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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    I sat up so fast and flailed so violently that Meri bounded off the bed with a hiss. The sheets were wrapped around my feet and I almost fell on my face as I sort of rolled off the bed and tried to propel myself to the window. In my sleepy haze, I thought nothing of my safety. I simply wanted to know what had woken me so ferociously.  
 
    The banging sounded like thunder at first, but then as my senses caught up with the fact that I was awake, I realized it was someone hammering. It was someone hammering outside in my yard. Dawn had barely broken the deep navy sky, and someone or something was outside making a disturbing racket. 
 
    Bang. Bang. Bang. 
 
    “What is that?” Meri asked. 
 
    He’d composed himself since my abrupt awakening where I starfished and then tried to cartwheel off the bed all while threatening to launch him into the air with my disoriented floundering. Meri crossed the room and jumped up into the windowsill to get a better look. 
 
    I rubbed my eyes with the backs of my hands as they adjusted to the light and my wakefulness. When I looked outside, I couldn’t see anything but a van parked in front of the house. The banging was coming from the other side, and I was either going to have to look out the window at the end of the hall or just go outside. 
 
    Rushing outside in the near dark to investigate a strange noise was how people got themselves killed in horror movies. I retrieved my phone from the nightstand and predialed Thorn’s number in case I needed the police. While I didn’t hit the send button right away, I was ready. 
 
    When I got to the window and looked outside, I was more confused than frightened. There was a man in a black tank top and jeans building some sort of frame at the head of my driveway. 
 
    He was absolutely enormous, and not in a fat way either. I’d have put him at nearly seven feet tall with gigantic rippling muscles that I was sure probably glistened in the sun. Just looking at him made me wonder if perhaps a choir of angels sang whenever he walked into the room. 
 
    Then, I got ahold of myself. It wasn’t really that he was better looking than Thorn because Thorn was devastatingly handsome. But it was more like the man building something in my yard was… more. He was larger than life, and his biceps were… 
 
    Then, I got ahold of myself. Again. 
 
    “Who is that?” Meri asked after he jumped into the window I was using to observe the stranger. 
 
    Observe. Not ogle. I was not ogling him. I was simply observing to see if it was safe to go outside. 
 
    “I don’t know. I think he might be lost.” 
 
    “Then you should go tell him that,” Meri said. 
 
    “In a minute.” I shushed him and turned my attention back to watching the muscly stranger line up two boards. 
 
    “Brighton.” 
 
    “Hush, he is about to swing that hammer again, and I’ve never wanted to see that as much as I do right now. He’s like that guy in the movie with Norse god and the hammer. He looks just like him.” 
 
    “Brighton,” Meri scolded. 
 
    “Oh, man. You’re no fun. Fine, I’ll go tell him he’s lost.” 
 
    “Maybe you should call the sheriff first. You know, your boyfriend. Or perhaps that might interfere with your checking out the muscle-bound stranger in the driveway. Hmm?” 
 
    “Don’t get all sanctimonious on me, cat. I was just looking. And I don’t really think I need Thorn just to tell this guy he’s at the wrong house. He doesn’t seem dangerous.” 
 
    “He doesn’t seem dangerous?” Meri scoffed. “He’s a seven-foot wall of muscle.” 
 
    “I think you need breakfast, Meri,” I said and pointed to myself. “Witch here. I can handle Adonis out there.” 
 
    “What if he’s a witch?” 
 
    “One, if he is, muscle doesn’t increase magic power as far as I know. Two, if he is, what is Thorn going to do about that?” 
 
    “Whatever,” Meri retorted. 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    I went into my room and pulled on a pair of jeans and my favorite gray Henley as fast as I could. Before I went outside, I stopped in front of the mirror and fluffed my hair before pinching my cheeks to give them some color. The thought of throwing on my black sundress and some makeup crossed my mind, but even I knew that was ridiculous. He was just a really, really, really good-looking man who I was probably never going to see again. And I had an amazing boyfriend, so getting all worked up over the guy in my driveway who looked just like a movie star was dumb. Right? 
 
     My hand was on the doorknob when it occurred to me that I probably had morning breath. Talking with someone when you had dragon breath was just rude, so I shot back up the stairs and brushed my teeth quickly. All the while, the banging outside continued, and Meri watched me judgmentally. 
 
    When I was finally presentable enough, I went outside to solve the mystery of why there was an imposing, movie-star type man building something at the end of my driveway. He was in the process of hammering two boards together when I approached him, so I stood back and waited until he was finished. It wasn’t that I wanted to gawk at his rippling muscles as he hammered. I just didn’t want to interrupt him and cause an accident. Safety first.  
 
    I’m not proud of my reaction, but my knees went a little weak when he turned to me and flashed a wide smile. I could feel the blush staining my cheeks, and for some reason, I’d begun batting my eyelashes. 
 
    “Hello, Ms…. Tuttlesmith?” 
 
    “It’s Longfield. Ms. Longfield. Ugh, Brighton. Brighton Longfield,” I sputtered. 
 
    He laughed good-naturedly, and it made me smile too. “Nice to meet you, Brighton. It’s okay if I call you Brighton?” 
 
    “Yes.” It came out as a squeak. 
 
    “I’d come shake your hand, but mine are quite dirty.” 
 
    “So dirty… But that’s okay.” I shook my head and tried to collect myself. Was I drooling? “I actually came to tell you that you must be working at the wrong house, but you’re supposed to be working for a Tuttlesmith?” 
 
    “Yes, I am under contract to build a garage for this address,” he said. “I’m Grey Bane. I own Bane Construction.” 
 
    “That’s interesting because I didn’t hire anyone to build a garage.” I was suddenly quite sad that I hadn’t. 
 
    “It is interesting,” Grey said. “It’s actually a funny story. I guess I could have called first, but I was nearby and wanted to get started.” 
 
    “It’s a funny story?” 
 
    “Oh right,” he said and chuckled. “The contract for your garage was drawn up a long time ago, but the deposit for the work was never paid. I recently had a large payment come through out of nowhere, and I was quite confused. After some searching, I was able to tie it back to the contract for this property. Since I had the money, I figured I should do the work.” 
 
    “How old was the contract?” 
 
    “Hmm. About thirty years? I can get it out and show you. My grandfather was actually the one who drew it up. I’m assuming you aren’t the original customer as you don’t look old enough to have been more than the promise of a notion thirty years ago,” he said with a wink. 
 
    “That’s sweet of you,” I said and giggled like a dang schoolgirl. “So it must have been my Aunt Maude that hired your grandfather to build the garage.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s the name. Maude Tuttlesmith.” 
 
    “But why would you have gotten a payment now? Maude is gone, and I didn’t pay you. I’m sorry, but I didn’t know about the contract.” 
 
