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	“Mollie! Come down from there!” Glo waved her arms to get the attention of our resident ghost who hovered up near the chandelier over the dining room table.

	Mollie mumbled something we couldn’t decipher from our positions on the sofa in the living room.

	“What did you say?” called Glo.

	“She said she floats when she’s excited," said Frank, taking a break from grooming his tail to look up at Mollie. Frank tipped his head in her direction. “Seems like a certain ghost is stoked to go on another book adventure.”

	Mollie slowly lowered herself to the floor, talking all the way down. “When do the club members show up? How long is the social visit today? When do we pick a book?” Mollie was bouncing with excitement, rising several inches with each bounce.

	“They’ll be here soon,” I told her.

	“How soon, Paige?”

	I chuckled at her enthusiasm. “Any minute now. We’ll have an hour and a half of social time while we wait for the potential new members to show up for their interviews. After we fill the open spot, we’ll go downstairs to the library and choose our next book.”

	With my mention of a new member, Mollie’s smile drooped. “I sure miss our Vee.” Her lip quivered and she swiped away a tear.

	“I miss her, too. But did you see how happy she was when we left her in Frosting? She got everything she ever wanted in life. A small town, a bakery, a motorcycle, and a great guy.”

	“Her happily ever after,” sighed Glo, ever the romantic.

	We sat quietly for a few minutes, and I thought about our friend, Vee. She didn’t join our book club by choice – she was sentenced to the club by a judge who thought it would rehabilitate her after she set her cheating boyfriend’s motorcycle on fire. In his garage. She claimed it wasn’t a big deal because he had a sprinkler system. The judge didn’t agree.

	Vee is a tough biker chick with a soft heart and a talent for baking. When we landed in a book about a rural town filled with people who had a passion for cakes and their competitive annual cake-baking contest, Vee had risen to the challenge and guided us in our own baking adventure. When she met a man who ran a bakery during the week and toured the country roads on the weekends on his motorcycle, she was smitten. She said she’d found her forever place and opted to stay in the book. As much as I missed her, I was thrilled she was so happy.

	I felt like I had found my own happy place right here at the Snapdragon Inn. Since my great-grandmother had bequeathed me and Glo the B&B, along with its enchanted library, my life had been a wild ride unlike anything I could have imagined. We’d gone on one interesting and fun adventure after another, traveling into cozy mystery books and becoming the sleuths in each story. It was a bit scary but totally exhilarating. Today would send us off on yet another journey, and I could hardly wait.

	 

	 

	“Why don’t you conjure yourself a cup of tea and sit with us while we wait for everyone?” I motioned to Mollie with my own cup of tea.

	Mollie closed her eyes and concentrated. When she had the tea firmly situated in her mind, a metal cup filled with a steaming brew appeared. She lowered herself into a seated position and hovered a few inches over the wooden stool in front of the fireplace. She plopped her boots on the hearth, then took off her cowboy hat and placed it in her lap.

	“Did you drink tea back in the Wild West?” asked Glo. “I thought it was an English thing.”

	“Yeah, it was, but you know, it was the Chinese who sent boats full of it to us in these big bricks.” She used her hands to show the enormous size of them. “If you were hankering for a cup, you’d break off a chunk and soak it. Those frugal folks would make those bricks last a long, long time.” She sniffed her cup delicately. “And it’s got the top cream from cow’s milk in it. Mmm. Smells so good, and it’s delicious. Wish y’all could taste it.”

	We made sounds of agreement but didn’t prolong the discussion. Mollie was limited to conjuring food and drink from the time when she was alive. Her memory was the impetus to her ghostly food, and she often tried to match whatever we were having with a similar item from the 1800s. Some things she couldn’t replicate, like our traditional s’mores when we sat by our fire pit in the evenings. But she’d become accustomed to the strange process. I was glad she had a way to continue to eat, since food was always a big focal point for our group.

	“All this talkin’ and drinkin’ of tea is making me crave a cup of java,” said Frank. “Which of you fine ladies would like to take your opposable thumbs over to the kitchen and whip me up a bowl?” He jerked his head in the direction of the kitchen.

	“I’ll get it,” I said, standing up and stretching.

	“Paige, dearie, you are my hero. Hit me with a double shot of that new cinnamon coffee creamer,” instructed Frank.

	I opened my mouth, but he stopped me by holding up a paw. “Without a dose of your nagging.” He wiggled his ears and mimicked my voice. “It’s not good for you, Frankie.”

	“Dearie? Frankie?” I giggled. “You sound more like an old lady than an old cat. Fine, coffee with tons of creamer, no nagging included. Might as well start prepping the potluck food, too.”

	I unlocked the front door so the rest of the gang could come right into the inn. Glo, Mollie, and Frank followed me into the kitchen.

	 

	 

	I brewed a pot of coffee and mixed up a bowl for Frank. The cat jumped up on the counter and peered into the bowl.

	“Is there a nationwide shortage of coffee creamer?” His nose wiggled and his whiskers twitched.

	“No, why?”

	“I can’t think of any other reason why you’d be so stingy with the creamer there.”

	I added another splash into his bowl. “Better?”

	“It’ll do.” He lapped up a taste and sighed in pleasure. “Nothin’ like that first sip.”

	There was a loud banging on the front door.

	“I thought you unlocked it,” said Glo, walking toward the noise.

	There was more incessant banging as we all made our way to the door, curiosity drawing us to it.

	I opened the door to a pile of bags on the porch, and more bags in the arms of a tiny person. A head covered with white curls poked out from behind the stack.

	“Don’t just stand there! I’m dropping stuff! Help me bring it in,” said the voice behind the pile that could only belong to our quirky octogenarian club member.

	“What is all this, Zell?” I asked as I grabbed several bags and dragged them inside.

	“Stuff for my hobby, of course.”

	“Of course,” chuckled Glo.

	Frank wound around the stack. “And your hobby would be … collecting bags?”

	“You’re so funny I forgot to laugh,” scoffed Zell. She slid the bags off her arms and collapsed onto the sofa. “Phew.”

	“So … what’s your hobby?” I asked.

	Her smile lit up her face. “Magic!”

	“Don’t you get enough magic by traveling into paranormal mystery books along with a talking cat and a ghost?” Glo laughed.

	“Not that kind of magic, Glo-stick,” said Zell. “Sleight of hand, card tricks, coins. Maybe even pulling a rabbit out of a hat.” Her white eyebrows twitched.

	“What made you choose that hobby?”

	“I learned some tricks from a magician in a book ages ago. Felt like it was time to brush up my skills.”

	“Skills?” Frank groaned. “The Amazing Ling Ling was a clumsy fake.”

	“He was clever, and a brilliant teacher,” huffed Zell.

	“So says his star student,” said Frank. “His one and only student,” he whispered to me.

	The front door opened with a whoosh.

	“Hello, peeps!” Sebastian waltzed past us, carrying a large tray covered with foil. He sauntered through the house and into the kitchen. There was a thunk as he deposited it on the counter.

	Sebastian came back into the living room. “What’s with all the bags?”

	“They’re filled with tools for Zell’s magic tricks,” said Glo.

	Sebastian clapped his hands. “Ooo! I looove magic! Do a trick, Zell!”

	Zell grinned as she got up off the sofa. “’Bout time somebody asked me!” She stood in front of Sebastian. She waved her hands in the air. I noticed that her left sleeve was stretched out and puffy.

	“Abracadabra!” Zell shouted. She dramatically pulled at her sleeve, tugging out a skinny tube with bits of colorful tissue paper poking out of the end. She flapped it in the air, but nothing happened. She wacked the tube over the back of a dining room chair and a bouquet of tissue paper flowers popped out of the top.

	“Ta-daaa!” she sang out, waving the paper bouquet in the air. A bright smile lit her face.

	She was so obviously pleased with herself that we all cheered and clapped. She took a bow.

	The front door opened again, and Moonbeam and Forrest stepped inside.

	Moonbeam deposited several cloth bags filled with organic fruits and vegetables on the dining room table. I smiled when I noticed that the pattern on her psychedelic caftan and headband matched the bags. Likely she’d made them all from the same material.

	“What’s all the excitement about?” she asked.

	“Zell was showing us a magic trick,” said Glo.

	“Awesome,” said Forrest. The teenager removed his black leather jacket and dug in the pocket of his artistically ripped jeans. He pulled out a quarter and held it up to show the group. He placed it into his right palm and closed his hand into a fist. He shook his hand then opened it to reveal his empty palm. He shut his hand into a fist, tapped that hand to his left hand, opened it, and there sat a quarter.

	Sebastian cheered and clapped, and we all gasped.

	“Wow, Forrest! I had no idea you could do magic tricks!” said Glo.

	The teen shrugged his shoulders. “I know a couple.”

	Zell looked annoyed at being upstaged. She dug through her bags and pulled out her purse. She rummaged around for a handful of change. She walked around the room, dramatically showing us her handful of coins. She divided the stash into her two hands and shook them both. I noticed a couple of coins slid down her arm into her sleeve, and one fell on the floor. She raised her hands above her head. She knocked her fists together.

	Zell shouted, “Presto, change-o!” She flung open both hands. Coins rained down on her head, several getting caught in her wiry curls.

	Mollie hooted with laughter. A few people covered their chuckles with coughs. There was a smattering of quiet applause.

	Moonbeam cleared her throat. “Very good, Zell. If the show’s over, does anybody want a smoothie?”

	A chorus of voices responded with enthusiasm, and we all moved into the kitchen.

	 

	 

	“What’s under the foil?” asked Frank. “And you’d better say fish.”

	Sebastian leaned over and tickled Frank under the chin. The cat ducked away from his hand and grimaced. Sebastian followed Frank’s movements and resumed his tickles.

	Frank tucked in his chin and shook his head wildly. “Knock it off and unveil the grub. This cat ain’t got all day.”

	“Where are you going?” asked Forrest.

	“Duh. Into a book. I assume that is also why you’re — ahhhh! Bagels and lox, heavy on the lox. My hero!”

	Sebastian loaded up a plate with lox. Frank was finally quiet as he feasted on the fish.

	“Good morning, team.” Atticus Papadopoulos, the brains of the group, stepped into the kitchen. He carried several bags, a container of food, and his paranormal metal detector. He wore canvas pants covered with pockets, a beige safari-style shirt, a leather bomber jacket, and a fedora.

	“Someone’s ready for adventure!” said Frank around a mouthful of lox.

	“Indeed. One should always be prepared.”

	 “Hi, Atticus!” said Moonbeam. “I’m making smoothies. Would you like one?”

	“Sounds delightful; yes, please.”

	While Moonbeam busied herself making the smoothies, the rest of us reviewed the applicants that were coming to interview for the open club member position. It had been quite the process the day before on our group chat, since it was impossible to please such a varied group of opinionated people. There were complaints about every applicant, but we somehow managed to pick five to interview in person.

	We were weeding out yet another applicant when the loud gong of the doorbell interrupted us.

	“Who could that be?” asked Glo. “Our first interview is two hours away.”

	“I hope it’s not one of those chipper early-bird types,” said Sebastian. “They exhaust me.”

	Being a mystery-loving group of busybodies, everyone headed to the door. The whole bunch stood behind me as I opened it.

	The sound of nine voices gasping was broken only by Sebastian’s shriek.

	“Vee?!”
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	A woman stood on the porch. We all stared at her, no one daring to speak. It was our very own Vee. Our book club member who had met her soulmate and left us to live out her life in the town of Frosting – inside a book.

	Or was it her? I looked closer.

	This woman was tall and slim, just like Vee. She had the same sharp features and intense, intelligent stare. She had the same brunette hair and perfectly shaped eyebrows. Except … something was off. Where Vee was a serious, black-leather-wearing, tattooed biker chick, this woman was a lighter, brighter version. She was wearing a floral backpack. She had a helmet tucked under her arm – not a motorcycle helmet, though. This was a powder blue bicycle helmet. She wore a blue and turquoise spandex biking outfit that matched the blue touring bike parked in the walkway. The bike was loaded up with turquoise saddle bags. Although she had Vee’s long brunette hair, instead of wearing it in braids half hidden under a bandana, hers fell in long sweeping waves over her shoulders. She was holding a pair of floral biking gloves and had a ponytail holder around her wrist.

	This almost-but-not-quite Vee reached up and brushed her hair over one shoulder exposing a tiny blue and green flower tattoo near her right ear. My breath caught in my throat – Vee had a similar tattoo, but hers was a blue and green feather near her left ear.

	I gave the woman credit. She stood with a friendly smile; silent and immobile while we all examined her from head to toe.

	Zell stepped forward. She scrunched up her face so hard her lip nearly hit the end of her nose. She craned her neck and looked up at the woman. “Vee? Is that you?”

	A sweet smile lit the woman’s face, and she displayed a set of dimples, eerily like Vee’s. “Vee? I assume you mean Valentina? I’m her twin sister—"

	Sebastian dramatically pointed at her face. “You look like Vee … but I don’t believe you. You're an imposter!” His eyes narrowed and his lips tightened into a straight line as he glared at the woman.

	“What? An imposter? No! Of course not. I really am her sis—”

	Sebastian interrupted her. “I’m sorry Missy, but Vee was an orphan who grew up in foster homes where she played board games with the other kids. She had no sister.” He crossed his arms and dared her to contradict him.

	“She didn’t know about me. I didn’t know about her. I was—”

	“Liar!” yelled Zell, her small hands in fists, lifted and ready to do battle to protect us and our good friend Vee from this impostor.

	Glo stepped up behind Zell and put her hands on Zell’s shoulders. “Let’s hear her out, okay?”

	“I’m Valeria Cortez—”

	“Aha!” shouted Zell, pointing dramatically at the woman. “Vee’s last name was Torres! What kind of game are you playing at, girlie?” She squinted her eyes and waited for an answer.

	The woman held up her own hands in a show of peace. “I was adopted at birth. A few months ago, I became curious about my genetics and got one of those DNA kits. It showed that I had a twin sister. I set out to find her.”

	Valeria plopped down her pack and unzipped it open. She pulled a file filled with her DNA results and even produced her birth certificate. She held it out for all to see.

	“Vee really was your twin sister!” I gasped. Her story and the uncanny resemblance were evidence enough, in my opinion.

	“Is that what you called Valentina? Vee? That’s so clever. I’m Valeria.”

	“Vee-squared,” said Frank. “Or … Vee the second? Hmm. No, no. Val, maybe?”

	“Oh, my goodness!” Valeria squealed as she plopped down next to Frank. Just as Vee before her, she was instantly smitten with the talking cat. “Look at you! A gorgeous talking Siamese. It’s like a dream come true. You can call me Valeria, that’s fine. What is your name, you beautiful boy?”

	Frank inched closer to her and rubbed his face against her outstretched hand and purred. “The name’s Frank.”

	“Aren’t you magnificent?”

	Zell coughed out a laugh. “A magnificently sneaky pain in the backside, maybe.”

	Valeria chuckled. “Ah hah, a true Siamese then, aren’t you, big boy?” She stroked his soft fur while he turned and stuck his tongue out at Zell.

	After a few minutes of admiring Frank, Valeria stood up. “I know this seems very strange. But I’ve been hunting for my twin ever since I learned that she existed. I finally tracked down her last known address. The landlord said she had moved out unexpectedly. A friend came by for most of her things, but she left some of her belongings behind in the storage room. The landlord had kept the boxes, in case she returned.”

	“I was that friend!” I said in surprise. “When Vee left … for her destiny … she had asked me to give notice to her apartment manager and the bakery where she worked. Since she had no family, she instructed me to donate her things. Obviously, I’d missed the storage room.”

	“Her destiny? What do you mean?” Valeria looked confused.

	“Uhhh. Long story. How did you find us?”

	“I found information about the Snapdragon Inn and this address with notes about a book club that she belonged to. I hoped the members of the club might be able to tell me where she is.” She spread her arms wide and scanned the group of us. “So here I am. Are you in the book club?”

	“We are! Please, come inside.”

	 

	 

	We sat at the table enjoying tea, coffee, and Moonbeam’s smoothies as we introduced ourselves to Valeria. Mollie hung back behind a potted plant, watching us. I was glad; we didn’t need to shock this newcomer with the presence of a ghost – if she could even see her. I had no idea what the ‘rules’ were about our ghostly member. Some people could see her, others couldn’t.

	“It’s wonderful to meet all of you. But I’m dying to know. Where’s my sister? When can I meet her?”

	Valeria looked at our shocked and sad faces, then her smile faded. “Oh, no. Is she no longer a member? Do you have a forwarding address? Or maybe her phone number?”

	“Oh, my dear girl.” Frank lowered his voice to a deep timbre. “Where she’s gone, there is no phone number.”

	Valeria looked shocked. “Is she … dead?”

	“No, no, no!” I blurted. “She’s alive and well and very, very happy!”

	Zell tapped the table. “Paige, I think we should tell her.”

	Frank squinted at Zell. “Can she be trusted?”

	“She’s come all this way searching for her twin,” said Glo.

	“All what way?” asked Frank. He looked at Valeria. “Where’d you come from?”

	“Denver.”

	“See? She hasn’t come all that far,” smirked Frank.

	“But she came by bike,” Zell pointed out. “That had to be like a twenty-hour ride.”

	“Bus and bike. Six hours,” said Valeria.

	“Six. Twenty. Whatever. A long trip. And ya know, she has that twin thing going on,” said Zell, her white eyebrows dancing.

	“Twin thing?” asked Glo.

	“You know. An invisible thread.” Zell tapped the spot on her neck where both Vee and Valeria has tattoos.

	“Zell speaks of the psychic connection that connects twins,” said Atticus.

	“Yeah. Psychic.” Zell nodded and her white curls bounced.

	“Twins often have a cellular-level bond,” explained Atticus. “Even when separated, they share the same tendencies and preferences. If you note, Vee was a motorcyclist, while Valeria rides a bike of a different kind. I noted the similar tattoo on both women, and I suspect they share other similarities. As these two appear to be identical twins, the connection is likely to be particularly intense, as they would have been the result of one fertilized egg split into two, giving them nearly identical DNA. As a result, they would be genetically predisposed to similar thought patterns and life choices.”

	“So, they’d be as close as two people could be?” I asked.

	Atticus nodded. “Exactly.”

	“Then it’s clear. We have a moral obligation to tell her.” Moonbeam’s tone booked no argument.

	“We can do it over brunch!” said Zell. As always, she was ever ready to dive into a meal.
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	We ushered Valeria into the kitchen, and I marveled at her great attitude when surrounded by our exuberant club members. There was a burst of chatter as Vee’s sister met everyone in the group. She was cheerful, sweet, and chatty – the exact opposite of our intense, serious Vee.

	The babble of our introductions morphed into a beehive of activity while everyone began setting up the potluck. To my delight, Valeria jumped right in and helped Glo make potato salad without even being asked. Once the food was prepared, we all filled our plates and took seats around our large country kitchen table.

	“This is lovely, and I’m so honored you all invited me to brunch. A toast to the hosts!” Valeria lifted her glass of lemonade, and we all did the same. “As much as I’ve enjoyed all this, I’m quite anxious to hear about Valentina. Can you tell me where I can find my sister?”

	“It’s a long story,” said Forrest.

	“I’m in no rush.” She smiled and leaned back in her chair, looking ready for a story.

	“No, I mean it’s really, really long. Especially with these folks telling it.”

	Zell made a huffing sound and Forrest blushed and mumbled, “Sorry.”

	“That’s okay!” laughed Valeria. “I’ve nowhere to go. My adoptive parents have retired and are checking off everything on their bucket list by traveling the world. They invited me to go with them, but I decided to take my own journey. Thus, the DNA test and the search for my twin. I have all the time in the world to hear about her.”

	There was complete silence around the table. Glo began to bite her lip and Atticus scratched his head. I suspected everyone was doing the same thing that I was. Determining if we should share information about our secret club, and then, how to even begin the unbelievable story. I figured since she was trying to find her twin sister, it would be reasonable to explain the club to her.

	“I guess the best place to start is at the beginning,” I said.

	“Good idea, Paige,” said Glo. “What’s the beginning?”

	There was another beat of silence, and then Zell stood up. “We are all characters in a book!” She flung her arms wide.

	Everyone groaned, Frank snorted, and Valeria chuckled, thinking it was a joke.

	“That is not the beginning, Zell,” said Moonbeam.

	Zell puffed out a dramatic breath. “Fine. We have a very special book club. We choose a book. The globe spins. Fog comes. Then … POOF!” She splayed both hands and wiggled her fingers. “We’re inside a book. We solve the mystery, then POOF! We’re back home.”

	“Enough with the POOF!” Sebastian mimicked her hand motions, wiggling his fingers.

	Frank lifted a paw and extended his claws, attempting to copy the motion. He let out a deep chortle.

	Sebastian pointed at Valeria. “Can’t you see the girl is totally confused?”

	I looked at Valeria. Honestly, she looked more amused than confused. Clearly Zell’s words sounded like fiction. But I figured I’d best step in and tell our story.

	“Glo is my aunt. She and I inherited the Snapdragon Inn from her grandmother – my great-grandmother – GeeGee. When we moved in, we discovered that GeeGee had kept a secret from us. We found a hidden library in the basement.”

	“That’s so exciting!” gushed Valeria. “I love books and libraries. I can’t imagine having one in my own home!”

	“Oh, I’m with you, honey!” said Moonbeam. “Reading is a passport to countless adventures.”

	“Clever!” said Sebastian.

	“I can’t take credit. That was said by Mary Pope Osborne.”

	Atticus nodded. “The author of one of the best-selling children’s chapter book series of all time – the Magic Tree House books. There are more than one hundred stories in print, translated into about thirty languages. I believe well over a hundred million books have sold worldwide. They are an international phenomenon.”

	“I loved those books as a girl,” I said, remembering back to the story of the kids who climbed an enchanted tree house that was a portal to other worlds. “And if you think about it, that’s sort of like what we do, isn’t it?”

	“I never thought of it that way, but it is!” said Moonbeam. “Magic Tree House meets cozy mystery meets paranormal time travel meets the Hallmark Mystery Channel—"

	“Meets The Twilight Zone,” said Frank, following it up with a musical tune meant to be the Twilight Zone theme song.

	There were nodding heads and sounds of agreement around the table.

	 “Let me get back to explaining things to Valeria.” I turned towards her. “Sorry. This group tends to wander off topic.”

	She laughed. “No worries. I’m enjoying your banter – even though I’m totally lost.”

	“Our library is … unique. It contains only cozy mystery books.”

	“What are ‘cozy’ mysteries?” asked Valeria.

	“Think of Agatha Christie style stories, or the Hallmark Channel mysteries,” said Atticus. “They’re whodunits that are plot- and character-driven. They focus on solving the puzzle and don’t include any violence, sex, or foul language. The crime takes place in a small, intimate community, and is solved by an amateur sleuth, or in some cases, a group of amateur sleuths. There’s a satisfactory resolution to the mystery, and a happy ending for the main characters.”

	“And there’s always a cat,” said Frank, his ears perked up.

	“Not always,” said Moonbeam. She glanced at our library cat. He drooped at her comment. “Uhh, but yes, very often there is a cat,” she quickly added. “And in paranormal stories, often it’s a talking cat.” She smiled at Frank, and he relaxed.

	“Ah! I never knew that genre had a name,” said Valeria. “It’s the type of books I like. I enjoy solving the murder mystery right along with the main character.”

	“Ding, ding, ding!” said Frank. “We have a winner!”

	“A winner?” asked Valeria.

	“You’ve described our book club,” said Glo. “But … we actually do go inside the books and solve the mysteries.”

	“Like, you do reenactments?” Valeria asked.

	“Well, we did that once,” Glo said. “But no. I’m talking about magic.”

	Valeria’s eyebrows rose. “Magic?”

	“Yes, magic. Real honest-to-goodness magic.” Glo took a big breath. “We are absorbed right into the books!” she exclaimed.

	Valeria tilted her head and her brows tightened in confusion. “What do you mean?”

	“I realize that it’s difficult to comprehend,” said Atticus. “The Snapdragon Inn library is enchanted. We become main characters in each story. We are the amateur sleuths.”

	Valeria stared at him, then her eyes traveled over each one of us. We were all nodding.

	“He’s telling the truth,” I said. “We are absorbed into the enchanted books.”

	“No freakin’ way!” gasped Valeria.

	“Yes freakin’ way!” said Sebastian. “The books are magical! Isn’t that the craziest thing you’ve ever heard? But we do it. We go into the books.”

	“That’s unbelievable!” Valeria’s hands flew to her mouth, her eyes wide in surprise.

	“You get used to it,” said Forrest.

	“Now, here’s the thing about Vee—” I started, but then paused. How do I tell this woman that the sister she just discovered, but never met, was gone inside a book?

	“Your sister. She was a member of our club,” said Glo.

	“She went into books with you?” gasped Valeria.

	“Yeah. She did. She went into books with us. And she … she …” Glo stuttered to a stop.

	Valeria looked back and forth between me and Glo. Neither of us had the guts to finish the story.

	Zell banged the table, and we all jumped. “What these two can’t seem to spit out is this. Your sister found her forever book and she stayed there.”

	Valeria’s eyes popped open even wider, and her jaw dropped. “My twin sister? She’s in a book? An actual book!?”

	Zell nodded. “Umm humm.”

	Valeria shook her head like a dog after a bath. She put her hands to her cheeks. “Wow.”

	Zell chuckled. “It’s a good one, too. With fairies.”

	“Fairies? I love fairies! Can I go into the book and meet her? And meet the fairies?”

	“Not sure you wanna meet these fairies,” mumbled Frank.

	Luckily Valeria didn’t hear him. She was distracted by the idea of fairies. No need to cause her any worry by expanding on the unusual fairies we’d met in Vee’s book.

	“It’s complicated,” I said. “We can’t go back inside a book we’ve already traveled to. It’s possible that her book is part of a series, and we could find her in the next book, but—”

	“Let’s do it!” yelled Valeria, jumping up from her chair in excitement.

	“It’s not that easy, hon,” said Moonbeam.

	“Her book could be the last in a series, or a standalone,” said Glo. “Plus, our enchanted library has no catalog or listing to be able to locate a specific book.”

	“Your library has no catalog?” She looked gobsmacked.

	“I know, right?” said Glo. “I think it’s because the books change all the time. We could keep our eyes open for a sequel, but it’s likely we’d never find it. There are thousands of books, and the library grows over time.”

	Valeria looked thoughtful. She took a breath, then sat up tall in her chair. “I’ll risk it. Even if we don’t meet up with my sister – this book club sounds amazing. Yes, I’m in. I mean, can I be in? Would you let me join your club?”

	“You’re in, cupcake!” said Sebastian, clapping his hands.

	“We need to vote,” said Glo. She sheepishly glanced at Valeria. “Sorry, but it’s our process.”

	“No worries!” She smiled at us. “Do you have a restroom I can use while you do your voting?”

	I directed Valeria to the bathroom. As soon as she left the room I called for a vote. Unsurprisingly, it was a unanimous yes.

	“I’m not sure why we even advertise for new members,” Glo said. “They always seem to just show up when we need them.”

	“Well, yeah. Of course they do,” said Zell.

	“Can’t just take people off the street, you know,” said Frank.

	“No, we didn’t know,” said Sebastian, crossing his arms. “Maybe one of these days you two could actually tell us all the stuff you know about this club that you’ve been part of forever.”

	“Not forever,” said Zell. “About thirty years for me, and a few hundred years for Frankie. It’s been a while, but not forever.”

	“And there you go again dropping hints about things we don’t know,” said Glo.

	“My point,” huffed Sebastian, “is that it would be nice for you two to provide more information before the fact, rather than after.”

	“Ah, tomato, ta-mah-toe.” Zell shrugged.

	I tapped my fork on the table, given I had no gavel with me. “By unanimous agreement, Valeria is our new club member.”

	There was an enthusiastic round of applause.

	“Forrest, can you text our applicants and tell them that the spot has been filled and they don’t need to come for interviews?”

	“Sure,” said Forrest, as he pulled out his phone.

	 

	 

	Valeria peeked around the corner. “Can I come back in now?”

	“Sure thing, honey!” said Sebastian, waving her in. “And welcome! You’re our newest member!”

	Valeria let out an excited squeal and did a little song and dance. We all cheered her on while Zell got up and twirled around with her until they both dropped into chairs laughing. Now that Valeria’s story was accepted as truth, Zell loosened right up.

	Mollie appeared out of thin air and swooped around the room singing cheerfully.

	Valeria stopped laughing and grabbed the arms of her chairs. She stared open-mouthed at Mollie. “Oh, my gosh!”

	“That’s just Mollie,” said Sebastian. “She’s a book club member, too.”

	“Is she … a … a … specter?” She whispered the last word.

	“Yeppers, you guessed it. No reason to mince words. I’m Mollie. Born and raised in the old Wild West. I’m a ghost now. I came forward from my book and joined the club.”

	Valeria’s face glowed with an enormous smile, and she slapped her knee. “Wow. That is so cool! This gets better and better! It’s great to meet you, Mollie.”

	Clearly, this open-minded, excited, and joyful woman was going to be a wonderful addition to our group.

	“If you guys can tidy up the kitchen and get ready for book club, I’ll get Valeria settled in her room,” I said.

	“I get a room here?”

	“Yes, and we’ll put you in Vee’s old room.”

	“Oh, wow! I’d love that. But I don’t understand. I thought we were leaving?”

	“The Snapdragon Inn travels along with us into the books,” said Glo.

	“Usually,” said Zell.

	“Umm hmm,” said Frank. “Usually.”

	Sebastian groaned. “More unshared information.”
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	While the group scattered to get ready for our next book journey, Glo and I settled Valeria into her room. Since it used to be Vee’s place, just entering the Japanese garden-themed bedroom caused a rush of memories. I’d been so surprised when Vee picked this delicate, airy room. It seemed opposite to her biker chick persona. However, once I got to know her, I realized that it suited her perfectly. She had said it reminded her of the vast open spaces on the road trips she took on her motorcycle.

	Valeria bustled around the room exclaiming her delight over every feature. She stilled when she approached the chair in front of the window and placed her hands reverently on it.

	“My twin sister sat in this chair.” She sucked in a breath and her eyes misted over. “I can hardly believe it.”

	She was right. Vee loved sitting there by the window whether we were here in Colorado or away in some crazy book adventure. Valeria shook off her emotional moment and returned to exploring.

	As I watched Valeria’s delighted response to the room, I felt this was another indication of their twin connection. I thought of Vee’s love of baking, and her incredible skill at creating award-winning cakes, and wondered if her sister shared that talent. I was certain that cake-loving Zell would be overjoyed.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	The energy level in the house was at an all-time high. We knew what lay ahead, as we were no longer novices in this book journey process – except for Valeria, of course. She was pacing the kitchen, bursting with anticipation. With her joyful, eager personality, it was going to be fun to watch her experience this for the first time.

	After we filled our plates with snacks and put away the leftovers from the potluck brunch, we assembled in front of the basement door. We shifted Valeria to the front of the group, and she stood next to me vibrating with excitement. I placed my hand on the doorknob, signaling for the fanfare to begin.

	Zell, Atticus, Glo, and Sebastian drummed out a beat on the wooden tables. Mollie floated up to the chandelier and gently blew the hanging crystals. Her one skill that transcended the ghost and human world boundary added a melodic tinkling to the drumbeat. Moonbeam began her usual chant in indecipherable words.

	“Is that a magic spell?” whispered Valeria.

	“No, it’s not a spell.” I stifled a giggle. “I think it’s more like a yoga chant.”

	Moonbeam answered in the same chanty voice. “We are inviting the spirit of exploration into our hearts and asking the universe for wisdom and luck.”

	“Well, I’ll be,” said Frank. “I always wondered what the mumbo-jumbo was about.”

	The whole group counted down in unison. “Five … four … three … two … one!”

	I opened the basement door and Glo and Sebastian grabbed our newest member by the hand, nearly dragging her down the stairs. The three of them were laughing like kids.

	We reached the bottom of the first flight and stopped at the next door. Glo opened it and Valeria gasped. “More stairs? How deep is this basement?”

	“Deeeep … wide … infinite,” said Frank in a spooky voice.

	“Frank! Don’t scare her,” Moonbeam said, turning to Valeria. “It’s three stories tall beneath the inn.”

	“Mystical … strange … magical,” murmured Frank.

	“Stop that,” said Moonbeam. “Think of it like a vast underground parking garage, honey.”

	“Okay,” said Valeria.

	We proceeded down the stairs to the final door, and I slipped the key into the lock. “I would like to welcome you to the enchanted Snapdragon Inn library,” I announced as I swung open the door.

	All eyes were on our new member as her hands flew to her face and she squealed in surprise.

	“Wow! This is totally insane!” She took one step into the room and stood as still as a statue, only her head swiveling as she took in the majestic space.

	I understood her feelings of shock and disbelief. Although I’d been down here many times, each visit brought with it those same emotions. How this enormous library could exist under our humble inn was a miracle. The rows upon rows of cozy mystery books would make any bookworm weep with joy. The elaborate woven carpets, antique light fixtures, deep wood bookcases and cozy floral armchairs practically begged one to sit and stay. The charming brass spiral staircase promised that the upper level held secrets – and I knew that it did.

	Valeria finally became unglued from her spot and wandered around the room in a state of awe and wonder. She stopped at the stone fireplace and leaned in to read the bronze plaque at the base of the statue of a woman holding a book. I knew it proclaimed the name of our group: The Magical Mystery Book Club. We held our collective breath when she examined the antique Underwood typewriter through the glass case displayed next to the fireplace. The gold plaque above it read The Mystery Ends Here.

	“That’s how we wrote Vee into her story,” Atticus told her in a hushed voice. “Its supreme power is not to be taken lightly.”

	Valeria nodded quietly as she ran her hand over the glass case.

	“Are you sure there isn’t a way for me to find my sister?”

	I shook my head sadly. “Perhaps one day we’ll discover a sequel to her book.” I reached over and squeezed her arm. “We’ll keep our eyes open for it. Won’t we, guys?”

	Everyone murmured agreement, though we knew the chances of finding it were slim.

	 

	 

	We all took seats in the cozy floral armchairs that circled the book club seating area. People deposited their plates and teacups on the wooden coffee table that sat in the middle, or on the matching end tables on the sides.

	“Before we get started let’s give our new member the rundown,” Glo suggested.

	Atticus stood up. “I’d be happy to do the honors.”

	“Of course you would,” said Zell. “Get out your number two pencil, Val.”

	“There’s likely to be a quiz,” added Frank.

	Atticus shut his eyes and shook his head. Zell and Frank chuckled.

	“As you can see, there are thousands of books here. Each one contains a possible book journey. The group must vote unanimously for us to proceed.” Atticus aimed a pointed look at Zell, who’d been known to thrust us into a book without a proper vote.

	She looked up innocently, smiling so that her dimples showed. “What? I know the rules. I am eighty-one years old, after all.”

	“Eighty-one? Since when?” said Sebastian.

	“Oh, a week or two ago.” She flapped her hand at him. “Don’t care for the hubbub people make over birthdays. Oh yay, you’re even older now than you were yesterday. Let’s all celebrate the old gal. We’ll give her witty cards about being over the hill and say things like, she looks pretty good for her age. Uhh. No thanks.”

	“Zell!” Sebastian mirrored our shocked expressions. He began to sing, “Happy birth—"

	“No, no! Stop it,” she hollered as she reached over and slapped a hand over Sebastian’s mouth.

	He pushed her little hand away and snorted with laughter.

	“I thought you were proud of your age,” I said, thinking of the many times she reminded us of her seniority.

	“Of course I’m proud of my age. Still don’t like to have it jammed down my throat. Wouldn’t mind a cake though…” She paused and licked her lips. “Go on, Atticus, keep talkin’ about the book club.”

	Atticus stifled a chuckle. “Each set of eight books on the shelves is tied together by twine.”

	“Why eight books?” asked Valeria.

	“One for each member. We’re required to have eight of us.”

	“Ten,” grumbled Frank.

	“That’s eight official members, an authorized feline, and an incorporeal VIP ghost,” I said.

	“Correct,” said Atticus, giving us a nod. “The books start out with the original story, but then are wiped clean when we begin a journey. The tale is re-told with our parts added into the book. At the end, we each get a copy as a sort of journal or keepsake of the trip. There’s also an expanded edition copy in a hidden room. Perhaps when we return you would like to read about Vee’s journey?”

	Valeria was perched on the edge of her seat, soaking in every word. “I would love that. This is all so cool.” She breathed out a sigh.

	 “Indeed it is. We peruse the stacks, and each of us makes our choice based on the cover design and the information provided on the back cover. We cannot read from a book until we are certain it’s the story we intend to enter.”

	Again, everyone looked at Zell. She shrugged.

	“We each bring our chosen set of books back to the meeting circle where the group will review them and decide which journey to enter. Once we read the first few pages aloud, the library will escort us into the book.”

	Sebastian, Frank, and Zell burst into laughter.

	“Escort us?” said Forrest. “More like whoosh us away in a dramatic display of sparkles and fog.”

	“The kid ain’t wrong,” said Frank.

	“A correction, then,” said Atticus in a rare display of humor. “We are whooshed away amid a shower of glowing sparks and dense fog. We enter a book, become sleuths, and solve the mystery. Our voyage is then recorded by the library into an additional volume of the Magical Mystery Book Club series.”

	“So, wait a minute,” said Valeria, holding up a finger. “What you’re saying is that we are the story about a book club that goes into stories?”

	“The girl catches on quick,” said Zell.

	“Wow,” said Valeria. “This is crazy exciting!” She clapped her hands. “I’m ready to go!”

	“Great! Thank you for the overview, Atticus.” I reached over and picked up my gavel out of the shiny wooden box in front of me. I tapped out a call to order and rolled my eyes at the chorus of ”who’s there” that inevitably followed.

	“It’s time for everyone to select an option for our next journey! Glo, can you coach Valeria?”

	“Sure, Paige! I’d be happy to,” said Glo. The two of them took off for the stacks and I could hear Glo excitedly explaining the book selection process.

	“Come on Frank,” said Sebastian. “I’ll help you find your choice.”

	“I want one with a cat on the cover,” said Frank.

	“Of course you do,” said Sebastian, heading down an aisle with Frank following along behind him.

	“Mollie, I can help you, if you’d like?” offered Moonbeam.

	Our ghost gleefully followed her down the first row of bookshelves. Since she and Frank couldn’t handle the books on their own, we’d decided to take turns helping them out.

	An hour passed while people—plus a cat and a ghost—looked through the stacks. One by one, they returned to the seating area with their choices.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	“Our newest member gets to start us off,” I turned to Valeria. “What have you found?”

	“Since there was no way to locate Valentina’s series, I chose one with a bakery theme in her honor. It’s about a cute small-town bakery and how the owner becomes a sleuth in a murder mystery.”

	We all gave her some positive feedback on her choice, but let her know that it was too similar to the story from our previous journey. She took our comments well, and we moved on around the circle until it was Mollie’s turn.

	“Mollie? What did you find?”

	Moonbeam held up the book while our ghost explained her choice.

	“It looks super fun!” she said. “It’s about a small island community. Bein’ I’m from the desert, I love the different setting. So, in this town, nothin’ interesting ever happens—”

	“Oh, I can hear this coming from a mile away,” said Sebastian.

	Mollie laughed. “You guessed it! Something finally rocks the whole community. A boat washes ashore on the beach. Turns out it’s a boat that sank there a year ago. It’s rumored to have had treasure aboard!”

	“A treasure hunt,” said Forrest. “I like it.”

	Frank wandered closer to Moonbeam and squinted at the cover. “There’s no cat.”

	“There will be a cat,” said Atticus.

	“Huh?” said Frank.

	“You, my friend. Your presence will enhance the story, I’m certain.”

	Frank perked right up at that. “Okay then, it’s got my vote. I like treasure.”

	“It’s got a dumb title,” said Zell. “Freedom for the Ghosts on the Boat. Blah.”

	“You see! It’s about ghosts!” said Mollie. “Y’all promised we could do a book with ghosts!”

	“We did promise her that,” said Glo. “And this sounds fascinating to me.”

	“I’m always up for an island vacation,” said Sebastian.

	“Shall we vote now?” I asked. Everyone agreed.

	“All in favor?”

	It was unanimous. Our book had been chosen.

	 

	 

	While a few of us went upstairs to use the restroom or grab a quick snack, Atticus explained the process to Valeria so that she wasn’t shocked to the core like we had been the first time it happened to us. As I went up the stairs, I could hear him talking. “Here’s what happens next, Valeria …”

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	“Moonbeam, would you like to do the reading?”

	“No thanks, I prefer listening to Atticus read.” She handed him the book. “You’d make a great narrator for an audiobook, you know.”

	“Thank you. Is everybody ready to go?” There were nods and a few excited hoots. He accepted the book and opened the cover to the first page.

	 

	 

	Crescent Moon Bay was an idyllic island community where nothing ever happened beyond the peaceful day-to-day routines of the people. Well, almost nothing. A year ago, eyewitnesses spotted two unknown boats in the bay. Both of them displayed pirate flags.

