle prompt but a nudge nonetheless.

“Cost doesn’t matter. I can cover it. I can wire the full amount right now, and if you need to charge more than usual since the spell is so broad in scope, that’s fine.”

“That would be…seven times our usual fee. You’re really fine with that?”

Since the money had hit his account yesterday from the sale of What’s Cooking?, he could answer with assurance, “Yes, completely. Price is no object.”

“Deep pockets,” Danica murmured with a surprised twitch of her brow. “You don’t look like you have that kind of money.”

“Do you need to see proof of funds?” he asked.

She shook her head. “That won’t be necessary.”

“Does that change anything?”

The tech witch laughed. “I hate to say it, but probably. The others don’t have any emotional investment, unlike Ethel. So Clem was a no, Kerry was a no. I was undecided until now, as were Margie, Leanne, and Vanessa. You had Ethel in your corner. And Priya, of course. She’s such a sweetheart.”

“Mira doesn’t get a vote?” Eli asked.

Danica shook her head. “Right now, she’s provisional. We’re still in the getting-to-know-you stage, and she’s directly impacted by the situation.”

“That makes sense. I’ll give you my contact info. When you reach a consensus and a workable estimate, let me know. I’ll pay up front.” He touched his phone to hers.

She checked to make sure his details registered properly and nodded. “Nobody in the coven will mind an unexpected windfall. Since that’s the case, I’ll be in touch.”

There, it’s done. No turning back.

Iris would likely be livid when she found out, and then…she would have questions, ones he’d answer at long last. Maybe part of him would even be glad to have it over, even if it meant everything was. His chest ached, and he rubbed it reflexively.

On the way back to the truck, he popped into Sugar Daddy’s to get the cinnamon rolls Gamma had raved about. A cheerful woman waved as he stepped in.

“What looks good today?” she asked pertly.

“Maya! What did I tell you about trying suggestive slogans on the clientele?” A burly, bearded dude scolded from the galley doorway.

“Sorry, just trying to put a little fun in my day. You didn’t mind, sir?”

Eli shook his head. “It’s fine. I’ll have a dozen cinnamon rolls and four éclairs.”

Just in case somebody doesn’t like cinnamon rolls. This might be the equivalent of his last meal, after all.








CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


“Come with me,” eli said.

Unexpectedly, he’d rung the doorbell instead of letting himself in. When Iris answered, he gave her the sweetest smile, making her heart flutter.

It was early evening, and she had a lot to do, but nothing more important than this moment. He stood on the front porch with an unfamiliar look, an expression somewhere between mischief and tenderness. She smiled and took his outstretched hand, content to let him surprise her.

But she didn’t expect him to lead her out to his truck. “Where are we going?” she asked.

“It’s a surprise.”

She didn’t push for details since that might spoil the mood, and she was so happy about being swept away that she let it happen with delight popping like corn kernels in a hot pan. Soon, Eli parked next to the river. At night, it was quiet and romantic with the yellow lamps glowing along the walkway, but the chilly temperature kept most everyone else indoors. He got out of the truck and opened her door for her, and she had no idea what to expect, so she was properly startled when he dropped the truck’s tailgate. Inside, there were a couple of blankets and an insulated chest, probably to keep something warm.

“Starlight picnic,” she guessed.

“It’s nothing special. Just some fresh cinnamon rolls and a thermos full of coffee. I thought you could use a break.” Eli vaulted into the back of the truck and pulled her up beside him. “Hope this is okay?”

“It’s perfect. I don’t want to think about anything right now.”

“Cinnamon roll?”

She took the soft, gooey pastry and peeled it apart, nibbling until she had only the soft, sweet core left. Afterward, she licked her sticky fingers and washed the treat down with hot coffee. Eli watched her with a smile, like he could sate his hunger with her satisfaction. Iris leaned in for a kiss, and he moaned against her mouth. He cupped the nape of her neck, fingers dragging through her hair, and his touch sent shivers down her spine. Their kisses drew out, at first delicate like the tremulous notes of a flute, and then they surged into operatic territory, leaving Iris breathless when Eli drew back.

“I could easily lose myself in you,” he whispered.

“Same. But I don’t want our first time to be—”

“In the back of my truck?” He laughed. “Me either. Want to cuddle for a bit?”

“I’d love that.”

Iris knee-walked until she could settle between Eli’s legs, and he drew her against his chest, linking his arms to make her feel even warmer and more cherished. Between the blankets, the warm drink, and Eli, she couldn’t feel any cozier. Despite the general messiness of her situation—complaints being filed and another card gone to collections—she still let out a happy sigh.

“Comfortable?” he asked, his voice deep with amusement.

“Extremely.”

“I know you have other stuff on your mind, but…have you learned anything more about your fae heritage?”

“Not really. There’s a lot of lore, but the fae are incredibly reclusive, so the stories are impossible for me to verify.”

She lapsed into silence, and Eli didn’t push—a fact she appreciated. Just snuggling with him and looking at the stars, Iris felt like the luckiest person in the world.

All too soon, he stirred and touched her cheek. “You’re getting cold, even with the blanket. We should get home.”

Home. Hearing him use that word for Violet Gables brightened her mood even more.

“I’m all fueled up. Whatever comes next, I can take it.”

In quiet accord, they drove home in contemplative silence. Eli headed upstairs to take care of some business, and Iris decided to spoil him with a cup of hot tea. It was nothing compared to his surprise, but she’d gotten to stay toasty warm in his arms while he leaned against the cold metal of the truck. He could probably use some warming up.

She came upstairs quietly and was about to knock on his door when she hesitated. Because she couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Or rather, she didn’t want to. But she was standing outside Eli’s room and he was definitely saying, “Are you sure twenty-five grand is enough? I’m happy to pay twice that if you can perform the spell right away.”

He has…fifty grand?

Dazed and confused, she stumbled upstairs and set the tea cup on her work table with trembling hands, feeling shaky and queasy at the same time. Nothing made sense, and as she opened her laptop on automatic—because that was what she always did, checked on her shop—she found herself keying in the name Eli Reese and popular apps. To her astonishment, he popped up in a few feature articles, and he had a freaking Wiki page. Realization hit her like a fist in the gut.

He wasn’t somebody who needed to rent a room from her. Why the hell is he even here? The sense of betrayal hit her so hard that she almost threw up, quivering in reaction. God, he must’ve laughed at her pathetic efforts, trying to get her life together. How much money does he have anyway?

Fuck.

FUCK.

No damn wonder he was always offering to pay for shit. She felt like screaming or punching him or both. Her face felt hot with humiliation, and she fought back tears—rage, sorrow—so many emotions. Nothing about him made any sense whatsoever. She read more, learning facts he should have shared himself.

Her rage ballooned.

She had to nix whatever backdoor deal he’d arranged with Ethel and Mira’s coven. Like hell was she okay with Eli waltzing in like a big shot and just…taking over. With his bullshit secret rich guy entitlement. Hmm. Maybe that didn’t entirely make sense, but when Iris was this angry, making her thoughts flow in a straight line was freaking tough.

She stormed downstairs, ready to let him have a piece of her mind. But Eli was on another call, and this time, he was arguing with someone. “I don’t give a damn. I can’t leave right now, and that’s final.” A pause. “My answer would be the same even if it was ten million, Liz. Just tell AroTech there’s no deal. I’m needed here, understand?”

Those words eviscerated her. Iris took a breath, another.

Not only am I a failure, I’m dragging Eli down with me.

Her righteous indignation yielded to an emotion altogether more painful. She tiptoed back to her room and gave in to heartbreak.

Iris wept. For the future she’d imagined they were building together and for everything he’d hidden while pretending to be one of them. Eli didn’t belong on her island of misfit toys, and he never had. Even if she could forgive him for hiding such crucial information, there was no way she could picture herself beside somebody like him. A relationship between them would be too much like charity or pity or, hell, she didn’t know what. Them being together made no sense at all.

He had opportunities she could never imagine. For him, there was no worry about making ends meet, no cutting corners. Insta models were probably whispering in his DMs, promising him the time of his life. Probably he could eat filet mignon every night, get the expensive wine with dinner, and follow it up with a vacation in France.

His dream vacation is in Veracruz? Yeah, right.

He must’ve been trying to seem relatable. That bastard.

The tears flowed down her cheeks until her eyes hurt and her cheeks felt sticky with the drying salt. Still, she tried to stay quiet. The last thing she wanted to do was worry her housemates, most of whom were wonderful humans. Of course, she didn’t have a bathroom up here or even a pack of wet wipes, so she’d have to sneak downstairs to try and hide the evidence of this crying jag.

But first, she called Fix-It Witches. The woman answered on the first ring. “Fix-It Witches, this is Clem. How can I help you?”

“Uh, yeah. This is Iris Collins. I’m not sure who’s been talking to Eli Reese, but he didn’t have my permission to go around me and pay for anything behind my back. At this point, I’m withdrawing my request for assistance from your coven, and I’d appreciate if you would pass the word along. I’m sorry for bothering you and wasting everyone’s time.”

“Wow. This is awkward. Eli did talk to my cousin, and we thought it was fine since he’s your boyfriend and everything. I’ll…let the others know.”

“Thank you again,” Iris said, fighting the urge to snort-laugh at the idea that Eli was her boyfriend.

Fresh fury roiled through her as she tapped to end the call. Mira’s coven must think Iris was a bitch on wheels for flouncing away from their kindness, but she couldn’t let Eli fix her problems, period. Even if she knew what was going on with him, she still wouldn’t be okay with any of this.

A bit later, Sally was at the door, tapping gently. “Iris? I just heard something strange from Ethel. Can I come in?”

Wow, the witchy hotline is faster than the speed of light.

There was no point in delaying the inevitable. “Sure. Door’s unlocked.”

The older woman noticed her swollen eyes and stained cheeks at once, gazing at her with open concern. “You’ve been crying.”

Before asking anything else, Sally opened her arms, and Iris practically tumbled into them. The tears started again, this time so hard she couldn’t even breathe. Sally just held her and rubbed her back, making comforting noises. This crying jag left Iris feeling light-headed, like she might actually pass out.

“Can you tell me what’s wrong? Ethel shared the gist of what you said to Clem. But I’m confused; why are you upset that Eli’s willing to help?”

Iris couldn’t get the words out right, but she tried, explaining her reaction in fits and starts. Then she showed Sally just how freaking successful Eli was, the apps he’d developed and sold, the profiles and the Wiki page, and suddenly, she saw comprehension dawn in Sally’s expression.

“That’s why,” Iris mumbled.

“Oh. I see. He’s out of your league then?”

“Freaking obviously. Why would he hide this? And why the hell is he living here? And how dare he just…buy me peace of mind? This is my house. I want to solve my own problems. I’m not looking for a Prince Charming or a white knight, dammit.”

“No, I quite understand that part, dear. But I think you might be leaping to conclusions. I’m sure he didn’t have bad reasons for keeping those things from you. Eli is a gentle soul, I’m sure of it.”

“He’s a liar,” Iris snapped.

A bag thudded to the ground at the base of the stairs, toppling what sounded like boxes onto the floor. She didn’t get up to investigate. Iris waited with her arms folded until Eli appeared in the doorway of her studio, standing there with an anguished look. And she didn’t have it in her to speak because she’d used up most of her voice crying. Now there were just jagged edges of her dashed hopes, scraping up her insides.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I never meant to hurt you.”

Shit. You asshole. That apology might be what wounded her most of all.



It’s over.

Eli saw that from the dead look in Iris’s reddened eyes, echoed in the tear tracks down her face. The defensive posture spoke volumes as well, warning him not to get any closer. I really fucked things up, didn’t I? Of course he’d known she would be upset, but not…not heartbroken. I did this, extinguished the light in her eyes. What her shitty family couldn’t accomplish, I did.

Sally cleared her throat. “I’ll leave you two to talk.”

He didn’t blame her for retreating because the time had finally come to clarify matters, but Iris didn’t wait for him to speak. “Who the hell are you?”

“Eli Reese.”

She clenched her jaw, speaking through her teeth. “You don’t flip houses. You don’t do websites. You’re an apps entrepreneur. You have a financial advisor, own multiple properties, attorney on call—a friend, my ass—and a damn Wiki page.”

He took a breath, trying to pretend he wasn’t more rattled than he’d ever been. “Okay. You looked into me. That makes things easier. No, I didn’t need to rent a room when we ran into each other at the coffee shop.”