    “That’s the other part of the funny story. I called the bank to inquire when I was trying to track down who’d sent me the money, and they said that the payment had been lost in their system. They’ve been doing some sort of huge records reconciliation project, and they’ve released a number of lost payments.” 
 
    “You’re going to do the work for the price Maude paid thirty years ago?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. I mean, Brighton. I take this business very seriously, and I will honor the contract.” 
 
    “Do you normally start so early?” 
 
    “Not usually, but in this case, I wanted to get the work done as fast as possible. I figure if I work from dawn till dusk, I can get the garage built much faster,” he said. “I apologize if it’s caused any inconvenience, but since I am building it at the lower rate, I need to get it done and move on to my next job.” 
 
    As much as I didn’t enjoy the early morning noise, I understood. “Yes, that’s fine. Thank you.” 
 
    It was probably rude for him to start working so early without even checking with me first, but it’s amazing what you are willing to overlook for an attractive face and a huge set of biceps. Grey was doing me a favor too. I imagine he charged a great deal more for building a garage than my aunt had paid thirty years ago. 
 
    My stomach growled as I walked back into the house. I had a serious craving for breakfast and a cup of coffee. Oddly enough, when I checked the fridge and the pantry, they were empty. The house that normally gave me whatever I wanted had taken everything away. It was annoying, to say the least. 
 
    “There’s no food,” I said to Meri. “Even the diet soda is gone.” 
 
    “That’s so weird,” he said as he joined me in the kitchen. 
 
    I was standing in front of the refrigerator with the door open as if I could will some food into existence. The cool air seeping out from the appliance eventually sent a hard shiver down my spine. My skin was clammy with sweat, and I realized my heart felt like it was coming down from running a mile. I was in a state that I couldn’t tell if I was anxious or excited. 
 
    “It is weird,” I said, pushing my agitation aside. “The house is always giving me stuff. I can’t believe it took away all of the food.” 
 
    “Well, then I guess you’re going to have to go to the grocery store and buy some food like a normal person.” 
 
    “I’m not a normal person. Far from it, but okay. I’ll run to Mann’s and get us some breakfast and coffee. I wonder if he’s got the store open yet? It’s pretty early.” 
 
    “You could always look it up or call.” 
 
    “Nah, I’m going to go. He’s the only store in town, so I’m sure he’s open. If not, I’ll drop by Bubble & Brew and get something. They open early for the people who work at the hospital.” 
 
    “I’ll take a side of bacon from Bubble & Brew if you can’t get fish at Mann’s.” 
 
    “You’re not going to come with me?” I asked. 
 
    “Nope, I’m going to stay here and keep an eye on Mr. Muscles from the upstairs window,” Meri said as he sauntered out of the kitchen. “Someone has got to stay on top of things around here.” 
 
    “You’re starting to sound like Thorn,” I said. “Though I suppose he’s not going to like that Mr. Muscles, I mean Grey, is here working and I still haven’t installed security cameras or changed the locks.” 
 
    “You’re a witch, Brighton. This whole house is protected by wards and spells. Oh, and me, of course. The only reason Langoria got in was because she was a more powerful witch.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, then why did Hattie get in?” 
 
    “Hey, I was rusty, okay. I’ve since rectified the situation.” 
 
    “Sure thing. Well, have fun judgmentally staring at Grey,” I said and grabbed my purse. 
 
    “Try not to fall into his pants while you get your car.” 
 
    “Meri!” I scolded. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said and darted up the stairs to take his perch in the window. “Not sorry!” he called down from the landing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



When I went outside to get into my car, Grey was working hard at building the frame for the garage. He didn’t notice me right away, but I felt my cheeks get hot when he gave me a little wave as I started the engine. As I backed out of the driveway, he went back to work. I tried not to stare at his butt while he hammered away at more boards, but it was hard not to because his tush was A-plus.  
 
    The drive over was surreal. It was still mostly dark, and there weren’t many people around. At first, I didn’t realize what I was seeing when I pulled into the parking lot at Mann’s Gas & Grocery. I thought that Bob Mann had left a couple of trash bags in the middle of the lot. That would have been completely unlike him. His lot and store were always immaculately clean, but sometimes mistakes happen. The mistake was in my perception.  
 
    You’d have thought I’d have gotten used to finding dead bodies at this point, but I had to stifle a scream when I saw her. The young woman hadn’t been poisoned, suffocated, or any other method that produced a peaceful-looking corpse. 
 
    She had died a violent, hateful death. For a moment, I found myself scanning the area for a bear or wolves. Her demise had been that vicious. It seemed impossible that anything other than a wild beast could have done something so brutal. 
 
    But the rising sun hit a strip of metal and reflected into my eyes. It was a knife. A knife covered in her blood. 
 
    Despite her injuries, I hoped that there was a chance she was still alive. My mind was desperately trying to rationalize that everything could still be okay. 
 
    I walked closer to her body to see if there were any signs of life. I didn’t want to contaminate the scene, but I also didn’t want to just leave her if there was a chance she could be saved. 
 
    When I saw for sure that there wasn’t, I ran past her to the entrance doors for Mann’s. They were locked. He wasn’t open yet. As I pounded on the doors for Bob, I called Thorn. 
 
    “Good morning, beautiful,” he said. “You don’t usually call me this early.” 
 
    “There’s a dead girl in the parking lot at Mann’s. You have to come right now. It’s awful.” 
 
    “Brighton, are you alone?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “I’m on my way, but you need to get back in your car and lock the doors.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because if someone killed her, they might not be gone. It’s not light yet. Please, sweetie, get in your car. I have to drive now. I’ll be there as soon as I can.” 
 
    Bob hadn’t answered to me pounding on the doors yet, and I realized Thorn was right about me not being safe. It was obvious for reasons I won’t specify that she hadn’t died that long before I arrived. There was no way for me to know if a killer was still lurking in the area. 
 
    Going back to my car meant crossing the parking lot again. I could circle around the gas pumps and avoid the body. My eyes scanned the surrounding area in case someone popped out and lunged at me. 
 
    I was halfway back to my car when I heard Bob shout from behind me. “Brighton? Why on earth are you pounding on the doors so… Oh my god!” 
 
    When I turned around, Bob was standing just outside the store with a black rifle in his hands. He started to rush toward the body. 
 
    “She’s dead,” I said and held up my hand to stop him. “She’s already gone.” 
 
    That stopped him in his tracks. “Get over here, sweetheart. Get behind me.” 
 
    I had to make a decision. Did I get in my car and lock the doors like Thorn had said, or did I join Bob and his rifle? 
 
    Having someone there with me helped calm me down enough that some rational thought returned. As the adrenaline wore off, I remembered that I had magical powers. Bob didn’t know I was a witch, but I could still protect us if someone made a move to hurt us. My magic was probably strong enough to protect me from the rifle too. 
 
    “I’ve called Thorn,” I said as I walked back to the store. 
 
