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To Aveline, for whom I would break any curse
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ALICE

Ensorcelled roses always bloomed in winter.

Summers were crisp and cool, with tiny pink buds and slumbering vines. While the rest of Maine bloomed, Chanterbrooke’s flowers wilted.

But when the air hardened, a cold so raw, it grew teeth—when the sky spent its hours dipped in moonlight, the town square overflowed with steaming mugs of hot chocolate, and snow danced on rooftops, the first rose would bloom.

And then the second.

And the third.

Until there were hundreds.

People across the world thought autumn was beautiful—and it was! But nothing could compare to the winters of Chanterbrooke, Maine, rose petals aswirl with snow and ice and the misty spray from a violent sea.

It was Alice’s favorite time of the year.

And she wanted to touch every piece of it.

She trailed her fingers over the familiar vines crawling up the stone walls inside her family’s inn, heart swelling. Ensorcelled Cottage was dressed for the deepest night of winter—stone glittering with icicles, holly and ivy cascading over the heavy oak door, pines beyond the windows trembling under a thick coating of hoarfrost.

It was dressed for magic.

For while the whole village brimmed with enchantment, flowers blooming when they shouldn’t, dreams dangling from the sky like stars at midsummer—the magic started here.

In Ensorcelled Cottage.

Ensorcelled Cottage was many things.

The best seaside inn along Maine’s stretch of craggy coast. A store for her great-aunt, Jackie, to sell her latest hobby art to tourists passing through their small town. Alice’s home.

But most significantly, most infamously, and most wonderfully, a place where couples fell in love.

It didn’t happen every day.

Or even every week.

But every year, on the winter solstice, when couples or strangers or people somewhere in between stayed at her family’s inn, they fell in love. Not everyone believed people fell in love at Ensorcelled Cottage because of the magic. Some called it luck. Or “good vibes.” Or really strong mulled wine.

Because there was no wave of a wand. No clear tell.

But Alice knew.

The women in her family were enchantresses. And they swore by the magic of the solstice. The magic of love—true love—is far too strong for petty potions and spells, Aunt Jackie would croon in the cold winter nights. This magic has roots.

True love had never struck Alice’s heart.

Not that she would ever admit to her mom that she wished for it. She and her mom were close. Best friend close. But even Alice wanted to sink into a puddle of embarrassment at the thought. Why would you want to fall in love? Mom would ask. You’re only thirteen. Don’t you know there are better things to do with your time?

Considering she ran a magical inn known for its romance, Alice’s mom was shockingly unsentimental. Love was a distraction. A curse. Love—romantic love—was worse than hatred. Or selfishness. Or cruelty. Or any of the other qualities Mom turned up her nose at.

Falling in love was for the greatest fools who had ever lived and could only end one way: in tragedy.

Until tonight.

Alice’s mom secretly wanted to fall in love—she just hadn’t let herself yet. She had always been too busy. Raising Alice, running the inn, thwarting Aunt Jackie’s attempts to sell love potions to unsuspecting strangers.

But Alice knew her mom’s heart better than anyone. She knew how many nights Mom quietly cried on the couch alone.

Alice and her mom had made it their mission to watch every romantic movie they could find, so Alice also knew that people who found love never cried on the couch alone. When they cried, they had their one true love to hold them close and whisper that everything would be okay.

There was only one person in this world Alice had ever met who could make Mom’s eyes brighter than sunlight shimmering on the sea.

Only one who could truly tell her that everything was going to be okay.

Only one who could be her one true love.

Dad.

He was always traveling for work, but the world changed when he visited. It was warmer, merrier, bursting at the seams with big belly laughter. Why they’d never gotten married, Alice never understood. He made Mom dance in the kitchen, laugh at broken mugs, and shrug off unwashed dishes. He’d even convinced her to let Aunt Jackie keep a pet crow.

And tonight, for the first time, he would be here on the winter solstice. They would be together… to fall in love.

And Alice would no longer be one of the broken ones. The broken family with their loveless lives and quiet cries on the couch.

They would finally be whole.

Alice had planned the evening perfectly. Steps one and two were already complete.

One: The bouquet of roses was waiting in the living room. Dad knew that as soon as he arrived, he was supposed to text her, use the key in the ceramic toad to slip from the inn’s gardens into the Ambroses’ private backyard, sneak into their living room, and grab the bouquet to give to Mom. When Alice brought Mom into the living room, her parents would make eye contact, and at last, love would strike.

Two: Mom wasn’t wearing goggles.

This didn’t sound like a big deal, but it was actually the best solstice present Alice could ever imagine.

Ensorcelled Cottage’s magic of true love only worked with direct eye contact. By some stroke of fate, the solstice enchanted people who were truly meant to fall in love, so Alice was protected from falling in love with, say, Aunt Jackie’s crow or a boy she’d already decided she didn’t like. Even so, her family took no chances—the magic was potent, so the number one rule of attending the Ensorcelled Cottage Winter Solstice Festival was that one must wear goggles to prevent unwanted direct eye contact.

Convincing Mom to go goggleless had been nothing short of a miracle. I have to set the example, she’d protested every day for two weeks.

It was Mom’s cousin Valerie who’d changed the game. What harm would it do, Brise? Honestly. You set the example by breathing better than everyone else. She’d winked, bumping hips with Mom, wrenching a reluctant smile from her. You’ll be fine.

Goggleless parents on the most romantic night of the year? Alice should start planning their wedding.

Except… She triple-checked her phone, nerves swirling in her belly. Dad was late. Maybe he’d just forgotten to text that his plane had landed?

He’d be here any minute, she assured herself. Then after true love blossomed, Alice would slip upstairs, shower, and be back in time to help Aunt Jackie with her fortune-telling booth as she’d promised.

But the seconds stretched into minutes.

Ten.

Fifteen.

Thirty.

Alice lingered by the door as the inn’s staff wove around her, setting up tables and lighting candles. Heat rose in her chest as each second passed, which did nothing to help the “gross and sweaty from ballet practice” situation she had going on.

A ballet practice that was quite possibly the worst and best of all practices ever. She shoved the memory to the back of her mind. A problem for another day.

Forty minutes.

Alice really needed to shower.

But if Dad arrived when she was in the shower, and she weren’t there to help orchestrate the moment between her parents, Dad could fall in love with someone else. And then what would Alice do?

“Hey, skulker.”

Alice nearly jumped out of her shoes. It was Valerie. Though technically her mom’s cousin, she felt more like an aunt, as she’d moved in with her, Mom, and Aunt Jackie to help run the inn when Alice was five.

Humor danced in eyes lined with metallic makeup; a silver clip pulled her cropped black hair from high cheekbones, and with each subtle movement, her light-brown skin glimmered with the signature shimmery lotion she’d concocted. Valerie was glamour itself.

And hawkeyed.

Alice’s throat closed.

The sweetness of vanilla lotion enveloped Alice as Valerie wrapped an arm around her shoulders in a viselike hug. “So.” A mischievous smile. “What are we doing?”

“N-nothing,” Alice squeaked.

Valerie’s gaze snagged on the phone Alice was holding in a death grip. “‘Nothing’ wouldn’t happen to involve a certain charming businessman, would it?”

The trouble with living in a house full of enchantresses was they always sensed things. They knew when she lied, when she cried. They knew her secrets.

Not trusting her voice, Alice shook her head.

Valerie’s small, knowing smile didn’t disappear as she steered Alice away from the wall and into the dining room cleared for dancing, filled with the magic of cinnamon and holly and sweet silver bells ringing in a new year of light.

“‘Nothing’ wouldn’t also happen to have anything to do with you wanting your mom to go goggleless, would it?”

“No,” Alice replied, a beat too quickly.

Valerie tapped her nose, eyes of smoky quartz sparkling. “Your nose grows with your lies, my love.”

Alice pulled out of the hug, wincing. She was caught. “Fine. But they both know the rules about the goggles, I’m just making sure they see each other first.”

Valerie placed a hand on her hip, metallic dress swishing around her tall frame with a casual sort of elegance Alice could only dream of capturing in her dancing. Heat flooded her cheeks at the thought, her ballet instructor’s last words still ringing in her ears.

She pushed it aside.

“You can’t change the rules of fate, kid.”

“I don’t want to change them,” Alice protested, though even she could hear the whine in her voice. “I’m just trying to… poke them.” Because fate alone wasn’t good enough.

Fate had done nothing to make them whole.

Valerie’s gaze cut to the swirling snowy darkness through frosted glass, where cars were beginning to crunch gravel. Guests were arriving. And Dad still wasn’t here.

You knew this would happen, a tiny part of her heart snipped. You knew your plan would fall apart.

Alice tugged on her silvery-blond hair. Fine, maybe sometimes Dad messed up his schedule, but of course he did. He was busy. It’s not as if he didn’t think of her. He always brought her presents.

“Don’t you need to get ready?”

“But Dad’s almost here.” If Alice missed him, and her plan didn’t work, she would have to wait another whole year. And Dad was always dating. Nothing ever lasted—he was far too in love with Mom—but what if this year was the year something stuck? What if Alice ended up with a whole second family she never asked for?

“They’re meant to be together. Dad makes Mom laugh!”

Valerie rolled her eyes. “I can make her laugh. Reruns of Friends make her laugh. Tell her to marry one of those guys, but without any celebrity drama.”

Aunt Jackie burst into the dining room—hair intentionally styled to resemble a bird’s nest, complete with twigs and crinkled leaves sticking out of the silvered black—as midnight-colored witchy robes swished across the gleaming mahogany floors. “If someone doesn’t tell Mr. Gibbins to keep his pet goose off my holy altar this year, I will boil him in my next potion!”

“And you don’t think we have drama?” Alice muttered as her great-aunt marched straight past them to her fortune-reading table by the window.

Valerie shot her a wink. “It’s all about the poison you know.”

“Aunt Jackie, you cannot boil the goose!” Mom shouted from the hallway.

“I’m not boiling the goose!”

“You can’t boil Mr. Gibbins, either!”

Valerie raised an amused eyebrow at Aunt Jackie’s foreboding silence.

“He’ll only be a goose for a day, and then I’ll turn him back!” her great-aunt finally croaked.

“No, Aunt Jackie!” Mom hurried into the dining room but stopped short at the sight of Alice. “Oh, sweetie, there you are!” Mom always reminded Alice of a pale springtime daffodil—willowy and pretty, and a bit windblown. Her blond hair had slipped out of its messy bun, and she’d somehow managed to get flour on her cheek. She wrapped her arms around herself, chocolate-stained apron covering her leggings and lumpy sweater. “Ugh, you don’t really think Aunt Jackie’s going to boil the goose or Mr. Gibbins, do you?”

Valerie eyed her outfit. “More important question: Why am I the only person in this family actually dressed for a party?”

Mom waved her off and kissed Alice’s cheek. “How was ballet?” She frowned, as though taking her in for the first time. “Why are you still in your practice clothes? Did it go late?”

“Well—” Alice started, inwardly scrambling for an excuse, but Valerie cut her off.

“Oh, she needed an extra lesson in the dangers of matchmaking.”

Alice’s breath hitched. If Valerie told Mom—if she ruined Alice’s plan—

“At ballet?” Mom’s pale forehead crinkled as she glanced between the two of them.

Valerie smiled with all her teeth. “It’s a new move she was learning.”

Alice’s cheeks turned to raspberries.

“Okay…? I can’t wait to see it. Should we start—oh, shoot, give me a sec, I forgot something.” Mom whirred back into the kitchen.

Alice spun toward Valerie, who looked positively gleeful. “A new move I’m learning? That doesn’t even make sense!”

“Would you rather I tell her?”

“They’re my parents!” Alice protested, skirting the question. “They’re meant to be together.”

“Alice…” Her voice… It was not gleeful at all. It had turned brittle. A crackling kind of irritation she tried and failed to hide whenever Dad visited. But that was just Valerie. She liked who she liked, and didn’t care who knew it, but she loved fiercely when you were in her circle.

Dad had just never gotten that ticket into her circle.

Valerie placed her hands on Alice’s shoulders. “Alice, I love you more than I love my morning cup of coffee.”

Alice blinked. Those were not the words she’d expected. “Thank you?”

“There is no greater love in my life. Not your mom, not Aunt Jackie—though don’t tell her, because I think she might put frog spawn under my pillow again.”

Alice pressed her lips into a smile.

“You, girlie, are the star of our show.”

Alice’s cheeks burned the way they always did when too much came her way. Too much anything. Love, stares, words—any of it. She couldn’t hold it all without wanting to sink into the floor.

“So know that I say this with love: You are out of your freaking mind for thinking this in any way resembles a good idea.”

Alice chewed the insides of her cheeks, ignoring every word, every warning, everything but the only truth she knew: Her parents made each other happier. It hurt Dad too much to live nearby and not be married to Mom, but if they were together, he wouldn’t be in London or Berlin or New York or wherever work took him.

He would be here.

“Will you tell?” Alice whispered.

Valerie sighed the longest sigh in the world. “No.” She linked pinkies with Alice. “Girl pact.” Alice beamed, but something flickered across Val’s face. Words left unsaid.

Aunt Jackie marched over to them. “Are we going to stand here hissing like fiends all night, or are we hosting a party? Brise!” she barked. “Get your bony butt in here!”

Outside, guests had arrived, the headlights of their cars flooding the dark room lit only by candles and floating snowflakes. Ready or not, the winter solstice was here.

Soon, they had to open the doors.

But tradition was tradition.

They did not need to speak to begin it. A spell as old as song. Linking arms, they chanted as one, in rhythm with the distant sea crashing and churning in the darkness.

“Oh, soul of the sea, the selkie and mer, the wind that churns the waves, I call upon thee to bless this space, and ask for thy undying grace. Roshi-siliania.” Their inn would ensorcell people with or without the Ambrose women’s spell, but Aunt Jackie insisted the ocean would curse them if they didn’t bless the space.

Alice’s phone buzzed.

She dropped her arms as soon as the enchantment ended and grabbed it. Dad was here, as if the magic of their spell had summoned him, at last. Her heart warmed, and every piece of her locked into place.

“Mom!” She stopped Mom’s approach toward the front door. “Val will let people in. This way!”

Ignoring Valerie’s gaze boring into her back, Alice all but pushed Mom down the hallway, through the secret bookcase door in the library, into their private home, and then into the living room, where—

She nearly sagged in relief. There was Dad. See? she said to the taunting voice inside her mind. He came, just like he promised.

His crisp white button-down shirt smelled like cigar smoke, and his jacket was rumpled from his flight, but he was here. “Hey, kid!” He wrapped her in a hug, sandy-blond hair tickling her forehead. “What’s it been, two months? How are you already taller?”

Alice’s whole body relaxed in the hug, as if she’d stepped into a warm bath. He was here, grinning, and holding the bouquet of roses, just as she planned.

And Mom was beaming back. “Charlie?!”

Alice stepped aside, and he handed Mom the bouquet with a flourish. “These are for you. I mean, I know you already have a million of them this time of year, but at least I know you like them.”

She pulled him into a hug. “Aw, thanks. I thought you weren’t getting here until Christmas!”

Dad winked at Alice over Mom’s shoulder. “Wanted to see my girls a bit early. I know you witchy Ambrose women make a thing of the solstice.”

“We’re not witches; we’re enchantresses.” Mom breathed in the roses. “And I told you: The magic is real.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

Mom exchanged a small smile with Alice, silver eyes sparkling. Everyone in Chanterbrooke knew the Ambrose women were different, but it was a funny thing, telling people you had magic—no one truly believed you.

And they were perfectly fine with that.

Dad was smiling indulgently. Alice could nearly bounce from excitement. Any moment now, love would tangle their souls.

“When I start seeing you bend spoons, I’ll believe it.”

Any second.

Dad’s brow furrowed. “Hey, you’re still wearing your apron.”

“That’s because there’s always work to do.”

“Not for the belle of the ball. Don’t you hire people for this stuff? Come on, let’s go, apron off.”

Mom protested half-heartedly but then laughed as Dad spun her around and helped untie her apron.

The dragging seconds sent claws raking down Alice’s heart.

It… it wasn’t working.

They were being sweet, sure. They were always sweet. But the magic of love hadn’t ignited. Alice would know; ordinary people didn’t notice it, but her enchantress senses were stronger, and the ensorcellment of true love smelled like rose petals and an ancient salty sea, and made the air between souls glisten with pink-and-gold magic.

But this was just… ordinary. And ordinary wasn’t good enough. Ordinary wouldn’t make them whole.

Alice gripped her fingers, anxiety pulling her into a riptide. Why isn’t the eye contact working? What’s happening?

The words were stuck behind her teeth, for letting them free would mean revealing her plans. And the last time she had secretly arranged a date for her parents, Mom had been so furious, they’d barely spoken for days.

A chill from outdoors wended through the air and nipped her soul. She didn’t want an argument. She didn’t want to figure out what was wrong. She just wanted everything to work out.

Tears burned the back of her eyes.

Before Mom could notice, Alice whirled away. “I have to help Aunt Jackie,” she squeaked, then rushed back into the dining room.

It… it hadn’t worked.

Guests poured inside, merry and eager for another winter enchanted by the Ambrose women. Alice tugged on her goggles and tried to smile at familiar faces, but her soul was a hollow ice cave, swirling with a howling, dead wind.

“The technology they must be using to make this!”

“Have you tried their ‘ensorcelled’ mulled wine yet? It’s even better than last year’s!”

Soon, the entire inn burst with laughter and love. Waiters passed trays of Mom’s gingersnaps, enchanted to sweeten your dreams, and Valerie reigned as Hostess Supreme, encouraging kids to tap silver bells dangling from pine trees and ask the mer to grant their wishes this solstice. As for Aunt Jackie, the line to her velvet-shrouded oak table was almost as long as the line for Mom’s chocolate Yule log.

Alice couldn’t enjoy a second of it. Her best friend, Marcela, was probably here with her family somewhere. Maybe I’ll find her to take my mind off things, she mused. Marcela had been giddy over the phone about a “French surprise” earlier.

But Alice couldn’t muster the energy to care.

The magic of the inn was definitely working; already, rosy light beamed between people, the air ripe with ensorcellment.

It just wasn’t working for her parents. And Dad—

Her heart crashed.

He’d left the living room and was talking to a pretty woman by the crackling fireplace. Goggleless. No. No, no, no. The air wasn’t glowing, which gave Alice the tiniest glimmer of relief, but how long until he fell in love with someone else? What if he fell in love with someone who lived on the West Coast, and then with Dad’s work schedule and his second family, he visited even less?

More tears scratched her eyes. She made to wipe them but the annoying goggles were in the way. Suddenly, she could hardly breathe, the tears were fogging her goggles, all she wanted to do was spin and scream—and the room started to tilt. “I’ll be back,” she mumbled to no one in particular, slipping out of the crowd and into the empty living room, where she could tear off her goggles and wipe her tears. Mom had disappeared, making the roses Alice had plucked look all the lonelier.

Mom hadn’t even put them in a vase. They just sat on the wooden coffee table, forgotten.

Somehow, the sight of them made Alice’s failure real. She leaned over to pick them up, but just before her fingers grazed the flowers… they withered. Every last one of them, magic sizzling from the petals until they were dry enough to crunch.

She snapped back her hand, heart hammering. She had never seen anything like it before.

A thousand questions spilled through her, each one more terrifying than the last. Was… was something wrong with her family’s magic? With their ensorcelled roses and enchanted love? Was something wrong with Alice?

Was the magic of Chanterbrooke… dying?
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RONAN

Ensorcelled Cottage was definitely haunted.

If the ghosts weren’t enough of a clue, the witchy-looking woman at the fortune-telling booth sealed the deal.

She kept eyeing Ronan as if she wanted to feed him to the crow perched on her shoulder. To be fair, it did look as if he’d been talking to a plant for twenty minutes. But in his defense, the plant had been next to a ghost, and it wasn’t his fault that other people couldn’t see the dead.

He’d be embarrassed, but that ship had sailed years ago.

“Look at the weird kid in the corner,” a broad man muttered to his friend, ice cubes clinking in his whiskey glass.

Now, if the man were smart, he would notice that the weird kid in the corner’s mother was standing right next to him. And if he were smarter still, he would also notice her eyes flashing a dangerous, glittering green. She might have even dropped it, but then—

“Isn’t he a bit old for imaginary friends?” The man chuckled, lips curling in a sneer. “If that were my kid, I’d knock some sense into him. Is he talking to a plant?”

So close.

“If he is,” Ronan’s mum cut in, “then the plant has far more fascinating things to say than you. Perhaps this is why your wife prefers your brother, your children cannot stand you, and your boss finds you an inconvenience.”

Ronan dropped his head into his hands. Seriously?

Ronan had one goal tonight: bring his mum to an enchanted inn where she could finally fall in love with a man who would love her back. It was all part of his master “move to Chanterbrooke” plan. Step one: fly to Chanterbrooke. Done.

Step two: Maman needed to fall in love.

If the legends of this inn were true, when Maman fell in love tonight, the romance would be magical. Which just might be strong enough to make a man love Maman and convince her to settle down and stop moving.

The fact that Ronan had gotten her to this point was a solstice miracle, but the rest would quickly fray if she stayed in Defensive Enchantress Mother Mode all night. He approached her, arms raised in a “what the heck” gesture as the man with the whiskey gave them a wide berth, evidently too stunned to speak.

Maman smiled innocently over her glass of sparkling water—always with a lime and mixed with her personal healing brew. “Bonsoir, chéri. Are you enjoying the party?”

Ronan gave her a deadpan stare. “You told the man that his wife liked his brother.”

She shrugged her narrow shoulders and murmured in her thick French: “Alors?”

Ronan sighed through his nose. Maman’s words might have been barbed, but the way she angled her slim body between the man and him, the way magic swarmed around her soul in a clatter of black and blue stars, Ronan knew she was just being protective.

Whenever anyone mocked his ghost speaking—which, unfortunately, often looked like wall or plant speaking—Ronan could have sworn she shifted into the mer of their ancestors, with fangs and claws and the desire to protect her young.

But Ronan wasn’t her “young.” He was fourteen. And human. And Maman defending him every time he acted strangely wasn’t going to help them set roots here.

Small towns are filled with small minds, she’d chide. Just like big cities were filled with big egos and country spaces were filled with lonely souls. Everywhere had a problem.

And so they lived… nowhere.

Just once, he wanted to know what it was like to sleep in the same bed for more than three months. To have an address he could rely on. Streets he knew by heart. And… he needed a friend. He loved his mum, but it had always just been the two of them, his father dead since he was five.

Ronan could charm his way into any social circle by now, but what was the point of getting attached when he’d leave soon? There was a girl he had liked in Prague. His first friend in years. And his first real crush. When Maman transplanted them from Prague to Paris on his birthday two months ago, he had snapped. No more vagabond living. No more stealing.

He was done.

Ronan was making friends, going to school, and living a normal life.

Maman plucked a canapé off a passing server’s tray. “It is not my fault his dirty laundry hangs about him like a cloud of sea spray. It is a wonder I could breathe at all.” Her gaze slid toward Ronan. “You could read it, too.”

“Stop.” He suppressed a groan.

“If you tried.”

“I don’t want to try; the ghosts are enough, thanks.” Every enchanted one was different, and, much to Ronan’s eternal grief, his enchanter magic made him see ghosts. All the time. Everywhere.

Though it wasn’t only because of his enchanter magic; it was from being born blue. In an enchantress’s cabin cut between the forest and sea, the woman supposedly whispered enchantments all night to give him life. Ronan got it.

But he took the dead with him.

“Ahh, chéri. You were born with gifts. How can you not see?”

Because the “gifts” kept them moving. He didn’t know why, only that after he pressed and pressed, Maman finally relented and admitted they moved because of magic.

A constant revolution of opening and closing doors, like he was a cat with nine lives. No, twenty, fifty. Too many to count.

But there were only so many broken lives he could lead until he looked at himself in the mirror and realized he didn’t know where he came from. If he was from nowhere, what was he? He thought that French was probably his native language, but how could he be sure? It could be English. Or Swedish. Or Portuguese. He didn’t know which came first. Who he was or what he was. Some strange mix of cultures and lives.

He wanted one. One town, one culture, one life, one house.

Chanterbrooke, Maine, was the final door.

Even if it was… suspiciously ghostly.

The winding drive up to Ensorcelled Cottage had been filled with silvered figures, slipping through trembling pines, lounging on snowy branches, hitchhiking—in fact, the air had been so thick with ghosts, he might have been back on the beaches of Normandie.

Except these ghosts didn’t seem miserable. A couple of them even waved, and one plopped into the taxi to advise Ronan to try one of Hank Halbert’s lobster bagels while he was visiting, which, you know, weird, but fine. Ronan hadn’t bothered to correct him—not with Maman sitting there. They weren’t visiting; they were here to stay.

Maman just didn’t know it yet.

Ronan hadn’t exactly figured out how to tell her they’d just moved to Maine. Or why. He had a feeling A ghost told me to wouldn’t sound as good out loud as it did in his head. Maman was game for half his wild ideas—flying to a small town in Maine she’d never heard of for their celebrated solstice being one of them—but even she would question this.

Now she linked arms with him. “Shall we hear what the sea has to say tonight?”

The fortune teller’s eyes, dark as coals, bored into him, as if even across the room, she’d heard every word. It sent eels wriggling around his bones. He avoided her gaze, following his mum to the floor-to-ceiling window overlooking a crashing sea illuminated in slivers as clouds whisked across the moon.

Guests cleared a path, eyeing Maman as if snakes hissed on her shoulders. Though slim and two heads shorter than he was, his mum felt enormous. Heeled black boots. Rustling silk dress. Long black lace gloves that grazed her elbows.

Nixie Émile d’Anjou was not from here.

In fact, Ronan wasn’t sure she was from anywhere. The opera building in Paris, maybe. A century ago.

But it wasn’t the outrageous outfits, or even the way she held her chin high in the air, that really set her apart.

It was the magic. It swarmed like a tangle of invisible bees. Or a current of lightning. Though people couldn’t see it, they felt it was there. It made people look. Watch.

“Can you hear it?” Maman whispered, arm now wrapped around his shoulders.

Ronan strained his ears. The clinking of glasses, the laughter of guests—nothing unusual. “No.”

“Shh…” Her rings clinked as she waved her fingers through the air, conjuring a swirl of sea-swept magic, and in a quiet voice, began to sing, “In the frost we sleep, in the waves we roar, and never forget what we bring to shore. This solstice eve, deep in the night, the mer will guide you to what is right.”

Ronan’s very soul seemed to root into the scratched, creaking floorboards. He didn’t like that they moved every few months. He didn’t like that ghosts clung to the threads of his life and held fast, and that no matter how far he and Maman ran, those hooks never let him go.

There wasn’t much about being an enchanter he did like.

But this… his mum’s spell, their solstice tradition, no matter the soil beneath their feet or the language on the wind, this is what steadied the eternal rocking of his boat.

And then he heard it. The crashing of waves. The calling of gulls. The power of the mer, their bloodline, their ancestors.

Something wrapped around his heart and… tugged. Like the feeling of finding a word you were trying to think of or remembering the obvious answer to a question twelve hours after someone asked. And he knew: The anonymous ghost who’d told Ronan that Chanterbrooke had the answers he sought was right.

Maman’s eyes glinted, deep emeralds that peered through his soul. “The ocean’s magic is strong here,” she murmured, voice slipping beneath the din. “Stronger than most places.”

“Do you like it?” he ventured, heart thumping. It was a daring question—she might see through his scheme. But suddenly, he wanted to know.

Her brow puckered. “It feels familiar.” She tapped his heart. “But you like it. I see.”

He swallowed, throat tight. “It’s cool,” he said with a natural breeziness. From the corner of the room, a looming grandfather clock chimed seven o’clock. They were running out of time. Maman had to fall in love. Now. “I’m hungry. You should go meet people.”

She laughed, a husky velvet. “Is this your way of telling me to find people my own age to talk to?”

He grinned in answer.

She placed her hands on her hips. “Why would I speak to anyone else when I can bathe in your reluctant tolerance of my undying affection?”

Ronan cracked a laugh. “Maman!”

She cackled and kissed his cheek. “Fine. Go be young. Listen to the ocean; she has much to tell you.”

Ronan wasn’t going to do that. His heart still thumped with that strange feeling of… familiarity, he realized, the word Maman used crawling up his spine.

The ocean’s magic is strong here. Anticipation squeezed his chest as Maman struck up a conversation with a tall, handsome man beneath a garland of mistletoe.

Ronan tapped his foot impatiently; waiting set his teeth on edge. He had to know if the inn’s magic was real for certain, he decided. The stone in the family’s entrance sign had felt magical when they’d rolled in. Maybe he could test it somehow. He slipped through the crowd and into the night, and all the while, he felt the fortune teller’s gaze boring holes into his soul.

When he looked around, she was deeply engrossed in conversation, but he couldn’t shake the feeling… she was watching him.
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ALICE

There had to be an explanation. Something logical to explain away the withered petals crumbling to dust. Maybe… maybe the magic just wasn’t in full bloom yet, Alice told herself. Or maybe it was a fluke.

Even their special spellbound solstices had to go awry sometimes, right?

She made to alarm her family, but what if they panicked and started asking questions? They would want to know exactly why the roses were plucked; intention is half the magic, Aunt Jackie would croak. Alice took a deep breath, forcing air back into her lungs. There was no reason to spiral. Alice had seen plenty of couples fall in love tonight. The best thing to do was go outside, take a quick peek to make sure the garden roses looked healthy, and then create another moment for her parents to make eye contact. Slowly, she settled the anxiety prickling her chest.

No reason to spiral at all.

She slipped on her boots and silver-buckled coat, then stole into the freezing winter. Even in the depths of their front garden, sheltered from the winding driveway by shivering pines, the sounds of people bursting into song carried through the night. Candlelight flickered through frosted glass, so warm it all but melted the falling snow.

Her pulse calmed with each passing second. The roses were fine. Every last one. It still didn’t explain why the ones in the living room had died… but maybe she was just overreacting? Maybe Aunt Jackie had been testing a new potion that had spilled on the coffee table, which leaked into the rose petals?

The front door swung open, creaking on hinges that Aunt Jackie liked to keep nice and rusty. Makes us sound haunted. She’d nod sagely. People love a good haunting.

But, Aunt Jackie, the town already knows we’re strange, Alice would protest.

Exactly! She’d slam her palm on the kitchen table. Gotta keep ’em wanting more, kiddo!

Alice’s heart jolted as a shadowed figure strode down the walkway, across the shoveled driveway, and straight toward her. No—straight toward the sign planted in their front lawn, bearing the words Ensorcelled Cottage in elegant swirling writing.

He stopped a few yards away, clearly not seeing her in the darkness.

It was a boy.

Her breath caught. A… a very, very cute boy.

Tall and lean with chestnut hair, he was… perfect. For a horrifyingly distracting second, she couldn’t look away.

He studied the cottage sign with unusual scrutiny. As if there were secrets in the letters. She gasped. And he wasn’t wearing goggles! Her hand flew to her bag—but she had left her goggles on the coffee table.

She stumbled backward, heart leaping to her throat. If what happened between her parents was a freak incident—which was very possible, she assured herself—then might the magic ensorcell her? Here, now? If they locked eyes, would she feel differently? Would he no longer be a cute boy but the biggest crush of her life?

Secretly, despite Mom’s fervent wishes, Alice wondered about romance. The swooping in your belly. The fluttering of your heart. The whooshing in your head. Alice wanted to understand it. When she was ready. With a boy who was kind and bold and brave.

But what if this boy wasn’t kind or bold or brave? What if the biggest crush of her life ended up being the worst mistake of her life?

She had to get out of here. She dipped farther into the darkness, blood pounding in her ears.

He straightened.

With a gasp, she whirled around just as he turned toward her—but not quickly enough. Golden eyes, alit with fire, locked on hers in the instant before she moved.

And in that moment, her world changed forever.

“Hi,” said the boy.

Oh god. Oh no, no, no, no, no. What—what were words? Where were words?

“Sorry, I didn’t realize anyone was here,” he said.

“Goggles,” she blurted.

“G-goggles?”

Alice mashed her lips together. Out of any word that could have flown back into her head, it had to be goggles. “I mean, welcome to Ensorcelled Cottage,” she managed to say, though her voice was all weird and breathy. “I’m Alice Ambrose. May I help you?”

“Erm… are you okay?” he asked with a lilting accent that she couldn’t place. British-ish—but with something else. Something mysterious.

“Fine!” she squeaked. Fine, except she didn’t know what was happening to her family’s magic, she was talking to a really cute boy while still gross from ballet practice and facing a tree. Fine, except she might have just been ensorcelled.

“Are you sure?” His voice was closer.

She took a deep breath, trying to will herself to turn and face him like a normal person. She didn’t even know his name! What if he never told her his name, and he left, and she was cursed to crush on somebody she never knew forever?

“I’m good.”

“Sorry.” His voice was far away again. “I didn’t mean to bother you.”

“You’re not! Stay.” A blush burned her cheeks. “Or you can go. That’s okay, too.”

“Okay…?”

“I’m just—people who stay here tonight fall in love, so I’m not sure if I like you and I’m trying to decide if I do,” she said in a rush. “I mean—”

“That’s okay; that happens around me a lot.”

Even with her back turned, she could feel the grin in his voice. It was such an annoying response, she nearly spun back around and glared at him.

Instead, she took a deep breath, collecting herself. “Where are you from?” It wasn’t the question she should have asked—like Where are your goggles? or What are you doing outside the party? It was so far from the question she meant to ask, her mind seemed to float outside her body and gape at her in disbelief.

The boy paused. “France.” His tone went flat.

“Where else?” She didn’t know what compelled her to ask it. Some tingling of a longer story wishing to be told. Some enchantress magic beginning to bloom, though Mom said it wouldn’t kick in full force for another few years.

“Lots of places.” He paused again. “How did you know there’s an ‘else’?”

“Just… just a feeling.” She swallowed. “It’s magic.”

His breath hitched. “What do you mean?”

“It’s—I mean—the ‘falling in love’ thing.” Her cheeks burned.

“Falling in love at the inn—it’s really magic?” he repeated, voice suddenly serious.

“I…” Love was woven into the story of her life. But… she had never needed to explain it before.

Especially not to a cute boy. While staring at a tree.

In the distance, people started singing “Jingle Bells.” An enchantress tingle buzzed in the back of her mind. Someone would come looking for her soon.

“I have to go.”

“Okay.” His voice was reluctant.

She didn’t move. “Eye contact,” she blurted.

“Is magic?”

“On the winter solstice, people who stay at my family’s inn—they fall in love. It’s magic or… or the vibes. Some people blame the wine. And it’s with the eyes. The contact. The contact of eyes. Not like contact lenses.” What was the matter with her? She fixed her gaze on the falling snow, strands of pearls shimmering against the blooming roses, and forced herself to take a breath. “You need goggles. Did anyone tell you?”

“That wasn’t a joke? I can squint at you if you want.”

“No, that’s—”

“Or just look at you out of one eye.”

“That won’t—”

“Like a pirate.”

Alice nearly turned again just to glare at him. “Stop.”

“I’ll need a costume.”

“Are you done?”

He laughed. “So, does it happen right away? Or does it take a while?”

“Right away.” Love at first sight, the way true love was meant to be.

“Then we’re fine! Because I saw you and I feel literally nothing. Well, no, that’s not true. I feel very cold. But that’s not your fault.”

“Well… good. That’s—that’s great,” she stammered, even as her heart splatted. She might not have been sure if the magic had worked—the air hadn’t turned a shimmering golden-pink yet—but she definitely felt something. And his words made her feel… small.

“So… are you going to keep talking to that tree?”

She crossed her arms over her silver-buckled coat. “No.”

“Does he talk back?”

“No.”

“So, just bark, then?” That grin in his voice returned.

It took a moment for his joke to register. She cracked a smile, glad he couldn’t see. It gave her a second to breathe, collect her thoughts. He was right. She was being ridiculous. If the spell hadn’t already worked, it wouldn’t now.

Slowly, with deliberate steps, she turned toward him.

They locked eyes again.

She took a sharp intake of breath. From a distance, he was good-looking. Up close, he was by far the cutest boy she had ever seen in her entire life, golden eyes simmering, easy smile lighting up his face, hands casually tucked in his pockets.

Her cheeks must have been as red as her favorite paint.

But… she felt no different from how she had a minute ago when she’d first seen him. He was cute, but she wasn’t exhibiting any of the usual symptoms of ensorcellment—fainting, swooning, complete abandonment of all other thoughts. The magic definitely had not worked.

Fresh dread spooled through her.

Maybe if the magic hadn’t worked on her, Alice wouldn’t need to worry. But it hadn’t worked on Mom and Dad, either.

As Aunt Jackie and Valerie began their traditional creepy and melancholic rendition of “Good King Wenceslas,” and this unfamiliar boy on this familiar night smiled curiously at her, she felt only a hollow chill where her heart should be. No whoosh of romance. No spark.

A gust of wind cut a rose clean from its vine on the trellis above and sent it swirling toward them.

And between their feet, the red rose withered.

Alice’s heart drummed in her ears. Too loud, too noticeable. Could he hear it? He was looking at her like he could hear it. She took shallow breaths. Her lungs had completely forgotten what their job was supposed to be.

For a beat, they stared at the rose, as if it would open its mouth and explain why it had wilted so quickly.

It gave Alice a moment to think.

Maybe the magic didn’t work because… because her mom protected their family from it and just hadn’t ever told her. Maybe they were immune. Was that possible?

Alice pressed her hands to her forehead. The boy smelled good. How was she supposed to think things when he smelled good? She had to go inside. Had to think straight. “Okay, bye,” she blurted.

“Wait—” He stepped closer, crunching the dead rose. “Why is the stone warm?” He pointed at the sign welcoming people to Ensorcelled Cottage. “When I touched it, it was hot.”

Why? Because it was spelled to ward off unwanted spirits. Because it protected them from evil. Because it had been in her family for generations. “It’s always been in my family’s home. It’s more—more magic,” she breathed.

Something in his eyes danced.

A thought trickled through her like cold water down the spine. If her mom had a spell protecting Alice from the solstice spell, it still didn’t explain why he hadn’t fallen for her.… She obviously wasn’t in love with him, but he was cute, and he still seemed more interested in stones and magic than… than her.

The realization turned her heart into a shriveled prune. Without another word, Alice spun on her heel and dashed across the lawn, up the pebbled walkway, into the stone cottage. A thousand smells and sounds burst through her mind. Cinnamon, cloves, and pine, and singing and chatter and people calling her name.

“Alice?”

“Alice, sweetie—”

“Alice! Where have you been?”

With a stranger. On the solstice.

Marcela. She needed her best friend. Or a dance floor. A place to put what just happened. To understand what strangeness swirled in her heart.

Her fourth-grade teacher smiled and waved from his spot near the piano. She mustered a half wave back, still spinning. Searching. “Marcela?” she called.

Bodies pressed in close.

Too much perfume.

Cologne.

A whiff of Dr. Talbot’s sherry.

Marcela’s familiar face swam before her eyes. “Alice?”

Alice grabbed her best friend’s arms. “Pickles!” she gasped, tears hot in her eyes.

Marcela raised an eyebrow. “Pick—are you okay?”

“Pickled onions. Mustard!”

“Hot dog?” Marcela scooped a bite of chocolate cake into her mouth.

Alice all but stomped in frustration. “Our code!”

Marcela’s brows knit together. “We don’t ha’ a co’,” she said through a mouthful of frosting.

“Yes, we do! Remember that… that time?”

Marcela swallowed. “Uh, sure. Yeah.”

“You remember?” she asked weakly.

“Totally.” Marcela hooked her arm through Alice’s and steered her through the crowd, past the foyer, to a closed arched stone door. Shoving aside yet another Christmas tree—why did they have to have so many trees?—she heaved it open. Beyond was the Ambrose private house, complete with a spiral stone staircase leading to Alice’s attic bedroom. The shut door was a welcome relief of quiet.

Alice closed her eyes and leaned against the wall, letting the cool stone steady her.

“It was that time at the amusement park,” she mumbled. “In fifth grade. And we needed a code word to get out of spending time with Steven Reynolds.”

“Picks His Nose Steve, sure.”

“And—and you wanted to use mustard—but I wanted pickled onions and so we went with—well, I don’t remember. I think we just said all of them and then Steve thought we were hungry and tried to get his mom to buy us all hot dogs, and I don’t even like hot dogs, and—”

A mushy, chocolaty fork poked her lips.

Her eyes popped open.

Marcela had a forkful of chocolate cake aimed at her mouth.

Alice shoved her friend away. “I’m not hungry. I don’t like hot dogs.” Which made zero sense. This definitely was not a hot dog. But it was like the normal patterns of her mind had short-circuited.

“Yeah, but you’re ranting. You never rant.” Marcela nodded wisely. “Chocolate is the best way to stop a rant. Trust me, I come from a long line of ranters.”

“I’m not…” She took a deep breath and clutched her ribs. “I’m ranting.”

“Acceptance is the first step.”

“But I don’t rant.”

“Ranting about how you don’t rant is not the key to stopping a rant.”

“But—”

“Stop or I throw ice cubes at you. Eat more chocolate.”

Alice quietly obeyed, letting the warm chocolate melt on her tongue. Mom had added hazelnuts to the mixture this year.

Alice focused on Marcela’s familiar face. Oval shaped—they knew from the “Which Hairstyle Is Best for Your Face Shape” quiz. Mole above the corner of her mouth. Waves of thick brown hair. Golden-brown skin, ink-dark eyes, and glossy red lips.

“Pretty lip gloss,” Alice mumbled.

Marcela’s face broke into a wide smile. “Thank you! My mom helped me steal it.”

“From the store?”

“Did you hit your head? No, from her purse. Dad is still convinced I’m going to get pregnant at seventeen.”

Alice’s brow furrowed. “Because you like red lip gloss?”

“Oh, no. Because you’re my best friend and your mom was pregnant at seventeen. But lip gloss is the gateway.”

“Makes sense.”

Marcela scooped herself another forkful of chocolate cake. “Better?”

Alice took a deep breath. “I think so.”

Muffled laughter sounded from behind the door. Marcela inclined her head away from the noise. “Come on.”

Alice followed her up to her bedroom, a sloping pale attic that covered half the length of the cottage, floor mostly clear of furniture so she could dance.

Mom wished she’d stop because guests were convinced a ghost pattered above them, but Aunt Jackie made Alice swear she never would. It’s great for business, kid.

The wind was louder here. It cackled in the night, sending tree branches to scrape her circular windows. She made a beeline to the western one, which faced the front of the house. But the boy was gone.

As if she had imagined him entirely. She twitched her gauzy curtain shut.

“So, are you going to tell me why you freaked?” Marcela asked, tucking her knees into her sparkly pink dress and making herself comfortable on Alice’s bed.

Alice couldn’t say how many days they’d spent in this room, laughing and crying and dreaming of growing up. Nothing had ever been hard to say before.

Not to Marcela.

But now Alice found she couldn’t form the words. Slowly, buying time, she peeled off her coat, threw her favorite cream sweater over her leotard, and joined her friend at the head of the bed. “I didn’t freak,” she mumbled. She never freaked. She was orderly. Reasoned.

“It was a freak-out that rivaled my nonna when we told her we were too lazy to cook a proper Christmas meal three years ago.”

“The Christmas of six cheeseburgers?”

Marcela’s grandmother on her father’s side was Italian and had married an American man whose English ancestors had arrived on the Mayflower, and her grandparents on her mother’s side were Mexican. Between the three cultures, Marcela’s mom described Christmas as laden with more expectations than the Pope’s funeral, and after cooking elaborate feasts many years in a row, she finally threw up her hands and served cheeseburgers.

There had been so much fighting, the entire town knew about it by dawn.

“I thought she was going to have another heart attack. It’s a miracle she lasted the night.” Marcela scooped more chocolate onto her fork and pointed. “Now talk.”

Alice toyed with the fringe of her silver blanket. She liked her pale furniture. Seashell-pale quilt and creamy wooden walls with a snowy-winter trim.

It helped keep her mind clear of distractions as she danced.

She closed her eyes, picturing her words as movements. A way to make sense of her heart. All she could see were golden eyes like simmering flames, withered roses whipping into a tornado, and those vaseless dead flowers, forgotten on her coffee table. “My dad’s here.”

Marcela gave a quick shake of her head and held up a hand. “Wait, what? The one who’s always in Europe?”

“I only have the one,” she said dryly.

“Sorry, I’m just… your dad’s here? He’s never here on the solstice!”

Alice took a deep breath. If anyone could understand, it was the girl sitting next to her. “Well… I just thought… if my parents made eye contact and fell in love… maybe we’d finally be normal,” she mumbled, plucking lint off her pillow so she wouldn’t need to look Marcela in the eye.

“Alice—”

“It’s for Mom,” she explained quickly. “Not for me. Mom never goes on dates, and the few times she does, she’s miserable, but whenever Dad visits, she’s so happy and smiling and laughing, and he likes her so much, so I just thought if I could get them together, they’d stop being stupid and… I don’t know… realize life is better when they’re together?”

Her normally chatty friend didn’t say a word.

Alice clutched the edges of her pillow and finally met her friend’s gaze. “But the magic didn’t work. They made eye contact and nothing happened. That’s why I freaked. I think there’s something wrong with the magic.”

“Well—well, maybe it’s just, like, a weird fluke or something, right?”

“That’s what I thought! But…” Alice blew out a deep puff of air. “There was also a boy. Outside.”

Marcela’s concern turned to wicked delight. “A boy?”

“Yeah, a boy.”

“Like, a boy boy?”

Alice gave her friend a flat stare. “I’m sorry; I meant a fish.”

“Sorry, I’m just excited.” Marcela ate more cake. “Continue.”

Alice swallowed. “I made eye contact.”

“With the boy?!” Marcela beamed.

“I’ve never seen him before. He was tall and so cute, and he said he’s from France, and—”

Marcela’s eyes widened. “Oh my god, Ronan.”

“Who’s—” Alice groaned. “The French surprise?!”

“I was gonna tell you! I just met him yesterday. Apparently, they’ve just moved here. And now the cute new boy likes you.” She made kissing noises at her.

“He does not! He…” Alice’s embarrassment faded to something uncomfortable. Something prickly. “He doesn’t,” she said quietly. “That’s what I’m saying. It didn’t work for my parents or me.”

Marcela waved an arm. “Your mom probably just has some spell thing protecting you all from it. That’s normal in your house, right?”

“Not exactly.”

Marcela rolled her eyes. “Please. I have seen your greenhouse, remember? Witchy weirdos.”

“Hey.” Alice nudged her, though a smile tugged at her lips. The town knew they were magical in an abstract way. They knew her family sold love potions and cast truth spells—but it was small magic. Mystical things people could explain away or find at a Renaissance Faire.

Marcela knew the whole truth. That the magic was real and wild and theirs.

And just seemed to love her more for it.

Alice sighed. “I thought the same thing. About me being under a spell. But why wouldn’t my mom have told me? She tells me everything. And why wouldn’t it work on Ronan or my dad?”

Marcela shook her head. “You’re overthinking it.”

“But the roses—”

“Alice.” Marcela squeezed her hand. “There’s definitely a magical reason and it’s all gonna be just fine. What we need to focus on is the Roses Ball, where you will finally perform in your family’s ballet”—she pointed the fork at her—“and Ronan will be your date and, oh my god, it will be so romantic!”

Alice blushed. The Roses Ball was the next event her family hosted—a Valentine’s Day dance where wishes came true and the schools performed a ballet that Alice’s grandmother had written for the town before she died.

The schools helped organize it, but the Roses Ball was way prettier than the dances held in their middle school gym.

It was also way more public.

Marcela had been trying to convince her to dance in public since her colossal failure in front of the whole school three years ago, but… she couldn’t.

Alice had been pushing her latest ballet class as far from her thoughts as possible. But it sniped now, refusing to be ignored.

You are the best dancer in your year, so I have selected you for the solo in the Roses Ball ballet, her dance instructor revealed at the end of class. You should be very proud; I believe you’ll actually be the first Ambrose to perform your grandmother’s ballet.

Thank you, Ms. Tally. She’d felt about the size of an ant as she muttered, But… I don’t need a solo. Can’t I just… watch the ball?

Ms. Tally’s gaze had crinkled. Disappointed.