“You mean when we met,” she corrected.

Eli shook his head. “No. That wasn’t the first time. We knew each other a long time ago.” Eli dug into his pocket and drew out the little bracelet; he carried it like a good luck charm and often touched it when he felt nervous. Like now. “Do you recognize this?”

“No. Why?” Then Iris took a closer look, stepping nearer in the process. “Wait, I think I had one like that a long time ago.”

Despite the circumstances, he smiled. “It’s not like yours. It is yours. When I was ten, you stepped in when I was being bullied. I was a lot smaller then and very timid.”

How am I supposed to tell her the rest without her concluding I’m a stalker or a creep or both?

She hesitated, her scowl wavering. “I don’t remember that at all. But…can I see the bracelet?” After examining it, she seemed more baffled than ever. “It’s really mine. It has my initials on the inside.”

“That’s right. You dropped it when you were walking away, and I was too shy to return it.”

“And you kept it all these years?”

He nodded. “I always hoped to thank you and give it back. Which might seem like overkill, but that moment meant a lot to me. Nobody had ever stood up for me before.”

“How did you expect to do that?” she demanded.

“In time, I found you on social media,” he admitted.

“You’ve been stalking me online? For years, it seems.” She took a step back, hands out as if to ward off his weird, obsessive tendencies.

Eli moved away as well, not wanting her to feel pressed. “No! Haven’t you randomly wondered about someone you used to know and searched their name?”

Iris sighed. “Okay, I admit it. But only with certain exes. Like, I do sometimes wallow in anger and regret and look at pictures Dylan and Lily have posted.”

Finally, a small break. Not enough to give him hope.

He glanced past her, watching a few crows settle on the electrical lines beyond her window. Crows were clever as hell, and they always seemed to know when something terrible was about to happen. How fitting.

Eli made himself say, “Then you understand to some degree. I looked up to you in grade school, that’s it. And at one point, I was curious how you were doing. I thought about contacting you, but I was afraid you’d think it was weird.”

She nodded sharply. “It would’ve been, yeah. Actually, I think I do remember now. Big kid, name was… Nope, it’s not coming to me.”

If anything, Eli wished he could forget, but his memory was uncomfortably precise on certain details. “Roddy Frierson. He made elementary school a living hell for me until you intervened. You threatened to tell his grandma.”

Iris snapped her fingers, seeming pleased over retrieving the recollection. “Yeah! He cried. I’d forgotten about that until now.” Her sudden smile faded. “You fixate, huh? That wasn’t a big deal to me back then. Shouldn’t have been to you either.”

“You don’t get to decide that.”

Her lip curled. “Whatever. So I was your childhood hero and you looked me up later on socials. That’s how you recognized me in the café. Did you go there intending to meet me?” Her expression gave nothing away now, but her gaze was cold and wary, as if she was already braced for the worst.

“No!” Maybe if he spoke quickly enough, she’d believe him. “I was in town working on Gamma’s house before you arrived. Meeting you was a total coincidence. I went over, just intending to introduce myself and thank you. That’s it! If you recall, you assumed I wanted to rent a room, so I was extremely confused, and then…”

“And then?”

Yeah, she won’t like this. But it’s true.

“When I understood your financial situation, I wanted to help.”

“Which is why you rented my most expensive room. Because you pitied me. When you didn’t even need a place to stay. Well, fuck you, Eli. You could’ve left St. Claire weeks ago there’s nothing to hold you here.”

You’re here, he wanted to say. But she wouldn’t believe any declarations at this stage, so he didn’t speak the words. Better to keep them than hear her call him a liar again. That fucking stung, even if she had it right.

“I just wanted to repay you,” he said.

“Let’s say that’s true… It’s still important to get someone’s consent. I never authorized you to act as my agent with the coven. I’m not okay with being sugar babied. Maybe you felt sorry for me this whole time, but I’m not interested in that either.”

He stepped toward her, and she moved back. Message received. We’re not people who touch anymore. Fuck, that hurts. “You can’t turn away their help because of me.”

“I already have. This is my issue to solve. I’ll accept the bracelet and your thanks, nothing more. Any debt between us is more than repaid. You gave me a lot of emotional support these past months, and that’s all I wanted from you. Sally said you had your reasons, but I frankly don’t care. Lies are lies.”

“So we’re done?” he asked, not wanting the answer but needing it.

Her gray eyes were like a heavy bank of storm clouds. “I’m sure you foresaw that. If you move out, we’re one step closer to solving the issue.”

“What can I do?” he whispered. “How can I make it up to you?”

Iris replied with brutal honesty. “You can’t. I fell in love with someone else, the person you were pretending to be. There’s only broken trust now. The real you? I don’t know that guy, and I don’t belong with him either.”

You do. You know everything about me that matters. But the words couldn’t fit past the tightness of his throat.

She went on, relentless, severing their ties with words that wounded him surgically, each syllable a fresh slice. “I hope you’ll figure out a plausible excuse for everyone else. I don’t want them hurt.”

He swallowed hard, past the ache that made him want to dive into hawk form and scream to the skies. Because of his own fuckery, he was losing the only home he’d known since his parents died and he realized that Gamma had put her life on hold to raise him. “I’ll take care of it,” he rasped.

It took all his fortitude not to cry in front of her; there was no point since he’d done this to himself, and he understood that well enough.

Everything ends. Always.








CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


The rest of the day, Iris didn’t go downstairs except to use the bathroom.

Somebody, probably Sally, left food outside her door, and apparently, she told their other housemates that Iris had caught a bug. A devastating, heart-destroying bacteria, yep. And while she was wallowing, Eli vanished as quietly as he’d come.

Gone, just like she’d asked. Ordered? Yeah, more like ordered.

Now she had no clue how to pass this inspection, but she had to start somewhere. The next day, she stumbled out of her sad lady lair and found boxes of alarms, detectors, and fire extinguishers piled up at the foot of the attic steps. Eli must have bought them before taking off, before the breakup.

Is that even the right word?

She couldn’t obsess, not now. Gathering her resolve as she gathered the packages, she hauled them to Henry Dale, who was sipping a cup of coffee at the kitchen table. “You said you could install these?”

“I’ll take care of it.” The old man scrutinized her from head to toe. “Did you know that Eli left? He said he had to see his grandmother—that it was urgent and he didn’t know when he’d be back.”

She tried to keep her expression neutral. “He told me yesterday. In other news, I can’t afford the major cost associated with such a big spell. And I guess the coven isn’t enthusiastic about a payment plan. We’re back to square one.”

The older man patted her shoulder with a deadpan expression. “If all else fails, I’ll marry you. But we’re not sharing a room or a bed.”

Startled to her soul, Iris cracked up laughing. “You’ve made my day, seriously.”

“I live to entertain,” he said in that same droll tone.

Though she still hurt, at least she wasn’t alone. Eli might be. She recalled what he’d said about wanting to live as a hawk—was any of that even true? Still, part of her hoped that Eli had, indeed, gone to seek comfort with his grandma. No, I won’t waste my mental energy on him. Who is he again?

Iris tuned back in to find Henry Dale was in the middle of an update. “I’m working on the gingerbread issue, but I’ll have to pause to install the alarms. Just so you know.”

“I appreciate everything you do,” she said.

“What about me?” Rowan asked.

“I appreciate you as well,” Iris said.

“Me too,” Henry Dale added.

Rowan had a sketch pad tucked under their arm, and they seemed a bit subdued, likely because of Eli’s sudden departure. But they’d get used to the new dynamic soon enough; everyone would. And Iris would act like she was fine until her heart stopped feeling like somebody had yanked it from her chest and stepped on it.

To avoid further conversation, she smiled and left the kitchen, heading to the foyer. She stopped to grab a jacket, then stepped outside, shivering at the icy touch of the wind. Eli helped fix this porch. He sanded these boards. Applied the weatherproofing and the stain.

OMG, stop, you’re doing it again.

Zipping her hoodie, she went down the steps, now firm and sturdy, thanks to Eli and Henry Dale. As for Violet Gables, the house was like an aging actress with her makeup smeared. Iris could picture what it would look like if it was glorious, riotously purple—no, violet, just gleaming with color—but she didn’t have the magic to make it happen.

Yet that didn’t stop her from focusing all her anger, all her despair on the house. Iris closed her eyes and locked onto the word violet. V I O L E T. The letters danced in her head, spinning into flowers. Oh, African violets, how pretty, with their dainty little petals, and she fell into a field of them.

House.

Field.

Violet.

Violet Gables.

There was a snap or a spark, and she felt the world as she never had before. There were connections everywhere, and it seemed impossible that she’d never sensed them. Power surged through her as if she’d grabbed on to an electrical line. She felt like a dolphin skimming along the waves, singing with every other dolphin in existence. And in that dazzling brightness, she heard whispers and the lightest touch.

Ah. Yes. There you are, precious blossom.

Not her thought—someone else’s—but then they vanished in the swirling stream. The universe in her head receded, leaving her dazed and disconnected. When she opened her eyes, she stumbled backward and fell down, gaping at what she saw. The stately old matron, this Victorian oddity, was festooned in violets, a field of them growing sideways, impossibly, all over the house. No soil. No explanation, just…violets. They rioted with life and color—magical, beautiful, and incomprehensible.

She sat in the yard, staring up at the miracle that had appeared…like a sign, almost. When she’d nearly given in to despair, the world rose up to meet her, and it was as if the house crooned, “Yes, this is right. I’m beautiful again.”

“I really am fae,” Iris whispered.

Instinctively, she knew. She didn’t need a spell or other casters. Witches use magic. The fae are magic. That wisdom felt very old, and it tasted true on her tongue, a thing where she didn’t understand the knowing, but the fact remained. This is my home, my land, and I have power here. Another truth, indisputable. Her environment would bend to her will.

Mira pulled into the driveway as Iris gazed fondly at the miracle she’d wrought. The witch gaped at the house, glancing from it to Iris and back again. “Uh, something you’d like to tell me?”

“I don’t need a spell,” Iris said.

The woman eyed her warily. “I can see that. Your power’s awakened then?”

“Seems so.”

Another sidelong look from Mira. “What can you do?”

“Not sure. I can’t feel the cars parked on the streets or other machines—like lawn mowers—at all, but things that were alive like the wood on the house? It’s mine to shape.”

“A little like vivimancers, then,” Mira mused. “Maybe they came from the fae?”

“You’re asking the wrong person. I only found out who I am a little while ago.”

Rowan popped out of the house to see what was up, and they too stared in wonder at Violet Gables. “Is…is this real? I’m not hallucinating, right?”

“No, we have a garden growing up the front of the house.” After pacing twenty steps to the right, Mira added, “Oh, it’s all over. I can’t wait for the press to get hold of this.”

“That cranky lady next door will be so pissed,” Rowan predicted.

Iris allowed herself a faint smile as the faint fragrance of violets wafted on the autumn breeze. “I hope so. Because I’m just getting started.”



Eli didn’t leave town.

He could have, easily. And probably, he should have.

But instead, he spent the night in an expressway hotel; then the next day, he rented a studio apartment on a vacation rental site. It was an adequate space over a garage, and he didn’t interact with the people in the main house at all. Instead, he received a code allowing him to let himself in using a separate entrance. At this point, Eli didn’t even understand himself, so of course Iris thought the worst of his motives.

In hindsight, he shouldn’t have panicked and gone around her. He owed her so many apologies that he could deliver one daily for the next two months and it still wouldn’t be enough. Maybe that was why he couldn’t cut his losses and move on. Sighing, he set his suitcase in the small bedroom and wandered out to the equally efficient living space.

Ironically, he’d just unpacked his bags, finally feeling comfortable about his place at Violet Gables. Hell, he’d started feeling like he belonged. But before he could get cozy in the hole he’d dug, his phone rang.

Caller ID said it was Henry Dale, and that made him feel a bit better. At least the rest of his housemates—former housemates—didn’t hate him. “What’s up?”

“Where are you staying?” Henry Dale asked without preamble.

“What?”

The older man made a skeptical sound. “You didn’t expect any of us to believe you suddenly flew to Albuquerque, right? We pretended to because otherwise it would’ve been awkward, but you were heartbroken when you left, son. Not worried. As you would’ve been, had your grandmother actually needed you to make an urgent trip.”

“Oh. You truly are a student of human nature, aren’t you?” It was humbling how happy Eli felt over Henry Dale checking in like this.