    I didn’t know Bob very well, and while I didn’t believe he’d killed the girl, I had no way of knowing. I figured if he knew that I’d called the police, he wouldn’t do anything to me in the few minutes before Thorn arrived. 
 
    “Good, go inside,” he said. 
 
    As I walked through the door, Bob followed me. Except that he walked backwards and had his gun at the ready in case the killer did reappear. 
 
    “Let’s just wait here and keep an eye on things,” Bob said, and I nodded my head in agreement.  
 
    Minutes later, Thorn’s cruiser came tearing down the street with his lights on but not the siren. He’d told me before over dinner that they did that to keep from scaring off a criminal that might be lurking. If the perp didn’t know the police were coming, they were less likely to run. 
 
    Bob unlocked the door and we started to exit the store, but Thorn got out of his car and held up his hand. “Stay inside for now. I’ll come get you.” 
 
    Bob and I stood and silently watched as Thorn walked around the parking lot perimeter with his gun drawn. Around the time he was done, the other Coventry deputies showed up and used their cars to completely block off the parking lot. 
 
    Eventually, the crime scene people showed up. Thorn sent one of his deputies over to get my statement. Deputy Lungren said that Thorn thought it was best if he took my statement. The FBI was on their way to Coventry for the case, and Thorn thought it was more appropriate if he didn’t take my statement since we were involved romantically. 
 
    I told Deputy Lungren what I’d seen and explained how Bob had come out after I’d pounded on the doors. 
 
    “Hey, Bob. I’m guessing you have security cameras all over this place. Any chance we can have a look? That might clear this whole thing up pretty quick.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Thomas, you know I’d rather you got a warrant,” Bob said. 
 
    “Bob, please, if you don’t have anything to hide, let us have a look.” 
 
    “I don’t buy all that if you don’t have anything to hide stuff,” Bob responded. “I know how the government loves to twist things to fit their narrative.” 
 
    “This is me, Bob. You’ve known me since I was a kid,” Lungren said. “Now the FBI is coming, and they aren’t going to ask. They’re going to shut the Coventry Sheriff’s Office out of this too. Please, won’t you help Thorn and me? We want to get out ahead of this.” 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “But we can watch the tapes in the upstairs office. I don’t want anybody going down in my bunker.” 
 
     Bob let Lungren in and didn’t kick me out, so I followed them into Bob’s upstairs office. The deputy tried to eye me sternly when he went to close the office door. He was too young and fresh-faced to put any kind of dent in my stubborn. Plus, I apparently had Bob on my side. 
 
    “You’ll need to wait outside the office, Brighton.” Lungren said. 
 
    “She stays,” Bob stated as he slid the rifle into a long, black gun safe next to his desk. “I like her, and if you want to look at the surveillance tape, you’ll quit messing around and get over here.” 
 
    Tom Lungren didn’t look like he was pleased, but he let out a huge sigh, threw his hands in the air, and joined Bob at the computer. I waited until Bob had the video rolling to creep up behind them. I didn’t want Tom telling me to go away again, but my curiosity demanded that I check out the video too. 
 
    We were all disappointed. And horrified. I stood there stupefied and watched the recording of her death. I wished that I hadn’t.  
 
    The worst part was that it was for nothing. Her killer never turned to face the cameras. He somehow always kept his face turned away from all of them. Any time he turned enough that we might have caught a glimpse, the hoodie he had pulled over his head blocked the view. 
 
    “Well, that was horrific,” Tom said as he wiped the back of his hand over his brow. “Can I get a copy of that? It doesn’t seem particularly helpful, but Thorn should see it.” 
 
    “You can have it,” Bob said and typed something into his computer. “I’m going to send your department the original files. I don’t want them.” 
 
    “Wait,” a voice said from behind us as Bob hit the button to send. “You’re going to need to turn that over to me.” 
 
    The woman was obviously one of the FBI agents. Her brown hair was tied back in a tight bun, and her fit, muscular frame couldn’t be concealed by her tailored navy-blue suit. 
 
    “Too late,” Bob said. “The file is sent and completely destroyed on my end. You’ll have to take it up with the Coventry Sheriff’s Office.” 
 
    “You’re going to want to speak to my boss about that,” Deputy Lungren said as she turned her steely gaze in his direction. 
 
    “And who are you?” she asked the question in my direction, but I could tell she wasn’t really looking at me. 
 
    “Brighton Longfield. I just happen to be here,” I said and unconsciously took a step halfway behind Bob and Tom. 
 
    “Well, I am Agent Anna Pennhurst, and I’ll need you to escort me to your station.” She barked the order at Tom like a drill Sargent. “As for you, Mr. Mann, my agents are about to exercise a federal search warrant on your property. I’ll need you to step outside, and take Ms. Longfield who just happens to be here, with you.” 
 
    “I want to see the warrant,” Bob said. 
 
    The agent smacked her lips and sighed. “All right. Follow me.” 
 
    We went outside, but Bob stood in the doorway. She waved a man in a black suit over. “Carter, get me the warrant.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    He returned a moment later with a set of folded documents. Agent Pennhurst took them from him and handed the papers off to Bob. His face turned red as he looked them over. 
 
    “How did you get a warrant so fast?” 
 
    “That’s none of your business,” she said and snatched the warrant back from Bob. “Please stand clear of the premises until the search is over.” 
 
    “I’ll stay with you, if you’d like,” I said suddenly feeling protective of Bob. “Unless you want me to call someone for you?” 
 
    “No one to call,” he said. “I appreciate the offer, but I can’t ask you to stay.” 
 
    “You’re not asking,” I said with a smile. “I’m offering. One Coventry local to the next. I’m here for moral support.” 
 
    We took a seat on a grassy area next to the parking lot. Thorn and his deputies stayed near their cruisers and sent customers and looky-loos on their way. 
 
    Bob was quiet. I was about to try and start a conversation when a familiar car pulled up to the main entrance. For a moment, I thought it had to be someone with a car just like his because Brody was the last person I expected to see that morning. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    “Brighton?” Brody called out to me. 
 
    He’d stopped his car right behind Thorn’s and stepped halfway out while leaving the engine idling. “You’re going to have to move your car, sir,” Thorn said sternly. 
 
    “Fine.” Brody backed out and moved the car to the shoulder of the road. 
 
    I stood up and waited for him to walk over to where Bob and I were waiting. I didn’t talk to my family very often, and it had been too long since I’d seen my brother. 
 
    The shock of him arriving at the murder scene almost made me miss the fact that he was pale and shaking. Tears ran down his face as his eyes kept flicking to the dead girl. I didn’t understand what was going on, but I was in for a shock. 
 
    “What’s up with your hair?” he choked out. “It’s a little early for Christmas, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Christmas?” 
 