	 

	 

	“Pirates!” exclaimed Moonbeam. “I don’t like the sound of that.”

	“Where else did you expect treasure to come from?” said Sebastian. “Come on. Live a little.”

	“It’ll be exciting!” said Zell.

	“It says they were spotted a year ago, Mom,” Forrest pointed out.

	Moonbeam reluctantly backed down, and Atticus continued to read.

	 

	 

	From the shore, spectators watched with binoculars. They saw the larger boat overtake the smaller one. Men jumped back and forth between the two, and it appeared that a fight ensued. After a short time, there were several loud bangs. The smaller boat began to list sideways until it capsized, slowly sinking into the bay. The large boat zoomed away, never to be seen again.

	The Coast Guard was called in from a larger neighboring city, but it took nearly a day for them to arrive, and then a storm hit the bay, delaying the investigation. By the time they investigated, there was no sign of the boat nor the men who’d been seen on it. It was assumed that either they were taken captive by the others, or their bodies had drifted away with the current.

	Rumors flew through the community suggesting that the small boat carried treasure that was now sitting at the bottom of the bay. Some of the locals even learned how to scuba dive, hoping to uncover the booty, but like many rumors, it appeared to be an untrue tale.

	Over the next year, the rumors died down, and things returned to normal, until the people of Crescent Moon Bay felt the wrath of nature when a massive storm pummeled their shore.

	In the aftermath of the storm, a vessel washed ashore and was found on a remote section of the beach. The boat carried a waterlogged and battered pirate flag.

	The rumors and the mystery of the two boats, the seamen, and the treasure were reignited.

	 

	 

	“Globe action alert!” called Frank, jumping up onto the arm of Sebastian’s chair.

	We all turned and watched in wonder as the antique globe began to spin on its brass stand. The globe spun faster and faster until the continents blurred. The globe became a golden ball that whizzed and sparked, until the entire room glowed in a bright hue.

	A fine mist began to rise from the carpet on the floor. The mist became dense, white fog that soon filled the entire room. It was as if we’d been dropped into the middle of a cloud.

	“Hold on tight, folks,” said Atticus. “Here we go.”

	“Whoo hooo!” hollered Zell. “Beam me up, Scotty!”
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	When the fog cleared, we were no longer in our library. We found ourselves standing in the middle of a pleasant rural lane. The sun was just rising over the trees on the right side of the lane, and the ocean waves lapped on the other side. Charming beach cottages lined both sides of the road. Most had white picket fences or front porches with wicker rocking chairs. The yards were neat and tidy, lined with flower beds and well-trimmed lawns. One home featured a dozen spinning pinwheels in front, another had two whimsical dolphin sculptures.

	Valeria’s eyes had nearly popped out of her head. “Look where we are! We’re inside the book! And … I think it’s morning!” She twirled in a circle, trying to take it all in.

	“Yep!” said Forrest. “It’s whatever time and place the book begins. We start in chapter one.”

	“It’s best if you don’t focus on the fact that we’re in a book,” said Atticus. “We’ve learned that everything about our experience is real and tangible. Even the dangers.”

	“Like getting shot in a poker game,” snickered Zell.

	“I did not get shot,” said Atticus. “I was merely experiencing life in the Wild West to the fullest. Learning about their culture and habits.” He stood a bit taller as he reminisced. Zell liked poking him about his cowboy experience, and if truth be told, Atticus loved talking about it, too. He reached up as if to tip his cowboy hat, quickly pulling out of his memory and swiping back his hair instead.

	“To remain on topic. We need to stay alert and sharp. Anything can happen.”

	 

	 

	“Look! It’s the Snapdragon Inn!” Glo began to hustle down the lane to a lovely white cottage.

	The home she was aiming toward had a long front porch lined with several porch swings and rocking chairs. The expanse of windows on all sides of the cottage allowed for maximum viewing of the ocean on one side and the quaint lane and woods on the other. Above the second floor was a hexagon-shaped turret. The tower was surrounded by a roof deck boasting an honest-to-goodness telescope.

	“That’s not the inn,” said Valeria, looking confused.

	“The inn changes its appearance to fit in with the surroundings,” Glo explained. “Isn’t that amazing?”

	“Wow, yeah. It’s blowing my mind!”

	“Mainly the outside changes,” said Moonbeam. “Other than a few adjustments, the inside remains the same as in Colorado. Your room will be here – along with everything you put in it. It’s quite handy to always have our home base with us.”

	“It looks nothing like your inn, though,” said Valeria. “How can you tell it’s the same home?”

	“There’s always a few telltale signs,” I said. “See those porch swings? Those are ours. And the curtains in the windows – ours, too. The hanging basket on the porch is the same one I put up two days ago.”

	We reached the house and Forrest jogged up the stairs to the front door. “It’s open! I’m going up to see the turret!”

	“Me, too,” said Sebastian.

	“Is that the pointy room up on top?” asked Mollie.

	“Yup.”

	“I’m in.” She swooped up the stairs behind them.

	 

	 

	The inside of the cottage looked just like our inn – but with new touches of beach cottage decor all around. Displays of seashells, starfish, and photos of the ocean accented our usual furnishings. The paint and carpet colors had morphed into light shades of turquoise, teal, aqua, and tan. The ceiling was now made of whitewashed wood. The remodel made the inn beachy and pretty. The windows were open, and the curtains softly blew in the wind. The air smelled fresh and salty, like the ocean.

	“Since it’s morning, we can do another brunch!” said Zell happily.

	She enjoyed all her meals and snacks, but brunch was her favorite. She led the way into the kitchen where we all delighted over the new beach-themed furnishings.

	Our usual brown maple wood tones were now all whitewashed oak. The furniture had been replaced by wicker chairs with bright floral-patterned cushions. The cabinets were shiny white, and the counters swirly tan marble that resembled a sandy beach. The tile backsplash was made up of tiny bits of muted blue and green glass that reminded me of pieces of sea glass I collected from sandy beaches on vacation. Our usual nook had been remodeled into the octagon shape of the turret and featured a circular bench that filled the entire space. It was surrounded by windows that looked out at the beach. A white wood octagon table filled the center. There was plenty of room there for all of us.

	We heard the group returning down the stairs from the turret.

	“You guys need to see it up there!” said Forrest. “You can see the land on the other side of the bay with that telescope.”

	“The ocean goes on forever,” said Mollie. “In Arizona we can see far – but it’s cacti, boulders, and mesquite trees. This is way different. It’s water y’all! As far as the eye can see.”

	Mollie floated around the kitchen expressing her delight over the house and view while commenting on our brunch choices. I knew she’d be conjuring up her own brunch in no time.

	“Look at this,” called Atticus from the nook. “Today’s newspaper. The Crescent Moon Bay Post. The cover story is about the boat.” He sat down and began perusing the article, making lots of interested grunts and murmurs as he read. “Umm hmm. Very helpful.”

	I tapped my fork on a nearby glass. “Book club meeting in the nook! Grab something to eat or drink and we’ll go over this article.”

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	Atticus held up the paper for all to see. It showed a photo of a waterlogged power boat that had washed up on a beach. The headline read Mystery Boat Washes Ashore. He flipped the paper around and began to read.

	 

	 

	Our beach community is abuzz over a mysterious vessel that washed ashore on Crescent Moon Bay beach over the weekend. The boat was discovered by hikers who trekked the beach just days after the massive storm left our coast. Locals believe that it’s the same boat that sank in the bay one year ago.

	We spoke with several eyewitnesses to the original event one year ago. Lewis Pompano, a fisherman who lives on the coast, recalled what he’d seen that fateful day. “I first spotted a sixty-foot power boat lingering in the bay. ‘Twas far enough off I needed my binocs to see it. Looked like a pretty decent twin diesel engine rig. It didn’t appear to be fishing, and it displayed a traditional pirate flag off the bow. Before long, a bigger pirate boat sped into the bay and zoomed up to the boat. I thought it was going to crash, but it ended up alongside the smaller vessel.”

	 

	“I thought this book was a modern-day story,” said Moonbeam. “The homes around here look like modern buildings, and that newspaper surely is. But it’s got pirates in it! So, we must be in a historical novel confusingly blended with contemporary parts … because pirates don’t exist now, right?”

	“Actually, modern day pirates do exist,” said Atticus. “While the label ’pirates‘ conjures up images of those from the Golden Age who used to live their lives at sea, modern pirates typically operate from a shore base and attack using power boats. Their methods have changed, with guns being the weapons of choice over the swords used in the days of old. Today’s pirates are basically thieves on the water. They tend to be aggressive and fearless. When they board a target boat, they’ll steal anything that’s not nailed down. They’ll either kidnap the victims and hold them for ransom or throw them overboard. Then, they hijack the vessel, or as in this case, sink the target boat.”

	Moonbeam shuddered. “I didn’t sign up for a pirate story. How do we get out of here?”

	“First off,” said Frank. “The only way out of here is to solve the mystery and get to The End. You know that. Second, in case you haven’t noticed, we’re not on a boat at sea.” Frank tapped the dining table with his nails.

	“Thank you for your astute observation,” said Zell. She reached over and patted Moonbeam on the knee. “Relax, Moon. We’ll be fine. Once we get Atticus to stop filling our heads with scary stories we can finish the newspaper article and figure out our role in this tale.”

	Moonbeam sat back and crossed her arms. “I’m still uncomfortable.”

	“Don’t be a ninny,” said Sebastian. “This is all in good fun.”

	“A ninny?” chuckled Frank, his furry brows wiggling.

	“Yes,” said Sebastian. “A ninny. Look it up.”

	“With whose opposable thumbs?”

	I jumped in to stop this crazy sidetrack and before Atticus could stir up more concerns. “Do you mind reading the rest of the article?”

	“Sure thing, Paige. Where was I?” He scanned the article. “Umm.”

	 

	—I thought it was going to crash, but it ended up alongside the smaller vessel.

	 

	“You said that part,” said Zell.

	“Right. Just catching us up. It’s a local eyewitness who’s talking.”

	“Got it. Larry Pompeii, the eyewitness. Proceed,” said Zell, gesturing to Atticus as if she were an orchestra conductor.

	“It’s Lewis Pompano,” said Atticus. Then he continued to read.

	 

	“I heard some shots fired, and both boats slowed to a crawl. It was startin’ to get dark, and there was some smoke, I’m thinkin’ from an engine fire, so I couldn’t see much. Looked like the men were fighting over a big old chest. I’m thinkin’ it had to be treasure. Why else would they attack, right?”

	Several other witnesses to the events of that day confirmed Mr. Pompano’s telling.

	The night after that incident, the bay was hit by a storm that prevented rescue teams from searching the water. When the weather cleared the search commenced, but no boat or bodies were ever recovered.

	Now the boat has appeared after last week’s storm pushed it ashore. Its sudden appearance has reignited rumors of treasure and questions about that fateful day and the mystery of the two boats. Who were they? Why were they in the waters near our island? And most intriguing, was there really a treasure?

	Local officials and the coast guard will investigate the wreckage of the boat. The public is asked to avoid that section of the beach while investigators examine the boat before it is dismantled and removed.

	 

	 

	“Obviously, we need to find out who was on that boat and what happened,” said Atticus.

	“And we have to find the ghosts,” said Mollie excitedly. “That’s what the book’s about, remember?”

	“And yo ho ho and a bottle of rum! We must find the treasure!” said Sebastian.

	“I agree,” said Frank. “Top priority.”

	“You just like shiny things,” said Zell.

	“Well, duh!” said Frank.
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	Everyone had scattered to see if their bedrooms contained any beachy changes, and a few people aimed upstairs to investigate the turret. Glo, Valeria, Atticus, and I had come back down to the kitchen to have a cup of coffee before heading out.

	“Our first order of business is always to check out the community,” I told Valeria. “We need to identify where we are, what’s around us, and who the locals are.”

	“You don’t get a map or anything?”

	“Authors don’t usually define the place quite so specifically,” said Atticus.

	“Our location is often one of the keys to the mystery, so we need to get the lay of the land,” I said. “When we’re in the van we have GPS, and if our cell phones have service, we can get online maps.”

	Glo held up her phone. “We have service!”

	“Great!” I gave her a thumbs up. “That’ll be helpful.”

	 

	 

	Sebastian walked into the kitchen wearing shorts and holding a beach towel. “I’m so glad we’re starting with a walk on the beach.”

	“Anxious to find the mystery boat, are you?” asked Atticus with a chuckle.

	“Oh, right. That too. Just sayin’, I love the beach. But yeah, finding the boat, too.”

	Valeria excused herself to change into shorts, since the day was quickly warming up. She nearly bounced out of the kitchen, her bubbly energy propelling her forward.

	“She certainly jumped right into the game, didn’t she?” I chuckled.

	“It’s good,” said Atticus. “Brave people willing to dive into the mystery are most helpful on the team.”

	Moonbeam walked into the kitchen. “Unlike us scaredy cats?” she asked.

	“You’re incredibly brave,” I said. “You should be proud of yourself. I mean, we’ve been to the Wild West, entered a fiercely competitive cake-baking contest, and even met shifters and vampires! You’ve dealt with some crazy stuff! And here you are again – ready to roll!”

	“Thanks, Paige. I never thought of it that way!” Moonbeam smiled proudly. She looked relaxed in a seashell-patterned kaftan, sandals, and a wide-brimmed straw sun hat. She placed her beach bag on the floor and leaned down to examine the device propped up next to Atticus’s chair. “Is that your paranormal energy locating device? Will it help us find the ghosts?”

	“Actually, this is a high-powered metal detector. It will transmit an electromagnetic field through the pickup coil at the base. Any metal objects located beneath the sand will cause the device to emit an alerting sound. I felt it would be wise to examine the area around the vessel that washed ashore. Provided we can locate it, of course.”

	“Even though the newspaper article didn’t give the exact location, I’m certain that the locals all know where it is,” said Sebastian.

	“And you’re just the man to get them talking,” laughed Glo.

	“I am the Master of All Things Gossip!”

	“And, oh, so humble,” chortled Frank as he meandered into the room.

	“Simply stating the obvious,” said Sebastian, blushing.

	“The obvious of what?” asked Zell. She bumped into the edge of the counter. “Ouch.”

	“It might help if you take your sunglasses off in the house,” suggested Glo.

	Zell did, then squinted around the room. “Oooo-wee, it’s bright in here. So, what’s obvious?”

	“That I am the best at securing local gossip,” said Sebastian.

	“It’s your superpower!” said Zell.

	“Thank you. Thank you very much. Now if y’all want to know where this boat is, let me loose on the streets of Crescent Moon Bay!” Sebastian rubbed his hands together.

	“As soon as Forrest, Mollie, and Valeria show up we can do just that,” I said.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	“I hear voices from outside” said Glo. “Somebody’s on the porch.”

	We followed the sound of voices and found Forrest and Valeria sitting on the porch swing. Mollie was reclining in a conjured hammock across from them. A woman was sitting in one of the rocking chairs holding what appeared to be a tiny baby in a sling. She was gently rocking back and forth and chattering away. She stopped talking, and they looked up as we all funneled outside.

	“Hey,” said Forrest.

	“Hi, guys,” said Valeria with a cheerful wave. “This is Penelope. She’s our next-door neighbor. The baby in the bundle is Lily – she’s a newborn!”

	There were quiet introductions all around, as no one wanted to wake the sleeping baby.

	“We were just talking about the boat,” said Valeria.

	Sebastian’s breath hitched and his exhale gusted across the porch. He looked stunned that his powers of gossip had been overtaken by our lively new member.

	“Everybody’s shocked that the old boat showed up!” said Penelope. “We’re all afraid to go down to the beach, though. The folks down on the west end of the lane are pretty miffed that they can’t use their beach, but they’re steering clear! Remember, that was a pirate boat that was attacked by other pirates! We’re thinking that whoever attacked it might be coming back to snoop around.”

	Sebastian shook off his momentary freeze and plopped down in the chair next to Penelope. “How old is your little baby?” He looked riveted. Superpower engaged.

	“Almost three months.” She pulled back the edge of the material and Sebastian peeked in at the baby.

	“Oh, she’s darling! Like a little ray of sunshine.”

	Penelope glowed like any new mother under the compliments about her child. She settled the fabric gently around the baby.

	Sebastian sat leaning slightly forward in his best listening pose – his head slightly tilted and his eyes wide and glued to hers. “And sooo, Penelope, what have you heard about the rumored treasure?”

	“Oh, yeah. The treasure! Nobody knows. But I heard that Lewis’s friend Carlos – oh, Lewis Pompano is the guy who talked to the paper, you know – anyhow, supposedly Carlos heard from his cousin across town that some guy pawned a bunch of solid gold antique coins a while back. He was bragging about it to Lewis as if he had found the coins himself! Lewis said he’s like that, though.”

	Sebastian gasped. “Gold coins? No kidding?”

	“Some folks think it sounds like pirate’s treasure. Isn’t that crazy?”

	“It sure is!” said Sebastian. “Any idea how we can find this guy Carlos?”

	“Not really, but a lot of folks hang out in the taverns downtown after dinner hour. Somebody in one of those places might know. Oh! My sweet Lily is waking up. I better head home. Nice to meet you all!”

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	We headed west down the beach, based on Penelope’s comment. It was warm and sunny, and the beach was gorgeous, lined with lovely cottages, wildflowers, and interesting pieces of twisted driftwood. The only one who complained was Frank since the sand was hot on his paws. Once he was riding in Forrest’s backpack, he was a happy camper humming a tune while we hiked along.

	Frank’s humming stopped and he climbed up from the backpack to the top of Forrest’s head, clinging onto his braids for traction.

	“Ow!” said Forrest. “There’s a head under those braids, you know, cat.”

	“And there’s a boat on the shore ahead of us, human. Look alert book club – I spy with my little eye a waterlogged boat ahead.”

	We sped up our pace in anticipation. Sure enough, a boat was wedged in the rocks and sand. Clearly it had been underwater for quite some time.

	“That’s got to be it!” called Glo, jogging ahead. “We found it!”

	The boat was indeed a twin-engine power boat fitting the description of the one that had sunk a year before. It had the appearance of a vessel that had been submerged and pummeled by rocks. It had several large holes in the hull, and most of the glass windows were broken.

	The sides of the boat were once white, but now the wood was dry and faded, the paint peeling in the summer sun. The name of the boat was barely visible, Phantom of the Sea. The railings around the vessel were rusted metal, many bent or broken. Shredded bits of a pirate flag hung limply onto one broken window, the sun glinting off the sharp edge of what was once a shining mirror.

	The entire area around the old boat was encircled with yellow police caution tape. Several “keep out” signs were posted.

	“A little bit of yellow ribbon never stopped The Mighty Snapdragon Inn Book Club!” called Sebastian, heading toward the vessel.

	“I like it!” said Zell. “But it’s too long. How about The Mighty Snaps?”

	“Maybe The Mighty Dragons,” suggested Mollie, swooping down alongside Zell. “I mean snaps are cookies, right? But dragons are mighty.”

	“Umm hmm,” murmured Zell. “But that makes me think of The Mighty Ducks, that kids’ movie.”

	“I have an idea!” said Valeria. “What do you think of—”

	“There’s a guy on the boat!” Frank said. Conversation stopped and all heads snapped to the boat ahead of us.

	“He’s scrubbing down the deck,” said Atticus.

	“Maybe he’s doing cleanup to prep for the inspection crew?” said Forrest.

	“That doesn’t make sense. I would think whoever is inspecting it would want it untouched.”

	We stepped under the caution tape and walked slowly toward the boat. The man was gone.

	“He’s moved around to the other side,” said Mollie from high above the boat.

	Forrest and Atticus climbed up the large boulders at the rear of the boat and stepped cautiously aboard. Mollie was floating along close behind them.

	“Be careful!” Moonbeam called.

	We all moved around on the beach to the far side of the boat, tracking their route. We spotted the man, who turned out to be more of a teenager. He was skinny as a rail with spindly long arms and legs and a military short haircut that showed off his long, thin neck. He was shirtless, and we could see numerous tattoos on his thin torso and arms. They were all dark, grown-man style tattoos, which looked very out of place on his adolescent body.

	The teenager was mopping with gusto and belting out a song as he worked. He continued his cleanup with a soaking wet oversized mop and a large bucket. As Forrest and Atticus approached him, he called out to them.

	“Watch yer step, mates!” he called out in a surprisingly deep voice. “Don’t need any civilians splattered all over my nice clean deck!” He chuckled as he wiped his brow with a dirty handkerchief.

	“There’s no chance of us slipping on this deck,” said Atticus.

	“But Atticus—” whispered Mollie, pointing at the teen.

	Atticus glanced at her. “I can see that the teenager is mopping, but honestly, this deck is as dry as a bone.”

	The guy dumped his dripping wet mop into the bucket, leaned over, slapped his knee, and laughed until he snorted.

	Then he slowly faded away to a gray mist until he was entirely gone.
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	“Yee-haw!” hooted Mollie. “Did ya’ll see that?! He’s a ghost like me!” She was beside herself with excitement. She swooped up into the air and did a somersault. Her cowboy hat fell off her head, and she zoomed after it like a bird in flight, twirling as she placed it back on her head, yee-hawing all the while.

	Mollie hadn’t been a ghost very long, but I thought she’d taken to it quite well. Apparently, I was wrong. Her delight at seeing another ghost made me realize how lonely her existence must be, since no one else was like her, and she was tethered to a book club full of humans.

	“How do you know if the ghost is good or evil?” asked Valeria.

	“He was singing a happy tune,” said Frank. “Do evil ghosts sing happy tunes?” He caught my eye and shook his head, as if to say, do you believe her question?

	“I’m guessing that the ghosts are okay,” I said. “Since the title of the book is Freedom for the Ghosts on the Boat, we can assume our job will be to help these ghosts.”

	Valeria nodded. “That makes good sense, Paige.”

	“You know what they say about assume,” said Zell. “It makes a donkey out of you and me.”

	“That doesn’t make any sense,” said Valeria.

	“Well, I can’t use a bad word – since we’re in a cozy mystery. So, substitute another word for donkey.”

	“Mule?” asked Valeria, looking confused.

	“Nooo. Not donkey or mule. Another one.”

	“Burro?” Glo piped up with a smirk which gave away that she really did know the answer.

	Atticus stepped up to the plate. He called down from the boat, “Equus asinus?”

	“What the heck is that?” Frank snorted.

	“The scientific label for the species, of course.”

	“Of course,” laughed Glo.

	Zell clicked her tongue with impatience. “That’s a bit closer to the answer.”

	Valeria’s head was bobbing back and forth between them as they talked. Suddenly her eyes widened. “Oh! I get it now. To assume makes a … dummy … out of U and ME.”

	Everyone groaned, then laughed.

	“What were we even talking about?” I asked.

	Zell rolled her eyes. “Obviously donkeys, Paige.”

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	“Is it safe for us to come up on the boat?” I called out to Atticus.

	“Quite safe,” he answered. “As long as you watch where you step and keep a hand on the rail.”

	“It looks dangerous to me,” said Moonbeam.

	“You don’t need to come up,” said Zell as she headed toward the rocks, her arms swinging with purpose.

	Everyone else began scrambling up the rocks to the boat.

	“Well, I’m not staying down here alone!” said Moonbeam. She flipped her beach bag around to her back and followed along reluctantly.

	We all carefully made our way over the rocks and up onto the boat. Sebastian took Zell’s arm, and she shook him off.

	“Unhand me, young man! You’re likely to make me trip grabbing at me like that.”

	Sebastian giggled. “Young man.”

	“Everyone’s a youngster compared to my eighty-one years,” Zell explained.

	“I thought we weren’t supposed to bring up your age,” said Frank from his position balanced on the edge of the cabin ahead of us.

	“You can’t. I can. Simple.” She rolled her eyes.

	 

	 

	The boat was eerie in a very exciting way. I’d been on many boats in my life, but this one was obviously quite different. Most of the usual parts and pieces were there, but they were faded, worn, and weathered. The water had washed away most everything that wasn’t tied down, so the interior cabin was clean of dishes, supplies, clothing, and such, but it was coated with seaweed, sticks, sand, and other debris. It had been sitting in the sun, so luckily everything was dry – including the ghostly swabbed deck.

	The absence of human possessions made it look a bit creepy, but quite spacious. I was certain that when it was filled with all the typical contents that these pirates would have brought aboard, it wouldn’t be so tidy.

	 The main cabin held a seating area, dining table, and galley. There were stairs heading up to the helm and another set leading down to the staterooms. The layout was a common one for a boat like this, but the waterlogged appearance gave it an overall dingy appearance.

	“It’s spooky in here,” said Moonbeam.

	“I think it’s cool!” said Zell. “Like walking around in a haunted house.”

	“As I said. Spooky.”

	Zell sniffed. “I happen to like haunted houses.”

	“Oh, yeah! So do I,” said Sebastian. “Who doesn’t like a good scare now and then?”

	“Me,” Moonbeam muttered.

	 

	 

	We wandered around the main cabin of the boat and went down the stairs and stuck our heads into the sleeping berths. They were also devoid of accessories, blankets, and pillows, but each held a built-in bed and dressers. There were three smaller cabins and one large one that I guessed would be for the captain.

	Mollie suddenly zipped over to us. “Hey! Ghost alert!” she whispered, making her way past the sleeping quarters. “Follow me.”

	As we approached the end of the passageway Mollie pointed at a closed door. Clanking noises came from inside. Of course, Mollie would have been able to walk right through it, so she knew what was in there.

	“Is he a bad ghost or a good ghost?” asked Moonbeam, glancing at Valeria, as if she too would be wondering the same thing.

	“How should I know?” said Mollie. “It’s not like we sat and had a mug of beer together.” She giggled at her own joke.

	“This is the engine room,” said Atticus, stopping in front of the closed door and pointing to a metal tag labeling it. “It would house the mechanical systems, generators, water treatment system, and such. Those noises sound like engine repairs in process.”

	Atticus bravely opened the door and ducked down under the low headway. Forrest, Glo, Frank, Sebastian, and I squeezed in behind him. The rest of the gang clustered around the door looking inside. The small room had an aisle down the middle and all sorts of metal pipes, wires, and tanks on both sides. There were clumps of dirt, seaweed, and bits of broken wood scattered all around. One end of the room was charred, as if it had once been on fire, which from the newspaper article we knew that it had. The clunking sounds came from behind the scorched area.

	“Hello?” called Atticus.

	“What are you doing?” whispered Moonbeam frantically.

	Atticus put up his hand to shush her. “Anybody here?”

	A scruffy-looking man with shaggy black hair and a black and gray beard poked his head out from behind the engine. He saw us standing there and came out from behind the engine. He was wearing white overalls and swiped his dirty hands on his already grease-stained pants. He shoved up his sleeves, showing off muscular arms and an array of tattoos as he did. He gave us a merry wave.

	“Hey there, folks! How ya doin’? Come to check out the most important room in the vessel, eh? Got us a pair of the strongest V-8 diesels in the industry. Sixteen cylinders between ‘em, and producing two thousand horsepower total!” He looked at our confused faces and chuckled and waved a hand. “Eh, never mind my jargon. All you gotta know is this baby can sing in the open water!”

	“It’s quite impressive,” said Atticus.

	I didn’t know if he really understood the man or was just being agreeable, but the mechanic nodded enthusiastically.

	“Caught fire, it did. Been working on it for ages, but I’m missin’ some parts and no way to get ‘em.” He shook his head sadly. Then in a puff of gray smoke, he disappeared.

	Moonbeam and Valeria gasped, and Sebastian let out a little squeak.

	“I told ya there was a ghost!” laughed Mollie. “This is so much fun! Let’s go see if there’s any more of ‘em!” With that she zoomed out through the wall and down the passageway.

	She got to the end of her fifteen-foot tether then floated back. “Come on! Let’s go!”

	“Let me catch my breath first,” said Sebastian, patting himself on the chest. “So much excitement!”

	 

	 

	We crept around the boat looking for signs of another ghost, but none appeared to us.

	“I’m going to explore the area surrounding the boat,” said Atticus. “I’ve got my metal detector in my backpack. See what we can find.”

	“Let’s do it!” said Zell. “See if there’s treasure buried in the sand.”

	Zell stepped out of the cabin and came to a dead stop, causing a logjam in the small doorway.

	“Zell, what the heck?” said Glo.

	Frank scooted between our feet and Mollie floated over our heads. They both let out a gasp when they looked outside the door. I carefully shifted Zell forward so we could all come outside.

	There on the deck was a man who exactly matched the sailor on the Gorton’s frozen fish label. He had a ruddy, round face and a prominent nose. His gray and white beard and hair were neatly trimmed, and his upper lip was set off by a swooping mustache. He was wearing a yellow slicker and matching rain hat. He was sitting on a stool, whistling, and fishing. He had a bucket and tackle box near his feet. He spotted us, put down his fishing pole and stood up.

	“Ahoy! Was told we had guests aboard. Figured I best get to catching some fish. Yer all stayin’ for dinner, ain’t ya?” He burst out in a chuckle that became a hearty belly laugh.

	The fisherman finally caught his breath. “Course I can’t cook for you folks, seein’ as yer all able-bodied, if ya know what I mean.” He removed his hat and chuckled. “Name’s Henry. Good to meet y’all. I’ll run it by the Cap’n, but if ya bring yer own food I’m a bettin’ he’d enjoy the company. He’s a social kind of guy.”

	The man returned his hat to his head, gave us a little bow, then faded away to a gray mist that blew away in the breeze.

	 

	 

	“That’s three ghosts!” Mollie sang out the words. “And he invited us to dinner!”

	“He actually said he needs to ask the captain,” said Forrest.

	“That means there’s at least one more ghost! Let’s go find him!”

	“I suspect he’d be at the helm,” said Atticus.

	“What’s the helm?” asked Moonbeam.

	“It’s the place where you’d drive the boat. Typically, in a boat of this size, the person in charge of the vessel would be responsible for navigation. A good chance that’s where the captain would be. There was a door at the front of the main cabin that would lead us up to the helm.”

	Atticus turned around and went back inside the boat.

	I took one last look at the space where the man in the yellow slicker had sat. There was no sign of him. Not so much as a wisp of indication that anyone had been there. I followed Atticus and the group inside to find the ghostly captain.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	Atticus opened the door at the front of the cabin. Excessively loud music blared from the space. A man’s voice sang along with gusto. I recognized “Hooked on a Feeling,” the seventies song with an uplifting, dance-worthy beat brought back to popularity with a new generation by the Guardians of the Galaxy movie.

	There were several steps leading up to the steering wheel. I gaped at the man standing with one hand on the steering wheel of the boat, the other in the air, keeping time with the music. He looked like he was steering, but of course, the boat was stationary as it sat stuck in the sand.

	There was a good chance that this was the captain, but he didn’t look like any pirate captain I’d ever seen. But to be frank, the only ones I’d seen came from picture books and Disney movies. But still.

	This guy was wearing a worn white t-shirt that exposed sleek powerful muscles and bronze skin tanned by the sun. His jeans were ripped from use, not fashion, including the frayed hem at the bottom where his bare feet poked out. His flowing blond hair was clean and shiny. Around his head was a neatly tied red head scarf. From the back, he looked more like Fabio, a romance novel cover model from the ‘90s, than a feared pirate.

	I was holding Frank in my arms, and the cat began to shimmy to the beat of the music, then he burst out with the song, matching the exuberance of the man at the helm.

	The man snapped around, and his eyes widened at the lot of us. His sky-blue eyes were framed by long black lashes. He blinked twice, then burst into a brilliant smile. He was not a dashingly handsome romance cover model, though he might have been fifteen or twenty years ago. His creased forehead and the scar that slashed across his cheek made him look more like a retired James Bond in a Jennifer Aniston wig. His gold tooth and the black eyepatch over his left eye added to his rough appearance.

	In a deep, raspy voice, he bellowed, “Alexa, pause,” and the music silenced. He jumped down the stairs from the helm to the deck where we were standing, landing on his feet like a nimble feline. “Ahoy! Been waitin’ for you folks to arrive.”

	We all stared in stunned silence at this unusual man.

	“You knew we were coming?” asked Glo.

	“You were foretold to me in a dream.” He waved his fingers in the air. “Woooo!”

	“Really?” Glo’s jaw dropped.

	“Nah. The crew alerted me to your presence on board. Welcome to my vessel.” He snapped his head and whipped his long hair over his shoulder to display a large gold hoop in his ear and several strands of beads braided into his hair.

	“Captain Jean-François Chérel at your service.” He smiled again, looking happy to have us aboard. “That’s a mouthful I realize, so they call me Captain Scallywag, or Cap’n Scally to my friends, which I hope you will become.” He put one arm behind his back and gave us a slight bow.

	There was a sudden flutter of green and yellow above our heads and we all ducked. A large parrot flew past us and landed on the captain’s shoulder.

	“And this here would be my sidekick, Bucko.”

	Frank chuckled. “An eye patch and a parrot on your shoulder? A bit obvious, don’t ya think?”

	I cringed at his rudeness, but Cap’n Scally threw back his head and roared with laughter.

	“Make him walk the plank!” squawked the parrot.

	Frank’s head twisted side to side. “Plank? What plank?”

	Cap’n Scally snorted. “The metaphorical plank, my feline friend. Bucko is protective of my reputation.” He reached up and ruffled the feathers on top of the bird’s head. “He’s my pal, this one.”

	“Oh, okay then, Buckie,” said Frank. “You don’t have to get all squawky about it.”

	“The name’s Bucko, matey,” squawked the parrot.

	“Howdy. I’m Frank.”

	“Good meetin’ ya, Frank.” The parrot bobbed his head up and down.

	“Likewise, Bucko.”

	Cap’n Scally laughed, throwing his blond locks over his shoulder, the beads clicking musically. “Is this cat and bird lovefest over now?”

	“Watch yerself, matey,” said the parrot.

	The captain chuckled and ruffled the bird’s feathers again. “I just trained him like that for fun. He has lots of piratey phrases.”

	“Piratey phrases,” repeated the parrot in a birdlike voice. “Does Polly desire a biscuit?” he squawked.

	The captain rolled his eyes and sighed. “I told ya Bucko, it’s ‘Polly wanna cracker.’”

	The parrot actually rolled his own eyes back. “Demeaning. And I don’t even care for crackers.”

	“Come on down to the galley, folks, and we can shoot the breeze,” said Cap’n Scally, stepping around us and leading the way out of the helm.
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	Frank tilted his head and eyed the captain up and down. “Are you really a pirate? You look kinda like a pirate, but you don’t talk like one.”

	The captain raised one eyebrow. “And you look like a cat, but you don’t talk like one.”

	“Touché,” said the parrot. He chuckled in a very unparrotlike way.

	Cap’n Scally snickered as he sat down on one of the stools in front of the galley counter. “Have a seat and visit a while.”

	The sofa and benches all looked worn and gray, but other than their drab appearance, a few small tears, and a layer of sand, seaweed, and debris, they were in surprisingly good shape. I wondered if it was some kind of ghostly magic.

	Sebastian eyed the dirty seats and scrunched up his face.

	Moonbeam opened her beach bag and pulled a gallon baggie of paper towels and several packages of wet wipes. We all chipped in to clean the seats.

	Sebastian inspected the finished job. “Well, it’s about as clean as it’s going to get.”

	“Like sitting on driftwood on the beach,” said Valeria, happily taking a seat.

	We sat down in various places around the open cabin, and Frank made himself at home on the windowsill. We introduced ourselves one by one to the captain.

	If this had been our only book journey, we’d have been in shock over the situation, but it wasn’t our first rodeo. After all, we’d made friends with vampires, fairies, and shifters, plus our very own Mollie was a ghost. Since we’d acclimated to her unusual existence, the ghostly boat captain wasn’t too difficult to accept.

	“I’d offer you something to drink, but I’m afraid the only one who can take me up on it is the lovely Mollie.” He grinned at her. “Can I get you something? A soda? Coffee?”

	Mollie looked startled by the question, but quickly found her voice. “A soda would be nice.”

	The captain hopped up, entered the galley, and opened the refrigerator. It was shockingly normal. It contained various beverages, condiments, fruit, yogurt, and a variety of Tupperware containers with leftovers. All of it had a strange opaque ghostly appearance, and I could tell that it didn’t exist in the real world.

	Cap’n Scally pulled two nearly transparent chilled mugs from the freezer and filled them with foggy-looking ice cubes. He opened a bottle of soda and filled the two mugs. He took one over to Mollie who took a tentative sip. She looked up with wonder in her eyes.

	“It’s delicious!”

	“A&W Root Beer. My favorite.” He tapped his mug to hers then returned to his stool.

	He took a sip, shook back his mane of blond locks, and made a moan of pleasure, then licked the foam off his lip. He set down his glass and smiled up at us, dimples appearing in his cheeks. His relaxed attitude and his joy at having company seemed authentic. He was actually quite charming.

	The captain leaned forward and set his hands on his knees. “To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit?”

	I looked up into the brilliant blue of his eyes and saw honesty there. This wasn’t just a social question. He looked eager to hear why we were there, so I went right to the truth. “Our group solves mysteries, and I believe we are here to help solve yours.”

	He soundlessly slapped the counter and hooted with glee. “Hot dang! It’s our lucky day! My men and I would forever be in your debt if you’d help us out. There’s not a lot we can do in this spectral form; isn’t that right, Mollie?”

	Mollie smiled and nodded vigorously. She looked overjoyed to be sharing her ghostly experience with another spectral being like her.

	“I bet you all have questions, especially if you’re gonna solve our mystery, so let’s get on with it. I’ll answer honestly.” He pointed in a circle around the room. “But I expect the same of all of you.”

	“Fair enough,” said Atticus. “Is yours the boat that sank in this harbor a year ago?”

	“Aye, it is.”

	“She looks like a fantastic vessel,” said Atticus. I wondered if he knew anything at all about boats. It wouldn’t surprise me, as he seemed to know something about everything.

	“Where have you been for the past year?” Atticus asked.

	“Can’t you tell? We’ve been sitting at the bottom of the ocean wedged between rocks, waiting for a storm to free our vessel.”

	“You’ve been under the water?” gasped Valeria.

	Cap’n Scally chuckled. “We are ghosts, darlin’. We no longer need air to breathe or tangible food to eat. We are tethered to our vessel. Where it goes, we go.”

	“Are you stuck on this wrecked boat, then?” I asked.

	“An insightful question, fair Paige. But that answer requires more time than we have this morning. We shall wait so that you can hear the story in its entirety.”

	Mollie sipped her root beer while her eyes followed the conversation as if it were a multiple-player tennis match.

	“How long have you been a pirate?” asked Forrest.

	“A very long time,” said the captain.

	“You said you’d be honest,” Forrest reminded him.

	“Honestly, I’ve been a pirate for a very long time.” He winked at Forrest.

	Moonbeam raised her hand, as if we were in a classroom interviewing a guest speaker. “Forgive me if this is too direct, but do you plunder and pillage towns and murder people?”

	He chuckled. “Nah. We don’t kill or pillage ... this isn’t the 18th century! Me and my crew – we got morals up to our eyeballs now, we do. We merely ... solve problems … by taking advantage of situations.”

	“Situations? Like what kind of situations?” asked Sebastian. He leaned forward in his chair, hanging on every word.

	“Ehhh, situations. Like a poorly manned boat with a crew who leaves their vessel behind with no thoughts to security as they head into town to cause chaos with the locals, only to return later in a drunk and disorderly state. My crew and I are a considerate bunch. We appreciate their negligence since our work benefits from such carelessness.”

	“Are those three ghosts that we’ve seen on the boat your crew?” asked Mollie.

	“Aye, they are. Those are the three that are left. We make a fine team, if I do say so, myself. Allow me to introduce you to them.” He put his hands to his mouth and bellowed, “HAA!”

	The air in front of us began to shimmer, then the three ghosts we’d seen on the boat appeared in front of us.

	“This here’s Ambrose.” The captain gestured at the mechanic we’d seen fixing the engine. “He can repair anything on the ship from the motors to the toilet. He can create whatever tools and supplies we need. Just give him a slab of wood and a chisel.”

	Ambrose chuckled and tipped his head. “Welcome aboard!” he said in a slight Mediterranean accent.

	“And this guy’s Henry. Catches the fish and cooks our meals. He’s the best chef out at sea. Can turn the most meager ingredients into a feast. He’s also sharp as a tack and moves like a tiger.”

	The man we’d seen fishing removed his yellow hat. He gave us a nod and a smile.

	“And this young scallywag is Aymer. Full of energy and not afraid to use it. Can jump around the vessel like a spider monkey.”

	The teenager who’d been swabbing the deck grinned and saluted us. “Howdy.”

	“When I yell out their first initials, they all come a runnin’. Get it? Henry-Aymer-Ambrose, HAA! A quick and easy way to beckon my crew, wouldn’t ya say?”

	The three men took seats, and we chatted as if we were at Sunday tea. The topics were the weather, our favorite fresh fish dinners, and the best way to treat sunburn.