“I’ve learned to read people over the years. I don’t always care how they’re feeling, but I usually know. And sometimes I act like I don’t because I’d rather not pussyfoot around. But you didn’t answer my question.”

“Uh, I rented a place. You’re right, I just couldn’t…walk away. Not yet. Not if there’s a chance she’ll eventually forgive me.”

“Well, put a pin in that because you wouldn’t believe what’s going on here.”

“Iris is burning effigies of me in the backyard?” he guessed.

Henry Dale laughed. “Dial back the self-absorption. It’s… Actually, why don’t you come pick me up? I heard you’re rich, so you can buy me lunch, and I won’t need to explain as much if you witness this with your own eyes. I’ve seen some stuff over the years, but nothing like this.”

Despite Eli’s grim mood, he started feeling intrigued by whatever had Henry Dale so lost for words. “Fine, I’ll be there in twenty minutes. Should we hit Bev’s?”

The answer came in a cheerful tone. Well, as cheerful as Henry Dale ever got. “I was hoping you’d say that. I’m craving a burger with fries and the big pickle on the side.”

Just as he was about to hang up, he realized something important. “This isn’t just about what’s happening at the house, is it?”

“Of course not. I miss you.” Henry Dale said it quickly, as if he might be arrested for possessing human emotions.

“Me too. See you soon.”

Oddly, that made Eli feel better. I wasn’t just an accessory to Iris. I made impressions on my own. Even if things didn’t work out with her, he’d made real friends, connections he intended to keep. Maybe…he’d sell the condo in Ohio and look for property in St. Claire.

After grabbing his wallet and keys, he headed out. He’d been instructed to park on the far right of the cement pad so there would be no issues getting in and out. It took only fifteen minutes to get to Violet Gables, and Henry Dale was already waiting at the end of the gravel drive. Surprisingly, Rowan was with him.

And then he noticed. Once he did, he couldn’t believe he’d processed anything else. The house was covered in violets, like something out of a fantasy book. He even rubbed his eyes, but the house-garden didn’t go away. Only the doors, roof, gingerbread, and windows weren’t blanketed in tiny purple blossoms.

Rowan hopped in the truck first and slid into the back seat; then Henry climbed in front. He slammed the door and motioned for Eli to take off. “It’s not that I think we’re doing anything wrong, but Iris is unsettled enough right now.”

“What happened?” Eli asked, fighting the urge to keep looking back at the gorgeous, unearthly spectacle that was Iris’s home.

“That’s what we want to know,” Rowan said. “We suspect it has to do with her fae heritage, but…” They shrugged.

“Honest to God, I don’t know how I’ll replace that trim now. I’ve got hay fever!” Henry Dale was so aggrieved that it made Eli smile.

Rowan suggested, “Maybe you could wear a mask?”

“I’ll figure something out. You remember the way to Bev’s?” Henry Dale asked Eli.

“Why don’t you remind me?” Eli could have put it in the map on his phone, but Henry Dale had a complex about being needed.

This was an easy way to reinforce that the older man had useful knowledge and others could benefit from his wisdom and experience. When Eli had first met the older man, Eli had never imagined that Henry Dale would reach out first. But here they were, going to lunch on his invitation.

Henry Dale gave some directions; then Rowan filled the conversational lull. “I was promised gravy! We’re finally going to Bev’s.”

“I try to keep my promises,” Eli said.

Rowan added, “So I got the gist of what happened with Iris. Sucks, but I understand why she’s so upset.”

“Yeah.” His tense answer probably made it clear this was tough for him to discuss.

“But I came along because I wanted you to know I’m not taking sides. I like both of you, and I hope you can patch things up. I miss you around the house.” Rowan grinned, affecting a childish voice. “Don’t fight, Mom and Dad, it’s my birthday.”

Since he and Iris were of an age to be Rowan’s older siblings, that genuinely did make Eli laugh and lightened the mood considerably. “Thanks. I miss everyone too.”

Henry Dale snorted. “Does that make Sally and me the grandparents?”

“I mean, not collectively, but…yeah.” Rowan seemed in much better spirits, now that they’d been out of their family home for a while. “Forgot to tell you. I’ve been kinda doing a new web comic based on…well, us. And it’s getting major views. People are tipping a lot, begging for updates. Fans will lose it when the magic house becomes a botanical garden.”

Before Eli could say anything, Rowan added, “I changed our names and everything, don’t worry. And I changed some of the physical traits too. I don’t think anyone would know where my inspiration comes from.”

“So I’m a comic book character on the internet?” Henry Dale didn’t seem to know how he felt about that.

“Is that…okay?” Rowan asked.

“Better to ask forgiveness than permission?” Eli joked. “But seriously, you might want to learn from my mistakes and let everyone else know. Before it blows up on you.”

“Noted,” said Rowan.

The rest of the ride was quiet, and soon they reached Bev’s and ordered their food. Once that was taken care of, Henry Dale sat forward with a purposeful gleam in his eyes. “Now then, here’s why I wanted to talk to you…”








CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


Iris expected someone from the city to arrive the same day because catastrophes tended to cluster.

She was wrong about that, and it felt sort of…anticlimactic to go about her business like things hadn’t changed irrevocably. But she still had bills to pay, jewelry pictures to edit and upload, and laundry to wash. After ticking the first two items off her list, she hauled her hamper all the way down from attic to basement. By the time she got to the washer and dryer, she was exhausted physically, a nice match for her emotional wreckage.

It was impossible to forget how Eli had offered to haul dirty clothes for her. But now he was gone, just as she’d demanded. Iris had no idea why a fleeting moment in childhood meant so much to him. She’d thought they knew each other well, but he was an enigma now, the type of person she never would’ve even met in the normal course of things. Hell, Eli probably had a private plane.

Ugh, stop thinking about him.

Tiredly, she plopped her dirty clothes in the washer, added detergent, and started the cycle. This machine was delightfully simple; there weren’t a lot of options, mostly just hot and cold on the dial. She turned to go back upstairs when something odd caught her eye. Since the basement was a bit creepy, she didn’t spend a lot of time here.

But surely I would’ve noticed…

A door. There was definitely a door etched into the foundation wall on the far side, right next to the shelving full of homemade canned goods of indeterminate age. That wasn’t there before. A door there made no sense; it must lead right into the ground. As Iris stared, unable to understand she was seeing, the seams on the sides filled with light.

And then the door opened.

Or more accurate to say it dissolved and became…more of a portal. Two beings stepped through, lithe and graceful and ageless. At first they seemed to be made of light and flowers, but eventually her eyes resolved, or perhaps their forms did, assuming a more comprehensible guise. The taller one had ink-dark hair, skin and eyes like a starry night, while the more feminine-looking one had hair golden as a koi in a Japanese pond with eyes like the violets on the side of the house.

They’re fae.

That was the only answer that made sense. Awe and wonder pervaded her from head to toe; this must be how humans felt since the dawn of time when confronted with immortality. Yet Iris had no sense of how she was supposed to handle a couple of powerful, ancient entities suddenly porting into her basement laundry room. Behind her, the antiquated washing machine sloshed without decorum, rumbling through the beginning of the cycle.

For lack of any better ideas, she bowed. “Uh. Hello. Welcome.”

To her utter astonishment, they rushed to her and embraced her on both sides. They spoke in a strange language, except…the more they said, the more it started to feel familiar. Sounds gained meaning, and then, suddenly, she did understand every word.

“We found you,” the fair one said.

“Our precious blossom,” the dark one added.

Iris had a hard time getting her breath, let alone finding words. The hold they had on her wasn’t painful, but it had a strange effect. “I don’t understand.”

“Come with us.” The taller one pointed to the shimmering doorway. “You don’t belong here. We’ll explain everything once we’re home.”

Somehow, she found the fortitude to withdraw, stepping away from the powerful grasp that made her skin feel too small. “I… No. This is my home. I’m willing to hear you out, but I’m not just…following you into the light. In case you didn’t know, for humans, that’s a euphemism for death.”

“But you’re not human,” said the fair one.

How freaking weird—it was like they spoke with the voice of a wind chime, eerie, charming, and wholly disconcerting.

“I’m still coming to terms with that, okay? But I’ve been raised as a human for twenty-seven years, so cut me some slack.”

The taller being seemed surprised, touching their partner’s arm in apparent dismay. “Twenty-seven mortal years? Has it been that long? We were looking for a baby. We didn’t recall how differently time moves between the realms.”

“Can we speak in more agreeable environs?” the fair one asked with a flicker of distaste for the exposed pipes and wires suspended above the cracked cement floor.

“Oh, sure. Let’s go upstairs.” Iris led the way and ran into Sally, who was making tea in the kitchen.

The older woman nearly dropped the porcelain pitcher when the other two came in. “Uh. Holy crap. We have…guests. Otherworldly guests.” She lowered her voice to a whisper that the others could doubtless hear. “Help me out. Angels? Demons?”

“Fae,” said the fair one.

“I think it might unsettle them less if we conform to our environment.” After saying so, suddenly, two human-looking people stood there instead of the flickering, light-crowned beings: a dark-haired, dark-skinned person and a second with blond hair, fair skin, and dark-blue eyes. “Is this less unsettling?”

“Sure,” Iris replied because everything was surreal at this point.

“I’ll bring the tea. Why don’t you chat in the living room?” Sally pressed her hand to her chest; too many surprises, Iris guessed.

I feel the same. These must be my…parents, right? But I’m sure they didn’t have me the human way. How did I end up here?

Iris glanced around the front room, wondering what they made of the place. Taking a breath, she sat in the chair opposite her baffling visitors, who were clearly trying to seem less…alien. And not wholly pulling it off—mostly because they still sparkled, glimpses of iridescent magic that couldn’t be contained by a human exterior. She gazed at them with amazement and fascination, trying to find connections.

“I’m sure you have questions. First, I’m…Rain. I think that’s how it would translate.” The fair-haired one offered a gentle smile, reiterating their name in the fae tongue, which indeed was more of a feeling, like a gentle rainfall on a spring morning.

“And I’m Fen.” The other guest proffered the same experience in their native idiom, only it was quieter and more somber, a pensive ramble through a rolling marshland while birds called among the reeds.

Rain added, “You are our beloved child, I have no doubt.”

“And you must be wondering how we lost you.”

The way they did that was freaking incredible, a seamless switch as if they shared the same brain. Iris wondered how she could possibly be related to such magical beings.

But before Iris could speak, Rain made a soft, pained sound. “Ah. I see how they’ve hidden you from us. Be still—this might hurt.”

That was the only warning she got before her world exploded in agony.



“I don’t think that’s a good idea at all,” Eli said, once he heard Henry Dale out.

The old man had evidently been bingeing old romantic comedies because he seemed to think a good grovel and a boombox would resolve the issue. Who knew he’s secretly a romantic at heart? For other people, anyway.

Rowan was already shaking their head, echoing Eli’s doubts. “You know I love you, HD, but that’s a terrible plan.”

“Why?” Henry Dale demanded in an earnest tone. “I’ve watched seven of those movies now, and it always works. I even doubled-checked it at the library. I borrowed four different romance novels! Eli just has to do a…‘grand gesture’ I think is what they’re called. He needs to express how sorry he is, that’s all.”

Okay, that’s adorable. Eli smiled, imagining Henry Dale locked on to this research like it was one of his DIY projects. Since the man had never been interested in romantic relationships, he was now taking notes to try and support a friend.

“Hate to break it you,” Eli said, “but that only works in a script.”

“Are you sure?” Henry Dale asked.

“Well, I haven’t tested it, but I’m pretty sure if I blow off Iris’s wishes and try to force a reconciliation, she’ll call the cops and file a restraining order.”

Rowan nodded emphatically. “And she’d be right to do so.”

“Oh.” The old man was visibly crestfallen.

Guess he really thought he had it all figured out.

At least the burgers were delicious, as were the milkshakes. Rowan had the biscuits and gravy plate, and Eli smiled because he remembered inviting them to go to Bev’s before. He’d just thought it would be with him and Iris, not him and Henry Dale. Regardless, he savored the meal in good company, quietly taking comfort in the fact that Henry Dale wanted Eli and Iris to get back together so much. Hell, Eli wanted it too, but not at the expense of what was best for her. She needed time, and he planned to give it to her.

“My plan…is to wait,” he said eventually.

“That’s it?” Rowan asked.