    “Yeah, the red stripe with the green. Very festive, but it seems like an odd time of year.” 
 
    “Red?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said and tugged a strand of it. 
 
    That particular strand fell in front of my face when Brody let go, and it had in fact turned blood red. The change had occurred sometime between when I’d looked in the mirror to get ready that morning and the moment Brody showed it to me. The hair thing wasn’t the weirdest occurrence, though. I’d gotten used to my hair changing colors on me. What was truly bizarre was that the conversation was happening at all. 
 
    Brody was still in school when I moved out of our mother’s house, and I hadn’t seen him much over the years. He was either, if I could remember correctly, about to graduate from college or already a graduate student. We weren’t close. And yet, there he was standing in front of me while I waited for the sheriff’s office and the FBI to finish their investigation of a dead girl I’d found in a parking lot. 
 
    And he was crying. 
 
    “Never mind my hair,” I said and tucked the crimson strand behind my ear. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Brittany’s mother called me,” he said. “She said the sheriff’s office called her. I was already on my way to Coventry to see if this is where Brittany had gone when I got the call. So I had to come here and see if it was true for myself.” 
 
    As soon as he said it, a mournful moan that nearly broke my heart escaped Brody’s lips. He turned away from me and began to sob. 
 
    “You mean the girl? Her name was Brittany?” 
 
    “Brittany Hargrave,” Brody answered. “She was a student at my school, and she was my fiancée. I met her last year before I started the graduate program. We were going to get married when she finished her undergrad this year.” 
 
    “What?” I sputtered. “You were engaged?” 
 
    “You would have known that if you ever called,” he said ruefully, and he was right. 
 
    “Neither Mom nor Grandma ever said anything about it.” 
 
    “I told them not to, Brighton. If you want to know about my life, and I doubt you do, then you can talk to me about it. Not that it matters now. She’s dead.” 
 
    He started to turn to look at her body again, and I grabbed his shoulder and spun him to look at me. “You don’t need to see that anymore,” I said. “I told Bob I’d wait with him, but maybe we can move a little farther that way.” I pointed to the other side of the grassy patch we were standing on. 
 
    “No need,” Agent Pennhurst said. “Bob Mann, I’m going to need you to come with me.” 
 
    “Am I being arrested?” He stood up off the ground and stared her down defiantly. 
 
    “Not yet, but you are being detained as a material witness at this time. I’d also like to have a talk with you about the stockpile of guns we found in your basement.” 
 
    “Those are all licensed and completely legal,” Bob protested. 
 
    “That may be, but we didn’t find that paperwork during our search, so you can help me out with that. Let’s go,” she said and motioned him forward with her fingers. “Come with me easy now, and I’ll do everything I can to make it easy on you from my end. Make this hard for me, and you and I won’t be friends anymore, Bob. You do not want to be my enemy.” 
 
    “I want my lawyer,” Bob said, but he did go with her. 
 
    “That’s fine,” Agent Pennhurst said over her shoulder. “You can call them on the way.” 
 
    As soon as she was gone, Thorn walked over to where Brody and I stood. Someone had covered Brittany’s body with a black tarp, so when Brody looked over at Thorn, he didn’t see her and start crying again. 
 
    “Brighton, are you all right?” Thorn asked, and I realized that he was giving Brody a sideways look. 
 
    Thorn had been talking to his deputies and apparently hadn’t heard the exchange between Brody and me. That meant that I got to introduce my brother to my boyfriend, and I knew I would probably have to be the one to tell Thorn that the victim was Brody’s fiancée. 
 
    “I am,” I said. “Uh, well. So this is my brother, Brody.” 
 
    “Oh.” Thorn looked as shocked as I’d expected, but he extended his hand to Brody for a shake. “Such strange circumstances for us to meet.” 
 
    “That’s another thing. Brody is here because the victim’s mother called him. They were engaged.” 
 
    Thorn abruptly pulled his hand back from Brody. “You’re her fiancé? The victim’s fiancé?” 
 
    “Yes.” Brody sniffled a little and then appeared to pull himself together a little better. “I mean, I was.” 
 
    “What does that mean exactly?” Thorn straightened up and squared his shoulders, and suddenly his tough, no-nonsense persona was back on.  
 
    “I think he means because she died,” I interjected. 
 
    Just because we weren’t close didn’t mean that I didn’t have my big sister moments when it came to Brody. In fact, I’d always felt protective about him. He just never wanted it. Brody and our mother were much closer than we were, and they both seemed to resent my attempts to be his big sister. As a child, my mother constantly tried to drive a wedge between us. Even if she didn’t mean to do it, her meddling in our sibling relationship had cause permanent damage. I didn’t know if I regretted how distant I’d become from the rest of my family but losing my relationship with my baby brother was a wound that had never healed. 
 
    “I think you should let him speak for himself,” Thorn said curtly. 
 
    It stung. I knew he was doing his job, but his tone had an edge he hadn’t taken with me for some time. 
 
    “I mean that we got in a fight,” he said and reached his hand into his pocket. “She threw this at me and stormed out, but we argued a lot. Brittany was a passionate person. She got worked up sometimes. She had a temper, but we always come back together. That’s why I came here looking for her.” Brody handed Thorn a diamond ring, “I wanted to give this back to her and make things right.” 
 
    Thorn handed the ring back to Brody. “I’m going to have to inform the FBI about this. As of right now, they’re taking this case. The murder fits the MO of a serial killer apparently, but that doesn’t mean that Brody isn’t a suspect. You’re going to need to stick around town. You know how they say it’s usually the spouse or partner that is the killer? They say that for a reason. I’d ask you more about your argument, but the case is out of my hands currently. I’ll let you tell your side of things to the FBI for now.” 
 
    “Thorn, are you saying you think Brody did this?” I couldn’t believe I even had to ask it. 
 
    “That would be the most common explanation. I don’t know him well enough to make that call, and again, this isn’t my case right now. I’ll let the agent in charge of the investigation know what I’ve learned here. I’d say keep yourself available for questioning. Do you live nearby?” 
 
    “The college is in the city,” Brody said. “It’s a bit of a drive.” 
 
    “He’s staying with me,” I declared. 
 
    “What?” Brody and Thorn asked in unison. 
 
    “You both heard me. If Brody needs to stay close by, then he can stay with me. I have plenty of room.” 
 
    “Brighton, I have school,” Brody argued. 
 
    “So you don’t want to be here to help her family make arrangements? You can’t find a way to do your schoolwork from here for a while?” 
 
    “I guess I can email my professors and see if they can work something out with me. I’d have to take a few days off from my job too, but that might not be a problem considering what happened.” 
 
    “Brighton, can I talk to you alone for a moment?” Thorn asked. 
 
    He began to walk toward his cruiser without waiting for me to answer. “I’ll be right back, Brody,” I said as I followed behind Thorn. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Thorn asked me as soon as we were out of earshot. 
 