Alice wanted nothing more than to fling her coat over her head and hide.

Alice… I want to keep you in my class. I do. But only dancers who are willing to perform in public will be permitted to keep their spots in my studio when you reach high school. There are too many students who would snatch at the opportunity to perform on the stages I have reserved. When it’s time, all the greatest college scouts will come to watch. I’m creating a roster of students for next year now, and if you are unable to perform in public, I will have to let you go. The high-school level of this studio is for pupils who are serious. Who dream of becoming professional dancers someday. If that is not you, I’m sorry, but you have no place here.

Alice’s whole soul still felt close to bursting at the memory.

She knew exactly what Ms. Tally meant. Because becoming a professional dancer… it was Alice’s dream, too. Not the kind that filled her with sunshine and comfort and great beaming smiles. It was the kind that felt like a clawing. A need. And a gaping well of impossibility, shrouding her in darkness.

Performing on stage, with all those people staring at her as she leapt through the air… laughing at her as she fell.… “Agh!” Alice half squealed, half moaned into her pillow. “No, I can’t dance, and I definitely can’t date Ronan.”

“You will dance.” Marcela giggled. “I think you should date Ronan if you like him. Britney Trundle already has a boyfriend. So why can’t you?”

Alice squeezed her pillow, trying to process the whirlpool of curiosity, want, and dread swishing around her stomach. Boyfriends. Was she ready for a boyfriend? She blushed again. Finding a boy who she was certain she liked was probably a good first step. She didn’t even know Ronan.

Marcela pulled her purple notebook and fluffy glitter pen from the bag of things she kept in Alice’s room, suddenly businesslike. “We have until Valentine’s Day. So there’s lots of time to strategize.”

“Well… actually…” Alice’s blush deepened, the secret she’d kept buried unlodging in her heart. The one thing that could distract Marcela from a French boy and her dancing. “I sort of already have plans for the Roses Ball.”

Marcela’s eyes widened. “I have been betrayed! Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because… I… sort of invited my dad?”

“To watch you perform?”

“No… to be Mom’s date.”

Marcela slowly nodded. “Oh.”

“You think I’m dumb.”

Marcela frowned, as though working through her thoughts. “Not dumb. Just… he doesn’t always… and I don’t want you to get sad if…” She bit her lip. “You’re sure?”

Alice nodded eagerly. “Positive.”

Marcela visibly took a deep breath. “Okay. Well, you know your mom, like, never dates.” She frowned at her notebook. “So I’m going to need more paper to figure this out.”

Alice beamed and wrapped her arms around Marcela’s neck. She knew her plan was wildly hopeful.

But she needed Marcela on board.

“What about you?”

Marcela laughed. “Oh my god, no, ew, dating’s gross.”

Alice flicked her. “Hey!”

“For you, it’s perfect,” she amended. “But I will probably marry a cat someday. You know,” her friend mused, “I bet the reason your mom doesn’t date is because she secretly has a vampire boyfriend living in your basement.”

“Stop it!”

“Probably has a whole graveyard full of vampires. I bet it’s just lined with coffins down there.”

Alice stole the rest of the cake, fake glowering.

Marcela cackled and grabbed one of Alice’s spare blankets from the closet.

“Scooch. I’m sleeping here tonight.”

“Did your family already leave?” she asked, making more space for her.

“No clue.” Marcela sighed, lay down, and patted her stomach. “I just really don’t feel like moving.”

Alice snorted a laugh, easing some of the tension, and flumped back on the bed so their heads were next to each other, legs sprawled in opposite directions.

“I bet he’s a good kisser,” Marcela mused after a moment of quiet. “Ronan, not the vampire. I always thought the fangs would be a problem.”

“Marcela!”

They burst into a fit of uncontrollable giggles.

“Do you really think he’s kissed someone before?” Alice asked when she calmed down.

Marcela flipped onto her stomach and propped her chin in her hands, grinning. “Probably.” She grabbed her notebook and fluffy pen. “But we’ll have to know for certain. We should make a list of strategic questions we should ask to find out without having to, you know, ask him. Because rude.”

“What makes you think he’s kissed someone?” Had he said something to her? Did he like someone back in France? Not that it mattered. But she couldn’t quell the curiosity tapping her shoulder.

“Well, he’s fourteen. He told me.”

“So?”

“So, I know way more people who’ve kissed at fourteen than thirteen.”

Alice propped herself up on her arms, a whole new sense of angst spooling through her. She had never even been kissed on the cheek. “That’s true.… When’s his birthday? Is he in eighth grade?”

“Or maybe high school?” Marcela waggled her eyebrows suggestively.

They kept chatting through the solstice, and, curled in her attic, Alice felt like she was nine years old again, drinking cocoa, with nothing about to change.

Except, when she dreamed that night, it was of fiery eyes and a thousand dead roses. A place where winter wasn’t beautiful but cold and gray, where no love bloomed at all.

We’re cursed, my dear, a blond woman murmured. So very cursed.

And another woman. Black haired, green eyed, screaming in what looked like a void of frothing waves.

Alice awoke in a cold sweat.

The screaming woman was real.

And she was in Alice’s bedroom.
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RONAN

The ghosts of Chanterbrooke were so… polite.

“How do you do?” A short, squat gray man tipped his bowler hat as Ronan strode down Main Street, Maman chatting merrily beside him.

“Careful of the ice, dear.” A stooped woman wrapped in shawls fretted as she wiped cobwebs from her translucent white hair.

Ronan stumbled, glancing over his shoulder at a ghost poodle yipping after a girl playing jump rope.

It was still early. The sky was a bruised plum, and frosted grass crunched underfoot as he cut across a park to a pathway that meandered down a snow-dusted hill to a white and icy beach. He steered his mum toward the iron bench facing the sea, mostly concealed from view by an enormous trellis of roses. “So, you like him,” he concluded. Maman was full of secrets, but from the curve of her smile, the way her eyes sparkled, she was clearly in love with some random guy she’d met last night.

Just like Ronan had planned.

Step two was complete.

Maman’s skirts flounced as she sat. “Very much.”

Ronan joined her, suppressing a yelp. Even through his trousers, the cold bit.

Maman adjusted fat diamond rings over her lace gloves. “It’s a shame we’re leaving tomorrow. I really feel this man could have been the one.”

Ronan’s heart skipped. This was what he’d been building toward since he’d got here. Somehow, he had to convince his restless mom to stay. Just through Christmas at first. Then New Year’s. Valentine’s Day. And after that… forever. A hurdle he’d deal with when the time came. By then, hopefully she’d be so attached to this new love interest, she’d agree. It wasn’t as if they had a house to go back to or a dog to feed.

Ronan screwed up his face, feigning confusion. “Tomorrow? I thought we were leaving after Christmas.”

“Non. Tomorrow,” Maman affirmed. “Being so near the sea makes me restless.”

Breathing made her restless. “Oh. Well… I sort of already told New Guy we’d have Christmas with him.”

Maman raised a thin eyebrow. “You spoke to Hal?”

“Yeah, him. When you were in the bathroom.” Ronan had been lingering by the fireside like a weirdo for a half hour, waiting for his opportunity. To be fair, he’d also kinda been waiting for the girl with upturned silver eyes to show up so he could ask her more questions about magic, but she’d disappeared.

“Ronan,” Maman admonished. “You know you should never make plans in new places.”

Every place was new. Which meant he should never make plans with anyone to do anything ever. “He was asking about traditional French Christmases,” he said innocently. “He loved the sound of your bûche de Noël, so I said you’d make one. Your dad’s recipe.”

There were three things Maman loved most in this world: Ronan, her late parents, and France. No matter how frequently they traveled, they always returned to her French roots.

It gave him hope. That some tiny part of her wanted to be grounded as much as he did. Even if she never let herself stay for long.

It also meant that if anything was going to convince her to stay, it was complimenting her dad’s French cooking.

Maman sighed, gaze drifting out to sea. “Maybe… I really wouldn’t mind seeing Hal again.… He is handsome. And so ambitious! Very American.”

It took all Ronan’s energy not to cheer. Or… roll his eyes in disgust. He wasn’t sure. Just because he had kind of sort of manipulated his mom into falling in love with a complete stranger at a magical inn last night didn’t mean he wanted to hear all the lovey details.

But this was still good. This meant the magic had worked. And Ronan was finally going to have a home.

Now onto step three: a job.

He had found Ensorcelled Cottage through a rabbit hole of research online. He’d quickly dismissed it—anyone could claim magic was real on the internet. But he hadn’t been able to get it out of his mind. It had taken up residence. Brick by brick, until it had four walls, two chimneys, and a cat. It clearly wasn’t going anywhere.

So he had looked it up again. Just one more time. And when he did, he found his lucky pot of gold. A job.


ENCHANTRESS WANTED.

Must be unafraid of hauntings, adept at performing sage clearings, and able to calm feral squirrels. Customer facing.



Most people would think it was a gimmick, but something had swept through Ronan. Like a tidal wave or shooting stars across a summer sky.

And he knew: Ensorcelled Cottage was their future.

Maman always told him the only job she’d ever consider was one where she could use her craft. She had no excuse to leave now. It wasn’t as if she were incapable of keeping a job. She just never looked, enchanting her way into stolen money instead. Probably something he’d best leave out of her job application, he mused.

Ronan could barely contain his grin all morning. There were all sorts of firsts he was ready for. His first home. His first mailbox. First day of school. If Maman didn’t make them leave.

“I think we should stay a bit longer,” he pushed as lightly as he could. “Through New Year’s at least.”

Maman swayed her head from side to side, cascade of black wavy hair tumbling over the bench. “Peut-êt—” She started in French, then shook her head. “Maybe.” Their traveling rule was always the same: Speak in the language of the country you are in. It was easier for Ronan, but Maman’s French accent was thick. Hard to miss. Everything about her was hard to miss, he thought ruefully.

She cast her gaze on him. Her eyes had always reminded him of their glittering emeralds, which he was ninety-nine percent sure she stole from a museum in Istanbul. And, like jewels, they showed no emotion. No hint of what she truly felt or thought, hidden beneath her secretive smiles and thin face. Just jewels, staring at him.

It didn’t go both ways.

She could read him if he gave her the chance. It was a miracle he had gotten away with this lie for so long.

He averted his gaze. It was time for step three. The more he knew about the job, the easier it would be to convince Maman to take it. He’d been dying to return to Ensorcelled Cottage at an inoffensively early time all morning, and suddenly, he could no longer sit still. “I’m hungry,” he lied. “I’m going to find something to eat. You’re seeing New Guy later today, right?”

“Hal,” she corrected, ruffling his hair. “And I will if you don’t mind. But let’s have dinner tonight, yes? Bisous.”

He leaned in so she could kiss his cheek, wrapping him in her rich perfume.

Suddenly, his neck prickled, a ghostly breath on his ear.

He swiveled around—and there, across the park, a female ghost in a loose dress stared and stared and stared. She was striking. High cheekbones, a tumble of black hair—and hateful eyes.

He had the sensation of tipping over. Losing his footing and pinwheeling through space. It wasn’t just her murderous expression. It was… something else. Something that unsettled him, deep in his bones.

A chill swept through Ronan’s heart. A sense of foreboding itching down his spine. He ignored it. Chanterbrooke was going to be his home. He was going to have a normal family and a seminormal enchanted life. Ghosts weren’t going to get in the way.

Nothing would.
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RONAN

Bells chimed as Ronan opened the front door to Ensorcelled Cottage. He paused on the threshold.

Something was wrong.

The air was charged. Magical. And not the friendly buzz of bees, like his mom’s magic. More like spiders crawling up his arms.

Ronan ventured farther into the foyer, where a woven rug warmed slate floors, and porcelain vases of roses sweetened the room. The midwinter celebration had reigned into the early morning in the sunlit, cozy rooms to the right, where an ivy-clad staircase led to two floors of bedrooms. The hallway in front led to more bedrooms.

But to the left… there was an arched stone door he hadn’t noticed before. Hadn’t Alice said this was her home, too? Maybe it was the private house part of the building.

And it was open.

“Hello? I’m here about the job opening.” He inched closer. Breaking into the home of his mom’s potential future employer was not a good way to start things. But he couldn’t shake the feeling something was wrong. Really, really wrong.

A scream sliced through him.

It was coming from somewhere beyond the door. He didn’t pause to think. Heart in his throat, he bolted through the door and onto a spiral staircase. A girl screamed again—from somewhere above. He took the stairs two at a time until he burst into a sloping attic.

The source of the screaming wasn’t a girl, as he’d first thought.

It was a ghost.

Alice and the girl he met at a coffee shop the other day, Marcela, cowered at the head of a white bed as a pale young blond woman who could only be Alice’s mom, the fortune teller from last night, and a third woman who’d introduced herself as the hostess, Valerie, circled the screaming apparition, chanting, as if to contain her.

Not that it seemed to be doing any good.

The ghost whirled toward Ronan, and her scream cut short. As if he drained her of oxygen. Her eyes were wild. Yearning.

Ronan gasped. And familiar.

That morning, in the park, she had stared at him. It had bothered him, though he couldn’t say why.

But now he realized… he knew that ghost.

Slowly, she smiled, then glided toward him, long hair cascading down her back, beautiful face cold and cruel. He stumbled backward, suddenly five years old and terrified of the dark, in an abandoned chapel on the edge of Bretagne, where she had screamed. And screamed. And screamed.

He’d nearly died of a fever that night. When he awoke, he was almost certain she’d tried to drag him into the land of the dead.

What was she doing here?

“Hello, Ronan Knight.” She reached toward him… and grabbed his arms. Pure, horrifying shock splintered through him.

Not possible, not possible, not possible rattled through his mind.

Ghosts could not touch people. Ever.

It was the one thing that gave him comfort. That had helped him sleep at night when he was learning to cope with the constant ghost sightings. He locked eyes on the ghost—her shock flickered away, turning into wicked delight, silencing the warning bells pealing in Ronan’s mind.

“Let me go!” He tried to wrench his arms free—but her grip was too strong. A horrible cold—the kind that burned—threatened to shatter his bones. Snap them one by one.

Out of nowhere, the older woman, wielding a bag of what looked like turnips, whacked the ghost in the back. “Get off of him!”

The bag swooshed right through the ghost and collided directly with Ronan’s nose.

“Agh!” He reared back, blinking stars. Pain shot up his nostrils—but it had done the trick. The ghost let go, leaving behind an aching cold.

But the ghost’s smile only grew. “How fares your mother, Ronan Knight?”

From across the room, Alice slipped off the bed and inched toward him, face white and horrified. The ghost spun toward her. “And you.”

Alice stilled.

“You poor, cursed thing,” she cooed with the sincerity of a snake. “I will see you soon,” she promised, then disappeared in a poof of smoke.

Ronan collapsed to his knees and instinctively hugged himself, as if he could keep the warmth in. As if his very life force were pooling like water and he had to contain it.

“Who—what—what was that?” Alice gasped.

“Here.” The fortune teller knelt toward him, black robes swishing near his feet. The angles of her face were sharp, as though chiseled by a biting wind. “It’ll help.”

He stared dubiously at the turnip.

“Eat it or I whack you on the head with it,” she quipped, adjusting her chunky jewelry. Obediently, he nibbled the vegetable.

Valerie shot her a glare. “Don’t mind my aunt Jackie. She’s just cranky. Ronan, right? I remember you from last night. Are you a guest at the inn?”

Mutely, he shook his head.

She pointed at the one who looked like she could be Alice’s mom. “This is my cousin, Brise, her daughter, Alice, and Alice’s friend, Marcela.”

Valerie’s hair was dark and bluntly cropped, her skin a light brown, and her outfit a silk nightdress, while Brise was winter pale, with sweatpants, a baggy T-shirt, and wispy, messy blond hair spilling out of her bun.

And Jackie looked like she’d walked out of a Halloween-costume store. They couldn’t have been more different. But there was something in their eyes—a mysticism, a power—that marked them all as related.

As enchantresses.

Marcela waved weakly at him, brown hair messy and nestlike around her head. “Hi again.”

Valerie helped him to his feet and winked as he took another bite of turnip and grimaced. “Don’t worry; we all go through the turnip initiation.”

“You’d do well to be grateful for those turnips, girl,” Jackie barked. “Ghosts despise turnips,” she explained. “They often leave their essence behind when they visit places. Eating turnips helps remove it.”

The turnip worked quickly, that horrible cold leaching out of his body, though a different sort of heat crept up his cheeks as he realized Alice was staring at him. The girl he was meant to have feelings for.

He definitely didn’t. But… she was really pretty. Marcela was, too, but there was a friendly, sisterly thing he’d felt with her when they met. Alice was different.

His cheeks burned hotter.

He was used to being the most charming person in the room. Nearly getting throttled by a ghost and collapsing wasn’t exactly how he imagined making friends at his new home.

“That was a ghost, right?” Marcela asked, flicking her hands nervously. “I mean I’ve never seen one before but that had to be a ghost. Right?” She looked at the enchantresses in the room, dark eyes wide and imploring. “Right?”

Alice covered her friend’s trembling shoulders with a quilt. “How did it even get in here?”

Brise was staring at Ronan as if she’d just found a scorpion in her attic. “I’m wondering the exact same thing.” She tucked strands of blond hair that had fallen free from her bun behind her ears and crossed her arms. “She knew your name.”

Ronan rubbed his arms. They still burned with cold. “She has a good memory.”

“I take it you’ve met before.”

He hesitated, meeting her gaze. “Sure. But it’s not like we exchanged numbers.”

“Know a lot of ghosts, do you? Where are you from?” Brise asked at the same time Alice said, “Where did you see the ghost before?”

“France,” Ronan said.

Brise placed her hands on her hips. “To which question?”

Jackie’s black robes swished over the whitewashed floorboards as she crossed the room and peered out a circular window. “A malevolent ghost has not breached the walls of this home in two hundred years.”

Brise’s stony expression hadn’t changed. “What a coincidence.”

Valerie pressed her lips together, apprehensive gaze sliding to Brise. “Careful.”

Brise ignored her. “You invited her here. Why?”

Ronan’s palms grew clammy. “I didn’t. I swear. She’s not the kind of ghost I’d invite to someone else’s home.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Alice’s lips twitched in a smile.

It encouraged him. “Maybe lunch in a popular restaurant. You know, filled with witnesses. Or—”

“It’s time for you to leave, Ronan,” Brise interrupted.

“But—”

Alice rushed toward them. “Mom.”

“Out.”

“Mom!” Alice grabbed her mom’s arm. “The ghost attacked him, remember? Why would she do that if he invited her?”

Brise pressed her fingers to her temples and took a deep breath. Her cold expression broke into something softer. Scared. “Okay. Okay, okay. I’m sorry.”

Alice hesitated. “Mom… she was wearing my locket.”

Brise’s eyes flared.

“Your locket?” Ronan blurted, curiosity getting the better of him.

Alice reached for a drawer in her bedside table and showed him a heart-shaped gold locket with an embedded pearl. “See?” She turned back to her mom. “Why would she have my locket?”

For some reason, Jackie’s face turned purple as a plum. “Why in the name of Helen of Troy was that locket in your bedside table?!”

“Well, I don’t sleep with it on.…”

Jackie’s hair turned staticky. “How is it meant to protect you from evil if it’s in a box?!”

Ah. So this was an enchanted locket.

Before Alice could respond, Jackie whirled on Brise. “Your reluctance to teach Alice the proper rules of magic is turning her brain into a mushcake!”

“Hey!” Alice protested.

Brise avoided Jackie’s gaze. “Sixteen is the tradition.”

“Stick tradition in a cauldron and boil it, Helen almighty.”

“Was Helen of Troy an enchantress or something?” Ronan muttered.

Valerie’s lips twitched. “Only Aunt Jackie’s idol.”

Brise took another deep breath, collecting herself. “Okay. I officially need coffee. Everyone downstairs. Now.”

None of them spoke until they were sitting in the Ambrose living room—a creamy open space with bright, enormous windows overlooking a snowy garden and silver sea.

And more roses. In vases and cups and empty jars and even an old Halloween pumpkin.

It was a place to be lived in. A home.

Something inside Ronan’s heart rocked. So close. He was so close to having something just like this. If he didn’t manage to mess things up any more than he already had.

Marcela and Alice curled up on a large white sofa facing a rustic wooden coffee table. Jackie took the chair to the right of the table, Ronan the left, and Valerie joined the girls on the sofa.

Ronan kept eating turnips.

Ghosts couldn’t touch people. They just… couldn’t. There was no explanation for how that ghost grabbed his arms.

He took a deep breath to clear his head. Jars of potpourri spiced the air with cinnamon and cloves, mixing with the inescapable roses.

Brise placed a tray laden with an assortment of hot chocolates, teas, and coffees on the table, then sat in the center of the sofa.

“Be nice,” Valerie muttered.

Brise side-eyed her. “I’m a regular Mrs. Claus.” She cleared her throat. “So. Ronan.”

They all turned to stare at him.

He nervously took a gulp of hot chocolate and immediately regretted it. It scalded his tongue, burning all the way down his throat.

Alice reached across the table and plopped three marshmallows into his mug, blushing. “It doesn’t count without marshmallows,” she mumbled.

Brise downed a mug of coffee, then poured herself a second. “Okay. We have established that you did not invite the screaming ghost into our house.”

The tension in Ronan’s shoulders eased a bit. Okay. So, he hadn’t messed up too badly.

“Why don’t you tell me why you were sneaking into my daughter’s room?”

Alice’s face turned bright pink. “Mom,” she groaned.

Oh, wow, no, very, very bad. “I wasn’t! The front door was open.”

Brise’s eyes narrowed. “Which is why you ran upstairs?”

“I heard the scream.”

Brise surveyed him over her cup of coffee. She was even younger-looking than his mom, who had Ronan in her early twenties.

“The ghost touched him, Brise,” Valerie reminded her. “He clearly saw her. It makes sense that he’d hear her, too.”

Brise’s eyes flashed. “I want him to explain.”

“It’s that. I…” He stumbled. He was normally much better at talking his way out of things than this. But every time he looked up, he noticed Alice watching him, and something about it distracted him. He shifted so he didn’t have to look at her.

“I just came in and heard a scream and… I don’t know what happened next. I don’t know why she could touch me.”

“But you’ve seen her before,” Brise clarified.

Ronan nodded.

“In France.”

Another nod.

“And what were you doing here so early in the morning?”

“My mom—she needs a job,” he explained in a rush. “She’s an enchantress. Like you. I came to ask about it.”

Brise’s eyebrows shot toward her hairline. She settled back into the sofa, carefully neutral face revealing nothing.

Alice’s gaze narrowed at him.

He did his best not to sink into his chair. Right… so… maybe he should have brought up the enchanter thing when they talked about magic last night—but he’d been so distracted trying to make sure the magic was real, he hadn’t thought to explain himself.

“Then why isn’t your mom here?” Valerie asked.

“She’s—she’ll be here in a bit.”

“You have crows roosting on your head,” Jackie barked, black eyes flashing.

“I—what?” He swung his arm overhead, swatting at the invisible birds. “I don’t—do you really see crows?”

“That’s her way of saying you’re lying,” Alice said icily. “And yes,” she added after a beat. “She does see crows. You get used to it.”

Marcela gave him a look as if to say, You definitely don’t.

“I’m not lying. I… we… are here in Chanterbrooke and… my mom… is an enchantress.…” He spoke slowly, choosing his words carefully. Jackie eyed him warily. “And she needs a job… and would be a great fit at your inn.”

“Ah!” Jackie croaked. “Crow!”

“There are no crows!”

“How do you know the ghost upstairs?” Brise interrupted. “Tell me exactly.”

“I don’t. I—I saw her in a chapel in France. She was scaring everyone off. I don’t know what she’s doing here. I promise.”

Jackie gave a sharp nod.

Brise frowned. “Okay. Fine. I believe you.”

For a beat, no one spoke. Only seagulls squawking outside filled the silence. Though Ronan had a feeling it wasn’t the best time to ask about wages and paid time off.

Alice’s brow puckered. “What about the curse?”

Brise went very still. “What?”

“She called me cursed. What did she mean?”

Valerie pressed her fingers to her forehead. “Oh boy.”

“We need more alcohol for this,” Jackie grumbled.

Marcela frowned. “Do you think it’s the love thing?” she whispered to Alice.

“What love thing?” Brise cut in.

Ronan was shaking his head so fiercely, he thought he’d hurt himself. Brise already didn’t trust him. He did not need her thinking he was in love with her daughter. “There’s no love thing—”

“You have to tell her,” Jackie interrupted.

“What love thing?” Brise pushed.

Jackie gave the sigh of the long-suffering while adjusting her witchy robes. “I’ve said it for years.”

Valerie examined a long, manicured nail. “But she just doesn’t listen.”

“Tell me what?” Alice exclaimed.

Marcela was looking at Alice, who gave her a small nod. “They made eye contact,” Marcela explained with an apologetic wince. “But nothing happened. I thought it was a spell.”

“Mom?” Alice folded her skinny arms around her fluffy pajama top. “Mom, tell me. About that and… you and Dad.”

Brise flinched. “Your dad—”

“You also made eye contact with Dad, and nothing happened. Mom, tell me.”

Brise rubbed her forehead. “I was going to this year.”

“Okay…?”

“I was waiting until you were old enough.”

“Just get it over with,” Valerie crooned.

Brise shook her head. “This isn’t a good idea.”

“Mom!”

Jackie clapped her hands. “Everyone, quiet. Alice, the women in this family are cursed. We can never fall in love. Now pass me the marshmallows.”
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ALICE

Obediently, Alice passed Aunt Jackie the bag of marshmallows.

But her mind had left the room. She was tumbling.

Never fall in love.

Never fall in love.

Never fall in love?

“No.” She shook her head. “No, I don’t believe you.” Because how was that even possible? Did that mean her parents would never be together? And what about Alice’s future? No swishing heart? No romance? For the rest of her life?

Her rib cage squeezed. She couldn’t… she couldn’t breathe. Or think. Not with Ronan sitting there, looking at her. She couldn’t believe he’d let her ramble on about magic last night when he was an enchanter himself. Some rare enchanted ones could read minds, she remembered with a jolt. Did he hear all her thoughts about how cute he was?

She wanted to die. She wanted the floor to open and gobble her up.

Her mom wrapped an arm around her and squeezed. “Don’t cry, sweetie.”

Alice blinked, only just realizing tears had slipped down her cheeks. She hastily wiped them away.

“Don’t be sad.”

The expression nettled. It’s what she’d been told her whole life. Don’t be sad. Don’t be angry. Don’t be upset. Don’t cry. Don’t, don’t, don’t. And so she didn’t. And so she wasn’t.

Though she could feel, somewhere deep inside her, a furious burning. Some roaring fire, sealed by furnace doors.

Ronan was frowning at them. Alice averted her gaze. “How?”

“We don’t know,” Mom said softly. “All we know is that it has been this way for a long, long time.”

“But… but if you just tried—”

“We have,” Aunt Jackie croaked. “Valerie more than some.”

Valerie flicked a strand of silky black hair away from her face. “It doesn’t hurt to be sure,” she drawled.

“With six husbands?” Aunt Jackie’s grin was feral.

Valerie shushed her and turned to Alice. “My dear, there’s more to life than romantic love. I promise you that.”

Alice hugged herself, shoulders squeezed and hunched. “I know,” she mumbled. But that didn’t mean love didn’t matter. Isn’t that what every romance ever written told her? Love mattered more than anything. Without it, her mom would keep crying on the couch, her dad would keep dating random girlfriends who never lasted, and their family would never be whole.

Beside her, Marcela tried catching her eye. Alice ignored her. She knew her friend couldn’t have possibly predicted that this is where the conversation would go when she brought up “the love thing.”

But Alice just couldn’t look at her. Couldn’t deal with any of this.

“What about crushes?” Marcela asked, her voice desperate.

Alice pressed her fingers to her forehead. It was beginning to hurt. Marcela was just trying to fix this. To find a spot of hope in the darkness. But it wasn’t helping.

“Oh, we have lots of those, darling,” Valerie declared.

Aunt Jackie nodded encouragingly. “I like half a dozen men and twice as many women just now.”

Valerie leaned back on the couch. “You don’t need love to get married. A good husband needs two things: a big wallet and—”

“Stop talking right now, so help me god.” Mom pressed her own fingers to her temples. “This is not helping my baby girl process the information.”

Alice scrambled up from the couch, blood pounding in her head. She was not a baby girl. She was thirteen.

And her mom should have told her.

“I want to break it.” Alice expected her voice to wobble, but it was surprisingly strong. Resolute.

Mom gave a sharp shake of the head. “No.”

“Mom—”

“You can’t.”

Something desperate clawed up her throat. No, it couldn’t just… just end here. This couldn’t be it. Didn’t she get a say? Didn’t Dad? “I can try.”

Mom crossed her arms over her old Joni Mitchell concert T-shirt. “I forbid it.”

Alice recoiled. “You forbid it?” Mom never forbid her from doing things.

Aunt Jackie flicked her gaze up, eyeing Brise warily through thick dark lashes.

“Brise—” Valerie started.

“No.” Mom looked to Aunt Jackie imploringly. “Right?” She whirled on her cousin. “Right? Valerie, what did your parents tell you when you asked?”

Valerie sighed. “They were too busy drinking to realize they weren’t in love. Aunt Jackie told me.”

“And what did you say?”

“People have tried to break the curse before,” Aunt Jackie croaked. “For many, many years of heartache. And failure. But you must meddle not in the affairs of curses, lest you’d like to conjure the dead.”

Alice sank onto the couch, the shock knocking her in the knees. “People die?”

“They suffer,” Mom corrected.

Aunt Jackie pulled her thick black hair from her face, mermaid ring glinting in the light. “Don’t soften it for her, Brise. Yes, they die. Picked off one by one, bloated and swollen in the sea, left to be chewed on by the fish.”

Alice must have looked as squeamish as she felt, for Aunt Jackie’s demeanor softened. “And when they die, their souls return to our mer ancestors. ‘When the descendants of the mer are in need, the mer return, no matter the shore. They come to our world to fight. And they do not rest until the war is done.’” Aunt Jackie recited one of their pillar enchantress beliefs.

Valerie turned to Alice. “We do not know why the curse was cast. To dig into its depths requires asking the dead for help. And ghosts invited into the realm of the living are dangerous. Unwieldy. Pure, uncontrolled emotion. We can’t risk it.”

Ronan raised his hand. “I could help break the curse.”

Mom’s eyes flashed. “Why don’t you leave, Ronan?”

Something in Alice boiled. Mom was being so rude. But her mind was still too trapped in the curse to think of anything nice to say.

Ronan pressed his lips together but slowly nodded and trudged out the room.

“Seriously, Brise?” Valerie admonished once the door closed.

Mom bristled. “I still don’t trust him.”

“At least he’s willing to help,” Alice mumbled.

Marcela took Alice’s right hand and squeezed, while Mom wrapped an arm around her shoulders and said, “Alice, promise me you’ll leave this be.”

Alice chewed on her tongue. But what else could she do? She never broke the rules. She never even skipped flossing. “Yeah,” she whispered. “Sure. I promise.”

Mom kissed her forehead. “Everything’s going to be okay. You know that, right?” Her own forehead crinkled, the way it always did when she worried.

Alice took a deep breath, steadying her feelings, picturing them flying and contorting in a dance of their own. Moving them away from her so she would no longer be sad.

“I’m fine,” she murmured, plucking at a bow on her pajama shirt.

“You know I love you, right?”

“Mhmm,” she squeaked. But without Dad in their lives, how could that ever be enough?

“Are you going to be okay?”

Yes, she wanted to promise. For it was the only thing that would help Mom relax. She could feel the tension in her hug, the tightness in her voice.

“Yeah,” she lied, her voice catching. She cleared her throat. “I’m fine.”

Mom nuzzled her face in Alice’s hair. “I promise it’s not as bad as it seems.”

“Yeah, it’s fine,” she lied again. She grabbed her mug, preparing to go upstairs. Maybe if she danced it away—

“Why don’t you go dance?” Mom suggested, knowing her too well.

Something in her heart constricted.

Mom had lied to her.

She had lied.

Her whole life.

She had let Alice watch those stupid movies with those stupid love stories for years. Tears burned her eyes. “I don’t want to dance,” she mumbled, just to avoid feeling too seen. She wanted to retreat. To burrow somewhere so deep in herself, no one could find her. “I’ll just… I’ll go for a walk.” She grabbed her coat, mittens, boots, and backpack before anyone could stop her and slipped outside.

The blistering cold froze her face.

Tears.

Those were more tears.

She swallowed, holding them in, and sprinted past the pine trees, the rose trellis, the driveway, down the snow-covered cliffside path, tips of frosted grass peeking out from the powder. It always snowed more here than in the rest of the village. As if even the snow knew magic gathered in Ensorcelled Cottage.

She sprinted away from it. Away from magic and curses and her horrible, lying family.

“Alice. Alice, wait!”

She whirled around. It was Ronan, running down the cliffside after her. Her heart jolted. She must have run straight past him. She tried to subtly wipe her snotty nose on a mitten. Could she please not see him when she was gross? She inwardly groaned. And she still had morning breath! She took a healthy step away from him and did her best to keep her voice normal. “Hi?”

“Hi.” His face was open and honest, a chunk of hair slipping over his forehead.

It was normally a rich chestnut, but as soft winter sunlight slipped through the distant rumble of clouds, it gleamed copper and gold.

Like an autumn leaf, she decided.

“I’m sorry about your mom not getting the job,” she mumbled.

He shook his head, as if shaking himself from a daze. “No. No, that doesn’t—your thing is way bigger. I’m sorry. About your curse. I’ve never heard of anything like it.”

It wasn’t what she was expecting to hear. The tears she had held back slipped through.

He held up his hands. “Oh, erm, oh no. I didn’t mean to make it worse.”

She shook her head, not trusting her voice. “You didn’t,” she managed. She had no idea why his words made her cry. Just that something about them thawed a layer of ice she kept around her heart. She took a deep breath.

“It matters a lot to you.” He looked at her curiously. “Falling in love?”

His words stripped her raw. She stumbled backward, foot slipping in a sloshy muck of mud and snow. “It’s not for me, okay?”

He nodded. “Okay.”

“It’s for my mom and dad.”

“You want them to fall in love?”

Her heart squeezed. More than anything. “They make each other laugh. And she’s happy when he visits, and…” And it would be nice to spend every holiday with both parents. To not be torn in two or have to spend time with her dad’s annoying girlfriends. To be like Marcela’s family, whole and happy and cuddled in front of the fireplace on Christmas Eve.

More tears burned. She had to dance. Had to get away from this stuck, hurt feeling.

“I’ve been wanting my mom to fall in love with someone,” Ronan offered.

If someone else had said it, Alice might have felt annoyed. But his face was so open, it didn’t make her feel like they had to stop talking about her and switch to him.

It just made her feel less alone. “With your dad?”

He laughed, though something about it sounded off. “No. But with someone. So…” He shrugged. “It makes sense to me. Why you’d be upset.”

Alice toyed with the beaded lanyard attached to her backpack. “Thanks,” she murmured. “Well… I guess that’s it.”

He stared at her as if she’d just announced that she wanted to take the screaming ghost lady to a tango class. “Um, what?”

“What?”

“That’s it?”

She blinked at him. Why was he confused? Had he not been listening? “Well, yeah. You heard what my mom said.”

He laughed—earnestly this time. “Do you always do everything you’re told?”

Yes, she replied in her mind, heat creeping up her cheeks. “No.…”

He grinned. “That is not ‘it.’ Why don’t you try to break it?” His forehead creased. “I wonder where we’d start.…”

“But—but I don’t have permission,” she blurted. “It’s against the rules.”

“So?”

“S-so that’s bad…,” she said slowly.

He shrugged. “Some rules are worth breaking.”

She frowned, not knowing what to say to that. His words from earlier caught up to her. “Wait, did you say ‘we’?”

“Well, I’d help you.”

His tone was so matter of fact, it took Alice a moment to reorient her mind around it. “What? Why?”

He flashed a smile. “Because I am amazing and wonderful and very trustworthy.”

Suddenly, it clicked. “Which… you would like me to pass along to my mom, so she considers giving you and your mom another chance?”

Something in his golden eyes danced. “Yeah, that, too.”

She huffed a laugh and kept walking. “I wouldn’t know how to start. Maybe there’s something in a spell book? But my family keeps those locked up.…”

He jogged to keep up with her. “I have books.”

“They’re normally in Latin.”

“I read Latin.”

She glanced sidelong at him. “You read Latin.”

He pointed at himself. “Enchanter, remember? Maman made me learn. Plus, I speak to ghosts all the time—not just the screaming ones. Like sometimes they just want to tell you which bagel shop to visit, you know?”

“What are you talking about?”

“I mean I can see more ghosts than most enchanted ones—that’s a useful skill, right?” He jogged around her and started walking backward, sure-footed and smiling. “Come on. It’ll be fun!”

“Fun? You think breaking a curse stopping m—” She stumbled over the word me—that was too personal. No way was she saying that to a boy.

Especially not one as cute as Ronan.

“My parents,” she corrected, “from ever falling in love will be fun?”

“Well, it won’t be boring. And that’s almost the same thing.”

She stopped and squinted at him. Like last night, a prickle of something tapped on the edge of her mind—a thought, asking for permission to enter. “There’s an else.”

His brow furrowed. “Hmm?”

“You want to secretly help me, so I convince my mom to hire your mom.”

“Yep!”

“What else?”

His carefree expression faltered, replaced with a queasy unease. “How do you do that?” He shook his head and took a deep breath, his exhale a cold puffy cloud between them. “You said the ghost in your attic had your locket on, right?”

“Right.…”

“So, she clearly knows your family. Or had some connection to them at some point. Which means I think we need to ask her what she knows about your family. It’s a start, right?”

“And you want to spend more time with her?”

His face turned solemn. “I want to know why she was able to touch me.” He paused. “And what she meant about my mom.”

Oh. Alice had been so caught up in the moment, she had almost forgotten the ghost’s parting words to Ronan. How fares your mother, Ronan Knight?

“I… I wouldn’t even know where to find her.” Horrible dread coiled in Alice’s heart. She wasn’t sure she wanted to find her.

Ronan shrugged. “Let’s ask around.”

She eyed him warily. “The town knows we’re weird, but I don’t think it’s a good idea to go around asking if anyone has seen a screaming ghost.”

Ronan grinned. Something so cheerful and bright, it reminded her of summer beaches. “Alice, has anyone ever told you that your town is filled with ghosts? We won’t ask the living. We have to talk to the dead.”
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Alice did not want to talk to the dead.

She did not want to talk to the living.

Not her mom. Ronan. Or Marcela.

She hadn’t given Ronan an answer. Hadn’t been able to say anything at all. As if there were no words left inside her. She was wrung dry, overwhelmed, words far away and hard to grasp. She had just… left him there, standing on that cliffside path, and ran down, down, until reaching the deserted ballet studio that Ms. Tally said she could use for practice in the lead-up to the Roses Ball.

I’m sorry. About your curse. Ronan’s words floated through her mind as she leapt across the room, moving from memory. Only now that she was alone did she realize… He was the first person who had said that to her. Who agreed the curse was awful.

And that it was worth trying to break.

Do you always do everything you’re told?

She all but stabbed the floor with her pointed toes. No, she took tons of risks.

Except dance in public.

Except turn your homework in late.

Except cry when you’re told not to cry.

She finished her ballet routine in a crescendo of clattering chords and twirls. The heartbeat of silence swelled through the deserted studio. It was too loud. It brought back more voices. The ghost, screaming. Mom, lying.

She cranked the music back up as she stretched out a cramp in her calf, infinitely annoyed. Why could she land every step, glide through every note like her body was made of water, but as soon as she was given an audience, she fell flat on her face?

“Alice!”

Her heart jumped. Dad had his hands cupped around his mouth and was calling to her from the doorway. Hurriedly, she turned off the music. “Sorry! How long were you there?”

He always had such an easy grin, an easy gait. Alice wished she could walk through the world so relaxed, without needing an hour of dancing to calm her nerves. Nerves that were already springing back to their places without music to distract her.

He started to clap as he met her halfway across the room. “Long enough to be impressed. Wow, kid, I didn’t know you could dance like that. That was incredible.”

She beamed, though she couldn’t understand why something in his words felt like the tiniest piece of glass hidden among fallen rose petals.

She ignored it.

“Thanks!”

“You practicing for something or just fun?”

“Um… just… dealing with some stuff.”

He slung an arm around her shoulders. “What’s going on? Can I cheer you up?”

She grabbed her backpack, heart bobbing back up to the surface. “Yes, please! I’m starving. Should we get lunch?”

“Oh, I can’t. Work, you know. Your mom guessed you’d be here, so I just thought I’d stop in.”

Her nerves turned to tiny fanged monsters. “Oh.”

He assessed her, a small frown creasing his brow. “Hmm… you know, I was going to wait until Christmas, but I suppose…” He reached into his coat and handed her a beautifully wrapped package. “You look like you could use an early present.” He winked.

She smiled, though it didn’t feel real—and she felt a million times guiltier because of it. “Thank you.”

“Well, open it.”

She obediently pulled the ribbons and opened the tissue paper to a ballerina figurine, dancing on a music box. She wound it up, and out trilled “Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairy” from the Nutcracker Suite—Alice’s favorite. Her heart squeezed. No matter how much he traveled, Dad always seemed to know the perfect gift to give her, as if he could read her soul.

The ballerina was caught in an arabesque so natural that she would have believed it was a fairy turned to gold and glass.

Every part of her loved it.

But she would have loved it more over lunch.

And that made Alice the most spoiled person alive. She swallowed the bitterness and cradled her ballerina. “It’s beautiful.”

“Good.” He ruffled her hair. “I saw it in a Christmas market in Munich and immediately thought of you. I think your mom will like her gift, too. She’ll be mad at how expensive it was, but it was practically screaming her name at me. You’ll have to let me know what she thinks.”

Alice frowned. Let her know. As in… he wouldn’t be there? “Aren’t you staying for Christmas?” she asked, chest pinched.

Dad hesitated. “I’m not sure your mom wants me there, you know?”

Alice’s heart cracked, for in that moment, she realized: Her dad must have felt like he and Mom were soulmates. So, it was probably the most confusing thing in the world that she didn’t love him back.

And Mom wasn’t even willing to try.

“She does!” Alice insisted. “She definitely does. You’ll be here, right?”

Slowly, he nodded. “Sure. Sure, yeah, wouldn’t miss it.” Her dad was already heading toward the door, so he couldn’t see the tears gathering in her eyes. “I’ll see you later—we’ll have lunch soon, I promise!”

Mutely, she nodded, emotion choking her voice.

Dad was expecting to take Mom to the Roses Ball—Alice had told him that Mom couldn’t wait, and even though he had been hundreds of miles away, she had heard his grin through the phone. This would crush him. And her parents deserved to be happy. Both of them. Mom wasn’t going to let her change this.

And Alice could not live with this unchanged.

Because if Mom loved Dad back, he would visit more, would work less, would want to look at the ice sculptures that the town carved for their annual competition and judge them over hot chocolate and bagels. He wouldn’t have left her alone in her dance studio.

As for Alice…

Ronan might not have been the boy destined to sweep her off her feet. But she knew that if she didn’t break this curse, she would never have her “someday.” All her wishing would be for nothing. All those dreams, like sparkling orbs, shattering around her. And all that would be left would be her music. There to sweep her away from the world.

Alice wouldn’t… she couldn’t shove this away as she did everything else. It would seep through, like honey in a jar tipped on its side. A slow and sticky drip that you might not notice at first.

Until it pooled. And it spread.

Until someday, she might be sitting in her family cottage, her mom a stooped-over old lady in the corner, as Alice hugged her own daughter and begged her not to be sad over a life without love, a life without a dad who took her out for lunch.

A life… Her breath caught. A life not worth living at all.

She took a steadying breath and moved, finally able to pack away her pointe shoes and face her fate. Ronan was right. Some rules were worth breaking. She was going to break the curse and help her family love again.
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RONAN

Break a curse, help Alice’s parents fall in love, get the creepy ghost lady to leave him alone.

And all he had to do was talk to some ghosts? Ronan didn’t see why everyone was so freaked. It seemed simple enough. The real issue was convincing Maman to stay in Chanterbrooke for the next few months.

He shivered beneath a fresh flurry of snow as Marcela and Alice trudged through fluffy snow piles to greet him at the café entrance to Ensorcelled Cottage.

Frozen winds whipped Alice’s silvery locks into a frenzy. If Ronan squinted, her hair might have been strands of snowflakes, shimmering against the turquoise sea. For a moment, he found it so distracting, he hadn’t realized that she was talking. “Sorry, what?”

Marcela laughed. “Okay, you definitely need the coffee.”

Alice smiled. “Let’s go inside. You don’t belong to Chanterbrooke until you drink my mom’s Chocobubble Coffee Joy.”

A slow grin spread across Ronan’s face. Belong. He couldn’t even say the word out loud, as if it were a spell that might break if he looked at it too closely.

“Very true.” Marcela held up a hand. “But first, we strategize.”

Alice rubbed her mittened hands together. “Marcela, come on, it’s freezing.”

Marcela started jogging in place. “I know, I know, I’m sorry. Jog with me.”

“I’m not jogging.”

“Come on!” She made her movements more exaggerated. With an eye roll and a reluctant twitch of her lips, Alice joined.

“You, too, Ronan,” Marcela ordered. “We’ll be the jogging curse breakers.”

Dutifully, Ronan started jogging in place with them. A ghost lounging on a tree branch gave the three of them some serious side-eye, which was a bit unfair considering she was sunbathing in December. “Didn’t you say something about pie?”

Marcela and Alice had video chatted him last night—because Aunt Jackie reads my texts, Alice had claimed—and Marcela had promised pie. The scent of baking apples was wafting through the slits in the door, turning his stomach all grumbly.

“In a sec,” Marcela said. “I was thinking and, no offense, but ‘hey, I talk to ghosts, so let’s just wander around Chanterbrooke and interview a bunch of dead people’ is a terrible plan. I mean, it works, but I have some improvements.”

Still jogging, Marcela pulled a yellow legal pad from her backpack and tapped it with a fluffy purple thing he supposed was meant to be a pen. “We need direction. A plan.” She eyed Alice like she was about to announce she’d single-handedly managed to cancel Christmas for the whole town. “We need a ghost expert.”

Ronan breathed warmth into his hands, officially freezing and starving. “I thought that’s why I was here.”

“You’re our ghost translator. Very different.”

Alice stopped jogging. “You can’t be serious.”

“Come on, Alice,” she whined. “You know I’m right! See? Look.” She stabbed her legal pad with her pen. “I’ve run through every possible option, and it’s the best one. If anyone we know can help us, it’s Jackie.”

“Wait, wasn’t she on Brise’s ‘you definitely can’t break the curse because terrible things will happen to all of us’ side?” Ronan asked.

“Yes.” Alice folded her arms.

“And doesn’t she also see crows when you lie to her?”

“Yep.”

Ronan stopped. “Yeah, this sounds like the worst plan.”

“Okay, but listen.” Marcela stopped jogging as well and held up her hands, suddenly serious. “I tried Googling Chanterbrooke’s ghost stories but couldn’t find anything. I even went to the library, but there was nothing.” She turned to Ronan. “And didn’t you ask some ghosts around town already and they didn’t know anything?”

Reluctantly, Ronan nodded.

“The only people I can think of who might know about the weird and witchy things in this town are the weird and witchy people of this town. Alice, your aunt Jackie is a freaking locked vault of knowledge. Did you know she told me that she’s convinced actual fairies exist and have a complex postal system she’s hacked?”

Alice blinked. “Um, no?”

“Oh, well, you should really ask her about it; it sounds amazing.”

Tugging on her roots, Alice watched silver clouds drift across the deep winter blue, and released a long sigh before quietly admitting, “If Aunt Jackie knew who the ghost was… she wouldn’t have said anything. She would have gone away and researched it herself. Which means maybe she does know.”

“And even if she doesn’t know about this ghost, she’ll definitely know the haunted stories of Chanterbrooke. She can give us the clues we need.”

“My mom—”

“Your mom is having breakfast with your dad,” Marcela reminded her. “Remember? You didn’t stop talking about their date all night.”

Her eyes twinkled. “That’s true. Mom wore the earrings Dad got her for Christmas last year.”