“At some point, she might be willing to talk. I’ll stick around and hope that day dawns.” He dipped the last fry in ketchup and ate it.

“That’s not very romantic,” Henry Dale said. “At least, not according to the movies I’ve watched, which accounts for most of my knowledge. I got the rest from novels, but one of them was set during WWII, so I don’t think Eli going off to war is a viable strategy.”

Eli laughed. “I’m not enlisting. Hard pass.”

Rowan shook their head, still seeming fixed on the older man’s first point. “It’s sweet that Eli is willing to live on her time, you know? Not asking anything. Not expecting it either. But…hoping. You screwed up, you owned it. That’s all you can do.”

“You’re really wise for nineteen,” Eli noted.

“People say I’m an old soul. I was the only one in my family who didn’t see the point of trick-or-treating,” Rowan confessed.

It took a lot for Eli to confide this. “Frankly, I’ve blocked out a lot of my childhood. My mother died when I was young, I was bullied afterward…”

“Been there. It sucks.” Rowan reached over, touching his hand briefly in sympathy. Their mouth twisted. “With the bullying, I mean, not losing my mom. For better or worse, she’s out there praying for my soul as we speak.”

He smiled at Rowan. It felt good to open up, and Henry Dale was listening with full attention too. They both seemed to expect him to continue. “I lost my dad a few years later. I have relatives on my mom’s side, but…I’ve never sought them out.”

“Why not?” Henry Dale asked.

For the first time, Eli admitted the truth out loud, what he’d barely acknowledged to himself. “If there’s no connection, if they just see me as an outsider, it will hurt so much that I don’t think I’ll ever recover from it. So I’m afraid to try.”

“Wow,” Rowan whispered. “This feels like a hugging moment. Do you want a hug?”

“Sure,” Eli said.

They leaned over to give him a careful side hug, easily achieved since Henry Dale had commandeered the whole other side of the booth. The man didn’t like sharing space.

“Better?” Rowan asked.

“Yeah. Thanks.” Eli did feel better.

Henry Dale cleared his throat. “If you want my opinion, you should go see them. You have family you’ve never met, and I’m sure they wonder about you.”

“If they even know I exist.”

“Then you’ll be an amazing surprise,” Rowan said.

“I’ll think about it.” He signaled for the check, and the other two let him pay without argument. At least one good thing had come from everyone finding out about his streak of success with various apps. “Hey, I don’t think I said so before, but I’m happy that your comic is taking off.”

Rowan visibly glowed over hearing that. “Between the discount for helping with Iris’s business and what I’m earning online, I’m pretty close to self-sufficient now. And it’s such a relief. My parents have been saying, ‘You have no marketable skills, no education,’ and they had me scared that I’d end up homeless if I tried to move out.”

“That’s bullshit,” Henry Dale said fiercely. “You’re smart and resourceful, and lots of people care about you.”

“Aw. You’re making me want to hug you too, HD.” Rowan grinned, likely knowing that the older man would rise to the bait.

Sure enough, Henry Dale pretended to glare. “The cheek!”

Taking that as his cue, Eli stood up and headed out, still thinking about what they’d said about his mom’s side of the family. Once they got in the truck, he said, “Maybe I don’t have to start with anything as big as a visit. I could look for cousins on the socials and reach out that way, see if anyone…”

“Cares?” Rowan suggested.

Eli started the truck and checked his rearview mirror. “Another issue is the language barrier. I feel guilty that my Spanish isn’t better, like I’m letting my mother down.”

“Then that’s what you work on,” Henry Dale said.

As Eli backed out of the restaurant parking lot, he shot the older man an inquiring look. “What?”

“Take Spanish lessons. If she’d lived, she would’ve taught you, and she would’ve introduced you to her family unless there was some bad blood you don’t know about. It’s best to assume otherwise if you didn’t hear anything.”

Eli considered. “I never did, no. To the best of my knowledge, they lost touch because of the distance. I’m sure my mom intended to reconnect, but then she got sick. I think Gamma said that my maternal grandfather had remarried, and Mom didn’t like her stepmother, so that’s why she stayed in the US. She was here on a student visa and then married my dad. But I’m pretty sure she had an older brother…”

“Families are complicated,” Rowan said with a sigh. “But if your granddad started a second family, you might have even more aunts and uncles and twice as many cousins.”

“Glad to see you’re taking my advice on this much,” Henry Dale added.

Eli grinned. “Don’t hold a grudge because I shot down your plan for me to reenact a scene from an old John Cusack movie.”

“Iris would so call the cops,” Rowan said. “And if she didn’t, Susan would.”

“That’s true enough. I truly do not like or understand that woman.” Henry Dale scowled as if the mere mention of her was enough to blight his good mood.

Rowan said, “Maybe she’s lonely.”

“Not everyone who’s lonely is also petty and mean,” Henry Dale pointed out.

While the other two chatted and bickered playfully, Eli thought about what he’d gained in St. Claire—friends who were like family, a chance to reconnect with people he’d written off, and possibly…love.

If he was brave enough to see it through.








CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


That moment of agony lasted a lifetime and no time at all.

Iris’s head went blurry, and she arched as the agony unspooled, leaving her soul to bleed. She opened her eyes again with great difficulty, locking onto Rain’s hand motions. As Iris struggled to grasp how she could feel pain in parts of her that had no nerve endings, Rain pulled what looked like a thin silver cord out of her body. The ephemeral chain writhed like a snake and then vanished in a puff of smoke. She blinked several times, wishing the world made sense, but it hadn’t since she’d found a door to fairyland in her grimy basement. Now weird things just kept happening.

“That’s how you were hidden from us,” Fen said.

“And how you were bound to this form, your magical nature stunted,” Rain added.

“We should start from the beginning, my love.”

Rain agreed with a regal little nod as Sally tiptoed in with a tray of tea and cookies. Bless Sally for taking this development in stride, Iris thought, until Sally caught her eye and mouthed, What the hell, as she backed out of the room.

Right, I’m on my own.

Both the fae took cursory sniffs of the drinks and didn’t touch them as Rain went on, “I’ll try to make this concise, as it covers a fair amount of fae history. Fen and I, we come from opposing houses.”

“Seelie and Unseelie?” Iris asked.

“Oh, you’ve read some legends! That’s delightful. Not exactly correct, but human versions of fae history rarely are,” Fen said.

Rain sighed with an expressive flutter of fingertips so graceful that they reminded Iris of leaves dancing on the wind. “So true. But then, they don’t even document their own history accurately, so what can one expect?”

Surreal. She returned to that word as she listened to her parents—her real fae parents?—talk blithely about inaccuracies in human historical records. “You were saying…”

Rain nodded. “Indeed. We tend to be less…direct in our communication styles, as we’re not under any time constraints, so we’re finding this dialogue a bit challenging.”

“You two had a Romeo and Juliet situation then? Your families disapproved of your relationship, I take it?” Iris had managed to glean that much.

Fen smiled—or tried to—a wholly strange and uncanny expression. “Precisely. So dear Willie made a go of the writing then? How fascinating.”

“You knew…Shakespeare?”

“He visited a few times when he was writing about the fae queen. What was that play called?” Rain fluttered their fingers, trying to remember.

“A Midsummer Night’s Dream,” Iris supplied.

“That’s the one. My family thought Fen and I would go our separate ways if they…well, if they removed you. From us.”

“But the search only brought us closer,” Fen said. “We created you out of love, and you were stolen from us, sent here wrapped in an enchantment that hid most of your true nature. I’m so sorry, precious blossom.”

Rain added, “The humans granted you a good name, at least.”

“True. Iris suits you.” Fen inclined their head as if they were bestowing a boon.

Iris tried to keep calm, despite the excitement flickering through her. “Okay, let’s start with the creation part. You…made me? That means you’re my parents, right?”

The two exchanged one of their silent, brain-sharing looks, then Fen answered, “Procreation is different among our people. Ideas can take form. So can emotions. It’s more of a magical genesis than a physical interaction, but you do absolutely share energy with both of us.”

Okay, I can work with that. Rain and Fen are my parents.

“So I was kidnapped by your family,” she said to Rain. “Hidden in the human world. Did your family raise the real Iris Collins?”

“They did. Her name is Thea… All this time, we had no idea.”

“What happened to her?” Iris wasn’t even sure if she wanted to know, especially since she knew the type of family that awaited Thea, should she return.

“At her coming of age, she married a minor noble and drank from the Wellspring, so she’s no longer mortal, strictly speaking. My family said she was a foundling, when in fact she was a changeling, taken when they stole her and left you in her place.”

She wondered if that meant Thea would never return to the mortal realm since she had bonds elsewhere. “This…is a lot. I have so many questions that I don’t even know where to start. What did you do to me just now?”

“Unbound you,” Rain said simply. “Fae aren’t constrained by gender or even form. But you’ve been locked into this shell for far too long.”

Iris blinked. “Wait, so you can change shapes?”

“Of course, precious flower. You saw us do it, didn’t you? I lived as a seahorse for a while,” Rain said in a nostalgic tone.

“What?” The surprises just kept piling up.

“You’ve confused her,” Fen said swiftly. “Rain means a fae horse that lives in the sea. Not the marine creatures from this world.”

“Right, because that would be weird,” Iris said with decidedly ironic intent. “But getting back to the original point, can I change shapes as well?”

“I hope so,” Fen said. “It would be excruciating to realize that our forbidden love blighted your potential. But you might find it difficult or unusual at first.”

Rain predicted, “Your mind will probably be your greatest barrier. You’ve thought of yourself as human. When you accept yourself as fae fully, your potential should expand.”

Ohhh.

“To be honest, I think I did that earlier. You might not realize since you haven’t been outside yet, but the whole house is covered in violets.”

Rain beamed at her. “We certainly knew something happened.”

Fen put in, “That’s how we found you. Whether you intended to do it or not, you’ve turned this place into a fairy mound.”

“That’s a portal connecting our world to the mortal realm. There used to be a lot more of them. As I recall, the last one vanished…” Rain gazed at Fen with a beseeching expression, inviting clarification.

“In Wales, wasn’t it? I’m not too clear on when.”

Iris held up a hand, locked onto a more salient point. “Wait, back up. I created a portal? A link to the fae lands.”

With a fond smile that looked more natural all the time, Rain assured her, “Indeed you did, precious blossom. That’s how and why we’re here.”

“Huh. Okay, next question. What’s my last name?” Iris asked.

“Your what?” Rain asked blankly.

“Surname. There are so many humans that they need multiple names to track them. I think they have numbers these days too,” Fen whispered.

“Oh! I’m Rain of House Summer. They are Fen of House Winter. Any of those words would do, I suppose.”

“So my choices are House, Summer, or Winter?” she asked, greatly bemused.

Fen tried to be helpful. “You can put them together if you wish.”

“Iris Summerhouse?” She laughed and shook her head. “Never mind, I’ll figure it out.”

Rain gazed at Iris, their expression tenderly troubled. “We didn’t expect to find you already grown. No need for us at all.”

“She’s still a baby,” Fen protested.

“By our standards. But she’s developed as a human. You’ll excuse us, we have some mental adjustments to make,” Rain added.

“So do I,” Iris mumbled. “The biggest issue is, what does all this mean?”



Eli dropped Rowan and Henry Dale off at Violet Gables.

The house stood out from the rest, an upright botanical marvel, as the wind ruffled lightly through the purple blossoms. I wonder if anything else has changed. As he pulled away, it struck him as heartbreaking that something so major happened after he left. The worst part of all this was, he couldn’t check in with Iris to see if she needed anything, He’d lost that privilege when he lost sight of the fact that he was part of her life because she allowed him to be.

Those thoughts would break him, so he forced himself to drive away. It’s not about me. It’s about her and what she needs. Knowing that he was doing the right thing didn’t make it less painful as he drove across town. At least he had an appointment this afternoon, signing the closing paperwork to make somebody else’s dreams a reality.

Eli went straight to Keshonda’s office, and even though he was early, the newlyweds who’d offered first were already on site, happy as two summer days, and nudging each other in excitement. Their joy put a smile on his face. Everyone settled at the table in the conference room as Keshonda passed around the perfectly organized packets.

“Thank you for agreeing to let us move in right away,” Natalie Moreno said.

Her husband, Ruben, echoed the sentiment. “Yes, thank you! Keshonda told us you had other offers, so we were on pins and needles until you confirmed.”