    “I’m letting my little brother stay at my house for a few days?” I was confused as to why Thorn thought it was a problem, but boy, was I about to find out. 
 
    “I know that he’s your brother, Brighton, but you’ve said yourself that you don’t know him very well. When I said that thing about how it’s usually the partner, I believe that. Looking at that woman’s body, it looks like a crime of passion and rage. He admitted they had a fight and he came here after her. How well do you really know your brother?” 
 
    I couldn’t believe he’d asked it. I’d told Thorn before about my strained relationship with Brody, but I’d never given him any indication that Brody was capable of murder. Sure, our relationship was strained, but to make the leap to suspecting him of murder? It was just too much for me. 
 
    "I know him well enough to know he didn't butcher that girl,” I said. 
 
    I couldn't hide the annoyance in my voice. Thorn was doing his job. I knew that, but it didn't bother me any less that not only was he accusing my brother of murder, he wasn't backing down. I could tell he wasn't backing down by the stern, overbearing look on his face. He wanted me to back down. I wasn't sure if Thorn was trying to intimidate me into listening to him, but even the notion that's what he was trying to do irked me to no end. 
 
    "I have to approach this professionally,” he said and put his hands up in front of him as if he knew that phrase would make me charge like a bull. 
 
    "You said yourself that you're not leading this case. From what I understand, you're not even involved in investigating it anymore," I retorted. 
 
    "I'm still police,” he said and then softened somewhat, but not enough for me. "And I'm also your boyfriend. That means I care about you, and I take my duty to protect you seriously." 
 
    I could not stifle my eyeroll. "From my little brother? I'm a grown woman, Thorn. You need to stop acting like I need you to protect me. It’s great that you care, but you are mistaken if you think I’m going to wither away and die without you." 
 
    I was being unfair, and I knew it, but I couldn't stop. He was being unfair too. Not that it made it right for me to do it, but I was tired, hungry, and had grown quite indignant. 
 
    "Well, maybe that's something we need to talk about later,” I added. “Right now, I'm taking my brother, who just saw his fiancée lying dead in a parking lot, to breakfast,” I said when Thorn didn't respond. 
 
    "We need to talk about what? The fact that I'm your boyfriend?" I saw a flash of fear in his eyes, and it made me wince with shame. I needed to dial it down a notch. 
 
    "Not that. I just mean in general, Thorn. This conversation isn't doing any of us any good right now. I'm tired because the contractor building my garage woke me up. I'm hungry because there was no food in my house. I need to eat and rest, but no, I'm not saying we need to have a talk about our relationship. It's nothing like that,” I said with a weary sigh. 
 
    He relaxed a little, but then stiffened again as the rest of what I'd said sunk in. "What do you mean the contractor at your house woke you up? I didn't know you were having a garage built." 
 
    "I didn't either,” I said with a huff. "He showed up this morning. It was an old contract my aunt made a long time ago. It's a long story. We'll talk later, okay? Your deputies are all standing around waiting for you." 
 
    "Brighton, no. We're not just going to put a pin in this until later. You've got a strange man you don't know building a garage? He happened to show up on the day a woman was murdered? You can't seriously think any of this is okay." 
 
    "Oh my gosh, Thorn,” I said my voice crescendoing with irritation. "So is my brother the killer? Or is it the contractor? Oh, wait, maybe they're in on it together. Seriously, babe. You're acting like I'm a little lost lamb surrounded by wolves. I need to go before this heated discussion turns into a fight." 
 
    "Brighton," he protested. 
 
    I answered by kissing him quick on the lips and then, "Come over later. We'll all have dinner. I'm going to go now." 
 
    Thorn made a noise like he was going to protest, but I kept walking. It was better to just cut things off there and continue our discussion that night. Cooler heads would prevail later, and I wasn't worried about Brody or Grey being a serial killer. If one of them was, the other could protect me since I really doubted they were in on it together. Or I could protect myself because I had that whole witch thing going on. And a magic cat… 
 
    I walked back over to Brody who was still standing on the grass staring at the ground. He barely looked up when I approached. 
 
    "Let's go get some food,” I said. "There's a diner near the town square. I think you'll like it." 
 
    "I'm not hungry,” he said flatly. 
 
    "Well, I'm starving and I'm moving toward hangry. Do you have somewhere else you need to be?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    "Well, my car is stuck inside the crime scene for right now. Can we take yours?" 
 
    "You'll have to drive,” he said and handed me the keys. "I just need to sit down." 
 
    "Well, you can sit down at the diner. Maybe have a nice hot cup of coffee?" 
 
    "That would probably be good," Brody admitted. 
 
    And without any further discussion, we left in his car for Dumbledore's. It was still early, but the diner was open by the time we got there. They opened a little later than Bubble & Brew, but not by much. 
 
    Word must have gotten around about what had happened. Keisha gave me a hug we when came in, but she didn't say much as she seated Brody and me at a booth in the back corner. She seemed to know that what we needed was privacy, and I appreciated it. 
 
    Brody appeared to be in a trance when she came back a few minutes later to take our order. I asked her for coffee and toast for him and ordered pancakes, eggs, and bacon for myself. 
 
    "That all?" she asked before heading off to the kitchen. 
 
    "Actually, I need a side of extra bacon to-go. Oh, and maybe the full breakfast special to-go too." 
 
    "Sure thing," Keisha said. "I'll bring the to-go orders out when you look like you're finishing up your breakfasts." 
 
    "What's that about?" Brody asked when Keisha was gone. "The to-go orders?" 
 
    "Those are for Grey, the contractor building the garage. It seems like the nice thing to do. He’s building the garage at a discount, so I feel like I should be extra nice.” I wasn’t sure if that was true. I actually just felt obliged to bring him a gift, but I wasn’t in the state of mind at the time to question the weird compulsion. “And the bacon is for Meri." 
 
    "Meri?" 
 
    "My cat. The store is closed, and he said if I couldn't get fish, he wanted bacon.” 
 
    “Your cat said he wanted bacon?” Brody cocked one eyebrow. 
 
    I’d made a mistake and completely forgotten that Brody knew nothing about Meri or me being a witch. Then it dawned on me that he was a witch too, and he had no idea. I decided immediately that was a discussion for later. He’d been hit with enough so far that morning, plus he’d think I was nuts until I could prove it. Which I couldn’t out in the open in the diner. 
 
    “Yeah, you know us crazy cat ladies. We think our cats talk to us”,” I said and forced a chuckle. 
 
    He seemed to buy it. “I’ve heard that”,” Brody said absently. 
 
    Brody drank his coffee and ate his toast in silence. I didn’t try to force a conversation between us. One, because he’d just been through trauma, and two, because I wasn’t quite sure what to say to him.  
 