“Perfect. And if you want that love to grow, you have to get your great-aunt’s help.”

Alice brought her mittens to her nose, smushing her cheeks. “Aunt Jackie won’t keep it a secret.”

“Maybe… you don’t ask her to keep it a secret,” Ronan suggested, a plan forming.

Alice’s brow puckered. “But then she’ll definitely tell.”

She just looked so worried. He tried to ignore how cute it was as he grinned. “You really don’t break the rules, do you? If you make a big deal out of it, she’ll know it’s a big deal. Better to act cool so she doesn’t suspect anything and she doesn’t think there’s anything to tell.”

Marcela’s jaw went slack. “Oh my god, I have met my scheming equal; you are a mastermind. That’s genius—let’s do it.”

“And we’ll have to distract her with something else,” Ronan added, the pieces clicking into place.

Marcela’s face lit up. “Ooh, that’s interesting! What kind of distraction?”

“I don’t know… something that would really stick out.”

Marcela tapped her lips with her pen. “A red herring. Like in that one book.”

“Which book?” Alice asked.

“I can’t remember. Mrs. Smurava made us read it in English class last year and it was really boring so I stopped halfway through but I remember we learned about red herrings because that was one of the questions on the pop quiz that I absolutely guessed on and still got right.” She gave a satisfied sigh. “Because I am amazing. But anyway, it’s like a head fake in a mystery, and we can totally do that. Well, maybe we can’t because she’s known us since forever.” She gave Ronan a sly grin. “But you can.”

Ronan shrugged. “Sure. I’ll do it.”

“Do you know what you’ll say? It has to be big.”

Ronan’s stomach gave another grumble. He was never going to come up with something while he was this hungry. “I’ll wing it.” He pushed open the door before Marcela could hold them hostage in the cold any longer. A rush of warm, cinnamon-flavored air and pleasant chatter tugged him into a coffee shop filled with squashy chairs, ivy-trimmed windows overlooking the icy sea, fairy lights, roses snaking along a stone ceiling, and—“What the…?” Dangling among the roses were cauldrons, dried herbs, and more spoons than any person should ever need in their entire life.

Ronan raised an eyebrow. “Spoons?”

Alice smiled up at them. “Oh, yeah. My aunt Jackie wanted to see if different metals in spoons hold on to the magic from her potions, so she tests them on people.”

“Don’t go in the corner by the piano,” Marcela advised. “You’ll get super ticklish.”

Diligently avoiding the piano, Ronan followed the girls to the counter, which was covered in glass displays of mouthwatering scones, muffins, pies, and cookies.

He contemplated what he’d say to Jackie as the girls ordered for him. “Thanks.” He sipped his drink eagerly—then nearly spit it back out. “Agh!”

Alice’s brow furrowed. “You don’t like it?”

“It’s good…,” he hedged, not wanting to upset her. She looked so genuinely concerned. “I was just expecting coffee.”

“It is coffee,” Marcela protested.

Ronan opened the lid and frowned at the swirled whipped cream with chocolate flakes. “That is not coffee. This is exploding sugar.”

“What kind of coffee do you like?”

“Black.”

Marcela grimaced. “What sad world are you from?”

“Why don’t you just go talk to Jackie?” Alice interrupted.

After scarfing down two muffins and a slice of pie, he approached the family matriarch, who was reigning over a table by the window with a tarot deck, reading people’s fortunes.

She raised a single eyebrow as he slid into the seat opposite her. “It’s fifty dollars for a fortune reading.”

“I don’t need my fortune read; I just want to talk to you.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Then it’s forty-five dollars to sit in my presence.”

Ronan stared at her, waiting for her face to crack.

She wasn’t kidding.

Suppressing a grumble, Ronan took out his wallet. He hadn’t expected helping Alice to cost him money. His mom definitely needed to get that job soon.

“Before you plead your case, I’m not telling you anything.”

Ronan leaned back casually, hoping she couldn’t detect the thump of his heart.

He was used to charming his way out of things.

The ghost’s eyes burned in his memory. How fares your mother, Ronan Knight?

But never had it mattered so much.

“Look, I know you don’t want Alice breaking the curse, and I’m not going to try to convince you. But the ghost clearly knows me, and I’m not sure why, and since you’re from here, I thought you might know something that could help me.”

She squinted at him. “You’re fidgeting.”

Inwardly cringing, Ronan stopped tapping his foot.

“I don’t trust fidgeters.”

He cleared his throat. Time for the distraction. “Well, there is something else. I think you could offer some interesting advice. On…” Ronan’s gaze unconsciously flitted to Alice. “Dating.”

Jackie slowly blinked at him, black eyes glittering. “Pardon?”

Technically, Ronan’s words weren’t a lie. He definitely thought Jackie’s advice would be interesting. That didn’t mean it’d be good or that he in any way wanted it. “If I wanted to ask a girl on a date, what would be your advice?”

“You are asking me my advice on dating.”

“Yes.”

“This isn’t some twisted way to try to convince me to let you and my great-niece break the curse.”

“Yep.” Technically, he wasn’t trying to convince her.

“And you’re not trying to break the curse?”

Her question nearly tripped him, but he smoothly replied, “Right now, I’m just asking about dating.” Again, not technically a lie.

She scanned him from head to toe, as if looking for crows hiding in his jacket.

“Fine. I don’t know who the ghost is.”

Ronan’s heart sank.

“But most ghosts disappear from sight after a second. This one was able to speak and remain seen for minutes, which means her presence is strong. And when a ghost’s presence is strong, it usually means they’re tied to a particularly charged past. And if the past was that traumatic, it’s probably linked to a story strong enough to have lasted through the town’s collective memory.” She drummed her fingers against the table, as though still assessing whether she would share what she knew.

Ronan forced himself to breathe, to keep his posture relaxed. As if he weren’t hanging on every word.

“There are three ghost stories I believe she might be linked to,” she finally croaked. “Poppy Ashblood, murdered in the town square. Every midnight, she tries to exact revenge upon her murderer. Then there’s Mélusine, who wanders the cliffside mourning her lost love, and supposedly drags children to watery deaths.”

Ronan shuddered.

“It is said she keeps to the Path of Graveless Souls.”

“Where’s that?”

Jackie ignored him. “And lastly, there’s the lovers of the lighthouse. The man is said to have died rather than not be with his true love.”

Ronan nodded, mentally taking notes. Poppy Ashblood in the town square, Mélusine by the cliffs, and the lovers of the lighthouse… he imagined by a lighthouse.

“But I don’t know why the ghost knows you.” Her gaze sharpened, as if she might work a confession out of him. But for the first time in the whole conversation, he felt completely innocent.

He didn’t know why, either.

“As for dating, wear good shoes.”

Ronan started, sure he’d misheard. “Shoes?”

“I always hate when men ask me on a date and haven’t even bothered to change out of their muddy shoes.”

With that, she restacked her tarot deck and shooed him with a ring-flecked hand.

Wait, that was it? Shoes?

Numbly, he walked back toward the counter. Though Ronan was meant to be tricking her, he was pretty sure she had just won the conversation.

“Ronan—hi, Ronan?”

Ronan started. It was New Guy—Hal. He’d noticed the man had a broad, friendly grin, but that was about it. Now that Ronan was certain Ensorcelled Cottage’s love magic had worked, he truly took him in. Handsome, lanky, clean-shaven, with dusty-brown hair and a unique gold ring of what looked like a serpent on his thumb, and, he couldn’t help noticing now, polished black shoes. Hal handed him a cup of—thankfully—normal black coffee.

“Sorry to bug you.”

“Oh, yeah, hi.”

“I couldn’t help but overhear—”

Dread grew roots in the pit of Ronan’s stomach. Oh, no.

“I moved around a lot myself when I was younger, and it made it hard to make friends. Girlfriends.”

No, no, no, no—

“So, I know we don’t know each other very well, but I’m really serious about your mom.”

His words were strange enough to stop Ronan’s internal doom spiral. They were already serious? Wow, that solstice love magic must have really worked.

“I want to be here for you. So, if you need help with dating, you can talk to me. I can tell your mom you’re struggling, too, if you’d like—you know, so you don’t have to.”

Ronan rapidly shook his head. No, no, no, bad plan, very bad plan. “That’s okay,” he said as quickly as he could without being rude. “I think I’ve got it, and my friends are actually waiting for me. But thanks!”

Without waiting for the guy to say another word, he nearly sprinted to the counter.

“So?” Alice whispered.

“We need to start with the town square.” Jackie was fully engrossed with another customer, but he could have sworn he felt her gaze latch onto them as they sped back out into the cold. “And I don’t think your aunt likes my shoes.”




[image: image]







Twenty minutes later, pastel shops frosted with snow like gingerbread homes surrounded them in the town square. “So, we’re looking for Poppy Ashblood, the lovers of the lighthouse, or Mélusine?” Alice ticked off her fingers. “You said you talk to ghosts, but I don’t see any. How is this going to actually work?”

Ronan took a deep breath. Now was his chance to prove that involving him in Alice’s curse-breaking mission was a good decision.

And figure out what the creepy screaming ghost wanted with Maman.

“Here.” Ronan held out his hand.

Alice stared at it as if it were made of ice.

“I can show you,” he explained, belatedly realizing it looked like he was trying to hold her hand. Which he wasn’t. Despite what he’d told Jackie, Ronan had enough going on without thinking about dating a girl who was cursed to never like him that much anyway.

She placed her hand in his and looked at him expectantly. Right, focus. Ronan wasn’t great at making potions. He’d never really tried. But he’d been able to help people see ghosts for years.

The first time he did, it was a rather traumatic experience for everyone involved. He’d been maybe six and holding the hand of his mum’s friend when he noticed a sad ghostly boy about his age wandering the streets of Florence, asking strangers for his parents.

Ronan still hadn’t understood what was real and what wasn’t. Memory versus what was happening here, now. Maman hadn’t perfected her money enchantment potion yet, so they didn’t have much, but they had food. Clothes. Enough to help someone who looked cold and hungry.

Ronan laid his jacket on the cobbled stones as an offering.

When he explained why, his mum’s friend had looked at him, bemused. “There’s no one there, Ronan.”

Sure, there was. He was just a bit gray and squishy-looking. Like if Ronan squeezed his hand, the fingers would bulge like a balloon.

“Can we buy him a sandwich?” Ronan asked. “One with salami,” he instructed. “And cheese.”

“Ronan, sweetie—”

The next part was what Ronan remembered the most. This… frustration. A prickle in his heart. It shot through his limbs, his hand sparked with a little zing, her palm warmed against his, and then—

“Jesus, Mary, and Joseph! Help! Somebody, help!”

Ronan still thought she had been a bit overdramatic.

It took him a long, long time to realize what that prickle was. Even now, he wasn’t sure he fully understood. Just that… he was alone. He saw these things alone. He lived in a different world than everyone else, even his mum, and no matter how many places they moved to, he had never met anyone else like him.

That prickling feeling grew over time, so strong that he could make people see his world with a simple touch—another unfortunate discovery made while holding hands with his first big crush, Marietta, back in Prague.

Ronan pulled on the prickle now. Alice inhaled sharply. “Whoa. They’re… they’re everywhere. How come I could see the ghost in the attic but not these ones?”

“Some ghosts are just stronger than others. Like they have so much to say, they become visible to more people, which I bet is why all of us saw her. But sometimes it’s because of a family link. Just depends.”

Marcela slurped her Chocobubble Coffee Joy. “Uh, guys?” She waved an arm. “Not to break up the enchantment fun but want to show me what you’re getting all weird about?”

“Here.” Ronan offered his other hand. “I can only show you the ghosts if you hold my hand.”

Marcela rolled her eyes as she took it. “That’s, like, the worst line eve—ohmygod.” She dropped Ronan’s hand and started jumping in place. “Oh my god, oh my god, oh my god, I can never go to the grocery store again! Or the hair salon. Or that weird shop on the corner where Mrs. Figgletook sells new things every month. Next month was going to be soap, and now I can’t buy soap because there’s a violin-playing ghost outside her door—I mean, how dramatic can you get? So, I’m going to starve and have bad hair and be dirty for the rest of my life.” She bent at the waist and held her head in her hands, breathing deeply. “I’m going to be sick.”

Alice’s face was still white with shock. And maybe there was wonder there, too.

She hadn’t let go of his hand.

“Is this what you see all the time?”

Ronan’s heart thumped. People rarely looked at Ronan’s world for this long. He cleared his throat. “It’s a lot. Even for me. And I’ve been to some really haunted cities.”

Marcela groaned. As if breaking from a trance, Alice turned to her, dropping Ronan’s hand. Meaning the ghosts disappeared for her, too.

And Ronan was once again an island in a frozen sea.

Alice rubbed Marcela’s back. “Are you okay? Do you need to go home?”

“Whew!” She shook her hands and danced in place. “No, it’s fine. I mean, I’ll never sleep again, but no way am I leaving you out here alone. Chanterbrooke is dangerous!”

“Marcela, we have lived here our whole lives. I think I’ll be fine in the town square.” Alice snuggled deeper into her coat, silvery hair and silvery hat blending into the snowflakes flurrying around her face. For a heartbeat, Ronan forgot about screaming ghosts and family curses and saw only the girl in front of him. Pretty, sure, but there was something else. Something… something that made him want to sit and figure out what was going on behind her silvery-gray eyes.

“You look like a winter bunny.” What…? What had just happened to his brain?

He’d give up all the enchanter magic in the world to erase this one moment from time forever—but the damage was done.

Horror briefly flashed across Alice’s face. “You think I look like a rabbit?”

“No, like…” He almost said a cute winter bunny, but that was even more mortifying, so best not. “You’re just very”—he gestured at her outfit—“fluffy.”

Her brows arched toward her hairline. “I’m fluffy?”

“Yeah.” Sure. He’d go with that. Ronan’s face was officially on fire.

Alice self-consciously patted her hat as Marcela gave the largest throat-clearing “ahem” known to existence. “Um, so, ghosts?”

Not looking at him, Alice extended her hand.

Ronan swallowed a lump of embarrassment and wound his fingers through hers. “Right.” He approached the nearest one—an older lady with a shawl wrapped around her shoulders and flowers woven through her hair. “I’m Ronan.”

She slowly turned toward him, eyes glazed. “Sun is bright today.”

“Erm, sure. Listen, we’re trying to learn more about Poppy Ashblood. Do you know what she looks like?”

“Or maybe Mélusine?” Alice tried.

“Ask her about the lovers of the lighthouse,” Marcela whispered, as though the ghost couldn’t hear.

Except… maybe she couldn’t. Eyes glassy, she floated away, shawl flapping in the wind. That was odd.

Ronan tried another. Alice asked a few herself. Marcela diligently took notes, though she refused to see any more ghosts. Thirty minutes later, they’d made their way through the town square into the seaside park, and had interviewed at least twenty ghosts.

“They don’t remember.” Alice sipped her hot Chocobubble-lucky-frothing-sugar-whatsit, gaze soaking in the ghosts ambling through the park. “They have no idea who they are.”

The girls sat on one of the cold iron benches as Ronan paced, trying to figure it out. “It’s honestly the most bizarre thing I’ve ever seen. I mean, most ghosts know stuff. Like, maybe not every part of their lives, but they know who they are and why they’re stuck.”

Marcela looked up from her notes with a frown. “Stuck?”

“They’re always stuck. Until… I dunno, until they’re not. I don’t know how to explain it. I’ve seen it, though.”

“Where?”

Ronan swallowed. This was the point in conversation with most people where he’d switch topics, because bringing up his grandparents’ house meant bringing up his strange, movable life and his strange, movable mum, and Ronan was much more interested in hearing other people’s stories than telling the same one over and over to people he’d never see again.

He joined them on the bench, pushing through his nerves. Maybe this was how making friends worked. “I knew this ghost who lived in my grandparents’ house, right?”

They’d play with Ronan’s toys in a room that smelled of woodsmoke and sage. It wasn’t technically his, but he returned spring after spring, making it the only house that ever felt like home.

Ronan suddenly felt cagey with Alice looking at him, waiting for him to continue. “His sister died of a sickness that the boy, Henri, also had. He told me that he’d coughed in her face when he was sick, which got her sick. It killed her, and two days later, he died, too.”

Alice’s hand drifted to her mouth, eyes wide. “That’s horrible.”

It was. But Ronan had met at least a thousand ghosts who’d died tragically. Death was so much a part of his life, he was used to it.

“Well, Henri thought so, too. He couldn’t forgive himself and then…” Ronan shifted, throat scratchy. Why did telling people personal things have to be so… raw?

He could still remember his last conversation with the boy. Ronan had been eight and infinitely wiser than and superior to when he was seven. After listening to Henri bewail his guilt for the hundredth time, he had voiced a thought that had been brewing for years. “Are you sure it was your fault?”

Henri had stopped, shock briefly flitting across his face. As if he had never thought to even ask.

“I mean, it wasn’t like you meant for her to die.”

“But she did die.”

“Yeah, but it was an accident.”

This had been when things got weird. Well, weirder than talking to a six-year-old-who-was-actually-technically-around-two-hundred-years-old ghost.

Ronan’s wand had glowed.

Oh, yeah. He had a wand.

Just after the fever nearly took his life, his mum had brought him to the enchantress in the woods who’d saved him when he was born, and she’d explained that his magic had reached past the realms of enchanter rules.

Something about being born blue.

She’d given him a wand and called him a henchman of death. The cool factor of the title was the only good thing about it.

Born to the dead, brought to the living, you will always be one of both, the enchantress had said. Magic has a mind of its own. It grows branches and bears unexpected fruit. Your ability to connect with the dead is a branch unlike any enchanted one you will likely meet. I did not save you for a night. I saved you for a lifetime.

She’d tapped his wand, a gnarled thing carved from bone that looked like a crooked finger of an ancient giant. When ghosts are ready to release their past and leave the land of the In-Between, you will know. And as death’s henchman, it will be up to you to help them.

Back in his grandparents’ house, Henri had met Ronan’s gaze, squinty eyes watery. “You really think… I’m not horrible?”

Ronan had raised his glowing wand, unsure of what to do with it but knowing that this six-year-old boy was not horrible. He’d always shared his toys.

“Of course not.”

That’s when he’d felt it. The deathly magic she’d talked about, simmering deep in his mind, pale as a skull. The magic of death.

He had no idea what he was doing—just that he couldn’t do nothing. So he had yanked on that magic and raised the wand.

Henri’s life had flashed before his eyes.

And then—he remembered it so vividly. Probably because it gave him nightmares for years.

Ronan’s dad had appeared.

As if dropping into that deathly magic had conjured his dad’s ghost. Panicked, Ronan had practically thrown the wand at Henri’s face, and his dad had vanished.

But something he’d done had worked, for Henri had smiled and… dissolved. He’d turned into a shimmer of rainbow, caught in the sun, as if the combination of Ronan’s words and the wand’s magic had allowed him to forgive himself and leave the In-Between realm of the living and the dead.

Ronan had sat there shivering for hours, unable to banish his dad’s ghost from his memory.

He had never touched the magic again.

“So… he just became unstuck, and he disappeared,” Ronan finished awkwardly, hoping Alice and Marcela didn’t notice the goose bumps rippling up his arms. “It’s why the ghosts here are weird. Every one I’ve ever met is so stuck on why they’re stuck, they can’t shut up about it.”

“That’s so magical. I wonder—” Alice inhaled sharply, hand twitching in his.

“Deux coeurs saignants.” A chilled voice cut through the sunlit park.

Ronan pivoted, those goose bumps multiplying.

The woman who spoke had a plump, pretty face and round eyes filled with tears. “Deux coeurs saignants.”

“She’s speaking in French,” Ronan said slowly. “It means ‘two bleeding hearts.’”

Marcela paled as she jotted it down. “Most dangerous town in the world,” she muttered, oblivious as the ghost pointed straight at Alice.

No, the ghost was pointing at Alice’s heart locket. She held it up with her free hand. “Do you know something? There’s a woman. She has black hair and wears a locket just like this. Is she a lover of the lighthouse? Poppy Ashblood?”

The woman’s eyes widened, as though she were the one seeing ghosts. “Deux coeurs saignants, deux coeurs saignants, deux coeurs saignants!”

The woman shook her head frantically, turning away.

“Wait,” Alice called. “Please! Is she Mélusine?”

The ghost halted, as if Alice’s words broke some spell of forgetting. She opened her mouth to speak, but her voice was garbled and choked.

“Is she haunting you?” Ronan asked. “Is she why the ghosts here can’t remember anything?”

“She walks on the Path of Graveless Souls,” she rasped, voice strained, as if speaking were an effort. And it was costing her. Ronan’s heart skipped. Jackie had mentioned that path. “Between the light… and the rose.” She scrabbled at something around her throat.

As if invisible fingers were choking her.

“Yes,” she rasped. “Her name is Mélusine.”
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ALICE

Christmas morning was a gray affair. A misty sky and a clouded sun and slush dirtying snow piles.

None of it compared to Alice’s heart.

It couldn’t break in two, because that would mean it had started off whole. But her heart hadn’t been whole for a long, long time. And it wouldn’t be whole again—not until Mom loved Dad back.

Because it was Christmas morning. And Dad wasn’t here.

He’d left for New York the night Alice had returned home from ghost hunting and promised he’d be back in time for Christmas Eve celebrations.

But now…

She replayed his text in her mind. Sorry, kiddo—there’s a blizzard and I’m stuck. Merry Christmas!

He’d tried to tell her back in the dance studio. I’m not sure your mom wants me there, you know? Alice just hadn’t truly heard him.

She let each word become a movement. Part of a dance no one would ever see. Christmas was her favorite day of the year, but, spinning through the silvery dawn, in twirls and pliés that felt like splattered crimson and bruised purples, it no longer felt like hers.

The attic door creaked open. Alice gasped… but it was only Mom, already dressed, holding mugs of steaming hot Chocobubble Coffee Joy and a package tucked under her arm. “Merry Christmas!” Her brow furrowed as Alice stumbled to jerky stop.

“Merry Christmas,” she mumbled, accepting a mug.

Mom wiped a few stray baby hairs sticking to Alice’s forehead. “You’re still jumpy from that ghost, aren’t you?”

“No,” she panted, lying.

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“No.” Talking would mean opening the trapdoor containing her feelings, and she couldn’t. Couldn’t look at any of it.

Mom’s face pinched, but she gave a slow nod. “Then… do you want one of your presents?”

Alice’s heart lifted. Just a fraction. “Now?”

Mom smiled. Together, they pulled faux-fur floor cushions from the tartan basket at the base of her bed and folded into pretzels, legs crisscrossed, mugs steaming between them. As flurries began to sprinkle past her circular windows, the pines fluttered, and the distant waves stilled to watch the snowfall, Alice’s heart—finally—lightened enough to smile again.

She tugged at the sparkling ribbons and tissue paper, and out fell the most beautiful tutu dress Alice had ever seen. The leotard portion was as silky and light as a ribbon of water, with shimmering reds, purples, and silvers, like a winter sunset. And—

“The flowers are real.”

Alice marveled at velvety rose petals, soft between her fingers, arcing down the leotard and into the skirt like rainfall.

“I wanted to pour a bit of magic into it. So when you dance at the Roses Ball, you’ll be reminded of how much I love you. How enormously proud I am of you.”

“You’re so cheesy.” But Alice’s eyes stung with tears. She brought the ensemble to her face and beamed into the fabric, the fresh petals mixed with the subtle whiff of her mom’s magic—sea salt and lemon and rosemary.

She leaned forward into her mom’s arms, still clutching the tutu dress to her face.

For a moment, it didn’t matter that Dad hadn’t showed up. Or that a ghost was haunting her, or that her family was cursed. All that mattered was this. Christmas morning, curling into her mom, who knew how bad she wanted this. How much she wished to become a professional ballerina and travel the world, to enchant people’s hearts while she got to see a thousand places—it shimmered, real, alive. As if Mom had woven Alice’s hopes and dreams into the tutu dress, too.

It was just up to Alice to claim them.

“I don’t want your fear of dancing in public to be the reason you lose your spot in your class,” Mom murmured, stroking Alice’s hair.

“It’s not a fear,” she mumbled. “It’s…” She smeared her hand across her ribs. It was a gaping hole. It was falling into darkness. “Thank you,” she said instead. “I love it.”

If Christmas had ended there, all would have been well, and Alice could have gone to sleep content and dreaming of a life that she hoped someday she would be brave enough to claim.

But it did not end there.

Aunt Jackie had to knock on her attic door. With some unexpected news.
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“She said she’d bring dessert!” Aunt Jackie snapped as she marched through the downstairs hallway, bare feet smacking the dark, creaky floors.

“I already made dessert!” Mom stomped behind her.

“I’m okay with two desserts!” Alice rushed after them.

Val brought up the rear, black fur-trimmed robe trailing behind her, a French press in one hand and three empty mugs in another. “We’ll have extra food and lots of coffee; I really don’t see the problem! So can we please just calm down?”

It had been thirty minutes since Aunt Jackie’s bombshell.

Thirty minutes of the exact opposite of calming down.

One simple sentence had upturned their entire day. Just so you know, I invited Nixie, Ronan, and Nixie’s boyfriend to Christmas dinner.

You’d think she had invited the devil himself.

Aunt Jackie reached the end of the hallway and smacked open the door to their holiday room. Even in the midst of their argument, Alice paused, the magic of their shared space washing over her. No matter how many times they celebrated here, it always took her breath away.

All holidays were celebrated in the same room. Facing the back garden and snow-swept Atlantic, it stood at the end of the long hallway connecting the inn to the house, with entrances from both sides.

Once, it was used for Christmas dinners across the inn, but Marcela had submitted a formal List of Christmas Complaints on Alice’s behalf when they were seven, after Mom spent so much time working that Alice barely saw her all day.

Ever since, they had sealed off the room and celebrated alone, leaving hired staff to cover the Christmas rush.

The airy hall was glass and tile and ornate, curved Victorian windows peering toward Chanterbrooke’s lighthouse on the edge of the cliffs. As one of the oldest parts of the house, it breathed magic. Aunt Jackie forbade tampering with it.

Which meant no heaters.

No electricity.

Only the elements.

Two enormous fireplaces on opposite sides of the octagonal room had been burning since dawn. Guarding the doors into their garden stood two alabaster mermaid statues.

But the most magical part of all was the river.

A perfect spiral serpentining overhead, brimming with tea lights and stardust. Guests just assumed it was a clever piece of technological equipment. An aquarium so thin, the glass disappeared.

It was not so.

But people so rarely believed in magic, even when it stared them in the face. Or, in this case, dripped onto the face.

“Ceiling’s leaking again,” Jackie mumbled. “Val, help me with this spell to contain it.”

“We are not finished,” Mom snapped.

“Yes.” She whirled on Mom. “We are. That boy has magic. His mother has magic. And I feel in every bone in my body that it matters. And I know you feel it, too, and you’d be more open to it if you weren’t so scared of what it meant.”

Mom stiffened, slapped.

Alice held her breath as cold silence swelled through their room of holidays and magic.

It was Valerie who broke it, her matter-of-fact tone thawing the chill. “It’s Christmas. Brise has made everyone some French toast. I, being the savior of this household, have made coffee. So… let’s just sit and eat and drink. What do you say, kid?” She shot Alice a wink and approached their dining table, a behemoth of wood Jackie swore once belonged to a pirate queen, supported by curved iron legs in the very center of the room, directly beneath the core of the spiraling river.

Alice slid into her chair, ignoring the jumping jelly beans in her heart. Ronan was coming. Mom was so upset, Alice felt guilty for even focusing on it, but her mind couldn’t help racing through her outfit options, as if her wardrobe had come alive in her head, Beauty and the Beast–style, but then had way too much caffeine and was bouncing around screeching ideas at her. How obvious would it be if she slipped upstairs to shower and examine her wardrobe six hours early? Thank god Marcela was getting here first.

No, Ronan wasn’t a boy she loved.

But she was still thirteen, and he was still cute, and she refused to be called a rabbit again.

Mom barely spoke all through breakfast.

Alice couldn’t understand. She knew Mom wasn’t a fan of Ronan, but her reaction was so… cold. After all, it was Christmas. Why was it such a problem that they came?

She was about to work up the gumption to ask when she caught Jackie’s eye. A flashing black jewel, warning her into silence, as if she could hear every thought, smell every worry.

Alice bit the insides of her cheeks, reining her emotions, her thoughts, everything that was spilling outside of her, in, in, in, to private places that enchantress magic couldn’t touch.

It wasn’t until cleanup an hour later that she got some answers.

“If it makes you feel better, I will happily tell everyone that I like your dessert more,” Valerie quipped.

Alice stilled on the edge of the hallway just outside the kitchen, ears perked at Valerie’s voice. She readjusted the empty stack of plates in her hands as she leaned in closer to take a peek.

Valerie was leaning against the wooden kitchen island while Mom poured herself more coffee.

“It’s not about the dessert, Val.”

“I know. But you can’t protect Alice from everything.”

Mom’s lips pursed, as if she were chewing her tongue. “Yes,” she finally said. “I can.”

“The boy seems harmless enough.”

Mom shot her a rueful look.

Valerie’s lips quirked. “Harmless-ish. He is adorable, and he does have an accent.”

Brise set down her coffee and raked her fingers through her hair. “It’s not that. Aunt Jackie was right; there’s something about their magic that’s familiar. I can feel it; like Annette Ambrose herself is speaking to me.”

Alice’s breath hitched. Annette Ambrose? Only spoken of in tones of reverence and love, Annette was the first known enchantress in their family.

“And whatever it is, whatever they’re here for, I don’t like it,” Mom continued. “Something about it makes me feel… cold.” She wrapped her arms around herself. “And now with Alice learning about the family curse, and Charlie, and this whole thing with her dance team, I do not want any unknowns. I can barely handle the known problems.”

“Why don’t you talk to Alice?”

Mom snorted, as if it were the most ridiculous idea ever, sending claws raking down Alice’s heart. She didn’t need to be shielded like a child.

“What am I going to do, tell her that our dead ancestor is giving me a bad vibe about the boy she likes but can never actually fall in love with because our entire family is cursed, and oh, by the way, your dad didn’t show up—again?”

Alice’s face turned bright red as her mind tilted on its axis, sending her thoughts spinning so fast, she didn’t know what to focus on. First of all, she didn’t like Ronan.

Also, Dad—Dad.

Her thoughts had no ends. Only spinning.

Valerie hopped onto the kitchen counter and swung her long legs. “Yeah, that doesn’t work. God, and Charlie seriously isn’t coming tonight? No wonder Alice had Wounded-Puppy Face.”

Mom pressed her palm to her forehead. “I swear, if he weren’t so freaking cute, I’d kill that man.”

Alice’s heart buzzed. So Mom did think Dad was cute—she knew it! “Dad’s only not here because he thinks you don’t want him around!”

Mom’s eyes flared as Alice popped out from her hiding spot. “Alice, what—?”

Alice dumped the dishes in the sink and spun back toward her mom, ignoring Valerie’s wide-eyed, lips-pressed, “Oh dear lord, please stop while you’re behind” look.

“If you helped me break the curse and loved Dad back, he would be here.”

“Alice, please do not push this today.”

She knew it wasn’t Mom’s fault a blizzard had overtaken New York—but she also knew that if Dad thought Mom wanted him there as bad as he wanted to be with her, no blizzard would get in his way. Her heart squeezed. “But you’re not even trying, Mom!”

“I don’t want to try, Alice.” Steel crept over her eyes as her voice sharpened. “It is my love life, not yours, and dear god, I need you to stop meddling!”

Alice stepped back, stung. Mom never yelled.

Mom dropped her hand from her forehead with a wince. “Ugh, sweetheart—”

But Alice wasn’t interested. Before her mom could say another word, she bolted out of the kitchen and up the spiral stairs and slammed the door.
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“I leave you all alone for, like, two days.” Marcela’s hands were on her hips as Alice finished recounting her dismal morning.

Marcela’s family had Christmas lunches instead of dinners, so she was free to spend the rest of her evening at the Ambrose household as part of their annual tradition.

Although this year felt more somber than most.

Alice groaned into her pillow. “It is the most awkward Christmas of all Christmases, and Ronan isn’t even here yet.”

Mom hadn’t tried talking to Alice since the fight, but it was a welcome silence. Grudgingly, she realized Mom was only giving her space because she knew Alice needed it. It made her want to smash the mug of hot Chocobubble Coffee Joy Mom had left outside her door and crumble the gingersnaps to bits—she hated feeling so seen.

But Mom had spelled out “Merry Christmas, my beautiful girl” on them in swirls of chocolate. So Alice nibbled them. Just a little. And let her mom’s comforting magic warm the icy caverns in her heart. Plus, she’d left a note: Your silver dress is one of your prettiest wintry outfits.

As if she knew Alice had rifled through about fifty outfit options and come to the unfortunate conclusion that she owned nothing non-rabbitlike.

But the silver dress… She’d forgotten about that one. Even Marcela agreed—it was perfect in a “this is how cute and non-rabbity I always look” kind of way.

“You and your mom will make up,” Marcela assured her. Her dark eyes were warm and calm in the sea of Alice’s turmoil. Like honey, oozing over her soul. Alice gave a small nod.

And ate another gingersnap.

Marcela gave a sly grin. “Can I tell you something to cheer you up?”

“Yes, please.”

“I spent an hour in the creepy old graveyard by the abandoned church yesterday.”

“How is that cheering-up worthy?”

“The ghost said we’re looking for Mélusine and that she walks on the Path of Graveless Souls, right? So I thought the graveyard was the best place to start looking.”

Alice cracked a smile. “Have I told you lately how amazing you are?”

She beamed. “Just doing my part for Team Love Curse Breakers.”

A knock sounded at the door. It was Ronan, face lit up with that half grin of his. “Hey! Valerie said I could come up—is that okay?”

Alice’s pulse ticked. “Yeah, it’s fine!” She pulled out a floor cushion for him.

Marcela spread her arms wide. “Yes, this is perfect. I was about to tell Alice what I learned in the graveyard.”

“There’s a graveyard? Is Mélusine—”

“Shh.” Marcela held up her hand with another dramatic flourish. “I’m presenting. Team Love Curse Breakers—”

Ronan cringed. “We need a new nickname.”

“It’s not what’s in the graveyard,” Marcela continued, ignoring him. “It’s what isn’t there.” She smiled expectantly, waiting for them to figure it out.

Ronan was first. “There’s an unmarked grave?”

Marcela punched the air. “Exactly. It was weird—there are a bunch of stones on top of the grass in the exact shape of a coffin, but no actual gravestone.”

“Okay…,” Alice said. “But that doesn’t mean it’s connected to the screaming ghost in my attic.”

“No,” Marcela admitted. “But get this; it’s hidden behind a rosebush.” She locked eyes on Alice. “And all the roses were dead.”

Frost crept down Alice’s spine.

Ronan was frowning. He pulled out a town map from the inn, filled with Aunt Jackie’s recommendations for where to do the best eavesdropping. “Can you show me where the graveyard is?”

Alice pointed to a spot on the cliffs, halfway through the town.

Ronan ran his finger up the seashore, to the lighthouse, then down the coast, to her house. Back and forth.

“What are you thinking?” Marcela asked.

“The ghost who helped us. She said Mélusine walked on a path between the light…” He pointed at the lighthouse and then trailed his finger down the cliffs all the way to Alice’s house again.

“And the rose,” Alice murmured, heart jolting. “You think she meant my house?”

But Alice already knew the answer. The graveyard was exactly in the center of the two. Besides, the roses were ensorcelled, and no other enchanted family lived in Chanterbrooke.

“Ah, the rose,” intoned a maudlin male voice. “And the thorn.”

Alice’s pulse jumped. Marcela shrieked and whirled around. No one was there. Maybe Ronan saw a ghost they couldn’t—but his expression was just as confused.

“Two pieces of a poem, two sides of a tale,” the voice continued. “Ooh, I must jot that down.”

Marcela’s gaze narrowed on Alice’s wardrobe. Slowly, as though not to spook a wild bear, she crouch-tiptoed toward the wardrobe door. Alice clutched her enchanted heart locket, now firmly secure around her neck at all times, and followed.

“One,” Marcela mouthed, reaching for the doorknob.

“Two,” Alice mouthed back.

Marcela yanked the door open.

A handsome ghostly man dressed in a waistcoat, tie, and bowler hat greeted them with an almost cartoonish expression of shock, ghostly notebook and pen in hand.

“What are you—” Before Marcela could get the question out, the ghost dropped his notebook and screamed.







9

[image: image]



RONAN

“Agh!” The ghost doubled over and braced his elbows on his knees. “Oh my goodness. Oh, this isn’t good for my asthma.”

Marcela flapped her hands. “Get him out, get him out!”

“What does he want?” Alice asked, like Ronan was a ghost mind reader.

The ghost wheezed and straightened, gaze inscrutable. “Do you always talk about people as if they weren’t in the room?”

“Is he technically in the room if he’s dead?” Marcela whispered to Alice. “Like, where’s the body?” Ronan doubted she meant for the ghost to hear, but unfortunately, Marcela wasn’t exactly a quiet person.

“Excuse me?”

“Okay, everyone needs to chill.” Ronan held out his hands, separating Marcela and the ghost.

Marcela gaped at him. “I don’t know what France is like, but here, it is not normal to find ghosts in a wardrobe.”

The ghost adjusted his waistcoat. “Honestly, your attitude. I cannot believe you’re the ones I’m supposed to help.”

“What are you doing here?” Marcela squealed, cheeks splotchy.

She was too scared to think straight, Ronan realized. Because what the ghost said—about how he was supposed to help them—was a huge lead.

“I am not—” The ghost stopped short and side-eyed the gold sparkly dance costume beside him. “I’m in a wardrobe.”

“Yep,” Ronan said.

The ghost’s face dropped in dismay. “But I don’t remember entering a wardrobe.”

“It’s normal.”

“It is?”

“Yeah, dead people don’t always know where they are or what they’re doing.” Though they normally knew a lot more than the amnesia-stricken Chanterbrooke ghosts.

“Young man, there is no need to be rude.”

“Oh, sorry, do you prefer ‘ghost’?”

“‘Forlorn wandering spirit who has thus forsaken the delights of life’ would suit me best, thank you.”

Ronan bit back a sigh. “Poet?”

“As a matter of fact, yes.”

Ronan just shook his head.

Alice glanced at Marcela, who looked close to hyperventilating. “Forlorn wandering spirit who has thus forsaken the delights of life, could you…?” Alice waved her hand to indicate leaving the wardrobe.

“Ah, yes, of course!” He brushed what looked like seaweed off his jacket. It dissolved into ghostly dust. “Sincerest apologies—for my part.” He looked at Marcela expectantly. “And you’re sorry for…?”

She gaped at him. “I opened the door.”

“You caught me unawares. You could have at least knocked.”

She looked to Ronan. “He’s being serious!”

“Ah, a translator? Marvelous! You know, they’ve gone out of fashion over the years, but I find ghost translators ever so useful. How else am I to lament my sorrow in such a way that you earthly beings can adequately comprehend?”

This was getting them nowhere. “What did you mean?” Ronan plunged ahead. “About helping us.”

“Oh? Oh yes, of course!” He tipped his bowler hat. “My name is Thomas, friendly spirit at your service. I have been sent to help you. I hear you’re looking to break a curse?”

Ronan’s heart jolted. So the ghost-interviewing they’d done had worked.

Alice’s phone buzzed. “Mom is asking if I can come down and help with the pie,” she muttered to Marcela.

“Who sent you?” Ronan asked.

Thomas blinked, confused. “Pardon?”

“You said someone sent you.”

“Oh.” His brow furrowed. “Yes, I did, didn’t I? It’s the darndest thing, but I simply do not remember.”

Ronan’s hope deflated. Another ghost with a memory turned to dust. What was going on with this town? How were they supposed to get answers if the ghosts couldn’t remember anything?

Thomas cleared his throat. “Did you say something about pie?”

The three of them exchanged glances as Thomas bounced on the balls of his feet, toying with his hat. “I wouldn’t say no to a slice. Heavens, it’s been ages since I’ve enjoyed a decent slice of pie.”

“Can you… eat?” Alice asked.

“Oh, no. But I can smell. And it’s rude not to invite a guest to eat for Christmas dinner, wouldn’t you agree?”

Ronan sighed. “I don’t see the problem.” Maybe hanging around would jog his memory.

“Um, Ronan? Could we, um…” Alice tugged on his shirt, nudging the three of them away from Thomas. “What are you doing?”

Ronan shrugged. “He wants to stay.”

“But… but he’s a ghost,” Marcela reminded him.

“Exactly. So he won’t eat anything.”

“Are… but…”

“Come on.” Ronan waved an arm toward Thomas. “Everyone’s downstairs.”

The Ambrose house was exactly what he’d expected from a family of enchantresses. Floating candles; an invisible melody of harps and lutes playing Celtic Christmas music that reminded him of fireside nights in Ireland; and wreaths woven with pearls, coral, sea-touched gold—magical talismans he recognized from his mum’s spells.

And the holiday room. Lit only by flickering fires and a waning moon, it swelled with winds of magic and stories retold a thousand times around banquets enchanted to heal. Two giant mermaid statues watched over them, which Ronan personally found far creepier than the pigtailed ghost making snow angels on the checkered floor.

Not that he’d tell the family about her.

People were odd about their homes. Like they thought buildings belonged only to them and it was rude for ghosts to stay.

Nobody ever considered that ghosts were there first.

Alice guided him to his seat; she’d switched out her fluffy white outfit for a sparkly silver outfit, though she still vaguely looked like a winter bunny.

Not that he’d bring that up again.

“Erm, we can’t exactly get you an extra seat,” Ronan whispered to Thomas apologetically.

“Oh, no matter, I’ll just wander. Mmm, these smells are delicious! Excellent fodder for my poems.” He proceeded to meander around the dining table, mumbling poems he then jotted down in his translucent leather notebook—it must have been with him when he died, Ronan noted. Like the wedding band on his finger.

If Thomas didn’t even remember who sent him, he wouldn’t be much help with finding out more about the ghost haunting them. They’d need to pick up on as many clues as they could on their own.

Maman’s eyes flicked toward him—she always knew when he spoke to ghosts. But her gaze didn’t focus on Thomas. Or the ghost on the floor, for that matter. They were invisible. Which made this all even stranger. Why could Marcela but not an enchantress see Thomas? He supposed it could just be because it was Christmas. His heart crackled at the thought. It was why he’d always loved this holiday.

Christmas was a day for ghosts.

It was the same for All Hallows’ Eve, Diwali, Eid al-Fitr, and pretty much every other major holiday. Maman often joked that there was something about the laughter and arguments of holidays that shook the ghosts from slumber.

Ronan disagreed. Places, people, days—they were all haunted.

He liked it. It made him feel less… different.

People who normally didn’t see ghosts suddenly saw them lurking in attics or basements and lost their minds. It was hilarious. Honestly, what’s the old lady knitting in the corner going to do, stab you with her knitting needles?

But it was nice. Not being the only one who could see.

And the ghosts were nicer. As if, for some reason, whoever came back to visit on holidays wasn’t miserable or starving or angry, like most of the ghosts he met. They were old friends. Parents and grandparents and children and neighbors, coming to say hello.

It was all… well, jolly.

“Can I help?” Ronan offered as Brise and Valerie filed into the room.

Brise shot him a wary look, but at least she didn’t bite his head off. “No, thank you.” Her gaze lingered on Alice for a long moment—and then she smiled at him.

It wasn’t a huge “we’re friends now” smile. Softer, more tentative. But real. “Why don’t you just sit and enjoy yourself?”

Ronan settled into his chair as the family danced around one another in a waltz of bickering and laughter that came from knowing people for a lifetime.

Suddenly, swallowing was difficult. His future here, living a normal life with a normal mum and a normal picket fence and normal house, was so tenuous.

The door swung open.

Alice shot up in her chair as though electrocuted, face almost painfully hopeful. But it was only New Guy. Erm—Hal, escorted by Alice’s great-aunt, Jackie.

In the corner, Thomas gasped at something, but then he continued muttering to himself.

“Thanks again for letting me crash your Christmas. This looks beautiful.” Hal spoke to the Ambrose family, but his gaze went straight to Maman and then Ronan. Ronan tried to smile, hoping it didn’t come off as a cringe. Please don’t mention you overheard me asking Alice’s great-aunt about dating.

Jackie, who didn’t miss a beat, eyed the two of them and shot him a feral grin.

Great.

“Of course.” Brise offered another smile. “Please, sit.”

Hal’s returning grin was friendly, and he looked at Maman like… like she was a prize, he decided.

Which, gross.

But also perfect. The inn’s enchantment had definitely worked. He loved her. Ronan just needed to make sure Maman got a job she could actually stick with. He was about to try charming Brise when he caught sight of Alice’s face.

There was something broken about it. Deeper than disappointment, sharper than sadness. Hadn’t she said her dad would join them for Christmas? Had she thought it was him at the door? Before he could say something, Hal cleared his throat. “Seeing as it’s Christmas, I’d like to make an announcement. Actually”—he kissed Maman’s hand—“ we would like to make an announcement.”

Ronan half listened as he loaded his plate with ham and potatoes.

“We’re engaged.”

“What?” The question flew from Ronan’s lips as he dropped his fork in the gravy.

Everyone at the table looked at his mum and stepdad-to-be like—well, like they’d just announced they were getting married after knowing each other for literally less than one week.

Hal broke into an enormous, toothy grin. “Look, Ronan, I know this is sudden, but I want you to know how much I love your mom. She’s unlike anyone I’ve ever met; I feel like I’ve been searching for her my whole life. And my house has plenty of room for you to move in when you’re ready. I have a dog, too. Rufus—you’ll love him.”

Ronan could only gape at them.

Brise was the first to smile. “Well, that’s just… wonderful. Everyone, isn’t that wonderful?”

“Sure, if you don’t mind signing up for a life of disappointment,” Valerie drawled.

Brise choked on her champagne. “Val!”

Valerie clicked her tongue.

Ronan barely knew her, but Valerie had struck him as blunt, not mean. He had bigger things to think about, though. His mum was getting married?

Lips tight, Brise turned to Maman with a raised glass. “Congratulations.”

Alice shot him an “are you okay?” look.

Honestly, he had no idea. He vaguely felt like he’d been smacked in the head by another bag of Jackie’s turnips. This was fast. Really, really fast.

Before he could begin to wrap his mind around it, Thomas cleared his throat. “Yes, yes, by golly, I’ve got it! The Path of Graveless Souls leads to the lighthouse, haunted forevermore by spirits trapped in this lonely, cursed place.”

Well, this was all just a lot. The ghost’s memory was cracking through. Valerie was acting strangely. His mum was apparently engaged. What was happening?

Thomas bounced on the balls of his feet. “Ooh, ooh, I remember why I was sent! The lovers of the lighthouse—you seek answers, and the lighthouse will provide them. Come. We must go now while the tide is out. Before Mélusine returns. I will show you the way.”

“Mélusine!” Marcela whispered to Alice—too far for Alice’s mom to hear, but Maman’s green gaze slid toward them. Narrowed. She was a masterful shifter. Charming and enigmatic and cunning and cold, depending on what suited her best.

She hid her secrets well.

But just as he could see ghosts in the wind, Ronan noticed the way her eyes dimmed or the turn her mouth took. He knew when a story lay beneath the surface.

And it was how he knew now that Maman had heard of Mélusine.

How? Why? The questions churned and churned, swirling with the others that had been burning in his mind for days. Why would a ghost who’d shown up in an abandoned French chapel be in Chanterbrooke? What was she doing here?

How was she connected to Alice’s family?

And what did she want from Maman?
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ALICE

Alice shouldn’t be here.

The thought circled round and round with their footsteps as they wound up the spiral tower.

She had lied.

Alice never lied.

Not about things like this, anyway. And definitely not to Mom. She lied about how she was feeling, if she missed her dad, when she worried about things she couldn’t control, when she felt like her life was made of glass and if she tapped it with her finger in just the wrong spot, it would shatter.

But this felt different. Like a line crossed with black ink.

So even if she tried, she could never uncross it.

We’re just gonna go do some stuff for school, Marcela had assured Mom as they’d strapped on their boots and zipped up their coats as quickly as possible without seeming suspicious.