“It’s what my grandmother wanted,” he told them. “She likes the idea of another family finding happiness in the house.”

“The yard will be perfect for a playset,” Natalie said.

“Yep, I’ll build one next summer.”

“The baby won’t even be old enough to play on it,” his wife protested.

He hadn’t known they were expecting. “Congratulations!”

Keshonda sat at the head of the table and interrupted their chitchat with instructions on how to proceed. Really, it didn’t take long at all to sign the forms, finalize everything, and get the funds released from escrow. They went straight to Gamma’s account, and it made Eli happy knowing she was set financially. And if she ran into trouble down the line, he could afford to help out.

He shook hands with the Morenos, then waited for them to head out because he had a question for Keshonda. “I have a condo in Cleveland. High-end with amenities like climate-controlled parking and on-site fitness center. It’s two bedroom, two bath, hardwood floors, view of the river, walking distance to everything, and a private rooftop deck accessible from the loft.”

“It sounds gorgeous,” Keshonda said. “But why are you telling me this?”

“Because I’m looking to sell it, and I might be interested in property in or around St. Claire. I don’t expect you to help me with the first thing, but—”

“Oh, I can find you a place here,” she cut in.

He nodded. “I’ll be in touch once I get the ball rolling.”

As he turned to go, Keshonda said, “Actually, I do know somebody in Cleveland. I met her at an expo in Florida. Let me see if I can find her contact info.”

“That would be great.”

Soon, she shot him a text with a name and a link to the real estate agent’s website. “You can find everything you need to know about Maribel on there.”

“Thanks.”

Keshonda nodded briskly. “When you get time, shoot me an email with your must-haves in writing and your price point. Also whether you’re looking for single-family, condo, how much you’re willing to pay for an HOA, whether a duplex or multiple-dwelling structure might work. Some people like to buy a building, live in one unit, and rent the others. Well, provided they can afford it, but I already know you can.”

At this point, what he wanted was to move back into Violet Gables, but the next best thing was making plans to stay in St. Claire, proving to himself that he wouldn’t run away just because things got tough. He’d come a long way from the person with no close ties, inches away from retreating from society entirely.

“Understood. You’ll hear from me tomorrow, probably.”

Once I get my thoughts in order.

Ironic that he hadn’t liked St. Claire as a little kid, and he couldn’t wait to leave once he graduated from high school, but the third time was the charm, as now he couldn’t imagine himself anywhere else. It felt faintly ridiculous to be homesick for a house he’d only lived in for a couple of months, but he missed the people too. Sally had promised him a scarf for the winter, and everyone had agreed to cook together for Thanksgiving. Christmas too. He’d been looking forward to all that, dammit.

Silently, he let himself back into the rented apartment and called Gamma. “Everything’s finalized. You should have the money from the sale.”

“Yes! I’ve got the wire transfer, though all the funds won’t be available for twenty-four hours. Thanks so much, little man.” Gamma paused, and he could hear somebody talking to her in the background. “Just a minute, Jim. I’m talking to my grandson.”

“Did I call at a bad time?”

“Not bad. Breaking Bad.”

Eli laughed without quite understanding what Gamma was getting at. “What?”

“We’re going on a Breaking Bad RV tour! We’re leaving in ten minutes. I’d love to chat more, but I don’t want to be the last one on board. I’ll get stuck sitting by Mary Jo.”

“Uh, yeah, definitely try to avoid that. Have fun!”

Gamma sounded as excited as a little kid. “I’ll send pictures. Supposedly, we’re visiting a bunch of actual film sites. I can’t wait.”

He couldn’t resist teasing her a bit. “Who needs Universal Studios, right?”

“Exactly! Love you. Talk to you soon, little man.”

The conversation lightened his worries a bit. At least Gamma wasn’t regretting her decision to upend everything and move to a retirement community. It sounded like there was always something going on, new friends and new adventures. She’d carpe’d the hell out of that diem, by any standards.

Time for him to do the same. He sent the initial email at once with a subject of I’m interested in selling my condo. Next he went into his bathroom to strip.

For most people, that would mean he was taking a shower, but Eli opened the small window within the stall and shifted; then he swooped out into the waning sunlight. It had been a while since he’d flown, and the winds carried him toward Violet Gables.

No surprise there—it was where his heart and wings always led him. But today, the view was even more breathtaking.

The whole house glowed different than before, akin to the kaleidoscopic, incandescent hues that burned around Iris like a living rainbow. He circled overhead, taking in the new corona. He didn’t know what it meant, but the change likely heralded some massive shift. Feeling like a stalker, he perched on the roof, watching the street for a moment or two. Home might be where the heart was, but it didn’t mean he could stay.

So Eli soared away, wheeling toward open skies.








CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


“We want you to come home,” Fen said, as if that should be obvious.

“Home, as in…fairyland?” Iris felt silly calling it that, but she had no other word. In fact, up until finding out that she was fae herself, she’d never given much thought to the lore, too busy trying and failing all over the place.

“There have been many names over the years,” said Rain. “Avalon, Mag Mell, Elfhame, Annwn. But Otherworld works well enough.”

Fen nodded. “Even better in modern tongue, I should think.”

“Look, I might be willing to visit at some point, after I get to know you better, but…I have a life here,” Iris said.

“If you stay, especially if you remain in that form, you’ll age,” Rain said softly.

“And eventually…cease,” Fen added in an anguished tone.

“Okay, I really don’t want to talk about my mortality right now. I get it. If I choose to go with you, I’ll be immortal and learn how to turn into a fairy horse that lives in the sea. And admittedly, that sounds cool as hell, but…”

“You’re not ready to sever all ties to this place,” Rain said.

“I was unhappy here sometimes,” she admitted. “But I’m just starting to figure things out. I love this house.”

Fen glanced around, a faint smile creasing their extraordinarily beautiful features. “That much is clear.”

That said, she did want to get to know her…parents? Progenitors? Whatever. “Can we leave the anchor in place? And the door in the basement. That way, you can visit whenever you want. Once we get closer, I’d like to see the Otherworld too.”

“Bliss!” Rain exclaimed.

Fen took her hand and kissed both of her palms. It felt like an oddly reverent gesture, and Iris wondered if the twenty-seven years she’d been missing had felt like five minutes to them. “We have so much to show you, so much beauty that’s not to be believed.”

“No Thomas the Rhymer nonsense, okay? I don’t want to be gone for seven years.”

“We’ll do our best to keep track of mortal time,” Rain promised.

Fen knelt before her, dark eyes twinkling like a starry night. “I know you’re struggling, but may we embrace you?”

She couldn’t recall the woman who’d raised her ever asking for a hug or offering one. Tears prickled in her eyes. I’m not unwanted. I’m not a fuckup. My people were just…misplaced. For a time. Iris included everyone who lived at Violet Gables in that assessment, but she was glad to add Rain and Fen to the list of people who cared.

“Absolutely.”

The two fae drew her close, bracketing her between them. Maybe it was her imagination, but Rain truly smelled like fresh droplets of water gliding over the flower petals, while Fen reminded her of freshly turned farmland and the verdant smell of new life breaking the surface of the earth after a long winter. Each embodied springtime in a different way, and Iris came out of the hug feeling dazed and delighted.

“I came from the two of you. Really?”

“Are you happy about that?” Rain asked.

“Yeah. It doesn’t feel quite real, but I’m ecstatic.”

“As are we,” Fen said.

Before she could respond, a knock sounded at the door. Sally called, “Keep talking with your visitors. I’ll get it.”

The older woman darted from the kitchen, through the front room, and into the foyer, where Iris heard her speaking to someone. She couldn’t make out the words, but Sally’s tone shifted from inquiring to annoyed.

Then she came to the archway and said, “Looks like they need a word with you. It’s about the complaint Susan Grumpyguts filed.”

“Grumpyguts?” Rain repeated. “What a curious surname.”

“It’s not her legal name,” Iris said, like that was the salient point here.

She gestured to indicate she’d be right back (hopefully). No way to be sure if Rain and Fen understood, but she shouldn’t keep the inspector waiting. It was a middle-aged man, balding, plaid shirt tucked into a pair of khakis. He was carrying a sheaf of paperwork, and he radiated impatience as he waited for an invitation to enter.

“Come in, what’s this about?” As if Iris didn’t know perfectly well.

“It says here that you’re the homeowner, is that correct?”

“Yes, I own Violet Gables.”

He snorted. “Violet Gables, is it? Hopefully I won’t be here long. By the way, the city may cite you for the unregulated application of hydroponics on the exterior of your house. Here I thought I’d seen everything.”

“It’s not hydroponics,” she said, but he wasn’t listening, moving down his list of questions like he’d be fined if he slowed even for a second.

“Are you Iris Collins?”

“That’s correct.” She was already tired of his attitude, but she couldn’t afford to snap or act rude. Not when she still didn’t know how she was getting out of this situation. “Do you want to sit down?” she added.

“Who is this man?” Fen demanded.

Iris shrugged. “He hasn’t seen fit to introduce himself.”

“That seems rude,” Rain noted. “Or have customs changed this much?”

Sally chimed in then. “They haven’t. This guy is being exceptionally impolite.”

The inspector sighed. “This isn’t a social call, people. But fine, my name is Melvin Terry. I work for the city of St. Claire. All good now, can we continue?”

“Go ahead,” Iris said, trying not to wince at how peeved he seemed.

“Thank you. Now where was I…? The nature of the complaint is that there are too many unrelated persons living here. This is a single-family dwelling—”

“Who are you to arbitrate such a thing?” Rain asked in a deceptively gentle tone.

Melvin spared a baffled glance for the person questioning him. Iris could tell that the man registered…something being off, but she guessed he’d never imagine in a thousand years that he was being asked to justify himself to a pair of ageless fae. “I just told you, I work for the city.”

“But Violet Gables is an anchor point,” Fen said.

He turned to Iris with a scowl. “What are they yapping about?”

Yet Iris couldn’t help because she had no idea either. Sally gave up pretending she wasn’t involved and came to perch next to Iris on the sofa. “This is better than daytime TV,” she whispered.

“We are fae,” Rain said simply. “I am from the Summer House. Fen represents the House of Winter. Iris is our child, and she has established an anchor here, the first fairy mound in these lands since we withdrew in ages past. That makes this place our sovereign ground. Here, your petty mortal rules hold no sway.” Then Rain grew in size to dominate the space, voice booming like a clap of thunder. “Do you understand, child of earth?”

Melvin blinked so much that it looked like he had dust in both his eyes, stumbling back in instinctive self-protection. He practically had his back wedged against the front door. “I, what? No. Are you joking right now?”

Fen rose and dropped some of their human shape, allowing their true form to bleed through at the edges. Magic stirred around them like a dragon waking from a long slumber. “Not even slightly. Do you want to start a war with the Otherworld?”

“No,” Melvin said uncertainly. “But—”

Frankly, Iris was impressed that the man hadn’t already fled.

Fen went on, “Think of it this way. This place is our embassy. We’re willing to remain on good terms with you mortals as long as Iris is content here. Should that change, should you trouble her in any fashion, you will face our wrath.”

“Uh. Yeah. I…see. I think I need to pass this up the chain of command. This is way above my pay grade. Sorry to bother you, Ms. Collins.” The man raced out of the house as if he might be turned into a newt.

And who knows, maybe they can do that. Maybe I can too.

“Holy shit,” Sally said. “I think your problem is solved, dear.”



Eli opened his door to find a familiar dark-skinned woman reclining in the chair on his small porch.

She had her hair in cute Bantu knots, a different style than her social media photos showed. “Surprise,” said Liz.

Elizabeth Fielding had been his attorney for several years, and they’d always skirted the line between colleagues and friends. So Eli couldn’t believe she was here, checking on him in person just because he hadn’t answered her last few texts. They hadn’t spoken since he blew off the AroTech deal, and they didn’t have this kind of a relationship—or at least he hadn’t thought so. Liz apparently believed otherwise.

“How did you even find me?” he asked.

She waved a hand like that was no big deal for someone of her impressive abilities. “I talked to an old man at your former address. He said you were staying here for the time being while you ‘iron out’ some complications between you and your lady friend. His words, not mine.”

“You met Henry Dale. He’s a character. Come on in then.” He stepped back and waved at the small living space. “This is me.”

Liz swept past him with a small suitcase, looking none too impressed by his choices. “You’re here in a sad single boy apartment when you have that gorgeous condo? It’s not even seven hours away. Why didn’t you get in your truck and go?”