	“It’s such a surprise to meet you. You all seem so nice!” gushed Moonbeam.

	Ambrose seemed offended. “Well, ma’am, we are nice.”

	“But you’re pirates!” she gasped.

	Cap’n Scally gave a brisk nod. “It’s our job that’s not so nice.”

	“Being a pirate is a job?” laughed Sebastian.

	Aymer chortled at the question. “What is your fancy job, sir?”

	“I’m a social media influencer,” said Sebastian with pride.

	All four seamen stared at him, waiting for more.

	“I post pictures and memes on social media. I’m paid from subscriptions, sponsored posts, brand partnerships, and affiliate marketing.”

	Aymer shook his head. “Still not gettin’ it.”

	“He’s a virtual town gossip,” said Forrest.

	“Ahh. A storyteller, then?” asked Ambrose.

	“Except that I only tell the truth.” Sebastian looked around at our shocked expressions.

	“What? I do! The truth … as I hear it.” His gaze traveled back to the captain. I could see he was anxious to change the topic. “Tell us Captain, what happened on that fated day when your boat was attacked?”

	“We were confronted and robbed by an aggressive pirate boat. They pilfered a chest of gold coins and jewels.”

	“What goes around, comes around, I suppose,” said Zell, as usual lacking any social filter.

	“Oh ho ho, you’re a spunky one,” Cap’n Scally chuckled. “You remind me of my dear mother. I will tell you more about her at dinner tonight.”

	“Dinner?”

	The captain stood up. “I’d like to formally invite you to dinner with me and my crew.”

	Moonbeam looked confused. “Are you inviting us to join you for a ghost dinner on a destroyed boat for supernatural food that we cannot eat?”

	“Sounds good to me. Bring yerselves some food and drink.”

	“Can you ghosts eat conjured food like our Mollie does?”

	“Aye, we can. Henry is a superb chef. He studied in France years ago, back when he spoke French and spelled his name with a fancy i at the end. The lovely Mollie can join us for his excellent cuisine. And you all can bring along your own feast. There’s a glorious sunset over this beach. Shall we see you then?”

	“Sunset dinner on a boat? Heck, yeah!” said Zell with enough enthusiasm for all of us.

	The captain saluted us, and then the four pirates and the parrot faded away into a gray mist that rose up through a hole in the top of the ceiling.
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	Glo looked up at the hole in the ceiling as the last wisp of ghostly essence disappeared. “Well, that was weird,” she said.

	“So far everything that’s happened here is weird,” said Valeria.

	“Get used to it, cupcake,” chuckled Zell. She stood up, pressed her fists to her back and stretched.

	“What are we gonna do between now and dinner tonight?” asked Glo.

	“Have lunch?” said Zell.

	I chuckled at her laser sharp focus. “I think it’s time we head into town and begin our investigation.”

	My announcement was met with enthusiastic agreement from the group. Even Zell reluctantly agreed.

	“How do we know where to go?” asked Valeria.

	“Our van has the built-in GPS,” Glo reminded her. “Plus, we have cell service, so Google Maps should work.”

	Her mouth dropped open. “Google Maps? Isn’t that kind of insane?”

	“About as insane as getting sucked into a mystery book,” laughed Sebastian.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	We climbed off the boat and began to make our way down the beach toward the inn.

	“Can we really believe anything a ghost pirate tells us?” said Moonbeam. “After all, we don’t know him from Adam.”

	“The kid’s name is Aymer,” said Frank.

	“Pardon?” said Moonbeam.

	“He’s the skinny one with the short hair,” he said. “The captain’s the one with the eyes of blue and flowing locks of gold.”

	Sebastian snorted and Forrest laughed.

	Frank looked proud of his poetic description as he leapt deftly from rock to rock along the beach beside us.

	Moonbeam shook her head. “What I mean is that we don’t know him at all. How can we trust him?”

	“We might not know him,” I said, “but I believe we can trust the process. It’s always served us well.”

	“You said it, Paige,” agreed Zell. “We are always where we’re supposed to be.”

	“And in this story, it appears we are to help these ghosts find their freedom,” said Glo.

	“But it bothers me that we’re helping pirates,” said Moonbeam. “They’re not all loveable goofballs like Captain Jack Sparrow – most are more like … Captain Hook or … Blackbeard.”

	“Why don’t we reserve judgement until after we’ve heard their story?” suggested Atticus. “Then we can decide on our best course of action.”

	Everyone agreed with that plan. Tonight, hopefully, we’d learn the true story of Captain Scally and his crew.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	We got back to the house and people changed out of their beach-walking clothes. By the time everyone finished changing, used the restroom, and gathered up their purses and sweaters, nearly an hour had passed.

	“Come on, people!” Mollie swooshed back and forth in a ghostly pacing in front of the door. She urged us on. “It’ll be lunch time by the time we get to town!”

	“Sounds good to me,” said Zell, nodding vigorously,

	“It does? I’m shocked,” laughed Glo.

	We funneled out to the van and Glo climbed into the driver’s seat. While we waited for the GPS to boot up, Forrest tapped on his phone screen. “Ahead on this lane a half mile, then turn right onto Main Street.”

	“Main Street.” Sebastian chuckled. “This author had some serious imagination to come up with that one.”

	“It’s technically accurate,” said Atticus. “Main Street is one of the most popular residential street names in the country.”

	“But what if we’re not in the United States, Professor?” Sebastian wiggled his brows, teasing our walking encyclopedia.

	Atticus missed the teasing tone of the question and dove into more facts. “Main Street is the third most popular street name in English-speaking countries worldwide, after High Street and Station Road, so it’s still a good bet.”

	“Good to know,” said Sebastian. “I’ll file that under ‘useless information I’ll never use again.’”

	I was seated behind Glo, next to Valeria, so I took the opportunity to explain our typical routine to her. “To make the most of our time in town, we usually break up into two or three groups. That way we can cover more ground.”

	“I’ll find the local salon!” volunteered Sebastian.

	“I’m with you!” said Zell. “I could really use a haircut.”

	“Don’t waste all your time getting dolled up,” said Moonbeam. “We have a job to do.”

	“In case you haven’t been paying attention,” said Sebastian, “the most common hotbed of gossip is the local salon. It’s where we have picked up lots of important information.”

	“I’m on Sebastian’s team!” Frank called out from the very back of the van.

	“Me, too,” said Forrest.

	I leaned forward towards Glo and whispered, “Rock, paper, scissors. One … two … three.”

	I held up a flat hand for paper, and she raised a fist for rock.

	Glo sighed. “Paper covers rock.” She raised her voice and called to the back, “I’ll go along with your group.”

	“I saw that,” said Zell. “Don’t think I don’t know you’re coming along to manage us.” She jabbed her finger in the air to emphasize her point. “But I guarantee you’ll have a good time.”

	“Then I’m with Paige, Moonbeam, Atticus, and Mollie?” asked Valeria.

	“That’s right!” said Moonbeam, giving her a thumbs up.

	“Where is our team going?”

	“Where are we going?” parroted Mollie from her position lying across the dashboard. She caused Glo to squint to see through the ghost, which I didn’t think was the safest way to drive.

	“I would suggest someplace equally interesting,” said Atticus. “The local newspaper office.”

	Zell, Sebastian, and Frank giggled. Atticus ignored them.

	“We can dig into the story from the newspaper and see if we can locate the fisherman eyewitness who was interviewed.”

	“Good plan,” I replied.

	Glo parked the van in the center of the small downtown.

	“Want to meet back together in two hours?” I asked.

	Zell pointed across the street. “How ‘bout there?” Of course she had spotted the Mexican restaurant nearby. “I hope they have great chips and salsa.”

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	Atticus glanced at his phone. “The newspaper office should be about a block ahead.”

	Mollie stretched the fifteen-foot tether and snapped back to us in a flash. “Yep! It’s past the shop with all the flowers.”

	“This is so exciting!” said Valeria. “I feel like a real-live sleuth.”

	“Because you are,” Moonbeam said. “We take our roles very seriously.”

	We walked past a gift shop, a watch repair shop, and the florist. Then we arrived at a storefront with a sign informing us we’d found The Crescent Moon Bay Post.

	“What should I do?” Mollie asked.

	I knew she loved to use her special abilities to help solve our mystery, so I gave her a task.

	“Can you peek into the back offices and see if you find any information lying around that might be useful?”

	“Will do, ma’am!” She saluted me.

	“Just Paige is fine, Mollie.”

	“Oh, sorry!” She giggled. “Just gettin’ into character and fallin’ back on my old manners.”

	 

	 

	“After you,” said Atticus, opening the door to the building.

	I stepped into a typical small-town newspaper office. A few desks, a counter in the front, and walls covered with old front-page stories. A woman was seated at a desk. She was leaning back, her feet up on the desk. She had a mug in one hand and a romance novel in the other. She looked up, dropped her feet off the desk, and smiled. “Hello! How can I help you?”

	“Hi! We were hoping to get more information about an article you just published.”

	“Sure thing! Let me go get the editor for you.”

	She went through a door behind her. A moment later a short, balding man with round glasses on his equally round face came bounding out of the back room. He pushed up the sleeves of his white shirt and gave his suspenders a snap. He looked happy to have visitors.

	“Hello! Harold Finnegan, editor of this fine paper.” He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the counter. “What can I do for you folks today?”

	“We’re investigating the boat that washed ashore—”

	“Ah! The pirates’ boat, great story, that one.”

	“That was quite a fascinating piece of journalism,” said Atticus.

	I grinned as the man stood tall and glowed with pride. Atticus was turning into a regular Sebastian.

	“Quite a big story for our local community. We don’t get much that’s newsworthy. We’ll be doing some follow-up pieces.”

	“I bet everyone’s going to want to read all about it,” said Moonbeam.

	“Hope so. Makes great front-page news and requires some research.” He hiked up his pants under his big belly. “I had to do some serious digging to find an eyewitness from when the boat was attacked a year ago.”

	“Good job on that. He was a local fisherman, correct?” asked Atticus.

	“Yep. Says he watched the whole thing through binoculars. Eyewitness gold that was.” The editor picked up a pencil and began tapping it on the counter. “So, you say you’re investigating the story. You with another paper?” He looked worried.

	“No, we’re not journalists, Harold,” I said. “We’re looking into the backstory of the two boats … for a book.”

	“Ah! Wonderful! Would you happen to be looking for quotes from the local newspaper editor, then?”

	“Right! Yes. That’s it! We are looking for material for a book!” said Valeria. She was a little too excited and I patted her arm to calm her down.

	“I’m full up today, but tomorrow’s wide open. Can we meet then?”

	“That works,” Atticus nodded. “In the meantime, any chance we can get the eyewitness’s contact information for a short interview with him?”

	“For the book!” said Valeria.

	“You betcha,” said Harold. “Let me get that for you.”

	The editor returned with the fisherman’s information. Valeria profusely thanked him, until I gently interrupted to make an appointment to return to talk with him the next day.
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	“Did you see anything interesting in the newspaper’s back room, Mollie?”

	“Yes, ma’am — uh, Paige. You bet I did! In Harold the editor’s office there’s a board that looks kind of like our murder board.”

	“What was written on the board?” asked Atticus.

	“It was a lot of scribbling about the boat, and a couple notes about ‘one year ago.’ He had the fisherman’s name there, Lewis Pompano. It was labeled ‘witness.’ Then he had another name, Carlos Ortega.”

	“That must be the man that Penelope told us about,” said Moonbeam. “Lewis’s friend. The guy who heard about the man selling gold coins in a pawn shop.”

	“She said that Carlos heard about it from his cousin across town,” said Sebastian, always one to remember the details of gossip.

	“Carlos Ortega was written on the board, and under his name it said, Pawn Shop. But next to that in red letters it said, Cannot verify witness or story. Hold.”

	“Ah! So, the editor also heard that rumor, but didn’t learn any more about it,” said Atticus.

	“Maybe Lewis Pompano can tell us more,” I said. “Forrest, were you able to locate his place on Google maps?”

	“Yeah,” said Forrest. “It’s just four miles from here.”

	“We’ll need to drive, but Glo’s with the salon group.”

	“Let me text her and see what they’re up to.”

	I pulled out my phone and sent her a short message asking if she wanted to go visit Lewis with us. A minute later she answered, Lots of good gossip here. We want to stay. You go. Swing by for the van key.

	“She says they’re having success there. We can go by for the key.”

	“Are you comfortable driving the van?” asked Moonbeam. “It’s a large vehicle.”

	“Yeah, I’m fine,” I said. “Glo likes to drive, but I’m quite capable.”

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	“Turn left at the next stop sign,” said the pleasant GPS woman.

	We were all chattering away, so I barely heard the directions.

	“Pardon me,” said the GPS voice. “I said, turn left at the next stop sign.”

	The van went silent.

	“Did your app just scold us for talking too much?” laughed Valeria.

	“That’s exactly what it sounded like,” said Moonbeam.

	“Is technology more advanced in a book?”

	“It depends on the book,” I said. “In this case, it’s current technology. The GPS does that to me at home in Colorado, too. Especially when Zell’s in the van with us,” I laughed.

	“AI has progressed, and if your phone has voice control, it also has the ability to listen to you,” said Atticus.

	“AI? What’s that?” asked Mollie.

	“Artificial Intelligence,” said Forrest.

	“Let’s table that for another—” I was interrupted by the GPS.

	“Shh!” Moonbeam hushed us and we all giggled.

	 “Turn left, then your destination—”

	The volume of the GPS voice increased. “—is 800 feet on your right.”

	 

	 

	We pulled up in front of a pleasant beachfront cottage with a neat lawn and mailbox with a placard that read L & R Pompano. An old silver Camry was parked out front.

	“This is it!” I said, pulling over to the curb. At least we wouldn’t spook the fisherman with our usual abnormally large group. There were only four of us—plus a ghost he wouldn’t be able to see.

	We knocked on the front door. There was no answer.

	Mollie poked her head through the door, then popped back out. “There’s a woman in there. She’s peeking out a window. Looks like she’s trying to see who’s out here.”

	“Everybody, look friendly!” said Moonbeam with a happy smile. We all followed suit, and probably looked more goofy than friendly.

	Moonbeam reached over and rang the doorbell.

	A window opened next to the door, and a woman’s voice called out, “I told you! I don’t know nothing about any gold coins!”

	“Anything,” I whispered. “She doesn’t know anything.”

	Moonbeam and Valeria chuckled.

	“Ma’am?” I called back through the window. “We’re not here about any coins.”

	“Are you from the paper?”

	 “No, we aren’t.”

	“Then what do you want?”

	“We’re doing some book research.” I stuck with the book idea, since I realized it was non-threatening, and maybe even enticing. Plus, it was true, in a way.

	“We’d like to speak with Lewis about his newspaper interview,” said Moonbeam. “Is he home?”

	We heard the chain being removed from the lock, and the door opened. A redheaded woman wearing jeans and a t-shirt covered by a flour-covered apron smiled at us.

	“Sorry about that. I didn’t mean to be rude. Since that article was published, a bunch of men keep coming to the house looking for Lewis. I thought you might be with them. They make me uncomfortable.”

	“Are you Mrs. Pompano?” I asked.

	“Sure am. I’m Rhonda. Lewis isn’t here.”

	“When will he be back?” asked Atticus.

	“He’s off fishing. It’s what he does, you know? Could be a week, could be a month. Depends on the success level of the trip.”

	“I’m Paige,” I said, holding my hand out to her, and she gave it a gentle shake. “This is Valeria, Moonbeam, and Atticus. Do you mind if we ask you a few questions?”

	“For the book!” added Valeria.

	“I suppose,” Rhonda shrugged. “But I don’t think I can be much help.”

	Rhonda invited us in and put on a pot of water for tea. She used a spatula to remove a fresh batch of cookies from a baking sheet. She placed them in front of us.

	“Help yourself. I just made them. A family recipe.”

	Mollie glanced at the cookies with desire. “Those look mighty tasty,” our ghost murmured. Then she turned away from the cookies she couldn’t eat. “I’m gonna go investigate the other rooms in the house. Valeria! Say you need to use the restroom so you can anchor me.”

	“Oh!” Valeria bounced on her toes. She looked excited to be called upon for recognizance.

	“Are you okay?” asked Rhonda. Without hearing the ghost’s side of the conversation, it seemed like Valeria had been pricked with a pin.

	Valeria held both hands to her stomach. “Ug. Do you mind if I use your restroom, ma’am?”

	“Yeah, sure.” Rhonda grimaced and pointed. “Down this hall to the end. You can’t miss it. We only have one bathroom, so use the Lysol.”

	Mollie floated down the hallway, eating a conjured cookie and leaving a trail of ghostly crumbs. Valeria was right behind her. I heard them snickering the whole way.

	“You mentioned that some men have been coming by looking for Lewis,” said Atticus. “Did they tell you what they want?”

	“They keep asking if he knows about some gold coins and jewelry. For some reason they think he’s got the treasure chest off that old boat! I told them that just because he saw it doesn’t mean anything more than that. If we had treasure, would we be living in this cottage and driving that old Camry?” She laughed.

	“Do you know how we can reach his friend, Carlos?”

	“Carlos?”

	“Carlos Ortega.”

	“Hmm.” She shook her head. “Name doesn’t ring a bell. Maybe he’s a guy from one of the other fishing boats?”

	“Do you think your husband told the newspaper everything he knew about the boat incident?” asked Atticus.

	“It was a whole year ago,” she snapped. “What do you think? Do you remember what you had for dinner a whole year ago?”

	Mollie swooshed back into the room at that moment. She snorted. “I suppose if someone was fighting me for it on a sinking boat I would remember.”

	Rhonda seemed to realize the inappropriateness of her angry response. She smiled, but the expression didn’t go farther than a spread of her lips. Her eyes darted around the room. “I’m late … for an appointment. Sorry to rush you out of here. I’ll let Lewis know you came by. Whenever he returns.”

	As soon as Valeria returned ‘from the bathroom,’ Rhonda ushered us out the door.

	 

	 

	“She was certainly skittish,” Moonbeam declared as soon as we got in the van.

	“And for good reason!” said Valeria. “Mollie and I found something! There’s a whole corner of a back room dedicated to the boat wreck. There were photos of the two ships that were taken with a long-distance lens – they’re very blurry. Newspaper articles are posted on the wall. The desk was covered with Google articles about treasure chests and pirates. These folks look knee-deep in the mystery of the treasure chest.”

	“Wow! No kidding? I wonder …” I contemplated the meaning of it. “Has Lewis really gone fishing?”

	“That’s what I was wondering, as well,” said Atticus.

	“Do you think he really went out to find the treasure?” gasped Moonbeam.

	“By her suspicious actions, I’m thinking that his wife must know more than she lets on,” said Atticus.

	“And what about this guy Carlos?” I asked. “Is he in on it?”

	“Or does he even exist?” said Moonbeam. “I wonder if Lewis made him up to cover up the real story and throw off whoever has been pestering his wife?”

	“That doesn’t even make sense,” said Mollie.

	“Yes, it does.” Moonbeam crossed her arms defensively. “Something is fishy here.”

	“He is a fisherman,” said Mollie. She and Valeria giggled.

	“So, what do you think?” asked Valeria. “Was there really treasure on the captain’s boat? And did the men on the larger boat steal it from him? Where is the treasure now?”

	“It’s a mystery,” said Moonbeam.

	“Of course, it’s a mystery,” said Mollie, rolling her eyes.

	We all tossed around more questions and speculations as we drove to the Mexican restaurant.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	We were on our second bowl of chips when the salon group finally came bursting through the door chattering. We could hear them halfway across the restaurant.

	“Well, at least they didn’t all get their hair done this time,” Atticus said.

	“What do you mean?” asked Valeria.

	“They’re known to go off to the local salon for gossip and come back hours later with haircuts, blowouts, braids, and highlights,” said Moonbeam.

	“But you have to admit, they get some good gossip, too.” I looked over at the bunch of them. “You’re right. They all look the same. No new haircuts.”

	Zell was the first to approach our table. She raised her hands to wave, but instead wiggled her fingers at us, her blue glittery polished nails facing our way.

	“Aren’t they rad?” Zell laughed. “Right, Forrest? They’re rad?”

	“Yeah, rad,” said Forrest. He reached over to the table for a tortilla chip, and I noticed that his nails were painted black.

	Sebastian sat down next to me and tapped his nails on the table, calling our attention to his perfect French manicure.

	“Did you have your nails done?” asked Moonbeam.

	“Why so judgmental?” huffed Sebastian. “A man can’t have nice fingernails?”

	“That is not what I’m referring to,” she huffed right back at him. “You were supposed to be learning about the community and gathering gossip about the boat.”

	Glo sat down and placed her hand onto Moonbeam’s arm and patted her. Glo’s nails were all in different shades of pink with small flowers on the pinkies. “If you’re in a salon you need to blend in.”

	“We blended in,” said Frank, jumping up on the table. He lifted his front paw and extended his claws. His bright cherry-red claws. “Doesn’t the red set off the silky black in my fur? That’s what the manicurist said.” He showed off his paw around the table.

	“Yes, lovely,” said Zell. “Now get your silky black fur off the table.”

	Frank climbed down and sat on a chair. “Fish, please.” He reached up and tapped the table with his red nails.

	“We haven’t ordered yet,” I said, shaking my head at their shenanigans.

	The server appeared and took our orders. She gushed over “precious” Frank and his “adorable red nails” which just boosted his already massive ego. The fact that she chatted with him confirmed that this book was a paranormal cozy mystery, but since we’d met ghosts, we knew that already.

	While we waited for our food, we filled the salon gang in on what we’d learned about Lewis Pompano and his wife Rhonda. Then our orders arrived, and they were far too famished from all their work at the salon to fill us in on what they learned. We took a break from mystery-solving to enjoy our lunch.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	We couldn’t get any information from the salon group during lunch, and then none in the car, either. Zell’s rule was no talking business in the car since her hearing aids made it hard for her to hear everyone in the vehicle.

	We decided we would take the afternoon off. Then we’d be well-rested for dinner with Captain Scally and his crew. But first we’d need to wheedle the news out of the salon group.

	 

	 

	Finally, we were having tea and coffee in the kitchen of the inn, itching to hear if they had learned anything of value at the salon.

	“Well, the talk among the people is all about the boat, of course,” said Sebastian, settling into his favorite hobby: sharing gossip.

	“What did the locals say?”

	“Well, first off. There have been several sightings of a large pirate boat in the bay since the small one washed up on shore. People suspect it’s the same one that attacked the boat on the beach a year ago.”

	“No kidding!” said Valeria.

	“I believe that tells us that whoever runs that boat has an ear on the community,” said Atticus. “The pirates must have heard about the boat washing up on shore, or perhaps read the newspaper article.”

	“And they’re coming back to the scene of the crime,” said Forrest around a mouthful of chips.

	“That’s a possibility. There may be something on the boat that is still of interest to them after all this time.” He paused and his eyes darted around as he thought it through. “A treasure chest would certainly fit that scenario.”

	“But the captain said they stole the treasure from him,” said Forrest.

	“Maybe it’s the other way around,” said Atticus. “The eyewitness said there was a tussle over the chest. But he could not see what ultimately happened to it.”

	We all looked at him, thoroughly confused.

	“The captain told us that the men on that boat stole his treasure chest. Or did he steal it from them? Perhaps, the captain took it from them initially and—”

	“—they were trying to get it back!” said Zell, pumping her fist. “Oooo! Good plot twist!”

	“It was merely conjecture,” said Atticus. “The locals do believe there is treasure out there somewhere.”

	“We really don’t know anything about what happened,” I said. “The captain could be making up a story to gain our sympathy so that we’ll help him.”

	“We can ask him some questions tonight at dinner,” said Glo.

	“Who knows if he’ll be truthful, though,” said Moonbeam. “Pirates have a reputation as untrustworthy.”

	“Sebastian, tell them about the other thing,” said Frank.

	“Right. We also heard that somebody was seen creeping around on the boat wreck the night after it was discovered on the beach. One of the neighbors saw what looked like flashlights moving around onboard in the middle of the night. They called the police, but by the time the cops got there nobody was on the boat. It was high tide, so there was no sand to capture footprints. Whoever it was had climbed the rocks to get on the boat.”

	“There are an awful lot of nosy neighbors in this town,” said Frank.

	Sebastian clicked his tongue. “Frank, this happens to be a Neighborhood Watch community. They look out for strange activity and report it to the police. It helps to reduce crime in the neighborhood.”

	“Maybe Lewis the fisherman was exploring the boat – with Carlos,” said Valeria.

	“Now you’re thinkin’ like a sleuth!” said Zell.
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	The sun was still out in all its glory as we walked down the beach toward the boat for dinner with the pirate ghosts. Very few people were out this time in the evening, and those that were, appeared to be packing up and heading home. Forrest, Valeria, and Atticus were skipping stones along the way, and Zell and Moonbeam were scouting the sand for seashells. The peaceful shoreline beckoned me to grab a folding chair, a novel, and an iced tea, but that would have to wait for another day.

	As we walked along the beach, we chatted about the mystery. “What’s your gut feeling about the captain?” Moonbeam asked. She was still worried about working with pirates.

	“I agree with what was said before,” said Glo. “Since the book is about freeing the ghosts, it makes sense that our purpose would be to help them. If that’s the case, I think we should trust him.”

	Zell stepped up from behind us. “Unless there are other ghosts that we haven’t met yet. And those are the ghosts who we need to set free.”

	“Maybe Zell should write a mystery book,” said Frank, his head popping out of Forrest’s backpack.

	“Now, that would be a bestseller,” Zell chirped.

	“Uh, oh,” said Sebastian. “You’ve created a monster.”

	 

	 

	The area around the Phantom of the Sea was still swathed with yellow caution tape, but it looked undisturbed from our last visit. As we neared the boat, we could hear men’s voices from behind it. We quietly approached, attempting to make out their words.

	“Cap’n, I’m trying, but I can’t do it!” The voice came out in a whimper.

	“That sounds like Aymer’s voice,” said Mollie.

	“Yes, it does.” Atticus nodded.

	“You can. And you will.” That voice was insistent and firm. It was certainly the captain’s.

	“What is he forcing the teenager to do?” gasped Moonbeam. “This sounds bad.”

	“But there’s too much blood, Cap’n!” the teen complained.

	“Blood!” Moonbeam’s voice was barely a whisper.

	The captain grunted. “Well, is the man dying or is he already dead?”

	“Just dying, sir.” The teen sounded frustrated.

	I gulped in air. “Let’s not just stand here!” I whispered.

	Atticus took control. “Everyone together as one, stay quiet, and hide behind the boat as much as possible. Mollie in front. If you see anything dangerous, you can motion for us to retreat. Now … move forward!”

	We shifted quickly but quietly around the boat.

	As we approached the back side of the boat, Aymer let out a moan. “Aaarrrgghh!”

	We dropped all thoughts of being quiet or slow and raced to the scene.

	Mollie was the first to see what was happening. Oddly, she laughed as she motioned us forward.

	What we saw in front of us was shocking, but nothing like what we’d expected.

	“Patience, son,” said the captain, patting Aymer on the back. “Try adding a little more pink to his complexion. That way he won’t look so pale.”

	Aymer dipped his brush into the pink paint on his palette and added a dab of color to the man’s cheeks on the battle scene he was painting.

	Henry and Ambrose also had canvases in front of them. Henry was putting the finishing touches on a bowl of fruit. Ambrose was painting a portrait of a boat engine.

	The ghosts were apparently smack dab in the middle of a painting class on the beach beside the boat.

	 

	 

	Cap’n Scally spotted us and raised his hand in a friendly wave. “Ahoy! Welcome back, folks!”

	Bucko sat on the ghost’s shoulder. He bobbed his head up and down. “Make ‘em walk the plank!” he squawked.

	“No, no, you crazy bird,” laughed the captain. “These are our dinner guests.”

	“Oh, gotcha,” said the parrot in human speech. He tilted his head. “Just the cat, then?”

	“Hilarious,” deadpanned Frank.

	Bucko chuckled.

	Cap’n Scally turned to his crew. “Pack up boys, we got us a dinner party to host.”

	Aymer, Henry, and Ambrose began to pack up their painting supplies. Henry and Ambrose were giving Aymer words of encouragement about his battle scene painting as they worked.

	The captain and crew were in the same clothing they wore yesterday, which aligned with our ghost, Mollie, who mainly wore the cowboy clothes in which she had died. I wondered if that was their preference or a limitation. Like Mollie, they seemed to be able to manifest food and objects using their imagination. It seemed strange, but ghosts in general were a new experience for me.

	“Hey,” I whispered to Glo and Moonbeam. “The captain’s eye patch is on his other eye!”

	“See! I told you he can’t be trusted,” said Moonbeam. “He’s playing some kind of game here.”

	“Shhh!” I put a finger up to silence her as the ghost approached.

	“Right this way!” The captain nimbly hopped up over the rocks onto the boat. His long hair blew in the breeze, the beads tinkling like wind chimes. He flung open the door to the cabin and gestured us inside. He was tapping his bare feet in excitement.

	“Wow…” Glo’s voice dropped off into awed silence.

	“Oh, my!” Sebastian’s hands cupped his face.

	“Holy cannoli!” laughed Zell.

	Frank whistled in a very manly way.

	My eyes widened as I looked at the cabin. The ghosts had outdone themselves. The entire inside of the boat was strung with tiny twinkling lights. The ceiling was now deep navy blue with hundreds of pinpricks of sparkling white, mimicking a starry night. Bunches of wildflowers filled vases on nearly every available surface. The windows were accented by lacy white curtains that gently flapped in the breeze. Flickering candles decorated the various surfaces.

	A table was set for five at the edge of the main space. It was covered in a white tablecloth and set with powder blue china, crystal wine glasses, and fancy folded napkins. It was dotted with tall white candles, the small flames flickering.

	The captain snapped his fingers. “Boys, proper attire!”

	There was a shimmer in the cabin, and then the ghosts were dressed in tuxedos. Aymer tugged at his neckline, Henry fiddled with buttons on his vest, and Ambrose hiked up his slacks. They looked a bit uncomfortable, but quite dashing.

	“Whooeee! Y’all look fancy!” said Mollie.

	“Well done,” said Sebastian. “Sharp as a tack.”

	“You all look so handsome!” said Glo.

	I was surprised to see that these ghosts could blush.

	I leaned over to smell the flowers on the table beside me. There was no fragrance, and my hand went right through them. I realized that they were about as real as holograms.

	Cap’n Scally looked at me sadly and shrugged his shoulders. “We can handle the visuals, but everything is ghostly to the touch. I fear there is no way for us to set an appropriate table for your group, but I hope the ambience is acceptable.”

	“It’s absolutely gorgeous!” I gushed. “Thank you for creating this lovely setting. We’ll enjoy everything you’ve created. We’ll be fine with our own food and dishes.”

	 

	 

	We had no expectation of a formal dinner, so our own plates were paper, and the silverware was plastic, much more suited to a beach picnic than this elaborately decorated space. But somehow, once we’d arranged our settings and laid out our food, it looked pretty in the beautifully decorated cabin.

	Our own dinner consisted of fried chicken, pasta salad, a tray of veggies with ranch dip, and brownies that Moonbeam and Valeria had baked for us, plus a plate of leftover tuna for Frank. The pirate ghosts had a surprisingly elegant meal of poached salmon, grilled asparagus, wild rice, and stuffed mushrooms.

	“Miss Mollie, would you do me the honor?” The captain held out his elbow in a formal gesture. It looked a bit out of place with him in his tuxedo and her in cowboy clothes, but they both looked happy.

	“Just a moment,” said Mollie. She closed her eyes and her brow wrinkled in concentration. She blurred, and then reappeared in a royal blue gown that looked like it came from a museum. Her hair was twisted up in a complicated knot, with a few wispy tendrils framing her face. She looked so different from the cowgirl we were accustomed to.

	“Simply lovely, my dear,” said the captain. He took her hand and kissed her knuckles. It was like watching an old movie come to life.

	Mollie took the captain’s arm, and he settled her into a seat at the ghostly table. She looked about ready to burst with excitement.

	The captain sat beside her, and Bucko climbed down to a perch beside the table. He looked dressed for the occasion with a small black bow tie. He began to nibble from an attached tray of nuts, seeds, fruit, and what looked suspiciously like Cheetos.

	We filled our own plates and took seats around the cabin.

	“What a spectacular setting,” said Sebastian. “This is wonderfully festive!”

	“It’s all so pretty!” gushed Valeria.

	The pirates looked immensely proud and toasted each other with long-stemmed glasses of champagne. We toasted each other with our own plastic glasses of lemonade.

	“We visited town today,” said Atticus. “There were a number of rumors about your boat, and we’d love to hear what you know about–”

	“Stop right there.” Cap’n Scally interrupted him and held up his hand. He looked angry, and I braced myself.

	“I only permit small talk with dinner,” said the captain. “We can get down to business after dessert.”

	“Smart man,” said Zell, holding up her glass of lemonade to him. He held up his glass of champagne and tipped it in her direction.

	 

	 

	Dinner was delightful. We chatted as if we’d all known each other forever. Frank and Bucko got onto a roll of telling Dad jokes. They bounced the jokes and punchlines off each other until they had us all in peals of laughter.

	When the ghosts finished their dinner, an assortment of lovely desserts appeared on their counter. I spotted what looked to be crème brûlée in tiny glass ramekins. The caramelized sugar crust looked so real my mouth watered. There were tiny pastries, chocolates, and scoops of orange sorbet.

	Mollie let out a squeal of delight. “Are these s’mores?” She could barely control her excitement.

	“One of my favorite treats,” said Cap’n Scally.

	Mollie loaded up three of them on her plate and relished every bite. Now that she’d tasted them, she would be able to manifest her own whenever we had a campfire. I don’t know who was happier about that, Mollie or Zell – since she’d been so intent on sharing our favorite campfire treat with our ghost, who’d been unable to replicate something she’d never eaten.

	 

	 

	After dinner, we tidied up our dishes and packed up the remaining food. The ghosts went through the motions of clearing their own table, but a moment later their dining table vanished, and the crew sat comfortably in upholstered armchairs sipping brandy from delicate-looking glasses. They had done away with their tuxedos, though, and now sat in their comfortable clothes.

	“Well now, Atticus,” said the captain. “Tell me of the rumors you heard in town today.”

	“We were told that someone was seen on the boat wreck the night after it was discovered washed up on the beach. People said they saw movement and light from flashlights moving about on board.”

	“Aye! We saw them as well,” said the captain.

	“Do you know who they were?”

	“Have no clue,” said Ambrose, shaking his shaggy head irritably. “But they had no business bein’ on board our vessel.”

	“They never said any names,” said Cap’n Scally.

	“They were dressed in black,” said Ambrose. “The scoundrels covered their faces with handkerchiefs.”

	“Did they see you?” asked Glo.

	“Nah,” said Aymer. “To play it safe, we hid. But you’re the only Ordinaries who can see us.”

	“Ordinaries?” asked Moonbeam.

	“Non-supernaturals. Folks who aren’t ghosts like us. You know? Your plain-Jane, garden-variety humans.”

	“Yeah, okay,” laughed Forrest. “We got it.”

	“What do you think they were looking for?” asked Sebastian.

	“I don’t think, I know,” said the captain. “They’re after a treasure that isn’t here.”

	“I expect you are correct,” said Atticus. “Apparently an eyewitness the night of your battle saw an argument over a treasure chest, but he was unable to see who ended up with it.”

	The captain crossed his arms over his chest and nodded. “What else did you hear?”

	“There have been several sightings of a large pirate boat in the bay since your boat washed up on shore. People say it’s the same one that attacked you a year ago.”

	Captain Scally grimaced and shook a lock of hair out of his face. His eyes reflected the twinkling lights around him. “I think it’s ‘bout time that I tell you our tale.”
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	“It’ll be sunset soon. Let’s chat out on the beach. Listening to the waves and watching the sky change its personality is a favorite pastime of mine,” Cap’n Scally said.

	He led us to a storage bin filled with folding beach chairs. We each grabbed one, cleaned them off with Moonbeam’s supplies, and set them up on the sand. The pirates had their own ghostly chairs set up fifteen feet away from the boat. They had carried out their brandy and added cigars to their after-dinner drinks. Luckily, we couldn’t smell the cigars, and the smoke blended into the misty appearance of the ghosts.

	I watched the captain plant his bare feet on the sand and wiggle his toes. I kicked off my sandals and followed suit. While the sand had not moved when he planted his feet, it shifted around mine in a soft flow.

	“Great idea, Paige!” said Valeria, putting her own feet in the sand. Several others kicked off their shoes as well, and we all sat back to enjoy the beach.

	The captain had removed his eye patch completely, his two bright eyes taking in the circle of people around him. This seemed to push Moonbeam over the edge.

	“I just have to say it,” she said, shifting her kaftan over her legs in an annoyed motion. “You keep telling us you are a pirate, but there are some things I don’t get.”

	“Lay it on me, woman,” said Cap’n Scally. He smiled, but when he looked at Moonbeam’s intense expression, he followed his comment with a quiet rumble of laughter.

	Moonbeam huffed. “First off.” She held up one finger. “How do you know it’s been a year since your boat sunk, since you’ve been under the water tethered to your boat this entire time?” She squinted her eyes at him.

	The captain held back a smile at her serious expression. “Since our boat’s been overrun with investigators here on this beach. We can’t be seen or heard – but we can see and hear.”

	Moonbeam nodded. “That makes sense. But painting lessons? Since when are pirates artists?”

	His mouth slanted in a sideways smile. “Since we’ve been underwater for a year waiting for a storm to free our vessel. There’s not a lot to do when you’re tethered to a damaged boat stuck in a bed of rocks. And why can’t pirates be artists? We are people, too, ya know.”

	“Hmm.” She gave a curt nod and lifted three fingers. “And number three, your parrot! He sometimes sounds like a pirate’s bird with his Walk the plank squawking, but then he loses his bird voice and communicates in regular English, like a human man!”

	“Bucko is an old bird and has had plenty of time to master human dialect. He still likes to revert to his native tongue, though.”

	“Okay, then, number four. What about your eye patch? First it’s over one eye, then the other. Now it’s gone altogether!”

	Cap’n Scally chuckled. “’Tis a habit from my days at sea. Helps when moving above and below deck. Ya see? It preps one eye to see in the dark. That black part in the middle opens up, so when you move below, you switch the patch and can see without having to wait the time it takes an eye to adjust to the darkness. Mighty important if your battle is moving deck to deck.”

	Moonbeam squinted her eyes at him. She looked skeptical.

	“He is correct,” said Atticus. “In daylight, particularly on a sunny day at sea, your pupils constrict – they become very small, letting less light into the eye so that you see best in the bright light. When you move into darkness your pupils dilate to become as large as possible, allowing more light and better vision in the darker conditions. This is indeed the method that seamen often use. Pilots of small aircrafts occasionally use a similar approach if they need to shift from a dark sky to glancing at bright controls. They close one eye to glance at the bright surface, then the other eye maintains its highest ability to view in the dark.”

	“I thought the eye patch was to cover an eye injured in battle,” said Forrest, clearly disappointed in the scientific explanation.

	“On occasion, that would be true, also,” said Captain Scally.

	“But our captain has two perfect eyes,” said Aymer.

	Atticus and the captain nodded, and our professor continued to teach. “So his method of light and dark adjustment would be viable. A light-to-dark adaptation can take up to thirty minutes to reach its maximum capability.”

	“Dangerous minutes in a battle situation,” interjected the captain.

	“So why no eye patch now?” asked Forrest.

	Moonbeam raised her eyebrow and glowed approval at her son for the question.

	“There’s no battle underway,” said Aymer with a shrug. “And it’s gettin’ dark outside.”

	“Oh, that’s dope,” said Forrest.

	“Aye.” Aymer nodded. “Dope.”

	It seemed that the two teenagers communicated well.

	 

	 

	There was a moment of quiet while we listened to the splash of the waves and took in the sky as the sun began to sink lower toward the horizon.

	“Any more questions, Moonbeam, my dear?” The captain looked at Moonbeam with a surprisingly kind smile.

	“That’ll do for now. Thank you for—”

	A startling burst of raucous men’s laughter broke the silence around us. And that sound was coming from the boat.

	The captain and crew shot straight up into the air and zipped toward the boat, a trail of white mist behind them. Mollie was next, and the rest of us followed behind in a rush.

	We knew that the ghosts would be able to see what was happening, but they’d be unable to do anything about it. I feared it was the same people who had been exploring the boat previously, and we knew nothing about them.

	“I think it’s the pirates who sank the boat!” cried Sebastian, drawing his own conclusion.

	Glo shushed him as we followed the sounds of laughter to the bow of the boat.

	We crept around the corner and were shocked to see where the laughter was coming from. A cat and a bird: Frank and Bucko. Their oddly human-sounding laughter halted as they turned to stare at us with looks of annoyance. A deck of nearly transparent playing cards was laid out on the table between them.

	Apparently, they were having a grand old time. Playing cards.

	“How are you playing with ghost cards?” Forrest asked, totally baffled.