Not an easy feat with Thomas checking his pocket watch and sighing dramatically every five seconds. Or Valerie muttering in the background about how they were all wasting her time—did she have a migraine or something? She was acting so weird.

Ronan’s brows had arched so high, they disappeared behind his chestnut hair. “You need a lie to get out of Christmas dinner, and you pick some stuff for school?” he’d whispered as their parents all debated whether they should let them leave. “I might not be American, but I’m pretty sure that’s a bad lie everywhere.”

“I was trying to think quickly!” Marcela had hissed back, stuffing her glittery pink hat over her tumbling dark hair.

“The Valentine’s Day Roses Ball,” Alice murmured, eyeing Mom through the foyer’s glass door. “Marcela and I are part of the school club that plans it—it’s, like, half a school thing, half my family thing, and everyone always gets really into it. We can say we want your help adding a French-British flair, and we need to work on it now because, because—” She’d frantically searched for a reason.

Marcela’s face lit up. “Ooh, because Britney Trundle needs to put in final orders for food by tomorrow!” Alice gave her a cautioning “Shh,” gaze still hooked on her family, so Marcela dropped her voice even lower and added, “That’s actually true, so it’s only, like, a half lie.”

Everyone had believed it. Ronan had tweaked their wording to make sure they weren’t technically lying, so that Aunt Jackie wouldn’t call them out.

But it had been all kind of… easy.

Even Alice had been surprised—and a little queasy—by how quickly the lie had formed. How easily Mom had accepted it.

Though she wouldn’t—couldn’t—look at the why, something in her heart danced at the lie. Not that lying had felt good, because it didn’t. But… it had felt… right. Breaking this curse. Acting on instinct, saving her family. Something about it felt like looking out over a cliff edge and wondering if she could fly.

But what if I fall? Alice had asked her mom about trying to dance in public again.

Oh, sweetheart, but what if you fly?

Ronan took the stairs two at a time, as if this were normal for him. As if he spent his life meeting girls and ghosts in strange towers perched above the sea.

The image nettled.

Marcela blew breath into her mittened hands while jiggling to keep warm. “The ghost said Mélusine definitely isn’t here yet, right?”

Thomas drifted toward them from the top of the tower, affronted. “My name is Thomas. And she hasn’t arrived.” A bleak sort of horror cast shadows across his face. “I would know.”

Alice shivered.

Normally Chanterbrooke winters smelled of salt and snow and roses. But now, all she smelled was cold. Ice that would never thaw.

It stuffed up her nose and frosted her lungs. A pang for the cozy Christmas dinner, singing carols and curling up with Mom afterward to watch the most badly written holiday movies they could find, swept through her.

And Dad said he’d call her after dinner. She checked her phone, but there was no service. She’d probably missed it. Ignoring the needles in her heart, she turned to Thomas. “What did you need to show us?”

Thomas looked around the circular room at the top of the tower. For the first time since meeting him, his gaze seemed clearer, as though clouds had drifted across the blue of his eyes before and at last, they’d vanished.

“It is believed the lighthouse has power because of what happened here. There is magic in it.” He dabbed tears in the corners of his eyes. “It is the only place I can go to think and not find thoughts spinning away into a silken spiderweb. Silver threads lain to entrap the mind.” He brushed his fingers over the pale stone. “Entrap me here forever.”

Marcela, who’d looked at the ghost as if he were a poisonous spider since he’d popped out of Alice’s wardrobe, softened. “Is that why you want to help? Has Mélusine trapped you?”

He nodded, tears misting his glasses. “Yes. Yes.”

“Ghosts can haunt other ghosts?” Alice asked. She’d never heard of anything like it.

“I am not a ghost! I am a forlorn wandering spirit—”

“Who has thus forsaken the delights of life,” Ronan finished. “We know.” He turned to Alice, frowning. “Ghosts haunting ghosts happens, but it’s not normal—and I’ve never seen it where people don’t remember why they’re being haunted.” He side-eyed Thomas. “Usually they’re only haunted when they knew each other in life.”

“I do not remember,” he lamented. “But I remember why I wanted to take you here. There is a tale—‘The Lovers of the Lighthouse.’ A story worthy of Dickens, if you ask me. It’s quite famous among the ghosts of Chanterbrooke; Hector tells it best.”

“Hector?” Ronan asked.

“The ghost who runs our town meetings,” Thomas replied as if this should have been obvious. “Once, a man and woman were engaged to be wed, when an evil madwoman sought to split them apart. She hated their love, hated their happiness, and ruined all that was good. She planted seeds of hate in the heart of their love, and the man, despairing over the broken pieces of his life, threw himself from this very tower and drowned, while the woman lived a sad and lonely life, until dying at an old age, alone, accompanied only by painful memories. In death, he pines for his love still. He pines for her always. He pines until life begins again.”

Alice frowned. The story was tragic, but it didn’t exactly help them. Was Mélusine the evil madwoman of the story?

Marcela pulled out her notebook and tapped it with her fluffy glitter pen. “Let’s see if we can find any other clues. Maybe they’ll have written something on the walls. Ooh, or hidden things behind secret passageways!”

Alice nodded. “Good idea.”

“I’ll look on the staircase.”

Alice glanced at Ronan, suddenly very aware that she was alone with him. At night. Technically, Thomas was there, too, but he was mumbling poems to himself, so he didn’t really count.

The more time she spent with Ronan, the more she found herself relaxing and able to look past his cuteness. As if he were just another Marcela—a friend.

But in the darkness, with the sea crashing in rhythm to Christmas bells ringing through the town, breeze carrying a subtle whiff of Ronan’s pine-scented shampoo to tickle her nose, Alice felt weirdly aware of her limbs. As if her fingers, her toes, every strand of hair took up too much and not enough space all at once.

Though she knew the curse stopped her from liking him that much, her heart still made the tiniest twirl. Foolish, distracted heart.

Ronan shone his phone’s flashlight on the walls, covered in a century’s worth of scratch marks and graffiti. “Je t’aime,” he read aloud. “That means ‘I love you’ in French.”

Alice’s cheeks turned hot enough to melt the winter ice. He’s not saying that to you, she reminded herself. “Do you think there’s a connection to the ghost speaking French earlier?”

Ronan scrunched his lips to the side. “Maybe. But it’s such a common thing to say, so it could be nothing.”

Alice trailed her mittened hands over the walls, dusting off cobwebs and spiders to glimpse the writing beneath. “You didn’t like seeing your mom with that guy,” she found herself saying. “Did you?”

Ronan’s brows arched. “Hal? He’s fine. Did I look like I didn’t like him?”

“You were nice, there was just… something on your face. Like you didn’t really care.”

“I don’t really care.”

Alice didn’t even know where to start with that. “But he’ll be your stepdad. Don’t you want to like him?”

Ronan shrugged. “It’d be nice, I guess. But he wouldn’t be my anything. He’d be… a way to stay here.”

“And that’s what you want? I mean, you’ve lived all over the place. Why do you want to stay here?” Alice adored Chanterbrooke—but there was a whole world out there. And Ronan got to see it. Why would he give that up?

He eyed her strangely, as if he weren’t used to people asking questions. “Well, for when people want to send me fan mail, I’ll be able to tell them my address.”

She snorted, and they fell into an easy silence while scanning the walls—a quiet that stretched so long, Alice didn’t think he’d answer honestly until he said, “My grandparents I mentioned? Their home used to feel like my home.” His mouth worked as if he were chewing on the insides of his cheeks, looking for the right words.

The real words, she realized. Not the charming ones that flew from his lips.

She stilled, waiting patiently.

“It’s gone. And I miss having a place that… that I knew I could come back to.”

“A place that’s safe,” Alice murmured, immediately thinking of the cozy white couch with its fluffy pillows where she and Mom had watched a million movies together.

Ronan gave a shallow nod.

“Why do you move so much?”

He leaned against the wall to face her, leg casually propped against it. “Dunno.”

“Have you ever asked your mom?”

“Sure, but I never get the same answer. Once, she told me she liked moving because it was good for her complexion.”

Alice rolled her eyes. “She did not.”

“Oh, and once it was because the oysters weren’t fresh enough.”

“Now you’re making stuff up.”

“I’m not, swear it.” He grinned, eyes twinkling in the darkness.

And though he was meant to be just another Marcela and her heart was a cursed block of ice, she took a sharp intake of breath as those eyes took her in. How was she supposed to breathe with him staring at her like that? Her mind turned fuzzy, thoughts drifting away like dandelion seeds on a breath.

“No!”

Alice nearly jumped out of her boots, pulse rocketing. She’d forgotten about Thomas in the corner. His yell startled a bat, who flew from the ceiling with a screech.

Marcela’s footsteps clattered up the stairs before bursting into the room. “What? What happened?”

Thomas didn’t answer at first. He strode to the windows overlooking the sea, where turbulent waves crashed against the rocky shore. “Help me.” He turned his pleading eyes upon them, then began to vanish. Before he disappeared entirely, he whispered, “She is coming.”
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RONAN

Their quiet breaths made an icy cloud between them. Ronan pushed off the wall to peer out the window, heart hammering.

Thomas was right.

It was the ghost from the attic. The French chapel. His nightmares. Striding toward them on the crests of waves.

And unlike the ghosts Ronan had come to know, she could hurt them.

Tendrils of long black hair rippled in the wind, sea spray splashing her careworn face, emerald eyes… empty. It chilled him more than anything she might have said. His very bones seemed to freeze.

The ghosts Ronan knew were souls. Real. Even if they were lost to rage or a sadness that sucked them dry, he always saw a spark simmering in their eyes.

A piece of them clinging to life as if they had to relive and relive and relive something until they could finally let go.

Mélusine looked different.

Whatever had been human and real and loving… it was gone.

Alice was pushing him. “Go. Ronan, we have to go!” They raced down the spiral steps, feet clattering on stone, Ronan’s heart in his stomach. The stairs were too narrow for all three of them to squeeze down, side by side, so Marcela was first in line, first out of the lighthouse door, into the night—and first into Mélusine’s waiting arms.

Ronan’s mouth went dry. She’d moved faster than a thought.

Marcela screamed, a glass-shattering cry that sent birds flying from the trees.

“Marcela!” Alice reached for her—but Marcela slipped right through the ghost. She gasped, bracing her hands on her knees.

Alice tried running to her friend, but Mélusine brought her arm down in a slashing motion, blocking her.

Ronan’s heart stopped dead. She wielded a shard of glass. Something she must have touched while she was alive. It grazed Alice’s skin—and a golden glow pulsed around Alice’s neck, then surrounded her whole body.

The enchanted necklace was protecting her. With a cry, Alice kicked the glass out of Mélusine’s hand.

Instead of picking it back up, Mélusine whirled on Ronan. Snarling, she grabbed him by the throat and pinned him against the lighthouse. “Hello, Ronan Knight.”

“What—” he gasped, clawing at her grip. “What do you want?” The lighthouse’s steel bit into his bare nape as Mélusine crushed his throat with fingers made of ice. He kicked—tried to wrench himself free—

She drew blood, green eyes simmering with hate. “I am nothing but the madwoman who haunts this town.”

“Why do you know the Ambrose family is cursed?” he rasped.

Her gaze sharpened. “Leave the curse be, and I will leave you be. If you do not, I will haunt you and these sweet little friends of yours until you’re drowned and blue and the dead have stolen you away.”

“What is wrong with you?!” Marcela was screaming.

Ronan’s vision blurred, so he couldn’t be sure—but he swore something human flickered in her eyes. And for a fraction of a second, her grip loosened.

“Leave him alone!” Alice pulled a canteen from her purse and dunked steaming, chunky beige liquid over the ghost’s head.

Mélusine screeched, released Ronan entirely, and dissolved in a puff of white smoke.

Marcela clutched her ribs. “Was—was that a potion?”

Alice shook her head, pulling her friend close, face white as snow. “Aunt Jackie’s turnip soup. Sh-she told me to carry some with me ever since Mélusine showed up.”

Part of Ronan wanted to laugh at the strange but useful ghost repellent.

“I’m too freaked out to walk home,” Marcela said. “Can you call your mom?”

“There’s no phone signal here.”

Ronan’s head was spinning, barely taking in their conversation. Mélusine wasn’t the one who was special.

It was Ronan. Or their connection. Why else would Mélusine be able to pin Ronan to the lighthouse even though Marcela fell straight through her? He shuddered. He hadn’t asked for this. Seeing a world no one else could see was bad enough. Now he had a ghost who could break the rules of death. But only with him.

Cold slinked down his spine.

His mind flashed to Maman’s face when Marcela whispered the ghost’s name at the dinner table. Her narrowed eyes, a flicker of… wariness? Respect?

Ronan’s resolve hardened. He needed to figure out exactly what Maman knew about Mélusine.
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ALICE

The next few days of winter break passed as normal as normal could be. Well… ish. Valerie was… different. Alice thought she’d just had a migraine during Christmas dinner, but her mood hadn’t lifted. It only got worse. With each passing day, she was increasingly sharper. Bitter. Without ever giving a reason.

And any second, Alice felt as if another ghost would pop out of the ground and declare her doubly cursed. She and Ronan were texting, and even went on one more ghost-interviewing expedition, but their luck had run out.

And to make everything worse, Dad called to explain that the blizzard in New York had delayed him so much, now he had a client in London and wouldn’t visit again until February. How was she meant to get her mom to fall in love with Dad if he wasn’t even here?

Alice danced away her thoughts, practicing her Roses Ball routine for Marcela, and Marcela alone, in her attic bedroom.

“You might be cursed and kind of miserable and everything, but you’re gonna be amazing at the Roses Ball. Especially in that outfit your mom made.”

“Thanks,” Alice panted, lungs squeezing—though she had a feeling it had less to do with being out of breath and everything to do with the fact that even mentioning the Roses Ball made Alice’s heart flop. And, if hearts could throw up, it did that, too. The idea of dancing in front of the whole town was… exhilarating. And kinda made her want to hibernate in a cave for a year all at once.

Her door creaked open. “Hey, ladies.” Mom leaned against the doorframe, smiling. “Marcie, are you staying for dinner?”

“Can’t.” Marcela gave a little squeak as she peeked at her phone. “Oh my god, it’s already seven. Okay, don’t let Alice throw away her tutu and go escape her dance by fleeing to the woods or something.”

Mom shrugged. “No promises. Meet you downstairs, Alice? I made chocolate cake.”

Alice forced a smile. “Sure.”

Mom’s smile was equally strained as she left them.

Marcela waved her hand in front of her face as if wafting away a bad smell. “You two have got some seriously weird vibes right now.”

“It hasn’t been totally normal since the family-curse bombshell,” she mumbled. In fact, Alice had been avoiding her mom as if she were going to recite more of Thomas’s bad poetry. Maybe that wasn’t entirely fair—but Mom still hadn’t said she was sorry. And the more Alice thought about it, the more she felt like she deserved to hear that.

Marcela heaved her backpack over her shoulders. “At least she lets you have cake for dinner. As far as moms go, she’s pretty cool.”

“Yeah…” Alice sighed, fluttering strands of hair that slipped free of her bun. “I know.”

Marcela squeezed her in a hug. “Let me know if there are any updates on Operation Team Love Curse Breakers?”

“Definitely.”

“And save me some cake! Your mom’s cakes are magical. I mean, like, actually magical.” She stifled a yawn. “And I could do with a boost.”

“Are you okay?”

Marcela hesitated. “Yeah. I mean… the ghost stuff is just a bit… freaky, right?”

Yes… but Alice had grown up with magic. Marcela had, too—but on the sidelines, through stories, with sweet enchantments and apricot muffins that helped her concentrate.

Not evil ghosts.

Curses.

A vengeful spirit pinning their friend against the lighthouse.

It was a lot for Alice—how much more was it for Marcela? The day Mélusine appeared in Alice’s bedroom, Aunt Jackie had reinforced the powerful protective enchantments around both of their homes. But maybe that wasn’t enough to stop Marcela from freaking out.

“You don’t need to help me anymore. Really, it’s okay.”

Marcela’s face dropped. “No! No, I’m part of the team. The ghosts are fine—I just… I’m more tired than usual. That’s all.”

“You sure…?” The last thing Alice wanted was to put her friend in danger.

“One hundred percent. Don’t forget to update me!”

Alice promised and made sure to wrap up a chunky slice of cake in tinfoil with the words FOR MARCELA—NO EXPERIMENTING in bold letters. Aunt Jackie was known to magically tamper with Mom’s already-magical bakes. The Rhubarb Crumble Singing Incident last year had turned half the town into a musical for twenty-four hours, and Mr. Attlewood at the Cat Emporium still greeted everyone who entered with his croaky rendition of “Memory.”

Val often said Mom was the most talented enchantress in the family, but her concoctions were simpler. Like her delicious chocolate cake, peppered with just a sprinkling of magical comfort and warmth. If Mélusine came now to blow down the walls and snatch all her blankets, Mom’s cake might still keep Alice cozy and safe.

Three hours later, stuffed and aching with hope after watching one of her favorite rom-coms with Mom about a couple who reunited after a decade apart, Alice was curled in the inn’s library when the sharpness in Mom’s voice turned Alice’s stomach.

“How did you let this happen?” Mom snapped from down the hall.

“I told you,” Valerie drawled. “It’s not my job to be nice to customers.”

Rain lashed against windows in the quiet dark as they strode into the inn’s library and shut the door, evidently not noticing Alice in the corner. Alice set aside the antique glass jewelry box she’d been organizing for Aunt Jackie as the grandfather clock struck ten. “Um, Mom?”

Mom spoke right over her, too distracted to listen. “I don’t know what’s gotten into you, Val, but when guests have inquiries, I expect you to help them.”

Valerie merely shrugged. “That’s not my job.”

“When you are the only one around, it becomes your job. I can’t run this place by myself. I am exhausted. And then there’s all the Roses Ball prep.”

“You are mistaken in thinking I remotely care.”

Alice sank back in the chair as if it could swallow her. Something must have happened. Something horrible. There was no way Valerie would speak to Mom like that.

Mom clearly had the same thought, for she took a deep breath and raked her hands through her hair, collecting herself. “Are you okay?”

Something flickered across Valerie’s face. Something almost like fear, but it quickly dissolved. “Fine, I—” She stopped, finally noticing Alice.

Alice gave an awkward wave. “Hi.” She slipped off the chair. “I can leave.” Except—if Mom was struggling and needed help, wasn’t that what Nixie was meant to be there for? Hadn’t Alice promised Ronan she’d try to get her an interview?

“Actually, um, you remember Ronan? He’s my friend.”

“Alice, not everything revolves around you,” Valerie snapped. “Now hush.”

Alice teetered, stung.

Mom’s expression turned colder than the hoarfrost clawing up their windowpanes. Slowly, as though with incredible effort, she released balled fists. “Sweetie, what were going to say?”

Alice rubbed her arms. Though magic hadn’t been used, Valerie’s words felt strong enough to pinch her skin. “His mom is looking for a job, remember? Maybe she could help.”

Valerie stalked out the room.

“Okay.” Mom nodded once. Twice. “Okay, yeah, thanks, hun. Why don’t you ask her to stop by tomorrow?”

Her words were nice, but her back was rigid, her tone icy. “She didn’t mean it,” Alice couldn’t help squeaking. “Right?”

Mom wrapped an arm around her shoulders and guided her to the couch. “Of course not. She’s just… I don’t even know. She hasn’t been herself for days. I thought she was just mad at me, but… now I’m not sure.”

A howl rattled the house. Tree branches creaked. Alice shivered, Mélusine’s dead eyes flashing in the dark.

A horrible thought struck.

Her family had warned her that breaking the curse might conjure the dead. But might it have other effects, too? Had Alice somehow changed Valerie? She buried the thought as soon as it arose.

That was impossible. They’d only spoken to a few ghosts.

And angered one enough to attack Ronan, a haunting voice hissed in her mind.

“It started with her just being snippy with me, but now that she’s snapping at you…” Mom shook her head, lost to her thoughts. “You haven’t tried to break the curse, right, Alice?” she asked, as though following the same trail of thought as Alice.

“No.” The lie sloshed in her stomach. “But… if it were to break, do you think you’d fall in love with Dad?” she blurted. “Like in the movie?”

Mom’s throat bobbed. “The curse can’t break, though. You understand that, right? I’m not… I…” Her gaze wandered around the library as if the creaky wooden floors or crackling fireplace would supply the words she needed.

Alice did the same.

But there weren’t enough words for this… this… fear. A bottomless well that turned her blood to ice. That reminded Alice of her carved and misshapen heart. She had been living on the well’s cold edge, the hope of breaking the curse keeping her from falling. She couldn’t lose it.

Mom tucked a lock of hair behind Alice’s ear. “Why does it matter so much to you? Falling in love.”

Alice’s breath caught. She wasn’t ready for this talk. The one that peeled back the layers and made her look. Dad’s latest voicemail rang in her mind, drowning out her fears around Valerie, as if every light, every sound, every thought were switched off but for that.

“It’s not bad. Or wrong to want to fall in love. I’m just curious.”

Alice fumbled for words, syrup coating her throat. “You always say it ends in tragedy.”

Mom sighed. “That’s not the best thing I could have taught you. I guess I could just see you falling in love with…” She twirled her hand, plucking words from the air. “With the idea of love. And I wanted you to focus on other things—because you can be anything you want. You don’t need romantic love for that.” She brushed another strand of hair behind Alice’s ear. “You are only thirteen, after all. I can’t promise you that you’ll find the love you’re looking for, but some of the most potent love in the world has nothing to do with romance. You, Alice Ambrose, will be loved your whole life. It is a power not even death can break. And the curse is just hitting you harder than it hit me.”

Something about the way she said it prickled. Like criticism painted over. “Okay…?”

“And I’m wondering why. If there’s something I can do.”

Alice grabbed one of the couch pillows and squished it against her chest. Her face was hot. Her heart stuttering. And Dad’s voicemail just kept ringing in her mind. Sorry, kiddo—looks like I won’t be able to make it again until February. Give your mom a kiss for me! “Well, because.”

Sorry, kiddo—

Sorry, kiddo—

Sorry, kiddo—

Mom looked at her patiently. “Penny for your thoughts?”

“I…” She swallowed, trying to get control of her words—but they were tumbling out too quickly for her to stop them. “I’m not the weird one for caring about the curse, okay? And you don’t have to criticize me—”

Mom leaned back. “Whoa, I’m not criticizing—”

“If you weren’t like this, maybe Dad would have been here for Christmas.”

Mom was quiet for too long.

Every inch of Alice’s skin itched to slip off the couch and disappear. She needed… space. A dance floor. A place to shake free of her thoughts.

Because Mom wasn’t looking at her as if she were about to scold her for continuing to think about the curse or even discipline her for snapping. Her face was pinched and… wary. As if she had just remembered she was the adult, and Alice was the daughter, and it was time for another Hard Truth or Life Lesson or something that would make Alice feel about the size of her shoe.

“Sweetie…”

Alice braced herself, going inward, disappearing.

“Your dad loves you so much.”

Alice couldn’t say why, but hot tears chose that unhelpful moment to leak from the corners of her eyes.

“And I’m so sorry. I know how hard it is for you, not having him here more. But we told you before and I will tell you again: You are not the first Ambrose woman to try to break the curse, but to tamper with such magic is to conjure the dead.” Mom tucked an arm around her. “You never know, though; no curse lasts forever. Maybe it’ll break on its own someday.”

Alice nodded, throat tight. “Okay. I’ll just be a sec,” she lied, slipping out of her embrace, down the hallway, through the hidden door to the stairs, and toward her attic, not stopping until she was in her bathroom, tears bubbling over. Her chest squeezed. She couldn’t… couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think.

Why? Why was it so awful? Why did it crush her like this? Why couldn’t she be like her mom? Why did this have to hurt?

Alice took a deep, shuddering breath as quietly as she could, locking eyes with herself in the mirror. You can be anything you want.

Maybe she would be a successful ballerina. Maybe she would go to far-flung places, like Ronan.

“Alice?” her mom softly called. “Are you all right?”

“Fine!” she lied again, splashing cold water on her face, willing the splotchiness to go away. No matter what she decided to be, she would do it with romantic love.

And with parents who loved each other.

And that didn’t make her silly or small. It made her whole. Mom’s words were the spark she needed. No curse lasts forever. Alice had been looking forward—but what if she looked backward? On a specific day in a specific place, one of her ancestors had been cursed. Which meant… if Alice could find the when and the where, maybe she could piece together the who.

And she knew just where to look.
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RONAN

Sunlight glittered on ice frosting the windows of their rented apartment. Outside, shrieks of laughter from the town square’s ice-skating rink hummed in the air. It even smelled good here, like winter smudged with chocolate. If Ronan closed his eyes, he might fool himself into believing this was an ordinary small town with ordinary ghosts who minded their own business.

But of course Ronan hadn’t picked an ordinary small town to be his future home. He’d picked Ghost Central.

Mélusine had warned them: Leave her be, let her keep doing… whatever she was doing, and she would back off. But dig around, hunt for answers, break the curse, and she would bite.

Ronan heaved a sigh as he shifted through Maman’s spell books. Fortunately for Alice—and very unfortunately for probably everyone else—Ronan wasn’t very good at doing nothing.

They were breaking this curse.

He had convinced Maman to move to another continent, and he wasn’t going to let one cursed town stand in the way of their normal life.

And if Mélusine didn’t like it… well, they’d figure that out when the time came.

He rubbed his eyes, bleary from waking at dawn to continue his weeklong secret study session of Maman’s enchantress books. But nothing by her favorite researcher, Nigel Puddles, mentioned anything about Mélusine. Neither did her other, more obscure enchantment books that she’d found concealed in the Vatican, tucked between stones in a Bordeaux cathedral, or washed ashore on the far reaches of the North Sea.

No “Mélusine” anywhere.

The only lead was an online article about a legendary French mermaid named Mélusine. For all Ronan knew, his mum just recognized the myth. Maybe this ghost was named after her. Maybe the ghost was even an enchantress, which was how she’d ended up with a mermaid’s name.

But without any other clues to go on, and with Thomas’s memory as reliable as French trains arriving on schedule, Ronan was stumped.

A knock sounded on his door.

He jumped, hastily threw his blanket over his books, and pulled out his phone. “Yeah?”

The door cracked open, revealing Maman, black hair tumbling over her velvet brocade jacket. And—Ronan’s stomach churned—Hal, right behind her. He swallowed his squeamishness, forcing a smile. Ronan wanted this. He did. But Maman’s boyfriends had never been… here, in their home. Granted, he did kinda feel like he was living in an Ikea, but still, Maman never invited guys into Ronan’s life this soon into dating.

“Good morning, chéri. Oh, good, you’re dressed. Come, I thought we could go ice-skating.”

Hal grinned. “Yeah. And then I thought after that, Ronan and I could get lunch. Just the two of us. Bond, you know? Before the wedding?”

Ronan did not want to bond.

Maman’s lips pressed together as she scanned Hal’s face. “I…” She offered him her most dazzling smile. “We will all go together.”

Hal smiled back, though there was something pinched about it. But it was Maman who Ronan focused on. He knew her smiles. Knew her shoulders were still tense. Maman never minded when Ronan ventured into foreign places on his own.

This was a different kind of protectiveness, he realized.

Ronan had never spent any real time with one of her boyfriends; it had always just been the two of them. And maybe she wanted to get married—but maybe she also wasn’t ready to go from two to three.

Not just yet.

Ronan knew it should bother him, but the tiniest flicker of unease trapped between his ribs loosened, like a knot come undone. He could still get his permanent address without everything changing at once.

“I will finish getting ready,” she announced. “We leave in ten minutes, yes?”

As she disappeared, Ronan expected Hal to leave, but he lingered in the doorway, swinging his arms awkwardly. “So…” He perched on the edge of Ronan’s desk chair. “How… are things?”

“Good.”

“Good. That’s… good. Look.” He blew out a puff of air. “I just wanted to say I know this has all been sudden, but I want us to get to know each other. You know, you’re your mom’s whole heart. So, it’d mean a lot to me if we could bond.”

Ronan slowly nodded. “Yeah. Yeah, all right.”

“Great.”

“Cool.” Ronan stared at his hands. Was bonding supposed to start now?

“So… do you miss France?”

The question caught him off guard. An unexpected pang for the windswept moors of his grandparents’ old home and the taste of a flaky pain au chocolat, fresh from the oven, swept through him. “Sometimes, I guess.”

“You know, my ancestors are French. I think it’s one of the reasons I was first drawn to your mom.” Hal offered a smile. “I used to visit my extended family in Marseilles every summer. We’d go sailing, but we always had to stop exactly at three PM so we could prepare this ridiculously drawn-out dinner. Even when no one was hungry or the kids just wanted to play.” He shook his head with a laugh. “It used to aggravate me no end, but I actually kinda miss it.”

Ronan smiled back—he knew exactly what Hal meant. This guy was really trying. Maybe Ronan could give him a real shot.

An idea sparked.

Alice had begged Ronan not to mention Mélusine or the curse to Maman—something about a “Mom Code” and how Maman would tell Brise. He tried explaining that Maman didn’t live by a lot of codes, but Alice was too scared to risk it. Honestly, though? Between Mélusine and the forgetful ghosts, this seemed bigger than Alice’s family curse; the enchantresses in town needed to talk.

Maman might even be able to soften Brise’s rule on curse breaking.

If nothing else, Ronan still needed Maman to get a job before people started noticing their money was disappearing. And if Hal wanted to bond, why stop him?

The words snared in Ronan’s teeth, pure, floor-sinking embarrassment flooding his body with heat, but it was the best distraction he could think of. “Remember the whole dating thing? There’s a girl I want to see. Do you think you could help convince my mum to go back to Ensorcelled Cottage after ice-skating?”

Hal’s grin lit up his whole face; Ronan couldn’t help returning it.

“You got it, kid.”
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ALICE

For being an enchantress, sometimes Alice forgot to believe in the everyday magic.

She knew her family’s inn ensorcelled strangers on the solstice, knew Aunt Jackie’s enchantments kept evil spirits at bay, knew Mom’s chocolate cake could soothe any ache.

But she often forgot that even the smallest of moments held a dusting of magic, like when the person you were thinking of called the second you picked up the phone. So when Alice opened her front door to an icy wind the next morning, the last thing she expected was Ronan, cheeks red from the cold, chestnut hair dusted with snowflakes, amber eyes twinkling.

Hal and Nixie stood right behind him. Something about the enchantress made Alice’s heart stand still in awe of the sheer magic emanating from her. Half her tumbling black hair was pulled back, emphasizing sharp cheekbones and glittering green eyes, as a snow-flecked wind tugged on her blue tweed trench coat.

“Hello, Alice,” she said in that husky way of hers. “I believe your mom is expecting me.”

Ronan whipped toward her. “Wait, she is? Did you text her?”

“No.” Nixie’s lips quirked in a knowing sort of smile as she followed Alice into the cinnamon-and-rose warmth. “But I told her I was coming. Something about a job?” she said, as though Ronan had begged her to clean the Ambrose fish tank.

Ronan rolled his eyes to the ceiling, muttering in French.

Chills swept over Alice’s bones. She had only ever known Aunt Jackie to hum with so much power. Mom could if she wanted to, Valerie often claimed. If she didn’t dampen it so much. But Nixie… there was no lid on her magic. Alice could feel it, as if she carried the heart of the ocean and its briny breezes and unrelenting sense of freedom everywhere she moved.

As Nixie strode in, Hal whispered to Ronan, “Is this the girl?”

Ronan whipped back toward Hal so quickly, Alice was surprised he didn’t trip.

Wait, was she the girl? What girl? What had Ronan told him?

“Uh, yeah.…” Ronan whispered something in Hal’s ear, and his stepdad-to-be clapped his back.

“How about I wait for you all in the café?”

As he strode away, Ronan leaned in closer, breath tickling her cheek. “Sorry,” he grumbled. “Hal… wanted to bond.”

Alice’s lips twitched. She’d seen him flustered, charming, funny, scared, caught off guard, but not… embarrassed.

Nixie was staring at them from the foyer, waiting, amusement flickering in her eyes. Right, the job interview. “My mom’s this way.”

A couple guests eyed Nixie as her heeled boots clicked down the hall, past the inn’s sitting room on the right, the secret door leading to her attic and the rest of their home on the left, framed paintings of enchantresses hanging on rose wallpaper that Mom swore some ancestor had magically sealed to the wall, and finally, the library.

It was Alice’s favorite room in the inn.

Among the books and flowers; the plum-colored velvet couch; thick, colorful rugs; and wax-covered iron candelabras, were shelves upon shelves of magic.

A magnifying glass carved from pearls, said to contain the ocean’s eternal blessing. A crinkled old envelope emblazoned with a crest of swords forming a sun that dripped blood every other moon. A flower-shaped crystal that glinted red and gold, found in their garden beneath the rosebush. And a hundred other trinkets they had collected over the years.

Aunt Jackie described it as her temple.

Nixie halted on the threshold with a small gasp. “This is spectacular.”

Mom looked up from a notebook she was frowning at. “Nixie, hi. Welcome.”

Rather than joining Mom by the fireside, or even glancing at the half-open secret library door into their house, Nixie moved toward the glass shelves, as though drawn by the magic pulsating from the display.

She plucked a pair of blue earrings from the antique jewelry box Alice had been organizing last night. “Where did you get these?”

Nixie might not have known it, but she’d just passed Mom’s secret test, and the reason she decided to hold the enchantress interview in the library. The earrings were made of ocean water turned to stone, said to have been blessed with luck by a mermaid centuries ago. Many objects on the display case were louder and brighter and would draw most people’s eye. But a true enchantress would find the earrings.

Alice inclined her head toward Ronan. Quietly, they backed out of the room. Nerves tingling in her chest, she led him back outside, not stopping until she was certain no one could overhear. “I’m going to dig up my family’s secret history books in our greenhouse to figure out when the curse was cast,” she whispered. “Do you want to help?”

His answering grin was so devilish, Alice found herself struggling to smother her laughter. “I was made to dig up secret books on curses.”

She texted Marcela, inviting her to join their impromptu Team Love Curse Breakers meeting, and led Ronan into the greenhouse, where sweet, humid air washed over her skin—a balm after the frigid tundra Chanterbrooke had turned into.

Ronan spun in a slow circle, gaze catching on the seagulls perched on iron rafters high above. Then roving over the rambling roses, so entwined with the walls, the floor, the tables and chairs, they might have been mythical emerald snakes, thorned and blooming with red petals that grew straight from the glass. Part library, part greenhouse, the Victorian glass building was filled with books and plants and the gentle swish of seawater beneath their feet. The floor was glass, the waters clear and speckled with clouds floating through the oceanic sky.

“Whoa.”

Alice smiled softly. “It’s the only place in Chanterbrooke where the roses never die.” She took a moment to breathe in the familiar space. Earthy and floral and salty and strange. That little spice of magic, that whiff of something brewing that might ensorcell a snail to build a house out of stones or enchant a child to turn wishes into a future.

Not even the inn’s most loyal guests were allowed inside the greenhouse, where magic brewed in plain sight. Cauldrons filled with various concoctions bubbled over stovetops squeezed between wooden counters and flower beds.

Someone had even brought in a slow cooker.

Ronan shook his head, stunned. “You have the ocean in your greenhouse.”

“Not the whole ocean. Just a tiny bit. Like her pinkie toe.”

“How?”

She smiled mischievously. “The great wonders of magic, Ronan Knight. I thought your mom was an enchantress.”

“She is.”

“And that you’re an enchanter. ‘I read Latin. Enchanter, remember?’” she mimicked, dropping her voice an octave.

He laughed. “I do and I am. But I’ve never seen… this.”

Alice sprawled on the glass floor, letting the water swish beneath her. She knew it had been a long, long while since her family had tails. Thank god. Some enchantresses didn’t even believe the mermaid myth.

But every time Alice lay on the floor of her starry sea, she could feel it.

Ronan was grinning upside down at her. “You look like a starfish.”

“Try it.”

He lay down so their legs were sprawled in opposite directions, heads a few inches apart.

It sent Alice’s heart beating wildly—but she ignored it.

She couldn’t fall in love, she reminded herself. So none of those feelings were very real or mattered very much.

Friendship—that, she could feel.

Maybe wild heart beating was normal with friends you just really liked. Why didn’t the great poets write about that more?

Ronan shook his lead. “My bones feel jiggly.”

Alice smiled. “That’s the ocean’s magic beneath us. Cool, right?”

“Weird.”

A thought occurred to her. “Are there, um… ghosts in here?”

“Just us.”

The realization that they were well and truly alone set Alice’s cheeks on fire. Ugh, she hoped she didn’t look as tomatoey as she felt.

“So.” Ronan’s voice cracked. “Your family-history idea.”

“My mom helped me think of it,” she explained, pushing off the floor to search the bookshelves. Anything to keep her mind preoccupied. “All enchantresses keep records of their family lines, right? Asking the dead was smart but it’s not really working.” She scanned the titles of the heavy tomes, brushing her fingers over leather and gold lettering that she had known all her life. Had the secret been lying in plain sight, just on the tip of her nose?

Might she have even read about it and not realized what it meant? What would it have changed? “But that’s not the only way to look into the past.”

She lingered over some of the locked books. Mysteries of their family history not even Aunt Jackie had cracked. It was said that potent magical waters would make the journals reveal their secrets, but there was a warning etched in stone above the greenhouse door, which spoke of conjuring the dead were they to try.

So they didn’t. Not even her bold and brave aunt.

“What are all these?”

It took Alice a moment to realize that the potions bubbling over stovetops and clear jars of herbs had distracted Ronan. “My family loves experimenting, especially Aunt Jackie.”

A faint smile crossed his lips as he picked up a vial labeled “Black Sea Water” stored next to another labeled “Mediterranean Sea Water.”

“My aunt Jackie’s idea,” she explained.

He looked at her, confused. “I don’t get it.”

“She’s testing different waters.”

“For…?”

She was surprised she had to spell it out. “Well, because water is the main ingredient in all enchanted magic.” Aunt Jackie wouldn’t officially start teaching her until she was sixteen, but she’d picked up enough growing up to brew potions if she followed the recipes exactly. It was creating her own new potions from scratch that she wouldn’t master for a long while yet, though she had learned that adding pearls, the jewels of the sea, strengthened any potion tenfold.

Ronan’s brow furrowed. “My mum casts spells, though. Those don’t have water.”

Alice blinked, trying to conceal the surprise on her face. It was as if he’d asked if she were sure two plus two equaled four, in enchanted ones speak. “Well… yeah, but all enchantress spells were written and blessed with magic when water was present and can only be cast when you’re near water. Your mom probably has a vial of seawater she keeps in a pocket or something. Or maybe a pearl? Pearls work, too.”

Ronan pointed at the vials of Black Sea and Mediterranean Sea water. “So these are…?”

“Aunt Jackie is convinced different seas have different properties and that these two are extra magical somehow. She thinks they can strengthen and nullify magic. You should have seen her dance around the house when she first tested them.”

“Huh.” Ronan set down the vial and moved on to examine a pot filled with what suspiciously looked like Mom’s bean stew—Aunt Jackie must have swiped it for experimenting.

“You know,” Ronan continued, “she might be right.” A wistful smile crossed his face. “My mum once made me get up to watch the sunrise with her. We were in Turkey, on the edge of these cliffs coming out of the Black Sea.”

Alice shook her head. His life was too adventurous for her to even picture.

“And I could have sworn I saw”—he scrunched his lips—“something.”

“Something?”

“You’ll think I was dreaming. It was a boat with black sails, and this strange crest—a bunch of swords forming a sun. But it just… disappeared. Kinda like ghosts, but I could tell it was real. Real and magic. It was the first time I really thought there might be other enchanted ones out there.”

Something in Alice’s heart took flight. “I’d love to meet more enchanted ones.” She gave Ronan a sidelong stare, that enchantress magic tingling in the back of her mind with visions of faraway stars. “You’re used to all these amazing adventures, and now you want to live in this small town where everyone knows everyone. Why?”

He cocked his head with a half grin. “You trying to send me away?”

“No.” She huffed a laugh. “Can you take something seriously for two seconds, please?”

“Probably not.”

It took enormous effort not to giggle at his smirk. “This life is like the opposite of what you’re used to. Don’t you think you’ll get bored?” That was what Dad always said, she remembered with a pang. Chanterbrooke is boring. There’s nothing to do. There’s nothing to see.

How could their small town compare to watching magic sailboats at dawn?

“I’m tired of moving, so we’re staying here,” Ronan affirmed with a determined sort of finality. As if he needed to believe it at all costs. “Anyways.” He cleared his throat. “I didn’t know that about magic. So all of these potions use water?”

“Um, yeah. How—did your mom not teach you how to make potions?”

He shrugged. “She might have. I’ve never really cared about learning magic, though.”

Alice was at a complete loss for words. “Why?” she finally managed to splutter.

“The ghosts are enough,” he said casually—but his eyes shadowed with that sense of else she always felt from him. The words he didn’t say. He reached around her head, momentarily drowning her senses with his boyish nearness and the pine smell of his shampoo. “Is this what you’re looking for?”

She cleared the tickle in her throat. “Oh. Yeah. It’s a family-lineage book—but there are also boxes full of old postcards and journals and stuff around.”

Flipping through the crinkled pages of her family’s book, Ronan tilted his head. The sun caught the shift, gilding his streaks of chestnut. She had a wild impulse to capture the color in paint. That was normal for friends, right? She grabbed some books at random, determined to remain focused.

“Oh, won’t your mom come looking for you after her interview?”

Ronan shot his mom a quick text and grinned. “Nope. She thinks we’re at the cinema, and she’s having lunch with Hal. What about Marcela? Shouldn’t she be here?”

Alice frowned at her phone, but her message was left on read, sending the tiniest trickle of unease slinking down her spine. It wasn’t like Marcela. But… she had seemed stressed about all the ghosts; maybe she just needed a break. “I… guess she’s busy.”

Alice squinted at Aunt Jackie’s scratchy handwriting, Mom’s hurried print, Val’s haphazard squiggles—and the writings her ancestors left behind.

Most were potions she recognized. Some were in books from high on shelves she’d never been allowed to explore.

One book sent shivers up her spine, as if there were ghosts in the greenhouse and they were watching her.

The words To engage the dead is to wake the dead were emblazoned on it in gold lettering. She shuddered. It was almost the same as what Mom had told her.

Alice cracked it open and coughed on dust and powdered magic.

To Heal a Heart

Images of snakes curled around half-eaten bleeding hearts filled the page, the reds and thorny greens faded and old.

Her own heart pounded, the French ghost’s words a hiss of steam in her memory.

Two bleeding hearts. Could this be what she’d meant?


The Heal a Heart potion and spell is meant to be used only when all other hope has failed. It may break a curse that outlives death, even when the one who cast it is dead. It must be recited by the one who first cast the curse. See Appendix E for Ghost Summoning spell.



She scanned the directions. Her heart screeched to a stop.

It called for a heart.

What kind of evil and twisted potion needed a heart? She placed her hand over her own, as if the page might grow claws and rip it from her chest.

Ronan tapped her shoulder, jolting her. “I found something.”

She shut the book, banishing the potion to the back of her mind, and joined him on one of the massive floor cushions. He lay sprawled across it, her family’s items scattered around him, as natural as if he’d spent a hundred days in here.

It was the same at Christmas dinner, she realized. There was something special about being able to get comfortable no matter where you went.

Ronan sat up and placed a box of dusty, crinkled letters between them. “They’re love letters.”

Alice gasped and snatched one from the box. “Which meant whoever wrote them wasn’t cursed yet!”

“Listen to this one. ‘How ardently I love thee / your smile makes me feel glee.’” Ronan cringed. “That can’t be considered good poetry.”

“Hey!”

“Your smile makes me feel glee?”

“That’s my ancestor you’re talking about.”

“Well, your ancestor was a bad poet.”

Alice trailed her fingers over the paper. It was dated April 12, 1849.

One of her ancestors had touched this. Had loved, lived uncursed. It loosened some of the twisted knots in her stomach that reading about the deathly potion had left behind. Though… something tickled the back of Alice’s mind. “Thomas writes poetry like that.… Do you think he’s connected somehow?”

Ronan shook his head. “The letters are signed A. So it probably wasn’t him—but maybe he knew her. Maybe they took a bad-poetry class together. Maybe that’s why he’s trying to help us!”

Alice snorted. He needed to stop making her laugh long enough for her to think straight.

“A-hem.”

Alice squealed and dropped the letter, heart thundering with the beat of a thousand horses. “Ghosts?”

“Erm… no.” Ronan cringed, expression so wary, Alice was sure Mélusine had reappeared.

She spun around… to Valerie, arms crossed, eyes flashing.

This did not look good. Alice scrambled to her feet, face hot. Before she could stop herself, she was grabbing Aunt Jackie’s extra supply of decorative dishes and pushing them into Ronan’s hands.

“He’s here to buy plates.”

Valerie had mastered the art of the deadpan stare. “Plates.”

“Yeah.” Ronan rose and started stacking the plates at random, following her lead. “I’m here for the crockery. We’re settling down here, and we’ll need plates.”

Valerie drummed her fingers against her arm.

“He saw some of the plates by the reception desk and I said, well you haven’t really seen plates until you’ve seen the whole collection.”

“I had to see the whole collection.”

“So now we’re here!”

“And… leaving.” Ronan inched toward the door.

“You’re lying. But you’re lucky I don’t care.”

Alice’s skin crawled.

It was good that Valerie didn’t care—but also… wrong. This wasn’t her mom’s cousin. Not the one Alice had grown up with. This person was cold and unloving.

Once again, Mélusine’s eyes flashed in her mind, and a voice taunted, Have I caused this?

“I’m only here because different potions have gone missing, and one happens to be something I wanted for myself.”

Alice started. This was news.

Valerie slowly approached, like a viper preparing to strike. “Ensorcelled Sleep, Love—even some waters of the Black Sea.”

“Look, I realize I’m not the best influence,” Ronan said, “but I have no idea who stole your potions or why. I’ll swear it with Jackie staring at me if you’d like.”

Valerie’s lips twitched. “Good. Jackie?”

Jackie popped out from behind a cauldron, grinning like a cat who’d caught a mouse.

Alice groaned. “This is ridiculous. He didn’t steal anything!”

“Then he can tell us that.”

They made Ronan repeat it eight times before Jackie folded her arms, disgruntled. “It appears the boy is telling the truth. Even if he stole it, Val, look at the boy. He could never perform true hate’s kiss.”

“True hate’s kiss?” Alice asked.

“The opposite of true love’s kiss,” Aunt Jackie explained. “When kissed by another out of pure hate in an act of binding souls, you relinquish your family magic. It is a terrible fate. Black Sea waters are famous for making the effects all the more potent, though few have ever understood exactly why.”

Ronan tried inching toward the exit again. “Yeah, definitely not doing that. So I’ll just—”

Jackie eyed the crockery in his hands. “That will be seventy-five dollars.”

Ronan paled. “Seven…”

Valerie flicked her hair from her face. “Seventy-five dollars and twenty-two cents actually.”

Ronan opened his wallet. It was filled with currencies and different-colored bills, sending the nonpanicked part of Alice’s mind into a whirlpool of questions.

“What if I give you one hundred dirhams? One hundred is more than seventy-five, you know.”

“Seventy-five dollars,” Aunt Jackie repeated. “Plus twenty dirhams, why not?”

Reluctantly, Ronan handed over the cash, grabbed his stack of plates, and left with Aunt Jackie as an escort. As Valerie watched him go, Alice tried to surreptitiously kick some of the love letters under the floor cushion.

“What are you doing, Alice?”

She froze. “What do you mean what am I doing? I told you what I’m doing.”

“You’re lucky Aunt Jackie left. I don’t need to see crows to know you’re lying.”

“You’re not… You won’t…”

“Hey.” She raised her arms. “You were just selling plates. But if your mom caught you, it’d be different.”

“That’s just because she doesn’t care that we’re cursed,” Alice burst. “She doesn’t care about Dad!”

Valerie snorted. “Your dad? What—” Comprehension dawned on her face. “Oh.” She drew out the word, lips curling in a sneer. “That’s what this ‘breaking the family curse’ nonsense is about. You still want your precious dad back with your perfect mom. How quaint.”

Alice’s throat closed. “Leave me alone,” she managed to rasp.