Because I love Iris.

He didn’t tell Liz because it felt wrong to say it to someone else first. And maybe Iris would never get over the betrayal of trust, which would mean he had to figure out some way to move on too. But not before he gave this everything he had.

“Because it’s time for me to put down roots,” he said.

“You? Really?” She set a bag of groceries on the coffee table. “Don’t worry, there’s nothing perishable. I know how you are, so I brought instant noodles and the like.”

“Hey, I can cook.”

“But you generally don’t bother for yourself.”

That…was true enough. When had she gotten to know him so well? They’d been working together for years, and Liz was observant. Maybe that was the answer.

“How can you afford to just pick up and come check on me?”

“Most of my work is done remotely, and I can check contracts anywhere. Plus, I was worried about you. I know you’re surprised to see me, but would it kill you say, ‘Thanks, Liz. I appreciate you caring enough to stop me from vanishing into the night sky’?”

“Oh. Is that what this is about?” He had a fleeting memory of telling her that he couldn’t see the point of it all. Modern life seemed sort of futile, so maybe he’d just vanish into the horizon and live out the remainder of his days as a hawk.

“Yes, you jerk! It’s cool that you can fly and all, but I’d miss you if you just…disappeared. We’re friends, even if you’re too dense to realize it.”

“Thanks, Liz.”

“For what?” she asked in a grouchy tone.

“Caring enough to check on me. For that, you get a home-cooked meal, courtesy of me. But I do have groceries, you know. And some of them are even fresh fruit and vegetables.”

He made her a nice meal of steamed broccoli and rice with mushroom chicken, and then he filled her in on how everything had gone terribly wrong. Once he finished the saga, she sighed at him. “That’s pitiful. I don’t blame Iris for being mad at you. But it’s so cute that Henry Dale and Rowan were trying to help you patch things up. Sidenote—I’m totally reading their web comic. You mentioned it last time you texted me, and it’s awesome. They’re so talented. But…have you seen today’s episode?”

“What about it?” Eli read Rowan’s web comic about Violet Gables now and then, but he hadn’t looked at the most recent update.

“Apparently…” In a burst of excitement, Liz pulled up the site on her tablet and passed it over.

He skimmed with dawning disbelief. Iris’s fae parents showed up and established Violet Gables as inviolable territory since Iris was their scion and ambassador. That meant normal city regulations didn’t apply, and Iris could do as she damn well pleased with her property. Eli stared at Liz, who was bouncing a little in excitement.

“Is that, like, really real? Are you actually in love with a fairy princess?”

Yeah…that would take some getting used to.

“Rowan doesn’t make stuff up,” he finally said. “So if it’s in the comic, then I guess it happened. She definitely didn’t need me to buy her way out of trouble. Things got resolved for her…because she’s Iris.”

“Not trying to be extra, but I need to meet these people. After reading the web comic, they seem like celebrities to me. But don’t worry, I won’t be weird. I can be chill, I promise. Also, unrelated, is Mira as hot in real life as she is in—?”

“Are you sure you’re a licensed attorney?” Eli demanded. “Because you sound like a fangirl at her favorite concert.”

Liz waved that away. “You’ve seen my diploma. Never mind, you don’t have to answer about Mira.”

“Good, that would be awkward. She’s like a sister to me.”

“Then I’ll scout that myself when you introduce me.”

“You seem so sure that will happen.”

“It has to. I have my hopes up and everything. Which means we need to start thinking about how to get you back together with Iris.”

“Now we get to the truth. You weren’t worried about me. You just want to meet Mira and Rowan and meddle in my love life.”

Liz picked up the tiny container of ice cream she’d found in his freezer. He’d planned to eat that alone, but sharing was okay too.

“And Iris and Sally and Henry Dale. Oops, already met him. But the others, yeah. I need their energy in my life. Maybe I’ll move to St. Claire too!”

Eli sighed. “Why are you like this?”

She dug in, waving the spoon to punctuate her monologue. “Because you need someone to counter the level of morose energy you discharge into the world. We’re like magnets with an opposite charge. It shouldn’t work, yet we stick together and wow the world with our friendship.”

“Let’s say I agree with you. I do want Iris back, but I won’t pressure her.”

“Yeah, that’s the issue. But you can’t leave these things too long either, or she might think you were just playing with her, you know? Since that’s not the case, you can’t leave any doubts about your intentions.”

“Please say you’re not thinking of a grand gesture,” he begged.

Liz narrowed her eyes. “None of that quitter talk. We give her two weeks, which is up when?”

He counted the days and told her. Funny, it seems much longer.

“Great. Past that point, we pull out all the stops. Operation ‘get the girl’ is a go!”








CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


Rain and fen stayed for a week, marveling over the way the “mortal realm” had changed.

They used the main bedroom, which had been Eli’s up until recently, so that was a bit weird for Iris, but it was good getting to know her parents. They didn’t eat food, and they drank beverages only to be polite, so that was interesting as well. She still didn’t understand how her own body worked, though come to think of it, she’d never been sick in her life, never had a normal childhood illness or been rushed to the hospital. Even her cuts healed cleanly and quickly.

But that made her wonder. “Uh. I used to donate plasma quite a bit. Do you think the patients who received my fluids are okay?” she asked Rain.

“The binding made you essentially human, dear one. I’m not sure what would happen if you tried to donate now, however. But if you need funds, we can—”

“I’m fine,” she cut in quickly.

She didn’t want them dumping heaps of jewels through the portal, as would doubtless happen if she said a word. The tax laws probably couldn’t even handle sudden largesse from the Otherworld, though maybe they’d just class them as a bequest. But she hadn’t wanted a handout from Eli, and she didn’t mean to mooch from Rain and Fen either.

Her housemates were all fascinated by the impossible door in the basement, and Fen kept offering to take Rowan to the “land under the hill.”

“We’ve always been welcoming to artists,” Rain added with a radiant smile.

Rowan looked a little dazed and more than a bit dazzled. “That would be—”

“When I decide to go, Rowan can come with me. They’re not going off with you all of a sudden,” Iris said for what felt like the hundredth time.

“I’m sure it would be okay,” Rowan said with an enraptured smile.

Well, crap. I think Rowan might want to start a poly relationship with my immortal parents, so that’s cool. Totally fine.

Henry Dale made a disapproving noise. “Don’t be silly. We don’t know enough about these beings yet.”

“We know they love Iris,” Sally said. “And they took care of her problems with the city on day one.”

That was true. Yesterday, Iris had received official correspondence on the mayor’s letterhead. Hopefully, it was the last time he’d be using that letterhead since Leanne Vanderpol-Montgomery was running against Mayor Anderson. The coven had gotten behind her in a big way, and Iris had shared a few posts as well. Hopefully, Ms. Vanderpol-Montgomery could push back against the assholes in HAPI who were stirring up trouble in town.

Today, a formal statement from the freaking governor arrived by special messenger, acknowledging her status as a new supernatural ambassador. State officials would be in touch, apparently, to define her role and see what could be gained through an alliance with the previously reclusive Otherworld.

Fen smiled at Sally, still a faintly alarming expression because their eyes didn’t match the mouth movement. Not in a sinister way, just…alien. “Caution is understandable. We have nothing but time. Any of you are welcome, should you choose to visit with Iris.”

“I’ll bear that in mind,” Mira said.

She didn’t seem charmed in the same way Rowan was, but she was definitely curious. As a witch, she must be wondering how her magic would function in the Otherworld and what insights she could bring back to the coven. Rowan could hardly contain their excitement.

“Really? You might come with us?” they asked.

“I’m definitely thinking about it,” Mira answered.

“If they’re going, I am too!” Sally declared, never one to be left out of anything.

Out of curiosity, Iris glanced at Henry Dale, who scowled at the whole room as if they’d done him a great personal wrong. “Fine, we’ll all go. And when we drink cursed fae wine and end up indentured for forty years, don’t come crying to me.”

“We wouldn’t let that happen,” Rain protested.

The old man snapped his fingers. “See? That’s basically an admission that it could happen. I knew it! All of those cautionary tales had a basis in fact.”

Fen didn’t avoid the accusation. “We have…made mistakes in the past, but since our scion has been raised as a human, we’ll do our best to forge a respectful path forward.”

“Scion,” Mira repeated.

Rowan nodded, eyes sparkling. “Oh, I love that word.”

“I don’t understand why the government is bending over backward to please a couple of random fae,” Henry Dale muttered.

Everyone shot him quelling looks, but Sally was the one who answered. “The way I see it is this. Historically, our government has tried to step on ‘different’ elements within their own populace. So witches and shifters might have trouble with the authorities.

“The fae don’t live in our territory, but they have access to it. Our government doesn’t know how powerful they are or what they can do to us. So the way they’re handling the fae, it’s more like careful first contact with an alien race. The government can’t afford to piss off the Otherworld when they have no clue what could happen.”

Iris considered that explanation and nodded. “Honestly, that makes total sense.”

Her parents did, sometimes, strike her as alien beings.

“What an interesting thought. But we should go,” Rain said then. “We’ll return soon.”

“Probably. We’ll do our best to keep track of time on your side of the veil.” Fen stood and offered their hand to Rain.

It felt weird as hell to walk her parents to the basement, but when was anything about her life normal? The others stayed upstairs, allowing her a final moment with Rain and Fen. As the light gathered in the seams of the portal, she blurted, “You said it’s possible for me to change forms. How…how would I do that? If I wanted to.”

Fen paused, energy wreathing them in garlands of light. “It’s difficult to explain. In the Otherworld, it would be as simple as a thought. It requires more focus and more energy here where everything is…”

“Heavier,” Rain said. “I would say that the first step is believing that you can, however. Believe that you’re not limited. Believe that you’re not chained. Believe in your own potential. You truly are infinite, precious blossom.”

Rain kissed one cheek while Fen kissed the other, and then they went, melting into the light. Iris would be lying if she claimed she wasn’t curious, but it was also a relief to some degree. She had so much to process, and that wasn’t even factoring for Eli.

Now that she’d had a chance to calm down, she could see that maybe she’d overreacted. A tad. Not that she had no reason to be upset at all, but maybe it wasn’t an offense worthy of cutting all contact and going scorched earth.

I miss him.

I miss us.

I miss dance lessons, and I miss hugging him when I feel low.

“Okay, so I wasn’t trying to spy on you, but I couldn’t resist seeing that portal magic in action,” Rowan said from the middle of the stairs.

Iris jumped so hard, she nearly fell over. “Oh my God!”

Rowan rushed to her side, steadying her with a hand on her arm. “Sorry! I thought you knew I was there. Sidenote, I can’t wait to capture the magic of this moment. Thanks again for the digital tablet! I can’t believe how great everyone has been to me. I’ve literally never been happier in my whole life.”

That was supposed to be for Rowan’s birthday, around Thanksgiving, but nobody had been able to resist delivering it early. “Mira organized everything. She should get extra ice cream for a week.”

“You always do that,” Rowan said.

“Do what?”

“Deflect praise and appreciation instead of just saying, ‘You’re welcome.’”

“Oh. Okay. You’re welcome?”

Rowan grinned. “That’s much better! But…did I hear you right? Were you asking about changing shapes?”

Crap.

“I was just curious,” she said.

“Are you interested in becoming a hawk, by any chance?”

Oh my God, how do they know?

She mumbled something noncommittal and rushed upstairs, but Rowan didn’t let her off the hook. “You’re trying to get closer to him, huh? Does that mean you’re ready to make up?”

Iris sighed, sinking into a kitchen chair with confusion dancing the mambo in circles around her. “Maybe. I do feel like we should talk. I don’t feel great about the way I just…evicted him. Yeah, he messed up, but I’m not perfect either.” She paused. “Do you…happen to know where he is?”

“I do,” said Henry Dale and quickly recited the address.

Once she had the info, she didn’t know what she intended to do until she got upstairs. The normal reaction would be to call him or get in her car. Since when was I normal? My parents are Rain and Fen. I’m extraordinary. I’m fae. Calmly Iris undressed in the main bedroom and folded her clothes; then she opened the window.

She imagined her body getting lighter and smaller, feathers instead of skin, hollow bones, and wings that would ride the wind. Her body was only a suggestion, not the lines that confined her. A chosen shape, not the only one, and then—

She was a hawk. Like Eli. Flying felt so natural that she let out a triumphant shriek and caught the updraft, circling the house.