	“Honor system, matey,” said Frank, sounding a bit like a pirate himself. “Bucko is in charge of moving the cards around. I just sit here and win.”

	The two of them began their manly laughing once again.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	We returned to our spot on the beach and settled back into our folding chairs. After laughing about the source of our scare, we spent some time enjoying the display of colors that began to transform the sky from daylight to darkness.

	Frank and Bucko returned from their card game. Bucko landed on the captain’s shoulder, and Frank landed on Sebastian’s lap.

	After a bit, Cap’n Scally began to talk in that deep, melodious tone of someone sharing a tale.

	“It happened one year ago on the water, not far from this very beach. There was fog that night, and it was getting dark. A large vessel appeared out of the fog, and the first thing I noticed was the pirate flag. Our boat is quick, but theirs was faster. They caught us off guard, sad to say. They pulled alongside us and forcefully boarded our vessel.

	“We fought mightily, but they were well prepared, and we were taken by surprise. They searched our cabin quickly and found our chest of treasure. Filled it was, with our prized possessions! Accumulated from years of hard labor.”

	Moonbeam snorted. “Is that what you call pirate business? Hard labor.”

	“What we do is hard labor, miss, but it is different from what you imagine. More on that later, since I am now speaking of that horrendous day.

	 “It was not the gold coins, nor the trinkets that were of concern. ‘Twas an extraordinary bracelet that we had kept safe within that chest.”

	“Does it have jewels on it? Is it expensive?” asked Zell.

	“Shiny jewels!” squawked Bucko in his native language.

	“Aye, Zell. But much more than that, it has value far beyond price. It was gifted to me by my mother.”

	“What does it look like?” asked Sebastian.

	Cap’n Scally looked up at the sky and sighed, as if seeing a vision of it in his mind’s eye. “The bracelet originated in France in the 1600s. Its unique style was created by a skilled artisan from the Age of Enlightenment. The chain is made of the finest gold, so precisely crafted that it appears one long strip of gold was woven into delicate oval links. Three jewels are suspended from the chain – emerald, ruby, and sapphire.

	“The emerald is extraordinary! A rare flawless beauty such as you’ve never seen. The deepest green yet nearly transparent. The ruby, a circle of fiery red that you would swear burns from within. The sapphire, a vivid, velvety royal blue teardrop that sparkles like a night sky. These jewels command more respect and higher value than any other gemstones known to man. Any one of them would be a treasure, but the three together take your breath away and make your heart pound. This magnificent piece of jewelry has deep sentimental value and … it is the key to our future.”

	“How is it the key? Do you intend to sell it to buy a new boat?” asked Forrest.

	Ambrose put both hands over his mouth to stifle a cry.

	Henry’s head snapped up and his eyes blazed with horror.

	“Sell it? Are you mad?” asked Aymer.

	The captain shushed his crew. “’Tis only a question from one who does not know. Let me explain. The emerald is the stone of foresight. The sapphire attracts abundance and invites spiritual clarity. The ruby inspires leadership, courage, and integrity. The three gems, when linked together on the golden chain, breathe new life into the possessor and protect against evil spells.”

	“Not sure I believe all that hocus-pocus stuff,” said Zell.

	“Hocus-pocus!” squawked Bucko.

	The captain’s blue eyes darkened as they locked onto Zell’s. “Believe what you will, but the truth of the matter is that the bracelet was a gift from my mother, assigned to me on her deathbed. She told me the tale of its creation, and how it was passed from hand to hand. She told of how it was bequeathed to her by a powerful witch upon her deathbed. It was my intent to keep it until I reached my end. The witch had infused it with great magic, intended only for the rightful owner. There are risks when it is in unknowing hands. Me and my crew – we require the bracelet to escape this limbo in which we are caught.”

	“Freedom for the Ghosts on the Boat,” whispered Glo.

	“Aye, missy. Our freedom is linked to the bracelet, as is the safety of this entire community and other ships on this sea and all other seas. The magic will roam the world, wreaking havoc wherever it is, until it finds its way back to me and my boat. So you see, it must be found before our boat is dismantled and removed from the beach. If that happens, we will float in limbo forever, our mission will be eradicated, and the loose magic will bring chaos to all who find it.”

	“What do you know of the pirates that stole your treasure?” asked Atticus.

	“They are dangerous monsters.” The captain said the words with a deep snarl.

	Frank spun around on Sebastian’s lap and tried to burrow under his shirt.

	“They are the worst of the pirates. They’re criminals who will stop at nothing to get what they want. Even children, the feeble, puppies, and kittens are not safe from them, as they are known to—”

	I cringed and put up my hand. “Please, stop! We get it.”

	“Yes, stop!” hissed Frank. “For the love of all that’s decent in this world!” He peeked out from the hem of Sebastian’s shirt. “Kittens, you say!” He made a growl of dismay. “We don’t need to be haunted by such disturbing mental images.”

	“Suffice it to say … they are savages,” said the captain, pounding his fists soundlessly on the arms of his transparent chair.

	“They attacked in the dark. It was well planned; we never saw it comin’,” said Ambrose, taking a deep inhale of his cigar. “A first for us.”

	Moonbeam shifted in her seat. “I’m sorry, but I have to say it. Our job here is to solve a mystery. I don’t believe that helping pirates to continue their misdeeds should be our goal.”

	The captain looked around at all of us. He looked tense, and I was afraid that Moonbeam’s honesty might have set him off.

	The captain made the act of taking a deep breath, though I wasn’t certain he actually breathed. “That is perfectly understandable,” he said, nodding. He paused and looked deep in thought. “It is unconventional, but as we require your help, I will tell you our truth. What I am about to share is top-level classified material. I am confident that your group is trustworthy and can keep this information among yourselves.”

	“Yes, of course,” said Atticus.

	We all made our agreement clear.

	“We’ll haunt you if you break our confidence!” shouted Aymer, standing and raising his fist.

	“You'll haunt us?” snickered Frank. “While tethered to your boat by a fifteen-foot leash?"

	Aymer growled and shook his fist at Frank, but he looked thoroughly confused.

	“Sit down, young’un,” said the captain calmly. Half his mouth tipped up in a smile. “Forgive him, he’s young, and a passionate sort.”

	“Of course,” said Moonbeam. “I have one of my own.” She glanced at Forrest who closed his eyes and shook his head.

	“I am ashamed to admit, but we were pirates in days past,” said Cap’n Scally. “That reality changed in one vicious attack. We lost a ship filled with personal belongings that were meaningful to us. But even worse, in front of my eyes, my own mother was injured beyond saving. I tried in vain to help her, but she lingered for days in the pain inflicted by those pirates who overtook our ship. In the aftermath of her injury, as I watched life fade from her, I felt the hopelessness of loss for the first time. It opened my eyes. We were not simply taking things; we were stealing lives. Mothers from sons, husbands from wives, children from parents.”

	He stopped talking and swiped his hair back from his face. We could see by the distraught look in his eye, he suffered greatly over those memories. We all expressed our sorrow over the loss of his mother.

	“Before my dear mother departed this earth, she bestowed on me the enchanted bracelet. As she passed me the gift, I promised her that I would no longer inflict pain and loss on others. Nay, now I would become the one to stop piracy on the seas. And furthermore, I would bring to punishment any who lived the life of pirates with no remorse or redeeming qualities.

	“These honorable ghostly men you see beside me.” He gestured to his crew. “They made a pact to aid my cause. A cause we respect and uphold with every breath we take.”

	“When we have breath,” said Ambrose sadly.

	“So that, my friends, is our story.”

	We sat speechless. Our mouths hanging open. No one spoke, until Moonbeam asked a question.

	“If you aren’t pirates, why do you display a pirate flag?”

	“We’re undercover!” said Aymer.

	“Deep under cover,” said Henry.

	“It’s to throw off our unsuspecting targets,” said Ambrose.

	Forrest spoke up. “So then, you’re like the Guardians of the Galaxy?”

	Cap’n Scally threw back his head, held his gut, and roared with laughter. He obviously enjoyed laughing and didn’t hold back when something struck him funny. His display of hilarity got his men laughing with him. Finally, he replied, “You mean the movie based on the Marvel superhero team? The intergalactic outlaws who become saviors and protectors of the galaxy?”

	“Oh, yeah!” shouted Aymer. “We are .. we are … the Defenders of the Sea!” He lifted both arms in the air.

	The captain, Henry, and Ambrose joined him with a hearty cheer.

	“Your story is truly amazing!” said Sebastian.

	“It’s unbelievable,” sighed Valeria.

	“It makes sense. Now I understand our role,” said Glo, nodding.

	Moonbeam finally uncrossed her arms and replaced her scowl with a look of wonder. “Now this story makes sense.”

	“I can be like that little raccoon dude,” said Frank. He jumped off Sebastian’s lap, stood up on his back legs, displayed his claws, and growled. Then he ruined the effect by tipping over and landing on his back in a spray of sand. Not to be deterred, all four paws shot up, claws extended.

	 

	 

	“It appears that you now understand the importance of our mission,” said the captain. “You see our dilemma. We take our pursuit of safety and justice seriously. We have been deeply chagrined that we let down our guard. We did not anticipate the attack and were unprepared for battle. We have let down the many people who need our protection.” He walked over to the side of the boat and soundlessly pounded his fist to the wood.

	“Here we remain,” he moaned. “Painting, playing cards, and watching the sunset. Tethered to remain within fifteen feet of our embattled vessel while dangerous pirates roam the seas unsuppressed.”

	“We have no physical ability to recover the bracelet, you see,” said Henry.

	“We are doomed!” cried Aymer.

	The captain held up his hand. “We are not doomed. If we have help … from willing Ordinaries.”

	There was silence as all the men looked at us, desperate pleading clear in their expressions.

	“That’s why we’re here,” breathed Sebastian. He stood up abruptly and put his hands on his hips. “You’re looking at your fearless gang of Ordinaries!”

	“We can help you,” Valeria said.

	“If we find this bracelet and bring it here, I don’t understand what happens,” said Moonbeam. “How do you continue your mission if you move on to the afterlife!”

	“The afterlife?” Cap’n Scally looked confused.

	“Isn’t that what happens? The enchanted bracelet helps you move on to the afterlife?”

	“No one said afterlife,” chuckled Ambrose.

	“The bracelet is the key to our moving on. In that you are correct,” said the captain. “Moving on to our future.”

	“Your … future?” Molly gasped. “What future does a ghost have?”

	“Ah, lovely girl. Such a fresh, innocent specter,” chuckled the captain. He glided over to her. “You have much to learn, and I will explain this to you.” He turned and looked at the rest of us. “The magic permits us to continue our work.”

	“I don’t understand your vernacular,” said Atticus. “Typically, ghosts with unfinished business have purpose-driven immortality. The goal of moving on to the afterlife has classically been the ghost’s objective.”

	“Not for us, it ain’t!” said Aymer.

	“You see, the bracelet is the key to our existence,” said Cap’n Scally. “It is the ticket to our next adventure.”

	“But you’re ghosts!” said Frank. “What ticket? What adventure?”

	“You’ve been sitting underwater for a whole year,” added Sebastian, scratching his head.

	“That is the truth, we have,” said the captain. “Without the bracelet we became nothing but apparitions. Ghostly illusions. Vulnerable specters. Tethered to our sunken boat. The magic of the bracelet is what gives us a tangible form. It is how our boat was able to be sunk by humans, and how we were killed – again.”

	“I’m sorry – did you say … again?” Sebastian’s forehead furrowed in confusion.

	“He said again,” cackled Bucko, bobbing his head up and down.

	Cap’n Scally chuckled. “This ain’t our first rodeo, as they say. Will you help us find the enchanted bracelet so we may continue our work? Please talk among yourselves and call when you have your decision. We shall hover in the ether as you converse. Beckon when you’re ready.”

	The ghosts disappeared into a funnel of wispy fog that floated above the boat.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	We weighed in on the captain’s story. It was obvious that helping them was indeed our mission in this book. We all agreed that helping these non-pirate pirates was to be our goal. I looked around at my friends’ faces and saw commitment there. I called out to the pirates to join us, and they appeared immediately, giving the impression that they’d listened in on our discussion.

	“Everyone agreed,” I announced. “We will search for the bracelet and help you carry on with your mission to protect the people from horrifyingly wicked pirates.”

	There was a hearty round of celebration. Everyone applauded and cheered. Zell put up her hands in fists and growled. Frank let out an earsplitting yowl. Sebastian tossed his sweater over his shoulders as if it were a cape. Mollie yeehawed and spun in a circle.

	“We are much obliged and will be eternally grateful. We will not let your work be in vain. We will grasp every opportunity to protect innocent people from the savage beasts who sail the seas.” Cap’n Scally stood up, put one hand behind his back, and bowed to us so low his long hair drifted over the sand by his feet.

	Henry, Ambrose, and Aymer stood and mimicked this action.

	Aymer stood back up and stretched his arms above his head. He let out an enormous yawn.

	Cap’n Scally chuckled. “Been a big day for us … with all the conjuring and storytelling. We need our beauty sleep. And you … you must prepare for the important job ahead of you. We bid you adieu.”

	The captain, his crew, and the parrot – the ghostly Defenders of the Sea – faded to mist. The mist began to swirl and dip, floating high up over the boat.
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	We watched in awe as the mist condensed and then disappeared as it seeped inside the boat.

	“Wow. That was a shocking story,” said Valeria. “Now we know why we need to help the ghosts find their bracelet. It’s so they can continue their mission to rid the world of evil.” Her eyes were as big as saucers.

	“And that it will save the world from the chaos of the loose magic,” Glo said.

	“That’s a lot to be responsible for!” cried Sebastian.

	“Yet, that appears to be our assigned mission,” said Atticus calmly. “As I mentioned earlier, this is a common theme among ghost stories. A right must be wronged, a murderer caught, or some other feat tied to their death must be accomplished. Only then can the spirits be released from their curse. The bracelet’s additional powers are an unexpected twist, though. And the fact that the pirate heroes are caught between realms, unable to carry out their noble deed.”

	“How horrible for them to be caught in limbo, between specter and human,” said Moonbeam.

	“I personally like being in between,” said Mollie with a shrug.

	“Yes, but you get to be with us!” said Zell.

	Mollie giggled.

	“And you can move around with any one of us from the group,” said Glo. “Plus, you get to travel to fascinating destinations and solve perplexing mysteries.”

	 “That’s all true!” Mollie nodded in agreement.

	“Those poor pirates are tethered to their crashed boat,” said Sebastian.

	“With nothing to do but paint bloody battle scenes,” murmured Frank.

	“When what they really want to be doing is ridding the world of evil.” Sebastian added.

	We sat on the beach and contemplated the enormity of the task ahead. The heaviness of our thoughts had caused all conversation to cease. Tension radiated from the group.

	Zell got up off her chair and picked up a stick from the beach and held it up for all to see. “Do you see this ordinary piece of wood? Watch as I bend this stick with my bare hand.”

	“Way to go, Zell,” said Glo, with a smile. “It’s getting pretty heavy around here. Time to lighten the mood.”

	“Yay!” said Sebastian. “A magic trick.” He shifted forward in his seat to watch the action.

	Zell laid the stick over her open palm, then one by one closed her fingers into a fist. The two ends of the stick poked out either end.

	“Look! The stick is nice and straight!” She pointed at both ends of the stick, enjoying her role as magician.

	As she closed her fist tightly, she just about burst my eardrum with a fake sneeze, while her opposite hand waved wildly in the air, as if she were swatting a fly. But even with the noise and the distraction, I still saw her clench her fist and heard the small “snap” as the stick cracked.

	“Taa-daaa! You can believe your eyes, folks! I have bent the stick!” Zell held up her fist to show that the two ends of the stick now poked out between her fingers at a 90-degree angle.

	Mollie swooped closer to look at the two ends of the stick. “Oh, my, Zell! You are so clever!”

	Zell glowed under her praise.

	Atticus grinned but shook his head at Zell’s antics. “Can we get back to business now? We need to formulate a plan to find the bracelet.”

	“I think that the first thing we need to know is if the pirates who stole the treasure are locals,” I said. “Are they here on the island?”

	“People did say there were sightings of their boat recently,” recalled Forrest.

	I nodded. “Right! So … either they’re local, or they are hanging around because of the appearance of the boat that washed up on shore.”

	“We should go back into town and see if we can gather any info from the locals,” said Sebastian.

	“Shocker,” said Frank. “Sebby wants to gossip with the natives.”

	Sebastian flapped his hand at the cat. “You stop! We learn tons of secrets from that so-called gossip.”

	“A rose by any other name,” said Frank.

	“That doesn’t even make sense,” said Sebastian.

	“It means—"

	“Ah!” Moonbeam interrupted. “We should visit the local taverns!”

	Forrest’s eyes widened. He looked baffled that his wholesome, organic mother would make such a suggestion. “Since when do you want to go to a tavern, Mom?”

	“Since that’s where the mysterious Carlos Ortega may be. We can find out if he has a role in this. And if he is indeed a friend of Lewis Pompano, maybe he knows where the fisherman really is, since I suspect he is not out there fishing.”

	“Good thinking, Moonbeam,” I said. “Perhaps we can find out if Lewis or Carlos are in any way connected to the pirate boat.”

	“But Paige, why would that be so? Lewis is a fisherman,” said Valeria, her face scrunching up in confusion.

	“As far as he and his wife have said.” Sebastian looked at our newest member. “But is he just a fisherman? We gotta think outside the box, Valeria. The back room at their home had all that information about the treasure, and that might tell us a different story. They could be the bad pirates!”

	“To the van!” called Frank as he jumped off his chair and began to march down the beach with purpose, his head and tail held high, his paws kicking up sand with every step.

	“Wait!” called Moonbeam.

	Frank turned around. “Huh?”

	“We need to return our deck chairs to their bin.”

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	We left the beach as the sky darkened and enjoyed the quiet peacefulness. Though I had a feeling it was the calm before the storm, so to speak. Hopefully, not another actual storm.

	We picked up the van and drove into town. We walked along the main street, which was busy with people coming in and out of the restaurants and shops. Most of the storefronts were lit up by spotlights and strings of twinkling lights. The many lampposts that lined the road cast a warm yellow glow over the shops and people, making it seem like a scene from a movie that deserved light, upbeat music. The charming downtown gave the vibe of a festival. We found our way to the first local tavern. I opened the door to the Islanders Pub and stepped into a dark, cozy room. It took a few minutes for my eyes to adjust. I looked at Zell to see her winking, her right eye closed tight.

	She opened that eye and covered the other. “It works! I can see!”

	“How cool is that!” said Glo. “Good for you, Zell. I never even thought to try it.”

	“That’s something we’re sure Cap’n Scally was telling the truth about,” said Moonbeam. “I’ll give him a check in the believability column.” She made a checkmark motion in the air.

	“Are you still doubting him?” I asked.

	“Maybe just a bit. I sure wish we could know for sure.”

	“I think we need to proceed with belief,” said Atticus. “Tempered with caution and care.”

	“That’s well said,” said Moonbeam. “Oh, look. There’s an open table in the back,” she said.

	“Oh no, no, no, dear,” said Sebastian, shaking his finger. “You don’t learn anything sitting in the back. There’s a couple of high-tops right next to the bar. Let’s sit there.”

	Before we could reply, he was maneuvering his way through the crowd, so we had no choice but to follow. He was the king of gossip, after all.

	Sebastian, Atticus, and Forrest shoved the two tables closer together and we all hopped up on the stools.

	“Evening!” said a cheerful server. She held her order pad in one hand and gave a wave of greeting with the other. “I’m Macie, and I’ll be taking your order tonight. Looks like some new faces!”

	“Yep, that’d be us!” said Sebastian. "We are new in town.”

	“Welcome to Crescent Moon Bay! What can I get you all to drink?”

	Macie took our orders, and we enjoyed looking around at the space when she left. It was a charming place with the feel of an old English pub. The tables, chairs, and the bar were all made of deep mahogany that glistened with polish and reflected the light from the lanterns that hung on the ceiling and walls. The maroon wall paint and fabric curtains gave the place a peaceful backdrop. Most of the tables were full of people eating fish and chips or burgers, and drinking beer from mugs or sipping from tall glasses of Irish coffee. There was a soft hum of conversation all around, punctuated by bursts of laughter and the clinking of dishes. It was a friendly atmosphere.

	Macie returned with our drinks and began passing them around.

	“Great place you have here,” said Atticus.

	“Thanks! It’s quite popular, especially this time of night.”

	“Do the local fishermen come in here often?” Sebastian asked.

	“Oh yeah, we do get our share of burly fishermen!” She winked at him.

	Frank chuckled, and Sebastian blushed and shook his head uncomfortably. “Umm, well. We’re looking for two men in particular. Lewis Pompano and Carlos Ortega. Know them?”

	“Sure do,” she said. “Haven’t seen Lewis in a week or so. You just missed Carlos. He left about a half hour ago. He often comes in right after dinner. You might try back tomorrow.”

	“Thanks, Macie.” Sebastian toasted her with his mug of Guinness.

	The server left us, and Sebastian immediately turned around and began to talk with the two couples at the next table. Our chatty friend really took his gossip-gathering seriously. Within minutes, they were laughing together like old friends, and their table was pushed over to join ours.

	There were quick introductions all around, and of course the two women gushed over “adorable, charming, gorgeous” Frank, once again feeding his already enormous ego. He curled up on one woman’s lap and I heard him purring … and soon after that, snoring.

	“Have y’all heard about the pirate ship?” one woman said, her eyes wide.

	“It’s not a ship, honey,” said her husband. “It’s a boat.”

	“Well, it had a pirate flag!”

	“Yeah, we saw the boat that washed up on the beach,” said Forrest.

	“Oh, not that one.” She sat forward in her seat. “I mean the one that attacked that poor couple’s boat in the marina yesterday! Oh my, goodness!” She shook her head and clicked her tongue.

	The people in our group looked stunned, and I pushed the woman for more information. “What happened to them?” I asked.

	The husband took over the story. “Right-o! So, here’s the story. Nice couple, minding their own business. Pirates boarded their boat and knocked out the couple! Knocked them right out! The folks had been fishing and were spending the night in the marina! Luckily, they survived the attack, but the pirates took all the valuables that they could carry away.”

	“They took all her jewelry!” gasped the second woman.

	 The first nodded. “Plus, a television, their computers, and even all the bottles of wine!”

	“And then they left them there,” said the second husband. “Knocked out, right there on the cabin floor!”

	“Were there any witnesses?” asked Atticus.

	The first man shook his head. “It happened in the dark of night, and that’s a small marina. Not too many people stay overnight there. And it’s mainly full of old fishing boats. Not too enticing to most thieves.”

	“Do you know the names of the people on the boat?” I asked. I thought perhaps we might look them up and hear their side of the story. We could see if they had any information about the pirates.

	The two couples thought it over, but no one could recall the names of the victims. They had nothing more to tell, so the conversation drifted to other random topics.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	On the way back to the van we talked about the attack on the boaters.

	“So, how about that?” said Valeria. “There are pirates in town now!”

	“This is turning out to be a scarier story than I’m comfortable with,” said Moonbeam, crossing her arms. “I’m not sure we should be messing with such terrible pirates. If they could overtake the captain and his crew, I’m certain we’d be easy to outfox.”

	“We are where we’re supposed to be,” Zell reminded her. “And it shall remain so, until we reach The End.”

	Moonbeam hugged herself and shuddered. “I just have a thing about pirates. It started when I was a child with a man dressed up as a pirate. He had a booming voice and a looming presence.”

	“Ohhh,” said Glo. “I get that! I still hate clowns ever since one scared me at my sixth birthday party.”

	“Everybody hates clowns,” said Sebastian with a shudder.

	“I love clowns!” said Zell. “And I love pirates, too! And talking tea kettles!”

	Everyone laughed and we focused on getting back on track – the track we were destined to follow.

	“If there are pirates in town now, it must be the same ones that downed the captain’s boat. Don’t you think?” asked Glo.

	“That would be the reasonable assumption,” said Atticus. “We have our appointment with Harold Finnegan, editor of the paper, tomorrow. Let’s see what he knows about all this.”
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	I woke up to a gorgeous sunny day feeling excited and motivated. I climbed up to the hexagon-shaped turret, stood at the window and watched the waves. The view nearly took my breath away. The blue sky met a curving coastline blending into endless water beyond. White clouds drifted across the sky at the same pace as the sailboats beneath them. I was thinking about pirates, jewels, magic, and ghosts. I was excited to embark on the serious business of solving another mystery, one that involved protecting many innocent people. I was also hardening my resolve to save this community and seafaring people from whatever horror the loose bracelet and pirates could cause them. I had confidence in our group, and our place here. I knew that our purpose was to be the Ordinaries who solved the mystery. My GeeGee had told me that the book club was always victorious … as far as she knew. I shook off the implications of that tagged-on disclaimer and continued enjoying the view and my thoughts.

	I heard Zell whistling as she went down the stairs. Before long I smelled coffee brewing and headed to the kitchen for a cup.

	I walked past Glo’s room just as she came out.

	“Heading down for breakfast?” I asked her.

	“Yup. And a big mug of coffee.” She sniffed the air. “Is there any better fragrance in the morning?"

	“Mmm, for sure.”

	 As we went down the stairs, we heard an unfamiliar manly voice speaking from the dining room. I gasped and grabbed Glo’s arm, but the fright only lasted a moment. I realized it was Frank’s voice, albeit in an abnormal cadence for the unusual cat. We paused at the bottom of the stairs and listened.

	“I am writing this journal entry from deep in the jungles of the Amazon. I just lived through a harrowing experience. While I hid in my tent, frozen with fear, I watched through a peephole while a grizzly bear ravaged my campsite. He spotted me and lunged forward to attack. He ripped open the canvas as I grabbed my—”

	I stifled a giggle, but Glo’s slipped out. Frank looked up at us with a rumble of displeasure.

	“Frank, there aren’t any grizzly bears in the Amazon,” I said. “And it’s a rainforest, not a jungle.”

	“Huh. Really?” He leaned closer to the computer screen and scrunched his eyes at the words.

	Atticus came down the stairs behind us. “Paige is correct. Rainforest refers to a specific ecosystem which includes thick canopies and tall trees. Jungles, in common usage, have more light, and denser vegetation in the understory. And no grizzly bears.”

	“See? I was right.”

	“Then what dangerous animals do live in the Amazon, Miss Smarty Pants?”

	“Jaguars?” I guessed.

	“Correct. Ocelots and cougars, as well,” added Atticus.

	“Those are all CATS!” Frank looked horrified. “Geeze, people! I can’t get attacked by a cat!”

	“How about a green anaconda snake?” Atticus asked.

	Frank shuddered. “And that will be a big, fat no.”

	“No boa constrictors, then?” Glo asked.

	He scowled at her and shook his head. “Ixnay on the akesnay.”

	“How about a black caiman alligator?” suggested Atticus.

	“Ah!” Frank nodded. “Now you’re talking!”

	I stared at the cat. He was sitting on the dining room table using the dictation app on my computer. “And, by the way. How did you get on my computer?”

	“Yo!” I looked over to see Forrest lounging on the sofa, scrolling on his phone. “I hope it’s okay I got him on there, Paige. He said it was.”

	“Sure, that’s fine. As long as you supervise.”

	 Frank ignored my comment and stared at the computer screen. “Forrest, how do I go back and change ‘grizzly bear’ to ‘alligator’?”

	“Alligator?” Zell came bounding out of the kitchen. “Why are you talking about alligators?” She ran to the window and threw aside the curtain to look wildly around the yard.

	“No alligators,” I said. “Frank is writing a story.”

	“It’s not a story,” huffed Frank. “It’s for my online journal.”

	“Ah! I love reading the journal entries on your blog, Frank,” said Valeria, bopping down the stairs with Sebastian behind her.

	“You have a blog?” This was said in shock by me, Atticus, Sebastian, and Glo.

	“Yeah. His blog,” said Zell, nodding knowingly.

	“Why have you not given me the link?” Sebastian looked offended.

	“Sorry, man,” said Frank. “It’s new. I wanted to build up my following before I shared it with the group. But I guess the cat’s out of the bag now.” He glanced at me. “Not a jaguar, an ocelot, or a cougar. A Siamese.” He chuckled.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	As soon as Frank finished his journal entry and everyone had breakfast, we left for town. It was a short drive to the Crescent Moon Bay Post building.

	The bell on the door jangled as we walked in, but the lobby was empty.

	“Hello?” I called out.

	“Be right out!” came a voice from the back.

	We wandered around the lobby reading the framed front-page stories and local business profiles that decorated the walls. Mollie swooped through the wall to peek in the back rooms. Zell rounded up quarters from everyone and was busy using the gumball machine to fill her purse and pockets with candies.

	“Hello there! Harold Finnegan, editor of this fine paper!” The happy, round man came bounding into the lobby. “Oh, ho ho! You’ve all been here before, so I bet you’ve heard that intro already. What can I do for you folks today?”

	“We have an appointment with you,” said Atticus. “To discuss the boat that washed up on the beach.”

	“Right, right. The folks from the magazine, are ya?”

	“Actually, not a magazine. It’s research for a book,” said Valeria. Apparently, now that she had that story, she was sticking to it.

	“Come on back to the conference room.” Harold led us down the hall.

	Mollie was pulled along with us by her tether.

	“Find anything?” whispered Glo.

	“Nothin’ new,” Mollie said.

	We stepped into a conference room that was littered with building blocks, toy cars, stuffed animals, and a child-sized play kitchen filled with plastic food and dishes. The conference table was home to several coloring books and a couple boxes of crayons.

	Harold motioned to the clutter. “As you can see, my grandkids like to hang out here with their grandpappy. Move the toys aside and grab a seat.”

	I immediately liked Harold. Any man who’d allow his grandchildren to take over his conference room was okay in my book.

	Harold took the seat at the head of the table, moving a stack of kids’ books aside. “Mystery Pirate Boat that Sank a Year Ago Reappears on the Beach.” He spread his hands in the air, as if reading a headline. “Quite the story for our little community, wouldn’t you say? Of course, everybody’s abuzz about the treasure.”

	“It’s really quite exciting!” said Glo.

	“You betcha. Enough mystery to fill many columns. I’m just finishing up a piece for tomorrow’s edition about the bracelet.”

	“The bracelet?” gasped Moonbeam.

	“What do you know about the bracelet?” I asked.

	“Whoops! Got a little head of myself there. Need to keep that tidbit under wraps until I flesh it out, okay, folks? Still trying to track down some details, but rumor has it that a bracelet was bought and sold by a local dealer. It’s a solid gold chain with a large ruby on it, plus two other empty settings. It’s said that it looks like it’s missing two of its jewels. Perhaps more rubies. That’s the word on the street.”

	“Does anyone say where it originated?” asked Atticus.

	“Everyone thought it belonged to the couple from the boat that was attacked – but they told me it wasn’t theirs.”

	“They told you that, huh? Would you be able to share the couple’s information with us?”

	“Afraid not.” Harold shook his head. “They are being hounded for their story, and we’ll have the exclusive. I’ve signed an agreement to keep their name in confidence. But, anyways, now people are saying it was from the pirates’ treasure chest.”

	Mollie hooted and startled me, so I covered it with a cough. Our ghost loved to use her invisibility to scout out information.

	“I’ll go check the back room,” she said. “Who wants to join me and pretend to use the bathroom?”

	Forrest nodded. “Mr. Finnegan, can I use your restroom?”

	“Ah! Listen to that. A teenager with good manners. It’s down that hallway, son, right past my office.”

	Forrest got up and followed Mollie down the hallway.

	 

	 

	“Do you know what dealer handled the sale of the bracelet?” Atticus picked up right where we’d left off.

	“Nope.” He shook his head and tapped a pencil on the table. “Still trying to find that out.”

	“How many jewelry dealers could you possibly have in a small town?” asked Glo.

	“Well, we have one pawn shop. That seemed the likely source, and I already called them. They don’t know anything about it. Got a list of calls to make today. There’s a whole chain of islands around us, ya know? Same as us, most of ‘em have pawn shops, second-hand shops, or jewelry stores that take consignments. Lots of possibilities.”

	“Do you mind sharing the list with us?” asked Atticus. “We’d be happy to give you any information we discover.”

	Harold looked at Atticus and squinted his eyes. “Not for a newspaper or magazine?”

	“Oh, no. We don’t do anything like that. Purely for our … book research.”

	The editor looked around at our group and we all nodded and made sounds of agreement.

	“Fine, then. Let me go make a copy.”

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	We exited the newspaper office and clustered outside on the walkway.

	“Mollie, did you and Forrest find anything?” I asked.

	“Sure did!” said Forrest. “The agreement was right on his desk. Their names, anyhow. No address or phone number. It was Derek and Lorna Osborne.”

	“Excellent work!” said Atticus.

	Mollie and Forrest high-fived to within an inch of touching. He was good at making sure he didn’t get a frozen hand tap.

	“That sure sounds like Cap’n Scally’s bracelet, doesn’t it?” said Valeria, excitedly.

	“If it is, then what happened to the other two jewels?” asked Forrest.

	“Good question,” I said.

	Atticus was scanning Harold’s list of businesses. “We need to check out all the shops and dealers on the islands. We can split up the list and make calls when we get back to the inn. We’ll also want to see if we can track down the Osbornes and see what they can tell us anything about who attacked their boat.”

	“And let’s hit the taverns again tonight. See if we can find Carlos,” I said. “Plus, maybe we can find out if Lewis has shown up yet. Since he had all that info about the treasure at his house, I have a feeling he might be part of this.”

	“We need to tell Cap’n Scally about the bracelet rumors!” Mollie looked to be bursting with the news.

	“Absolutely!” I agreed.

	“What do you say we stop by the boat, then hit the inn to make the calls, and see if we can reach that couple?” said Glo.

	“Sounds good,” said Sebastian. “Then we can have lunch, take a nap, and then … get all gussied up for a night on the town!” Sebastian looked excited about the idea.

	“Who says gussied up?” asked Frank.

	“Those of us who like to be gussied up!” said Sebastian, pretending to fluff his curls.

	The two of them broke down in laughter.

	“This isn’t all fun and games, you know,” said Moonbeam sternly. “This is a serious investigation.”

	“Don’t be such a spoilsport.” Sebastian put his chin in the air. “If we’re going to do it, we certainly can afford to have a little fun.”

	 

	 

	We drove to the beach and reached the boat just as three people came up behind us. “Hey! Whatcha doing here?” asked one man.

	“What’s it to ya?” grumbled Zell.

	“We’re with the neighborhood watch beach committee. We’ve seen you down here before, but you don’t look like locals.”

	Moonbeam stepped forward with a friendly smile. In her floral caftan and leather sandals, and holding her canvas beach bag, she looked about as innocent as anyone could. “We just moved into the Snapdragon Inn down the street. We love to stroll the beach for a daily walk. We collect shells and pretty stones.”

	The committee members nodded, satisfied with her answer.

	“I’d keep clear of the boat,” said one man. “Could be dangerous, you know.”

	“Thank you, yes. We’ll be careful,” said Moonbeam.

	The committee said goodbye and turned around. We watched them leave the beach and head up toward the street. We continued our walk and stopped by the boat. We called out several times for the captain. We yelled for the crew members, too, but the air around us was still and quiet. There was no sign of the ghosts today.

	“Maybe they’re having a nap before their next painting lesson,” snickered Frank.
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	Our calls to the various pawn shops, secondhand shops, and jewelry dealers yielded no results. That was disappointing, but we did have better luck tracking down the Osbornes, thanks to Sebastian’s Google skills. We let him make the call to them, since he was talented in small talk and was friendly and convincing. He assured them that we weren’t from a magazine or newspaper, and they were intrigued that we were working on a book, so they agreed to meet us at a tavern in town for a very short chat. They were adamant that it wasn’t to be an interview, and it was totally off the record.

	Our evening ahead was planned out. We’d meet with the Osbornes, then visit several other taverns and see what information we could pick up from the patrons. But first, we’d use the day to rest up for a night of investigating.

	We broke off, each to our own method of relaxing. For me, that meant taking a cup of tea and a book out to the porch. I grabbed a paperback off the shelf and headed for the door.

	“Really, Paige?” said Frank. “A cozy mystery book while we’re up to your human ears in our own mystery?”

	I glanced at the book cover, shrugged, and chuckled. “Reading mysteries is not just a hobby, Frank. It’s a lifestyle. I find being involved in a mystery is like breathing in, reading one is like breathing out.”

	Frank grunted a noise, which I chose to take as approval. He followed me out and found a spot on a chair positioned in the sunshine. It had a perfect view of the garden, so he could watch the birds and butterflies. For a pleasant change of pace, he was quiet while I read.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	Lunch was a typical potluck of too many cooks in the kitchen, so we ended up with enough food to feed a cruise ship. After a heavy lunch that included various desserts, most of the group followed Sebastian’s suggestion of taking a nap to prepare for the night ahead. I wasn’t a napper, so I grabbed my cozy and headed back out to the porch. Glo and I shared the same avoidance of naps and passion for reading, so she joined me outside. Valeria showed up with a stack of celebrity magazines and Mollie hovered over her shoulder expressing shock and laughter at all the photos of movie stars and their shenanigans.

	“Hello!” a cheerful voice rang out. It was Penelope, sans baby. She was on the sidewalk, dressed in running clothes with EarPods in her ears. It appeared she’d been passing by our home while out on a jog.

	“Where’s sweet little Lily?” I asked.

	“She’s home with Daddy. We take turns running to get in a good sweat. She’s too young yet for a jogging stroller.”

	“Plus, I bet it’s nice to have a few moments of baby-free time,” Glo called out.

	Penelope laughed. “No, not really! I could hold her 24/7! Seems like I was born with the sole purpose of being her mother.”

	“Aww. That’s so sweet,” said Valeria.

	“She’s one very lucky baby,” I added.

	“Thank you both! What are you all up to today?”

	“Having a relaxing day, then out to the taverns tonight,” said Valeria.

	“Oh, by the way,” I said, trying for the casual, friendly voice I’d heard Sebastian use, “have you heard any new rumors about the pirate boat?”

	Mollie chortled. “You sounded just like Sebastian.”

	She was right, of course, but I waved her off. Then I pretended to be swatting away a fly so that I didn’t look like a complete goofball to our neighbor.

	Penelope jogged up our walkway and stood by the porch railing. “That silly boat story! That’s all people want to talk about!” She laughed. “Small town. You know? Anyhow, it’s gotten so ridiculous, what with people adding to what they hear and throwing their own theories in with the gossip, it’s hard to figure out what’s truth and what’s fiction!”

	“What kinds of things are people saying?” I asked.

	“I heard that Carlos is annoyed that everyone is harassing him for information about his cousin’s story about that guy pawning the gold coins. Carlos is kind of an anti-social type, you know. People don’t usually talk to him because he gives off those ‘leave me alone’ vibes, but now suddenly everyone wants to hear it from the horse’s mouth. And the horse has clamped his lips shut.”

	“Do horses have lips?” mumbled Frank.

	I stifled a giggle and ignored his comment, which, thankfully, Penelope didn’t hear. “I can imagine he would be out of his comfort zone on this. Heard anything else?”

	“Yeah, people are afraid to take their boats out now. Since that couple got knocked out and robbed by pirates! Such a shame, with all this good weather we’re having.” Her phone chimed and she glanced down at it. “Oops! Baby’s awake. I better get going. Y’all have a good afternoon – and have fun going out on the town tonight!”

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	We were all “gussied up” and the group’s energy was high as we piled out of the van in the middle of downtown. Valeria was in particularly high spirits since she was beginning to find her groove as one of our team of sleuths.

	We had parked in front of our first stop, Schooner’s Bar and Grill, to meet up with Derek and Lorna Osborne. We had decided not to overwhelm them with our large group and drew straws to see who’d interview the couple. Sebastian got to go, of course, since he’d made the call and set the appointment. Sebastian and the long straw winners –Atticus and I – went into the building, while the rest of the club went into the ice cream shop next door. Zell had picked a long straw, too, but the minute she saw the ice cream shop she bailed and went for the sweet treat instead. Honestly, that was for the best since she lacked any social filters and I had been nervous about her talking to the Osbornes.

	 

	 

	We scanned the crowd for the couple. They said to look for a man in a red shirt and a woman in a blue checked sundress with a white sweater. The fact that they added they’d both be wearing bandages on their heads made it quite easy to spot them.

	“There they are,” said Sebastian, leading us to their table.

	“Mr. and Mrs. Osborne?” He turned his most charming smile on them, and they nodded and grinned back.

	“Are you Sebastian?” Derek Osborne asked.

	“The one and only!” Sebastian made a funny little bow. His sunny personality set them at ease. “These are my friends, Paige and Atticus.”

	“Hello. Grab a seat,” said Derek. “So, you’re writing a book about the pirates?”

	Sebastian cleared his throat uneasily, and I jumped in.

	“We are doing a book about it, yes. Thanks for meeting us.”

	The server approached and the three of us ordered sodas.

	“Can we get you something?” I asked.