“Why? It’s adorable. Naive and stupid, but adorable. Let me guess: If your parents get back together, you’ll suddenly magically become worthy of your dad’s time? He’ll actually want to spend time with you for once?”

Alice’s shoulders curled as her very heart withered and died like the rotten roses in the garden. “Stop.”

“Why? I’ve never particularly liked him and right now, I don’t love you enough to spare your feelings. So I will say what I want when I want, and it doesn’t matter how much that bottom lip of yours quivers. Because I just… don’t care.” She huffed a sigh and pushed past Alice, heedless to the sobs now rattling in Alice’s rib cage.

To the shards of glass exploding in her soul.

That night, Alice danced and danced and danced to shake free of Valerie’s words, clinging to her like a poison. But in every corner, everywhere she turned, ghosts leered. Darkness grew teeth.

And bit.

Your family is broken. Dad doesn’t want to visit. Why doesn’t he want to visit? Why, why, why?

And Valerie: I don’t love you enough to spare your feelings.

Valerie didn’t love her anymore. Love.

Her mood wasn’t because of some silly argument or disappointment. This cut deeper, stretched further. Was she… losing the ability to love? Her family was already cursed not to love romantically—would they lose the ability to love at all if Alice continued trying to break the curse? If Alice stopped now, would Valerie ever go back to normal?

As soon as the question formed, the answer bloomed in her heart. A certainty born from magic.

No, it whispered.

Valerie was gone for good. Unless the curse broke.

Maybe the curse would even pick them off one by one until there was no love left at all. Not just the kind between parents. But the love from cousin to cousin and aunt to niece, mother to child.

It would die.

And Alice had to stop it.
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RONAN

It didn’t take much to knock Ronan sideways. He was raised on the winds of change and could handle his lifeboat capsizing, spinning, floating in midair—but he never thought it would disappear entirely.

Until that morning.

The first Monday after winter break—and Ronan’s first official day of school in his life.

“You’re on your way to school.” Maman’s voice cut through Ronan’s bones.

It wasn’t the comment. Though, that was also a problem—he’d been hoping to hide the fact he’d forged about a million documents until after the wedding.

It was… the strangeness.

He knew his mum’s voice, her husky laugh, the subtle smirks and raised eyebrows that said a thousand words. He knew it like he knew his own handprint.

Whoever just spoke sounded… different.

Her face was the same, her magic the same—he must have been imagining things. “Erm…” Ronan teetered in the doorway, cringing. “Right… it’s… kind of a long story.”

Maman only watched him, eerie and still in their rented kitchen. “I told Hal you’d meet him for lunch.”

Ronan did a double take, certain he’d misheard. “Wait, I’m seeing Hal?”

“You should tell him it’ll be after school now.”

But… Ronan thought that Maman wasn’t ready for Hal and Ronan to spend time together without her. He wasn’t one to ask for a lecture, but the whole conversation didn’t make sense. “Don’t you care? That I enrolled myself in school without asking?”

Her eyes were glassy, her face a bored mask as she stared him down. “No. I do not care at all.”

Twenty minutes later, shudders still rippled over Ronan’s arms. He was frozen in the doorway of Chanterbrooke Junior High—his first day of school in his new life, where he was meant to have an address and make friends and worry about things like homework. This was what he wanted.

And he couldn’t care less.

He took a deep breath, filling his lungs with thorns. Students milled past as a bell rang through the building, but all Ronan could see was that cold, dead look in his mum’s eyes.

Maman might have been in a bad mood. Or maybe she figured it all out—that he’d manipulated her into falling in love, orchestrated their move here, everything—and she was furious.

Maybe.

But he couldn’t help feeling that something was… wrong. The kind of wrong that felt like shattered bones and the creep of fog over moss-covered graves.

Alice greeted him, somber face reflecting his mood. Marcela trudged behind her, expression prickly. Getting here had felt impossible for so long, and now he couldn’t seem to muster up the energy to smile.

Alice bumped her elbow against his. “You ready?”

Mutely, he nodded and let her lead him to his first class.
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School smelled.

He probably should have had slightly more interesting observations, like… maybe cultural things? The fact that they talked about Napoléon less than Maman did?

But he couldn’t stop thinking about the smell.

Rotten banana peels and pizza slices and so many armpits. It was like spending all day in the smelly Parisian métro.

Very, very gross.

He wasn’t used to being around so many people all at once all the time. He had lived in tons of cities. Had been pressed in by bodies, slammed by a million sensations. Crowds had never bothered him before. But this was different.

Here, everyone… knew each other.

It was bizarre. It would be like wandering through the Louvre and suddenly, everyone just started talking to each other. Like some weird secret mob party. He had never seen anything like it.

The ghosts did not help. He tried to ignore them, but they were like cats, who knew when people didn’t like them. It just seemed to make the ghosts more interested.

“Do you like basketball?” A short ghost boy with curly hair and a dimpled smile trailed him like a lost puppy. “I really like basketball. You know it’s my favorite?”

“Cool.”

Someone in the cafeteria line glanced at him.

“What’s your favorite?”

He turned his head, trying to stay as discreet as possible. “Could we talk later?” he muttered.

“But you’re here now. No one ever talks to me.” The ghost pouted. “Even the other ghosts say I’m a loser.”

By fourth period, five ghosts trailed him everywhere he went, providing the most unhelpful commentary.

Is that really how they style hair these days?

Wow, you are bad at math.

You know, you look like you’d be better at gym than you are. Have you never learned any sports?

“I need to go to the bathroom—can you all back off?” he finally shouted.

A girl he recognized from his Spanish class, who’d been walking toward him, immediately stopped and turned in the opposite direction.

Ronan groaned and beat his head against a locker.

Maybe, in another world, he could have gotten used to it—all of it. Ronan was good with people; he could make friends if he tried. Maybe he’d even grow to like being known and seen every day. Maybe ghosts trailing him through class would become a funny quirk.

But he was in this world, and in this world, his mum was acting strangely and an evil ghost had followed them from France to Chanterbrooke, but apparently she mostly haunted Chanterbrooke and might have also cursed the family of a girl he might be starting to like, and with his ghost problem, school was much harder and weirder than he’d ever imagined.

Ronan squeezed his eyes shut. He had to get out of here. He’d watched enough movies to know that skipping school was a bad idea.

But he was raised on bad ideas.

He made a beeline for the exit before the bell rang and found himself wandering through the seaside park opposite the town square by two o’clock. He could go to Ensorcelled Cottage to try to learn more about the job again, he thought glumly, but then Brise would know he was skipping school, which wouldn’t exactly help with getting her to trust him more.

He kicked the frozen dirt, plunked his backpack on the iron bench, and plopped down with a groan.

“Rough day?” Thomas popped up beside him, poetry notebook in hand.

“Agh!” Ronan nearly fell off the bench. “Warn people, okay?”

“Jeez Louise, you’re a jumpy sort of fellow.”

“Sorry.” Ronan rubbed his forehead. “Yeah, rough day.”

“Well, I might have some good news for you.”

Ronan sat up. “You remembered more about Mélusine?”

He frowned. “Well, the thing is, I don’t entirely remember the news—but! I do know it involved puddles. Or was it a puddle?” He tapped his cheek with his pen. “Not being with you… is like muddling through… the puddle… of despair.…” He beamed. “That’s pretty good!”

It was not good.

Ronan shook his head. He’d once met a tax accountant ghost with a photographic memory who had followed him around London for three weeks, recounting every single tax filing of his sixty-seven years in business. At this point, Ronan would take him over Thomas if it meant getting advice beyond “puddles.”

“This is useless.” He shot to his feet and began walking back to school. At least maybe he could meet Alice after her last class. “What could puddles—”

He froze.

Thomas didn’t notice and walked straight through him, sending ripples of a feverish, aching cold down Ronan’s spine. His stomach roiled.

“Jiminy cricket, Ronan!” Thomas keeled over, as if it affected him just as much. “What did you eat for lunch?”

Ronan ignored him. “Puddles—Nigel Puddles! Thomas, that’s brilliant!”

Nigel Puddles was Maman’s favorite enchanter book author. There must have been something in those books that he’d missed.

Maybe he’d been focused on the wrong thing. Maybe Nigel didn’t know anything about Mélusine, but there was something else in the books that could help him.

A spell, a potion, anything. They were getting answers—tonight.
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ALICE

Alice was so caught up in her dance routine for the Roses Ball, she barely heard it.

The… tapping.

She stumbled to a halt, out of breath, ballet pointe shoes scuffing her attic-bedroom floor. It was probably a branch. Storms had sent the trees yowling at the wind all night. She resumed the routine—but her heart was far away.

Mom was busier than ever, Dad had missed his evening call, Valerie was redefining the meaning of eternal grouch, Ronan had disappeared from school, and her ballet instructor had made her perform her Roses Ball routine in front of her entire class that night, claiming it was good practice for the actual performance—but of course, Alice couldn’t dance under pressure. She nearly vomited up her lunch, and her foot slid out from beneath her in the grand finale; the bones in her left leg were still barking from the tumble.

And to top it all off, Marcela was lying to her.

I’m sorry I haven’t been helping more. There’s just a lot on my mind…, she’d said that morning on their walk to school.

Is it the ghost stuff again?

She’d toyed with the strand of beads on her backpack. Yeah. Yeah, that’s it.

Alice had known Marcela long enough to spot her lies, but they’d gotten to school, and before Alice could think of the right question, Marcela hurried toward the steps, where Ronan had seemed caught in a trance, staring at the doorway.

Tap-tap.

The noise grew louder. Consistent. Like… a finger on wood. Her heart skipped.

But if someone in her family were here, they’d just knock or call her name like a normal person. She clutched her heart locket, praying those wards that Aunt Jackie had created held fast. Mélusine had not shown her face since pinning Ronan against the lighthouse. And Alice wasn’t ready for another encounter. “Hello?”

The door creaked open. “Alice?” a voice whispered.

Her heart raced even faster.

And for an entirely different reason.

“Ronan?!”

She rushed toward the doorway and pulled him inside before someone in her family saw. “What are you doing here?”

He grinned—as if it weren’t super late and they weren’t alone. In her room. “I have a plan!”

Alice’s heart pounded so loudly that Aunt Jackie was sure to come investigate. “It’s ten o’clock at night!”

“Yeah, I know, it’s a midnight kinda plan.”

She waved her arms in a giant crisscross. “I do not have midnight plans!”

“But the potion needs to be used at midnight. It’s not my plan; it’s the potion’s plan.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Oh, yeah, I didn’t explain.” He showed her a picture on his phone. “See?”


Grave Teller



Blood dripped from words that looked as though they’d been written with the scratching of a claw. Thorned green vines swirled through the letters, entwining around the list of potion ingredients like some weed or root that wanted to choke whatever it touched.

Though the crinkled old parchment was nowhere near her, she could almost feel the magic pouring off the page—a hundred spiders scuttling down her back. She wriggled. “Agh, what is that?”

Ronan cringed at the photo. “Creeped me out, too. It’s supposed to help you get answers about someone’s life by pouring the potion on the grave. I thought we’d use it on the unmarked grave Marcela thought was Mélusine’s. It won’t break the curse, but maybe then we’ll know for sure if Mélusine was the one who cast it and how she’s mixed in with this whole thing. It could give us clues on how to actually break it. But it has to be used at midnight.”

Alice rolled her eyes. “Of course it does.”

“It takes a half hour to brew. That’s why I’m here early.”

“Just so you know, ten o’clock is not early for most people.”

He leaned against the wall with a half grin. “It’s that whole ‘getting used to a normal life’ thing.”

She shook her head, trying to conceal the smile tugging her lips. “If my mom finds out you snuck into my house, she will give you to Aunt Jackie, who may or may not boil you in her next potion.”

“Whoa.” He held up his arms, the picture of innocence. “I didn’t sneak in. I very quietly entered the inn and then very, very quietly used the secret library door that just happens to lead into my friend’s hallway, and thought, Well since I’m here, I might as well see if Alice is awake.”

She half laughed, half gaped at him. “That is the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard. Why didn’t you use your phone like a normal person?”

“I texted you saying I was outside, but you didn’t answer.”

“You—” She glanced at her phone. Two missed notifications. She’d been dancing too much to notice.

“So… shall we?” He inclined his head toward the staircase.

Alice pressed her fingers to her temples. She absolutely, one hundred percent didn’t feel good about sneaking out at midnight. It was beyond rule breaking, and she was risking enough as it was.

But Ronan was right. The idea was clever.

“Let me see the potion again.”

The instructions were bulleted with finely drawn beetles.


[image: image] Three chopped insect wings

[image: image] Stir in potent waters, counterclockwise thrice, clockwise twice

[image: image] The feather of a bird well mourned…



The list went on and on. Complicated, but not impossible. More technically difficult than magically demanding. Fortunately, years of watching Mom in the kitchen meant that brewing potions came the most naturally to her anyway. But if she messed up, just a little, she’d have to start all over again. And Ronan said the potion needed a half hour to brew.

She gnawed her lip. “We only have two hours.”

“You have a thing about time, don’t you?”

She shot him a deadpan stare. “You want me to make this super-complicated potion in two hours—no, less than that, because we have to then sneak out and get to the graveyard by midnight.”

“Yeah. I’ll help.”

She stifled a teasing laugh. “You didn’t even know water was the base ingredient.”

“I’ll be like your assistant chef. Come on, it’ll be fun.”

“You said interviewing ghosts would be fun.”

“And wasn’t it? I got to embarrass myself in front of your great-aunt, you got to practice your French, and our adventure led us to Thomas. And really, where would we be without his poetry?”

Alice snorted. “You know, all these ghosts weren’t a problem until you got here.”

He gave her a lazy half grin, eyes twinkling. “I can leave if you want.”

“That’s okay, I just wanted to make sure you felt guilty enough to keep trying to break the curse.” She tugged at her scalp. “I don’t know if I should go… maybe just give me a day to think about it?”

“Please?” His voice cracked along with his demeanor. “I don’t want to wait.” Something flickered in his eyes. Not guilt, but… fear. It sent ice creeping over her bones. Ronan was being his funny, carefree self, but something had freaked him out. Something serious.

“Okay.” She took a deep breath. “I’ll help you make the potion. But no promises on actually going with you to the graveyard. I have to think about it.”

“Well, Miss Time Obsessed, you have an hour and a half to decide. And…” He took a deep breath, as if being so open, as if showing how much this meant to him, were as hard for him as sneaking around was for her. “Thanks, Alice.”

He held her gaze, pure amber and laughter on the cusp of adventure, and something in her heart caught.

“No problem.”
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The ocean of stars glittered beneath their feet as Alice triple-checked the next set of instructions.

Hum a melody linked to a deceased ancestor as you stir clockwise thirty times. That was easy—the Nutcracker Suite. Her grandma, Aunt Jackie’s sister, had been obsessed—a love of music and dancing she’d encouraged in Alice before she died a few years ago.

Alice diligently counted the stirs in the pewter cauldron, humming softly, as Ronan meandered toward her and propped his elbows on the wooden countertop. Sixteen, seventeen—why was he looking at her like that? Twenty, twenty-one.

He flipped through a spell book, but as soon as she glanced his way, he caught her eye. As if he were only pretending to read. She immediately returned her gaze to the potion, pulse fluttering.

Counting to thirty had never been so stressful.

Once finished, she blurted, “You are the worst assistant chef ever. You are just standing there, breathing, and it’s distracting.”

He smirked and shut the spell book. “Do you want me to not breathe? Besides, I helped.”

She dumped the carrots he’d chopped for her twenty minutes ago in the potion with a rueful grin. “This barely counts.”

“Yeah, yeah. So, what was that dance thing you were doing?”

Heat crept up her cheeks. “How much did you see?”

“I dunno, a minute? You’re really good. Is it for the Roses Ball that Marcela keeps talking about?”

Alice sighed as she wiped her hands on her apron. The potion was finished. Now she had to wait five minutes to see if it glowed orange like it was meant to. “Yeah, The Tale of Three Roses is a ballet my grandmother wrote. The music was never published, but she gifted it to Chanterbrooke, and now every year, the junior and high schools work together to perform it in this huge ball my family hosts. It’s super public. This year, I’m the only one with a solo. Marcela and my mom want me to do it.”

“You sound like they want you to sleep in the creepy graveyard.”

She huffed a laugh, then turned quiet, contemplative. “I want to do it, too. But I… can’t.”

“You can’t… but you’re practicing for it?”

She chewed her tongue, the words tied behind her teeth. “If I don’t perform live, I’ll lose my spot in my dance class, and Ms. Tally is the best instructor around. The next-best closest one is an hour away, and I couldn’t do that with school. Besides, if I really want to become a professional ballerina, I have to get used to performing.”

His brows lifted. “You want to be a professional?”

She chewed her lips, staring into the murky red potion as she admitted, “I’d like to find a way to turn my dance into a magic.”

It was the first time she’d given the wish a voice. And the sound of it was like a song she’d been searching for all her life. “My mom is such a good baker; she turns all her things into magic. So even the super-healthy stuff tastes amazing and just feels… comforting. I want to do that. But with dance. But doing it in public… it just… it makes me feel like I can’t breathe. And it’s hard to dance when you can’t breathe.” She tried to mimic Ronan’s breezy, joking tone, but it fell flat, her words strained.

He was looking at her. Really… looking. She took a sharp intake of breath.

Pop.

The orange potion exploded between them. Alice jumped, coughing as smoke wafted from the cauldron. “I think…,” she spluttered, “it’s ready.”

They slipped into the chilled night. Alice burrowed deeper into her coat, the end of her ponytail tickling her cheek as they crept around the back so the night staff wouldn’t spot her. She pulled her keys from her pocket and unlocked the private gardens, where guests couldn’t venture. If she wanted to sneak back into her house, the back door was her best bet.

It was now or never—she had to decide just how bold she was willing to be.

Ronan stopped short. “Hey, is that your mom?”

Her heart flipped—but Mom was safely inside the brightly lit living room, oblivious to the figures shrouded in the winter dark.

Alice looked closer, breath catching. Mom was crying. Not an emergency, sobbing, wrecked kind of cry, but the quiet kind. The one Alice was used to noticing. Mom on the end of the couch, head propped in her hand, exhausted, as tears rolled down her face and she didn’t say a word, didn’t cry for help, didn’t go to Valerie or Jackie or Alice or any of her friends for a hug.

She just sat there.

Alone.

Ronan frowned. “Do you know what’s wrong?”

Alice wrapped her arms around herself as wind sliced through her skin. “She does that sometimes. When she thinks no one can see her.” A needle poked Alice’s mind. How many other times did Mom do this when Alice really didn’t see her? How unhappy would her mom have to get until she let Alice break the curse?

“Really? What’s she so sad about?”

“She only stops when my dad visits. But I think it’s gotten worse since Valerie’s stopped helping her. She hires people for the inn, obviously. But some things—like all the spell-based decorations and pretty much everything Mom bakes—they need magic.”

“Maybe if my mum starts working here, it’ll help,” Ronan suggested, though he didn’t sound like his usual playful self who was trying to get his mom a job. It was sincere. Like he cared that the woman in the window was crying alone and wanted to fix it.

It was so… sweet. She couldn’t help smiling. But… did he not know? “Ronan… your mom turned the job down.”

Ronan rolled his eyes to the sky, jaw clenched, as he released a caged breath. “Oh,” was all he said. One word, but something about it felt more honest, more real, than all his teasing. As if a hundred emotions were knitted into the sound. His throat worked as he swallowed. “My mum… isn’t acting like herself.”

“Like Valerie?” Alice whispered, barely audible, as though she didn’t dare let the wind carry the word on its back.

He gave a grim nod. “I’ve always wanted to know how Mélusine is connected to my mum, but now… I just feel like… I have to move fast.”

“Which is why you snuck into my house at ten at night.” A smile tugged the corners of her lips.

It helped crack through the inky fear creeping over his eyes. “No, I quietly entered the inn, and then very, very—”

“Quietly used the secret library door, yeah, whatever. Come on.” Alice turned her back on her crying mom… because this, fixing the root of the problem, the curse that plagued her family, was the only way to truly end those quiet nights crying on the couch. “It’s almost midnight. And I’m coming with you.”
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RONAN

Ronan had known many graveyards. Manicured and neat; neglected and overgrown; filled with ghosts so ancient, they’d been forgotten by the living. This was the only graveyard that had ever… tugged on him.

As if there were something buried in the earth for him to find.

He shivered in his coat as they crested the hill and passed the abandoned old church watching over the moon-shrouded graves. Ronan didn’t want to find it.

He wanted nothing from the dead.

Alice handed him the Grave Teller potion. “Were there any other instructions?” she whispered, though only the ghosts were out to listen, and they weren’t paying attention.

“Just to pour the potion on the grave of the person you want to learn about, and answers will come.”

She chewed her lip. “No warnings or anything? Nothing about waking the dead?”

Ronan gestured around them, then belatedly remembered she couldn’t see. He offered his hand, stomach doing a weird… swoop thing as her fingers touched his. He hadn’t been able to stop thinking of the strawberry smell of her hair as she’d bent over the cauldron, murmuring of turning her dance into a magic. “Look, they’re already up.” He cracked a grin. “Honestly, if we manage to wake even more, I’d just be impressed. Your town is Ghost Central.”

She pressed her lips into a reluctant smile, expression turning awestruck as she took in the ghosts dancing in the moonlight.

Ronan checked his phone. 11:53. Seven more minutes until they could use the potion.

A couple ghosts smiled idly as they floated past before joining the others in a waltz not even Ronan could hear. For the first time all night, Alice seemed thoroughly distracted, her face alit with a starry glow.

“Why don’t you dance with them?”

She shuddered, as if he’d suggested dancing with snakes. “No.”

“Why not?”

“Why don’t you like practicing magic?” she shot back, but it wasn’t cold. Her smile was pure mischief.

He snorted. A hundred lies formed on his tongue. She’d just call him out on them, though, he thought ruefully. “That’s Maman’s world.”

“And it can’t be yours, too?”

He blew out a puff of air.

Je t’aime, Ronan. À demain. I love you, Ronan. I’ll see you tomorrow.

Those were the last words his dad said to him.

Ronan barely remembered the man who had spoken them. A tall figure with chestnut hair, broad hands, and a deep voice. Fragments of memories.

But he did remember the reason his dad left.

It was just after the fever nearly took Ronan’s life when he was five. Just after Mélusine appeared in that chapel, screaming as his body burned and burned, just after Maman took him back to the enchantress in the woods who’d saved him when he was born. After she declared Ronan a henchman of death and gave him his wand of bone. Born to the dead, brought to the living, you will always be one of both.

These words, Ronan did remember with startling clarity, as if magic itself gave the memory lasting power. Her voice was sandpaper, spoken as the trees opened gaping black eyes and seemed to drink in his soul. The world of the dead has claimed him. His future is murky to me, threads of fate clouded by the spirit world. But this connection… It will take his life.

Two days later, his dad left in search of a way to fix it—fix him.

A month after that, Maman told Ronan his body had been found.

Ronan’s deathly power had driven his father to his death and now, every time he inwardly crept toward that “henchman of death” magic, he thought he saw his father’s ghost. Out of the corner of his eye, haunting the corners of his life. It wasn’t exactly the most encouraging image when Maman poked him into practicing magic—not that she knew.

Magic was the reason Ronan never really knew his dad. The reason their lives were twisted and strange. Magic and death had already chewed up his life and spit it out. Ronan wanted nothing to do with it.

He dropped Alice’s hand to make a point, knowing the ghosts around her would instantly vanish. “I already live in a world no one else sees. I guess I just don’t want to make things even worse by going Full Enchanter.”

Alice was looking at him, waiting for him to continue.

But he didn’t want to dig any deeper, look any harder, so he nudged her, offering a grin that helped him forget the dad-shaped hole in his life that he didn’t know if Hal would ever fill. “Two minutes till midnight. Your turn.”

She wrapped her arms around herself. “In fifth grade, I danced in the school talent show. I fell in front of everyone.”

Ronan nodded slowly. “I mean… that sucks. But… it has to be normal in dance, right? If I were a ballerina, I’d fall all the time.”

Her lips wobbled in a tiny smile.

“I guess I just don’t understand why it messed with your head so much.”

She smeared her hand across her rib cage. “I… I don’t know.” Alice was a bad liar. Her voice got all quivery and her eyes crinkled. But before he could ask more questions, the alarm on his phone beeped.

It was midnight. If they didn’t pour the potion on the unmarked grave now, they’d have to wait until tomorrow, and he wasn’t sure he’d convince Alice to do this again. “Ready?”

She sniffed, nodding. As Ronan poured the orange potion over the earth, it steamed and gurgled in the mud. He wrinkled his nose. “Ugh, it smells like feet!”

Slowly, one by one, the ghosts stopped dancing, as though suddenly aware they were being watched. Ronan held his breath. As one, they all turned to him.

And stared.

His heart hammered in his chest. He was used to death—but not like this.

“What is it?” Alice asked. “What’s happening?”

“Help us,” they intoned as one. “Help, help, help, help.”

Ronan scrambled away from the grave, suddenly regretting every life decision that brought him to this moment.

“Ronan, look!”

The potion had turned to shards of ice. And they were… moving. “It’s spelling something,” she murmured, slowly walking in a circle around the unmarked grave.

Easy for her to stay chill; she didn’t have a graveyard’s worth of ghosts staring at her.

Ronan knew the name before the ice had finished.

M É L U S I N E

And beneath it, as though rising from the grave, a crinkled parchment appeared, edges burned and frayed. Alice snatched it from the dirt. “The Chanterbrooke Chronicle—this is our newspaper.” She gasped. “Ronan! Ronan, it has the date ‘1849’ on it! That’s the same year my ancestor wrote love letters! And look here—it says there was a mysterious death of a visiting French woman.”

“Erm, just a sec.” Ronan couldn’t look. He was a bit busy focusing on the ghosts slowly drifting toward them, begging for his help. How? What did they want him to do, dance with them?

Maman’s voice drifted from the nooks of his mind. You have a gift, my boy. And yet it lies unused.

As one, the ghosts halted.

He released a breath. “Oh, good, they stopped.”

“Who?” Alice clutched her heart locket.

But Ronan didn’t answer. Through glimmering moonlight and a midnight mist, another figure joined the rest. The ghosts shuddered in her presence. Some began to scream. Ronan stumbled backward, fear turning his limbs to lead. He could still feel those cold fingers on his neck.

They’d wanted answers… and Mélusine herself had come.

Ronan knew Alice saw this ghost perfectly fine all on her own. But he still found himself wanting to reach for her hand.

“We summoned her.” Alice’s voice quivered.

“Only henchmen of death can summon me.” Mélusine’s lips curled as Ronan’s spine locked. “When they’re brave enough to dare.”

His jaw tightened.

“I was not summoned; I sensed you, pouring hate above my grave.”

“It wasn’t hate,” Alice protested with a squeak.

Mélusine’s face ticked. As if a part of her that was human, that felt, that remembered who she was, cracked through. “As in life, so in death. As always, always, always.”

“What do you mean?” Ronan asked, voice hoarse, pulse running wild. “What do you want?”

“You found the answer already.” She pointed at Alice. “I demand a heart.”

Alice froze, as though the ghost’s gaze had turned her into an ice sculpture. “The Heal a Heart potion?”

“But nobody is ever willing to give up their heart. No one, no one, no one, never, never, never.” She shook her head, as if she were trying to shake something free of it. As if thoughts were trapped and she couldn’t get them out.

The smallest part of Ronan pitied her. Did she even know what she wanted? Who she was or what she was doing? She just seemed so… lost.

She abruptly stopped, and the human in her disappeared, replaced once more by the deadened stare. “You know what it’s like, don’t you? To look Death in the face.”

Ronan’s stomach dropped. How did she know?

“You want answers about me? About my life? Come and claim them, Ronan Knight.” She vanished, leaving behind a horrible cold that sucked the breath from his lungs.

And one by one, every rose of the graveyard withered, red petals falling on untouched snow like droplets of blood. The dancing ghosts locked eyes on him once more. From the graves of forgotten souls, five, ten, twenty, fifty more ghosts rose from the earth and stared and stared and stared and stared.

Ronan couldn’t breathe, but he didn’t dare touch Alice—couldn’t tell her—the Ambrose family had been right.

They had woken the dead.
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ALICE

Everything was normal.

Everything was fine.

If Alice ate her eggs sunny-side up, practiced her ballet before school, and drank a steaming mug of Chocobubble Coffee Joy on the walk to Marcela’s house just like every morning, last night would disappear.

The burn marks it had left on her heart would fade.

Ronan told her they had awoken the dead, but he wouldn’t show her—and Alice wasn’t going to pester him to hold her hand, even if her intentions were purely paranormal. And it had nothing to do with the swooping loops and whoops her stomach did when she’d caught him sneaking glances at her in the greenhouse last night.

You know what it’s like, don’t you? To look Death in the face. What had Mélusine meant? There was so much more to Ronan than he pretended. She couldn’t stop thinking about it.

“Marcela, quiet. I don’t care about whatever it is you’re talking about, and I’m late for work. Stop wasting my time.”

Alice nearly slipped on the icy sidewalk as Mr. Macari’s voice jolted her out of her thoughts. She must have misheard. Teetering at the end of the long driveway leading to the Macari redbrick home, Alice shivered in her silver-buckled coat.

Marcela froze in the doorway. “Dad? Dad, hold on, that’s not fair!” She was shouting, voice wobbling with tears. Tears Alice knew she’d only shed when people looked away.

Marcela briefly vanished, then hopped back into the doorway, tugging on her snow boots. “Dad!”

Mr. Macari wasn’t listening. He barely even glanced Alice’s way as he got in his car and slammed the door. Alice jumped to the sidewalk to avoid getting hit as the tires screeched, spitting slush over her knitted tights and boots—and he was gone.

Alice reeled, head spinning as though she really had been hit by Mr. Macari’s car.

She had known Marcela all her life, and for as long as she could remember, her home burst at the seams with grandparents and cousins and aunts and uncles, and most of that noise was friendly. Some of it was shouty. Never was it mean. Inexplicably, it wasn’t Mr. Macari’s face, or even Marcela’s, burning the edges of Alice’s mind.

It was Mélusine’s. Bright-green eyes veined with gold, a kind of furious fire crackling in the fissures.

Everything was not normal.

It was not fine.

Alice approached her friend, hand outstretched with a cup of her mom’s hot Chocobubble Coffee Joy.

Marcela jumped, clearly only seeing her for the first time. She accepted the cup in silence.

The once-pretty fluffy snow piles lining the driveway had turned to globs of sloppy gray oatmeal, melting and muddied. “What happened?”

Marcela shook her head, wiping her nose with her sleeve. “He’s been… acting different,” she mumbled, voice thick with unshed tears. “He’s been like this for weeks. It’s like he’s not even my dad.” She shook her head, expression hardening despite a lingering quiver in her lip. “It’s whatever; I’m fine.”

Alice didn’t trust her voice enough to speak as her chest squeezed and an oozing, sickly guilt lined her stomach with tar. It was just like Valerie. “This is why you’ve been a bit out of it?”

Not looking at her, Marcela nodded.

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

Marcela toyed with a tendril of her pink hat that smooshed her waves of thick, dark hair. “Because… I thought it had to do with Mélusine’s warning. And I just felt… I felt like if I told you, you’d feel guilty about wanting the curse to break, and I want you to want the curse to break, but I also…” She shook her head. “Ugh, it’s just been too much to think about.”

“I’m sorry.” Alice’s voice broke. “I’m really, really sorry.” She willed her own smarting tears to stay put. They wouldn’t help Marcela.

But she couldn’t ignore the claws of shame and fear poking holes in her heart. First Valerie, then Ronan’s mom, and now Marcela’s dad… Her throat tightened as she numbly walked to school side by side with her best friend, chest aching from the pressure of reining in her sobs. A shuddering that wanted to burst open.

And it only got worse from there.
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Alice heard the same story all over school. Their normally kind teacher Mrs. Williams announced she no longer cared about teaching and spent the entire class with her feet propped on the desk, reading a romance novel. Some of Alice and Marcela’s friends whispered of their own parents acting strangely. The longer the day went on, the more shivers of foreboding rippled up Alice’s arms.

Something had changed last night in Chanterbrooke. A deep crack through the heart of her town. Hundreds of people weren’t acting like themselves.

By lunchtime, Alice was on the verge of panicking. She called an emergency Team Love Curse Breakers meeting, but Ronan had vanished after third period.

School just… isn’t my thing, he’d said after first period. You sit at desks. All day. I don’t get it.

It’s just what you do. I guess it’s normally better when the teachers actually care.

He’d flashed one of his charming grins, though it hadn’t reached his eyes. Well, then I should keep trying to break the curse until they care again.

His words still tugged her. That half-shattered look in his eyes so similar to Marcela’s, to her own when she looked in the mirror and let the fear that Valerie was gone for good spread like wildfire from her heart to her toes.

“Ronan said you woke the dead, but I thought the town was already filled with ghosts.” Marcela was toying with the end of her fluffy glitter pen, notebook propped on legs pulled in tight, as they huddled in their favorite cafeteria spot. “What did he mean?”

“He seemed too freaked to tell me.”

“Hmm.” Marcela frowned at the list of names she’d made, then tapped the first three. “My dad, Valerie, and Ronan’s mom—it started with them. One for each of us. Mélusine was showing us what she would do.”

Alice poked her lunch, guilt sloshing through her stomach.

Marcela glanced at her, then dropped her head on Alice’s shoulder. “You know I’m not mad at you, right? I want my dad back, but Mélusine is the real villain here.”

Alice huffed a small “thanks,” but she knew better. People were losing love because of Alice. If she thought stopping her curse-breaking mission now could reverse everything, she would. But a little enchantress tingle in the back of her mind knew the truth: She must finish what she started.

By the time the final bell rang, she was absolutely sweaty with nerves. She half sprinted home through the snow and nearly flung herself into her greenhouse.

But her family was already there. Val lounged on an emerald chaise while Mom and Aunt Jackie hovered around a cauldron.

Alice’s heart skidded to a stop.

They only used cauldrons for serious potions, and since when did they all hang out in the greenhouse in the middle of the day? Footsteps featherlight from years of ballet, she snuck around the side, keeping low to the ground, listening through the thin Victorian glass.

“We have to consult the law book,” Aunt Jackie was saying.

Mom crossed her arms. “That’s not a law book; it’s a rule book written in 1904.” She pointed at a formal black-and-gold leather tome that Alice didn’t recognize. “You have to update these things.”

Aunt Jackie clicked her tongue. “This law book has served our family well for over a hundred years, and you’d do well to respect it.”

Mom massaged her temples. “It just isn’t right. I don’t trust any of it.”

Alice’s nerves prickled. What was going on?

Aunt Jackie brushed Mom’s hair. “Darling girl. You were born with eyes in the back of your head. But there is nothing to watch. Nothing coming for you.”

“I know. In my head, I know. But sometimes… I dream of Annette Ambrose, and I swear she’s trying to warn me of something. The town, their lives—I don’t know.”

Annette Ambrose. The first known enchantress in their family.

“People’s lives are not our business,” Aunt Jackie quipped.

Valerie snorted. She ate a bite of Mom’s chocolate cake from her spot on the chaise, clearly not helping. “I literally saw you printing out matchmaking business cards this morning.”

“That’s beside the point,” Aunt Jackie snapped.

“If the love enchantment from the solstice really did fade, it sounds like your business,” Valerie drawled. “Not mine. Because I don’t care.” She pointed her fork at them. “But you should deal with it. Give Hal the potion. You know it’ll only work if fate wills it, anyway.”

Hal? As in Nixie’s fiancé?

Alice could barely breathe. The love enchantments were fading? She was suddenly surrounded by graves as spirits danced through the hoarfrost. As the roses died and a ghost of nightmares turned her cold, dead eyes upon her.

“He claims he just wants Nixie to give her heart to him; let him have a shot, poor lovesick fellow.”

“This is more serious than a love enchantment,” Mom said. “People all over Chanterbrooke seemed strange today. And what about Teddy Meyers, who asked for a potion to help his wife love their children again? Their children. Overnight”—she snapped her fingers—“she just stops caring? Something is wrong.” She eyed the cauldron with disdain as Aunt Jackie poured more liquid into it. “And a love potion isn’t going to help.”

Alice crept away from the greenhouse as quietly and quickly as she dared, heart beating too loudly to hear her own thoughts.

She couldn’t explain it, couldn’t understand how Mélusine could hold such power, but there was no denying it—the town was spinning out of control the very day after she and Ronan had played with magic she didn’t fully understand.

This wasn’t about breaking her own curse anymore.

She had to save Chanterbrooke.

Before everyone lost the ability to love at all.

She was about to text Ronan when footsteps crunching gravel caught her ear. For a second, Alice forgot about curses and graveyards and withered rose petals.

The man walking toward her had a broad smile, a crisp suit, and a flower bouquet in each hand. “Hey, kiddo! How are my favorite girls?”

Alice’s heart swelled.

It was Dad.
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ALICE

Maybe the curse affected Dad, too.

The night he’d arrived, they’d had the best family dinner of spaghetti and homemade bread enchanted to send Alice to sleep without nightmares. Mom had actually laughed, relaxed, as Dad lit candles and insisted that he clean up after dinner. For the purest of moments, they’d been a family. Dad made Alice giggle until her ribs hurt, and the three of them curled up to watch a movie as fresh snow dazzled the world.

But ever since, he might as well have been the ghost.

Having him around more was meant to be different. He gave his big grins and kissed her forehead when she passed, but he spent most of the time on his phone. She never thought she’d actually want to be asked, Hey, how was school? She wouldn’t have given an interesting answer, but he could have asked. She wanted to believe that the curse must have reached him… but he smiled way more than Valerie. Alice didn’t understand it.

So she spent her nights pressing her ear against the greenhouse windows, long after the guests had fallen asleep, where Mom would whisper that Mrs. Meyers still seemed uninterested in her children. Aunt Jackie would snap that those children were brats and Mrs. Meyers had simply come to her senses.

Guilt nipped at her conscience as the sands of an hourglass slipped through her fingers. How much longer until these changes became permanent?

And all the while, the Heal a Heart potion that Mélusine indicated might help—the one that required a freaking heart—burned the back of her mind.

And then there was the Roses Ball. Alice’s grand debut. Her entire future. How was she meant to overcome stage fright with half of Chanterbrooke losing love?

It was Saturday morning, and Alice, Marcela, and Ronan had moved their daily Team Love Curse Breakers meeting to the inn, where the Roses Ball performers had started practicing on the actual stage, which the crew had just finished building in the gardens.

Aunt Jackie had ensorcelled it so that the ice sculptures wouldn’t melt but the temperature still felt bearable to dance in.

Ordinary people wouldn’t think that hosting a town-wide ball outdoors in the middle of winter was a good idea, but the Ambrose women were not born ordinary. Aunt Jackie insisted the event feel different from their solstice party, so it was always outside.

Looking out over the silvered sea, the stage swept from one end of the inn’s gardens to the other. Roses and snowflakes enchanted to never melt dangled from pines and iron candlesticks planted in the earth.

It looked like Narnia.

And Alice was meant to be its star.

It set her teeth on edge.

The ensemble songs, she could just about manage. But alone… on stage… with no one and nothing to hide behind… Alice had only twenty minutes before rehearsal officially began. She was squished in the mudroom to avoid being caught talking about the curse and really needed to join her fellow ballerinas, already stretching in the sitting room. But she had to remember to breathe first.

It didn’t help that Mr. Macari had canceled Marcela’s favorite family trip to Mexico—because he just didn’t care anymore—so Marcela’s mood was even sourer than Alice’s.

“Uh, hello?” Ronan called.

Alice snapped her attention away from the window, where she could see the crew laying down blocking tape.

“You two awake? I’ve just said we should change our team name to I Was Born to Be Cursed and neither one of you threw anything at me.”

“What a strange place to conduct meetings.”

“Agh!” All three jumped as Thomas appeared beside Marcela, his hand shooting straight through her middle.

Marcela gasped and clutched her stomach.

“Ah, sorry about that. You’re best not moving or breathing for about an hour.”

Marcela was too winded to speak and only stared at Thomas in indignation. “She needs to breathe,” Alice said for her.

“I’m just saying what would be best. It would help speed along the recovery process.” He frowned at his fingers. “Drat, pins and needles.”

“What is it, Thomas?” Ronan asked as Marcela’s face turned splotchy.

“We have important matters to discuss. The ghosts of Chanterbrooke just had a town meeting, and I’ve been asked to relay some news. Love is lost,” he lamented. “And things everywhere are going awry for the living and the dead. Power outages. Trees crashing over homes.”

Alice swallowed a block of ice. Their meddling had caused what?

“We unanimously voted that, ah, here’s the sensitive part. It is entirely, irrefutably your fault, and you must fix it. Now, I don’t fully agree—”

Marcela crossed her arms. “You just said it was unanimous.”

“Yes, well, I wouldn’t have used such inflammatory language. No poetic nuance. But, ah, now you know.”

Ronan jumped up. “Cool, let’s go. Marcela and I can handle it while you have rehearsal, right?” His gaze was so earnest, so utterly convinced that Alice wouldn’t chicken out.

It somehow made the dread flapping in her belly even worse.

Alice nodded, jaw tight. So tight, she couldn’t speak. A stabbing pain shot through her head, sending her thoughts tumbling.

Ms. Tally required Alice to dance in public. Not go to every dress rehearsal. She could pretend to be sick! Alice could still have a future if she was sick.

Before she could give the consequences a breath of thought, she said, “This rehearsal actually isn’t a big deal.” The lie fell like a stone in her stomach. “I’m going to help Chanterbrooke.”
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ALICE

Thomas was right.

Chanterbrooke was a mess. Mrs. Figgletook had ghosts bowling in her attic, the Meyers family had a nest of ghost bats eating their electrical wiring, and Dr. Talbot’s mother-in-law’s ghost had replaced her salt with sugar, cinnamon with garlic, and was dumping her favorite bottle of sherry down the toilet when they arrived. There was even a goose ghost who’d taken up residence in their local movie theater and had somehow managed to get the only screen that wasn’t torn stuck on the second Mamma Mia!

None of the (human) ghosts could remember why they were here, what they were doing, or who Mélusine was. But at the mention of her name, they shuddered or screamed or, in one unfortunate incident, threw an inordinate number of green highlighters at their faces.

And Marcela had to leave.

“My younger brothers are all weird about my dad being weird, and while they are the most annoying creatures to ever exist in all of human history, I want to go help.” Marcela cringed. “Is that okay?”

Alice offered as chipper of a smile as she could. “Of course.” Except, if Alice hadn’t messed with the curse, Mr. Macari wouldn’t be weird and there wouldn’t be an elephant smack in the middle of their friendship. Alice tried not to let it bother her, but it seared her heart.

Ronan approached, provisions of bagels in hand, as Marcela strode away.

“She’s a peculiar girl,” Thomas (unhelpfully) commented. “Hmm. I wonder…”

It took Alice a moment to realize he wasn’t going to finish his sentence. She turned around… but he was gone.

“Wh-what?”

Ronan tilted his head. “How much do you reckon he’s wandered into someone’s closet again?”

Alice groaned. “This is hopeless.”

“Have you never tried breaking an ancient family curse before?”

She glared at him.

“I just think it’ll take time.”

“I don’t have time. What if we can’t break it? What if I… What if my mom can never love my dad back?” Because it wasn’t enough for Dad to be in Chanterbrooke. Normally, the world lit up when he visited, but he’d only ever been in town for a night or two at a time. This longer stretch Mom had convinced him to do was unusual.

And it wasn’t working. Even with him here, he wasn’t really… here.

“You’ll break it.”

Her breath caught.

Ronan was looking at her. Really looking, with those amber eyes that made her want to ask a thousand questions about all the ghosts he’d known, the places he’d seen. “But…”

“But what?”

“Just—” He blinked at something over her shoulder. “Is that your dad?”

Alice whirled around, stomach turning inside out. She wanted time with Dad, but not Dad and Ronan together.

“Hey, kid.”

“Dad!”

A blustery wind ruffled his recently trimmed blond hair and navy cashmere scarf. “I had a break in my schedule and your mom said you were here, so I thought I’d come see if you wanted to get that lunch I owe you.” He frowned at her bagel. “Though I guess I’m a bit late.”

“No!” she blurted. “No, it’s fine; we’ll get more.”

Dad eyed Ronan expectantly. Alice’s cheeks turned approximately five hundred million degrees. “Oh, Dad, this is my friend Ronan. Ronan, this is my dad. He’s French. I mean, Ronan, not my dad.”

Ronan—thankfully—offered to stand in line for more bagels, giving her a moment to collect herself.

“So, are you two just out… together?” Dad gave her a goofy grin. “Like on a date?”

“Ew, no!” She shoved him and he cackled.

“I’m just asking. I thought your mom said Marcela was here, too.”

“She was.…” Alice toyed with the lanyard on her backpack. “Her parents have been fighting, and things have just gotten a bit weird between us because of it.”

“I’m really sorry, kid. That’s such a bummer. Can I help?”

“No, it’s just—”

Dad’s phone buzzed. Immediately, he pulled it out and frowned.

Alice ground her teeth, desperate to regain his focus. “And there’s the Roses Ball.”

“The what?” he asked, genuinely confused.

Alice scratched her palms, nerves popping like firecrackers. “The ball that you’re taking Mom to? Remember?” she almost whined.

“Oh, right, right, of course. Yeah, I’ll be there, can’t wait.”

Ronan returned with food… but she had lost her appetite. Also, if she ate as much food as Ronan did, she’d be sick. But mostly, she couldn’t settle the sharp beads of anxiety bouncing around her stomach.

She needed to dance. Exhaust herself so she didn’t notice the feeling anymore. But dancing made her think of the dress rehearsal she’d just skipped. The failure she was inevitably approaching. And her dad’s face as she mentioned the Roses Ball. Forgetful.

The tiniest voice, squeaky with hope, whispered, The curse might have affected Dad, too, remember? Maybe that’s why he forgot about the ball.

A wave of emotion threatened to engulf her. Something that moved with a ferocity—to the music of drums and aching violins. No. No, this wasn’t like Valerie or Mr. Macari. Dad was just being… Dad.

She barely had time to come up with an excuse for the tears beginning to prickle before his phone rang and he left to speak to someone about a stock that was going down when it should have been going up, or maybe it was going sideways or topsy-turvy—she didn’t care. It all sounded made-up anyway.

She rubbed a knot in her chest. Thinking about Dad was going to give her hives if she wasn’t careful. “Ronan… do you know what’s going on?”

He grimaced at the peanut-butter-and-jelly bagel. “What’s that?”

“Around Chanterbrooke. I mean, I know everything is going badly because we tried to break the curse. But you said we woke the dead. What did you mean? Why are they all attacking the town?”

He puffed out a huge breath. “Right.… I didn’t want to freak you out, but they all suddenly seemed… alert.” His gaze tracked something she couldn’t see. Something she wasn’t sure she wanted to see. “I’ve talked to a few, and they still don’t know why they’re here, but it’s like whatever we did—or whatever Mélusine did—it triggered a ghost trip wire. Like they were randomly floating around, and now they remember the worst parts of their lives. They’re super mad. And it’s like they want Chanterbrooke to know it. I wish—” He cast her a sidelong glance.

“Yeah?” she prompted.

“I just wish I could ask my mum about it.”

There he was. The real Ronan. She itched to brush her fingers against his—not for any lovey reasons, but just so he felt… seen.

“How are things with her? You never really talk about it.”

Somehow, it was easier talking to Ronan about his mom than it was talking to Marcela about her dad. Maybe because she’d known Mr. Macari all her life—or because Ronan was almost just as interested in Mélusine as Alice was. Marcela had been helping, but Alice and Ronan were in this together. The responsibility felt more shared.

Ronan’s eyes tensed. “Hal keeps trying to win her back.” They strode down Main Street, past the Cat Emporium, to what was becoming their favorite bench in the seaside park. “It’s not working, though.”

Dead rose petals lined the icy sidewalk, and with each crunch of her boots on the withered flowers, Alice felt like she stomped on her own heart.

Something pinged the back of her mind. “I think Hal bought a love potion from my family. I’m sorry, I forgot to tell you with everything going on.”

“It’s fine. Getting my mom to fall in love was never really about Hal anyway.”

Alice studied her sparkly mittens. “Ronan… what happened to your dad?”