    The bright side was that the whole witch thing might give us a second chance at our relationship. Perhaps we could get that brother and sister bond back over our magical abilities. 
 
    There was also the chance that he would handle it the same way as the rest of our family. He’d stay away from Covington and forget about it. 
 
    I hoped that he’d never do to me what my grandmother and other great-aunts had done to Maude. I’d liked to have thought that he wouldn’t, but I bet Maude had believed the same thing. I felt so sad for her right then. The Tuttlesmiths hadn’t been the ones to ship her off to the institution, but they had done little to stop it too. 
 
    Those musings gave me pause. What if telling Brody about our powers wasn’t the best idea after all? That was something I’d need to chew on for a while. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    After breakfast, Brody and I headed to Hangman’s House. If he was impressed with the house, he didn’t say anything about it. 
 
    While my brother waited on the front steps, I took the breakfast I’d bought for Grey over to him. His overwhelming gratitude and beaming smile made my heart flutter, but I couldn’t stay and chat with him. Brody looked like he was about to fall off his feet, and I needed to get him inside. 
 
    I unlocked the door and stepped inside, but as Brody tried to follow me over the threshold, he gripped his head and sucked in a deep breath. “What the heck?” he whispered more to himself than to me. 
 
    “Are you all right?” I asked and grasped his upper arm to steady him. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s just weird. It’s like the pressure is different inside than out. It made me feel a little off balance for a second. Plus… I don’t know… never mind.” 
 
    “No, go on. What is it?” 
 
    “It’s just that it feels like there’s something in the back of my mind that I know but I don’t know. There’s a thought trying to make it to the surface. Not like when you can’t think of the word you want to use, but something… more. I don’t know, Brighton. I think I need a nap. It’s like there’s something there that isn’t quite there.” 
 
    I wanted to tell him that I knew exactly how he felt, but I hesitated. Brody really did look like he was struggling to stay upright, and I needed some advice on how to proceed before I told him about our history and magic. 
 
    “I’ve been up all night,” he said as he collapsed onto my sofa. 
 
    “Do you want some tea or coffee?” 
 
    “Maybe a pillow and a blanket? It was weird outside coming in, but in here it feels like I could sleep for days.” 
 
    “You could go upstairs and sleep in one of the spare bedrooms,” I offered. 
 
    “I don’t want to move,” he said with his eyes half closed. “It’s so comfy right here. I don’t remember ever being on a couch so comfy.” 
 
    “I’ll get you a pillow and blanket then.” 
 
    I watched as all of the tension and anxiety dissolved away from Brody as he almost literally melted into my sofa. It was as if he hadn’t relaxed in years and suddenly had no choice but to give up and chill. 
 
    When I got back to the living room after grabbing him a pillow and a couple of blankets, he was out cold. He barely stirred when I lifted his head to slide the pillow under it. 
 
    While he was asleep, I wanted to visit with Annika and talk with her about revealing the truth to Brody. I missed her terribly, but while she was on the mend, Amelda had her on lockdown. I’d been told repeatedly that I could visit with her later, but no one would tell me when that would be. 
 
    Apparently, Annika’s body was easy for the Skeenbauer witches to heal, but her mind had taken it far worse. Being brought back from the dead wasn’t an easy proposition spiritually or mentally, but Amelda had assured me that Annika would eventually be fine. 
 
    There was someone else I could discuss the issues with besides Annika. Someone I missed just as much even though my longing for his companionship scared me. Remy was still Remy after all. Even if he was a darker version. 
 
    I went to the archives at the courthouse and found them closed for the day. That meant if I wanted to see Remy, I had to visit him at home. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    “Brighton,” Remy said when he opened the door. “What a nice surprise, come in.” 
 
    If it was possible for his eyes and hair to have been a deeper black, they were. His voice had lowered and was slower and smoother too. It was almost mesmerizing, and I briefly wondered if I was feeling the way a fly felt before it flew into a spider’s web. Still, I refused to believe he was dangerous.  
 
    I’d been in Remy’s house before, but something had shifted in his home as well. The biggest change was the rows of aquariums and terrariums in his living room. There were dozens of them taking up every available space. 
 
    The glass and plastic enclosures housed snakes, spiders, scary-looking reptiles, and scorpions. The sight sent a shiver down my spine, but my breath caught when I saw a large aquarium filled with the type of spiders that had killed Langoria and almost killed Annika. 
 
    “Remy?” I asked as I turned in a circle trying to take it all in. 
 
    “They are what you think,” he said. “No one would take Janet’s collection after she was… dealt with. So I did. What they are is not their fault. They shouldn’t suffer because of human stupidity. Even poisonous things can be of the goddess.” 
 
    There was no way to know for sure, but I thought Remy might be talking about more than just the creepy crawlies he now called pets.  
 
    “But some of these have to be venomous, Remy. Aren’t you putting yourself in danger by having them here? What if a tank breaks?” 
 
    “They are all warded with protection spells to keep them in, and I use a protection spell when I feed them or clean their enclosures. I take all the precautions necessary.” 
 
    “That’s good,” I said and felt myself relax a little. “Did you find out why she had them?” 
 
    “She was a snake handler,” Remy said. “Well, from what I’ve learned, she started out as a snake handler and moved on to other various venomous creatures. As you can see,” he said and swept his hand in front of a few of the enclosures like some sort of spokesmodel for the creepy crawlies. 
 
    “What do you mean by snake handler?” Before he could respond, I remembered something I’d seen on a Discovery Channel documentary a few years back. “Oh, you mean the people that think that the snakes can’t hurt them because of their faith. She used to handle them as a test of her faith?” 
 
    “Yep, that about sums it up. Well, that’s what she did with them until she used the scorpions to kill Langoria.” 
 
    “How do you know all of this about her?” I wasn’t sure I wanted to know the answer. 
 
    “A couple of the ladies from her church helped me move the animals over here. Nobody else wanted them, but they were willing to help me move them to my house.” 
 
    “I’m surprised no one else wanted them. I mean, maybe they could have used them for their snake-handling tests of faith.” 
 
    “They aren’t like that,” Remy said thoughtfully. “The church outside Coventry isn’t that kind of church. Janet was on her own with her extreme beliefs. The ladies I met were really nice people and appreciated me helping out some of the world’s less cuddly animals. But this isn’t why you came here. You have something else on your mind. Something you couldn’t discuss with your human boyfriend.” 
 
    “I mean, I could discuss it with him. He knows what I am, Remy. He was there when you guys took Janet to the crypt.” 
 
    “He couldn’t have stopped us if he wanted to,” Remy said coldly. 
 
    “No, he couldn’t. And while I could discuss my issue with him, he can’t help me. But you can. You said once that you’d always be here for me, so can you do that now?” 
 
    “I can.” 
 