	“Soda water with a twist of lime would be nice,” said Derek. “Doctor says not to mix alcohol with our pain medication.”

	“And a tray of nachos, please?” said Lorna. “We can’t take our meds on an empty stomach.”

	After a bit of small talk about the weather and the cozy bar, Sebastian leaned forward with both elbows on the table and his chin resting on his fists. He launched the opening statement.

	“You must still be reeling from the horrible incident on your boat!” He paused dramatically, his eyes wide, moving one hand to his chest. His listening pose was at the ready. It always worked to get people talking, and today was no exception.

	“We certainly are!” gasped Lorna. “It was the most frightening thing I’ve ever experienced!”

	“I’m sure it was! What happened that night?”

	Lorna’s eyes widened at the memory, and she hugged herself and gave a little shiver. “We were in our cabin, sound asleep—”

	“I heard a noise,” said Derek. “I looked out the window and saw a boat had pulled up next to us. It was dark, but I saw that it had a black pirate flag on it and—”

	“We assumed it was our friends pulling a prank,” said Lorna. “We’ve seen those flags in the party shop, but—”

	“We never knew there were really—”

	“Pirates out there!” Lorna’s voice broke on the word pirates.

	 Derek nodded at his wife and put a hand on her shoulder. “We honestly didn’t think it was more than a joke though, since we’d been out on a cruise and hadn’t heard the local news. I went out to see who it was. I told Lorna to stay put but—”

	“I wasn’t going to lie in bed alone and just wait! I followed him out to see for myself who—”

	“There were three men in our cabin. They were wearing masks and disconnecting our computer. Obviously, it was not our friends—”

	“I was so frightened! I screamed—”

	“Which startled the men and—”

	“They hit us!” They both said together.

	“Right over the head with our own cast iron skillets!” Derek looked outraged at the idea. “It happened so fast I didn’t have a moment to fight back.”

	“And there were three of them!” Lorna said again, emphasizing the fact that they were outnumbered. “I knew we shouldn’t have spent the night there. All those old fishing boats and no people around.” She glanced at her husband with a scowl, and I’m sure there was an argument lurking behind that story. “I have nightmares.” She began to shake.

	“They robbed us blind,” growled Derek.

	“They even stole my tiara!” Lorna’s eyes filled with tears.

	“A tiara?” Glo asked, her eyebrows nearly up to her hairline.

	“She calls it that,” said Derek, with a smile at his wife. “It’s more like a headband.”

	“Derek gave it to me on our wedding day. It had one perfect diamond in the center. He’s added a diamond each year on our anniversary.”

	“Oh, how romantic!” gushed Valeria. “How long have you been married?”

	“Twenty-six years,” said Derek proudly.

	There was a hushed silence around the table.

	“It has twenty-six diamonds?” Frank’s eyes popped.

	“Yes, it does,” said Lorna, not even looking a bit surprised at a talking cat. “But the real value is sentimental.” The tears began to roll down her cheeks.

	“Do you recall what the men looked like?” asked Atticus.

	Derek put his arm around his trembling wife. “I’m sorry, folks. This is too overwhelming for her.”

	Lorna punctuated that with a loud sob.

	“I’d better take her home. Come on, honey.”

	The Osbornes got up and left. They didn’t even wait for their nachos. Luckily, the group took care of that.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	We left Schooner’s and collected the rest of the club from the ice cream shop. We filled them in on our conversation with the couple as we walked the several blocks over to Islanders Pub to take another stab at finding Carlos and chatting up the locals.

	Marcie gave us a warm welcome and we ordered a round of beers.

	“You all can’t be having a mug of beer at every tavern,” said Moonbeam, sipping the last of her soda water. “We need to keep our wits about us.”

	“Yes, Mother,” snorted Sebastian.

	Forrest giggled and tried to hide it by sipping his ginger ale loudly through his straw.

	“Don’t be concerned, Moonbeam,” said Atticus. “We ordered sodas on our visit with the Osbornes.”

	Then Sebastian ruined Atticus’s serious response by raising his beer mug in a toast to the group. “To the magnificent Ordinaries!” Zell and Valeria happily tapped their glasses with his.

	“And where is my bowl of ale?” asked Frank.

	“You’re a cat,” said Moonbeam.

	“A cat-man, I’ll have you know. And I’m not adverse to a bowl of dark ale.”

	“How about some nice root beer?” asked Sebastian.

	“Fine,” huffed Frank.

	 “And when are you going to stop dropping hints and tell us your backstory?” asked Sebastian. “We’re all dying to know.”

	“You flag down that server over there and get my beverage, and I’ll think about it,” said Frank.

	Sebastian did as Frank asked and ordered a root beer and a bowl.

	The server brought over the order and Sebastian filled the bowl. He placed it on the table in front of Frank who took several delicate licks. He murmured sounds of delight and licked the foam off his chin.

	“Well?” said Forrest, tapping the table in front of Frank.

	“Well, what?” said Frank.

	“Your story?”

	“I said I’d think about it. I’m thinking about it,” Frank mumbled as he joyfully lapped up his root beer.

	Zell snorted with laughter and hit the table in front of her. “Good one, Frankie.”

	Marcie came back to our table to see if we needed anything else. Her brows rose at the cat on the table lapping up the root beer, but she didn’t say a word.

	“If y’all are still looking for Carlos, you just missed him.”

	“Oh, no!” said Moonbeam.

	“Do you know where he went off to?” asked Atticus.

	“He mentioned he was meeting a friend at the Barnacle Tavern.”

	“Where’s that?” I asked.

	“Three blocks west of here.” Marcie answered, then she saw the look on my face and interpreted it correctly.

	“We’re a small island town, Paige. Taverns and restaurants abound for the locals and tourists alike. Not much else to do around here in the evening.” She waved her hand dramatically and we laughed.

	Marcie turned to leave, but Glo stopped her with a tap on her arm. “Do you know if Lewis is back in town yet?”

	“Huh. No. Now that you mention it, I haven’t seen him around. But you know, I don’t work every night, so I might have missed him.”

	“Thanks, Marcie! Have a good evening.”

	Moonbeam put up such a fuss that we didn’t finish our beers. She said we needed to hurry if we wanted to catch Carlos, though I suspected her real motivation was to keep us fully sober. We paid our tab and headed out to the Barnacle Tavern. Moonbeam was right, of course. If we dawdled, we’d likely miss him again.
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	As we walked the three blocks to the Barnacle Tavern we talked about the Osbornes.

	“I feel so bad for them,” said Valeria. “Poor Lorna was traumatized.”

	“And they stole such a romantic gift,” said Glo with a sad shake of her head.

	“Not to mention, it must be worth a bundle,” said Mollie as she swooped along beside us. “Diamonds are still worth a bundle, right?”

	“Oh yeah,” said Zell. “And that tiara had twenty-six of them!”

	“One for every year of their marriage,” sighed Valeria, with a dreamy look on her face.

	“How are we going to figure out if the pirates that ransacked the Osbornes’ boat are the same ones who sank the captain’s boat?” asked Forrest.

	“It likely is them,” I said. “After all, how many pirates would waste their time around a small town like this? Wouldn’t they be off to richer lands?”

	“True,” said Glo. “But that means they must be after the treasure, then. I mean if they already had it, why would they stick around here?”

	“Unless they live here,” said Mollie. “I mean, even bad guys have homes, you know?”

	“Excellent point, Mollie,” said Atticus, earning him a glowing smile from the ghost. “There have been sightings of the pirate boat here. It could be their home base … or they could be back due to the boat that washed up on shore.”

	“That means it could be that so-called fisherman, Lewis, or his supposed friend, Carlos,” said Valeria.

	We’d arrived at our destination, and Zell reached out to open the door just as a man came bursting out in a rush to leave. He nearly knocked Zell over.

	“Watch where you’re going!” She yelled at him and shook her fist.

	The man hopped into a car parked in front, and as he drove off, two other men came rushing out. One of them called out, “Hey, Carlos! Come back! We want to hear—”

	It was too late. Carlos sped away from the curb, causing the person in the car coming down the road to lay on their horn.

	“Dang it! We missed him again,” said Mollie.

	“So much for talking to Carlos today,” I said. “Or any day, by the looks of it. It’s obvious he has no desire to share his story.”

	“Either that,” said Atticus, “or he has something to hide.”

	“Maybe,” said Moonbeam. “But it could be social anxiety. Someone who’s suddenly the hub of gossip over something that he merely overheard. Now everyone is hovering and begging him to talk.”

	“Or … he has something to hide,” Frank repeated.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	The Barnacle Tavern was a sailing-themed bar with anchors, buoys, and sailing ship steering wheels decorating the walls. The furniture was wooden, the lights were fashioned after old lanterns, and the floor was covered with real woodchips.

	“Woodchips? Inside?” Frank scrunched up his face.

	“It’s to hide the peanut shells,” said Sebastian.

	“Peanut shells? What is with you humans?” The cat rolled his eyes.

	“It’s tres chic.”

	“You speak French, Sebastian?” asked Valeria.

	“Un petit!”

	“Wow, that’s neat. Oh, look at that!” said Valeria. She pointed at a large poster of Barnacle Bill. “It’s signed with his actual autograph!”

	Atticus chuckled. “Which would be impressive had he not been a fictional fishing boat captain.”

	“I still like the poster,” laughed Valeria. She was not in the least bothered by Atticus pointing out her naivete.

	There was one open table, but not quite enough seats around it for all of us. Zell, Valeria, and Sebastian spotted open stools at the bar across from us, next to a group of jovial men. The men gladly shuffled their seats so that the three of them could sit together. Frank hopped up on Sebastian’s lap.

	“You are real gentlemen,” Zell said, which caused the men to let out hoots of laughter, telling us they didn’t see themselves as gentlemen.

	Frank guffawed along with them, which got the men laughing even more as they pointed at the cat.

	“Well, little lady, I like your style, and your furry companion,” said a man with messy gray hair and a matching mustache that hid his upper lip entirely. He held out his hand to her. “Harvey Watts.”

	“Zelda Finkelstein, but my friends call me Zell, so you can too.”

	She introduced the members of the book club, and Harvey introduced his friends.

	“Want to see some magic tricks?” Zell asked.

	“Oh, here we go,” mumbled Frank.

	Sebastian and Valeria urged her on, while the rest of us rolled our eyes.

	Zell dug around in her purse and pockets. She pulled out a handful of candies from the gumball machine and offered them around. Moonbeam visibly cringed when two of the men took her up on her offer and scooped up some of the candy.

	“Well, darn,” said Zell. “I used up all my quarters in the gumball machine for candy. I was gonna show you a great coin trick.”

	Harvey dug in his pocket. “Do you want to use this one?”

	“Thanks!” Zell held out her hand and he plunked the coin into her palm.

	“Wowzer!” said Zell. “That is one really cool golden coin.”

	Mollie swooped over and examined the piece. “That looks like real gold, honey!” she exclaimed with a whoop.

	Of course, no one else in the tavern could see or hear our ghost.

	Atticus got up and went over to peer into Zell’s hand. “Where did you get this coin?” he asked.

	“From a pawn shop that deals in coins and stuff,” said Harvey. “I’m a coin geek, and the owner knows it. I like unusual ones from odd places, so he calls me when something shows up. He couldn’t tell me anything about this one or where it was from, but I thought it was remarkable, nonetheless. There was actually a few more of them, but I just picked out a couple of the cleanest ones and got me a heck of a deal.”

	“I love old coins!” exclaimed Forrest in an oddly high-pitched voice. I had never heard him speak of coins, so I guessed that he was faking his enthusiasm.

	“Fine hobby, son! Let me show you these.” Harvey pulled out a small box and took out several more of the gold coins. He lined them up on the bar. Forrest got up and leaned over to look at them.

	“These are great! Mom, could you maybe get me one of them – for my birthday?”

	Luckily, Moonbeam caught on quickly. “Sure thing, honey. It would make a great gift, if you’d really like one. Where is this pawn shop?” she asked Harvey.

	Our newest friend gave us the information. We had some sodas and a bowl of peanuts, tossing the shells on the floor, of course. Then we headed out to The Silver Dollar Pawn Shop.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	“It’s closed,” said Glo.

	“Yeah, that’s usually what a sign means when it says Closed,” snarked Frank.

	“Lights are on, though. Maybe someone’s in there.” I leaned in close to the glass and peered inside. “Yeah, there is! A man is in the back, working on some things laid out on a table. Looks like watches.”

	I rapped on the window.

	“Uh, Paige,” said Glo. “What’s your plan?”

	“Hmmm. I don’t know. Anyone?”

	The front door opened, and a man looked out at us. He was wearing a pair of those glasses with the magnifying glass attached.

	“We’re closed.” He pointed to the obvious sign.

	Moonbeam stepped up, dragging Forrest by the hand. “So sorry to bother you! My son is a new coin collector, and our friend Harvey Watts said you have some unusual ones. Tomorrow’s his birthday and we were hoping you’d be willing to show us the coins and help nurture a new hobbyist.”

	He paused, and Moonbeam gave another push.

	“Maybe everyone could buy Forrest a coin and we could really start his collection with a bang!”

	We all enthusiastically agreed. The man looked at the group of us, likely adding up the potential for sales.

	“Alrighty then. Come on in. Close the door behind you.”

	“Do you have any more of the kind that Harvey had?” asked Forrest. “They were super cool.” He was gushing like a twelve-year-old, and it was adorable.

	The pawn shop owner opened a metal cabinet drawer and pulled out a box of coins.

	“I don’t have any info on these, and they aren’t solid gold. They’re mixed with a substance I couldn’t identify. They show a lot of wear and damage, but they are unusual pieces and might be worth having. Without verification, and no background details, though, they’re a no-return item.” He opened the box and dumped four coins on the counter.

	Forrest appropriately admired the coins.

	“I could let you have the whole set for seventy-five dollars,” said the dealer.

	“Sixty-five,” said Moonbeam, earning her a side-eye from nearly everyone in the group.

	“Seventy. My final offer.”

	“What do you think, Forrest? Do you like them?” asked Moonbeam.

	“Yeah, they’re great, Mom!”

	“I don’t know,” said Moonbeam, remaining firmly in character. “Seventy dollars is a lot. Unless others want to chip in?”

	We all said yes, we were in on the gift. It was a small price to pay to get one step closer to figuring this out. Once we took the coins to the captain, he could tell us if they were from his treasure chest.

	“We’ll take them,” said Moonbeam, pulling out her wallet.

	“So, if you can’t tell us exactly what the coins are, or where they’re from, can you tell us where you obtained them?” asked Atticus.

	The pawn shop man looked up sharply, like he hadn’t even noticed Atticus standing there before that moment.

	“That’s my dad … always with the questions!” said Forrest.

	Atticus awkwardly put his arm around Forrest’s shoulders. I guessed he was attempting to look fatherly.

	“Perhaps we can track down some background. A good father-son activity.” Atticus patted Forrest on the shoulder, and Forrest grinned stupidly. I held back a laugh.

	“Hmm. Well. I bought them from a local fisherman.”

	“Perhaps we could chat with him. See if he knows the backstory,” said Forrest’s dad. “Good idea to encourage the young one’s hobby, right?”

	 “I suppose,” said the dealer. “Not sure what he can tell you, though. Told me he didn’t know much and was just trying to unload them. Said he had more of them, but he was scouting the local dealers for the best price. I bought a few just to get the guy off my back. His name is Benham Shaw. He recently bought that old boat repair shop on the west side of the island.”

	“Hmm, do you mean the one that’s next to the … umm …” Atticus paused and tapped his temple, as if in thought.

	“It’s over by the Shell gas station and the row of self-storage units.”

	“Right! That’s where it is!” said Atticus, giving a silly looking thumbs-up. “Thanks. We’ll look him up.”

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	We held our collective breath until we left the pawn shop and stepped away from the building, then we all broke down in a laughing celebration.

	“Wow, you guys were good!” I patted Forrest on the arm. “Nice work!”

	“Thanks,” Forrest said, but he wasn’t really listening, as he was scanning his phone screen.

	“Honey, Paige is talking to you,” Moonbeam said.

	Forrest held up his phone. “I searched Zillow and found a recent sale of a boat repair shop on the west side of the island. It’s close to a Shell gas station.”

	“Bravo. Great work, my son!” said Atticus. “The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, I’d say.” Then he chuckled.

	We all stared at him, shocked by the rare moment of humor from the normally serious professor.

	Atticus ignored our stares. “I’m eager to show the coins to the captain to see if they belong to him.”

	“So … the dealer said the coins are gold, but not solid gold, and mixed with an unknown substance. That sounds mysteriously magical to me,” said Moonbeam.

	“Magical?”

	“We are dealing with ghosts, so why not?” She shrugged.

	“What do you say we take a drive over there right now and poke around this boat repair shop?” suggested Zell.

	We all agreed that was the best plan ever.
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	It was the worst plan ever.

	After parking the van nearly half a mile from our destination so that we could approach clandestinely, we were making our way around the boat repair building in the dark. It was like a giant garage or windowless warehouse. So far, we hadn’t seen any signs of life.

	“We’re knee-deep in grass and weeds, and under that is a sticky patch of mud,” I whispered.

	“Who thought creeping around this big old building tonight would be a good idea?” asked Zell.

	“Oh, I remember,” said Glo. “It was all of us dummies.”

	“Don’t call us dummies!”

	“I’m calling myself a dummy, too.”

	“Shhh!”

	“Who’s shushing us?” said Zell. “That’s rude.”

	“Why are there no windows in this building?”

	“Because it’s for storing boats.”

	“Boats don’t need windows,” said Frank.

	“Shhh!”

	“Who keeps shushing us?” Zell was getting annoyed.

	Valeria stopped walking, and I almost stepped on her heels. “I hear something!”

	“It sounds like car tires on gravel.” That came from Atticus, a quiet voice from up at the front of the line.

	We heard a car door open and close, then footsteps in the gravel that sounded like they’d walked up to the building.

	“Now I hear a garage door opening. Let’s give it a minute then swing back around to the front.”

	“We want to volunteer!” said Mollie, in her regular loud voice that no other human could hear.

	“Who’s we? Volunteer for what?” I whispered.

	“Gather round, y’all. We have a plan,” she said. Then she waited for everyone to circle around her.

	“Who’s we?” I asked again.

	“Frank and me. Here’s what we came up with. The two of us can enter the building. No one can see me, and we doubt anyone will notice a talented, soundless feline creeping in.”

	“Got that?” whispered Frank. “She said talented feline.”

	“We’ll wait until the person leaves, then I can direct Frank on how to re-open the garage door. Then you guys can come in.”

	“How will you know how to do it?” asked Moonbeam. “They didn’t have garage doors in the Wild West.”

	“I assume it’s a push button like we have at the Snapdragon Inn. Right? And I can watch to see how the person closes it. Easy-peasy. Worst case, I’ll find a different exit.”

	“Who taught her easy-peasy?” asked Sebastian.

	Zell raised her hand and grinned.

	“We haven’t tried tethering you to the cat yet,” said Forrest.

	“Right. Y’all stay back here. Within fifteen feet we’ll know if I can stick with Frank or not. If it works, we’re going in.”

	“That is an outstanding plan, Mollie,” said Atticus. “Kudos.”

	“What is coo-doze?”

	“It means … yahoo,” said Sebastian.

	Mollie smiled, yelled coo-doze, and tipped her cowboy hat. Then she and Frank went off to the front of the building.

	After five minutes passed, we assumed the tether worked, and they’d gotten into the garage. We stayed quiet, listened, and waited.

	Forrest, Glo, Moonbeam, and Valeria sat down on the grass. Atticus and Sebastian climbed up and sat on the edge of a low concrete wall. Zell and I leaned on the building. The minutes ticked slowly by. Zell groaned and yawned. Sebastian shushed her. She told him to stop shushing her. Moonbeam told them both to shush.

	The circle of shushing ended when we heard footsteps on the gravel as the garage door groaned its way down. A vehicle door opened and shut, then whoever it was drove away. We remained in place until the sounds of the vehicle faded into the distance.

	“Let’s go to the front and determine if Mollie and Frank were successful,” said Atticus.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	We stared at the closed garage door.

	“Oh, rubbish! They’re stuck in there, aren’t they?” asked Zell.

	“Give them a minute,” I said. “They may need time to figure it out.”

	“How to press a button?” Zell snickered.

	“We know Mollie can’t press it, and perhaps Frank can’t reach it.”

	“Maybe we ought to circle the whole building. There must be at least one window somewhere, right?” said Glo.

	We heard a beeping noise, then the garage door began to open. There was a whispered hurray, as we were all doing our best to remain quiet in case someone else was inside the building.

	“Sorry about the wait,” said Mollie, swooping out through the opening door. “The coast is clear. The button was pretty high up and Frank had to keep jumping until he finally hit it.”

	“And now I am absolutely exhausted.” Frank was sprawled out on the floor just inside the garage.

	“Now what should we do?” asked Valeria.

	“Whoa, back up missy,” said Frank. “Where’s all my kudos, good jobs, bravos, and way-to-goes?”

	“Coo-doze, Frank,” said Mollie.

	“Good job, Frank.”

	“Bravo, Frank.”

	“Way to go, Frank.”

	“Half-hearted praise … but I’ll allow it.” Frank jumped up on his feet and shook himself. “I suggest we begin with the room the human just exited. Right this way.”

	 

	 

	We followed Frank into the garage office. It was a messy area with a desk, file cabinets and disorganized stacks of boxes filled with boat parts, manuals, and random packages of new office supplies.

	“Pretty much the rest of the building is empty, as far as we could see,” said Mollie. “Except for stands to hold up boats, and toolboxes and ropes and stuff. No boats though.”

	“That fits with what we’ve heard,” said Atticus. “The pawn shop owner said that the building was recently purchased. It appears the business is just taking off. This room contains quite a few boxes and drawers, so a few of us can search in here. Others can walk through the rest of the building – see if you find anything related to the treasure chest, the coins, or the jewelry.”

	“I’ll walk around,” I volunteered.

	“Yeah,” said Forrest, raising his hand.

	“I’ll go with them,” said Sebastian.

	“Me, too,” said Zell. She glanced down at the pedometer clipped to her waistband. “I need to get in my steps.”

	“I suggest you all stay close together,” said Atticus.

	“We need a lookout!” said Mollie. “I’ll stay by the door and whistle if I see anyone.” She put her fingers to her lips and let out an ear-splitting whistle.

	Moonbeam covered her ears. Glo, Valeria, and Zell applauded.

	“Frank, can you team up with Mollie?” asked Atticus. “You can run quickly to notify anyone who doesn’t hear the whistle.”

	“Who won’t hear that whistle?” I asked. “The neighbors down the street?”

	Everyone laughed, then flinched when Mollie let out another shrill whistle.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	“I’m bored,” said Zell. “This place is a big empty box of nothing but tools and places to store boats. Not even any fun boats to look at.”

	“We haven’t seen it all yet,” said Sebastian. “Maybe there’s a shopping mall in the back corner.”

	He roared with laughter at his own joke, while everyone else snickered.

	“Or maybe there’s a storage room,” I said.

	“Yeah, I wish. But no such luck,” said Zell.

	“What I’m saying is that there is a storage room.” I stood in front of the door I’d just opened. “It’s filled with boxes.”

	“Oooo! Fun!” said Sebastian. He charged past me and began opening boxes and rifling the contents.

	“You seem a little too experienced in this breaking and entering stuff,” I said.

	“Oh, Paige!” He put his hand to his chest. “You flatter me.”

	“It wasn’t meant to be a compliment, you banana,” said Zell.

	“I’m choosing to take it as one.”

	“This is what we came to do,” I said. “So, let’s get to it.”

	The room was a complete mess, and boxes were stacked everywhere, some in towers that looked like they were about to tumble over. Sebastian, Zell, Forrest, and I divided up the room in quarters and searched through the boxes. We were startled to discover that none of the contents were related to boat repair. There were small appliances, electronics, vases, kitchenware, liquor, and oddly, numerous boxes of ladies’ shoes, mainly expensive designer fashions.

	“Oh, my gosh!” I gasped. “I know what all this is! I bet this is the pirates’ stash!”

	“You’re right, Paige! It looks like things that have been stolen from boats!” Sebastian did a little jig. “We are the Super Ordinaries!”

	“I thought we were the Fearless Gang of Ordinaries,” said Forrest.

	“Fearless and super!” Sebastian punched the air.

	“Yeah,” said Zell. “Fearless and super and—"

	“Hey, guys. I think we stumbled upon something important,” I said. “Perhaps we can do more looking and less talking?”

	“We can walk and chew gum at the same time, you know.” Sebastian said as he opened the next box. He flipped the top open and screamed.

	Zell laughed. “You sounded like a little girl at her birthday party.”

	Sebastian reached into the box and slowly lifted out a sparkling diamond-encrusted tiara.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	Sebastian had carefully placed the tiara on the top of a nearby shelf. We clustered around it, afraid to even touch it.

	“It looks really expensive,” said Forrest.

	“It’s like a princess crown,” said Zell.

	While the others continued to stare at the tiara, I went back to the box Sebastian had found it in and sifted through it. I thought it might be filled with other jewels, but that wasn’t the case. It contained several bottles of liquor, two iPads, a laptop, and a couple of iron skillets.

	“This looks like all the stuff from the Osbornes’ boat. I bet they’ll be happy to get—” I gasped.

	Sebastian, Zell, and Forrest all turned to me.

	“What?”

	“Is it a snake?” asked Zell.

	“Nooo,” I let out a breath. “But I found this.” I showed them what I’d found: a shiny gold bracelet. Dangling from it was a large, round, red ruby. And beside it, two very empty settings.
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	I grabbed one end of the box and Forrest took the other.

	We carried the box into the boat repair office, where Atticus, Glo, Valeria, and Moonbeam were still searching through cabinets, boxes, and drawers.

	Mollie and Frank had watched us go by. They followed us, and now stood at the doorway so they could see both inside the office and out to the garage door entrance so they could continue their watch.

	“What’s that?” asked Moonbeam. “Find something good?”

	“Oh, man! Did we ever!” announced Zell. “Show ‘em, Paige!”

	Forrest and I put the box down on the desk, and I opened the flap. I reached in and lifted out the tiara carefully.

	“Oh, my heavens,” gasped Moonbeam. “Is that Lorna Osborne’s tiara?”

	“Yes! It is! And not just this, but it’s a whole box of their belongings.”

	“Wow!” said Valeria. “Look at that, it’s stunning! All those sparkling diamonds. No wonder she was distraught at losing it.”

	“And look at those lovely cast iron griddles!” said Mollie, hovering a ghostly hand over an item that was familiar to her from her life in the old West.

	“Yeah,” said Frank. “Griddles that were used to bash the Osbornes over their innocent little heads.”

	Mollie quickly pulled her hand away with a grimace on her face.

	“There’s more,” I said. “This was also in the box.” I held up the bracelet with the large dangling ruby.

	There was a gasp of shock from all six of them.

	“The captain’s bracelet!” cried Glo. “You found it!”

	“But it only has one jewel,” said Valeria. “Are the others in the box?”

	“I didn’t see them,” I said. “We’ll have to empty out the box. But at least we have this!”

	“The captain is going to lose his marbles,” said Frank.

	Sebastian nodded excitedly. “Look at us! We are just like Robin Hood!”

	Atticus grunted. “Except that Robin Hood was an outlaw, which we are not.”

	Sebastian wilted.

	Mollie cleared her throat.

	“Well, most of us are not,” said Atticus. “And Robin Hood stole from the rich to give to the poor, while we are simply returning things to their rightful owners and helping to protect the seas.”

	Atticus glanced at Sebastian’s long face and quickly recovered. “But certainly, in a fashion, I would say perhaps we are like Robin Hood. Taking from the bandits and giving to the captain to protect the good citizens.”

	Sebastian brightened up.

	“Let’s get out of here,” said Atticus. “Before someone else shows up.”

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	Sebastian groaned. “Who’s turn is it now? I’m completely tuckered out.” His whiny voice drove home his point.

	We had been taking turns in twos as we carried the box toward the van. Parking a half mile away had seemed brilliant when we were scoping out the building, but now that we had to carry the box all the way back it wasn’t the greatest idea after all. However, scoping out the boat repair building had indeed turned out to be a brilliant idea.

	Forrest relieved Sebastian, who suddenly found a burst of energy to begin babbling about our find.

	“I can’t believe what we found! What do you guys think? Did the pirates just happen to put the bracelet in the same box as the Osbornes’ stuff, or … umm … I know! Maybe the Osbornes had it and the pirates took it off their boat along with everything else!”

	“Are you suggesting that the Osbornes are pirates, and they stole the bracelet?” Mollie giggled. “I don’t think they have it in ‘em.”

	“No, not that. I agree with you,” Sebastian giggled. “They are seriously un-pirate-like, but maybe they bought it from a pawn shop or something.”

	“Or maybe whoever owns the boat repair shop are our pirates,” said Moonbeam. “As disorganized and messy as they were in there, perhaps they dumped it in the box because they don’t organize their loot, either.”

	“Loot?” Frank chuckled.

	“Yes, loot,” said Moonbeam.

	“Oh, thank heavens we’re finally here. Let’s load the loot up in the van,” snickered Sebastian.

	“Glo, can you pop the back open, so we can get the loot in there?” said Valeria, giggling.

	“Hop in, everybody. Let’s get back to the inn,” Atticus said, giving one last push to the box. “We don’t want to be seen. We can decide what to do next when we get there.”

	“With the loot,” said Zell, popping the T at the end.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	We pulled out a box of disposable rubber gloves from the kitchen and unloaded the box piece by piece, not wanting to add our fingerprints to the ‘loot.’ We laid everything out on the dining room table. In addition to the bottles of liquor, the iPads, a laptop, and the skillets, there was a set of quality tools, a fishing tackle box, and other random things that certainly looked like they came off the Osbornes’ boat.

	“Whoa, look at this,” I said, scraping along the bottom of the box.

	“The jewels?” asked Mollie hopefully.

	“Nope.” I lifted my hand and displayed six gold coins that looked exactly like the ones we’d obtained from the pawn shop.

	“I think it’s time to call the Osbornes,” said Sebastian. “And then visit our ghostly pirate friends.”

	“I’m not sure I’d call them friends just yet,” said Atticus. “We still should have our eyes open and our guard up.”

	“Against what?” asked Zell, her face scrunched up in confusion.

	“Pirates are known to be liars, so anything Cap’n Scally tells us we must take with a grain of salt. Incidentally, I believe the correct course of action in a situation like this is to deliver the box of stolen items to the police so they may properly track the thief.”

	“Not doing that,” said Moonbeam seriously. She crossed her arms defensively.

	“Why not?”

	“Because then the police will hold the goods forever while they say they’re investigating the crime, and all the while the box will sit in a storage compartment. Poor Lorna Osborne was distressed over the loss of the gift from her husband – and her personal belongings. And the police withholding the box won’t help her at all.”

	“Hmmm.” Atticus pondered the idea. “I believe you’ve outlined a typically accurate scenario. In addition, we can be charged with breaking and entering, along with unlawful possession of stolen goods. As we have a much bigger issue at hand, I suppose it would be acceptable to return these items to the Osbornes.”

	 

	 

	I volunteered to make the call. Lorna Osborne was, of course, giddy with joy and relief. I got her address and we offered to bring the box by.

	We put the bracelet and coins into a satin jewelry bag of Glo’s and returned all the Osbornes’ belongings to the box.

	We dropped the box off to them and stayed for a celebratory glass of lemonade. We told them the story of how we found the box of their belongings. They were extremely grateful that we’d not turned it over to the police. When we left them to go visit the so-called Defenders of the Sea, Lorna was proudly wearing her tiara, her husband’s arm wrapped lovingly around her.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	“Captain Scally?” Atticus called out for the second time as we circled the Phantom of the Sea.

	“Over here,” came a forlorn sounding captain.

	We followed the sound of his voice to the bench in the rear of the boat. The normally cheerful man looked depressed. He looked up at us with sad eyes.

	Henry, Aymer, and Ambrose sat on the back edge of the boat, looking as despondent as their captain.

	“What’s wrong?” asked Moonbeam.

	“Those criminals were on our boat again last night. Digging through everything and pulling things apart. Making a mess of an already destroyed vessel.” He shook his head.

	“They had no regard for what’s ours,” said Ambrose. “Tossin’ and smashin’ things as they went.”

	“It was infuriating,” said Henry. “To sit idly by and watch them, but be unable to drive my sword through—”

	“Argh!” yelled the captain, and Henry snapped his mouth shut. “We are in mixed company, sailor. Control yourself.”

	“Sorry, Cap’n, sir. Folks.” Henry gave us a little bow of his head.

	I shook off the image that Henry had unwittingly painted in my head. “Do you know who they were?” I asked.

	“Aye,” said the captain. “Two of the same pirates who boarded our vessel a year ago and absconded with our chest.”

	Atticus looked uncharacteristically excited. “Wonderful news!”

	“And in what ocean is that considered wonderful?” asked Aymer.

	“Now we will have descriptions of the scoundrels,” said Atticus. “What did they look like?”

	Captain Scally hooted. “Good one, mate! Men of average height, all three of them – these two plus the additional one from a year ago. Dark, dirty hair. Skinny arms, big bellies.”

	“From too much beer,” said Moonbeam.

	The captain snorted and pointed at Moonbeam. “Spot on, woman. Pirates love their drink.”

	“We can eliminate Lorna Osborne from the possibilities,” said Atticus. “However, Derek Osborne fits that description.”

	“So do half the men on this island,” said Sebastian with a frown. “At least those I noticed at the taverns.”

	“If they already have your treasure chest, what are they looking for?” asked Atticus.

	The captain looked up with a pained expression. “That, my friends, is a long and involved story, which I do not have the will to tell you today.”

	“See? I told you,” Sebastian whispered. “He thinks we’re friends, too.”

	“We have something that will cheer you up!” said Zell, bouncing with excitement.

	As planned, I pulled out the coins first. I had those from the boat repair shop as well as those from the pawn shop. We had decided that once he saw the bracelet, we might not get the whole story of the coins, and so to gather the most information we decided to show him one thing at a time.

	“We found these. Are they yours?” I laid them in my palm and showed them off.

	The captain grinned. “Indeed, they are.”

	The other three pirates gave shouts of joy.

	The captain indicated a bucket on the deck near his feet. “Toss ‘em in that bucket there.”

	I did as he asked, expecting him to examine them, but he fully ignored them.

	“Aren’t you glad to get the coins back?” asked Forrest.

	“We certainly are,” said the captain.

	“You don’t look it. Aren’t they valuable?”

	“Eh.” He shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not. They are but old coins from a forgotten country. Who knows?” He threw up his hands. “What is most important is the indication that whoever had them may have the bracelet as well. Tell me, where did you find them?”

	We explained about visiting the tavern, locating the first coin, and tracing it to the pawn shop where the man had acquired it. Then, we told him how the dealer had led us to the boat repair warehouse, and ultimately, to our finding the box that contained the coins.

	 During the story the captain’s face lit up with the enthusiasm we’d come to expect from him. He soundlessly slapped his thighs. “The bravest bunch of Ordinaries I’ve ever known! Now we know that you’re on the right trail to locate our bracelet!”

	“More than the coins told us we were on the right trail.” Sebastian was excitedly bouncing from foot to foot and poking me in the arm. That was my cue.

	I reached into the jewelry bag and began to slowly pull out the chain.

	The captain and all three crewmen shouted in excitement and pounced on me. I felt an icy cold splash and sucked in a breath. Then, for the first time in my life, I passed out.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	I woke up to find myself on the deck of the boat, everyone surrounding me with looks of shock on their faces. The bag and the bracelet were still clutched in my hands.

	“Are you okay?” asked Glo, kneeling by my side.

	“I don’t know,” I said, blinking rapidly. “Am I okay?” I reached up and felt my head.

	Glo snickered. “Yep, your head is still there.”

	“That was so weird,” I said.

	“Our sincerest and deepest apologies, Miss Paige,” said Captain Scally. “We were so shocked by your discovery we forgot for a moment that we are but spirits.”

	“You were shocked?! Oh, my gosh, I’m so cold!” I shivered, hugged my torso, and groaned. “How long have I been out?”

	“About twenty whole seconds,” laughed Glo. She took off her sweater and laid it on me, and I realized I already had Forrest’s sweatshirt and Sebastian’s jacket covering me.

	“Thanks, guys,” I said as I sat up. I shook my head to clear it and put on Forrest’s sweatshirt, the warmest looking garment of the pile.

	“How are you feeling?” asked Moonbeam.

	“Other than being super cold, I’m perfectly fine. That was like jumping into the ocean – in Alaska!”

	“We meant you no harm,” said Henry.

	“Pardon us,” said Ambrose. “Please accept our request for forgiveness.”

	“Yeah,” said Aymer. The teen looked down and shuffled his feet. “Sorry.”

	“That’s okay, guys,” I said. “It was a shock, but as you can see, I’m fine.”

	Atticus helped me up.

	“Now, where were we before I became a popsicle?” I said with a straight face.

	Everyone, human and ghost alike, laughed.

	 

	 

	I opened the bag and pulled the rest of the chain out for all to see. Only then did the ghosts see that the ruby was attached, but it was followed by two empty settings.

	The captain turned even more pale than usual. He let loose a string of profanity that would make a sailor blush, then quickly apologized. He was clearly in shock.

	“The jewels! They were removed!” He growled like an angry lion.

	“At least you have the chain and the ruby,” said Sebastian lightly.

	“Noooo!” howled Aymer, his head in his hands.

	Ambrose let out a keening cry, and Henry shouted foul curses.

	Aymer walked away from us toward the other end of the boat, his head down, hands in his pockets. He looked dejected.

	Ambrose turned around and hit the side of the boat with his fist, but his hand went right through it, as if he’d pushed it through air.

	Captain Scally shook his head, then turned back to us. “The magic of the bracelet that allows us to transform will only occur when all three jewels meet the gold. There is no partial magic. It’s all or nothing.” The captain put his hands together and steepled his fingers. “I’ve been waitin’ for you to sniff out the trail. I have learned things, also.” He waved his hands in the air and an easel appeared in front of him. On it was a detailed painting of the islands.

	“The scoundrels who ravaged our boat a year ago, and again today, talked of their boat being hidden. This here’s a painting of our location.” He tapped a small pirate flag on a beach. “Our boat, of course.” There were five large black dots on the map. “These locations are rarely used coves and inlets where a boat could be hidden by vegetation, outcropping, and rocks.”

	“Places where they could be hiding!” said Forrest, his excitement evident.

	“Aye, young one. Places for you to explore.”

	“We can’t take your ghostly map with us, though,” said Mollie.

	Forrest held up his phone. “But maybe we can take pictures.” He snapped a shot and confirmed that taking the photo worked.

	“Ah!” cried Mollie. “Your magical device saves the day, Forrest.”

	“Ho! Shiver me timbers!” shouted Henry. He pointed at the beach, his mouth hanging open. We turned to see what got his attention.

	We saw Aymer. Walking along the beach and tossing imaginary rocks into the water, where they landed without a splash.

	He was thirty feet away from the boat. Thirty feet. Twice the distance of the pirate’s tether that held them to their boat.

	“The charmed bracelet,” gasped Ambrose.

	“I thought you said there was no partial magic,” said Zell to the captain. “That looks pretty darn magical to me.”

	The captain merely shrugged his shoulders. “A pittance which only creates hope but does not deliver the full magic we require. It is a good sign though.”

	“Aymer!” shouted Henry. He put his hands to his mouth and shouted again, “Ayyy-mer!”

	The teen turned around and realized how far he had wandered from the boat. We watched in delight as he began an awkward jig, throwing his hands in the air and lifting his legs in a high march.

	Mollie swirled around Forrest in a circle. “Come on!” she laughed, crooking a finger at him.

	Mollie swooped down off the boat and Forrest followed her. They ran along the beach until they joined Aymer in a merry dance. Everyone on the boat clapped in rhythm as the three jumped and danced on the shoreline. Aymer’s face was overtaken by the happiness of his smile. He spun around and made to run down the beach, but he hit an invisible wall and landed on his backside in the sand. The other pirates guffawed with laughter.

	 

	 

	“The bracelet vibrates with power,” said the captain. “But what you see is barely a meaningless glimmer, a slight of hand. I must humbly beg of you to help us find the emerald and the sapphire to complete the set.”

	“That is our mission, sir!” said Sebastian. He stood tall, as if at attention. He saluted the captain in a snappy movement.

	The captain saluted in return. “At ease, mate.” He turned to us and spread his arms wide. “Would you all be so kind to keep the chain and ruby in your care?” he asked. He looked dismayed to have to make this request. “We have no way to ensure their safety.”

	“Of course we will,” I said, putting the bracelet back into the bag.

	“’Spose you ought to take the coins as well, so those crooks don’t return and make off with them again.”

	“Right.” I retrieved the coins and added them to the bag.

	“In return, all I can offer you is our eternal gratitude. And all the treasure and coins that you recover. Minus the bracelet, of course.”