Ronan kicked a rock. “I don’t really remember him, but I have this magic. To do with ghosts. And it’s not a good thing. Well, my dad… He thought he found a way to cure me. But wherever he went, whatever he did, it killed him.”

Alice sucked in a breath.

“It’s cool,” he lied, jumping to his feet. “I think I see a ghost trying to set all the cats loose in the Emporium.”

Alice followed, stomach uneasy. What else wasn’t he saying?
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They spent three more days running around Chanterbrooke, trying to fix the town’s problems.

But Alice’s heart wasn’t in it.

How was she meant to focus on her town when her own life was falling apart? Why had Dad forgotten about the Roses Ball? Why didn’t he care? Was he affected by the curse? The questions burrowed under skin, irritating and prickling it so much that one morning, she had woken up covered in hives, as if her magic had somehow given the questions life.

Hours later, and the spots still hadn’t even completely gone. She’d had to cover them in makeup, but she was pretty sure the foundation tone was off, making her look a bit like a pumpkin. She’d spent half the day angling her face away from Ronan’s so he wouldn’t see. By the end, he seemed to have given up on talking to her at all and just spoke to Thomas instead. To top it off, she messed up her Roses Ball routine in front of the entire cast—and that wasn’t even her solo. Just one of the ensemble numbers.

There was something so much worse about it now that they practiced on stage. This was her grandmother’s ballet, an Ambrose creation, performed in the Ambrose enchanted gardens—and Alice couldn’t get it right. It felt like she wasn’t just letting down herself, she was letting down her whole family.

Alice took shuddering, gulping breaths as she slipped into her family’s private backyard, through the glass door, and into the living room. She needed Mom’s Chocobubble Coffee Joy, and she needed it now. She dropped her bag on the rug and trudged down the hallway, where Aunt Jackie’s new ceramic plates dangled from the ceiling like wind chimes.

The sound of a bottle of wine being uncorked filtered from the kitchen, along with the murmur of her parents’ voices. Alice slowed her steps, pulse racing. It sounded like… a date.

Which was about a thousand times better than Chocobubble Coffee Joy.

“I picked this up in the Loire Valley,” Dad was saying. “Did you know that the French often drink wine during business meetings?”

Mom snorted. “Don’t tell Valerie; she’ll start insisting we’re French, and she’s giving me enough of a headache as it is.”

Alice peeked around the doorframe, into the kitchen.

Dad poured Mom a glass and slid it across the kitchen island, to where Mom sat on a barstool. “I can tell. Hence the fancy wine.”

“I never have fancy wine on Tuesdays.”

“Be wild and daring with me.”

Mom shot him a rueful smile before taking a sip, then surveyed him over her glass, face contemplative. “Question for you.”

“Shoot.”

“Are you dating anyone these days?”

Alice’s heart burst. This was a date!

Dad sipped his own glass, avoiding eye contact. “You know me.”

“I do. That’s why I’m asking. There’s always someone.”

Alice’s heart thumped.

“And it’s never serious,” Dad added.

Okay, thank god.

“That kid of ours is desperate for us to be together,” Mom hedged.

Back to more heart thumping.

Dad gave her a slow blink. “And?”

“And I don’t think I’m getting through to her. I was hoping you’d talk to her.”

He snorted. “I’ve heard of crazier things than us being together.”

Obviously! Alice wanted to shout but held her tongue, desperate to see how this would play out.

“Charlie.”

“Brise,” he teased.

Mom set down her glass and placed her hand in her chin. “I’ve known you for nearly half my life, Charlie. You know I care about you. And you also know I just don’t love people romantically. I… can’t.”

“Ahh, the infamous Ambrose curse.” Dad rested his forearms on the counter, surveying her. “And you know that I don’t believe in all your witchy stuff. Except Jackie. She definitely talks to crows.”

Mom just shook her head and stared into her glass. “You have a daughter,” she murmured.

Her dad laughed. “Blond, looks like your twin—I think I’ve seen her around. Hey, you gonna eat that last slice of cake? God,” he said through a mouthful of food. “This is so good. Have you thought about franchising your inn? With your recipes, I swear you could make a fortune.”

“I don’t need a fortune; I just need more help here. Charlie, come on, listen to me. Alice is set on us getting together but you can barely commit to showing up every few months.”

His chewing slowed. “What does that mean?”

Mom hesitated, as though carefully selecting her words. “Even if I could love people romantically, your lack of commitment is a serious problem that—”

He set down his fork.

Alice wanted to scramble into the kitchen and fix this. Why was her mom ruining things? Dad was being nice!

“We’re seriously going to have this conversation now? If we were together, I would be committed. Why else do you think I’m not here more? Come on, Brise—”

“Don’t ‘come on, Brise’ me.” Mom shot up from the kitchen island, eyes flashing. “That is the exact same poison our daughter has been drinking, and I am so tired of you using it to hide behind. Being a parent requires putting your daughter’s needs before your ego. How long until you’re off in London or New York or Berlin or wherever the wind blows you next?”

“The wind? This is my job. It’s what I do. I go where my clients want me to go.”

“But you don’t have to stay there for months at a time! Those are choices, Charlie. A choice not to take time off, a choice not to take red-eye flights on the weekends.”

“I’d be exhausted at work going back and forth like that.”

“A choice to use the time difference as an excuse not to call Alice more,” Mom plowed forward.

“Our schedules don’t match!”

“Figure. It. Out.”

Alice swallowed glass. Mom was… seething. She’d never seen her so mad.

Dad raised his hands. “You know what? You already reamed me alive for not being here at Christmas. I don’t need another lecture.”

Tears smarted in Alice’s eyes. She… she hadn’t realized Mom said anything about Christmas. Was Dad only here because Mom yelled at him?

“Clearly you do. God, can you not see how immature you’re being? Being a dad isn’t showing up every few months with a hug and a present! You have to engage. You’ve been here two weeks and three days, and do you even know how Alice spends her time? When was the last time you asked about her ballet practice? Did you know they’re threatening to kick her out because she’s terrified of dancing in public? She has a whole life, and you’re missing it.”

A lump formed in Alice’s throat as she waited for Dad’s response, not even knowing what she wanted him to do. Deny it? Explain how he’s busy but he’s taking next week off and has some big surprise planned? Her mind spun too quickly for her to think straight.

Mom stacked her baking ingredients back in the cupboard and slammed the door as if it had personally insulted her. “And she’s missing it with you.”

“She’s not missing anything. You’re being dramatic.”

“She misses you.”

Alice was being laid bare. She hadn’t asked for this. It was as if her journal were being read aloud. The scene froze her on the spot.

Dad grabbed his laptop and made for the living room. “Don’t put this on me, Brise. I would have married you. You push me away. You’ve always pushed me away.”

“Yes, as my partner, but not as Alice’s dad! Don’t you dare twist that story to make yourself feel better for being too lazy and self-involved to bother showing up.” She took a deep breath, as if those words had been weighing on her for too long.

Alice could barely control her own breathing. She didn’t know what she felt, what she thought, what she should feel. All she knew was that her chest was caving in. Her breaths were shallow, her heart pounding. Something inside her was cracking open, or maybe it had been cracking open for a long time, and she didn’t know how to put herself back together.

“Brise—”

“Spend time with your daughter,” Mom cut him off. “Or leave. But you don’t get to just waltz into our lives and mess with my kid’s head while you pretend to be here, to satisfy your guilt.”

“I am here! I’m right here.”

His phone pinged with the sound of his email.

Dad’s eyes darted to it.

“No.” Brise wiped her hands on her apron and slung it over one of the kitchen chairs. “You’re not.”

Alice pulled back into the hallway, snuck into the bathroom, and leaned against the door. Her heart, her mind, her life—everything was spinning out of control.

And she couldn’t stop it. Running around Chanterbrooke wasn’t helping. Researching Mélusine was getting them nowhere. And now—and this—

Footsteps sounded down the hallway. The front door whooshed open. Outside, a car turned on.

No. No, no, no—

Before she could think about it, Alice tore into the night, not bothering with shoes or her coat. The icy gravel sent needles shooting up her feet. “Dad!” she shrieked.

He rolled down his window with a frown. “Hey, kid, you’re gonna freeze out here. Why don’t you go inside?”

“Don’t go!”

Because leaving meant he’d picked staying away over trying to spend time with her. Leaving meant… it meant she wasn’t worth staying for.

And if that were true, everything inside her would shatter. So it wasn’t true. She wouldn’t let it be. “The Roses Ball is in two weeks.”

Dad hesitated. “I know I said I’d go, but your mom doesn’t want me here, and I don’t want to push her.”

“I’ll be dancing in it,” she blurted. “So you have to be there. Please? For—for me.” She stumbled over the words. Something about them left her feeling like a tree stripped bare for winter, shivering in the cold.

She held her breath.

“Dancing, huh?” Dad ran a hand through his hair. “All right.” He grinned. “I wouldn’t miss it. But you get inside before you get sick.”

Alice didn’t. She watched as his car rolled away, feet turning numb, whole body shivering.

Dad was coming to the Roses Ball.

He wouldn’t miss it.

It should have filled her with light. But by the time she went inside, dead rose petals stuck to her toes, she felt strangely hollow. Because… he had still left.

His pain over Mom’s rejection must have cut too deep.

Maybe the answer isn’t in breaking the curse, Alice’s heart whispered in the quietest voice imaginable.

She ignored it.

This was the only answer.

Her mind flashed back to the Heal a Heart potion. Mélusine said she already knew how to fix this. Though she still didn’t know if Mélusine cast the original curse, or how she’d ever convince Mélusine to break it if she did, Alice couldn’t help formulating a plan.

The Heal a Heart potion was meant to take a while to brew. Hopefully, the passing days would give her time to come up with a less creepy substitute for the heart it required. Because she was starting the potion. Tonight.
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RONAN

Only henchmen of death can summon me. When they’re brave enough to dare.

You want answers about me? About my life? Come and claim them, Ronan Knight. Round and round Mélusine’s words went, taunting him. They could run all over Chanterbrooke. They could remove the ghost bats from the Meyerses’ family house and switch the cinema’s projector off the Mamma Mia! sequel, but none of it mattered.

Ronan knew the only way to get answers was to speak to Mélusine.

Chanterbrooke has answers for you, Ronan Knight.

Ronan never learned the name of the ghost who had guided him here. His robe had been gray, his hair black, cheeks sunken, skin sallow, and he’d only appeared in the ashes of his grandparents’ house five years to the day after Maman burned it to the ground, on their annual visit to his grandparents’ graves last summer.

Ronan hadn’t exactly been thrilled with the whole arson thing, but Maman insisted the enchanted fire was the only way to remove all trace of their mer-based magic in the days after her parents died.

She did always say the land of Bretagne was sacred, so he wasn’t surprised that traces of their magic could linger. And that the region’s ghosts would be wise enough to offer moving advice.

Ronan had always thought the ghost meant that Chanterbrooke was their forever home. After all, his grandparents’ house was the only other home he’d ever known; it made sense for a ghost connected to it to lead him to his next one, and it wouldn’t be the first time that anonymous ghosts had guided him—don’t walk down that alley; that food is expired; don’t get on that plane.

He’d figured this was just another friendly tip. But maybe it went deeper. Maybe it was about Mélusine, not Chanterbrooke.

Maybe this had always been about Mélusine.

She’d sensed he was a henchman. Taunted him into summoning her. But if he did—if he used that magic—he might see his dad’s ghost. Sweat dampened his shirt at the thought, turning the already-stuffy Ensorcelled Cottage dining room into a sauna. It seemed that half the town had gathered for an emergency town meeting that Saturday beneath the canopy of red roses cascading from the inn’s ceiling.

The guests just assumed they were putting on a show.

Jackie had sold tickets that morning.

Normally meetings were held in the town square, but a flock of at least fifty swans had overtaken it, and pecked anyone who ventured too close, and the Ambrose family inn was the only place that seemed unaffected by the curse.

But that wasn’t the weirdest part.

Maman was here.

She took a seat beside him, blue silks rustling.

“What are you doing here?” She hadn’t seemed interested in even talking to him these days. A weight he felt in every bone, every thought, though he did his best to hide it.

Maman frowned at the emerald engagement ring over her black lace gloves. “Hal wouldn’t stop pestering.” She gestured to her fiancé, who was speaking to Jackie by her tarot-card table.

Ronan winced at her dismissive tone. Poor Hal. Their whirlwind romance had come to a screeching halt. And yeah, getting married to someone you just met was a bold choice, but at least Hal thought his mum was special.

It had been weird, allowing a third person into their world, but now Ronan would give anything to have that back. He floated from the unfamiliar strangeness of school to the cold silence of his rented apartment, and he was… falling. This wasn’t the life he’d planned.

“And I wanted to speak with you.”

Days of silence and now she wanted to chat?

“Why are we here, Ronan?”

Oh. This chat. Ronan swallowed. “What do you mean?”

“Chanterbrooke.” She cast her gaze around the room.

The anxiety was so high, Ronan could nearly feel it pouring out of people. Husbands and wives, partners and friends, lost little children sitting alone, all of them wondering why the people in their lives no longer seemed to care. Valerie was nowhere to be seen, but Jackie and Brise seemed to be working even harder than usual, carrying the weight of the town’s problems on their shoulders.

“It overflows with the magic of the dead,” Mum continued. “I can smell it in the air. You are keeping secrets from me.”

“I thought you didn’t care about anything.”

“I care about myself,” she said coolly. “I told you when we came here that I had a feeling about this place. Something I could not name but felt. Like the echo of a shattered bone. I knew it was for us. And I thought that you felt it, too. That you were at last listening to the enchanter’s song in your blood. But I do not believe that is so.” Her eyes glittered, cold and ruthless. “You reek of secrets.” She waved a dismissive hand at the townspeople. “They might be oblivious, but I know an ensorcellment when I smell one. I know I am changed because of this place.”

He ground his teeth hard enough to crack a molar. “If you know it, why don’t you fight it?”

She cocked her head. “I don’t care enough to try.”

It was such an obvious answer. She no longer loved, and the only motivation to break through the enchantment and love him again would be because she loved him. Which she didn’t. He should have seen it coming. But for some reason, the words were talons scraping down his heart.

“Why can’t we stay in Chanterbrooke?” he challenged, temper slowly rising to the surface, like lava he hadn’t realized simmered deep, deep in his core. “Why are we always on the run?”

“We don’t live on the run. We travel.”

He turned to face her in his seat. He didn’t want to be charming or suave or clever enough to get his way. He just wanted the truth. “I think we’re running.”

Something—an abyss of emptiness, a gaping sadness—flashed across her face, but she merely shrugged. “This is how it must be. The sooner you accept it, the happier I will be.”

Happier I will be. Because what Ronan wanted didn’t matter. Not anymore. “I want to know why. I want a home.” They were the words he had repeated in his mind for years. But somehow, speaking them aloud, they fell flat.

Not a lie but ignoring some other truth.

Maman scoffed. “We have stayed still longer here than we have most places. But you are still searching.”

Ronan’s jaw was too clenched to reply. His whole body thrummed with restlessness.

Because maybe she was right.

Slowly, he slipped out of his seat, deliberately avoiding Marcela and Alice, and didn’t stop retreating until down the hallway, back against the floral wallpaper, the town meeting a muffled hum.

“Your town meetings have far better food than ours,” announced a familiar voice. “Fewer eyeballs.”

Ronan suppressed a groan. He didn’t have patience for Thomas’s poetry today. “What do you want, Thomas?”

“My, aren’t we grumpy?” He frowned. “What rhymes with grumpy?”

“Lumpy?” Ronan rubbed his eyes. “I’m sorry. It’s just… an off day.” Off week. Off year, off life. Chanterbrooke was where he was meant to find balance.

But it wasn’t working. And it wasn’t just because of Maman, he admitted to himself. If Ronan found Alice and Marcela now, they’d ask him questions and want to know why he was upset, and… he wasn’t used to it, he realized. Having people who could see through him, as if he were living beneath a glass dome.

“Brise Ambrose stopped by my grave this morning.”

Ronan turned his full attention to Thomas, momentarily distracted. What was Brise doing in the abandoned graveyard?

“It reminded me of something I needed to tell you.”

His heart thumped.

“We’ve been waiting for you, Ronan Knight. It is time for us to be free.”

Ronan glanced away, only to avoid Thomas peering into him as if he could read every inch of his soul. “I can’t help you.”

“I think that you can. I think that you were meant to.”

By the time Ronan looked back at Thomas, he was gone.

Ronan could barely breathe. Marcela and Alice would wait for him after the town meeting. Would they ask him about his feelings? Would they look at him too closely? The only thing he was really good at was learning languages on the fly and charming his way into random events and groups of people. Why had he thought he could go from that… to this? Real friends who shared secrets even when it felt like juggling cacti.

He didn’t give himself time to think it through. It wasn’t until the cold wind ruffled his hair and there were two blocks between him and the inn that he realized he had just… left. His stomach squirmed. And his heart… It flatlined. Thinking of Alice standing there, believing he had forgotten about their planned Team Love Curse Breakers meeting.

He wanted to run back. Explain… something. But how was he supposed to describe this spiky feeling when he didn’t even have words for it yet? How was he meant to explain that he wanted a home more than anything—staying still and having friends and knowing his steps were printed on the earth—but that it was hard for him, feeling so seen all the time.

And honestly? He liked some of the traveling with his mum. He’d barely been able to admit it to himself—admit defeat—but the conversation with Maman left such an aching, lingering cold, that a swell of homesickness swept through him.

Maybe there were some things about his previous life that weren’t all bad. Like the adventures and Speculoos and ancient streets that ended in moss-covered iron gates. Cobblestones and hearing different languages.

Maybe it wasn’t “normal” but maybe that shouldn’t have mattered so much.

Maybe it was actually kind of amazing.

Because… he’d had his mum.

His throat closed.

I want a home.

He’d been so focused on fixing things, so determined to squeeze himself into this life whether it fit or not, that he was avoiding what he should have known all along: He’d had a home.

And she was gone.

Hours later, Ronan’s mind still spun as he lay on his mattress and stared at his wall, Thomas’s words swirling around Mélusine’s. You want answers about me? About my life? Come and claim them, Ronan Knight. Before logic could catch up with his brain, he was lacing his shoes and shrugging on his coat. He’d always felt more understood by the dead than the living. Mélusine’s words had taunted him long enough.

Ronan needed to return to Mélusine. Alone.
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ALICE

Lights.

A stage.

Quiet.

And…

The swell of music.

It was the final dress rehearsal for the Roses Ball, which would be held tomorrow for the residents of Chanterbrooke. A performance for the sacred night of magic and flower petals when wishes came true. This year, the people of Chanterbrooke who still loved—who were hurting—needed a Roses Ball more than ever.

Alice’s nerves turned into live electric wires in her chest.

She had just managed to perform the ensemble numbers without throwing up. But her solo remained a disaster whenever anyone outside of Marcela, Ms. Tally, Mom, or Jackie watched.

Her peers danced off the stage as the lighting shifted. Alice couldn’t hear the rhythm. Felt nothing in her body but a sun-boiling heat rising up her chest, somehow setting her limbs on fire and turning them to solid blocks of ice all at once.

“Alice,” someone hissed. “It’s time.”

In some world, she knew every beat like her own heartprint. This was her grandmother’s dance. A mermaid, learning to walk, then run, then dance for the very first time, until twirling with the waves and whirlpool of wind. The crew had spent weeks building the set for her crucial moment.

But right now, Alice couldn’t remember a single move.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, backing away from the stage. “I’m sorry, I—I have to go.”

“Alice!” This voice, she knew. It was Ms. Tally. Watching Alice’s failure.

Tears leaked from her eyes even as she clumsily ran away from her dance team, yanked off her pointe shoes, and sprinted into the grounds. Though she had one more chance before losing her spot, she couldn’t help feeling she was sprinting away from her future.

She needed—what? To dance away her emotions? Dancing would only make her want to throw up. Work on breaking the curse? The Heal a Heart potion should be ready by now. And maybe there’d be something in her family’s history books she’d overlooked. At the very least, she could soak in the salty, humid air beneath the canopy of cauldrons and avoid people for another hour until dinner.

Alice would never dance in public. Ever. And it wasn’t because of the family curse or Valerie or because furious ghosts had ruined the electrical wiring in their town movie theater.

It was because of Alice.

Because something was irreversibly wrong with her. Like she was the beautiful glass ballerina Dad bought her for Christmas, but if you looked too closely, you’d see a thousand cracks. She pushed open the greenhouse door, a gulping sob working up her throat.

How—how was she going to perform in front of the whole town tomorrow?

“I thought you might come here.”

Alice jumped as Mom stepped out from behind one of the worktables, potion simmering in a copper cauldron.

Hastily, Alice scrubbed the tears from her face, but there was nothing to hide her splotchy cheeks. “What are you working on?” she croaked, determined to act casual.

“Pasta sauce for dinner. But I wanted to add a sprinkling of confidence and enchant it with an unearthing potion, so I thought I’d make it in here.”

Alice tugged on the sleeves of her leotard. “What’s an unearthing potion?”

Mom turned the stovetop to a simmer, hand casually resting on her hip. “It’s one of the reasons I was hoping you’d come here. It’s a potion that can help unravel things in your head. Clear blocks so you can find your own truth.”

“What kind of truth?”

Mom hesitated. “I know your dress rehearsals have been hard for you.”

It was both a nonanswer and everything Alice needed to hear. Her heart thudded. “So?”

“So? So I’m worried about you, honey. I want to help. I thought if you could detangle why you’re so scared of dancing in public, it could help you face your fears.”

“So you were going to ensorcell me without asking?”

Mom laughed, the idea too ridiculous to even consider. “No? I haven’t added the potion yet. I wanted to talk to you about it.”

“I don’t believe you,” Alice cut in, her words slashing through them. It wasn’t true—but she couldn’t hold these feelings inside anymore. Needed them out. Couldn’t live feeling so… shattered. All the time.

Mom took a deep breath. “Do you want to tell me what’s going on?”

Her patience just made everything worse. Like Alice was a child to be spoken down to.

A sea roared in her ears.

“If you can look at me honestly and tell me you don’t care about dancing, that you don’t want to be a ballerina, and you don’t want to travel the world and dance for crowds and give them magic through your art, then I will let this go.”

Alice’s lip quivered. And still that sea crashed and crashed and crashed. Of course she wanted all those things. But Mom hadn’t been in the gardens just now. Or in Alice’s head every single time she imagined dancing in public.

None of that was ever going to happen because Alice couldn’t do it. Tears burned her eyes. And the sea—a roaring of her emotions—only worsened.

“Someday, you’ll reach a point where you will have to make your own mistakes and live with the consequences, and the older you get, the more I’ll have to step away,” Mom continued. Those eyes, twins to her own, peered right into her. When Alice looked in the mirror, all she saw was gray. But with Mom, they were silvered lakes holding a thousand treasures. How was Alice meant to explain that she couldn’t be this amazing ballerina? That she was the gray. She was the ordinary. She was afraid.

“But right now, you are only thirteen, and I’m not going to sit back and do nothing and say nothing while I watch you throw your dream away over some fear that you haven’t even tried looking at.”

“I have looked at it,” she protested, even as the tiniest voice tucked away in her heart seemed to perk up and go, But have you really?

“Okay,” Mom said evenly, folding her hands before her. “Why don’t you want to dance in public?”

Alice clammed up, wishing more than anything that enchantresses came with tortoise shells to hide under.

“In your fifth-grade talent show, your dad didn’t show up. And you fell. And you haven’t danced in public since.”

The sea turned into a storm. “Stop it.”

“It was also your birthday,” she continued. “And the three of us were meant to go on a family date. I remember the restaurant reservation because you’d made it without asking, and they called for a deposit.” Her lips twitched.

“Go away.”

“Alice, if you don’t talk about it, you’re never going to break through it.”

Every thought was scrambled, every emotion neon bright and blinding. She was back on her family couch, listening to her whole family admit they’d lied to her.

To protect her.

Back on that cold driveway, watching her dad drive away.

And she was so… so sick of it. Of being treated like glass, of not feeling seen. She didn’t want to be coddled or shielded. Alice was used to crying, to feeling sad or scared or hurt. But this—red splattered paint, claw marks, and spinning too fast to see—this was body-shaking, blood-pumping anger. Maybe it had always been anger, buried too deep to find.

And now, she didn’t know what to do with it.

“There is nothing to break through! I don’t want to dance!” Before Alice could stop herself, she was unzipping her ballet bag with trembling fingers and grabbing the beautiful tutu dress Mom had decorated for her, stitched with flower petals and magic.

For one singular moment, time seemed to still. A forking in timelines as she grabbed a pair of scissors off the worktable.

This, letting dancing go—it was the easier path. Easier than looking at why it hurt. Easier than talking about Dad. Easier than sitting and unraveling every thread that brought her here, every moment she felt alone. Every moment, she wondered, in some icy cavern so deep in her heart that not even Mom could hear its howling winds, Why doesn’t Dad care?

The tears bubbled over, the storm crashed in her mind, time snapped back into place, and she chose her fork in the road.

Alice cut Mom’s tutu dress to shreds. “I. Don’t. Want. To. Dance! Now, leave me alone!” Her voice turned so high-pitched, a seagull squawked from the rafters.

Mom blinked at her several times as wings flapped in the echoing quiet. She nodded slowly, lips pursed, and stared at the ruined outfit, a scattering of petals and fabric over their enchanted floor. Alice could have sworn the great ocean herself blinked one great eye awake. What have you done? she seemed to ask.

Alice didn’t know. And suddenly she felt… tired. So, so tired. Like she could crawl into a ball and sleep for eternity.

“I love you, but you cannot talk to me like that. Come find me when you’re ready.” Mom’s words were so… measured.

It made Alice feel even worse. Like screaming wasn’t enough. Like nothing would ever be enough to fill this gaping hole in her heart. Mom left her there, beside the simmering pasta sauce, the smell of tomatoes souring Alice’s stomach.

With nothing else to do, she fell to the ground, amid the cut velvet, and cried, heart swirling with too many feelings to name. One that felt like a jellyfish sting. Another that reminded her of a popped balloon.

She scratched the tears from her face, wishing she could scratch them from her heart and dump them down the sink. Suddenly, Alice understood Mélusine. At least part of her. All she wanted was to scream.

She yanked as many books as she could off the shelves, not caring what she spilled or broke in the effort. Maybe if she shattered the curse—found whatever missing pieces they needed—the thorns in her heart would disappear.

Because maybe you’re just like Mrs. Williams or Mrs. Meyers, Alice thought. Losing love. More than anything in the world, she wanted that to be true. But she could tell—this was just Alice.

Being spiteful. Mean.

She stared down the one shelf that remained untouched. The books that needed magic to unlock and were supposedly filled with mysteries not even her family knew, for unlocking them would provoke the dead.

But Alice had already done that.

Furious, she grabbed a stack of the locked books, Aunt Jackie’s most powerful revelatory potion, plunked them in a cauldron, and poured heaping portions of Black Sea water onto them. She remembered what Ronan had told her about—a boat with black sails cutting across the Black Sea and disappearing in magic-made mist. Maybe with waters this potent, she could unlock her family’s history. And end this.

The water hissed, steamed… and exploded. “Ahh!” Alice jumped back as it nearly singed her eyebrows. Heart hammering, she waited a few breaths before peeking over the pot. The water had evaporated. With shaking fingers, she reached for a book.

This journal belongs to Annette Rose Ambrose, penciled in neat, elegant handwriting—which had definitely not been there before. Annette Ambrose: the first enchantress in their family.

Alice’s mind spun. She… she had done it. And that neat, elegant handwriting looked… familiar.

“Hold on. Are you—?” She dashed to the stash of love letters Ronan found and compared one of them with the journal. Her heart stumbled.

The handwriting was a perfect match.

Slowly, afraid the book would turn to dust, she cracked open Annette Ambrose’s journal, where even more letters, clearly unsent and written in the privacy of her diary, scrawled across the pages.


Dearest Thomas,


Rose turned four today. She walks, she talks, she runs wild through the tall grass as the sea beats against the cliffs.

We take the Path of Graveless Souls to our lighthouse every week. For even after all the sadness those walls have seen, it was still the place where we once met. Where we fell in love. And I want her to cherish it as I do.



Alice pulled out of the letter, feeling as though she’d been underwater and needed to gulp down as much air as possible. Path of Graveless Souls. “Our lighthouse,” where they fell in love.

And… Thomas.

“It’s you,” she whispered. “You and Thomas. You’re the lovers of the lighthouse!” That would explain why Thomas had taken Alice, Ronan, and Marcela there. Why it meant so much to him. But Alice had to be sure. She grabbed one of the crinkled old books that she knew held her family tree and traced up the branches to the 1800s—and there, born in 1829, was Annette Ambrose.

Only around twenty years before Mélusine died. The timelines added up.

Heart racing, Alice kept reading.


I fear my world is still gray. A fog comes in every night before I sleep, and when I wake, I find it harder and harder to usher it away.

To find space to breathe.

I always wondered about tales of knights and great battles where heroes saved the world from harm. But I no longer wonder, for I feel as though I have already been a soldier. My hand remembers the blade, and my heart remembers the ache, and I do not know how to leave them behind.



Unease rippled down Alice’s spine. Blade? Battle? What had she done?


I will give Rose an extra kiss from you today.



Alice checked the date—1853. So… She did the math. It sounded as if they had a daughter named Rose, who turned four in 1853, which meant… Annette Ambrose had her daughter the same year Mélusine died.

The letters went on for years, until slowly, the dates between them stretched. Caves of time disappearing from memory.


My darling Thomas,


Rose married today.

She wore a simple gown and roses in her hair, and promised herself to a man too bland to pen his name.

She does not love him. She cannot love him. But he will make her safe, I suppose.

If such a thing exists.



Alice swallowed. She cannot love him. The curse had taken root by now. For five years, there wasn’t another letter, until


Dearest Thomas,


We are grandparents today.

Did I tell you I spoke to the old librarian who lived by the split oak tree last week? She remembers you as a young boy. She told me you loved peach cobbler.

I haven’t made peach cobbler in well over twenty years. I’ve never particularly liked peaches. The baby’s name is Dorothea.

I’m planting more roses today.



She sounded… off. She’d just become a grandparent—why was she talking about peaches?

But it was the next letter that sent a shock wave through Alice’s body.


Dearest Thomas,


I buried Rose beneath the roses, so she may always look upon Chanterbrooke. So she may run wild and free through the garlic and lavender grass, so quickly, her feet stir up dirt and I fear she’ll run straight to the sea.

My heart was meant to give out long before hers.

How are hearts turned to stone capable of breaking? How is it that I had to bury my daughter? It made me think of Mélusine. I visited the orphanage today, but her son is long gone.

The fog no longer comes. That would imply it goes. The fog is here, always here. I write because it is all I can do. I write because someone must know. Because I feel, deep in a heart that is hidden in winter’s frost, that I must.

But I do not remember what it is to love. Only break.

I do not remember. I do not remember. I do not remember. I do not remember. I do not remember.

I feel nothing.

And I am alone.



There were no more letters after that.

Alice covered her mouth, horrified. For someone who claimed she didn’t have a heart, Annette’s letters were so heartbreaking, they might have been bleeding. And Mélusine—Annette had known Mélusine. Had visited an orphanage to ask about her son. Why would she do that if Mélusine had cursed her?

She was so absorbed in Annette’s story, she didn’t hear it at first. The… popping. Heart stuttering, she whipped up, expecting Mélusine, another furious ghost. The popping continued. Just long enough for Alice’s mind to catch up to her racing heart.

It sounded like… bubble gum? She eased around the wooden countertop, past plants snaking across the glass, to the green velvet couch in the back of the greenhouse.

Alice’s heart skipped. It was Valerie, flipping through a magazine and smacking her bubble gum. She was so similar to the Valerie who Alice had known all her life, like if Alice squinted, the moon’s rays might catch the real Val. She’d notice Alice, scooch aside, show her all the outfits she’d circled, and promise to take Alice shopping in New York someday.

Valerie flipped the page and, not bothering to glance her way, drawled, “Well, you are just a swirl of drama tonight.”

With the next pop of Val’s gum, the illusion popped too. “How long have you been eavesdropping?”

“A while,” Val singsonged.

Alice balled her hands into fists. She couldn’t handle this now. “You know you’re not really you, right? The real Valerie would care. You’re only acting like this because of a ghost.”

“I’m still the real Valerie. Just without the burden of caring.”

Alice bit the insides of her cheeks, too furious to cry anymore. “I’m fixing this,” she muttered to herself. “And then I’m convincing Mom to teach me magic sooner so I can solve the next ‘oh, surprise, our entire family is doomed’ curse without dragging the whole town down with me.”

Valerie scoffed. “You don’t get it, do you?”

“Get what?”

Valerie gave Alice what was possibly the most melodramatic eye roll of all time. “You’re never going to convince your mom to teach you magic sooner. That’s the burden of loving you so much.”

“That’s—no, that doesn’t make sense. It’s the family tradition to learn magic at sixteen. Annette Ambrose started it. It has nothing to do with a burden.”

Val snorted. “Your mom knows that as soon as you become a good-enough enchantress to help at the inn, you’ll do it in a heartbeat.”

“But… that’d be good. She needs the help.”

Valerie rolled her neck. “Ugh, hand me that massagey thing, will you?” Alice tossed her a fancy electronic massage gun from a nearby table. It buzzed as Valerie drawled, “If you help at the inn more, and then have school, there won’t be enough time for you to devote all the hours you need to your ballet. No more ballet, no more dream of becoming a professional ballerina. You’ll wind up stuck here at the inn forever, taking over the family business. But if you don’t start learning until you’re sixteen, by the time you’ll be good enough to help at the inn, you’ll be so busy auditioning for schools, it won’t even matter. And you’ll be free.”

Alice sank onto the couch beside Valerie, processing. “But… I love this inn.”

“So does your mom.”

“You just said I’d be stuck here. Does Mom feel stuck?”

Valerie, evidently bored, resumed flipping through her magazine.

“Val!” Alice smacked the magazine out of her hands.

She released a long sigh of the suffering, flicking a lock of her cropped dark hair from her face. “God, you’re annoying today. Running the inn and giving magic to people through her baking has always been your mom’s dream, okay? She just knows it’s not yours.”

“How is this her dream if it’s killing her?”

A shrug. “She doesn’t have enough help.”

“Because you’re not helping her,” Alice mumbled, even though she knew it wasn’t really this Valerie’s fault.

“Your mom’s a martyr who I had to cajole into hiring someone in the first place, and now that I no longer give a rat’s tail, I don’t have to care about it anymore.” She held the magazine up to her face, bent open to a pinwheel of lipstick colors. “Which shade do you think looks best against my skin tone?”

Alice snatched the magazine. “Focus!”

“Ugh, fine. Your mom is overwhelmed, overworked, and her nervous system has been fried since you were born but she’d never tell you that because she loves you and feels guilty enough that your dad isn’t here for you, so she’s determined to be here for you always and forever. There. Now give me back my magazine.”

Valerie’s words took Alice’s breath away. She’d never thought… had never realized that her mom carried so much. Even so, a bleak, raw smile tugged on her lips. “I think you still love us. Somewhere deep down. Or you wouldn’t talk to me at all.”

Valerie gave her a slow blink, catlike and indolent. Sneaky.… Knowing.

Alice scrambled to her feet, heart racing. In all this time, she’d dismissed asking Valerie for help because she clearly didn’t care. But could Valerie’s lack of love actually help? If Val didn’t care about consequences, if she wasn’t really herself anyway, what did she have to lose? “Tell me how to break the curse. Come on, Val, please. Help me.”

Valerie sneered. “Even if I told you, you’d be too scared to give your heart away.”

The comment was a blow right to her gut. She shoved it aside. Because that phrase—it was the very same from the Heal a Heart potion. The one Alice was still too scared to use, because she thought it required a real, bloody heart. “What do you mean?”

Valerie snatched the magazine back. “I am trying to read.”

Alice grabbed it and smacked Val’s leg.

“Ow!”

“Tell me!”

“It is a holy vow of enchantresses! To give a heart away is to give something so close to you, you let people into your private world. You are lowering a drawbridge.”

Alice’s own heart thudded so powerfully, she thought it might skip right out of her body and into her nearly completed Heal a Heart potion, which she’d secretly stored behind a decorative urn. Could this be the answer? “So giving the heart away… It doesn’t mean a real heart?”

“I think maybe it used to. When we were mer. Their traditions were more primal. But I have never known a human required to give a real heart.” Clearly fed up, Valerie grabbed her magazine and strolled toward the door. “But you don’t have what it takes. You don’t take risks. You can’t even talk to your mom about your whole dancing drama.”

The storm roared in Alice’s ears again. “What do you mean?”

“It’s obviously not just about your fifth-grade talent show. You were the camel, and that was the straw. Your dad’s flakiness messed with your head growing up, so every time you get on stage, your puny child brain freaks out, and you’re just that sad little girl again, wondering why your dad doesn’t love you. And you’re too scared to look at any of it. That is what I mean.”

Alice let Valerie’s departing words ring in the quiet. She wanted to cry again or break things or scream.

But, as harsh as she was being… Valerie was right. And something about it felt like… clarity. Like a breath of cool air after a storm. Valerie wasn’t being mean to be mean; she just didn’t care. She didn’t care enough to lie or protect Alice’s feelings. Maybe it made her the most honest one of any of them. It’s what Alice said she wanted—she just hadn’t expected to get so bruised.

But maybe, as much as it hurt, it was what she needed.

She stared at her hands. The hands that had cut Mom’s tutu dress to shreds. She had just felt so… trapped. Scared of the dead, scared the curse would never break, scared Mom was right, and unable to look at the biggest part of it all.

“This isn’t really about dancing,” she murmured to herself, sitting back on her heels.

Dad’s face swam before her, hazy because she didn’t know if he’d shaved today. Or if he’d stopped wearing contacts like he said he might because they bugged his eyes.

If the reason Dad stays away has nothing to do with Mom or magic… does it have to do with me?

It was worse, facing it. But better, too. Clearer. Her scrambled mind seemed to settle. And that’s when she noticed it.

A shimmering light on the edge of the greenhouse, where it should have been dark and quiet. Mélusine? Alice held her phone with a death grip, prepared to call for help, as she crept toward it.

The closer she got, the more the silver light turned into a woman. She was pretty and plump, with golden curls and stars in her almond-brown eyes.

Alice’s heart jolted. She knew that ghost. She’d spoken in French to them their first day of ghost hunting—deux coeurs saignants. The woman held her hands out to Alice and beamed. “My name is Annette Ambrose. You’ve found me.”
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RONAN

Ronan went to the ocean.

Though he knew it from a different shore, had watched sunsets instead of sunrises, the Atlantic was more of a home than any town. It was what he’d known all his life.

Where the magic in his blood came from.

And where he must summon Mélusine.

You want answers about me? About my life? Come and claim them, Ronan Knight. She had challenged him.

And Ronan didn’t back down from challenges. Even if it meant risking seeing his dad’s ghost.

Mélusine might have shown up in Alice’s attic, but Ronan was the one who saw her in a dusty French chapel years ago. Ronan was the one she could pin against stone. The curse might be Alice’s, but this was Ronan’s ghost.

Thirty minutes later, he was huffing from the steep lighthouse steps, grateful for the burn in his muscles warding off the cold. Trembling, he pulled the bone wand from his pocket. He couldn’t stand the touch of it. How it looked like a dead and crooked finger. That it thrummed with a power he innately understood—a power that drove away his dad. To answers he never found.

Squeezing his eyes shut, grip so tight that it was a shock he didn’t snap the wand in half, he whispered, “I am a henchman of death. And I summon Mélusine.”

Even with his eyes closed, the outline of a man burned his retinas. He gasped, dropping the wand as if it had scalded him, eyes flaring open—but if his dad’s ghost had appeared, it was gone.

The lighthouse remained empty. No Mélusine, no Thomas. Only that sharp wind and glassless windows overlooking a sea blackened by the night.

“What do you want?” he asked the quiet. “How do you know my mom?”

Laughter echoed all around, like paper crinkling and going up in smoke.

He cricked his neck, ignoring it.

“Madwoman, madwoman, Chanterbrooke has a madwoman,” Mélusine chanted, invisible, even to him. In a gust of cold air, she appeared inches from Ronan’s face, smiling. “Aren’t I?”

He sucked in a breath, fighting to keep his face neutral. “I’ve met worse. So, what happened to you? Before”—he gestured to her silvery form—“all of this.”

She screeched and swiped wildly for Ronan’s face like a trapped panther.

Ronan ducked and leaned casually against the wall despite his thundering heart. Any second, she could try to choke him again.

But he hadn’t spent his life coaxing the dead to reveal their greatest secrets for nothing. Playing this game by her rules wasn’t working. So it was time he changed them. There was someone behind her wild eyes. Someone with a story. There always was.

And every ghost he’d ever met had wanted the same thing.

To let go.

But for whatever reason, there was something in this town that prevented ghosts from remembering their lives. It made sense now—why Chanterbrooke was stuffed to the brim with ghosts, even before his and Alice’s disastrous “waking the dead” mishap.

If the ghosts didn’t remember, if they couldn’t relive and understand, how could they ever let go?

Ronan needed answers, but there was more to it, he realized.

Ronan was different. And so was Mélusine.

Just as Ronan had never met anyone else like him, he’d never met a ghost like her, able to drift across an ocean. To find him. And like how he could help people see the dead through his touch, she could touch him despite being dead.

There was something there, a link. And maybe a way for him to understand. He just had to crack through her shell.

“Did you curse Alice’s family? Why do you two wear the same necklace?”

Her hands formed claws, as if she wished for nothing but to shred him to pieces. “I am fury. I am hate. I am mad.”

“I don’t believe you.”

She shrieked, clawing for him. He sidestepped her, nearly forgetting to act casual. But he saw how the human in her shuttered and died the moment Alice acted scared.

Fear made it worse.

“Why did you scream in Alice’s face that one morning? It was quite rude, you know.”

She swooped down, inches from his face. Ronan braced himself for another screech, but she merely stared at him. As though searching for a speck of color in his eyes.

“It is the only time I know I am ever heard.”

Ronan swallowed, heart opening a bit at that. “Who were you before?” he tried again.

“Before? Before, before, before. I know nothing before. Bones and oil and fire.”

Bones and oil. Fire. Ronan’s heart dropped. And an unmarked grave. Had she burned? “Seriously.” He dropped the casual tone. “What happened to you?”

She stilled, breaths ragged in the quiet. Ronan held his own breath, waiting.

She squeezed her eyes shut. And… cried. “I remember only pain.” Eyes still shut, she tilted her head, as though watching him through closed lids. “You remind me of a boy I might have known, Ronan Knight.” Her face hardened. As if whomever she remembered caused her this pain. “If I hadn’t been so selfish. If… if I hadn’t failed.”

Ronan’s skin crawled.

There was an answer there. He could sense it the way he always sensed ghosts in the dark, even if his eyes hadn’t adjusted yet.

Her eyes snapped open. “You are a foolish child. You never should have returned to Chanterbrooke.”

Her words were so unexpected, it took them a moment to register. The lighthouse stones seemed to tilt beneath him and tip him toward answers he hadn’t asked for. “Wait, returned? Returned? I’ve been here before?”

Mélusine turned and floated through the walls, faster, faster.

Panic squeezed his heart. “Wait!” He grabbed his wand and sprinted down the lighthouse steps. “Stop!” He burst into the night, cold air sucking the life from him. “Mélusine!” He chased her through thorny bushes; over damp, rotten leaves and litter; onto the frozen shore. “Why did a ghost send me to Chanterbrooke?”

She finally turned to him once more, black hair billowing in the salty wind. “Because you belong to me.”

Her words scalded him. He skidded to a stop, sending sand flying over his shoes. “I don’t belong to anyone.”

She smiled. There was something broken about it. As if it were stolen from a fun-house mirror. “You do, though. Don’t you see? You have belonged nowhere all your life. Not that little village with too many sheep and a pretty girl with black ribbons in her hair.”

He stepped back. “Stop.”

“Or the city where you lived like a prince in stolen clothes.”

He ground his teeth, biting back a response. The fear. How did she know so much about his life?

“You belong to nothing but me. You have been marked by the dead, Ronan Knight, and the dead keep you.”

Just for a moment, his heart forgot to beat, as though remembering what it was like not to beat at all. Marked by the dead. It was what he’d feared all his life. That something was wrong with him. That being born blue meant he wasn’t fully here and wasn’t fully there. He belonged nowhere. Not to a house, a town, life, or death.

“Stop—stop seeing things. Just stop.”

“Stop? Why should I stop? Tell me, Ronan Knight; where would you be without me?”

Ronan’s throat dried up.

“Where would you be without the dead watching over you?”

In that moment, he knew why she looked so familiar. He’d known for weeks, probably years, but hadn’t wanted to face it.

Because it meant remembering. He hadn’t just seen her in a French chapel when he was five.

There was one other time. The day he was born.

Ronan didn’t remember anything but the ghosts. He’d been only a few seconds old, too young for thoughts. But maybe because it was the land of the dead and not the living, maybe because when you were born blue, and you were mostly dead, rules disappeared, he remembered.

Translucent fingers reaching for him. Children and strangers… and a woman.

This woman.

Wild-eyed, tangled hair, grabbing his hand. She’d tried to yank him into the world of the dead.

Now, he stumbled back, heart rocketing, turning his palms warm despite the frigid night. “You tried to take me.”

Something in her eyes fractured. Like shattered glass. “No.” She gripped his wrist. “I saved you. You have been a child of the dead and the living from the time you were born. I gave you back to your mother. And again. When you were five. As the enchantress in the woods pulled you into the living, I held out my arms and barred you from joining the dead.”

Ronan shook his head. He could barely breathe. Because if she wasn’t lying… then he knew where this was leading. Knew he couldn’t look away from it any longer.

Mélusine hadn’t been the one who brought the fever.

She’d helped save him from it.

“Why?” he rasped. “Why are you haunting us?”

“I… I…” There she was again. The real Mélusine—human and real and hurting. “I did not want loss to be your mother’s fate. I could not bear it. I feel it, you know. Every thorn, every hurt, that is yours, that is hers, that is ours, forever.” She clawed at her heart, as if she could feel it even now.

Ronan was shaking his head, unable to stop. There was a truth trying to stare him in the eye. But after a lifetime of wondering what made him different, he found himself wanting to turn the other way.

“You haven’t been here before,” she pushed. As if she needed him to see.

He might as well have been trying to swallow sandpaper. He could barely breathe. But he managed, “You meant us. Our bloodline.”

Our. The word was quiet. But like a ripple in the water, it could change the ocean.

She nodded, tears streaking down her face.

He saw it then—not just the madwoman of Chanterbrooke or the ghost in the chapel or the dead woman from a memory that felt like a dream—he saw his mother. Same glittering eyes, sharp jaw, and cascading black hair.

“You look like your father,” she murmured. “But your soul is the same color as my son’s.”

Ronan shook his head. “You have to let the ghosts of Chanterbrooke go. You’re the reason none of them remember who they are, aren’t you? You’re the reason Thomas is trapped here.”

She shook her head in sharp, erratic bursts. “I cannot stop. I cannot see. I try, I try, but I…” Her voice hardened. “I am fury. I am hate. And it has ensnared us all.”

If she was his ancestor, that made her an enchantress. And maybe… maybe she didn’t mean to trap Thomas or the rest of the ghosts of Chanterbrooke. Maybe her anger had more power than a normal ghost’s because of her magic. Maybe it had turned into its own kind of curse, trapping them all here… including herself.

“You ensnare us, too. Do not believe in your innocence.”

Shivers rippled up Ronan’s spine. “What do you mean?”

“I might keep the dead. But the dead flock to you, Ronan. More have awoken, more will continue to rise, for as long as you stay here, running from who you are.”

From being marked by the dead. Which meant… His next thought was a bell clanging in the silence.

Ronan had to leave Chanterbrooke. It was the only way to keep the town safe.

“I wish I had known him.” Mélusine was rambling now. Ronan tried to keep up. Did she mean her son? “I wish… I wish for things. And then forget what they are. And look down at my feet, and they are bare, and whispers of winds upon grass they cannot feel. I remember that I am mad.” Her eyes turned murky and shadowed. “And madwomen do not survive long.”