    “Okay, my brother showed up in town today. He’s at my house sleeping right now, but when he went into Hangman’s House, it affected him. The way it affected me when I first went inside. He’s a witch too, Remy. I mean, I hadn’t really thought about it until he showed up. But he’s here now.” 
 
    “Why is he here? I feel like you’re leaving something out. The way you said that he showed up today leads me to believe it was an unexpected visit.” 
 
    “That’s right. You’re not at work today so you haven’t heard,” I said. 
 
    “Haven’t heard what, Brighton?” 
 
    “Can we go sit in the kitchen?” The animals were making me far more nervous than I’d expected. 
 
    “Sure. You can talk and I’ll make tea. Nothing magical, I promise,” he said and gave me a good-natured wink. 
 
    We walked into the kitchen, and I took a seat at his table while Remy moved around the room preparing tea for us. He’d been somewhat awkward, which I’d always found adorable, before. Now he moved with the fluidity of a dancer. The curiosity of what had happened with him was killing me, but I spent the next few minutes filling him in on the murder and Brody’s arrival instead of dwelling on my questions. 
 
     “And now your brother is your boyfriend’s number one suspect,” Remy said as he set the tea down in front of me. 
 
    “I’d prefer to think he only said that because of statistics,” I said. 
 
    “So you’d prefer to be in denial.” 
 
    “That’s pretty harsh,” I responded. “I feel like something has changed between us. Maybe it was a mistake coming here,” I said and started to get up. 
 
    “Brighton, wait. Please, stay for a bit. I don’t think you’re worried that your brother killed his fiancée, but you’re nervous about something. You wanted to ask me about your brother being a witch. So please tell me more or ask away. I want to help.” 
 
    “It’s just that… Well, what my family did to Maude. I’m worried if I tell Brody about his abilities, what if he doesn’t take it well? My mother and grandmother moved away from Coventry and pretty much forgot about their powers. Maybe Brody will do the same thing, but what if he freaks out about this? I don’t know why I’m worried that what happened to Maude would happen to me, but I am.” 
 
    “It’s a different time, Brighton. It’s not as easy to get women committed now. You don’t think Thorn would keep you from being institutionalized? He wouldn’t protect you?” 
 
    “I think he would. I mean, I think he would try. I don’t know, Remy. Like I said, I don’t know why I am worried about this. It’s irrational. I’m sure Thorn would do everything he could to protect me, but he’s human.” 
 
    “You don’t need to worry, Brighton. I would protect you. I would do whatever it took to keep you safe, and I’m not just a human.” 
 
    “No, you’re not,” I said. “But you let me go. You said that Thorn would break my heart, but that you’d be there for me. The more I think about that, the more it doesn’t make sense. Why wouldn’t you protect me from being hurt in the first place? Why didn’t you fight for me at all?” 
 
    “Because at the time, I was weak,” he said solemnly. “That’s not the case anymore.” 
 
    “What does that mean, Remy? What is going on with you.” 
 
    “You said that you thought things had changed between us, but that’s not what’s happened. I’ve changed.” 
 
    “That’s obvious, but I have no idea why. We were so close for a while, but now it’s as if I know nothing about you.” 
 
    “I haven’t changed so much that you don’t know me anymore,” Remy said. “I’m still me.” 
 
    “But you look so different, Remy. And you sound different. The way you move is different.” 
 
    “Would you say that I’m unrecognizable?” he asked thoughtfully. 
 
    “No. Not at all, but you are very much changed. You won’t tell me why. I feel like when I bring it up, you just find another way to put off talking about it.” 
 
    “Well, you are here to discuss what to do about your brother.” 
 
    “We can discuss that next. Please, Remy. Please tell me what is going on with you.” 
 
    “I went too far with you. I mean that I went too far for you, and I’ve turned a corner. I’m not sure how to turn back, and I don’t know if I want to. It didn’t help that I allowed so much bitterness in my heart over Langoria,” he said. “Do you understand?” 
 
    “I think I do,” I said. 
 
    The haze I felt the night he’d told me about Thorn breaking my heart had to have something to do with it. That was the only thing I could think of. He was paying a price for using his magic to influence me, but I didn’t believe he’d meant me any harm. 
 
    “Does it change the way you feel about me?” For the first time since I’d noticed his change, I heard vulnerability in his voice. 
 
    “No, Remy. I know who you are.” 
 
    “You know who I was. I don’t know that you’ll feel the same way about who I am.” 
 
    “I know who you are,” I said again. “When you were avoiding me, I doubted you. I admit that. I was wrong, though.” 
 
    “I was wrong too. I should not have abandoned you like that. My prophesy about you choosing Thorn was self-fulfilling. I should have fought for you. I will never make that mistake again.” 
 
    “Remy, I can’t,” I said. 
 
    Even as I spoke the words, I felt conflicted. I desperately wished Remy hadn’t left me alone after we found Langoria. I wished that he hadn’t gotten so angry with me when Annika figured out his secret. I doubted I’d be standing in front of him feeling so confused. We’d come so close to being something. 
 
    “Then let’s discuss your brother,” he said and interrupted my thoughts. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “If you don’t want him to know what he is, then you’ll have to send him away.” Remy said. “You can’t stop him from discovering it any more than anyone could have stopped you from living in that house. Now that he’s back in Coventry, he will come into his powers.” 
 
    “I don’t think I can do that right now. He needs to be here, and I think he needs me.” 
 
    “So tell him. Have Meri help you. The same as you did with Thorn.” 
 
    “How do you know about that?” 
 
    “Brighton, I really do try not to see. Some things I cannot block out.” 
 
    “The night that I thought someone was outside my window, was that you?” 
 
    “It was. I was wrong. I am paying for that now,” Remy said. “Do you want me to help you tell your brother?” 
 
    “Meri and I will handle it, but I will call you if I need you.” 
 
    “You’re pushing me away because of the thing about me watching you.” 
 
    “I’m not, Remy. But if I was, I’d be well within my rights. You and I both know how wrong it was. You crossed a line, but I do forgive you.” 
 
    Before he could say anything else, my phone rang. It was a number I didn’t recognize, but I picked up in case it was Brody. 
 
    “Brighton?” a man’s voice I couldn’t quite place asked. 
 
    “This is she.” 
 
    “Oh, hello. This is Bob Mann. From Mann’s Gas & Grocery.” 
 
    “Hello, Bob. How are you? Are you all right?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Bob had called to ask me if I could come help him clean up the store after the FBI had left a huge mess behind. He said that he didn’t have many friends in town, but that he knew I’d done the cemetery job. He offered to hire me to help him and his few employees get the store open as soon as possible. 
 
    Still driving Brody’s car, I drove over to Mann’s Gas & Grocery. I figured that when no one was looking, I could use a little magic to make the job go faster. 
 
    I’d heard whispers around town that Bob hated the government, and when I saw the state of the store after the FBI had executed their search warrant, I knew he would hate them even more. 
 