Then she arrowed in the direction of her heart.



First there was a red-tailed hawk, circling overhead in graceful motions, and then there was a naked woman on Eli’s porch. Not just any woman.

Iris.

He hurriedly dragged her inside without asking a single clarifying question. Her eyes rounded when she spotted Liz, currently sprawled on his couch in comfy clothes. Liz had been sleeping on the sofa, but this probably looked bad. Oh shit. What the…? Why now?

“Uh, hello there. There’s probably an interesting explanation,” Liz said, carefully keeping her gaze on Iris’s face. “I look forward to hearing it after you get dressed.”

He pulled Iris through to his room and quickly found her a T-shirt and jogging pants. Eli turned to close the door as she put the clothes on. “It’s good to see you,” he said.

“All of me?” The laughter in her voice said she wasn’t upset.

“Okay, admittedly, this isn’t how I would’ve chosen to get you naked the first time.”

“You’ve thought about that, have you?”

“I’m not a saint,” he muttered. “Those dance lessons…”

“You can turn around. So are you crashing on your friend’s couch or what?”

He let out a breath, relieved that she didn’t think he was the kind of person who could go from kissing her to being with someone else at the drop of a hat. “That’s Liz, my lawyer friend. She got worried when I wasn’t responding to her texts.”

“Afraid of you going hawk forever on her?” Iris guessed.

Eli had to smile over how well she knew him. “Yeah, that’s exactly right. And honestly, I’ve told her so much about all of you that she was hoping to meet everyone before she heads back. She’s even talking about moving to St. Claire.”

A soft smile started in Iris’s pretty gray eyes, rounding the corners of her mouth like she was stealing a base. “That’s how awesome you made us all sound, huh?”

“Just the truth, as I saw it.”

“You must be wondering why I chose to come over this way,” she said.

“I am curious about the whole turning into a hawk thing.”

“I did that for you. To see if I could. I’d already found out that I’m fae before you left. Well, some fairly critical developments have occurred since then…”

Eli listened as she filled him in; some of this he’d gleaned from Henry Dale and Rowan’s comic, but he wanted Iris’s words too. All of her words, always, every day of his life. At some point, she curled up on the bed while she talked and he sat beside her. And then she closed the distance, ever so slightly, until he felt bold enough to put his arms around her. She let out a gusty, happy sigh, snuggling close as if she’d missed this.

Missed him.

“That’s incredible,” he said when she finished her account.

“It is. And now we should talk.”

“About us?”

Emphatic nod from Iris. He breathed her in, unable to believe how lucky he felt. He hadn’t needed the grand gesture after all. It felt good to realize he had been right—that he just needed to give her time and space to make up her mind.

“I’m sorry that I drove you away. I was hurt, and I overreacted. I didn’t want you solving my problems with money. Honestly, I was stunned that you have so much of it.”

“Everything I said and did, I meant it, love. You claimed you didn’t know the real me, but you do. You understand everything about me, better than anyone.”

“I get that, but…you can’t lie to me again. That’s not the kind of relationship I want. And if I’m ever to trust you again fully, I need a promise.”

“That I’ll always be honest? You have it. You’ll be the first person I tell when I have news, good or bad. I won’t hide anything from you anymore.” Eli paused, taking a deep breath. “This is hard to talk about, but…I’ve always been really…self-contained. I have a hard time getting the words out, especially when I’m nervous. I have a history of running away from things. Honestly, I tried five or six times when we were in school…”

“To do what?” she asked.

“To talk to you. To give back your bracelet. But every damn time, I chickened out and ran away. That’s who I was, until moving into Violet Gables. I had money, yeah. And I know it upset you, finding out as you did. But success didn’t make me happy. Living with you and everyone else? That was the first time that I felt at home.”

“You probably don’t understand how sick I felt…when I found out I’d cost you such a big deal. I just—”

“That doesn’t matter,” he cut in. “You’re the most important person in the world to me. And I have plenty of money already. I just want to be with you. If you can forgive me. “ Eli paused, gazing earnestly into her eyes. “I’m so sorry. I swear I’ll never hide anything from you ever again.”

She took a deep breath. “I believe you. And now I feel like I bring something to the table. Something you can’t get from anyone else. I can hawk with you. I mean, I’ll always let you go for a solo flight, but if you want someone in the sky with you, I’m there.”

Eli really couldn’t believe this was happening. “I’ll never want to fly alone if I have the choice. I always want you with me. I’m so sorry that I disregarded your wishes and tried to solve your problems for you. But…I don’t really understand why it’s okay that Rain and Fen did.”

Iris smiled. “This might not track for anyone else, but…their power is my power. I’m fae. So it doesn’t feel like someone else solved it. This is my heritage, and Violet Gables is my home. Does that make sense?”

He nodded. “When you put it that way, yeah.”

“We should get out there and explain everything to Liz,” Iris said.

But he noticed she didn’t sound too eager, and her gaze lingered on his mouth.

“Liz can wait. We should make up properly, now that everything has been cleared up and we agree that we belong together.”

“We agree on that, do we?” she asked in a teasing tone.

“Don’t we?”

This amazing, magical person wanted to be with him. Somehow he couldn’t wrap his head around it—didn’t make sense that he should be so lucky—that the first thing she did with her newly awoken fae powers was fly straight to his arms. As if sensing his thoughts, Iris snuggled closer, tracing a path down his left cheek with a delicate fingertip.

“Yes.” She was breathless, smiling up at him.

“I love you, you know.” He couldn’t hold the words back any longer. The warmth and joy of being able to tell her, at long last, felt like a shooting star.

“I love you too. So much.”

“Thank you for coming back to me,” he added.

“And…I still think it’s weird that you remembered me all those years, but it also makes me happy, you know? Something I did mattered. When I think about you carrying my bracelet around, I get all teary.”

“Really?”

“I’ve cried over you more than once,” she joked.

Her teasing melted under the heat of his kiss. “Do you want me?”

“More than anything.”

After that, there was no more talking, just endless kisses and touches and the joy of two bodies becoming one.








CHAPTER THIRTY


THANKSGIVING, A WEEK LATER

Iris stood at the window, staring with delicious schadenfreude at the argument taking place in Susan Calhoun’s front yard. She was shouting at Dan Rutherford, and they were both waving their arms a lot. Finally, the man stomped off, got in his car, and drove away. Then Susan angrily staked a FOR SALE sign deep into her front yard.

I win.

The rest of her roomies were in the kitchen, and Iris hurried to join them, not wanting to miss a moment of this historic meal. Soon, everyone had a seat at the table. Though the oven was off, it was still toasty warm, and the food smelled incredible. For a while, the others focused on eating, but at the first chance, Rowan eyed Iris with great curiosity.

“What?” Iris prompted.

“Can you turn into a unicorn?” Rowan asked.

“I can’t believe you asked that,” Liz said.

Rowan served themselves more mashed potatoes while Henry Dale carved the turkey with the concentrated air of a man performing major surgery. “What, like I’m the only one who was thinking it.”

Mira confessed, “I was curious too.”

“You could make a fortune selling photos of yourself in various forms,” Sally added.

“Hmm. I’ll take it under advisement.” Honestly, the shop was doing well these days.

Mira had cast a viral spell to boost Iris’s business, and now the orders were coming faster than she could fill them. Iris had been teaching Rowan how to make some of the simpler pieces, and she was paying them accordingly—profit sharing, not just an hourly wage. Between the jewelry business, Henry Dale’s new endeavor selling DIY installs for small spaces, and Rowan’s web comic taking off in a big way, nobody needed to worry about financial problems anymore.

“This is the best Thanksgiving ever,” Sally said.

The older woman had surprised everyone when she opted to eat here instead of at her daughter’s house. As she put it, “Howard doesn’t have anywhere else to go. I’m lucky because I do, and I’d rather be here. With my found family.”

“That’s what I’ve decided to call my next app,” Eli announced.

Iris reached for his hand under the table, silently showing support. “Just wait until you hear this. I love it.”

“Stop bragging that you get early access to his brain,” Henry Dale said. “Just because you’re ‘in love.’”

Sally laughed. “Quit complaining and let Eli talk. It’s like Iris stole your boyfriend or something.”

“He talked to me more before they got together,” Henry Dale grumbled. “Now it’s like he never needs my advice.”

“I need your advice,” Rowan put in. “I have four ideas for my next web comic, but I’m not sure which one to pursue.”

The old man smiled. “I’d be honored to be your sounding board.”

Liz waved a fork, nearly dashing some cranberry sauce on Mira’s plate. The two shared a look, and then Liz dropped her gaze, gently abashed. Iris didn’t think she was imagining the sparks there. Then Liz pulled her rapt attention away from Mira’s pretty eyes and said, “Seriously, I want to hear what Eli was about to say. The app!”

Sally and Mira and Rowan took up the chant. “App! App! App!”

What the hell. Iris joined in. “App!”

“You realize you’re just delaying his news further,” Henry Dale grumbled.

“Anyway,” Eli cut in. “Since I had a tough time getting in touch with my mother’s side of the family on socials, I thought, What if I made an app for people who have lost contact with their families? But then I went a step further. What about people who don’t have family to begin with? And the idea was born.”

“I could use some clarification,” Sally said with a confused expression.

“Same,” Mira admitted.

“Okay, so on one side of the service, people can input data on themselves, looking for people who are similar. When you move to a new city, it can be tough to find a new group that you click with. On the other side of the service, users can literally look for family members they’ve lost contact with. I’m calling it…”

Rowan did a drumroll on the tabletop. “Wait for it!”

“Found Family,” Eli finished.

“It’s perfect,” Liz said. “Dual purpose.”

“That’s what I thought.” Eli was definitely pleased with Liz’s feedback, and Iris leaned over to kiss his cheek.

“I agree. I’d use it,” Sally added. “I mean, honestly, I don’t need it now that I found all of you. And Ethel. But…”

“He gets your intent,” Rowan reassured her.

“It’s not a bad idea,” Henry Dale said, like the compliment pained him.

“Who wants pie?” Mira asked.

Iris groaned. She wanted some, but there was no room in her belly. “I think I need an hour or so. Let’s stream something while we digest.”

Eli gently took her hand, drawing her attention. “I thought you might like to fly?”

Oh. My. God.

“Cancel that,” she said at once. “I’m going out with Eli.”

“In the car or on the wing?” Rowan wanted to know.

“Wing,” Eli called over his shoulder, already hustling Iris toward the stairs.

“We’ll be back soon!”

The others continued to talk amongst themselves. As Iris raced up the stairs behind Eli, she definitely heard Liz flirting with Mira. “I ship those two so hard,” she whispered as they went into Eli’s room.

“Liz and Mira? When she first got here, she said Mira was gorgeous—in the web comic—but I had no idea she actually planned to go for it in real life.”

“Right? I so admire her drive.”

Eli grinned. “What can I say? Liz wants what she wants.”

“It was nice of you to let her stay in your rental.” These days, Eli was back in his old room, letting Liz make use of the apartment while she was here.

“That just made sense. I hope she moves like she’s been talking about,” he added.

Iris gave him a sultry smile. It felt like foreplay when they slowly stripped, but instead of tumbling to the bed, they swooped out the open window. She couldn’t understand his hawkish cries in this form—maybe if she was a natural shifter and not fae, she could—but it didn’t matter. The joy in his wild dips and swoops told the whole story. Eli was alive for the first time, sharing everything with her as she shared everything with him. He’d never been up here with anyone before, and he said it was the biggest gift she could’ve given him.

And for Iris, it was more than enough, knowing nobody else could make him happier, as that was all she wanted in the world. She still didn’t talk to her old “family” apart from Olive and Dad; like Rowan, she was happier having purged them from her life.

Success wasn’t about money, after all. It never had been. And she would continue to share her life with Eli because she chose to. And they’d solve problems together, with nobody taking all the weight alone.

I love you, she sang to Eli in shrill, hawkish tones.

With all her heart, she sent thanks to Rain and Fen for creating her and giving her a life that she cherished, even if the path to happiness had sometimes been rocky.

But all of that badness led me here, so I wouldn’t change a thing.



Eventually, Eli could tell Iris was getting tired.

She wasn’t as used to long flights, and it took real effort for her to maintain that form. Though she could shift, she considered her human shape the “real” one, so he worried about her losing focus and plummeting from the sky. Since he wouldn’t survive losing her for good, he kept their flights relatively short.