Ronan had to learn what happened to her. He had to fix this. “Do you think you can break Alice’s family curse? Is there a way we can help you, too?”

“You wish… to help?” She sounded so uncertain, untrusting.

What could have possibly happened in her life to turn her into this? Ronan nodded, throat tight.

She twitched, as if fighting to stay in the conversation. “You will need a heart that outlives death.”

Like for the Heal a Heart spell Alice told him about? He was about to ask when she added, “I can only break one family curse. So you must choose, Ronan. You must choose.”

“One curse? What do…?” He swallowed, barely able to breathe. “There are two curses. One on Alice’s family, and one…”

Mélusine was nodding. “On ours.”

Ronan’s head was swimming. He staggered back, heels kicking up frozen globs of sand, as every romantic relationship his mother ever had pinwheeled through his mind. Every dead end. Every broken affair.

And every time… they never loved her back. Until Hal, aided by magic.

“One curse to never love, and another to never be loved,” Mélusine intoned. “Two curses. But I can only break one.” She looked out to sea, profile drawn and shadowed. “I am the reason the Ambrose family is cursed.”

Ronan released a caged breath. Mélusine had cursed Alice’s family. He’d suspected it, but hearing it from her felt like a puzzle piece slotting into place.

“I am the reason why our family is cursed, too,” she continued. “Why ghosts linger and cannot look back and cannot look beyond and spin and spin until they forget their very souls. I am the reason for it all.”

“Alice’s curse seems connected to this town,” he said slowly, trying to orient his head around it all. “What happens if hers doesn’t break?”

The hurting woman disappeared. Evil crept over her face, clouded her eyes, turned her smile into a fractured, horrifying thing.

“How fares your mother, Ronan Knight?” She opened her mouth again, and there was nothing but snakes snapping at his face, hissing in the dark.

Ronan had known ghosts all his life. But never, ever had he felt such a primal need to turn.

And run.

And never look back.
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RONAN

Ronan sprinted home. Arms pumping, barely breathing. Mélusine didn’t haunt him. She was haunted. By herself, maybe, but still haunted. She was his great-something grandmother.

And she protected him.

He couldn’t stay in Chanterbrooke. Not without putting everyone here in danger. But leaving Chanterbrooke also meant leaving everyone to contend with a town full of ghosts. Angry, bitter, hardened ghosts.

Faster, faster.

He reached a fork in the road. Left took him away from town to the wild cliffs where Alice lived. Right meandered onto Main Street, toward their rented apartment.

I can only break one family curse.

One family curse… because there were two.

How fares your mother, Ronan Knight?

If Ronan didn’t choose to end Alice’s family curse, her parents would never get together. Alice would never fall in love. Her whole family would remain cursed forever.

He should at least tell her. That’s what friends did, right? But Ronan wasn’t used to being a friend. He was charming and quick and always leaving. That was Ronan Knight. He’d kissed Marietta—a big, stomach-swooping kiss—and left town two weeks later.

Without even bothering to explain. He was so… so tired of explaining it to people, to himself, when he barely understood. So he hadn’t bothered.

Maybe, somehow along the way, he had become the ghost.

How fares your mother, Ronan Knight?

Ronan told himself he had to check on Maman first. That it was the rational thing to do. But in his heart, he knew—he couldn’t face the girl whose parents would never be together because of him.

Ronan turned right.
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Their apartment was nothing special. It definitely wasn’t a home. The coffee table was too new, as if it had never been scratched or used. His mom sat at it now, drinking a cup of tea, eyes glassy. Absent. The same as she’d been for weeks.

And—dread pooled in his stomach—her bags were packed.

She raised her brows as he entered. “Ah, bon. There you are. I tire of this place. We must leave tomorrow.”

He worked his jaw, fighting a surge of sadness so vicious, it would pull him under. “I’m surprised you care if I come at all. Don’t you not love anyone anymore?”

“Self-preservation of our family line is not the same as love. We are leaving, Ronan. Now pack.”

Ronan paced, the events of the night sending adrenaline coursing through him.

Her gaze narrowed. “At the town meeting tonight, people said Ensorcelled Cottage was enchanted with love. What did they mean?”

He sucked in a breath. “I… don’t know.”

She held his stare. “You do know, and you will tell me right now.”

Ronan joined her on the edge of the sofa. “I’m tired of moving,” he said instead. If she wanted answers, fine. But then he was getting some, too.

She folded her hands in her lap. “And yet we must.”

“Why?” He walked around the other side of the coffee table to glare at her when she didn’t answer. “Why?”

“Tell me about the inn, Ronan.”

“You tell me why we move, and then I’ll tell you everything.”

She chewed her tongue, assessing him, and released a frustrated sigh through her nostrils. “Fine. My parents moved every month of every year, until I was seventeen, when I ran away.”

Ronan stilled. She had never talked about her childhood before.

“They explained when I was very little that we had to move for our own safety. That terrible things would happen if we were to sit still. And I used to sit in my bedroom, listening to sirens blare or wolves howl, and wonder if I had been still for too long. If whatever terrible thing haunted my family had come for me. I didn’t learn that my parents—that Papa—was right, until he could barely speak anymore.”

“But they had a house,” Ronan protested. “We used to stay in it every summer.”

Maman nodded. “My mother, she did not like this life that was chosen for her.”

She hadn’t been an enchantress; Ronan received his magic from his grandfather’s line. He shuddered. Mélusine’s line.

“And Papa loved her too much to deny her. So after a lifetime of moving, they finally settled down in the countryside, where they believed they were safe.” Fire burned in her eyes, and Ronan remembered another night, flames flickering in the green, as his grandparents’ house went up in smoke.

“But they were not safe.” She rose to meet him on the other side of the coffee table. A table that wasn’t theirs in an apartment that wasn’t theirs. In what felt like a life he shouldn’t have even been living.

“Is that why you burned their home?”

“There could be no evidence of who we were, what we were, where we might go. We had hidden ourselves so well. And yet still he found my parents. So I set fire to the only home you had ever known, ensuring he would not find you the same way he found them. I vowed that I would never raise my child the same way.” She sipped her tea and stared out the window to the town square below. “I remember how it felt to love you,” she said, as though recalling what she ate for breakfast. “And from that place, I wanted my son to know a life of adventure and daring and excitement. I did not want you to sit in your room and wonder if the wolves had come for you. We cannot stay anywhere. Not for long.”

“I’m not leaving,” Ronan argued, ignoring her second sentiment. “And you have to tell me why we move. Who found your parents?” He took a steadying breath, unsure what he was about to unleash. “Is it because we’re cursed to never be loved?”

Her eyes widened—but not in surprise at the declaration.

Only that he already knew.

For the first time, he fully understood how Alice felt all those weeks ago. The betrayal. “You should have told me,” he rasped.

A casual shrug. “Perhaps. Love is a careless thing. It turns people into fools. Shadows of themselves. I did not tell you because I loved you too much.”

He shook his head. “I don’t believe that.”

“Well, you have never been heartbroken. It is easier this way. To not love at all.” The pain misting her eyes sharpened. “Tell me why I do not love at all. Tell me what is happening in this town.”

“Tell me about the curse,” he countered.

He once heard a legend that mothers were dragons, and as Maman released a sigh, he could have sworn smoke puffed from her nose, and he felt it could be true.

“Fine.” She nodded again, more resolutely this time. “Yes, fine. I do not know the origin of our curse.” His heart sank. “But I do know why we move. Many years ago, our ancestor’s line of fate entwined with a line of fate belonging to another family.”

Ronan sat back on the sofa, strangely feeling like he was floating. He’d waited his whole life for answers. What with Mélusine, it looked like he was getting more than he’d bargained for.

“The Verey family.” Maman’s face turned to stone. “The worm in the ear. The snake in the garden.”

“What happened?”

“There was a mermaid. She disguised herself as a human, married a human man, and asked him to respect that she needed an hour a day to herself to bathe and that he could never see her during that time. The husband agreed to her terms, and for a long while, the arrangement worked. She would bathe, fins out, scales gleaming. She let her true mer self show.

“But the husband was weak, and his friend Richard Verey, he hunted magic. He suspected her. He convinced the husband to betray her trust. When the husband discovered his wife had a fish’s tail in water, he rid himself of her in disgust.

“But Richard Verey was not finished. He hunted Mélusine and killed her. Ever since, through magic or fate or something in between, our family lines find each other’s. No matter how well we hide, they hunt, and they find us, again and again. The thread cannot be cut. The Verey line will not stop until they kill every last member of the d’Anjou family.”

“Wait, did you say Mélusine? When did this happen?”

“The 1200s, I believe. Why?”

“Just curious.”

“Non. You keep secrets. You must share.” She clapped her hands. “Now.”

He swallowed once. Twice. “I found Ensorcelled Cottage online,” he admitted. “You were meant to fall in love on the solstice.” From there, the whole story tumbled out.

The one super-tiny advantage to his mum no longer loving him was that she didn’t care enough to get too angry with him. Because the more he spoke, the more he realized how absurd his plan sounded. Manipulating his mum into falling in love with a stranger. Enrolling himself in school by forging her signature. If Ronan ever managed to get his real mum back, she would likely ground him for a year.

“I did wonder, in a corner of my mind, how I could have fallen for a man so ardently that I was willing to marry him in such a short time. With a magically enchanted love? It is not so unclear.” She wrinkled her nose. “It also explains his lovesick pursuit. He claims he is determined to win back my heart; he does not seem to realize it has all but turned to stone.”

Ronan scrunched his forehead. “Wait, hold on. If you thought Hal could never love you back, why were you marrying him? I mean, I knew he loved you because of the Ambrose inn, but you didn’t know that.”

Her smile was thin and weary. “I am an enchantress. It is in my blood to believe in the impossible. Many people believe they love when they do not; so many others believe they are loved when they are wanted for egos or karma or reason beyond reckoning. This once, I thought love might be real.” She cocked her head. “But you have not explained Mélusine.”

Ronan hesitated. If—no, when—he lifted this curse, he’d be lucky to avoid a scathing for everything he’d just admitted.

Waking up the dead cursed by their ancestral ghost, potentially dooming this small town, would be harder to recover from.

Maman didn’t really need to know the details.

It would take too long to explain, and she seemed tired.

Plus, he had a lot of packing to do.

Best not.

“I met a ghost here named Mélusine who told me she’s our ancestor, but she said she’s from the 1800s.”

“Ah, yes.” Maman rose from the sofa and gathered their boring old family-history book in her arms—the only item she salvaged from his grandparents’ house before she burned it.

“There is a Mélusine in every generation. See?”

She opened the leather tome and flipped through the yellowed, crinkled pages. Every few lines held another Mélusine.

Ronan could have slapped himself. All this time, he’d been searching for traces of Mélusine in enchanter books. He never thought to look in his own family history.

“She was here in Chanterbrooke,” he pressed. “Is there anything about that in there?”

With an irritated sigh, she flipped through the pages and stopped on an entry from the 1800s. “It seems Mélusine was born in 1826 and left for America in 1847.”

Two years before she died. Ronan might have been failing maths, but he knew enough to realize she died at only twenty-three years old. Her creepy, fractured smile swam in his head. Only twenty-three.

He frowned, looking more closely at the names. “Every person has the same last name. Even after getting married. They’re all d’Anjou.”

Maman trailed her fingers over their ancestors’ lives. “Enchanted ones never change their names, for they honor the original mermaids of our family lines. It is considered a threat to your magic to change your name—I imagine this is why no one ever did, even when the Vereys hunted us.” With a sigh, she closed the book. “But you were only hours old, and I already felt what it was to lose you. So I risked your magic for your life, and gave you a name I hoped the Verey family would never find.”

“Knight,” he murmured thickly. “But my dad’s last name wasn’t Knight. It was Evans. Where did you get Knight?”

Her eyes glittered with stars, and he could have sworn he glimpsed his real mum somewhere beneath the spiderweb of magic. As if speaking about her family, about what mattered most, brought her back from that cold, edged place.

She always told him love—pure love—could never die. Hope sparked in his chest.

He was going to get her back.

“Because the enchantress in the woods who saved you told me she was a knight. She did not say who she fought for. But I wanted to honor her—and hoped that by changing your name, you would always be safe. Pack your things, Ronan. We leave tomorrow.”
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RONAN

Ronan walked to Alice’s house in a daze.

I am the reason the Ambrose family is cursed. I am the reason why our family is cursed, too.

His family—Mélusine—cursed Alice’s family, and unless he chose for Mélusine to break the Ambrose curse instead of his own, her parents would never get together, and her whole family would never fall in love.

The web was more tangled than he could track.

But he had to tell her.

Halfway there, he stopped, a knife twisting his stomach. If he was cursed to be unloved… that meant Marietta probably hadn’t liked him as much as he liked her.

He didn’t think he’d loved her. That was too big of a feeling, the word too weighted and sticky, like molasses. Something he’d get stuck in.

But he still probably liked her more.

He would never see her again. It didn’t matter who liked who more. It was two weeks of hand-holding and laughing over silly things. Two weeks of listening to her talk about her parents’ expectations of her. Two weeks of… of leaning in. Of letting someone in.

And knowing he probably liked her more…

It ruined the picture. As if their friendship-that-could-have-been-more were a painting and the curse were a rainfall, washing away the story.

Each thought slowed his steps, so his feet felt like stones by the time he reached Ensorcelled Cottage.

But he was determined.

He wasn’t leaving Chanterbrooke without saying goodbye.

Not again.

How would he explain it to Alice?

“Ronan?” someone whispered near the rosebushes shielding the greenhouse.

Ronan nearly jumped out of his clothes, which would have been most unfortunate and very cold.

Alice crept toward him, blanket wrapped around her shoulders, sweatpants tucked into her boots. The moon glowed red, casting burnt shadows across her face. “What are you doing here?”

“I’m leaving,” he blurted. Right, straight out with it, then.

Alice glanced at the inn, biting her lip. Some of the guest room lights still flickered, but her home was quiet and dark. “C’mere.” She gently took his arm and guided him toward the greenhouse. They didn’t speak until they were safely inside. Alice shut the door, cutting off the whirl of wind.

Ronan started, momentarily distracted. A tornado had clearly whisked through the greenhouse. That or a very grumpy ghost had taken their anger out on the Ambrose bookshelves. He stepped over a potted plant, knocked on its side, and followed the trail of spilled dirt to a haphazard path of fallen books. “Uh, everything okay in here?”

A blush rose to Alice’s cheeks. “Just redecorating. Did you just say you’re leaving?”

“Well…” Ronan fidgeted. He had to move. Do something with his limbs, which suddenly felt long and awkward. The water beneath the glass floor was dark and freckled, reflecting the distant stars.

Somewhere out of the corner of his eye, a silvery ghost lingered—he ignored her. He had to focus on the living right now.

I’m leaving. I’m leaving.

“Ronan, listen—”

He started grabbing the velvet cushions off the shelves at random. “Maman told me about Mélusine this evening,” he started saying, unsure of which words were falling out of his mouth.

“There’s something—”

“She’s my ancestor. Actually, Mélusine told me that part, but Maman explained how hunters are after us, which is why we move, and it has to do with some terrible thing that crossed some magic lines of fate or something hundreds of years ago. I told her that I wanted to stay and about the ‘falling in love’ thing and she said we’re leaving and I came to tell you and—” His elbow collided with hardened clay.

A terra-cotta pot smashed to the floor, sending dirt flying over the glass.

Something in him hurt. As if a piece of lead were stuck in his throat, or maybe his heart, and looking at Alice, who was refusing to face him, he… ached. He didn’t want to lean in again. The thing with Marietta, that had been enough. But… he couldn’t control his heart pumping wildly in his chest.

Because he’d already leaned in, he realized. Had leaned in so far, he hadn’t realized he’d fallen harder than he had back in Prague. He didn’t just fancy Alice. She was also his friend. A real, true friend. And he was leaving it all behind.

Slowly, Alice sat on one of the cushions and patted the one across from her. He forced his shaking limbs onto a cushion, accidentally knocking knees with her, but she didn’t move away—so he didn’t move an inch.

“When are you leaving?” she asked softly.

“In the morning?”

“Where will you go?”

“I don’t know. Anywhere.”

“Ronan…”

Ronan’s heart pounded. He wiped his sweaty palms on his trousers. People always talked about kissing as if the first one were the big one. And once you got over your first kiss, it was easy after that.

But this wasn’t easy.

He couldn’t do it again. He couldn’t kiss a girl he liked and then leave. He also couldn’t kiss a girl he knew would never fully like him back—not while she was still cursed.

But she was looking at him, looking, looking, close enough for him to see the silver-blue threads in her gray eyes.

Did she want him to kiss her?

He was just imagining things. And if he did kiss her, she would probably be offended or grossed out. He should ask. With Marietta, she had leaned in so their noses bumped. It was obvious. But Alice was different. Her eyes revealed so little. He definitely had to ask first. He inwardly cringed. I know you’re cursed to never fall in love and are busy trying to figure out how to get your parents together and also save your town, but do you want to kiss me right now? By the way, my ancestor is the reason you’re cursed, I’m the reason it hasn’t broken because I didn’t tell Mélusine to break yours instead of mine, and I’m leaving in the morning, bye.

He would need a better opener.

“My ballet performance is tomorrow.”

He heard the unspoken question. And it wasn’t from a pretty girl he shouldn’t like. Or even a girl who could never love because of him.

It was from his friend.

He grabbed her hand, warm, fuzzy feelings momentarily disappearing. “I’ll be there.”

“I know, but—”

“I’ll convince Maman to stay. What’s two more days?”

“Well, Alice, he’s certainly a very sweet boy.”

Ronan whirled around. He’d nearly forgotten about the ghost in the corner. He did a double take. “Hold on. Deux coeurs saignants! Alice—”

She was already nodding. “I know. This is Annette Ambrose. She’s my ancestor. She was just about to tell me what happened to Mélusine.”

Annette stepped forward, face apologetic. “I do not wish to interrupt, but I’ve already waited too long. I must speak now, before I forget again.”

“How do you suddenly remember?” Ronan asked.

She placed a hand over her heart. “There is magic in my blood. When I was alive, I magically sensed that I must spellbind my journal, so that when it was found, I would remember my life.” She huffed a laugh. “God knows I didn’t expect to need such a spell once dead.”

Alice tucked her legs beneath her on the velvet pouf. “Well, we found the journal now. And we’re listening.”

Annette’s face pinched. “I… I do not know how to begin. I suppose it was the engagement.” Her expression turned dreamy. “Thomas. He was such a kind, sweet man.” She smiled indulgently. “A terrible poet.”

Ronan snorted.

“But I loved him. Mélusine…” She shook her head, as though searching for words. “She was pregnant, but the father had already left her after promising to marry her. Rumblings of a witch in the village started. These days are different, thank heavens, but in 1849, a pregnant woman without a husband—believed to be a witch, no less—was very vulnerable.”

She straightened her skirts and chewed her tongue, as though the next part was difficult to admit.

“Mélusine, she… Try not to think her the villain, for I have spent many days of many years working to forgive her. But she… tore out my heart and replaced it with her own.”

Ronan’s stomach roiled. That was disgusting.

“She was still herself, as I was still myself, with my own thoughts, own emotions, but such a powerful act of magic allowed her to perfectly disguise herself as me and convince Thomas to elope.” Her hand floated to Alice’s neck.

Alice gasped, clutching her heart locket. “Two bleeding hearts! She needed a pearl to complete the potion, didn’t she?”

Annette nodded. “And a necklace to match my own. So she fashioned its twin.”

“And then I made the greatest—and last—mistake of my life,” Thomas said.

They jumped as the ghost strode toward them, face lined in sorrow.

“You remember, too, now?” Ronan asked.

Thomas held Annette’s hand. “I remember as long as Annette does.”

“Was the mistake marrying Mélusine?” Alice asked.

He shook his head. “No. No, I married her, and upon realizing what I’d done, I ran straight for Annette. To explain and ask for forgiveness.”

“But Mélusine found me first,” Annette interjected. “She came to me sobbing that Thomas didn’t love her. And I said to her, ‘You are a fool to expect my pity. I will loathe you until my last day; there is no love left in my heart.’ I didn’t know it at the time, but those words… They had power.”

She traced the curve of Alice’s cheek. “And I am so sorry.”

Thomas tilted his head. “What do you mean, my love?”

“What Mélusine never intended when she traded our hearts was to give me some of her magic.”

Annette straightened her posture. “I am the first enchantress of the Ambrose family line. And Mélusine didn’t curse our family to never fall in love; I did.”
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ALICE

Alice was grateful she was already sitting down. She felt dizzy enough to faint.

“No—Mélusine,” Ronan spluttered. “She said it was her fault—”

“She holds herself responsible,” Annette explained. “But the magic in the curse is mine.”

“But—but how?” Alice asked. “Why?”

Tears rolled down Annette’s silvery face. “It was never my intent, dear one. Enchantresses are gifted with magic greater than themselves. They carry the tides of the sea in their hearts and blood, coral and windsong in their bones. We are power embodied, which is why it is so important to train—something I only learned as the years carried on.” She took a deep breath as Thomas squeezed her hand.

“My words—‘I will loathe you until my last day; there is no love left in my heart’—they were so infused with… excruciating pain. Hate that they turned into a curse. They were uncut rose thorns, growing beyond control and wending through the very heart of our family. Something that cannot be undone with a spell cast under the moon on the shores of the sea. Something that requires family lines to break, hearts to heal, wounds to mend. Something that requires a breaking of the cycle—a new timeline to begin.”

Alice was too stunned to speak. All this time—their family couldn’t love… because of their own ancestor. Because of her own heartbreak.

“Does my mom know? Aunt Jackie and Valerie?”

“Until now, I have never been able to glimpse past the fog of memory long enough to remember and tell my story. But how I’ve wished to.”

Alice wrapped her arms across her middle, turning over Annette’s confession. She seemed so much… warmer, softer, yet stronger than the woman in the journal.

“Did the curse break for you?” she found herself asking. “Once you were gone?”

Annette wound her fingers through Thomas’s. “Yes, darling. But we are not meant to be here anymore. We should have moved on so very long ago.”

“And Mélusine is keeping you trapped,” Ronan said quietly.

“I believe Mélusine’s anger turned into a family curse as well,” Annette supplied. “Though I do not know the depth of it.”

Alice’s heart jolted. Did Ronan know he was cursed? His eyes had gone wide, though he didn’t explain what he was thinking.

“And she had so much to be angry about.”

“Wait, so what was the mistake you made if it wasn’t marrying Mélusine?” Ronan asked Thomas.

“Even before seeing Mélusine’s magic with my own eyes, I heard tales of mer people swimming just beyond the horizon. Sailors spoke of them year after year, so surely, I thought, they must be real. When I finally found Annette, the curse had been cast, and she did not love me anymore. Despairing, I went to the lighthouse, where Mélusine and I had eloped. Where Annette and I had first kissed. Where so much of my life had been sewn together and ripped at the finely stitched seams. And I heard them. The mer. At least, I thought I did. They sang songs of hope, of love and redemption.”

“When a descendant of the powerful mer is betrayed, the mer return to fight,” Alice whispered, remembering one of the pieces of lore she’d heard growing up.

Annette nodded. “And they are not particular on whom they exact their revenge.”

“They sang to me, and I did not see it as the trap it was.” Thomas’s eyes misted. “So I flung myself from the tower, into the waters below. And drowned.”

Ronan nodded slowly, as if he were simply absorbing the information.

He must have been used to ghosts describing how they died. But Alice couldn’t stop shivering. It was one thing to hear about drowning as a terrible thing that happened to strangers. It was another to look a person in the eye as he described his death.

Annette’s hand drifted to her stomach. “The day Thomas died, I found out I was pregnant.”

Alice gasped. Of course. Annette wrote letters to Thomas of a girl named Rose.

“As it so happened, my and Thomas’s baby girl was early, and Mélusine and her boyfriend’s—Vincent, I believe—was late. So, we gave birth on the same day.” Annette dabbed her tears with a handkerchief. “I sensed her in trouble. The magic she’d wielded to disguise herself—it inadvertently linked us through magic. I hated her. I hated her for tearing Thomas away from me.

“And so when I sensed her in trouble… I hesitated.”

“But didn’t you say you had your daughter the same day?” Ronan asked. “Weren’t you… erm…” He gestured awkwardly to her. “Busy?”

Annette pressed her lips in a smile. Alice could almost hear her thoughts—that fourteen-year-old boys were roughly the same in every century.

“My darling daughter, Rose, she was born eight hours before Mélusine’s Marius. So I was exhausted, but Rose was happily sleeping when I sensed Mélusine’s dread and fear. And I lingered in bed until I couldn’t bear it. I found Mélusine trying to seek refuge in the old church upon the hill.”

The one left haunted and abandoned. Alice had always felt that it had stories she didn’t want to hear.

“There was a man.” Annette shuddered. “It has been years and I still remember his hollow cheeks. A wan face that never learned to smile. His name was Gregoire Verey.”

The blood drained from Ronan’s face.

“He had been spreading rumors of Mélusine’s magic, hoping, I believe, for a public revival of witch trials. It was enough for the church to turn her away.” Her lips thinned. “Everybody turned her away.”

“By the time I arrived… she was already gone. And Gregoire was there, holding a bloodied dagger—one that he boasted belonged to his family and could only be used on enchanted ones. That was when he threatened Rose. He said he hunted enchantresses like me. Like us.”

Her lips quivered in a watery smile. “Beside him… Mélusine appeared. Like my daughter’s guardian angel, come to protect us. Gregoire could not see her, but I could.” Her gaze turned haunted, as though she saw her still. “She was horrified, terrified, furious—but in that brief moment before her anger ripped open and consumed her, she looked at me. And she saved me. ‘Words spoken to an enchantress are bound with old magic that belongs to the tides and cannot break,’ she said. ‘Make him take a vow.’

“So I cast my own enchantment. I could not risk Rose’s life. Not this sweet, perfect little baby I had held for only a few hours. And so I vowed to never say a word of the crime I saw, and in exchange, he vowed to not harm my family.”

“Of course, he might have lied. Might not have believed he’d committed a crime at all and only made the vow to calm me, so he could attack. But the enchantment of the vow held strong.” She bowed her head. “And so, unlike Mélusine, we were safe.”

Alice grabbed one of the velvet pillows and held it close, needing the comfort. Everything they’d gone through was so horribly sad. She’d never felt more grateful for her sweet town with its love for their strangeness. The affection for her aunt’s love potions and quirks and Mom’s Chocobubble Coffee Joy that cheered the grumpiest of moods.

And her family, safe and whole in their stone cottage perched high above the sea.

A place Annette had made so she could enjoy it now.

“I couldn’t risk marking the grave and bringing awareness to the witch the town wanted to burn,” Annette continued. “But I laid roses upon that spot every year until I died. It was the roses that gave Ensorcelled Cottage its magic. The forgiveness and love between our bloodlines.” Her lips curved. “I believe that is why magic gave us the gift of love. Though I had accidentally cursed our family to never fall in love, we could still give love to others.”

A thought just occurred to Alice. She pulled the Book of Spells with the To Heal a Heart spell off the shelf. “Do you think this will help break the curse? Can you cast it?”

Annette shook her head sadly. “If only I could. I resented my life so deeply that I vowed to never practice magic again after my daughter died. I cannot practice magic, even now.”

Alice’s heart sank. “But the Heal a Heart spell needs to be cast by the person who cast the initial curse that caused harm.”

“Yes, but our hearts are linked, mine and Mélusine’s. Our magic is connected. So although my vow is unbreakable, Mélusine made no such promise and can likely cast the spell you need.”

Annette trailed her fingers over the pages. “I remember this spell,” she murmured. “My daughter, Rose, she suffered from mediocrity in marriage and longed for love. She hoped this would help, but the enchantress who sold it to her warned of an uprising of the dead. She died before mustering the courage to try it herself.”

So that was where the belief that the dead would rise came from.

“I don’t know how we can get Mélusine to cast it, though,” Alice said glumly.

“I think I know how.” Ronan had been quiet, listening. But a fire burned in his eyes now. It made her sit up and pay attention. “We need to help her.”
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RONAN

Ronan had seen snatches of Mélusine’s death.

As Annette Ambrose told her story, something in his blood—in his enchanter magic—dropped him in the middle of that graveyard.

The memories were jarred, as if Mélusine herself couldn’t fully remember.

But he saw every blade of grass. A pastor with a face lined with wrinkles. Blood smeared over graves. And cold.

It was winter, and she was freezing.

The pastor had left her there. They had all left her.

The sunset has been wrapped in thunderclouds that night, and she’d thought, If I die, not even the sky loved me enough to give me one last sunset.

Everyone and everything had abandoned her.

When Gregoire had approached, his boots had crunched ice, and the curved dagger had gleamed silver. A crest of a serpent eating a mermaid was carved onto the blade.

The Verey family crest.

Ronan didn’t know that—but Mélusine did. And it was as if for a moment, he knew everything she knew.

A guilt as cold as that December night clutched him. He thought Mélusine was the villain. And maybe she was. But she’d also been abandoned and hurt.

Ronan didn’t know how he’d helped the child-ghost Henri move on before. But he had to figure it out.

He had to help Mélusine.

Only then could they fix her story. And maybe, if they were lucky, she would be willing to break the Ambrose family curse.

Alice went straight to work on finishing the potion, with Annette murmuring advice over her shoulder the entire time. It required a drink shared by one who loved another, so Alice snuck into the house and grabbed the half-empty wine bottle her parents had shared before her dad left.

They ushered Thomas away, insisting he share Mélusine’s story at the ghostly town meeting. Not hating and fearing her was the only thing that helped Ronan get through to her. Maybe if the town understood, they’d relax enough for Ronan to reach her and set her free.

The second step was more complicated.

“She needs something to mark her grave,” Ronan had declared.

Alice worried her bottom lip. “Yeah, but where are we going to get a gravestone?”

Ronan grinned. “I didn’t say we needed stone.”

The painting Alice made for Mélusine took all night, but it was worth it. The end result was bold and wild. Something that made Ronan feel as though he might be tossed about by the sea at any moment.

Here lies Mélusine d’Anjou, beloved mother, it read. Alice had even made the letters look like the golden scales of a fish tail.

A simple enchantment protected the paint from running, so it could sit outside and never muddy. An Ambrose gift to last lifetimes.

They set to work. Planting roses, arranging the painting, turning the forgotten spot so beautiful, it became the most celebrated grave there.

Alice wiped sweat from her brow. “Do you think she’ll come?”

“If not, we’ll go to the lighthouse.”

But it felt right to do it here, where she’d been betrayed, rather than where she did her worst.

They waited.

He could tell Alice was anxious as she paced among the graves, rubbing her mittened hands together. As a last resort, he could summon her.

But as a sunrise shimmered like gold dust above her grave, Mélusine rippled in out of thin air.

A muscle in his jaw ticked—it was hard to banish the memory of snakes flying free from her mouth.

But he forced the fear to stay quiet and looked her in the eye.

Mélusine was not the ghost Ronan remembered—haunted eyes and screams that cracked through floorboards.

Her hair was still sea swept and tangled, eyes still a vivid green of wild tales, but the misery carved into her face had vanished.

And… she was smiling.

Ronan’s heart melted. That, alone, made everything worth it.

“Thank you,” she murmured, hand trailing the painting. She rested her fingers not on her name, but on her title. Beloved mother. And cried. Ronan and Alice quietly stepped away, leaving her be, until, at last, she stood and faced them. “You are here because you want me to break a curse.” Her gaze focused on Ronan. “You know I can only break one.”

Ronan nodded. He knew this was coming. For just a moment, he hesitated. Breaking his family curse would allow people to love Maman the way she loved them. And someday, when Ronan was ready for it, when like turned to love, the girl he liked could actually love him back.

It would be an anchor in his rootless life.

But…

His jaw tightened when he glanced at Alice, puzzlement clouding her silver eyes.

Staying still had never been about an address or a house. It was about the people he met. The friends whose lives he breezed through and then rarely thought of again.

Alice would be different.

He would think about her, even when he was gone. Because she meant more. And friends… They kept promises. He had promised to help her break her family curse, and he wasn’t going to go back on that now. But beyond that, this was so much bigger than the Ambrose family. This was about Chanterbrooke, the town he’d claimed as his.

The people like Marcela’s dad and his maths teacher and the doddery old lady with the haunted spoon collection and… Maman.

His throat closed, the chill in Maman’s gaze so vivid in his mind, she might have stood before him.

Don’t you not love anyone anymore?

Self-preservation of our family line is not the same as love.

Staying still, having a stepdad, being normal—none of it mattered without her. The Ambrose family curse had started this whole mess. If it broke, he’d get Maman back. And that mattered more than the life he thought he needed.

“Break the Ambrose curse.”

“The spell requires a heart,” Mélusine intoned.

This was the biggest gamble. Eyeing Mélusine warily, Alice unclasped her heart locket. The one that protected her from harm. “This is me lowering a drawbridge. And giving my heart away.”

She placed the locket on the grave, then stepped back, as though still afraid Mélusine might bite.

Mélusine’s jaw worked. She was silent for a whole minute, emotions cresting on her face, but in the end, she merely nodded.

Ronan watched Alice perfectly arrange her necklace among the roses and pour the potion over the petals and gold. Just as Rose Ambrose had intended to do all those years ago but had been too afraid.

Alice wasn’t, though. Ever since he’d held her hand and showed her ghosts, she’d been curious and brave. Scared of upsetting her mom, yeah.

But not scared of the dead.

He grinned.

Alice Ambrose, the greatest risk-taker of her whole family. A strand of silvery-blond hair fell free from her ponytail as she rose and turned to Mélusine. “We just need the spell now.”

Mélusine didn’t take her eyes off Ronan. “Are you ready?”

He swallowed, throat tight.

He got what Maman meant now. It wasn’t always about being loved back. Maybe this was just one more adventure. And if it was, it was the best one yet. Ronan flashed a crooked grin. “Oh, I’m ready.”

Mélusine clasped her hands and recited the same incantation he’d heard his mum make a thousand times. “Oh, soul of the sea, the selkie and mer, the wind that churns the waves, I call upon thee to cast this spell, and ask for thy undying grace. Siellena.”

The ground rumbled, as though struck by an earthquake. Ronan toppled and nearly crashed into Alice. “What—”

The magic cut him off. It rippled, salt tinged and wild. Like a wave cut from the heart of the ocean, it splashed over Ronan. Icy-cold water drenched his clothes, sending shivers through his whole body. Alice threw her hands over her head with a shriek as the ocean splashed through the graveyard, the abandoned church, and down the hills, into Chanterbrooke. Ronan rushed to the hill’s edge, though he didn’t know what to look for.

Until—

Droplets of water rose from his clothes one by one. Alice’s next. Then the grass-soaked graves and the ocean-soaked town, until all the water turned to green mist, glittering like a serpent’s tail.

And with a final puff, as though in protest, disappeared.

Ronan breathed heavily, feeling as though he’d been—quite literally—wrung dry.

Alice was rubbing her heart, eyes wide and a little dazed.

Mélusine smiled at them. “The curse is broken. Be free.”

Alice was frowning. “But… I feel the same. Are you sure the town’s okay? I—” She glanced at Ronan, cheeks turning pink. “Nothing has changed.”

Mélusine looked between the two of them, a humor he’d never seen sparkling in her eyes. “The curse is broken but you, Miss Ambrose, might feel the same because Ensorcelled Cottage’s magic isn’t strong enough to undo a curse as ancient and deep as what plagued your families. When it comes to a member of the d’Anjou and Ambrose lines, I believe the magic in your curses cancels each other out. Whatever you feel or do not feel between each other—that is entirely your own.”

Ronan never thought he’d be getting a relationship talk from his dead ancestor who’d cursed his crush’s entire town, but there they were. He could have died.

Mélusine disappeared.

Ronan cleared his throat. “So…”

“Did you know you were cursed?”

“It’s nothing,” he lied.

“But—” The alarm on Alice’s phone buzzed. “Oh no!” she yelped.

Right, she had normal rules and a mom who’d yell at her for sneaking out. He’d have to deal with Feelings later. “I’ll make sure you get back home. And we can say it’s all my fault.”

Alice shook her head, a puzzled smile forming on her face. “No, it’s not that—”

“And I’m sorry about your necklace. I know you loved it.” Be. Chill. Why did she make him ramble?

“Ronan.”

“You know, you could probably get another. I can ask a few ghosts if they know of any super-old heart lockets lying around. Though… you’d probably rather just get a new one, right? Never mind; that’s creepy.”

“I have to go get ready for the Roses Ball!”

“Oh. Right. Well. You should go and… I’ll see you soon.”

She turned to run down the hill, then stopped and sped back toward him, cheeks flushed. “I…”

She swiveled back around, as though thinking better of whatever she’d been about to say, then whirled toward him again and kissed his cheek. “Thanks,” she squeaked, turning as bright as a maraschino cherry.

He flashed a grin. He was pretty sure his head had caught fire. “No problem. And hey, if you ever need to break another family curse, raise the dead, and interview a bunch of ghosts, I’m happy to help.”

She laughed and ran back down the hill. Ronan’s cheeks ached from smiling. He was about to follow her when the rose petals caught his eye.

They were… wilting.

His smile vanished as one by one, every last rose Alice had laid upon Mélusine’s grave withered. And died.
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ALICE

The stage was set with a thousand roses. The school orchestra was ready. It was time for Alice to dance.

She took great gulping breaths from the wings, shivering despite Aunt Jackie’s ensorcellment.

It seemed that half the town was gathered in the snow, tucked under blankets and clutching mugs of hot Chocobubble Coffee Joy Mom had been enchanting for weeks to ward off the chill.

The first few songs in the ballet were grand group performances, giving Alice time to warm up for her solo. She swallowed a lump the size of a football, forcing her sloshing stomach to calm down. No stage vomiting allowed. No fainting, no falling, none of it.

She was Alice Ambrose, the only Ambrose daring enough to break her family curse. She jutted her chin proudly as music swirled into the frosty sky.

Valerie’s voice rang in her ears. You don’t take risks.

She absolutely did. She’d broken the curse. Maybe there was a part of her that still didn’t like taking risks. Maybe there was a part that would always be scared of stepping on stage, spinning out of control, and tumbling in front of everyone she knew.

But she was doing it anyway.

She bounced on her toes, heart beaming. She had needed to get ready and meet the other performers early for a warmup, so there hadn’t been time to find Val or apologize to Mom, but their family reunion tomorrow was going to be epic. Alice didn’t care if it was a school day; they were watching so many movies.

Dad had texted last night promising to get a red-eye out of New York, so he would be here, too. And maybe… maybe he wouldn’t be Mom’s date, she thought with a pang. But maybe that was okay.

Maybe Alice could let what they have be enough.

She peeked at the stage from the velvet-shrouded wings.

Enchanted ice sculptures, frozen in dance, glinted in the waning sun. Alice adjusted her sparkling tutu dress, heart squeezing. It wasn’t as pretty as the one Mom had made. Nor was it enchanted with magic to make her remember how much Mom loved her.

But Alice didn’t need a magical outfit for that.

She already knew it.

She scanned the audience. Mrs. Figgletook, Principal Hedginski—a blur of faces she knew.

But… her nerves prickled. Wait.… Her breath grew louder in her ears. A drum beating through her blood.

Dad… Dad… She shook her head in disbelief as she took in every face—every single one of them.

Not one belonged to Dad.

He might not have been sitting down yet… but she knew better. Felt the truth sinking in her belly. He wasn’t here.

She expected familiar sadness to coat her in its gray-washed blanket and smother her. And it was there. But it was not alone. Disappointment, frustration, loss—they hardened into something brittle, a shell around her heart.

She clenched her jaw, silent tears dripping down her face.

No, no, no—she was Alice Ambrose, and she was going to be a professional ballerina someday. Nothing was stopping her. Not even Dad’s absence.

She looked for Mom then, needing her encouraging smile. Alice frowned, scanning the faces twice more.

Wait, where was Mom? And… Aunt Jackie wasn’t there, either. Or Valerie. What was going on? Heart galloping now, she clutched the velvet curtain for support. Ronan and Marcela weren’t here, either. Why? Why had no one showed up?

“Alice?” Ms. Tally whispered as the lights dimmed. Alice forced her shaking legs to fall in line with the other ballerinas. For her future, she reminded herself. For her dream.

Mom was in the audience. She wouldn’t miss this. Alice was just freaked out from not seeing Dad.

And so Alice danced.

Three whole magical numbers, knees wobbling, stomach sloshing—but she didn’t fall. Just before her solo, she waited in the wings once more. She still hadn’t seen Mom—but she was here.

She had to be here. She—“Mom!” Alice hissed. She was here! Walking through the grounds on the back side of the stage, holding a book. Though she looked like she’d been walking from… the greenhouse.…

Three more minutes until Alice’s solo.

Alice glanced at the ballerinas on stage, removed her shoes, then raced down the back stairs to the grounds. “Mom, what are you doing?”

Mom blinked at her, expression oddly… blank. “Reading.”

“Reading?”

“But…” Valerie’s face swam before her, just as cold, just as changed. The Mom she knew wouldn’t be reading during her performance. She wouldn’t forget to comment on Alice’s outfit or the silver ribbons woven through her braided bun.

“Mom? I—I’m so sorry about the tutu.”

She shrugged. “It was a bad idea anyways.”

Tears stung her eyes. Alice had called it cheesy. But it wasn’t. It was… it was what she’d been searching for all along.

“Alice!” Ms. Tally whispered from the curtains.

“My solo is about to start.” Her heart pounded, unable to ask the question. Hear the answer.

“So?”

“I need you here.” Alice’s voice cracked. A part of her always knew Dad might not be there. But never in a thousand years could she have prepared for this. “Mom?” she tried to whisper, but it came out a sob.

Mom blinked, eyes pale and so familiar—Alice’s eyes. “I’m sorry. I don’t want to be mean. It’s just really not how I want to spend my time.”

When Thomas cried that love was lost, she thought people would be yelling in the streets. Smashing plates and sobbing.

But this was something else. It was a kind of cold silence, realizing someone didn’t love you anymore. Like what Alice imagined the bottom of an empty well would feel like. It was an absence she had known all her life. Her own ghost in the closet.

Maybe her worst fears had come true. Her dad loved her a bit. Enough to fit in an envelope with a pretty postcard.

Mom, though… Mom had always been different.

She could have handled it, she realized. Dad being gone hurt. But this—this was heartbreak that cleaved her in two.

The music for her solo strummed the twilight.

Her future spot in Ms. Tally’s class. Her future as a ballerina. It was all on the line. Numbly, Alice stumbled back up the steps to the stage, laced up her pointe shoes, and forced herself to breath.

She’d been clinging to hope. But her family wasn’t here. Marcela and Ronan weren’t here. Somehow, Alice had failed to break the curse.

She’d never realized that Mom was like their cottage—unshakable stone that no storm could break, forever warm and comforting and gifting love on the darkest night of the year.

And now Alice had lost that, too.

Sweat turned her leotard itchy and tight. With wobbling knees, tears in her eyes, and her heart in her throat, she danced onto the stage.

Her muscles strained. Her feet were too flat, movements stiff.

She twirled, and as gravity let loose and the wind moved with her, she heard the truth she’d been beating back since she first looked into the audience.

Nobody cares. There’s no one here to dance for.

And like a cut marionette—

She crumpled.

The music screeched to a stop.

In the audience, someone gasped.

The lights were bright. So blinding, she couldn’t see anyone’s face. The snickers started. Her tears were bubbling now.

She had to get off the stage. Now, before everyone saw her cry. She picked herself up and hobbled offstage, the hushes and snickers a roaring emptiness in her ears, like a river crashing through a forest of skeletal dead trees.

Once out of sight, she unlaced her impossible-to-run-in pointe shoes, then bolted past her fellow ballerinas, past the guests, into her family’s private gardens, into her house, and up, up, up into her attic, where she could be safe and scream and cry.

She’d barely flung onto the bed when a head of long brown waves peeked inside. “Alice?”

“Marcela?”

“Hey.” Her best friend joined her, wiping her tear-damp hair from her forehead.

“I didn’t see you.”

“I was waiting next to the stage.”

“You’re the only one, then.”

Marcela hugged her as she cried long, gulping sobs, until she could finally sit up, aching but clearer somehow. As if the saltwater had washed away the cobwebs. “I thought we broke the curse—Mélusine said it was broken. But something went wrong.” Where there had been sadness before, a fire began to burn. “I have to fix it.”

Marcela was frowning.

“What is it?”

“Just that my parents seem normal again now, thank god.”

Despite everything, hope flickered in her heart. Maybe they hadn’t entirely failed—which meant Mom could still turn back. “Did your dad say he was sorry?”

“I don’t think he really even remembers. He seems confused. But they uncanceled our family trip, and he’s back to being”—she smiled, releasing a big sigh—“Dad. And I’ve been getting texts from people all day saying some people seem normal again but a couple don’t. So, maybe whatever you did half worked? Maybe it just wasn’t strong enough.”

“I bet the town will have some serious questions after this.”

Marcela gave her a sneaky grin. “Actually, I’ve been working on convincing everyone that the town collectively developed a case of SAD. I think it’s working.”

Alice couldn’t help huffing a laugh, raspy from all her crying. “You’re hilarious.” She quieted, frowning at her hands. “What do you think we should do now?”

“What does Ronan think?”

“I don’t know, he’s not here.” Alice’s mind had been spinning since she’d looked into that audience and been unable to find anyone she loved. But it was quieter now with Marcela beside her.

It helped bring her world into focus.

Why wasn’t Ronan here? The curse hadn’t affected him a few hours ago.

“He likes you, Alice. Really, really likes you. Trust me.” Marcela elbowed her. “Every checklist says so. If he’s not here, he probably has a good reason.”

“Yeah… I don’t think my dad has a good excuse, though,” she mumbled.

Marcela toyed with her backpack beads. “Can I tell you something without you getting mad?”

Alice hugged her knees to her chest and nodded.

“Your dad’s nice. He’s always been nice. And really funny. But, like, he’s a duck. And ducks aren’t bad, but they’re just ducks. Your mom, though?” Stars sparkled in her eyes. “She’s amazing. Like a swan.”

Alice nodded, fresh tears prickling her eyes.

“And—don’t be mad, but I talked to my dad about your plan to get your parents back together, because I didn’t know what else to do, and… he said you have to stop thinking it’s your fault that your dad isn’t here.”

Alice scrubbed her face, not caring that she smudged the glitter. “Okay,” she whispered. “I’ll try.” She also would try to remember what she wished she’d realized sooner. That Mom was enough. That they didn’t have to be ordinary to be whole.

And that they were never broken to begin with.

“I have to get her back. My real mom. My whole family.”

Marcela squeezed her hand. “Tell me everything you did to break the curse. If it didn’t fully work, there’s got to be a reason, and we’re going to find it.”







29

[image: image]



RONAN

Ronan had always been good at snooping.

It probably wasn’t his best quality. He probably shouldn’t have been proud of the fact that it came naturally. As if growing up among ghosts had taught him how to keep his feet whisper quiet.

But Hal’s house was empty. He was free to snoop as much as he pleased.

It was also… frilly.

Stuffy old furniture and lacy white curtains didn’t match the guy trying to be Ronan’s stepdad.

When Ronan couldn’t find his mom, he’d decided to stop by Hal’s in case she was there. He’d never actually been inside—he’d been more than happy to let the two of them have a relationship as far away from him as possible—but Maman had texted him the address a while back. And luckily for him, the front door lock was easily picked.

Love must have really distracted his mum because there was no way this house belonged to Hal.

There wasn’t even a dog; hadn’t Hal mentioned a dog?

That was the first sign.

The second was the collection of empty Ambrose potions on the kitchen counter. Still not a reason to panic—but Alice just mentioned the one love potion. What else was he doing?

But it was something else.

Something that only clicked once he saw Maman’s brilliant-emerald ring on the counter.

Hal’s words at Christmas dinner.

I know this is sudden, but I want you to know how much I love your mom.

Mélusine had told him that Ensorcelled Cottage’s magic wasn’t strong enough to undo a curse as ancient and deep as what plagued his family. Which meant Hal couldn’t love his mom.

Maybe it was like what Maman had said about how people think they’re in love when they’re not.

Ronan might have dropped it—if not for the second thing Hal had said.

She’s unlike anyone I’ve ever met; I feel like I’ve been searching for her my whole life.