	“We don’t need your treasure,” said Moonbeam.

	“Says you!” squealed Sebastian. “I would be happy to accept your offer, Cap’n Scally.”

	The captain laughed. “If you can find their boat, I am certain you can find the other two jewels. Once we have our bracelet, the rest is yours.”

	All four ghosts bowed to us, calling out their thanks as they faded away, until all that remained was a gray mist.
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	I woke up early and climbed up to the turret to soak in the quiet morning and enjoy the view. It was so peaceful. I knew it could become a habit, and wished we could take it with us when the inn returned to Colorado, though I know that wouldn’t be the case. The inn would return home to be the same cozy inn that had been in our family for decades. In the meantime, I’d enjoy this lovely extra.

	Before long, Valeria and Sebastian had joined me up in the turret. While I had grown to love everyone in our motley group, it was always nice to spend a little time with just a couple of them. When the whole gang was together the energy was always high and it was near impossible to have a one-on-one conversation with any of them.

	“How are you enjoying our book adventure?” I asked Valeria.

	“Oh, it’s amazing! I keep forgetting we’re in a book! It’s all so real. I mean … seriously. The people, the food, the sights.” She gestured out to the view. “It’s kind of crazy, isn’t it?”

	“As many of these journeys as we’ve done, I still find it unbelievable,” said Sebastian.

	“Zell and Frank are the only ones who take it all in stride,” I said.

	“Yeah, speaking of Frank. What is all that cat-man stuff? Did he used to be a man?”

	Sebastian huffed out a breath. “We don’t know. He and Zell drop hints now and then, but so far, we haven’t gotten his life story.”

	“We will keep trying though!” I said, as Sebastian and I high-fived.

	“Yum, I smell coffee and bacon,” said Sebastian.

	I inhaled deeply. “Mmm. Smells divine.”

	“Doesn’t everyone love coffee and bacon?” asked Valeria.

	“Everyone except Moonbeam,” I said. “She’s more into her smoothies and her bacon-flavored veggie strips. I bet she’s down there whipping up a batch right now. They’re remarkably good, you know. And too much bacon is bad for your heart, anyways.”

	“Back off, girlfriend.” Sebastian put up a hand. “Don’t you go joining Moonbeam’s bandwagon and ruining my love of all things bacon.”

	The three of us followed our noses downstairs to the kitchen. Zell was frying up a gigantic pan of bacon, and Moonbeam was indeed cooking her own bacon-flavored strips.

	As usual, the kitchen was the morning hub of activity as we all wandered there for coffee, tea, and breakfast. We’d also gather there to put our heads together and plan the day’s mystery-solving activities.

	Valeria sat down at the table and opened the morning newspaper. Frank climbed up beside her, his eyes scanning the page. He mumbled as he read the headlines out loud.

	“Hey!” Valeria called out. “Do you guys know that Frank can read?”

	“Oh, puh-leeze child. I’m old enough to be your grandfather,” he scoffed.

	Zell chuckled. “Don’t you mean her great-great—”

	“Zip it, Zell,” said Frank, cutting her off. He turned and winked at her. She winked back, her whole face involved in the motion.

	“When are you two going to tell us Frank’s history?” I asked them.

	“When I am good and ready,” said Frank. “And when I feel you are ready to hear it.”

	“I’m ready! I’m ready!” Sebastian bounced and waved his hand in the air.

	“That display of juvenile behavior tells me that you are indeed not ready,” said Frank.

	“No need to be catty.” Sebastian turned his back on the cat.

	“And what else would I be?” snickered Frank. “Meow.”

	Sebastian swiped a piece of bacon off Zell’s pan, burning his fingers in the process. He ran to the sink and let cold water rush over his fingertips.

	“Turn the page, please, Valeria,” said Frank. “Page two.”

	Valeria responded by flipping the page, and they both gasped.

	“What?” said Glo, walking over to the table. She let out a shriek.

	I hustled over to the table and leaned over Frank. “Man Found Dead in Boat Repair Warehouse!”

	Within seconds, everyone had circled around the table. I pointed to the short article and the photo of the boat repair shop where we’d found the box. I read aloud.

	 

	Two women from Grime Busters Cleaning Company arrived at the boat repair shop on West Bay Drive yesterday for a cleaning and got the shock of their lives. The women were horrified to discover a man’s dead body in the office room of the building.

	Police have not yet released the name of the victim, however the cleaners said they believe he was the new owner of the establishment. The County Coroner’s Office reported that an autopsy is planned to determine the cause of death.

	Police report that there were signs of a break-in, indicating that foul play may be involved. A spokesman for the homicide department said that they have found no murder weapon, and there are no leads at this time. Anyone who can report unusual happenings in that area is requested to call the local police.

	 

	 

	“Oops-a-daisy,” said Zell, munching a strip of bacon. “Hope nobody saw us.”

	Valeria jumped up from her seat and began to flap her hands wildly. “Ohhh, no, no, no. We were in the room where the murder happened! We were … Inside. That. Room! Ewww! Ewww!” She shuddered, her hands continuing to flap. “The killer could have found us there!” She started to hyperventilate, her breath coming out in short, shallow gasps.

	Clearly, she was new to this game. The rest of us knew that this was a murder mystery, so there would be a dead body at some point. I found myself feeling lucky that we had not been the ones to find the body, which seemed disrespectful, but I was just being honest with myself.

	Moonbeam walked calmly over to Valeria and guided her to sit back down in her chair. She began to gently massage Valeria’s shoulders and lead her through some simple yoga breathing patterns. She was very good at calming people down.

	 

	 

	“Sooo, this is what I think happened,” said Frank, pacing the kitchen floor. “Since we removed the box, the pirates got into a vicious fight over who took it. They each blamed one another. There was a wild chase. Pistols were drawn, swords raised. One pirate drew a sword from his scabbard. He lifted it over his head and sliced—”

	“Frank! Stop it. You’re scaring Valeria,” said Moonbeam. She leaned down and directed her next comment to Valeria. “Honey, remember this. We’re in a book. It’s fiction.”

	Valeria sucked in a deep breath. “Right, right. It’s hard to remember that when everything feels so real.”

	I tapped the table with a fork. “I call a Book Club meeting. Immediately after breakfast.”

	“Paige is right!” said Zell. “Now that we have a fresh murder – we need to go downstairs and build our murder board.”

	“A fresh murder!” Valeria whimpered.

	“A murder in a murder mystery book! How very odd.” Frank chuckled.

	“Deep breath,” said Moonbeam to Valeria in her gentle voice. “Innn. Hold. Ouuut.”

	“How about adding the mantra, It’s juuust a booook,” said Sebastian in a deep, vibrating timbre.

	Valeria repeated the mantra in the same tone of voice.

	Sebastian, Valeria, Frank, and Moonbeam broke down in gales of laughter.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	I rolled the whiteboard over to the center of our grouping of floral meeting chairs. Everyone was chatting in small groups as we waited for Zell to return from the bathroom. Finally, she came clunking down the stairs and emerged holding a tray of snacks.

	Zell looked up as the voices quieted. “What? We can’t be expected to do our best thinking on an empty stomach, now can we?” She deposited the tray on the coffee table and took a seat. As if to drive her point home, five people lunged forward for a cookie or a muffin, as if they hadn’t just had breakfast upstairs. This had to be the hungriest book club I’d ever been part of.

	I called the meeting to order and opened with a question to get us started. “This isn’t a traditional whodunnit since the pirate ghost story is at the center of the plot, based on the book title. It appears the murder is one part of the whole. What do we know so far about this mystery?”

	I wrote the title of the book at the top: Freedom for the Ghosts on the Boat.

	Sebastian called out the first item. “We need to help free the ghosts so that they can continue their mission to keep scoundrels off the seas!”

	“Well, duh!” said Zell.

	“I wasn’t done,” he said. “That means the missing bracelet is at the heart of the story.”

	As people called out their thoughts, I wrote notes on the board. It turned out to be a mishmash of random ideas regarding the pirates, the treasure, the bracelet, and the dead man in the boat shop. I scanned the finished product and realized it was of no help whatsoever. I flipped the board over.

	“Let’s talk about the fresh murder,” said Zell.

	“Ewww, again,” said Valeria, but this time she sounded less panicked and simply creeped out.

	“Sorry, hon. Let’s talk about the body that was discovered. Better?”

	Valeria nodded. “Uh huh.”

	“What are some possible scenarios?” I tapped my marker on the board. “What could have happened, besides Frank’s story of a pirate battle in the boat house?”

	“I thought it was a good story!” said Frank.

	“That it was, though likely not quite accurate. Perhaps someone suspected that the man had the bracelet,” said Atticus. “They know it’s enchanted, and they were trying to steal it for themselves.”

	“Or the dead guy was the thief,” said Mollie. “And the original possessor wanted it back?”

	“Maybe he was one of the pirates,” said Glo. “And he got killed for taking the bracelet apart and selling off two of the jewels.”

	“Ohhh, good one, Glo!” said Zell. She gave her a thumbs-up with one hand while breaking apart a muffin with the other.

	“Maybe the dead guy isn’t one of the pirates at all, but the actual pirates killed him to get their loot back,” said Moonbeam.

	“Loot,” chuckled Frank and Zell.

	“Ohhh,” said Valeria. “There were three jewels and three pirates. Perhaps they each had one, but one of the other two were greedy and wanted more than their share.”

	“Excellent hypothesis, Valeria!” said Atticus.

	She smiled proudly. I was glad to see that she was getting past her shock and helping solve the mystery.

	“No matter the details,” said Atticus. “Let’s keep in mind that the entire community and beyond is at risk if we do not find this bracelet and return it to the captain. And it must be done before the investigation is complete and they dismantle and remove the boat from the beach. To begin with, it appears that we must find the original scoundrel pirates’ boat. As the captain proposed, if we find the boat, we may find the missing jewels. I suggest we rent a boat and visit the locations the captain gave us on his map.”

	Everyone agreed with the plan.

	“Who knows how to drive a boat?”

	“I do,” said Zell. She chuckled when everyone looked askance at her. “My father loved to fish. I’ve been driving boats since I was eight years old.”

	“How have we not known this?” I laughed.

	“’Cuz this is the first time we needed to go boating?” said Zell.

	“I have info on a couple of places that rent boats,” said Forrest, looking at his phone.

	“Great! That’s the plan for today, then,” I said. “We rent a boat and check out the possible locations for the pirates’ boat.”

	“Uhh, Paige?” Glo leaned forward. “What do we do if we find the boat?”

	“I … uh … well …”

	“We stay hidden and report the location back to the captain for his input on the next step,” said Atticus. “After all, he is the professional here.”

	“Unless nobody’s on their boat,” said Frank. “Then we do some more breaking and entering.”

	Atticus held his head with both hands and moaned. “And continue to leave our fingerprints all over town.”
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	The boat rental office was quite small, so only Zell, Mollie, Glo, and Sebastian went in to speak to the desk clerk and arrange a boat. The rest of us wandered around the marina.

	The day was perfect. The sun was brilliant in a cloudless sky, and there was enough of a gentle breeze to make the temperature comfortable. The water was so smooth there was only a hint of waves from boats that were coming in and out of the marina. If we had been here for a different reason, I’d have wandered the marina all day taking in the sights.

	We were watching a group of seals on the rocks when a sleek, red and white speed boat made a splash as it docked on the pier next to us.

	“Ahoy, landlubbers!” yelled Sebastian from the bow of the boat where he stood waving from the front rails.

	Glo slung a few black bumpers to hang off the side of the boat, then hopped off the back with a rope in her hand. Mollie drifted along behind her, watching her actions with interest. Glo twisted it around the cleat as if she’d done it dozens of times, which I knew she had. We’d been on plenty of boat trips over the years; she was no stranger to being a deckhand.

	Glo walked to the front of the boat, and caught a rope that Sebastian tossed to her, then twisted that one onto a cleat to secure both ends of the boat to the dock. Sebastian cheered and clapped. He’d found a sailor’s hat on board, and even though we tried to warn him off it, he had popped it on his head and now looked somewhat official.

	“Goodness, Glo!” Mollie had swooped around her, watching her expertly loop the rope around the cleat. “How is it you know how to tie up a boat?”

	She laughed. “I’ve been on quite a few boats in my life. But, oh, my heavens! Wait til you see Zell! She really does know how to drive a boat!”

	Zell cut the engine then made her way to the back of the boat. She tossed life jackets onto the dock. “Put on a lifejacket!” she called. “Safety first.”

	“Why did you rent this kind of boat?” Moonbeam shook her head.

	“We need something with a powerful engine so we can zip around the bay.”

	“But this looks excessive for the task at hand,” said Moonbeam.

	Zell sighed. “Did you not hear me? We need power to zip around. What did you expect? A tugboat?” She laughed and tossed out another life vest that landed in front of Moonbeam’s feet.

	“Nice shot, Zell!” said Forrest. He picked up one of the life jackets, put it on, then hopped up onto the boat. “Come on, Mom! You gotta see this, the cabin is—” His voice faded off as he entered the cabin portion of the boat.

	“But was a speed boat necessary?” Moonbeam called up to Zell who was still tossing life jackets down to us.

	“It’s not a speed boat, Moon,” Zell laughed. “It’s a cabin cruiser!”

	“A cabin cruiser with some impressive speed ability,” said Sebastian. He pointed to the name of the boat painted along the side: Lean Mean Red Machine. The name was decorated with a flame. “Come on people! Get on the boat!”

	 

	 

	As soon as we’d all climbed aboard, Zell instructed us to take seats around the cabin. She stood at the front and held up a lifejacket and proceeded to explain how to properly adjust them to fit.

	“In case ya fall in the water, you want to be sure your floatation device is properly worn.”

	“Fall in the water?” gasped Moonbeam. “Why would we fall in the water?”

	“Because Zell is driving,” chuckled Frank. He pushed his head through the bottom of his pet preserver. “Can somebody buckle this thing up for me?”

	“Sure,” said Forrest. He zipped up his own lifejacket then proceeded to help Frank maneuver into his.

	Zell finished explaining all the details of the life jackets, then held up a fire extinguisher.

	“Should the vessel ignite, you pull this metal tab to release the trigger. Spray directly on the flames.”

	“Why do you feel we’re at risk of a fire? This looks like a new and well-maintained boat,” said Valeria.

	“Safety first!” Zell pointed at her dramatically. “If you are prepared for the worst, if the worst happens, you’ll be prepared.”

	“Zell is correct in this regard,” said Atticus.

	“Why’d you have to add ‘in this regard’? Like I’m never correct?” She glared at him for a moment, but he suddenly took great interest in the map lying on the galley counter.

	Zell took a deep breath, and I knew she wasn’t done. “Now, this here is the radio system. You press this call button to reach assistance. First you say Mayday, mayday, mayday – three times. Then you say ‘This is Lean Mean Red Machine. My location is…’” Zell tapped on the GPS screen. “You tell them what it says here. Then you say what the problem is, and they’ll come and get you.”

	“We’re just going to drive around the bay. How are we going to have a mayday situation?” asked Moonbeam.

	“If the boat or driver becomes incapacitated, of course.”

	Moonbeam rolled her eyes.

	“Now, in case the driver does become incapacitated, does anyone else know how to drive a boat?”

	I was almost afraid to, not knowing what Zell had up her sleeve, but I raised my hand. “Yeah, I do.”

	I poked Glo, knowing full well that she could too, but she just snickered and shook her head.

	“You do? I thought you were from Colorado,” said Valeria.

	“There’s lots of lakes and reservoirs in Colorado. Our family had a skiing boat, and we went waterskiing every summer. I can manage.”

	“Terrific!” Zell clapped her hands then began pointing around the boat. “There’s the first aid kit. Binoculars and flashlights are in this compartment. Food and water over here…”

	She droned on and on. People stopped listening to her and looked around at the bay.

	“Hey! Are you paying attention?” Zell knocked her fist on the table and raised her voice.

	“No, we obviously aren’t,” said Frank. “We’re looking at the other boats that are actually moving around on the water and not sitting here listening to a speech.”

	Zell put her hands on her hips. “My daddy always gave this exact same speech when we had new folks on the boat. It’s important, you ninny!” She puffed out a big breath, her lips making a popping sound. “I’m done, anyhow. Let’s launch this puppy!”

	There was a chorus of cheers, and a few mumbles of “finally” as Zell restarted the boat. Sebastian and Glo hopped off and untied it from the dock. The moment they jumped back on, Zell hit the throttle and we zoomed off so fast I feared we’d hit the flock of seagulls that Zell had scared half to death. Two other boaters yelled at her that this was a no-wake zone. I gripped my armrest and took a deep breath. I had a feeling this was not going to be a pleasure cruise.

	 

	 

	Once we got into the open water, I offered to take the wheel for a bit. I chuckled when I heard a sigh of relief from the gang.

	 

	 

	The bay was dotted with a few other power boats and a couple of sailboats but was otherwise a vast open space. We passed by a school of porpoises, watched a whale spout far off in the distance, and spotted a gathering of sea lions on a rocky embankment. The feel of the wind on our faces and the freshness of the ocean air was a soothing balm. It brought back memories of all my family’s boating trips.

	The setting was idyllic, and Valeria said we should float around all day and soak it in. Everybody agreed, until Atticus jarred us back into reality by bringing out his phone and calling out the location of the first cove where we would look for the pirates’ vessel.

	We located the cove easily enough, but we were the only ones there. No other boats were in the water or anywhere along the bank. It was an amazing spot, though. Trees and vegetation lined the shore, and the sound of birds was loud enough to drown out the rumble of our boat’s engine. I took us in a circle around the cove, then headed out to open water to visit the next location on the captain’s map.

	Once we found a rhythm to our route, Zell took over at the helm and I sat down to scan the coastline with the rest of the club. In addition to the places on the map, there were many nooks and crannies where a boat could have been partially hidden, but so far all we’d spotted were a few small fishing boats and sailboats.

	The high-pitched zing of small engines burst into the silence around us.

	“What is that?” asked Glo. “It sounds like the jet skis that we’d hear on the lake.”

	“Are those jet skis?” asked Mollie, pointing out behind us in the distance.

	“Yep, they are,” I said. “But they’re awfully close to that fishing boat.” I moved to that side of the boat and watched them.

	 “What are they doing?” asked Moonbeam. “It looks like they’re circling the boat.”

	Zell turned our boat around and we moved in that direction. We watched in shock as the two jet skiers continued to circle the fishing boat, getting closer and closer with each revolution.

	“Somebody get out the binocs,” said Zell. “I’m goin’ in.”

	“Where are the binoculars?” called Sebastian.

	“They were pointed out during the safety demonstration,” said Atticus. He moved across the boat and attempted to open the drawer where they were located, but the drawer was stuck. Then the boat hit a wave and Atticus hit the deck. Keeping his wits about him, he sat up right there on the floor and proceeded to attempt to jiggle the drawer open.

	“Do you think it’s the pirates?” asked Valeria. “Tormenting the people?”

	A few of us laughed, but then Atticus answered seriously. “It could very well be them.”

	Zell sped up the boat and we were close enough to see that the two jet skiers were indeed tormenting the fishermen who were shouting and waving their arms.

	BAM!

	“Was that a gunshot?” gasped Mollie.

	“You should know, Mollie!” yelled Sebastian. “Is it a gunshot?”

	“Sounded like it to me. But what’re they doing shootin’ off a gun?”

	Zell pushed the throttle and our boat shifted into a higher gear, moving quickly toward the action.

	“Oh, my heavens!” yelled Moonbeam. “One of the fishermen just fell into the water! Was he shot?”

	Mollie was busy talking to Zell, then they both let out an ear-splitting yee-haw as Zell zoomed the boat closer to the jet skis. We grasped each other and any solid surface next to us in an effort to prevent ourselves from being thrown to the floor of the boat. Frank was clinging for dear life to the back of the bench seat, his nails making holes in the upholstery.

	When we got within striking distance of the jet skis, Mollie swooped out in front of the boat. She puffed out her cheeks and let out one of her miraculous blasts of air. This caused an enormous wave to rise out of the water and head toward the jet skiers. They turned their heads and saw the wave, and then they saw our boat. They turned and zipped off away from us.

	“Follow them!” screeched Sebastian.

	“No!” yelled Moonbeam. “Get the man in the water!” She grabbed a life jacket, and I pulled the floating safety ring off the side of the boat.

	With some precise movements, Zell pulled the boat close to the man flailing about in the water. Moonbeam and I tossed the jacket and ring out into the water near him. The fisherman managed to swim to the ring and grab on to it.

	Zell slowed the boat nearly to a stop, and floated closer to the man in the water. Glo, Sebastian, and Forrest climbed to the back step of the boat and reached for the swimmer. They pulled him safely onto the step.

	Atticus had finally managed to force the drawer open and was peering at the jet skiers with the binoculars. “It’s not the pirates,” he shouted. “Those are two women!”

	“Two very mean women bullies!” said Frank.

	The man who was still in the fishing boat drove it over to the side of our vessel and Glo and Forrest threw him a rope. He lashed our two boats together, then climbed aboard to check on his companion. The man was shivering in the emergency blanket that Moonbeam had pulled from the marked drawer, but otherwise he seemed fine. Thankfully, he had not been shot.

	“What happened? What did they want?” we asked.

	“I don’t know,” said the fisherman. “They were joyriding. They seemed drunk.”

	“Was that a gunshot we heard?” asked Glo.

	“Gunshot? No. It was our motor backfiring. It’s temperamental.”

	“Their behavior was dangerous. Do you want us to call the Coast Guard for you?” I asked.

	“Nah,” said the man. “No harm done. We’ll report it when we get back to the dock.”

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	We waved goodbye to the two fishermen who continued to shout their thanks as they drove away. They had been so happy with our rescue that they gave us a bucket of crabs they’d just caught, with instructions to boil ‘em up for dinner. Frank was gleefully keeping watch over the bucket.

	“Holy cow! Did you see the wave that Mollie created? It was like a tsunami!” said Valeria. “I’ve never seen anything like that in all my days!”

	“It was seriously rad!” said Forrest, giving Mollie a double thumbs up.

	“You were a hero!” said Moonbeam.

	Mollie ate up all the praise that was coming her way.

	Sebastian went over and patted Zell on the back. “Awesome boat driving, Zell!”

	He led the group in a hip-hip-hooray chant for Zell. She joined in, even though she was cheering for herself.

	Everyone buzzed with the aftermath of the unbelievable event. We showered each other with compliments over each person’s part in the effort. The shock over what had happened still vibrated among us as we finished up our route along the coast. Zell and I traded off driving the boat at a slow, peaceful speed. Glo even gave in and took a turn, enjoying her time at the wheel. We’d seen gorgeous inlets, interesting rock formations, another group of seals, and seagulls galore – but no hidden boats, or anything that looked like it could be a pirates’ vessel, so Zell directed our own boat back to the marina.
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	After our big boating adventure, we returned to the inn to regroup. We were gathered on the front porch catching our breath and sharing our thoughts.

	Glo was rocking back and forth on the porch swing, Frank beside her nodding his head in time with the rhythm of the swing. Zell had brought out popsicles for everyone. Watching Glo eat hers as she pushed the swing with her toes brought back memories of my childhood. I was so grateful that my aunt, who also happened to be my best friend in the world, was with me on this journey.

	“Since we didn’t see any sign of their boat, do you think the pirates have left this island?” Glo wondered aloud.

	“Perhaps,” said Atticus. “However, if we are here in Crescent Moon Bay, I would assume that they are, also.”

	“What makes you say that?” asked Valeria.

	“When we are in a story, we typically don’t have to go chasing things all around the world. We’re characters, and part of the plot, so it stands to reason the key players would be accessible to us.”

	Valeria raised her eyebrows. “What do you mean we’re characters?”

	“Why did you open up that big bag of worms?” asked Zell.

	“It’s a can of worms,” said Forrest.

	“Sure is,” said Zell, nodding her head.

	“Is someone going fishing with a can of worms?” asked Mollie. She swooped through the swing and hovered above it looking confused.

	“We’ll explain another time,” I said, hastily closing the subject. I was fearful that if we expanded on the mind-blowing concept that we were characters in a cozy mystery series, then we’d be distracted from our purpose here. When exploring a mystery, I found that it was best to live it – not spend time analyzing our mysterious situation.

	“We’ve looked at every location that the captain indicated on his map,” said Glo. “Plus, we scanned the entire coastline, and came up empty. They must have left. Where else could you hide a big boat like that?”

	“There are indoor storage facilities for boats,” I said. “It’s called dry storage.”

	“No way there’d be a building big enough for this boat,” said Moonbeam. “The captain said the one we’re looking for is fifty feet long.”

	“Actually, Paige might be correct,” said Atticus. “It could very well be in dry storage. Some of those buildings are as large as airplane hangars.”

	“Really? They can fit even more than one of those big boats inside a building?” asked Glo.

	“Absolutely,” said Sebastian. “I read about it in People magazine. Paul Allen, of Microsoft fame, had an entire island in Washington state. It was called Allan Island, of all things. Allan with an A, not an E like in his name. It was named before he purchased it, and oddly enough, he—”

	“Fascinating story,” Glo interrupted him, “and I’d love to circle back around to it at some point, but what does that have to do with us now?”

	“I was getting there, Glo! He ended up selling the island, but it had a marina and a building for his friends’ ‘smaller’ yachts.” He used finger quotes and laughed. “Those little boats were up to 80 feet long! He couldn’t store his own yacht there, though. The Octopus is 413 feet long.”

	“It’s 413 feet long!” gasped Moonbeam. “Who needs a yacht that big?”

	“Mr. Allen, apparently,” said Frank.

	“I’d love to see that boat!” Valeria whistled. Luckily, she had moved past the concept of us being characters in this story, since that sidetrack could derail us from focusing on our purpose here.

	Forrest pulled out his phone. “I’ll do a search for boat storage places on the island.”

	“I can look, too,” offered Valeria, opening a Google page on her own phone.

	They quickly located two places on the island that rented out enclosed moorage for large vessels.

	“Well, how about that? I never knew!” said Glo. “The pirates’ boat could certainly be hidden in one of those places!”

	“Unless it’s not on this island at all,” said Valeria.

	“The author might not have even written about another place,” said Zell. “It might all just be empty, blank space beyond this here island.” She waved her arms around. “Because as I’ve said before, we are always—”

	“—where we are supposed to be!” everyone, except Valeria, called out in unison.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	As usual, the group took forever to get ready to leave the house. Between grabbing snacks, changing clothes, and bathroom stops, people hustled around the inn for over an hour. At long last, we were all piled into the van and headed to the first boat storage building.

	Forrest plugged the address into the GPS.

	“Give him an Australian accent, mate,” said Zell.

	“Good onya, mate!” said Frank.

	“No!” shouted everyone else. We knew if the GPS had an Australian accent, then we’d be listening to Zell and Frank call us “mate” for the rest of the day.

	 Glo pulled the van out onto the street and made a left. “Other than being a fifty-foot-long boat with a pirate flag, what exactly does the pirate boat look like?” she asked.

	We all looked at each other with empty glances.

	“Seriously? How have we missed this itty-bitty, insignificant, unimportant little detail?” asked Zell, tapping the side of her temple facetiously.

	Frank startled us all with a squawk of laughter. “Y’all had stars in your eyes listening to all Cap’n Scally’s tales and were bewitched by his twinkly dinner party and painting class. Good thing I hung out with Bucko! For your information, it’s a fifty-foot black-and-white Azimut Prestige boat with a flybridge. Twin diesel engines. The name painted on the side is Sea Viper.”

	Frank sat back in his seat and began grooming his front paw, totally ignoring our gasps, groans, and then our embarrassed laughter.
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	The road we were following was lined with warehouses, garages, large metal dumpsters, and parking lots. Various cranes, trucks, and machinery were parked near the buildings. The whole area was cloaked with the dank odor of motor oil and grease. Workers in jeans or overalls carried out their various tasks without giving us a glance.

	“Your destination is 900 feet ahead, on your left,” announced the non-Australian GPS voice.

	“Wow! The building is huge!” said Glo. “You weren’t kidding when you said it’s like an airplane hangar.”

	We pulled in and paused to watch an enormous crane load a sleek yacht onto massive forklift arms. It slowly carried the boat away toward the building. We were in awe that the machine had picked up the yacht as if it were a toy, but the crane operator looked almost bored. I was sure he’d carried many a multi-million-dollar yacht on his forklift.

	“Good news,” said Sebastian. “There’s only one building. Should be easy enough to look for our target.”

	“Do you think we can just wander around in there? Or do you need to own a boat to go into the building?” I asked.

	“Security, particularly during the day, is limited to each boat owner being responsible for locking up their own vessel. With owners and workers moving in and out all day through these massive doors, it should be easy enough for us to enter,” said Atticus.

	“One way to find out,” said Zell. She climbed out of the van and headed for the vast opening into the building.

	We followed our bold octogenarian, and no one stopped us, until Zell stopped walking and caused a pileup.

	“Wowee kazowie!” She stared ahead of us. “They’re piled up like cans on a grocery store shelf!”

	Sure enough, boats filled the massive building from end to end, in four long rows. They were stacked three high, massive steel framing holding them up like … cans on a grocery store shelf.

	“Well, there’s a lot more boats than I expected to see,” said Sebastian.

	“Let’s split up into three groups,” said Atticus. “Each group take a row. If you spot the black-and-white Sea Viper, give a whistle.”

	“I’ll float higher up,” offered Mollie. “I might be able to spot it easier.”

	“Great idea. Thank you, Mollie.”

	“Got ya covered,” said Forrest.

	Glo and Sebastian took the first row. Zell, Valeria, and Moonbeam took the middle row, and Frank, Atticus and I took the end row. Mollie floated up toward the high ceiling and swooped off with Forrest jogging along below her.

	“Black and white Azimut Prestige, with a flybridge. Twin diesel engines,” said Frank seriously.

	“Thank you, Franklin,” said Atticus, just as seriously.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	“It’s easy to get distracted, looking at all these amazing yachts,” I said. “I wish we could see inside all of them.”

	“What’s the difference between a plain old boat and a yacht?” asked Frank.

	“Hmm. I don’t know. Atticus?”

	“Generally speaking, all seafaring vessels are boats. Smaller boats have categories, like ski boats or fishing boats. Larger recreational boats that have luxury cabins, kitchens, sleeping quarters, and bathrooms are yachts. Large commercial vessels that are primarily used for sea travel are referred to as ships. So, technically, yachts and ships are boats, and therefore—”

	“Stop him now, Paige,” mumbled Frank.

	“Look!” I called out pointing, giving Frank a wink. “There’s a black and white boat with a flybridge!”

	Atticus turned to look. “The name of the vessel is The Office, so it’s not our target. Clever name though, for a person who wants everyone to know they’re at The Office.”

	He and Frank chuckled. I rolled my eyes.

	 

	 

	We reconvened at the entrance to the building. No one had seen a boat that fit the description of the pirates’ vessel, so we climbed into the van with the intention of visiting the second location.

	“I can’t be expected to function at full mental capacity without nourishment,” said Zell. “We need to stop for food.”

	There was a smattering of agreement, just as we drove past a roadside stand called The Shrimpy House. There was a line of a dozen people, so we figured it was popular enough, and it’d be worth a try.

	 

	 

	Once we were seated at a picnic table diving into our shrimp and fish baskets, everyone was happy. Especially Frank, who was enjoying his own platter of shrimp.

	Mollie was happy, since she’d eaten enough fried fish and potatoes in her life that she was able to conjure up her own similar meal. Atticus was pleased that it was a quick stop, and within an hour we were on our way to the next destination.

	The second boat storage warehouse was similar to the first, but quite a bit smaller. We split up into two groups to make our way down the aisles to search through the boats. Mollie resumed her job of scanning the building from the ceiling, with Forrest anchoring her from below.

	It was hard not to spend time simply enjoying the beauty of all the graceful yachts, but we remained focused and walked briskly down the aisles, keeping on the lookout for the Sea Viper.

	A loud, shrill whistle broke through the echoing silence of the building.

	“That has to be Mollie,” I said. “It’s coming from the ceiling.”

	A moment later she appeared beside us, Forrest running to keep up with her. They were both vibrating with excitement. “We found it! The pirates’ boat! Follow us!”

	She disappeared in a flash of wispiness, then reappeared. “Oops, sorry! I meant to walk.”

	We followed Mollie and Forrest down the aisle where the second group was dawdling while examining all the boats they passed.

	“Come on, you guys,” said Mollie. “It’s right down here.”

	We followed Forrest and our ghost until they stopped and pointed a few sections away from us. Sure enough, we saw a black-and-white Azimut with a flybridge. We could see the first part of the name, The Sea V—. While it wasn’t visible to us, Mollie confirmed that it said Viper.

	“Thank goodness it’s on the lowest level of the rack!” whispered Sebastian. “I, for one, was not going to be climbing any higher than that!”

	A hatch was open in the rear section of the boat, and a man was there working on what appeared to be an engine compartment.

	“He looks like a mechanic, definitely not a pirate,” said Moonbeam.

	“Uh, Moon,” said Zell, “Ambrose is a pirate and a mechanic.”

	Atticus quietly explained that on small boats, all tasks would need to be divided among the crew, from fixing the engine to preparing the food.

	“He is dark haired, skinny, and has a big beer belly,” said Sebastian.

	“Possible pirate,” Atticus nodded. He suggested that we stay hidden and wait for the man to leave.

	 

	 

	“How long do you think we have to sit here?” asked Glo from her spot on the floor where she and Forrest were playing Scrabble on his phone, passing it back and forth.

	“As long as it takes,” said Mollie. “In my day, I’d often have to wait hours for the perfect moment. But the rewards for waiting were worth it.”

	“Hopefully it’s not hours,” said Zell. “I get cranky if I don’t have my dinner at a decent time.”

	“Zell, we just had lunch at The Shrimpy House,” Moonbeam pointed out.

	“Just planning ahead,” she muttered.

	“I think he’s leaving,” said Valeria.

	“Shhh,” I put my finger to my lips. “We don’t want him to see us.”

	We all sat quietly, huddled down between two boats. The mechanic strolled past us. He was talking loudly on his phone, so he was clearly distracted. We waited until the sound of his footsteps and voice faded away to nothing.

	“Mollie, can you see if the coast is clear?” asked Atticus.

	She swooped out into the aisle, looked in both directions, then nodded. “All aboard!”
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	Climbing onto the boat was less of a challenge than I anticipated, since a boat ladder with a platform was set up right next to the back of the boat. We climbed up onto the back deck of the boat – the stern, as Atticus explained to the group.

	The big building was nearly empty, except for a couple of boats being loaded on the other side, so no one paid us any attention. I found it odd that all these expensive yachts sat unprotected, but Atticus said it was normal. It would take a huge budget to organize security for an entire boatyard, so each owner would be expected to carry their own insurance.

	“The door’s locked,” said Valeria. “I guess this trip has been a waste of time.”

	“You’re limiting your thinking process,” said Zell. “Gotta check all the windows.”

	“Zell makes a good point,” said Atticus. “People often leave their boat windows open for ventilation, and when they do close them, they frequently forget to lock them.”

	We circled around the boat checking each window.

	“The skylight’s open in the front part!” called Forrest.

	“It’s called a hatch, and that front area is called the bow. The hatch is often located over the v-berth sleeping cabin or a dining space,” said Atticus.

	“Skylight, hatch, hole in the top, who cares what you call it!” laughed Zell. “Climb in there, Forrest, and go unlock the door for us.”

	He did as Zell suggested, and a few minutes later, the door opened, and Forrest let us into the boat. We entered a spacious, though messy and cluttered cabin.

	“Search carefully,” I reminded them. “Be neat about it and put back anything you move.”

	“We know how to do the breaking and entering thing,” said Zell.

	“Shockingly true,” said Moonbeam, shaking her head. “Whoever would have guessed that this is a life lesson I’d be teaching my son?”

	“It’s a book, Mom,” said Forrest. “I promise I won’t do this at home.”

	Moonbeam went over and gave him a hug. “You’re a good kid,” she said.

	He gave her a hug back, since he really was a good kid.

	The boat was quiet as we all looked through boxes, drawers, and piles of junk. Every once in a while, someone would make a comment about some odd thing they found, but nothing that pertained to the treasure. We carried on, though, hopeful we’d find something.

	 

	 

	“Bingo!” yelled Valeria. “Look what I found!” She crawled out from under a table where she’d been digging through a collection of drawers.

	She held up a gallon plastic baggie. It was filled with gold coins exactly like the ones that came from the pirates’ treasure chest.

	“Keep looking in that area,” said Atticus. “Perhaps more of the treasure is stored there.”

	“I can help her,” said Forrest.

	He climbed under the table beside Valeria, and the two of them continued to pick through the drawers, while the rest of us searched the rest of the boat.

	“Lookee here,” laughed Glo. She came out of one of the sleeping berths holding up a pair of well-worn pink bunny slippers in a very large men’s size.

	We were all still laughing when Forrest let out a loud whoop. He crawled out from under the table and held up a wooden jewelry box. We surrounded him as he dramatically opened the lid.

	Inside the box, on a bed of black velvet, was a magnificent, glistening teardrop sapphire.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	We finished up our search in case the remaining jewel was hidden on the boat but came up empty. We tidied up behind us, grabbed the sapphire and the bag of coins, and went out the door, locking it behind us. We tried to remain quiet and calm as we headed out of the building.

	We were almost to the door when the mechanic from the Sea Viper came waltzing back inside. As before, he was talking loudly on his phone. I could feel the entire group tense up. I held my breath.

	“Yeah, yeah, right … then I told her to mind her own business…” said the man, following it up with a laugh as he went right past us.

	We walked to the van, trying to look relaxed and casual, but feeling anything but.

	At last, we were all in the van. Glo pulled away before we’d even clicked our seatbelts. We’d done it. We’d managed to collect the sapphire and get back to the van without being stopped.

	Now we were off to show the jewel to the captain and tell him about our adventure finding it.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	We heard scuffling noises and shouts coming from behind the boat and rushed down the beach toward the sounds. We carefully crept around the boat to peek at the source of the noise.

	The captain and the crew were all wearing shorts, T-shirts, and baseball caps. They were playing volleyball on the beach. The backside of their volleyball court looked thirty feet away from the boat. They were apparently taking advantage of every foot of space they could now inhabit.

	Aymer saw us approach. He turned to wave just as the volleyball smacked him on the top of his head. “Ow!” he yelled, as he landed on his rump in the sand. He rubbed his head while the rest of the pirates laughed. Cap’n Scally jogged over to us, his crew behind him. Aymer was holding his head with one hand and brushing the sand off his backside with the other.

	“Hello!” called the captain, waving an arm in our direction. “Welcome back, my Fearless Super Gang of Ordinaries!”

	“Who told him that name?” muttered Sebastian.

	“Blame the cat!” squawked Bucko. He followed it up with a very human-sounding laugh, joined by a manly cat chuckle from Frank.

	“What brings you to our not-so-fine vessel today? Do you bring us good news?”

	“Yes! We sure do,” gushed Valeria. She was vibrating with excitement.

	“Come aboard then,” said the captain.

	All four pirates, plus our very own Mollie, disappeared into a wisp of smoke, then we could see all of them inside the cabin. We took the human way and climbed the rocks, then pulled ourselves up onto the boat.

	 

	 

	We entered the cabin to see a ghostly spread of food on the kitchen eating bar. Mollie and the crew were happily filling transparent plates with equally transparent food. It was nice to see her included so graciously. I had a good feeling about these particular pirates. I got no sense of evil from them, which led me to fully believe their story of ridding the seas of true pirates.

	We had agreed that since Forrest had found the jewel, we’d let him present it to the captain. He approached him now, and held out the wooden box.

	“We found this.” Forrest flipped open the lid. Sunlight caught the jewel, the twinkle almost as bright as the one in Cap’n Scally’s eyes.

	The captain shouted and threw his baseball cap in the air. It flew up right through the boat ceiling and came back down on top of Aymer, knocking him on the head. The crew laughed, shouted, and danced around the boat. Valeria pulled out her phone, hit play, and filled the boat with dancing music.

	Zell, Sebastian, Moonbeam, and Valeria began to dance around with the ghosts, and soon we’d all joined in the fun. At one point, Aymer zoomed right through Sebastian, who fell back onto the bench seat. He shivered and wrapped himself up in an old blanket that was lying there. Frank, in a moment of pure unselfish kindness, curled up on his lap to warm him up.

	When we’d sufficiently danced out all our joy, Cap’n Scally instructed Aymer to run down the beach to test his distance away from the boat.

	Forrest jumped off the boat and the two teenagers – one ghost, one human – raced down the beach. We all piled out on the back of the boat to watch them. As they ran, the crew called out the distance in feet, guessing the length as they passed every ten-foot mark.

	“Sixty … seventy … eighty!” Everyone shouted out the distance. At about a hundred feet away, Forrest splashed through a wave that crashed on the beach and jumped over a large rock. Aymer was behind him, and he floated over the wave. But when he hit the air above the rock, he bounced off an invisible barrier and landed in the water behind it. There was no splash, although he was now crouched knee-deep in the waves.