In his room, she arched and stretched, giving him a scorching stare. While ordinarily he’d be all for taking her to bed, he heard soft footfalls; then a knock sounded. Rowan spoke. “Uh, not to interrupt, but Rain and Fen are here.”

“We’re getting dressed,” Iris called.

“TMI!” Rowan shot back.

“Not because of—” Eli tried to say, but Rowan ran off in a fit of giggles.

“They’re so childish and cute sometimes,” Iris said fondly.

“They’re nineteen,” he pointed out.

“True, true. It’s also adorable how protective Henry Dale is. I swear, if Rowan starts dating, Henry Dale will absolutely make the ‘I have power tools and a shovel’ speech.”

“Uh, speaking of protective, how much do I have to worry about meeting your parents?” Eli asked as Iris dragged him downstairs.

“Not at all. I mean, they’re weird, but good weird. To me at least. Actually, now that I think of it, I’m not sure how they’ll react to you. I’m basically a baby in their eyes.”

Eli gave a mock shiver. “Great, now I’m bathed in fear sweat.”

“Relax, it’ll be fine. Probably.” With that less-than-resounding reassurance, Iris went downstairs to join everyone else in the front room.

The house felt much warmer than it had when he first moved in. A scientific explanation would be that the living floral carpet provided another layer of insulation, but he preferred the enchanting explanation. That it was Iris and her magic and all the light and laughter she’d brought to Violet Gables that made the difference.

Eli spotted the newcomers right away. They were both slim and lithe, and weirdly, he could identify them by scent. He shook hands with Rain and Fen, though they barely touched him, eyeing him with a careful, fearsome sort of interest. He glanced at Henry Dale, who for once had no advice to offer.

While Eli had thought the others were joking about the supposed infatuation, Rowan did seem to be crushing on one or both of Iris’s folks. “So about that visit to the Otherworld…” they mumbled.

“Soon,” Rain promised.

“I understand it’s a holiday,” Fen added. “We brought a gift. I don’t know if it’s appropriate for the occasion.”

With evident delight, Iris took the delicate basket that appeared to be woven from living flowers. What she withdrew was the most delicate hair ornament Eli had ever seen, and it caught the light, liberally embellished with flecks of gemstone.

Iris held it up, beaming. “It’s gorgeous. I love it!”

“Sally was telling us that you make personal adornments,” Rain said then.

“I would love to see your work.” Fen moved as if to head to Iris’s studio, but Rain put out a hand to stop them.

“First, we should greet Iris’s special someone. Did I put that correctly?” Rain asked Mira, who nodded.

Liz was eerily silent. Eerie because if you knew Liz, she just didn’t sit on the sidelines. Yet she gazed at these two beings with admiration and astonishment that verged on the religious. She opened her mouth once, but no words came out.

Mira laughed softly. “I know, right? Just wait until we tell our supervisors that we need vacation time to visit the Otherworld.”

Liz bounced back quickly, though. “I’m my own boss, so I can pack whenever. Just let me know.”

When Fen turned their full attention to Eli, it felt like their gaze would flay the skin from his bones, as if his every dark thought and insecurity was exposed for their inspection. His knees trembled slightly, but he didn’t retreat. Instead, he focused on his love for Iris, and the intensity of that scrutiny abated.

“He loves her,” Fen said to Rain without asking a single question.

“Enough?” Rain asked.

“Enough,” Fen confirmed.

Without warning, they embraced Eli on either side and pressed burning-hot kisses to each of his cheeks. Then Rain said, “That is our blessing. It will bring you great luck, prosperity beyond all mortal reckoning. But should you hurt our scion, should you cause our precious blossom even a moment’s unease, that boon will turn to poison on your skin, and you will perish in an agony unknown to modern medicine.”

Even Henry Dale looked impressed by that calmly spoken promise. “Now that’s how a parent should behave,” he said.

Iris sighed. “That’s a bit over the top. You could’ve just asked him to be good to me.”

Rain flicked a strand of silky hair over one shoulder. “But that’s no incentive. You know that the fae cannot lie. I’ve said nothing untrue.”

“So I’m really blessed. Or cursed?” Eli asked, fighting the urge to scratch his face.

“There is nothing to fear if your heart is pure,” Fen said in a jovial tone. “Who wants to sample some fae wine?”

The party got a bit wild after that. Rain produced a strange flute and played a tune so haunting that squirrels and raccoons came up on the porch and scratched to get inside. That amused the shit out of Eli because he truly had fallen in love with a woman who was like a damn Disney princess. Susan must be so pissed after putting her perfect house up for sale and all. But her petty disfavor didn’t matter, not when he had everything right here. Happiness to infinity and beyond.

During a quiet moment, Iris slipped away, towing Eli to the kitchen for a private word. “I’m so sorry about the weirdness and the cursed kisses. Rain and Fen can be so extra. I’ll see what I can—”

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll take that double-edged sword because I’ll never hurt you. I don’t know what life has in store for us, but with you at the center of my world, I know it’ll be beautiful. Magical, even. I wouldn’t change a thing.”

“Me either,” she said in a tender tone. “You’re everything. Thank you for finding me.”

“Thank you for waiting. Somebody else might’ve swept you off your feet while I was getting my courage up.”

She shook her head. “Never. We’re meant to be, you and I.”

“Along with everyone we met, the family we found here.”

“Violet Gables is pretty great,” she said, smiling.

Eli followed her back to the party because he’d meant it when he said she was the center of his life. While he might fly off in different directions, she was the heart of him, a glorious fae queen who ruled all she surveyed with a lovely, chaotic flair.

Iris, don’t worry about your last name anymore. One day, you can have mine if you want it. Or anything else your heart desires.

Together, here or in the Otherworld, they’d make everyone’s dreams come true.








EPILOGUE


CHRISTMAS

Violet gables was full to the brim.

When Iris had set out to have a holiday party and invited everyone, she hadn’t imagined that they would all come. But the old Victorian house was full of candles and pine boughs and visitors in every room. Ethel’s whole coven was here along with the usual residents of the house, plus Liz, who had made the move to St. Claire just a week ago.

Hazel was here—without her cat—and Sally had agreed that Howard could come as Hazel’s date. Really, Howard and Sally were learning how to be friends who had divorced instead of a former couple who disliked each other. Bruce and Mitch came because Sally was here, and Kim would be stopping by later with Megan. Iris made the rounds, chatting with small groups of people, unable to believe this was her life.

Eli kept a watchful eye on Iris from across the room, ever attentive in case she needed to be extricated from an awkward conversation. But he never pushed. And she loved that about him.

Eli’s grandmother was drinking with Rain and Fen, and someone rapped on the door as Iris was about to make a toast. When she answered, she found Olive on the front porch with a suitcase and a bag of presents. Iris’s mortal dad waited in her shadow, none too sure of his welcome, but the fact that he’d shown up meant everything. Iris let out a little scream and hugged them both. It was dark, and a light snow had just started, bespangling the trees in winter white. The outside of her house was still covered in violets, and they didn’t die, regardless of what the weather was like. In the distance, she heard carolers.

She urged Olive inside with one hand, grabbing Dad with the other. He went in uncertainly, and his eyes widened when he saw the crowd. “I didn’t realize you already knew so many people. You’re so happy, flower. It does my heart good seeing you like this. Have you…talked to your mother?”

“We email sometimes. We’re both processing.”

“That’s good.” He wandered off in search of snacks and drinks, leaving Iris with Olive.

“You said you might bring someone.”

“It…didn’t work out,” Olive said in a careful tone. “Let’s not talk about me. It seems like everything’s come up Iris?”

“Finally feels that way, yeah. Let me introduce you to everyone!”

Since there were so many guests, it took quite a while for Iris to make the full circuit with her sister in tow. She ended her jaunt with Rain and Fen, who were chatting with Eli. “These are my fae folks. And this is my boyfriend, Eli Reese.”

“I’ve heard of you,” Olive said. “You’re the app mogul, right?”

Iris groaned and covered her face with her hands. “Am I the only one who hadn’t seen news about him online? I still feel like such a—”

Eli pressed a quick kiss to her mouth, likely to stop her from saying something derogatory about herself. It was cute when he did that. “Let’s not think about that tonight.”

“Fair enough,” Olive said.

“Have you eaten?” Iris asked.

Olive shook her head, so Eli fixed her a plate, and Iris basked in the glorious sensation of having brought all these people together. Everyone seemed to be having an awesome time, so she opened more wine and continued playing hostess. She chatted with Leanne Vanderpol-Montgomery, who was running for mayor, and got some tips from Trev Montgomery on how to promote her site more effectively.

Glowing from that convo, she headed for the next group—Ethel, Sally, Hazel, and Vanessa. They seemed to be planning a glamorous vacation, which didn’t need Iris’s input, so she kept moving, offering food and beverages until the smile cut into her cheeks and she wanted to kick off her shoes.

After a couple of hours, she darted off to steal a few quiet moments in the kitchen. And of course, Eli found her. Because he was drawn to her like a lodestone.

“Can’t function without me, huh?”

“Not really,” he admitted.

“I love you,” she said.

“I love you too.”

She leaned in for a tender kiss.

“Ugh, if you two were any more adorable, they’d put you on a greeting card.” Eli’s grandmother stood in the kitchen doorway, smiling in delight. Her expression didn’t match her teasing words. “Everyone’s looking for you, by the way. Rowan wants to do the gift exchange before Rain and Fen open the fae wine.”

“Oh no,” Iris breathed. Without another word, she raced into the other room. “I’m here! Let’s open presents.”

To avoid anyone feeling financially pressed, they’d agreed to a Secret Santa–type swap, where they handed out a single name to different guests. Iris watched in delight as Fen got a plushie and Rain a set of bath salts; the two fae stared at each other’s presents and then silently traded them. All around the room, the people she loved were laughing and spilling joy into the universe, so warm and tangible that she could practically see it. Iris didn’t even register her own lack of a gift until all eyes were on her.

Sally frowned. “Did you leave yourself off the list?”

Then Eli sliced through the crowd, bearing an exquisitely wrapped box. “This is from all of us. We left it until the end because we wanted to focus on your reaction.”

It was too big to be jewelry, and she didn’t think he’d propose this way anyhow. Iris made a show of hefting the package. “It’s heavy.” Bouncing a little, she untied the ribbon and tore the paper while Mira recorded the unboxing for posterity.

Carefully, she extricated the gift from the tissue package, and when she realized what she was holding, tears filled her eyes. Iris held up the wooden plaque for everyone to see. Then she found Rowan and Henry Dale in the crowd. “You two made this, right?”

“Beautiful,” said Eli’s grandmother.

It truly was a work of art. They’d crafted a beautiful piece using Henry Dale’s woodworking skills and Rowan’s artistic gift. Fanciful creatures gamboled about the edges, hiding in the floral border. Somehow, it was both charming and carefully wrought, done in shades of purple and green. And in the center, in bold letters: VIOLET GABLES.

“Thank you so much! I love it. I’m hanging this up right now,” Iris declared.

And she meant every word, so the party went on hiatus while she used her newly discovered magic to bond the plaque with the house. Delicately, carefully, and soon, it looked as though it had always been there. Everyone rushed back inside, eager to warm up and continue the festivities.

“This is it,” Eli whispered.

“What is?”

“All we were missing. Now every last piece is in place.”

She agreed with a happy sigh, nestling into his side. Here in St. Claire, she’d found everything she needed. Not success, but happiness.

Forever.
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Iris Collins is the messy one in her family. The “chaos bunny.” Her
sisters are all wildly successful, while she can’t balance her budget
for a single month. It’s no wonder she’s in debt to her roommates.
When she unexpectedly inherits a house from her great-aunt, her
plan to turn it into a B and B fails—as most of her plans do. She
winds up renting rooms like a Victorian spinster, collecting other

lost souls...and not all of them are “human.”

Eli Reese grew up as the nerdy outcast in school, but he got rich
designing apps. Now he’s successful by any standards. But he’s
never had the same luck in finding a real community or people
who understand him. Over the years, he’s never forgotten his first
crush, so when he spots her at a café, he takes it as a sign. Except
then he gets sucked into the Iris-verse and somehow ends up renting
one of her B and B rooms. As the days pass, Eli grows enchanted by

the misfit boarders staying in the house...and even more so by Iris.

Could Eli have finally found a person and a place to call home?
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