“Not a reason to panic yet,” he muttered, creeping slowly up the moldy carpeted stairs. They were just words. Maybe Hal really was a good guy and this really was his house.

He frowned at the framed cat pictures on the wall.

Maybe.

An air purifier hummed in the next room. He paused, heart skipping a beat. If he did see Hal, he’d just say he was looking for his mum, which was entirely true.

The floor creaked with his next step. He cringed. Well, might as well go with it. “Hello?” he called out, keeping his voice casual. “Hal?” He paused. “Ghost I haven’t met?”

No one came. The house was empty.

The guest-bed quilt was thick with dust. As if whoever owned this place hadn’t been back in a long time.

He opened closets and looked under beds, uncertain of what he was really looking for.

Until he found it—as if some magic in his blood had pulled him toward it.

Toward answers.

And an ending.

It was a dagger, hiding in Hal’s utility closet.

“Now I can panic.”
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RONAN

Ronan couldn’t breathe.

And not just because a weapon sat in a utility closet beside laundry detergent and an overused mop.

Or even because this meant Maman’s choice in men had really hit an all-time low.

It was because he recognized that blade. It curved to a gleaming point like a shark’s tooth and bore a crest of a serpent eating a mermaid.

The Verey family crest.

The Verey family had found them. Or maybe Ronan had accidentally found the Verey family. Their lines of fate had twisted, just as Maman said they would if they were to sit still for too long.

Hal was after Maman.

And then Ronan.

He had to find her. The town square? The school? He tried texting her, but the message didn’t even go through, as if she were somewhere out of range.

Ronan tracked a circle on the moldy green carpeting. The dagger was here, which meant Hal probably hadn’t used it yet.

And if he had used it…

Ronan shook his head, banishing that thought.

If Mélusine’s ghost had found him, Maman’s would have, too. He’d know if she were dead.

His mind flashed to the empty potion vials downstairs.

Alice’s aunts had accused him of stealing their potion of Ensorcelled Sleep. And Alice told him the waters of the Black Sea had many strange powers, and the waters were also missing.

And… one of those powers… was nullification.

Stripping something else of powers.

Or someone else.

He pressed his fingers to his temples, trying to conjure the rest of their conversation. Even if he stole it, Val, look at the boy. He could never perform true hate’s kiss.

True hate’s kiss?

The opposite of true love’s kiss, Jackie had explained. When kissed by another out of pure hate in an act of binding souls, you relinquish your family magic. It is a terrible fate. Black Sea waters are famous for making the effects all the more potent, though few have ever understood exactly why.

Act of binding souls. That was kind of like a wedding ceremony, right? Was that why Hal was pushing to marry his mum?

“You already have the special dagger. Why do you—oh, bloody—you don’t just want to kill us. You want to strip her magic.”

“That’s the ticket!” squeaked a wheezy voice.

Ronan jumped. He’d been so caught up in his thoughts, he’d forgotten that he’d technically broken into someone’s house.

He followed the sound out of the utility closet, into the adjacent bedroom. “Where—” He stopped short at the old-lady ghost sitting contentedly on the floor at the foot of a bed, knitting a scarf.

“Hey. You know, you could have come out to say hello earlier.”

The ghost smiled dreamily. “Yes, but that is so much less fun.”

“Why didn’t he take his dagger?”

The lady stood and held the silvery, ghostly scarf up to Ronan’s face. “You’re about the height of my grandson. Do you think he would prefer a short scarf?” She tilted her head. “Or a long one?”

Maybe Hal hadn’t had a chance to grab the dagger. Maybe he’d taken Maman somewhere. Somewhere he could trap her before coming back.

He examined the dagger. “What do you want?”

His heart dropped.

“Wait.” Hadn’t Hal been pushing Maman to elope in the lighthouse? Where… there was no phone signal.

Why?

“It has power,” he murmured. “Thomas said the lighthouse had power because of what had been done there. There was magic in it!”

Ronan’s body went cold. He hurried down the stairs and back into the kitchen to study the bottles. “Love, Black Sea Water, Reaching Beyond, Opening Communication…” There were about a dozen more. Ronan couldn’t be sure exactly what Hal was doing, but… if he was right… Hal had given Maman an explosively powerful love potion, then convinced her to elope in the lighthouse because the building had power and Hal would want a magical spot to perform true hate’s kiss to strip her magic.

Ronan looked at the dagger in his hands.

And then kill her.

He stuffed the dagger in his backpack, shot Alice and Marcela a text, and bolted.
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Ronan flew up the lighthouse steps, legs burning.

Murmuring voices drifted from above. When—“Agh!” He crashed against the wall. Shattering pain dug into his heart. Like a snake bite, invisible fangs pierced his skin. He gasped, grappling with his shirt. Silent cold swept over him.

His hands tingled. His feet went numb.

Overhead, a woman screamed.

“No!” Ronan shoved himself off the wall, reaching for enchanter magic he’d never bothered to use… but—he gulped a breath.

Where—

Another—

It—

Ronan stumbled back. His magic was gone.

The door to the tower creaked open. And there stood Hal. Smiling.
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ALICE

“You don’t just text ‘emergency!’” Marcela lamented. “Like, honestly, who taught him to text people?!”

Alice rushed up the rest of the hill to the open lighthouse door. They’d practically sprinted from the inn. “At least he told us to meet him in the lighthouse.”

She knew an emergency was nothing to cheer about, but after her ballet performance, she was just relieved he’d missed it for a good reason. Maybe he’d figured out why the curse only partially broke, and the answer was in the lighthouse.

“No.” Marcela held up her phone as proof. “He said ‘emergency, lighthouse.’ For all we know, he broke his leg in the lighthouse and is now in the hospital.”

“He wants to meet us here, I’m sure of it. Come on.”

Alice puffed up the stairs so quicky, she slipped. “Ahh!”

Marcela steadied her and turned on her phone’s flashlight. “When all this is done, we are convincing the mayor to get some lights in here because for being a building that’s meant to literally be the house of light, this place is dark and it is creepy and I am not happy about it.”

“Ronan?” Alice called, venturing further upward. “We’re here!”

Thud.

The door slammed shut behind them. Alice gasped. Marcela dropped her phone, plunging them into darkness. Heart in her throat, Alice made her way back down the stairs, hands trailing the cold, pebbled stone to guide her way.

She fumbled for the door.… “It’s bolted shut!”

Marcela grabbed her phone and shone the flashlight back up the stairs. “Ronan? Ronan, this is so not funny!”

Cold silence rippled through Alice’s heart.

Until—

“You don’t need to be here, Marcela,” a deep, muffled voice said from just beyond the door.

Alice clapped a hand over her mouth to keep from screaming, pulse fluttering vulnerably beneath her skin.

Marcela grabbed her other hand, grip strong enough to break.

“You don’t have their vile blood.”

Where did Alice know that voice?

“I’ve been watching all of you, you know. It’s amusing, you thinking you can practice magic so openly. So brazenly. Without expecting consequences.”

Alice backed up a step, heart thundering out of control. Images of her family members flashed through her mind, bleeding. Gone.

Hands shaking, she tried to text Val—click, click.

“There’s no phone signal here.”

She nearly dropped her phone. Aunt Jackie routinely stole her phone to turn the volume up as high as possible—so I can hear when you clickety and clackety to your friends. Alice had been too panicked to remember to turn it back on silent.

“Besides,” the voice continued, “your mom won’t come for you anyways. She doesn’t love you anymore. Remember?”

His words caught her in a riptide and dragged her down. Alice shook her head fiercely, though he couldn’t see her. No, no, this wasn’t permanent. Mom would remember. She had to.

“If you help me rid the world of evil, I will spare you, Marcela.”

Suddenly, it clicked.

Hal. This was Ronan’s almost-stepdad.

Marcela’s wide-eyed fear turned into something sharper. She scowled at the door, hand clutching Alice’s. “You will spare me? Don’t even try to out-drama me. You will lose. And we will not spare you.”

A pair of shoes crunched dried leaves and ice—and disappeared.

Marcela pursed her lips. “That made him angry.”

“Yep.”

“Where do you think he went?”

“I don’t know but”—a groan sounded from above—“Ronan!” Alice practically flew up the stairs and into the tower room. Nixie lay on the stone, hands over her chest, eyes closed.

Too pale.

And Ronan—

“I’m okay.” He was sprawled on the floor far less gracefully. But alive. “My mum—”

Marcela checked Nixie’s pulse. “She’s alive.”

“I know,” he grunted. “She’s in an enchanted sleep, I think.”

“Hal’s downstairs but we think he might have left,” Alice explained in a rush, shoving down the hysteria. “He locked the door and we’re trapped and—what happened to your eye?”

“Hal won’t be back for a while.” Ronan groaned as Alice pulled him into a seated position. His left eye was bruised, the skin around it turning blue. “And he punched me, the git.” Ronan winced as he touched it. “Must have knocked me out.” He glanced at Alice, and even though half his face was swollen, a thousand misbehaving butterflies cascaded through her stomach. He was just. So. Cute.

And this was absolutely not the time.

But Ronan’s confidence that Hal was gone—at least for now—helped keep some of the panic from shutting her down completely. “Where do you think he’s going? And what did you mean about your mom being under an enchanted sleep?”

“He’s gone back to get this.” Ronan pulled a dagger out of his backpack. “He doesn’t realize I have it. I think if everything went as planned, I might already be dead.”

From there, he explained everything: that Hal was the latest of a family who’d been hunting the d’Anjou enchanted ones for hundreds of years. Hal had slipped Nixie a love potion—the very same stolen from Aunt Jackie’s supplies—and had manipulated her into giving away her magic with true hate’s kiss, which also had affected Ronan’s magic and probably anyone alive with their blood. That Hal had initially tried to bring Nixie back to his house to grab his dagger, but Nixie’s unexpected plans to leave Chanterbrooke had made her more difficult to manipulate, so he’d brought her to the lighthouse as quickly as possible to seal true hate’s kiss before he risked losing her.

“They didn’t actually get married,” Ronan explained. “Not legally. But she’s wearing our family stone.” He pointed at an aquamarine jewel that seemed to swirl with the ocean’s colors on his mom’s hand.

“It’s an enchanted wedding ceremony. Which means more than any legal sheet of paper to her. And Hal’s going to get his fancy dagger. And…” His lighthearted tone that she’d gotten so used to shifted. “Kill us.”

The silence sat in the room like another ghost, sucking the air clean from her lungs.

Marcela cleared her throat. “So. About your text.”

Alice gave Marcela her best “seriously, pick your moments” stare.

But Marcela persisted. “You could’ve, I don’t know, warned us.”

Ronan gaped at her. “I said it was an emergency!”

“Yeah, but how we were supposed to know this was an ‘I’m running after a guy who’s been trying to kill my entire family for almost a thousand years and also he might steal my magic by the time I get there and by the way, I have literally no plan’ emergency?”

“But I was running after my mom who was with a guy who’s been trying to kill our entire family for almost a thousand years, so I didn’t have time to give you the details because it was an emergency! That’s why I texted ‘emergency’!”

“I know that now. But it could have been about math!”

“Math,” Ronan repeated.

“Yeah, you keep skipping school, and I saw your last test, Ronan. You’re not so great at math. For some people, that’s an emergency.”

Ronan snorted, as if he couldn’t help himself.

A laugh bubbled up Alice’s throat. It was high-pitched, a little panicked… but real. Soon, all three of them were laughing too hysterically to stop.

Alice had thought Marcela had been wasting their time—but whether she’d meant to or not, she’d helped cut through the “we’re all trapped in a tower and might die” tension. It calmed Alice’s mind, loosened her limbs.

They were going to survive this.

Marcela shuffled some things in her backpack and pulled out a packet of Alice’s mom’s chocolate love bombs.

They each grabbed one and chewed in silence, thinking.

Ronan touched the back of Alice’s hand with his fingers, sending shivers and warmth up her arm all at once. She definitely, one hundred percent times a million, liked him. And now, knowing their curses canceled each other out, she could fully see she’d liked him all along. Fully trust everything she’d been feeling.

She always feared that romance would turn her into a dizzy, distracted mess, but everything suddenly felt clear and sharp.

“We need to figure out what we’ll do when Hal gets back.”

“Maybe we can use the dagger to defend ourselves,” Marcela suggested.

Ronan shook his head, then aimed the dagger at Marcela’s hand. “Trust me?”

“Umm…” She licked some frosting off her fingers. “I mean, in comparison to Hal, yeah, but with my life? I don’t know, Ronan, we—hey!”

He poked her hand with the dagger.

She giggled. “Hey, that tickles! Whoa.” She held up her hands. “Weird.”

“It only works on enchanted ones.”

Marcela turned ashen, tone suddenly solemn. “Alice. That means you’re in danger, too.” She shot to her feet. “Okay, okay, I’ll just like—” She shuffled between them in some weird dance move. “Hop between the two of you as a human shield, right? And—and then—” She looked at them imploringly. “Got any potion that’ll stop him?”

“Not with me,” Alice said.

Ronan pulled a vial of orange liquid from his bag. “I have some leftover Heal a Heart potion, but I don’t have the power to use it.”

“We’ll just have to tackle him all at once,” Marcela decided. “He won’t see it coming, and he won’t have the dagger, so he’ll be thrown. And then we run as fast as we can and—”

Ronan frowned at the windows. “There’s something there.” Heaving himself up, he strode to the side facing the hill, away from the ocean. “Uh, guys?”

He held out his hands.

Alice’s bones turned to ice as she wended her fingers through his.

Hal had returned.

And all the ghosts of Chanterbrooke were at his side.







32

[image: image]



ANNETTE AMBROSE

High up on the hilltops of a town sprinkled with magic stood a sturdy stone inn and a great glass house built to brew potions of the sea.

Annette Ambrose drifted round the roses and snow and stalks of lavender hidden beneath winter’s frost, as she had done a thousand times on a thousand days such as this, watching over her family, waiting to be seen.

There lay a woman, curled in her bed, flipping through the pages of a book she’d been meaning to read.

But there was never the time.

Annette knew, for she saw Brise Ambrose, night after night, climbing into bed, too tired to pull it off the shelf. Too focused on her daughter and the inn and her aunt and life to remember herself.

That was the part of her that had taken over now, in this dark and cursed place where love was dying, where the roses were dying, and where all they had built was falling apart.

It was not that Brise did not love. It was that she could not love. Not so long as this part of her, this unhealed part that never got to read, never had a voice to sing, remained forgotten and alone in a space not even the ghosts could see.

Annette felt the curse upon her family, her town. Its heartbeat had weakened early that morn, beside a grave of art and roses, but it pulsed still. She could not break it for all Chanterbrooke. But her family… perhaps her family, she might be able to save. For Alice.

She laid her hand atop Brise’s heart as Brise drifted off to sleep. “You worked so hard for so long, dear one. You’re allowed love and peace and the magic of all things. Your daughter needs you. You have to heal and remember who you are.”

Brise whimpered in her sleep, but—Annette could see—the words weren’t breaking through.

And so she thought of her enemy, whom she’d learned to love. And her lover she had forgotten to love, and she called for them now.

They had started this together. They must finish it together.

Mélusine and Thomas appeared, a little dazed, as they all were in death. As they all would be until the cycle came to a close.

“Help me help them,” she murmured.

Mélusine and Thomas joined their hands with hers and laid them all upon Brise’s heart. “Alice is in trouble,” they said as one. “She is in danger. Heal and remember Alice. Alice, Alice, Alice, Alice, Alice.”

And in Brise’s dreams, there was a girl whose dancing reminded her of diamonds glittering in light—deepest wishes and boldest dreams captured in strokes of movement.

There was a girl who was flawed and perfect and hers.

And she was falling.

Brise Ambrose’s eyes flared open.
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RONAN

The ghosts invaded the tower. There were too many of them, throwing stones and pencils and winding scarves around their necks.

Anything they might have touched in life, they had power over now.

Hal entered the tower room, a creeping smile distorting his handsome face. “I told them you wish to help Mélusine. You wish to help the woman who has trapped them in time. They didn’t like that.” He leaned against the wall, arms casually crossed, and then gestured to the furious ghosts. “This all started with you, you know.”

Ronan used his backpack to shield himself from a basketball flying toward his face.

“You were your mom’s whole heart. I couldn’t kill her until she gave her heart away. An annoying part of our family’s connection. A Verey must earn the trust of the mer to kill them. Which meant bonding with you enough for your mom to trust me with you.”

Ronan was going to be sick. This was why he’d wanted to bond?

“Once your mom lost love completely, you became irrelevant. You weren’t her heart anymore.”

Ronan knew that—but the words still cut.

“I just needed enough alone time with her to slip her a good, strong love potion.” He scowled at her sleeping form. “She kept thwarting me, though. And at first, I resented that time I’d wasted following you around Chanterbrooke. Until I realized, my observations of you taught me one thing.”

Ronan swallowed, throat dry.

“Speaking to ghosts has power.”

All those magic bottles from the Ambrose family flashed in his mind. Opening Communication, Reaching Beyond—had he been combining them somehow?

“I changed my blood, so I might see them.” Hal confirmed Ronan’s growing dread. “And… influence them.”

Ronan breathed, steadying his nerves. “You hunt enchanted ones, but you want our magic? That’s messed up.”

Hal’s eyes glittered. “And that is why generations of the Verey family have failed. It is because they forgot the first lesson of our ancestors: It is not a human that kills the mer.”

A silver figure flashed out of the corner of Ronan’s eye. He whipped around… and came face-to-face with the ghost of Mélusine’s murderer.

His heart stuttered to a stop.

Like it knew what was coming.

Gregoire’s ghost had stolen the dagger from Ronan’s bag.

And he plunged it into Ronan’s heart as Hal snarled, “It is the sea serpent.”
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RONAN

Ronan was losing too much blood. He could feel it eddy out of him, damp and quick.

“To finally end the enchanted line, I realized I must become the monster I wish to defeat,” Hal was saying, pacing before him. Ronan’s knees thudded to the ground. He could have sworn Alice and Marcela were screaming. “I had to use magic.”

“Stay,” Ronan managed to grunt to Marcela, “with—my mum.” She wasn’t immune to flying pencils and teacups, never mind Hal’s brute force, but she was immune to the dagger.

“I spent a long time studying my father’s notes about your family,” Hal said from what felt like the other end of a tunnel.

Searing pain like he’d never known threatened to rip Ronan in two. He gasped, trying to keep his eyes open. His shaking hands trembled around the hilt of the dagger protruding from his chest. He couldn’t keep the blood in.

And the world was fading.

He didn’t remember this part of dying the first time.

Hal showed Ronan the dagger’s carved crest. “See the scales? The serpent and the mermaid bear identical markings. It is what every Verey before me missed. So I used those vile potions. I sacrificed my own soul for the greater good.”

Gregoire wrested the dagger from Ronan’s chest and handed it to Hal.

Ronan gasped, falling forward.

But he had a bigger problem. The ghosts were becoming… solid. And gaining color. As Alice and Marcela turned smoky and transparent.

Ronan was becoming a ghost.

Marcela hovered next to his mum as Alice flattened herself against the walls of the tower and inched toward him.

Ronan tried to pull himself toward Hal, but he was losing too much blood. Marcela began chatting—she was distracting Hal, he realized.

Because if Ronan moved just another inch, he could knock the dagger free from Hal’s hands. Ronan closed his eyes, reaching for every last ounce of strength. He gritted his teeth, pushed himself off the stone… and kicked the dagger free. It arced through the air.

Alice changed directions and charged for it—but Hal was quicker. He grabbed her wrist, wrenching a whimper from her.

“I was wondering what to do with you. These two will be easy to dispose of. The d’Anjou enchanted ones are tumbleweeds on the wind, so no one remembers when they’re gone. You are more complicated. I was going to leave it be to avoid the mess.” He dragged her to the window. She twisted in his grasp, made to bite his hand—but he was strong.

And trained to kill.

“No!” Ronan gurgled. His fingernails broke as he tried dragging himself across the stone toward her—

“Alice!” Marcela’s screams turned hysterical. She shot toward Hal like a bullet.

But she wasn’t fast enough.

Hal turned to them and smiled, and though Ronan was sure he was dying, and Hal was very much alive, Ronan had never seen such a dead and haunted thing. “But you have seen too much.”

And he pushed Alice out the tower window.
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ALICE

The world seemed to slow.

Like a twirl gone wrong, the ground whooshed away and Alice’s heart dropped with it.

Except this time, when she fell, there would be no dance floor to catch her. Only jagged rocks and crashing waves.

Death.

Ronan and Marcela were screaming. Hal was laughing.

And, from the tower window, a ghostly hand reached. Someone from Chanterbrooke who Hal hadn’t manipulated into attacking them.

In that split second, she knew all was lost.

Ghosts could not touch the living.

And there was so much life she hadn’t lived. So much loving and dancing and exploring.

The fingers closed around her wrist. And held strong.

Alice gasped. Time snapped back into focus, chaotic and frenzied. “What—?” Was she dead? Or—a boy’s face appeared at the window. His eyes were golden seas encased in amber, and his smile was crooked, with a thousand stories to tell.

It was Ronan.

The ghost of Ronan.

“No!” She nearly jerked out of his grasp. Her heart—it was splitting open. “No!”

“Alice, hold on! I don’t think I’m officially dead, but—” He grunted, as if holding her was costing him. “You’re making this harder!”

Not officially dead. Not officially dead. Alice internally gave those words breath to calm her mind.

Though she couldn’t see, it sounded like a door burst open from inside the tower. “Alice!”

Tears sprung in Alice’s eyes. She knew that voice.

“Reach!” Ronan yelled.

Alice swung her other arm to grab his—

Her mom appeared at Ronan’s side, reaching for her. “Mom!” Together, Ronan’s ghost and her mom pulled her out of the night, back into the tower.

It wasn’t only Mom who’d come. Valerie, Aunt Jackie, and the ghosts of Thomas, Annette, and Mélusine were all here for her.

They remembered. And they were armed.

But so was Hal.

His ghosts weren’t stopping, as if they had been trapped in Mélusine’s fury for too long and now that was the only thing they could feel.

Valerie helped Marcela guard Nixie as Mélusine crouched over Ronan.

His lifeless body.

Alice clapped a hand over her mouth.

“Hey.” Ronan’s ghost shook her shoulder. “I’m still here.”

“How?” she croaked.

No one else seemed to see him. Mom was already in the middle of the tower, throwing potions at the ghosts.

Ronan pulled Alice as far away from the action as possible. As far away from Hal and that horrible dagger, she realized. “I think it’s because I’ve always been part of both worlds. The living and the dead—I’m still kind of in both. I’m just more in the dead one.”

“Ronan, that’s still not good!”

“I didn’t say it was good.” He gave her one of those crooked grins. “But I like a challenge.”

She looked down at their entwined hands. “But… ghosts can’t touch the living.”

“I have a theory about that. I think it’s because of the magical link. It’s why Mélusine could reach me—why she could appear in France. I bet Annette would be able to touch you, too; we just never tried.”

Alice gasped. “Oh my god, that’s it! The magical link! Ronan, if Mélusine could cast the Heal a Heart spell even though Annette was the one who cursed us, maybe you and I can cast it, too.”

Ronan’s eyes widened. “Because all of our magic is connected. That could work. But—don’t you need a drink shared by one who loves another? Do you think maybe the potion didn’t work the first time because you used that wine your parents drank together? Maybe that love wasn’t strong enough.”

Alice slowly nodded. Dad loved Mom. He really did. But a curse this deep needed the deepest form of love there was. She’d thought she knew the meaning of powerful love, but she was wrong. It wasn’t the romance of her favorite movies or the love her dad had for her mom.

Not until nearly losing it did Alice realize what she truly needed to feel steady and whole in this world.

And that was Mom.

Alice eyed the potion bottle beside Nixie’s lifeless frame, a plan forming.

The ghost of Gregoire hurled the Verey dagger at Jackie’s heart, jolting Alice back into the battle.

It missed. Jackie let out a bloodcurdling warrior cry. “Take that!” She chucked sliced turnips at his silvery form—Alice gagged.

In fact, the whole lighthouse reeked of rotten vegetables.

“The ghosts,” Alice said, frantic now. “Ronan, even if I break the curse, Hal has control of them. They’ll destroy Chanterbrooke.”

And there was the fact that Ronan was an actual ghost—but she couldn’t focus on that. He wasn’t fully gone, she reminded herself.

Ronan’s jaw tightened. “Leave the ghosts to me.” He met her gaze. “You’ll need a heart.”

Alice’s hand flew to her bare neck. That was right. She had already given hers away.

In the distance, a song wended through the wind.

Her family was too busy fighting to notice at first. But Alice heard. The dancer in her leaned into the music—a violent crescendo of a fearsome sort of love and hope as strong as crashing seas. “What—?” She gasped, leaning nearly halfway out the window.

In the far-flung horizon, set aglow though there was no moon, song churning the very waters, were the mer.

Alice’s jaw dropped. Aunt Jackie’s voice filled her mind. When the descendants of the mer are in need, the mer return, no matter the shore.

They come to our world to fight. And they do not rest until the war is done.

She saw it then. The future. Like how she could look into Ronan’s eyes and see seagulls swooping over Turkish waters or a wild sea on the shores of Brittany, she also saw how this ended.

The curse would cycle, again and again. How many would have to bleed until they were free?

Shakily, Alice shrugged off her coat.

The Verey family might have planted hate.

But the Ambrose family had planted roses. They had opened their doors to everyone, living or not, over the years.

And all her life, Alice had learned about the power of a single rose. One originally placed on an unmarked grave to undo a wrong. To give love where there’d been emptiness. And fear.

A drink was needed for the potion and, judging from the smashed and empty potion vials littering the floor, there was only poison left. Consuming it could send both Mom and Alice to sleep and strip them of magic.

But Alice was a risk-taker.

She grabbed the bottle and shoved the poison in Mom’s hands.

“Here. Trust me.”

Mom took a huge gulp… and immediately passed out. Alice grabbed the bottle before it slipped from Mom’s fingers, heart deadening. She had to be strategic and only drink the poison at the last possible second. As for the potion’s heart…

She looked down at her outfit, tutu dress still sparkling like a snowflake. Nerves danced from her toes to her ears.

It was time to get over her fear of dancing in public right now.

Valerie’s words washed through her. Your dad’s flakiness messed with your head growing up, so every time you get on stage, your puny child brain freaks out, and you’re just that sad little girl again, wondering why your dad doesn’t love you.

Mom’s. Being a parent requires putting your daughter’s needs before your ego.

Mr. Macari’s. You have to stop thinking it’s your fault that your dad isn’t here.

There was a reason dancing in public was so hard. And it wasn’t just because Dad missed her performance when she fell in fifth grade. It was because… because dancing was when Alice felt like her truest self.

And if not even her dad cared to show up when she was the most herself, the most… real, who would? If she wasn’t enough for the people who were meant to love her most, how could she be enough for anybody? At least, that was what she’d believed for so long without even knowing it.

But not anymore.

She would twirl for herself alone. And would always be enough.

Ronan believed the Heal a Heart potion hadn’t been strong enough because of the wine—and maybe he was right. But there was more to it. For Alice to fully give her heart away, she had to dance.

And Ronan, with his bravery and his ability to see past walls and rules and things that kept people stuck, had helped her get here.

She turned to him, ghostly self and all, and leaned in close, heart stuttering and stumbling and going every which way. “Thank you.”

Ronan’s eyes briefly widened—but he gave her that crooked grin and their noses bumped and for the briefest of seconds, their lips touched, and every nerve in her body came to life—and then she began to dance.
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RONAN

Ronan definitely had to make sure he lived now.

He knew this was serious. He was, after all, kind of dead. But he couldn’t stop smiling.

There was a thread back to his body. He could tell. But he couldn’t go back—not yet. Because he also knew, in something that might have been instinct or maybe magic, that Alice was here to help the living.

And Ronan was here to help the dead.

Mélusine might have been free, but the ghosts of Chanterbrooke were still here. They were stuck… like flies in a web.

And this would go on and on forever until they cut it.

Ronan’s breath hitched. Because he knew where this was going. Maybe he’d known for weeks and just hadn’t been able to face it. He had to act as the henchman of death, just as the enchantress in the woods had predicted all those years ago.

He wasn’t ready for this. Going to Chanterbrooke, having a normal life—that was meant to get him away from this magic he hadn’t asked for. But Alice was dancing. She needed him. And she was right. Saving Chanterbrooke’s ability to love only went so far.

So Ronan reached for the pit of magic squatting inside him, bone pale, reminiscent of an abandoned hallway built into the catacombs of Paris that he and Maman once lived in.

And let it loose.

Hal might have stolen his enchanter magic—but Ronan wasn’t just an enchanter.

He held the magic of life and death. Something no one could take from him.

Suddenly, golden threads shot from his body to every ghost in the tower. He could see them all. Glowing within the threads were… stories, snippets of lives. A milkman in stained overalls who wished he’d been a singer. A mother who’d lost three children saw Mélusine’s plight and pitied her and said nothing in the face of Gregoire’s wrath.

And in the center, staring at him, with the largest tether of all, was the ghost of his dad.

“Hello, Ronan.”
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ALICE

The Heal a Heart potion needed a bottle drunk from two people to work. It wasn’t enough for Mom to gulp it down, no matter how much Mom loved her.

So Alice tipped the poison her mom had drunk into her lips, shattered the bottle against the floor, and poured the remaining Heal a Heart potion over the top.

Her vision blurred.

Magic was ebbing out of her.

But it wasn’t gone.

She kept dancing. Kept giving away her heart.

“Oh, soul of the sea, the selkie and mer, the wind that churns the waves, I call upon thee to cast this spell, and ask for thy undying grace. Siellena.”

There was something awful in it, she realized. Giving away her heart and not knowing what people would think. It wasn’t the laughter if she fell. It was the silence if she thought she soared. If she not only hit every beat, landed every move, but did so with… with everything inside her. If she danced with her whole heart and its scars and its anger and its love and icy tundra.

If she showed people the fissures and the fragments, the missing places where she always thought her dad should be.

And they still looked away. What then?

But as Alice raised her arms into an arabesque, as she let the mermaids’ song fill her soul and guide her steps, she wondered if someday, she might stop caring.

If someday, she could show her whole heart to a crowd of thousands and still feel free to dance and dance and dance, no matter what they thought.

She felt it then—the magic of the spell spilling out of her.

It didn’t just heal her heart. It healed every heart of Chanterbrooke.

Magic fizzled through the lighthouse, sparking crimson and emerald, as if the Ambrose rose had crystallized in light. It snaked down the tower, veined the crashing waves of the violent night, the clouded sky, the snow-covered town. Eyes closed, magic singing, she could see it: Mr. Attlewood’s cats of the Cat Emporium pawed the windows, eyes wide and glazed as magic scurried across Main Street.

The haunted church atop the hills that kept vigil over the dead, sparking with light it had not seen in over a century.

Their Victorian greenhouse and sturdy stone cottage, the white-painted shutters of Marcela’s home. All of it.

The curse had lifted.

But she… she was… Alice gasped. Sleep unlike anything she had ever known rushed in like a tidal wave. Brutal. Claiming.

The town was saved, her family line would never be cursed again, but she and her mom—they would sleep and sleep and sleep.

She looked to Ronan, a ghost, and wondered what adventures they might have had, then darkness swept her away.
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RONAN

Ronan couldn’t swallow. Or breathe. Or do anything that felt human.

And not just because he was still a ghost.

The rest of the people in the lighthouse were blurred, smoky gray shapes fading in and out of a dream. Even the other ghosts had disappeared into a static background noise. He knew he was plopped in the middle of their fight, knew people were screaming and Hal was fighting to plunge his Verey dagger into Maman’s heart.

He had a life to go back to.

But there was only one thing colorful and full of life in this haunted tower. And it was his dad.

He was shorter than Ronan remembered. They were the same height now. But he had the same disheveled chestnut hair, same thin face.

“Dad—” His voice cracked. He didn’t know how to do this. “You’re a ghost.” He was trapped. He hadn’t moved on. Just as Ronan had feared.

“No.” He smiled, as crooked as Ronan remembered. He was wearing his glasses, just as he used to when he read books to Ronan before bed. “But I’m okay.”

Ronan stumbled back. “You left.”

“I never left, Ronan.”

But Ronan wasn’t interested. “Where did you go? How did you die?” The questions had burned like acid in his stomach his whole life. The feeling was so normal, he’d stopped noticing.

Now he could barely breathe from it.

“I’ve been waiting for you; I wanted to let you know I’m here. I love you and I’m always here. And I didn’t go off in search of a cure to fix you. I know that’s what you thought.”

Ronan stiffened. But his whole life… that’s what he’d always known—“That’s what I thought because that’s what you did.” Ronan’s brain couldn’t keep up. Maybe it was because he’d lost too much blood in his actual body. “You went looking for a cure.”

His dad shook his head. “No, Ronan, I think your gifts are rare and powerful. I just wanted to help you learn to use them. I thought I’d found someone who could help… but the same family that hunted you found me.”

Ronan’s heart went cold. The Verey family.

“Somehow, one of them knew how powerful you’d become, and he wanted to stop it—stop me from helping you. You don’t need fixing,” he repeated. Tears stung Ronan’s eyes. “I’m proud of you. And I am always here.” He began backing away, and with each step, the chaos surrounding him came back into focus. The ghosts became more solid, the lighthouse more concrete, filled with color and life.

With it, his dad was fading.

Again.

He wanted to ask him to wait, ask a million questions. But this was how it had to be. Henchmen didn’t talk to the dead who were already gone—only the ghosts, trapped in the In-Between place.

And Ronan didn’t belong with the dead. He was meant to be with the living. The rest of the enchantress’s words came back to him now in a rush.

Born to the dead, brought to the living, you will always be one of both.

I did not save you for a night.

I saved you for a lifetime.

“That’s how I survive,” he murmured to himself. She had saved him for a lifetime—meaning he could come back from this. Henchmen of death could peer into the In-Between, but Ronan could walk in it. He belonged to both worlds.

She hadn’t just made him a henchman.

Despite the chaos, despite seeing his dad again, he couldn’t help laughing to himself. That enchantress had somehow managed to make him a very powerful henchman—had she meant to? Was that her plan?

Someday, he’d find her and deal with that. But for now, he had a town of ghosts to help.

He raised his arm in a final wave, tears burning his eyes. His dad waved back… and disappeared completely.

The lighthouse—his world—snapped back like a rubber band, the screams deafening. Alice and Brise lay in an enchanted slumber on the floor. Jackie, Marcela, and the ghosts of Mélusine, Thomas, and Annette were guarding the sleeping bodies, including his mum. But Valerie—

Ronan’s blood went cold. She’d been stabbed.

And with the rest of the ghosts, Hal was winning. The residents of Chanterbrooke were turning on Mélusine in death, just as they had in life.

But Ronan wasn’t going to let history repeat itself. His heart rushed, and for the first time since he was five, he felt the acid in his stomach begin to fade. His dad believed this magic of his was a gift.

It was time he used it.

Mélusine’s bitterness had formed a curse—he could see it. A net of deepest blue, as if spun from sunless fathoms of the ocean, it connected each and every one of the ghosts through hundreds of threads.

Ronan took a deep breath, bringing the bone wand out before him.

He never knew exactly what he’d said that had helped Henri disappear. But maybe it wasn’t about having a spell prepared. Maybe it was just… talking to people. What came so naturally from all his years of moving, from all the ghosts he’d met, he realized. As if maybe he’d needed that to be able to do this.

“Mélusine did something really terrible, and she’s sorry,” he said to the first ghost. He tapped on the thread with the wand, then nearly stumbled backward, surprised, as the thread dissolved. “The curse is broken now. You’re not trapped anymore.”

One by one, he visited each ghost and talked about their lives.

Slowly, around him, the fighting ceased.

“She trapped you here,” Hal was shouting, murderous. But he looked like the one who was trapped.

At last, Ronan reached the ghost of Gregoire, and hesitated.

But leaving him here meant putting the town at risk. And that fate was worse. So Ronan turned to him. “You did something awful. And I don’t think you deserve, well, anything really. But somewhere in the world, there’s someone who probably disagrees with me. And maybe your parents didn’t think you were a git. Or maybe they’re the reason you got so screwed up. So”—he tapped the thread—“you’re free.”

Gregoire’s face transformed with the softest smile—and he disappeared.

Hal paled as he realized his greatest ally was gone. It was just him now. The ghosts had vanished. Only Thomas and Annette remained. Even Mélusine had disappeared, though Ronan didn’t remember seeing her thread among the masses.

But Ronan had taken too long. Alice’s family had been beaten. Marcela had been knocked out.

And Hal—He was poised over Maman, dagger raised, moonlight glomming on to the serpent tail.

“No!” Ronan reached for her.

Mélusine shimmered beside Hal, stole the dagger from his hand, and plunged it into his back.
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RONAN

Ronan released his hold on that deathly bone-pale magic swirling like smoke in his mind, placed his wand in his pocket, and, like walking out of a dream, stepped back into himself.

He gasped, eyes flaring open. He wasn’t the only one. Beside him, Alice opened her eyes. Ronan scrambled to his feet. His mum—

She was awake, rubbing her neck.

Ronan could have broken out in song. Everyone—everyone was okay.

“How?” Brise asked the question they were all thinking.

As one, they turned to Mélusine, who was watching Hal with a fierce intensity. “The serpent eats the mer.” She tore her gaze away from him and showed them the dagger flipped upside down. From a different angle, it looked like a mermaid eating a serpent. “When a Verey becomes the monster they claim to hunt, and uses the dagger in magic, if that same dagger is wielded against them, their magical deeds are reversed.”

She turned back to Hal, on his knees, slumped beside Maman.

Face twisting, Maman inched away from him, as though he really were a poisonous snake.

Beyond the lighthouse, on the edge of the horizon, the mer continued to sing. Slowly, Hal lifted his face to the window. As if he’d been resisting them and no longer had the strength to tune out their call. Bleeding, he scraped his way toward the window.

Ronan had never seen anything so… sad.

Mélusine just stared and stared, as if she were the one seeing a ghost. Or… Shivers rippled over Ronan’s arms. Maybe herself.

It was so eerily similar to another scene, another timeline, with roles reversed, as Gregoire watched Mélusine bleed to death.

A cold kind of fury crept over him. With all his chat to ghosts, his years of seeing the human in people who’d done horrible things, maybe even he could let Hal rot after what he did.

But that’s how this repeats, he realized. They had to end it.

“Stop,” Ronan found himself whispering. “Stop, please.” He held up his arms. “He’s just going to haunt your town in two hundred years.”

Alice’s mouth set into a grim line. “Ronan is right. Aunt Jackie? Are we going to leave him?”

Jackie’s head tilted from side to side as she stared at the blood pouring from Hal’s wound, as though trying to read something in it. “An enchanted one’s magic is a layered thing. It remembers and knows and branches out like the roots of a tree, searching for water. If we do not help now, out of spite, resentment, fear, a new curse upon us could fester. There is no telling how it might worsen.”

Mélusine sneered at Hal, pitiful and whimpering as he tried to drag himself out to sea. “I did not stab him to kill him. I stabbed him because the serpent eats the mer, and it was my duty to restore my family’s magic.”

Though from the way she said it, Ronan could tell she wouldn’t mind if he died in the process.

“I am not made of forgiveness.” She lifted her head higher, wind rippling her salt-stained hair. “But I care too much for Marius’s descendants. My descendants. To let a worm such as this affect us anymore. You have my blessing to save him. And then wash the town of the scourge he leaves behind.”

Jackie and Brise were quickest to Hal’s side.

“The water from the Black Sea,” Jackie instructed. “It is potent. We must bring him to the greenhouse at once.”

“And with the rose petals,” Valerie said.

“Fennel seeds will help the sting,” Brise murmured.

Their ability to create potions on the spot—to heal a wound from a magic dagger—still mystified Ronan.

Maybe he really should pay more attention in his lessons, he thought ruefully. But it didn’t scare him anymore. His hand drifted to the bone wand in his pocket. His magic mattered. He wouldn’t forget it again.
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The Ambrose women healed Hal.

And then washed away his memories.

Bringing in the police was too dangerous, Jackie insisted. Not with magic involved. But it was also too dangerous to let Hal walk free.

“The only way to cut the ties between our families is to wipe his memory. This way, every lesson he ever learned about his bloodright as a Verey will vanish.”

Mélusine, Thomas, and Annette joined them on the hill overlooking Chanterbrooke the day Hal drove out of town, confused, wary, but grateful to the strange women who healed him from a wound he didn’t remember getting.

“Figures the guy I set you up with just happens to be evil,” Ronan muttered. It wasn’t his fault Hal tried to kill them—but that didn’t mean his “falling in love” plan had been smart.

Maman ruffled his hair. “Oui; you shall leave my love life to me from now on, non?”

Wincing, he nodded.

Maman examined her bare ring finger, engagement ring long since tossed into the ocean. “It was an ancestral link that brought us together. That made me fall in love,” she murmured, looking to Jackie. “Was it not?”

Jackie gave a shallow nod. “The magic of Ensorcelled Cottage only ensorcells souls who are meant to fall in love. Normally, these are beautiful matches. But sometimes… sometimes, they are karmic binds of fate. Binds that have wound you in thorns for too long.”

Brise placed a gentle hand on Maman’s shoulder. “But the loop is shut.”

Maman nodded, gaze cutting to the road. “It ends now.”

Jackie tossed a potion filled with rosemary, cinnamon, and waters of the Black Sea into the air. It drifted on the breeze and followed Hal’s car out of town. “No Verey can ever harm an enchanted one again. Hal’s hatred belongs to him alone now. If he can’t let it go, it will turn into a sickness. And that is something no magic can save him from.”

“You have a chance,” Valerie murmured as she watched his car drive away. “Take it.”

For the first time since Ronan had been there, snow didn’t gather in fluffy piles across the Ambrose hills. A couple early springtime daffodils even poked through the frost.

Mélusine, Thomas, and Annette turned away from the winding road to face them.

“I tried to free you,” Ronan began to explain. “I don’t know why you’re still stuck.”

“You freed us the day you marked my grave with art and a name,” Mélusine said. She gave Ronan a wry smile. “And you freed our family of our curse the day you chose to help the Ambrose family instead.”

Ronan’s heart stumbled. He’d been so focused on freeing Chanterbrooke and having his mum back, he hadn’t stopped to think about his curse. Mélusine had told him the Ambrose and d’Anjou curses canceled each other out, so Alice could like him back as much as he liked her—but if his whole family line was free, too…

His throat bobbed as he rasped out a husky, “But I was looking forward to another near-town-destroying adventure.”

His mum’s gaze of pure indignation slid toward him.

“Did you know about this?” he asked her, hoping to distract her from the look that told him she’d been so grateful to be herself again, she’d almost forgotten to punish him.

“Of course.” Her lips twitched, eyes sparkling as she took in Alice. “But you have been distracted.”

Ronan dutifully avoided making eye contact with absolutely anybody as his face caught fire.

Annette reached for Alice’s and Brise’s hands. “We are only here because we chose to stay to see this through.”

Thomas, who’d been jotting snippets of poetry, shut his notebook and looked over his shoulder. “But it is time to go.”

Ronan nodded. He was used to saying goodbye by now. “Say hi to my dad,” he whispered. Alice’s fingers wound through his at the tightness in his voice.

Mélusine smiled, younger and freer than he’d ever seen her. “I promise.”

And as Hal’s car disappeared from sight completely, the ghosts of Mélusine, Thomas, and Annette dissolved in light. In the distance, Ronan could have sworn he heard the mer, singing with the wind.

They were free.
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ALICE

Ensorcelled roses always bloomed in winter.

This year was no different.

They rambled and danced up iron lampposts, lights flickering in the falling snow.

It had been a whole year since Hal had appeared in their lives. And almost as long since Annette, Mélusine, and Thomas had disappeared forever.

Until tonight.

Ronan believed friendly ghosts—the ones who weren’t trapped, who were just visiting to say hello—could cross into the In-Between on the winter solstice, so great was their town’s celebration.

He flicked his wand. “The dead goose who haunts the movie theater has been squawking every time I’ve seen her since December first. I’m pretty sure she’s trying to tell me that Mélusine, Thomas, and Annette are coming back for a visit.”

“Since when do you speak Goose?” Marcela quipped, checking his math homework; he’d been a bit behind but seemed to be liking school more these days and was letting Marcela help him.

They were in Alice’s attic bedroom, shimmering with snowflakes that Alice had enchanted to dangle from her ceiling. One of her most beautiful creations from the magic lessons Mom finally agreed she was ready to begin, as long as Alice promised to keep up her ballet for as long as she wished.

A dream that wasn’t going anywhere. Ms. Tally had allowed Alice to keep her spot—and this year, they were performing on a stage in New York.

Alice’s magic lessons were going to bring her dancing to a whole new level.

Downstairs, music thrummed and guests chattered, and the scents of Chocobubble Coffee Joy and pecan pie wafted through the air.

She examined herself in the mirror, nerves abuzz. It was the winter solstice, the most magical night of the year.

And Alice was going to dance.

Dad hadn’t made it—again. And Mom told her she wasn’t interested in dating anyone yet. But Alice would be okay. She missed her dad, but her family could still be whole, no matter how big or small, how “normal” or enchanted. They loved one another and that was enough. And the curse was broken—they could fall in romantic love, too, someday.

Valerie had jokingly warned husband number seven was on the horizon.

As for Alice—she peeked at Ronan, grinning at the B+ Marcela had given him on his practice geometry test—her heart was hers, and it was also Ronan’s and constantly close to bursting.

Chanterbrooke wasn’t really home for Ronan and Nixie—not the way it was for Alice. She could sometimes sense it in them, this itching restlessness. And she knew that one day, they might leave. That nothing lasted forever. But perhaps it shouldn’t.

For now, they were happy and together and free. Nixie had even finally taken the enchantress job at the inn; Alice had never seen Mom so relaxed.

As they left her attic to join the party, Ronan pulled her aside to kiss her beneath the mistletoe. Almost a year later, and it still made her heart flutter. “Good luck,” he murmured in her ear.

She took a deep breath. “Thanks.”

Marcela spun her around. “Okay, let me see. Pointe shoes, perfect hair—you’re welcome, by the way—most gorgeous tutu dress to ever grace the planet—I’ll let you take some credit for that one.”

Alice laughed. As part of their Mother-Daughter Relationship 2.0, Alice and Mom had decorated a new one together. It was covered in enchanted snowflakes, shimmering and incandescent in the candlelight.

“I think you’re ready.”

They’d cleared the inn’s elegant dining room, which Marcela, Mom, Valerie, and Mr. Macari had worked tirelessly to fashion as Alice’s own personal stage, filled with nutcrackers and sugarplums.

Because now, she danced for people every chance she took.

She rubbed her stomach. Even if it did still make her kind of want to throw up.

The Nutcracker Suite sounded through the inn’s speakers. A swell of music that recalled the gentle hush of snowflakes swirling into a storm shook the room.

Mom, apron discarded for once, hurried over to her, elegant white-and-silver pantsuit swishing over gleaming floorboards filled with roses. Alice couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen her mom actually celebrate.

“Chocobubble Coffee Joy?” She handed Alice a steaming mug. “I enchanted it to help settle the nerves.”

Alice greedily gulped it down, ignoring the burn on her tongue. “Thanks.”

Mom kissed her forehead. “You’ll be great.”

She might not be.

She might fall.

But Alice stepped onto the dance stage anyway. She let the faces she recognized blur into the background. Valerie, Aunt Jackie, and Nixie. Mr. and Mrs. Macari, Mrs. Williams and Mrs. Figgletook, Mr. Attlewood and his cats.

For a moment, she was in fifth grade again, realizing her dad wasn’t there.

Certain she was going to vomit in front of the entire town.

But she breathed and danced and breathed and danced.

The more she moved, the more her soul took over, the movements losing their practiced stiffness. Gaining something intangible. Something that made each dance ever so delicately different. A spark.

And somehow, the nausea, the nerves, the “why is there an elephant on my chest”—it all disappeared.

And as she spun, and as her gaze caught on the sweeping rose vines and glistening snowflakes and people across her town choosing to fall in love, three familiar faces shimmered in the crowd.

Mélusine, Thomas, and Annette, clapping and smiling with the rest of Chanterbrooke.

Alice leapt into the air—

And beamed.
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