	“One hundred!” yelled Henry and Ambrose.

	The teens turned around and ran back toward the boat, giving each other happy looks.

	We sat around on the back of the boat catching our breath after all the excitement.

	“Only one more jewel to find!” said Sebastian.

	The mood became somber as the captain reminded us that we needed to complete the set before the authorities returned to dismantle his boat.

	We all sat silently, looking out at the beautiful bay, and wondering how on earth we were going to finish this overwhelming task.

	I looked up past the flybridge of the boat. There, way on top, the boat had sprouted a large white sail. Speech failed me, so I gasped and pointed.

	“That’s weird,” said Forrest, climbing back aboard.

	“This isn’t a sailboat,” said Atticus. “Why does it suddenly have a sail?”

	The captain looked up and snickered. “That’s some pretty crazy magic, there. Wouldn’t ya say? Please keep the sapphire safe, my friends, along with the ruby and chain. We await the emerald and entrust you with our lives.”

	He clapped his hands, then he, his crew, and his parrot all disappeared in a swirling twirl of mist.

	I realized that he’d never answered us about the sail.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	We returned to the inn, a feeling of accomplishment and pride mixed with anxiety over the next steps of our adventure. We’d found the coins, the gold chain bracelet, and two of the jewels. One more jewel and the ghosts could move on with their mission, and the community and sea would be safe. I was curious as to how much one crew could accomplish, but that was a question for another day.

	 

	 

	I built a bonfire in the backyard of the inn, and the gang gathered a large pot, plates, utensils, and the bucket of crabs that the fishermen had given us what seemed like a very long time ago. They also brought out supplies for our traditional s’mores. We enjoyed a delicious crab feast and our ooey-gooey chocolate treats, including Mollie. She conjured and ate five s’mores guilt-free, as her ghostly figure would remain the same no matter how many she enjoyed.

	We chatted and shared stories, and then Zell entertained us with a few clumsy magic tricks that delighted Mollie and Sebastian and made the rest of us chuckle. It was a nice reprieve before we had to dive back into the mystery tomorrow.
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	The next morning, I came down to find Sebastian at his computer with Frank on his lap, Valeria and Forrest sitting beside them.

	“How about this?” said Valeria. “You can say that a lion attacked the rattlesnake right as it coiled up to strike you!”

	“Ohhh, yes. I like that,” said Frank. “A cat saves a cat. Write that down, Sebby.”

	“Only if you stop calling me Sebby,” grumbled Sebastian.

	“Fine, then. Would you be a dear and type that for me, Mr. Mendoza?”

	“No call for such formality. Sebastian is fine, and always has been.”

	“Gotcha. Okay then, type this … The lion came bounding out of the jungle and pounced on the—”

	“Writing another story for your blog?” I asked.

	“Journal!” said Frank, Sebastian, Forrest, and Valeria all at once.

	“Riiight. Your journal.”

	“Don’t mock it,” said Sebastian. “He already has two hundred followers!”

	“Two hundred! That’s impressive, Frank! Congrats.”

	“Thank you, Paige. I do what I do.” He gave me a slight bow.

	I looked around at the empty table; there were no coffee cups around. “Hasn’t anyone made coffee yet?”

	“We were busy. Figured we’d go to town and check out a restaurant,” said Sebastian over his shoulder. Then he resumed typing.

	“I like that idea. But I’m still making coffee.”

	“Sounds good,” said Sebastian. “Can you make me a cup?”

	“Me too, please,” said Valeria.

	“I’ll have a bowl,” said Frank, lifting a furry paw. “Need I remind you to add lots of creamer?”

	“No, you need not.” I shuffled off to the kitchen to make everyone’s coffee.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	We found a great restaurant for breakfast across the street from the salon where Sebastian and his team had first gathered gossip. The server was perky and friendly, and we hoped we’d get some local news from her. After we got our breakfast, of course.

	“Good morning! I’m Jenna. I’ll be your server today. Is this your first time in the Pancake Palace?”

	“Yep, it is – our first time,” said Frank. “But we’re no strangers to pancakes.”

	“Oh! How charming! A talking cat. That’s rare.” She leaned down closer to Frank. “What’s your name, you beautiful cat?” As always, he ate up the attention that he never failed to attract when we were out in public.

	Once Jenna finished gushing over Frank, she directed us to our menus that listed over two dozen pancake toppings.

	“You can choose any three toppings for the standard price. My two personal favorites are bananas, Nutella, and chocolate chips, or apples, walnuts, and caramel sauce. Can I get you something to drink while you’re dreaming up your best pancake breakfast?”

	We ordered our beverages then spent the next ten minutes creating our pancake masterpieces.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	We were finishing up our breakfast when an ambulance and two police cars roared by the restaurant, sirens blaring. Customers got out of their chairs and hustled out to the street. We quickly paid our bill and followed them outside. Apparently, the entire town was filled with Sebastian-like people, and the small town appeared not to have many emergencies to feed the gossip mill. They huddled in groups discussing their theories of the possible disaster.

	“Let’s cross the street and join the people in front of the salon,” suggested Sebastian. Without waiting for our answer, he trotted over, calling out to an obvious friend he’d made at their previous visit to the salon. “Azumi! Hello, girl!”

	 “Sebastian!” She kissed him on both cheeks, then waved her hands around in the air. “What do you suppose it is?” Surprisingly, our talkative friend could not get a word in edgewise, as Azumi kept talking. “I’ll tell you what we think. It’s probably a bank robbery, and they’re holding hostages, maybe! Most likely not a fire since we haven’t seen a fire truck. What do you folks think?”

	“Right, probably not a fire,” said Sebastian. “I was wondering if—”

	Azumi’s phone rang, and she put up a hand to Sebastian. “Hello? … Really? … Oh, my heavens! … That’s horrible! … Let me know when you hear more. … Thanks! Bye.”

	Azumi hung up. Our group, plus half the salon group who’d shifted closer, waited with bated breath for her to tell us what she’d heard.

	“That was my friend Lewis—"

	“Lewis?” said Glo. “Lewis Pompano, the fisherman, by any chance?”

	“Yes! Do you know Lewis?”

	“Not personally, but I know of him,” Glo said. “Is he back in town?”

	“He didn’t say.”

	“Did he say something about the emergency vehicles?” asked Glo.

	“He said that his friend Carlos—”

	“Not Carlos again!” gasped Moonbeam.

	Azumi looked at her oddly but continued her story. “His friend Carlos was bringing his boat in at the marina when the ambulance and police cars showed up. Of course he went over to see what was up. Apparently, a man named Kipp Ripley, a boat mechanic was found dead! Right there on his very own boat! His body was lying under a table when a forklift operator moving a boat nearby spotted him! Isn’t that just awful!”

	We all looked at each other in shock, and Moonbeam mumbled, “Yes, that’s just awful.”

	 

	 

	We left the salon group and walked down the street toward the van. We were wondering if this death tied to our case. It certainly seemed suspicious. On the way, we walked by a tavern that had a local TV news station turned on. A man was standing in front of a boat storage facility. The same one where we’d found the Sea Viper. Several police cars, an ambulance, and two somber unmarked black vehicles were in the background. A banner along the top of the screen read: Breaking News. We hustled inside to listen to the reporter.

	 

	 … Kipp Ripley, a mechanic and owner of a boat kept at the Maritime Marina boat facility, was found dead on his boat. This follows the mysterious death of Benham Shaw, the owner of a local boat repair shop yesterday. Is it a coincidence that the two men were both connected to boats on the same bay? Some locals think not. Many have brought up the recent sightings of the pirates’ boat that terrorized the community one year ago and was responsible for the second boat that now rests on our local beach. Could there be a connection? We’ll have an update on tonight’s broadcast at six.

	 

	The news report ended, and we stepped back outside.

	“It’s the same building we were in,” gasped Valeria. “Could it have even been the same boat?”

	I turned to the group. “Another boat-related death immediately after we retrieved a jewel. Something really weird is going on here.”

	“We need to make a visit to the captain,” said Atticus.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	When we got close to the Phantom of the Sea, a group of men wearing orange construction vests and holding clipboards were just leaving the boat and headed our way. We began to look innocent, picking up seashells and skipping rocks in the water, so that we could linger and hear what they were saying.

	The men were strolling along and discussing how they were going to remove the boat from the beach.

	“A shame it’s not seaworthy,” said one man. “We coulda just pushed it in the water and floated it out to a marine scrapyard.”

	“Yeah, and if it wasn’t a big pile of junk about to fall apart, we could haul it up with a crane.”

	“How’d we even get a crane close enough, with all these massive boulders around?”

	“Good point. Dismantling and hauling it off by barge makes the most sense. The barge guy said he’s two weeks away from having an open date in his schedule. Gives us plenty of time to get a demolition crew together.”

	The men kept walking down the beach and we could no longer hear their conversation, but we’d heard enough to know they would be coming to take the boat apart sooner than later.

	 

	 

	When we arrived at the boat there was no volleyball game or painting class. Just the captain, sitting on the rocks staring out into the bay.

	Cap’n Scally jumped up when he saw us. His face alighted with hope. “Ahoy! Welcome back, illustrious book club.” He put his hands to his mouth and hollered, “HAA!”

	Henry, Ambrose, and Aymer appeared, sitting on the rocks that surrounded the captain. They all saluted us and said hello.

	 “Would love to bring chairs down to the beach for ya,” said Henry. “But as you well know, it’s beyond our current capabilities.”

	“No worries,” said Moonbeam. “We know where the folding chairs are kept; we can get them.”

	We brought down the chairs and settled them on the sand near the captain and his crew.

	“Do you bear good news for us?” The captain leaned forward, rubbing his hands together in anticipation.

	“No, I’m sorry,” said Atticus. “We have not found the emerald.”

	The ghostly men seemed to fade to gray. They all looked severely disappointed.

	“Forgive my men,” said Captain Scally. “The bracelet, when brought together with all three jewels, is the key to our future. You know. Our ability to move on with our work.”

	“Our next grand adventure,” said Ambrose with a wistful look out toward the sea.

	“Let’s not get all sappy,” said Cap’n Scally.

	“We do want to help you,” said Atticus. “However, we came today for answers and information.”

	“Need answers!” squawked Bucko.

	Cap’n Scally leaned back on a boulder and crossed his arms. He lacked his usual happy appearance.

	“A man died today at the boat building,” said Moonbeam. She was clearly bursting impatiently with the news. “It had to be the mechanic from the boat where we retrieved the coins and the sapphire.”

	“Yeah,” said Forrest. “How many dead mechanics could be lying around in that same building? It had to be him.”

	Moonbeam cringed, and the captain grunted his agreement.

	“And the man from the boat repair shop where we discovered the ruby was also found dead.”

	Bucko jumped up on Cap’n Scally’s shoulder. “Dead men tell no tales,” he squawked.

	The captain nodded, his long hair falling over his eyes, but he didn’t speak.

	“Well?” said Moonbeam. “What do you know about this odd coincidence?”

	“Not a coincidence,” mumbled Aymer.

	“Hush, boy,” said Ambrose. “Not your place to tell.”

	Atticus tipped his head at the captain. “Obviously, you know something.”

	Cap’n Scally nodded. “Yeah. You’re right. Here’s the thing. The culprits are punished by the magic in the jewels.”

	“What?” screeched Sebastian.

	“Punished!” yelled Zell.

	“That there’s a wild tale,” said Mollie.

	“Please elaborate,” said Atticus calmly.

	“Anyone who holds the jewels under nefarious intentions is … removed … once the jewel is taken from their possession.”

	“Nefarious intentions? What exactly do you mean?” I asked. “Are we in danger?”

	“Why didn’t you tell us this before we started breaking the law all over town?” asked Moonbeam. “And stealing … vengeful gems?” The normally Zen woman was kicking her leg back and forth nervously.

	“You have honest intent,” the captain shrugged. “You are not at risk.”

	“Why didn’t you tell us any of this?” I asked.

	“People are dying!” gasped Moonbeam.

	Cap’n Scally shook his head. “YOU aren’t killing these scoundrels. Nor are the vengeful gems, as you called them. The hooligans’ intentions are what did them in.”

	“Well, count me out,” said Moonbeam. “I won’t be party to another death.”

	“Me neither,” said Sebastian.

	“I’m afraid I must agree with them,” I said. “This is far beyond anything we should be involved in.”

	“Better tell ‘em, Cap’n,” said Henry, aiming his pocketknife at the captain. The man was actually sitting on a flat rock, peeling a pot full of transparent russet potatoes.

	“Yeah, yeah. Here’s the thing,” said Cap’n Scally. “If you don’t find the emerald, the magic will remain loose. It will search for all the missing parts of the bracelet – and kill anyone in its way. It could cause chaos on the island and beyond.”

	“What do you mean?” gasped Glo.

	“If you don’t find the emerald, the magic will search for it. It is powerful strong, but limited in its ability to travel, as you can expect. It could cause chaos wherever it lands, like a twirling, swirling tornado of uncontrolled power. Innocent people will suffer.”

	“I don’t like it,” said Moonbeam. She crossed her arms. Her lips were pulled tightly together. If she could produce steam out of her ears, she would.

	“Nor do we, Mistress Moonbeam.” The captain took a breath and shook his head. “But the remaining jewel must be found. The men who stole it – they are wretched beasts. They have robbed and killed innocents for a long, long time. They have terrorized all living things, including children and animals. Stealing our treasure was only one in a long list of their dastardly deeds.”

	“I vote that we get rid of the kitten-killers!” yelled Frank.

	“I’m with Frankie!” shouted Zell.

	“Slow down, you two,” Glo said. “We aren’t voting on anything … yet. Captain, do you know the names of the pirates?”

	“’Course I do.”

	“Then why didn’t you tell us before?” I was baffled that he held back this information.

	He shrugged. “Ya didn’t ask.”

	I let out a puff of breath. “We’re asking now, Captain. What are the names of the pirates that sunk your boat?”

	“There are only three names that we’re certain of. Ben Blackbeard, Kipper Rip, and Cutlass Carl.”

	I sucked in a breath. “Kip Ripley and Benham Shaw! The two dead men from the news report!”

	Aymer grunted. “I heard they called the third guy Gutless Carl, since he’s afraid of his own shadow.”

	Forrest tapped the edge of his chair. “Hmm. Carl … Carlos. Could they be talking about Carlos Ortega? Lewis the fisherman’s friend who seems to know about the treasure, but won’t talk to anyone?”

	“See, I told you that the guy has something to hide,” said Frank.

	“I think Atticus said that first,” said Forrest.

	“Who’s counting?” said Frank.

	“You will be,” said the captain. “Hundreds, maybe thousands of deaths of innocent people if the gem is not reunited with the others. And you’d best hurry before they destroy our boat. If they remove it in pieces to a junkyard, we’ll be goners, too. Yet you’ll still have the pieces of the bracelet in your possession, with no one to guide you on how to handle them.”

	“And yet you want us to continue to search for the last piece, without telling us what to do with them?” grumbled Zell.

	 “All in good time, my dear Zell,” said the captain. “You will have all you need to know, I promise you this.”

	“I vote we continue on the mission, until we find the emerald!” said Mollie, swooping in nervous circles above our heads.

	“Who agrees with Mollie” I asked.

	All members of the book club slowly raised their hands.

	The captain, Bucko, Henry, Ambrose, and Aymer all shouted their support. There was a sparkling swirling, puff of smoke, and then they were gone.
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	We left the beach and decided to go into town for lunch and exploration, to see if we could learn anything from the locals about Lewis, Cutlass Carl, or the pirates. When we got to the town limits, there was three times as much traffic as usual. As we inched along closer to downtown, we spotted a colorful banner strung across the road: The Annual Crescent Moon Bay Delectable Dishes Festival. Proceeds to support local parks and the public marina.

	“This is perfect!” I said, clapping my hands. “What better way to meet people and learn about the town than a festival.”

	“I’m certain there will be plenty of talk about the two deaths. In a small town like this I’m sure that’s a rarity,” said Atticus.

	“That, and the pirate boat that washed up on shore, plus the one seen out in the bay,” said Moonbeam.

	“And even better, it sounds like it will mean a fabulous lunch!” Zell had opened her window and was trying to look ahead down the road.

	“Zell! Is that all you ever think of?” asked Valeria.

	“Yes, it is,” answered the rest of us together.

	We laughed, and it seemed the one who laughed the hardest was Zell, although with her head out the window like an excited puppy, I couldn’t be sure.

	 

	 

	We lucked out on a parking spot, as a family pulled out just as we came up to their space. We hopped out of the van and made our way towards the center of town, passing many small shops. Surprisingly, it wasn’t just the restaurants who offered food. Every place of business offered something to eat, all in small, sample-sized versions. One of the shopkeepers said that everyone liked to participate, since it was the one fund raiser for the year. The crowd benefitted just as much as the charitable cause, with a virtual feast of taste-testing goodness.

	 

	 

	“It’s really busy, so what do you say we break up into two groups?” suggested Atticus.

	“I’m with Zell!” said Frank. He began to twine himself between her legs. I was sure he knew he’d get the most taste-testing if he stuck with her.

	“Me, too!” said Sebastian. “Come with us, Valeria.” He grabbed her by the elbow. She in turn grabbed Forrest. Then their group took off without a backward glance.

	Glo and I did a quick rock-paper-scissors to see who got to babysit their group, so they’d not get too sidetracked by all the food. I lost. I had to jog to catch up with them. But at least I knew I’d have plenty to eat and hear lots of gossip, with Sebastian and Zell along.

	Sure enough, within a half hour we’d stopped for food at three different shops. Then we were waiting in line to get gelato.

	“The line’s too long. Why don’t we find something else?” I asked.

	“I’d say this looks like it’s worth waiting for,” said Sebastian.

	“It sure is,” said the lady in front of him. “If you’ve never had Francesca’s gelato, you’re in for a treat. She makes it all herself, and she’s from Italy. It’s the real deal.”

	“Thank you so much!” gushed Sebastian. “See, Paige? It’s worth waiting for.”

	Sebastian turned back to the woman. “It’s our first time at the festival. Any shops you’d recommend?”

	Valeria and Zell got involved, as did the woman’s two friends, and they chatted about the best places in town for the tastiest sample foods. Frank spoke up and there was a detour while the three women gushed over our adorable “pussy cat.” I had to pick Frank up so that they could all pet him and admire his gorgeous blue eyes.

	Forrest and I joined the conversation, and I had to admit, the women did know a lot about their town.

	 “You all seem to know what’s what around here,” said Sebastian. “Have you heard any news about those two dead guys?”

	“Jenny, do you think it’s okay if we tell them?” the first woman asked her friend.

	Jenny nodded and spoke up. “It’ll be on the news today anyhow. So, my sister works at the hospital lab, and she said the autopsies are in. Both men died of heart attacks. Apparently, the fact that they were both boat-related and a day apart is simply an unusual coincidence.”

	The third woman put her hand to her chest. “Phew! At least we don’t have to worry that a murderer is among us in Crescent Moon Bay!”

	Frank snorted and whispered in my ear, “Yeah. Nothing at all to worry about, except magical jewels that cause grown men to drop dead with heart attacks.”

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	The other half of our book club caught up with us. We told them what we’d heard about the two deaths, and how the locals said that since it wasn’t murder, there was nothing to worry about. Frank motioned everyone closer with a furry paw. He whispered, “Nothing to worry about but magical jewels that cause grown men to drop dead.” Apparently, not having had a big enough audience the first time, he needed to repeat his comment for the benefit of the whole gang.

	Moonbeam shuddered and Valeria bit her lip. No one was comfortable with that observation.

	Sebastian perked up and raised his hand in an excited wave to someone. “Azumi! Hello! Azumi!”

	The woman from the salon spotted Sebastian and the rest of us. She came over to us, dragging along another woman and two men.

	“Hi, there! This is my husband, Haruto. And our friends Lewis and Rhonda.”

	Sebastian’s eyes popped. “Lewis Pompano? The fisherman?”

	“Yeah … what of it?” Lewis narrowed his eyes.

	“Oh! Um.” Sebastian was lost for words.

	“You were quoted in the newspaper!” gushed Zell, fanning her face. “It’s like meeting a celebrity.”

	“Right. That fiasco.” He shook his head vigorously. “Ug. Wish I hadn't talked to that reporter. Everybody thinks I know everything about it now! And I’m bombarded with questions about the pirates’ boats. I keep sayin’ I don’t know anything about ‘em. I just saw ‘em once.” His face was turning red, and he looked upset. His wife put her hand on his arm and swiftly changed the subject.

	“How’s your book going?” asked Rhonda.

	“Book?” Zell’s eyebrows rose. She looked shocked and confused.

	“Our book about the treasure chest from the old boat is going well,” said Valeria. “We’re still in the fact-finding stage.” Thankfully Valeria had quickly recalled our last conversation with Rhonda.

	“I suspect book research must take a long time,” said Rhonda.

	“You’re right! It does!”

	“Speaking of the treasure,” I said. “Have you heard anything new about it?” I recalled their back room with all the treasure documents. Rhonda hadn’t said anything about it then, but Mollie had seen the proof. I wondered if they’d speak up now, if I asked a direct question about the treasure – the subject of our supposed “book.”

	They shook their heads no. Lewis shook his head the hardest and grunted what sounded like “nuh uh.” He didn’t meet anyone’s eyes. I would bet he did know something. I figured it wouldn’t hurt to pry a bit more.

	“Perhaps your friend Carlos Ortega heard something?” I asked. “Our neighbor said that Carlos heard about someone who pawned a bunch of gold antique coins a while back.”

	Lewis’s face tightened, and I realized it wasn’t something I should have asked, but Forrest came to the rescue.

	“I just started a collection of antique coins,” he said. “I got some for my birthday.”

	“Oh,” Lewis’s face thawed. “Nah. I haven’t heard. But if I see Carlos, I’ll ask for ya.”

	We said goodbye to the group and began to walk away. I heard Rhonda ask her husband, “Honey, who’s Carlos?”

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	“Well, that was kind of a bust,” said Frank. “I think we need to find more snacks. Any sushi around here?”

	Forrest pulled out his phone and did a search. “Yeah. There’s a sushi place two blocks ahead on the left. Right next to that tavern we went to, Schooners.”

	“That’s where we met the Osbornes,” said Sebastian. “Nice place.”

	We walked the two blocks, and as we neared Schooners we saw two servers outside manning a long table. They were selling sample baskets of cheesy garlic fries. The aroma beckoned us, and we told Frank he’d have to wait for his sushi. He grumbled but admitted that the fries smelled divine.

	Quite a few people were in line already waiting.

	“Whoa. Look at that woman!” Valeria said to me. “She’s quite dressed up for the festival.”

	I turned my head to look and gasped. The woman was indeed overdressed with her black wrap dress, fancy updo, and high heels. But what caught my eye was her necklace. It was a simple gold chain and hanging on it was a large, rectangular cut stone. It was deep green, yet nearly transparent. It was extraordinary … and it had to be the missing emerald.

	I grabbed the arms of the two people closest to me, Atticus and Glo. “Stop!” I whispered.

	“Why?” asked Glo.

	The rest of the gang realized we’d stopped and came back to us.

	“What’s up, Paige? Changed your mind on those cheesy fries?” asked Zell.

	“Do not turn around. A woman in a black dress. She’s in line for fries. I think she’s wearing the missing emerald.”

	Of course, they all turned around to look. Then they whipped back to me.

	“That must be it!” said Moonbeam. “I’ve never seen a gemstone like that. Even from this far away it looks rare.”

	Mollie swooped fifteen feet closer then quickly zoomed back to us. “Yep. It’s an emerald, just like the captain described!”

	“If we don’t get it and take it back to the captain, he says it will start killing people!” Sebastian was wringing his hands.

	“But will the woman die?” asked Glo.

	“She’s definitely not one of the pirates,” said Atticus. “So … I think she’s more at risk if we leave her to keep wearing it. She must have gotten it from a pirate.”

	“Okay, troop,” I said. “Gather ‘round. What’s the plan?”

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	Our entire group meandered over to the line for cheesy fries. We were two people behind the woman. The long line was moving slowly, and people were chatting as they scooted forward.

	As planned, Zell pulled a handful of coins from her pocket. “Anybody want to see some magic tricks?” she asked loudly.

	A few of the people, the woman included, turned around and chuckled at the cute little old lady jiggling coins in her hand. Zell ratcheted up the cuteness factor with a big dimply smile.

	“I have this handful of coins and I’m going to magically blow them into my other hand without my hands touching each other. But I need some help with the blowing part. I need five volunteers!”

	Sebastian, Moonbeam, Glo, Valeria, and Atticus eagerly volunteered. Zell had them stand in a semi-circle behind her. She urged the rest of the folks in line to come closer to watch. Thankfully, our target was one who moved in for a closer look.

	“On the count of three, I need all my volunteers to blow on my hands as hard as possible. The rest of you flap your hands to add to the wind. On the count of three. One … two … three!”

	The ”volunteers” began to loudly blow, and the spectators laughingly flapped their hands. We all made a racket of cheers and laughter. Mollie glided over to stand beside Zell. She pursed her ghostly lips and blew … directly at the lady with the necklace. Mollie’s ghostly talent did not disappoint. The woman’s dress flapped up, and her hair flew out of its woven bun. She reached down with one hand to fix her dress, and up with the other to protect her slipping hairdo, while Frank took a flying leap, howling a loud meow. He landed on her shoulder, gripped her back to prevent himself from falling off, yowling all the while. He bounced off her back. Four sets of sharp claws were distracting enough for her not to feel him snap off the delicate necklace chain. He quickly jumped onto the man next to her, and then the next person, as well. Forrest leaned down and scooped the necklace off the ground. As planned, we started to yell at our “naughty cat.” Our cat ran wildly down the street, and we all chased after him.

	I glanced back to see the woman desperately trying to untangle her dress and fix her messed up hair. She was so preoccupied with righting herself that she didn’t realize that her necklace was gone.
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	That night, we were bursting with adrenaline, so we built a campfire and stayed up way too late reliving our crazy, brilliant scheme. It had been too late and too dark for us to go walking down the beach to share our success with the pirates.

	By the time we put out the fire and went to bed, we’d all been exhausted and worn to a frazzle over our theft of the woman’s jewel. But it wasn’t her jewel, was it? And it was for certain the emerald that Cap’n Scally had described. How did the woman get her hands on it? The captain had described the three pirates as men with big bellies and skinny arms. She in no way fit that description. And he was adamant that the loose jewel was dangerous. We were certain that our deed protected the woman, and many other people, as well.

	The most important business on our agenda now was to head to the beach and the Phantom of the Sea, to share our news with the captain and find out what else he knew.

	 

	 

	First things first, and with this group, that meant breakfast. The kitchen was a beehive of activity while everyone grabbed something to eat and a double serving of coffee.

	Forrest was sitting at the table scrolling on his phone and eating leftover chips and salsa.

	“Typical teenager,” laughed Moonbeam, giving her son a light bop on the head.

	Then Zell grabbed a chip and joined him. It was her favorite food, after all.

	“Hey, guys listen to this!” said Forrest. “I found the local news page online and they have a breaking news flash. Another Local Man Found Dead on his Boat this Morning.”

	“What!?”

	“You’re kidding!”

	“That’s crazy!”

	“What else does it say?” asked Atticus.

	We gathered around the table while Forrest read the report. The body had just been discovered, and details were sparse. No name and no cause of death was released.

	“Do you think this death is related to the emerald and the pirates?” asked Moonbeam.

	“How could it not be!” said Valeria. “It’s what our story is all about!”

	Glo smiled and winked at her, glad to see she was settling into our role here.

	 “Maybe he was one of the people in line with the woman at the festival last night,” said Forrest.

	“Her husband, perhaps?” said Glo. “Did anyone notice if she was with a man who fit the pirate description?”

	We all thought back to our time in line, but our memories of last evening were eclipsed by our jewel-thievery.

	“I’ll call my salon friend, Azumi,” said Sebastian. “She’s at the hub of all the talk in town. Let’s see what she’s heard.”

	Sebastian grabbed his phone and dialed.

	“Of course, he has her number,” said Frank. “The ever-vigilant Gossip King.”

	“Thanks, Frank!” Sebastian smiled proudly. “Hello, Azumi. How are you? Hey, we just read the news about the dead guy found this morning. Have you heard?” He paused and listened. “Oh! Do you mind if I put you on speaker so the group can hear? News is always better firsthand.”

	“As if he really believes that,” chuckled Zell.

	Sebastian put Azumi on speakerphone, and we all called out our hellos.

	“We’re all horrified by what happened this morning! The third death in our town! This is unheard of!”

	“But you heard something…” prompted Sebastian.

	“Sure did! Amanda, from the marina office, was in the salon this morning to get her bangs trimmed – though they were fine, and didn’t need a trim, if you ask me. I’m sure she just wanted to tell us what she knew.”

	“What did she know?” gasped Sebastian. He was so talented at gathering gossip. His enthusiasm came through, even over the phone.

	“The man who died was Lewis’s friend Carl! You know, when you mentioned Carlos, I had no idea who you were talking about, since I don’t know anyone named Carlos. I had no idea it was a nickname! We always call him Carl. Oh!” She inhaled sharply. “I mean … we always used to call him Carl.”

	Azumi had to pause her story since we’d all let out exclamations of shock.

	“Anyhow, it turns out that Carl — Carlos, to you— was having an affair! It was with a local woman! That’s why he’s been so sneaky. Even Lewis didn’t know about it. Amanda’s friend from the jewelry shop told her that he showered her with gifts to keep her happy and quiet. His wife found receipts for some of the jewelry, and a tube of lipstick that wasn’t hers. It was right there in his pocket last night – you see, it got chilly, and she wore his jacket. She confronted him right there at the festival! In front of everyone! They had a huge fight, and he stormed off. Apparently, she found him hiding out on his fishing boat early this morning! She screamed and yelled, and everyone in the marina heard her. A crowd gathered to see what was going on, and you’ll never believe this! He went and had a heart attack! Died right there on the boat. That poor woman, she was a mess! She screamed and screamed until someone took her off the boat and calmed her down. She had left her house without her phone, so a bystander called 911.

	“In her hysteria, Carl’s wife couldn’t recall anyone’s number by memory, but she did manage to unlock his phone for them. Lewis’s name is one of Carl’s top calls on his phone, so they called him to come be with her while they dealt with the body. Lewis is out at the marina right now. He called me to say that Carl’s wife is in shock. She was even screaming that if he hadn’t died, she’d have killed him anyhow. Luckily the police have been around enough shocked people to overlook her statement!”

	Azumi was breathing rapidly, as if she’d run a marathon.

	Sebastian took her off speaker, and the two of them rehashed the same details a second time – we could tell by his comments and his sudden desire to get off the phone. Once he had what he needed he was eager to talk to us about it.

	“Now we know!” gasped Sebastian. “Carlos was one of the pirates!”

	“Correct,” said Atticus. “He was the third pirate crew member – Carlos Ortega – Cutlass Carl, or Carl to his friends. It appears that the captain was right. The thieves each died once the jewel was taken from them. We need to get the jewels over to the captain. Based on his stories, they hold some terrible power, and I don’t like that we have them in our possession.”

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	We approached the boat to see a vast array of nearly transparent wildflowers, tulips, and daffodils had been planted all around the boat. The pirates were wearing gardening aprons and gloves and digging with trowels in the layer of transparent dirt that floated just above the real sand. Aymer was lugging a large bag of ghostly potting soil over to the planting area. Ambrose had a large watering can in his hands and was carefully sprinkling the new plantings. Cap’n Scally was teaching Henry the proper way to remove a tray of small tulips from their cardboard cups. Bucko was dipping his beak into a bag of seeds and having a snack.

	“Ahoy, friends!” The captain looked overjoyed to see us. He was wearing a floral-patterned apron, bright green gardening gloves, and a large straw sun hat. His bright smile lit up his face and he looked like he should be in a TV commercial for a gardening company – if gardening companies used ghostly pirates for their ads.

	“At attention, gentlemen!” barked Cap’n Scally. He clapped his hands.

	Their gardening attire and tools disappeared, and they stood behind the captain in their usual pirate clothing. Bucko flew to land on the captain’s shoulder. I was happy to see that the flowers remained, but now they made quite a contrast with the men’s rough appearance.

	“Beautiful flowers!” said Moonbeam. “You’re all doing a lovely job planting.”

	The ghostly men blushed and stammered out a thank you.

	“What brings you by today?” asked Cap’n Scally.

	“We did it! We found it!” blurted Valeria. “We found your emerald!”

	All the pirates began to shout and jump around in the sand. Bucko began to trill a happy noise and flap his wings. The captain called them to order.

	“May we see?” The captain’s voice was uncharacteristically soft and tentative.

	Atticus pulled out the small box that contained only the emerald. He opened it and the pirate ghosts surrounded him, oohing and ahhing and laughing in a release of all the tension they’d been carrying since the disappearance of their treasure chest.

	"Did you also bring the chain, the ruby, and the sapphire?” Cap’n Scally asked anxiously. I imagined that it would be very hard for him to look at the jewels being able to touch them.

	“Yes, sir, we did,” said Atticus, holding up a second box. “But we kept them apart since we don’t know how the enchantment works. We didn’t want to risk releasing any unwanted spells.”

	“No worries there,” said the captain. “There is a pattern and process to the magic. And it must occur under the glow of the moon. I have much to tell you before the rise of the moon tonight. Then you can witness the magic for yourselves.”

	“If we’re gonna be here all day, I need some food and drink,” said Zell. “And my sun hat and sunscreen. Can you hold off your stories while we stop by the inn and run to the grocery store?”

	“Zell!” Glo cried. “Really? Snacks and your sun hat? We need to focus! This is a big deal!”

	The captain and his crew all laughed heartily. “We have plenty of time, my dears. You all run off and gather your supplies for the day.” He chuckled at our stunned expressions. “We’ll just wait right here.”

	His crew thought that comment was hysterical. Even Bucko let out a manly chuckle. Their laughter lasted long after they disappeared in a spiral of wispy fog.
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	We stopped by the inn for sun hats, sunscreen, beach bags, and Moonbeam’s beach caftan. Which looked just like all her other caftans, except that this one was in the colors of a sunrise and decorated with bright schools of tropical fish. Then we stopped by the grocery store for food for our day on the beach, though our haul looked more like a week’s worth of goodies. Then we headed back to the beach … to meet with a group of pirate ghosts and learn their story.

	 

	 

	We often walked down from the inn, but we had so many bags of supplies we took the van and parked in the lot nearest the boat. It had a few cars already parked there, which seemed odd, as it normally was empty when we walked past it. I hoped there wasn’t a group of tourists scouring the beach – or worse, trying to get a look at the shipwrecked vessel.

	It was still a hike to lug our supplies across the sand. As we got close, we realized there were five men in orange construction vests and hard hats on the beach. They were circling the boat. They had two open jeeps parked on the sand, each with trailers towed behind them that were filled with equipment. It looked to be saws and jackhammers.

	“Oh, no, no, no!” shrieked Sebastian. “This is terrible! Terrible! Somebody do something!” He dropped his bags and began to run toward the men, waving his arms in the air and yelling, “Stop! Stop!”

	The rest of us were frozen with fear. This was the worst timing ever! We couldn’t let them begin demolition on the boat today! Not when we planned to release the magic tonight when the moon appeared.

	Moonbeam hiked up her caftan and began to run after Sebastian. She turned as she ran and called to us, “Follow my lead!” She was fast, and quickly ran past Sebastian, who was slowed down by his panic which caused him to run in a serpentine pattern over the sand and rocks.

	We all dropped our bags and chased after Moonbeam, catching up to her just as she reached the construction crew.

	Surprisingly, Moonbeam was not even out of breath as she approached the boat. The pirates materialized behind her, wringing their hands and looking distressed. Moonbeam ignored them and marched up to the workers.

	“Excuse me, sir!” She approached the closest man. “What are you doing here?”

	She sounded very serious.

	“Doin’ my job, lady. You need to move on down the beach. This isn’t a safe area for tourists.”

	“I am not a tourist. My name is Louise Lowenstein—"

	We knew she was deadly serious, given that she was using her birth name.

	“—and I’m a representative of the local Historical Graves Protection and Repatriation organization. We protect the rights of descendants of human remains, funerary objects, and items of cultural patrimony. We have been alerted to the fact that you have not petitioned for the approval to disrupt this final resting place of the Phantom of the Sea.”

	"She’s a what?” said Henry.

	“Grave protector!” squawked Bucko.

	The rest of the ghost pirates shrugged, and we all looked askance at each other. The whole bunch of us, ghosts, humans, cat, and parrot remained rooted to the scene as we listened to the man respond.

	“Sorry, lady,” the worker grumbled. “I got my marching orders.”

	Moonbeam glared at him. “Who is in charge here?”

	The man pointed toward the back of the boat. We followed Moonbeam, the ghost pirates floating above us. She approached a man who held a clipboard and was inspecting the back side of the boat. She marched up to him with an intense expression and her hands held up in the stop position. She might have been dressed in a colorful caftan with her wild curls pulled back with a rainbow bandana, but she looked intimidating, nonetheless. Perhaps her wholesome, hippie style paralleled the kind of person you’d expect to be passionate about such a subject.

	She repeated her introduction, then stood with her hands on her hips.

	The man slammed his clipboard against his thigh. “Are you kidding me?” He growled out a swear word and took a deep breath.

	Moonbeam waved us over. “I sense resistance against our cause. Join hands, team.” She put her hands out and all of us joined hands and made a line along the side of the boat.

	Moonbeam began to chant loudly. I almost laughed, since it was the same chant that she used when we opened the door to our enchanted library for a book club meeting.

	Zell, Atticus, and Forrest followed her lead. They stepped away from the group and picked up sticks off the beach. They began to tap the sticks together in a rhythm to match Moonbeam’s chant.

	We all joined in the chant, increasing the volume. Even the ghosts chanted, although they couldn’t be heard by the workers; their strong voices motivated us all to increase our volume. Bucko flew in circles over their heads releasing invisible bird droppings onto the men’s hard hats.

	The man in charge stepped in front of Moonbeam. “Listen here, lady. You can’t just come here and shut down my jobsite. I got a signed work order to be here.”

	I froze and held my breath. What should we do now?

	Mollie swooped over to float in front of Moonbeam. Then our ghost moved forward and threw her arms around the man and gave him a big, freezing bear hug.

	“What the heck!” The man turned white. He shook his body and glared at Moonbeam. “What kinda trick are you pullin’?”

	The pirate ghosts followed her lead and each hugged one of the workmen.

	Mollie wasn’t done yet. She stepped back from the man and puffed out her cheeks and blew the biggest breath I’d ever seen her take. She blew all her ghostly air out directly at the man. He flew back five feet and fell into the side of his jeep, his hard hat falling off his head as he attempted to right himself.

	“The spirits of the boat are not pleased with you,” intoned Moonbeam with a snarl.

	The men shivered and stared at Moonbeam with wide eyes.

	“This is nuts,” the leader grumbled, still shaking his head vigorously. “There’s no way that just happened.”

	His workers rushed over to him. “Yeah, boss. What’s up? This place is creepy.”

	The boss stared at his workers for a second, likely deciding exactly what he’d tell them. He shook his head again. “We can’t work around these people. OSHA would never allow it. And the human rights groups would be all over us. We gotta turn this job over to management. Let them deal with it.”

	He tipped his head toward the two jeeps. “Let’s get out of here.” He threw his clipboard onto the seat of the jeep and swore loudly. One of the men got in the passenger seat, and they drove off down the beach. The rest of the workers ran to the second jeep and took off in a spray of sand.

	We watched both jeeps drive away and stayed quiet until they turned up toward the parking area. We heard car engines start up, then the sound of all the vehicles faded away.

	We rushed to Moonbeam and Mollie, showering them with enthusiastic congratulations. Forrest ran to his mother and gave her a huge hug. “You were so brave, Mom!”

	Everyone followed, giving Moonbeam hugs, and they pantomimed air hugs for Mollie. Then Atticus led us in a hearty round of For She’s a Jolly Good Fellow. The pirate ghosts danced in a circle around Moonbeam and Mollie as they joined in our song with their boisterous voices.
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	We went back to where we’d left our belongings and set them up near the boat. We had brought significantly more food and supplies than we needed for the day. The captain and crew laughed at our large assortment of bags and boxes filled with food, drinks, sun gear, blankets, and even Moonbeam’s portable ‘camping potty.’ I wore my backpack with the bracelet and jewels safely tucked inside. I kept it on my body for safekeeping.

	“You said we’d be here until the moon rises,” said Sebastian, defending our stash. “That’s quite a long day for us, you know.”

	“Glad to know you’re prepared,” Cap’n Scally said, trying to hide a snicker with a cough.

	We retrieved the folding chairs from the boat and set up our seats and our buffet. We were more than ready to hear more about our pirate ghost friends.

	“Where do we begin …” said the captain, tapping his chin.

	“Begin at the beginning,” squawked Bucko from his perch on the edge of the boat rail.

	The captain nodded. “We have been pirate ghosts since June … 1720.”

	“Are you talking about military time?” asked Glo. “So 17:20 is … what? Twenty after four?”

	“Why is the time important? Is that part of the spell?” asked Sebastian.

	Atticus piped up. “Military time 17:20 would be 5:20 p.m. However, I don’t think that is what the captain is talking about.”

	“You are correct Atticus, my man. I am not talking about military time. I am speaking of the year of our lord 1720.”

	We all stared at him in stunned silence.

	Frank fell off his chair. He caught Zell’s eye and murmured, “I thought he looked familiar.” No one else heard him, but I logged that comment away to explore later.

	“What?” gasped Mollie. “Did you say 1720? That was before I was born!”

	“Well, how about that,” said the captain.

	“In what era did you live?” Henry asked our ghost.

	“The 1800s, in the old Wild West in America.”

	“That was a whoppin’ fun time!” said Aymer. “Cowboys, horses, and a shotgun in your holster.” He mimicked pulling guns out of two holsters on his hips, twirling them, and dropping them back into place.

	“Fond memories,” said Ambrose, nodding.

	Sebastian looked shocked. “Wait a minute! We thought you became ghosts recently.”

	“Why did you think that?” Cap’n Scally tilted his head in question.

	“Uhh. I guess … we just assumed,” said Sebastian.

	“You know what they say about assume,” said Zell.

	We all groaned.

	“Here she goes again,” said Frank.

	The captain glanced at her. “What do they say about assume?”

	“To assume makes a donkey of you and me.”

	“A donkey?”

	“But a different word for donkey. I can’t say it because it’s a bad word.”

	The captain quickly caught on and barked out a laugh, startling Bucko who cackled along with him.

	“Yes, do not be a donkey to think that this last incident was the only time our boat has been attacked. Or even the time before. Over the years, the bracelet has been stolen from us four different times – we have recovered it each time. Always with the help of brave and willing Ordinaries.

	“This last time was the worst. The scoundrels stole the bracelet without understanding its possibilities, which is why they foolishly disassembled it. They have roamed this community wreaking their infantile havoc, thankfully without the knowledge of the power that they had access to. But you have seen to it that they roam here no longer.” The captain put his hands together and bowed to our group. “Me and my crew, we cherish our lives at sea. We owe you our undying gratitude for your part in our rescue.”

	“But … wait.” Moonbeam put up her hand. “Why didn’t you tell us any of this?” She had a bit of an angry edge to her words.

	“Cap’n Scally is a good man,” said Ambrose, rising to defend his captain. “He always has a purpose behind his actions.”

	“He wants to help us get our undead lives back,” said Henry. “And Ordinaries don’t always do well with the whole truth upfront. It tends to stir their brains to mush.”

	Zell laughed and nodded at Henry. “Typical Ordinaries.” She rolled her eyes, since clearly, she didn’t see herself as typical.

	“It scares ‘em away,” said Aymer. “And we want to launch another journey, not sit around waiting for the next group of Ordinaries who can see us. Not everybody can, you know.”

	“And by then, the boat might have been dismantled, sending us to a permanent limbo,” said Henry with a shudder.

	“I have a question,” said Forrest. “If you’ve been in existence since 1720, were you always pirates or were you cowboys, too?”

	“We always lived a pirate’s life, and then a vigilante undercover pirate’s life,” said the captain. “We’ve traveled waterways far and wide. We’ve explored oceans, rivers, and canals. We’ve learned about submarines and warships. We’ve mastered GPS systems, the internet, and sonar. We have a rich history together that has grown over the decades. But pirating is what we know best. It enables us to think like our targets, and rein them in.”

	“But you only have a four-member crew. I can see you managing this power boat, but how would you have run your ship back then?” asked Atticus.

	“Alas, we are all that is left of a larger band of marauders.” The captain gestured to indicate his small crew. “Much of the original crew did not make it to the ghostly realm during the first attack, and some have left us for the afterworld along the way. Some chose not to fight for the good, and sadly, they became part of the bands we fight to remove from the sea. Our once grand sailing ship modifies itself to fit the times in which it lands, so we no longer require a large crew to function.”

	“Those scoundrels from one year ago who attacked us,” growled Ambrose. “They were able to overpower this small vessel.”

	“If we had our cannons—” Aymer began, but Ambrose cut him off with a sharp look.

	“They stole our treasure and our freedom,” continued Ambrose. “They tossed us overboard like ragdolls and sunk our boat. But now, they have paid the ultimate price.” He growled, then sat up tall and crossed his arms over his chest.

	With his angry face, muscular barrel chest, scruffy hair and beard, and tattoo-covered arms, he looked for all the world like a genuine pirate.

	“My crew and I, we were in our corporal state at the time,” said Cap’n Scally. “But we always remain as ghosts beneath the façade. So when they threw us overboard it wasn’t the death of us, not in the way you understand the word. It put us into limbo – since they made off with the enchanted bracelet. You must understand, it is more than a piece of jewelry. It is a powerful and irreplaceable talisman. Not to mention a treasured gift from my loving mother. She was a fierce and brave pirate and a worthy ship captain in her own right.”

	“Your mother was a pirate?” gasped Glo.

	“That she was. One of the first and few female buccaneers. She was a successful captain. She made many allies as she sailed the seas. She taught me much of what I learned to do, and sadly, much of what I learned not to do.

	“My mother obtained the bracelet from a powerful witch whom she saved from near death in the Salem Witchcraft Trials in 1692. When the witch gave the bracelet to my mother, it was with the condition that she keep it and pass it along only to her heirs when she was ready to … what did you call it? Move on. The bracelet was cursed by the witch so that anyone who stole it unjustly would perish when the jewels were returned to the rightful owner. That’d be me, you see. The rightful owner. Now that the bracelet is back home, all is well.”

	“But … oh, my heavens, I can’t believe it! Your mother was a pirate in the 1600s!” Glo could not seem to wrap her head around that fact.

	Zell chuckled and slapped her knee. “My kind of woman. Not the criminal part, I mean. But bein’ before her time as a ship captain. She must have been amazing.”

	“Indeed, she was.” The pirate smiled at the memory of her. “She was tenacious and independent, but sadly, not always fighting for the good. A mistake, as she learned at her end. Which is a complicated story all of its own. The bracelet has its limits when used for malicious intents.” He paused his story, and looked embarrassed by his history.

	“When did your mother sail the seas?” asked Atticus.

	“My mother, Anne Dieu-Le-Veut de Graaf, was born as an earthly woman in 1650 but changed her name and birth records often. By the time I was a young man and able to take on her legacy, she had spent considerable time at sea. My beloved mother left the bracelet to me when she departed this earthly realm.”

	Forrest was scrolling on his phone. “Oh man! There really is a woman pirate from the 1600s by that exact name!”

	Cap’n Scally laughed and shook his head. “You young’uns and your Google. Can you not listen to a tale without verifying its accuracy?”

	“Oh, sorry,” said Forrest, putting his phone away in his pocket.

	“I was named Jean-François Chérel, after her husband at the time, a French naval officer and gentleman adventurer.” He looked at Forrest and smirked. “You can Google that later, young man.”

	Forrest took his hand out of his pocket and shrugged.

	“As a boy, my mother took me on all her travels. She’d call me Sir Scallywag.” He chuckled at the memory. “The scallywag part stuck.”

	 “I still don’t understand why you didn’t tell us any of this from the beginning,” I said.

	“It was strictly on a need-to-know basis, Paige, my dear. And had you known of my deep pirating genealogy you might have misjudged me and my crew. I refrained from telling you about … a few trivial details.”

	“Trivial details!” cried Moonbeam. “The bracelet can wreak havoc on the entire community – and beyond! And without its protection will allow pirates to roam the seas, and … and … you are ghosts from the 1700s! You call those trivial details? And … three people died! That is not trivial.”

	“Uh, oh!” yelped Bucko. He hid his head under his wing.

	“Aye, they perished. But they were thieves who stole the jewels and killed my crew, so they got their just rewards.”

	Moonbeam’s lips tightened into a straight line. She did not look convinced.

	“I didn’t kill them, you know.” The captain grinned at her, looking quite the innocent.

	“But you knew it would happen!” she huffed.

	“That I did.” He nodded.

	“Can you explain why each man died after the jewel was found?” asked Atticus.

	“Once they dismantled the bracelet, they each held one jewel. When their jewel was recovered by those with honest intent, the culprit died in retribution.”

	“That explains the delay on the third jewel. The pirate, Carl, died after we took the jewel from his paramour,” said Sebastian.

	“Ahh. Paramour. Do they still use that charming word?” asked Cap’n Scally.

	“Sebastian does,” chuckled Frank. “But he also says floozy.”

	“Another fun concept,” snickered the captain.

	Atticus tapped the edge of his chair, his face tensed in thought. “They took the treasure from you, so why would they still be lingering here? Why would they keep searching your wrecked boat if they already had the treasure?”

	“Ahh. There is powerful ancient magic involved here. The treasure chest contained papers with clues to that fact. They were looking for the incantation that the papers referred to. The key to immortality – the magic spell. As you might say, the instructions on how to use the bracelet. Little did they know that by their greedy act of taking the bracelet apart, it meant that they no longer had what was needed to complete the magic.”

	“Where are the instructions for the incantation now?” asked Atticus.

	“We have always kept the tools for the spell separate from the treasure in a hidden compartment on the boat. It will take trusted Ordinaries to retrieve this for us, since we cannot do it ourselves. Willing people who will assist us in the process that is required.” He smiled at us with a spark of hope in his eyes. “And I am hopeful that you are the ones who can help us.”
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	We followed the captain back onto the boat, and he led us down a ladder that ended in front of the door to a small engine room. Ambrose walked right through the wall, while Atticus ducked his head and stepped inside. Several of us followed them in, and the others peered in through the doorway. He pointed to a small, square wooden door.

	“Since we’re usin’ the real boat, and not our ghostly creation, I’m afraid you folks will have to take it from here. This here’s the anchor chain storage compartment,” he explained. “Open it up, will ya?”

	Glo was standing in front, so she opened the door. Inside was a coiled pile of thick metal chain.

	“Apologies in advance for requiring so much of you,” said the captain. “But you must remove the anchor chain to get to the hidden compartment.”

	“You mean we have to pull out that heavy, greasy chain?” Sebastian moaned loudly. “I’m not liking this at all.”

	Frank held up his right paw and wiggled it at us. “Sadly, these paws of mine are useless at a time like this.”

	“Yeah, sadly,” said Sebastian, with a smirk.

	“It’ll be easier if several of you make a line and pull all together,” suggested Ambrose.

	Aymer stood beside him with his hands in his back pockets leaning over to inspect the chain.

	“The anchor connection had already snapped from the battle,” said Ambrose. “So you don’t have to fret about pulling up a steel anchor.”

	“The chain’s real heavy, though,” said Aymer.

	Ambrose gave him the side-eye and the teen closed his mouth and stepped back.

	Forrest, Atticus, and Valeria volunteered to be the first team to begin pulling out the chain. Glo, Sebastian, Moonbeam, and I stood by so that we could trade off being manpower.

	 Taking turns, we pulled the heavy chain out foot by foot. The captain would call, “ready, set, pull,” then the team would give it a mighty tug. We traded off positions, each taking a turn to pull. Zell wasn’t going to pull, so she held the backpack with the bracelet in it for safekeeping.

	We coiled the chain on the floor of the boat beside us, and the pile got larger and larger. It was no easy task.

	“Will we ever reach the end of this chain?” groaned Valeria in between grunts of effort.

	“I’ll check!” offered Mollie. She swooped into the compartment and then her head popped out just a few feet up. “You’re almost done!” she said happily.

	“Ready, set, pull!” called the captain again.

	Every time the captain said pull, Bucko let out the sound of a starting pistol.

	Sebastian covered his ears. “Do you mind?”

	“He was being helpful,” said Frank, supporting his bird friend.

	Zell stood by and watched with interest. “Now I get where that phrase heave ho comes from.” She, Frank, and Sebastian giggled, and we all turned to them with a look that cut their laughter short.

	At long last, we’d removed all the chain from the compartment.

	“Now what?” I said, taking a deep breath. I wiped the grease from my hands off onto my jeans, accepted my pack from Zell, and put it back on.

	The captain swooped closer to us, Bucko in flight behind him, trying to regain purchase on the captain’s shoulder. “See that small hole in the bottom corner?”

	“This one here?” said Atticus, pointing to a jagged and barely noticeable hole in the corner.

	“Right-o! Pull that puppy up!”

	Atticus stuck two fingers into the hole and yanked. The entire bottom of the compartment lifted straight up. It revealed a metal box below.

	Ambrose and Henry gasped, but it was a joy-filled sound.

	“Praise be!” shouted Aymer, bouncing in excitement.

	“Calm down, boy,” said the captain, putting a steadying hand on Aymer’s shoulder.

	“Should we open it?” asked Atticus.

	“Not as yet. We must prepare the stage. Everyone! Up to the cabin. Atticus, bring us the box, will ya?”

	 

	 

	I led the way, and we climbed single file up the narrow ladder to the main cabin. While I waited for everyone, I looked around at the cozy space. I remembered when Cap’n Scally had invited us to dinner here. The abundance of twinkling lights, flickering candles, lacy white curtains, and fresh wildflowers had made this space as lovely as any cruise ship. Even though it was all an illusion, it was still a feast for the eyes. I remembered Mollie’s joy when she joined the pirates at their table for a ghostly feast. We hadn’t known the captain and crew as we did now. This adventure had been as much about befriending them as it was about the mystery.

	I realized that every book adventure had been the same. We arrived in a new place as strangers and visitors but made friends and soon felt very much at home. That feeling of belonging made every mystery a personal voyage for us.

	We all stood in the cabin, awaiting our next instructions.

	“See those rings on the edge of the floorboards?” The captain pointed to the four corners of the wooden floor. “That part of the floor is a wooden panel. Lift it up and bring it out to the beach.”

	“Bring the floor out to the beach?” laughed Zell.

	“That’s correct!” he said. “Though it is but a false floor, there is more floor beneath it, so you won’t fall into the sea.” He winked at Zell.

	Atticus handed off the metal box to me. Then he, Valeria, Glo, and Forrest each took a corner and lifted the panel out. I held the door open, and they carried the panel out to the beach and placed it on the sand next to our chairs.

	 

	 

	We all took our seats in a semi-circle and awaited our next instructions. Zell made a stop at our food supplies and brought a bag of chips and a jar of salsa to her chair. The crinkling bag alerted everyone to her action, and we chuckled. She looked like she’d arrived at the drive-in theater and was ready for movie night.

	I had butterflies in my stomach, as I felt we were approaching the release of the ghosts – the whole purpose of our mission. I looked at each of the ghostly pirates. They all appeared eager and joyful. I began to realize they were a new breed of ghosts. The bracelet gave them new chances at life over and over again.

	 

	 

	“You may now open the box,” said Cap’n Scally.

	“Surprises await!” squawked Bucko. Then his voice turned manly. “Isn’t this incredibly exciting?”

	“Oh, yeah,” said Frank. “I love surprises.” He crept closer to the box.

	“Atticus, would you like to have the honor?” I asked him, knowing this sort of thing was right up his alley and he’d be dying to do it. He leaped out of his chair to take hold of the box, confirming my suspicion. Frank and Bucko both followed the box, crowding Atticus who didn’t even seem to see them, he was so focused on the mystery box.

	“The box contains everything we need to cast the spell,” said the captain. “I know you’re all curious folks, so I shall explain the parts before we begin.”

	There was a smattering of chuckles as we realized that as much as we’d come to know him, he had been learning about us as well.

	“Aren’t you eager to perform the spell?” asked Moonbeam.

	“We have plenty of time,” said the captain. “The spell must take place under the light of the moon.”

	Atticus had been busy undoing the latches. When he opened the lid, his eyes popped at the stash of supplies for casting the spell. “This is amazing! These items are all antiques.” He pulled out a white cube about the size of a box of butter.

	“That is a block of chalk, for marking our circle,” said Cap’n Scally.

	“What kind of circle?” asked Forrest.

	“The chalk will be used to mark the space to contain and focus the energy of the spell,” said the captain. “You will see.”

	Atticus pulled out a bundle of dried herbs.

	“Catnip?” asked Frank hopefully.

	The captain chuckled. “Afraid not, Franklin. ‘Tis a bundle of tightly wound sage. A commonly used item in spellcasting rituals.”

	“It’s burned for purification,” said Moonbeam. “And to provide clarity, focus intent, and to increase spiritual awareness.”

	The captain pointed at Moonbeam and nodded. “That’s correct!”

	Atticus reached into the box and lifted out two large, round candles, one black and one white.

	“Moonbeam, care to take a guess?” The captain tilted his head and grinned at her.

	“A white candle to invite positive energy, and to signal beginnings, and a black to release negative vibes and represent an ending?”

	“Very good! A concise and accurate description. What else have you in our collection, Atticus?”

	He pulled out a box of matchsticks and shook it. “Matches? Those were not invented until the 1800s. They don’t seem to fit the rest of the items and would not reflect the years of the beginning of your story.”

	“Certainly true,” Cap’n Scally nodded. “The professor is a never-ending font of information, is he not?”

	Our group snickered and Atticus cleared his throat in what seemed to be embarrassment.

	“As always, though, he is correct,” said Cap’n Scally. “In the old days, we ignited the candle with flint and tinder, but once matches became available I added them to the spell box. Why not take advantage of the gifts of innovation?”

	“But how will they be usable after being underwater for a year?” asked Atticus.

	“A year? How about after five seconds,” added Sebastian.

	“You think a witch who creates a bracelet that provides immortality cannot protect the contents of the box from ordinary water?” The captain chuckled, and Atticus nodded and grinned.

	A metal cup was next, but before the captain could say a word, Atticus eagerly, yet reverently, pulled out three thick pieces of old, weathered brown paper.

	“Is this the spell?” His eyes were shining with excitement.

	The pirate crew glided in closer to look at the papers, and we were looking right through the men at the pages that Atticus held up.

	“Those were torn from the witch’s grimoire as part of the gift to my mother, those many, many years ago. You see, there are three pages. The first is the spell for immortality that we will use today. The second, a spell to neutralize the necklace, and the third to send ghosts to their final resting place. Those two we will save for a later date.”

	“Or never!” yelled Aymer.

	“Here, here!” called Henry and Ambrose.

	Atticus flipped through the first two pages. He began to scan the third page. “This is the immortality sp—” Atticus let out a gasp and dropped the pages. They fluttered down to land on top of the lid of the metal box. Atticus looked up at the captain. His face had gone pale, and he looked terrified. “The bottom of the page with the immortality spell is torn off! The last lines of the spell are missing!”
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	I’d never seen Atticus look fearful before. He lifted his head, his eyes wide. Everyone in our group froze, and I could tell we were all thinking the same thing. How had we come this far only to hit a massive dead end? Not only would this prevent us from carrying out the spell, but it would also put enormous pressure on the team to find the missing section of the page before Moonbeam’s ploy to hold off the construction team would be found out.

	The worst case played out in my head – the construction team would dismantle the boat. The ghosts would lose their opportunity to be free. The community and beyond, plus the surrounding seas would be terrorized by the jewels and the pirates. And then … would we be stuck in this book forever since we didn’t successfully reach The End? Had that ever happened to a book club before?

	There was a loud eruption of noise when all the pirates burst out in laughter and even Bucko gurgled out a cackle.

	That was beyond extremely odd. Missing the end portion of the spell for their release was obviously no laughing matter. Maybe they’d lost their minds over the lost possibility of freedom?

	Cap’n Scally put up his hand to stop his men from their guffaws. It took a minute for them to contain themselves and for him to calm his own laughter.

	“Do you think me a blundering ninny?” The captain smirked and shook his head in disbelief. “The final portion of the spell is safely tucked away.” He pointed to his temple then tapped. “Right. Up. Here.”

	“Our captain is brilliant, ya know?” said Ambrose. “On the off chance one of us was kidnapped, tortured, and forced to reveal the location of the spell, we were protected from giving away the whole shebang.”

	I cringed at how lightheartedly he told his little story of kidnap and torture.

	“Of course you had a plan,” breathed Atticus. His whole body relaxed, his relief evident. “It made no sense that you would leave yourselves vulnerable.”

	“Well, there you have it!” said the captain, slapping his knees and standing up to stretch. “The sky is beginning to darken, and the moon will show itself soon. Avail yourselves of your nourishment and utilize Moonbeam’s camping potty. We’ve got some preparation to do.”

	The crew doubled over in laughter at the captain’s use of the word potty.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	“Let us prepare the platform for the ritual,” said Cap’n Scally. He coughed. “And by ‘we,’ I mean those of us with substance and the ability to impact the world around us.”

	“That leaves me out,” said Mollie with a frown. “As usual.”

	“I have a job for you, Miss Mollie,” said the captain. “We need a location within one hundred feet of the boat with several flat rocks on which to balance the platform so that it rests just over the water. Can you, Forrest, and Aymer find us such a place?”

	Mollie brightened. The three of them began their task of walking along the beach inspecting the rocky shoreline. In no time Forrest called out. They all raised their arms and waved. They’d found the spot, just forty feet or so away from the boat.

	Glo, Sebastian, Atticus, and I each took a corner of the platform and began to slowly move down the beach. Frank was ever so helpful as he jumped onto the platform to give driving directions. The pirates followed along with us, their mood celebratory. The rest of the group brought our chairs and supplies.

	We carefully placed the platform so that it rested on the rocks. It hovered an inch or so over the water on the far side, but it was secure and level.

	Once the area was prepared, we sat in our chairs and waited.

	 

	 

	“One of you will need to read the instructions as we go along tonight. It is years between each time we’ve had to do this, and the steps must be followed precisely in order, the words must be exact.”

	“I’ll be happy to read,” said Atticus.

	“Of course you will,” said Frank.

	“Who else is better suited for the job?” laughed Ambrose.

	“Can we read them in advance to be better prepared?” Atticus asked.

	“Nay. You would risk interfering with the incantation. You must read the instructions aloud only as you proceed. There are a few simple things you can do now.”

	“Great! We want the process to proceed smoothly,” said Atticus.

	“As do we,” snickered the captain. “You may open the box and keep all the supplies at hand. Paige and Glo, I would ask that you two control the bracelet and jewels. Keep them in your pack, and don’t let them out of your sight until it is their moment. Then you will be responsible for placing them correctly. The steps are simple but must be carried out precisely. Now, we wait for a peek of the moon.”

	 

	 

	We talked quietly as the sky darkened. We reminisced about all that we’d done since we arrived here, laughing over the memory of taking the necklace off the woman at the festival, and feeling the pride of our successes. We then proceeded to regale the pirates with stories from some of our other book adventures. They particularly enjoyed Mollie’s tale from our time in the old Wild West.

	“The moon!” yelled Frank. “There it is!”

	“It’s not a full moon, though,” said Sebastian, looking worried.

	“This spell does not require a full moon,” said Henry. “Any moon will suffice.”

	The captain stood up and stretched. He took a deep breath and smiled up at the moon. I wondered if he really needed the breath, or if it was symbolic. “Atticus, you are in the lead. What is our first instruction?”

	Atticus held the paper in his hand. I noticed that the page shook slightly, but didn’t know if it was from his nerves or excitement. If I had to guess, I’d say it was a little of both.

	Atticus cleared his throat, and then, in his lecturing professor voice, began to read. “Use the chalk to draw a pentacle in the center of your platform.”

	“Is a pentacle like a pentagram?” asked Forrest.

	“It is a pentagram, but drawn within a circle.” Atticus took out his phone and pressed a few buttons. “Here, I pulled up a photo.”

	Forrest examined the photo. “I can draw this.”

	“He is a talented artist,” said Moonbeam, with a proud mother’s smile.

	Forrest picked up the chalk block from the box. He climbed up on the platform and looked back at the captain. “Right here?”

	The captain nodded.

	Forrest carefully drew a pentacle. He came down off the platform.

	“Next, you must sprinkle the salt within the circle,” read Atticus.

	“Can I do it?” asked Valeria.

	“Certainly,” said Cap’n Scally. “You don’t need much. It’s as if you’re sprinkling an egg for your breakfast.”

	Valeria climbed onto the platform. She carefully sprinkled the salt, then stepped off.

	“Fill the cup with a scoop of water from the ocean and place the cup within the circle.”

	Moonbeam stood up. “I’ll take this one.” She took the cup from the box and walked to the shoreline. She filled the cup with water, then placed it in the circle.

	“Light the sage and wave it over the circle, then douse it into the cup of ocean water.”

	“My turn!” said Sebastian. He took the matches and sage bundle onto the platform. Miraculously, the match lit with the first strike. The fragrance of the sage surrounded us. It was a pleasant earthy scent.

	Atticus spoke up. “You can stay there with the matches, Sebastian. Here’s the next step: Light the candles and place them in the uppermost and lowermost points of the star, but well within the circle. Can someone take him the candles?”

	“I can do it,” I said.

	“No, Paige, you cannot,” said the captain. “You must stay away from the platform and guard the jewels until it is their moment. It is your foremost duty tonight.”

	“Oh! Okay, I understand.”

	“I’ve got this,” said Zell. She picked up the black and white candles and took them onto the platform. She held them while Sebastian lit them, and then placed them as instructed. I’d never seen the two of them look so serious and focused.

	I looked around the circle. Everyone was just as serious and focused as Zell and Sebastian, and for good reason. Even Frank and Bucko withheld any jokes or snarky comments. They sat side by side on a large rock, watching our every move.

	“Say these words aloud while standing at the shore near the circle,” read Atticus. He turned to the captain. “Do you say this part?

	“No, my part comes after. One of you must read this.”

	“I will do it,” said Frank, deepening his voice to a low octave. Atticus followed the cat to the shoreline in front of the platform. Having a cat participate in the spell made the whole experience even more surreal. He held out the paper while Frank read.

	“Energy of the north, south, east, and west, we call upon you to create a circle of power and protection.” Frank’s voice was strong yet smooth. His deep melodic delivery of the words made him seem like a Shakespearean actor on stage, the moon his spotlight. His fur blew gently in the wind, adding to his dramatic appearance as he continued.

	“We cast this circle by the power of earth, air, fire, and water. We call for the light of the universe to purify this space and guide us as we invoke the power of this everlasting spell.”

	Frank completed his reading, then he and Atticus returned to their spots on shore.

	Atticus sucked in a deep breath, then blew it out slowly. He glanced at me and Glo, then proceeded to read. “Place the amulet in the center of the circle. All parts must be present. The ruby as protection from misfortune; the emerald for self-knowledge, balance, and patience; the sapphire for peace and inspiration; the gold chain for prosperity and wisdom.”

	“Paige and Glo next. Ladies, this is your moment,” said the captain with a nod and a smile. “Will you honor us with the delivery of these essential pieces?”

	“I thought you’d never ask,” I said.

	The soft chuckle around our circle broke the ultra-serious mood that had overtaken the group. People, ghosts, a cat, and a parrot all seemed to relax slightly. All watched intently while Glo and I took the bracelet and jewels from their boxes and brought them to the platform. We carefully placed all the pieces in the center of the circle. Then we returned to our chairs. Glo reached over and squeezed my hand and I glanced at her with a proud smile.

	“Is there anything I can do?” asked Mollie.

	“You can stand clear of the platform,” said Ambrose. “Lest ye be pulled along with our ghostly group.”

	Mollie nodded at him. “I’m used to being left out of the action these days.” She looked a bit sad at that, but shook it off and returned to watching the platform intently.

	 

	 

	“Now comes the immortality spell,” said Cap’n Scally. “This would be my part.”

	Atticus held up the paper toward the captain, so he could read from it.

	“No need, my friend. This I know as well as I know my own crew.” He looked at his crew from face to face. Taking a moment to look each in the eye: Ambrose, Henry, Aymer, and even Bucko.

	“Gentlemen, are you ready?”

	“I was ready a year ago,” said Aymer.

	Ambrose, Henry, and Bucko heartily agreed.

	The captain stood tall, and his voice was clear and strong as he recited the words critical to their continued existence.

	“I, Jean-François Chérel, son of Anne Dieu-Le-Veut de Graaf, and true owner of the talisman, call forth the energy, strength, and power of the past. I reach toward the souls who have come before me and call to them for endless existence. I claim the magic of immortality for myself, my crew, and my vessel. This spell shall not reverse, nor place upon us any curse. This is my bidding, and these are my words. So mote it be.”

	 

	 

	As soon as the captain spoke the last word, the three jewels began to sparkle. The emerald and the sapphire slowly floated upward inch by inch, then remained suspended in the air, a foot above the circle.

	The golden chain of the bracelet began to glow a bright, shining yellow. The chain, with the ruby attached, rose up from the platform to meet up with the other jewels. It circled around them, spinning slowly. The loose jewels moved outward and reconnected to the chain. The bracelet was whole again.

	The bracelet, now with all three jewels secured, continued to glow with a golden light that became brighter and brighter. Bold red, green, and blue light from the jewels combined with the yellow light to make a rainbow of colors. The bright lights reached a crescendo that lit up the entire area around us, as if we were caught up inside a crystal rainbow. Then, the light converged into a straight line that shot through the air like an arrow aimed for the moon. We watched it rise faster and faster, and it got smaller and smaller, until it shattered into a magnificent sparkle of brilliant lights that no fireworks could ever compete with. Then, it condensed into a bright circle of light that lowered itself into the boat below.

	 

	 

	There was a humming noise from the boat. We turned to see the shredded bits of the pirate flag float into the air. They knit themselves together into a completely new flag that flapped in the wind.

	The pirates walked together to the platform and stood with their arms extended to the night sky. Their wispy, ghostly forms began to slowly solidify until they looked as real and human as we did. Their worn clothing took on the appearance of crisp, new fabric.

	There was movement on shore, and we stared in wonder as the boat floated out into the water, landing just beyond the wooden platform, which I realized was now a makeshift dock.

	The water-damaged wreck of a power boat began to shimmer and blur until we could barely make out the shape of the boat. The shape grew larger and larger until it was more than five times its size. The shape shifted and solidified, and the shimmer faded.

	We gasped in shock. A magnificent pirate sailing vessel sat at the side of the platform. Its graceful, elegant shape looked robust and sturdy. A plethora of sails flapped and rustled in the wind. The tall mast creaked and groaned as the ship slightly moved with the waves.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	The pirates hooted, cheered, and in a very unmanly display, hugged each other. After the hugs, they pounded each other on the back gleefully. Then they reached up and ruffled Bucko’s feathers while he squawked and spread his wings.

	The men climbed off the platform, which now had been transformed into a dock to which the sailing vessel was secured with thick ropes. They rushed over to our group. They began to thank us profusely, hugging each one of us, shouting out their joy, and patting Atticus repeatedly on the back. I laughed when I noticed how he flinched at the onslaught of their enthusiastic actions.

	Once the burst of excitement tapered off to a buzz of happiness, we opened two bottles of wine and poured each of us – and each of the pirates – a glass. We all raised our glasses in a toast.

	Cap’n Scally pointed to Zell’s chips and salsa. “May I?”

	“Can you?” she asked.

	He nodded.

	She nodded back.

	He took a tortilla chip and piled it with a generous scoop of salsa. He crunched down on the chip, closed his eyes, and moaned in pure ecstasy.

	The other pirates looked on longingly.

	Zell laughed and held out the bag to them. “Well, what are you waiting for? Go ahead then!”

	The men attacked the bag with enthusiasm. They fed Bucko some chips and the parrot cooed and whistled with happiness. They continued their inaugural feast until the bag was empty and the salsa jar licked clean. Then they surrounded Zell with laughter and hugs, lifting her right off her feet. She laughed and squealed, “You boys put me down!”

	We brought out our entire stash of food and enjoyed watching the pirates find happiness in things as simple as green olives.

	Atticus refilled wine glasses as he asked the captain, “Now what will you do?”

	“We will sail off on another voyage to find loose pirates and put a stop to their terrifying acts.”

	“But what about your ship? It will be spotted no matter where you go. There are no more ships in the world like this one – other than perhaps in a museum.”

	“Our ship is enchanted to blend into whatever time or place we land in. It becomes what it needs to be and will suit us in whatever form it takes.”

	“Where will you go on your next voyage?” asked Forrest.

	“That we don’t know. Once we launch, it will be a swirl through time until we land in a new place of adventure. The magic allows us to follow the trails of those we must stop.”

	The captain spied Mollie, standing on the edge of the dock, viewing the ship, and eating her conjured version of chips and salsa. He walked over to stand beside her, joining in the admiration of his ship.

	“Tis a beauty, is she not?”

	“Oh, yes! I’ve never seen anything like it.”

	“Our voyages aboard her are always fantastic. On this ship we have substance. We have breath.” He demonstrated with a deep breath, pounding a fist to his chest. “The air is new and fills us with promise. We travel far and wide, feasting on foods from different countries. Touching the world! And saving the innocents.” He clapped his hands, then snapped his fingers, relishing the loud noises, laughing at the sounds. “Real hands, real noise. Real bodies. Real life.”

	Mollie smiled at his enthusiasm.

	“Come with us, Mollie.”

	Her mouth dropped open.

	“You can eat real food. You can touch things. You will no longer be limited by your tether. You can make an impact on those around you and aid us in our mission. You can travel with us all around this wide, wide world … for an eternity. You’ve witnessed the spell. We can easily repeat it and induct you into our crew.”

	All sound and motion on the beach stopped. We froze in place as we stared at Mollie and the captain.
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	Were we about to lose Mollie? My heart clenched. I knew that in this wild, wacky world of book journeys that we were always at risk of leaving someone behind in their “forever book.” But the pain of losing a friend this way was horrible. Probably more so because of our many shared experiences. These adventures drew us closer together as a group, and every person – or in this case, ghost – was an important cog in our motley, friendly, goofy, caring, loving group.

	But it was not for me to stop Mollie from reaching out to become real again. She’d been so young to have her human life ended. She’d been adventurous and brave. Her experiences were now limited in her ghostly form. And to become immortal, yet human! While not something I would wish for, I knew that many people would grab at that chance.

	 

	 

	“What do you say, Mollie?” said Cap’n Scally. “You want to become an undercover pirate? It’s not so different from your previous occupation.” He laughed, and so did she.

	Mollie stepped forward and gave him a tender hug.

	Cap’n Scally stepped back from her and shivered with her cold touch. “Well, I’ll be! I’ve never been on the receiving end of a ghostly embrace! It was like taking a dive into the sea.”

	“Sorry, about that,” said Mollie. “You are a good man, Jean-François Chérel, and that is a very kind and generous offer. It would indeed be a marvelous adventure to travel with you.” She graced him with a beautiful smile. “But no, Cap’n Scally. I have to say no, thank you. This group you see here—” She gestured toward us. “They are more than my friends, they are my family. The only true family I’ve ever known. Every day with them is a wonderful adventure. Whether we are on a heart-stopping journey like this one, or sitting by the campfire eating s’mores, I am right where I am supposed to be. I am home.”

	“You are a lucky woman, Mollie, to be surrounded by community and love,” said Cap’n Scally. “I wish you an eternity of happiness.”

	“And I wish you an eternity of grand adventures!”

	The two of them embraced briefly, and then the captain shivered and shook off the cold. We all ran over to Mollie. Our relief was evident in the smothering of cheers and affection we imposed on her, even risking a brisk embrace for some quick, chilly hugs.

	 

	 

	Captain Scally, Henry, Ambrose, Aymer, and Bucko bade us farewell as they climbed aboard their glorious pirate ship. Glo and Atticus untied the ropes holding their ship to the dock. They waved and hollered as their ship moved away from us.

	When they were a few hundred feet away, there was a loud bang, then a shower of fireworks burst off the back of their boat.

	We all applauded and cheered and shouted out goodbyes.

	I turned to our fantastic Snapdragon Book Club. Mollie was right. We were far more than a club, more than friends. We were family. “This has been an amazing, heart-stopping adventure. But now I think it’s time for us to go home.”

	We gathered up our belongings, as we gave one last look at the pirate ship far off in the distance. Then, we chattered and laughed as we made our way down the beach, toward the Snapdragon Inn, our enchanted library, and our trip home.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	“Now what happens?” Valeria didn’t stop moving to listen to an answer. She was pacing the library, vibrating with excitement. She’d been chattering away about her first book journey. She retold parts of the story as if we hadn’t been right there with her.

	“We need to wrap it up here by writing The End on the murder board,” said Forrest. “Then the globe spins, the fog rolls in, and we go home.”

	“No ruby slippers necessary,” said Sebastian.

	“Ruby slippers?” Mollie looked confused.

	“It’s from a wonderful movie called the Wizard of Oz. The main character must tap her sparkling ruby slippers together in order to go home. Oh! Movie night when we get to the inn! Who’s with me!”

	The gang all agreed that a night watching the Wizard of Oz with a big bowl of popcorn sounded like a fantastic way to wrap up our adventure.

	I tapped my gavel. “Is everyone ready to head back to Colorado?”

	With unanimous approval, I picked up a marker, and in bold letters I wrote across the middle of the board: Mystery Solved! The End.

	I sat in my floral armchair and we all stared at the enchanted globe, waiting for the magic to take hold.

	It began slowly. The globe glowed from within.

	“Eeee!” squealed Valeria. “It’s starting!”

	The light became brighter and brighter until the whole library shined as if the sun were peeking in the window.

	The globe began to spin, slowly at first, but picking up speed until it was a twirling ball of sparks and light, making the entire room sparkle.

	Fog slowly came up from beneath our feet, as if we were on the sea, and not a carpeted floor. The fog grew and expanded until the library was nothing more than a cloud of white. Someone gasped. Someone coughed. Someone tapped on the wooden arms of their chair. No one spoke.

	After a few minutes of sitting in the silent cloud, the fog began to dissipate until it was just a misty blanket on the floor, and then that too, dissolved into nothing.

	We were still sitting in our same chairs, in our same library. But I knew that we were no longer in Crescent Moon Bay; we were back in Colorado. I was certain of this because sitting in front of us on the coffee table was a stack of paperbacks – plus one transparent book that floated beside the stack. Mollie’s copy. We now each had a memento, a journal, a keepsake – whatever we chose to call it. We could add it to our growing collection.

	Valeria reached for a book, but then stopped her hand before she touched it. “Can I look at one?”

	“Sure can,” Glo said. “One copy is yours to keep.”

	“It’ll make great bedtime reading,” said Zell. “Especially the magic trick parts.”

	Atticus stood up. “Congratulations everyone, on another mission accomplished!”

	We all stood up and enjoyed a rowdy cheer and a round of applause, then came together in a happy group hug that was becoming our tradition. Except this time, we ended in a giggle as Mollie joined in, making us all shout and shiver.

	We did it again. Solved a mystery and saved lives. We were adventurers, sleuths, and the bravest of characters. But most of all, we were friends who’d become family.

	 

	 

	 

	The end … for now.

	
 

	 

	 

	What happens next?

	 

	The Magical Mystery Book Club gathers in the enchanted library for many book journeys. Paige, Glo, Frank, Zell, and the gang hope you’ll join them on all their trips. They’d love to share their joys and escapades with you as they travel into many new and different cozy mystery books.

	 

	 

	Follow me and stay informed about new releases, contests, and special offers.

	Sign up for my mailing list here: https://www.nocrysolution.com/mailing-list

	Goodreads: https://www.goodreads.com/series/345907-magical-mystery-book-club

	Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/DestinyFallsMysteryandMagic

	Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/destinyfallsmystery

	BookBub: https://www.bookbub.com/authors/elizabeth-pantley

	 

	 

	Thank you for hanging out with the Magical Mystery Book Club!

	 

	I hope you enjoyed this book and spending time with the wonderful cast of the book club. If you have as much fun reading about their adventures as I do writing them, then I suspect you’ve had yourself a really great time.

	 

	If you have a minute, I’d really appreciate it if you could post a review on Amazon, Goodreads, BookBub, or other book seller websites. Reviews really do help authors like me, and I read and enjoy every single one.

	 

	If you have any ideas for future stories that our group can visit, please email your thoughts to me. The possibilities are endless!

	 

	Just a warning before I go.

	Be careful about reading the first page of your next book out loud.

	Only kidding. You’re safe. I think.

	 

	See you next time!

	~ Elizabeth

	
 

	 

	Want to read more fun magical mystery books?

	Check these out!

	 

	The Magical Mystery Book Club

	Shifting and Shenanigans

	Vampires and Villains

	Cowboys and Chaos

	Bakeries and Buffoonery

	Novella: Genies and Gibberish

	Secrets and Scallywags

	 

	Destiny Falls Mystery and Magic

	Falling into Magic

	The Disappearance of Emily

	The Ghost Camper’s Tall Tales

	Witches, Spiders, and Schemes

	Jousting and Justice

	Old Bones and Ice Cream Cones

	 

	 

	Visit my page at Amazon to read about all my other books.

	https://www.amazon.com/Elizabeth-Pantley/e/B000APFU6Y
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