    They had knocked all of the food and other goods off of the shelves. The freezers had been emptied onto the floors as had the refrigerator cases. Thousands of dollars’ worth of food laid on the floor going bad. I hoped for his sake that insurance would cover the cost. 
 
    “I can have my employees work up here,” Bob said when I went into the store. “I was hoping you could help me downstairs. There aren’t many I would trust to go down there, but you seem okay. I have a good feeling about you.” 
 
    “Show me where I can help,” I said. 
 
    He led me to a metal door in the back of the building. Bob typed a code into a little pad, and the door popped open. 
 
    We went down the stairs and entered a huge concrete space. The underground portion was far larger than the store above. 
 
    “They took all of my guns,” he said and pointed to the empty racks lining the walls. “I hope that I will get them back, but I have my doubts.” 
 
    “What about the rest of it?” 
 
    “The rest is food, medical supplies, and there is a small apartment past the shelves.” 
 
    “Where would you like me to start?” 
 
    “If you wouldn’t mind, it would be a good idea to get the food and then medical supplies done. I’ll help you,” Bob said. 
 
    For a while, all we did was pick up boxes and cans and put them back on the shelves. He’d have to leave at times to go upstairs and check on his employees. When he was gone, I’d use my magic to get things picked up much faster. That was all there was to it other than sweeping up the occasional mess from a broken box. 
 
    “You’re doing an amazing job,” Bob said when he came back from upstairs. “You work very quickly.” 
 
    “I’m glad I could help,” I said. “Do you mind if I ask why you have all of this?” 
 
    “Things aren’t what they appear to be,” he said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean everything, Brighton. The stories we’re told about our world and how it works aren’t true.” 
 
    “You mean like aliens and the illuminati?” I said. 
 
    “You’ve heard the rumors around town,” he said with a smile. “Yes, those things. But it’s more than that too.” And then he winked at me and I wasn’t sure what to think. 
 
    “Ghosts and stuff?” I asked. 
 
    “And even more than that. You see, Brighton, I keep to myself and keep an eye on things. I try to be as unassuming as possible. I don’t want to be noticed. It usually works. People forget that I’m here and I see things.” 
 
    “What have you seen?” He’d piqued my curiosity. 
 
    “Brighton, my dear, did you think that I wouldn’t have security cameras down here?” 
 
    “Wha…” But then it hit me. 
 
    He’d seen me using magic to clean up faster. I’d been stupid enough to accidently reveal myself to a human. For the briefest moment, I had a dark thought. I could use my magic to erase his memory, but then I saw Remy. I saw him before his change and after, and I shook off the notion of using my magic for personal gain and to interfere with Bob’s will. It was my mistake, not his. 
 
    “You don’t need to worry, Brighton. I’m the last person who would tell anyone anything. You’ve been a friend to me, and even if you hadn’t, I would never help the government.” 
 
    “What do my powers have to do with the government?” 
 
    “Can you imagine what they would do if they got ahold of a witch?” he asked. “They would lock you in a black facility and test you for the rest of your life.” 
 
    “I don’t know that they could,” I said. “I don’t think they could keep me locked away.” 
 
    “Don’t think for a second that they don’t have magic of their own,” he said. 
 
    “Well, then what would they need me for?” 
 
    “If I know anything, Brighton, it’s that the government always wants more,” Bob said. “Can you help me carry these boxes up to my office?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    He handed me a black lock box, and I followed him upstairs to his office. Once inside, he punched the combination into a big, black fire safe and put the lock boxes inside. 
 
    “There was something about the murder today that didn’t sit right with me,” he said as he turned his computer on. “The questions they were asking me made me feel uncomfortable as well.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “I mean that our friends at the FBI don’t think this is a regular serial killer,” he said and began typing something into the computer. 
 
    “Is that why you were watching me? You had your suspicions about…” 
 
    “You need to close your mouth about my daughter, Bob.” 
 
    The sharp voice startled me, and I let out a small squeak as I whirled around to see who had snapped at us. 
 
    Standing in the doorway of Bob’s office was a man dressed in black slacks, a blue shirt, and a doctor’s coat. His dirty blond hair was swept back and pomaded severely. He narrowed his eyes behind silver-framed glasses and looked as though he intended to burn holes in Bob’s head. 
 
    “Gregory,” Bob said. “I meant no disrespect.” 
 
    “You never do, do you?” Gregory spit. “But somehow, that’s all you ever do. I came in here to thank you for the way you handled my daughter’s murder, and I find you spouting more of your conspiracy theory garbage. My daughter is not fodder for your stupid, sick fantasies.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” I said and took a step so that I was between Bob and Gregory. “We were just having a conversation. A private conversation. Bob and I are just trying to figure out what might have happened to your daughter. We didn’t mean any harm.” 
 
    “Are you that new woman in town? That one that everyone says is a weird freak who loves to hang around in graveyards? I’ve heard there’s been nothing but death in Coventry since you showed up. Maybe the FBI should be taking a closer look at you.” 
 
    “Gregory, that’s enough,” Bob said. “I understand you’ve had a terrible loss today, but you can’t just come in here to my office and start yelling at us.” 
 
    “You understand?” Gregory said and began a hideous fake laugh. “You understand nothing, you old crackpot. But do try to understand this. If you speak about my daughter again, I’ll knock your teeth in. Oh, and when I figure out an angle, and I’m sure there is one, I’m going to sue you into the poorhouse. I’ll own this crappy little store inside of a year.” 
 
    I could feel a tidal wave of fury rising inside of me. Some of it was coming from me, but I was also absorbing it from Gregory. 
 
    “Get out,” I hissed. 
 
    Gregory looked as though he intended to say more, but something about me must have made him think twice. He huffed and then slammed the office door behind him as he left. 
 
    “Whoa,” I said and felt myself get a little woozy. 
 
    “Here, sit down,” Bob said and helped me into his office chair as the room tilted slightly. “Your hair.” Shock studded his voice. 
 
    “What now?” 
 
    “More of your hair turned red.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. I suppose that makes sense. It’s just part of me being a witch. My hair changes as I come into my power.” 
 
    “So that’s what you officially call it?” Bob asked. “You are a witch?” 
 
    “That’s the official term,” I said. “I guess I might as well tell you. Half of the town of Coventry are witches. The other half has no idea. Some sort of spell that makes them willfully ignore any signs of magic. Except it didn’t work on you.” 
 
    “No, I guess it didn’t. But I’ve never been the type to willfully ignore anything. It’s not my nature.” 
 
    “I can see that now. So that man was the victim, Brittany’s father?” 
 
    “Yes. Gregory Hargrave. He’s a surgeon at the hospital in the city and only lives in Coventry half of the time. He has an apartment there where he stays when he’s working. His wife and other children live here. Brittany was away at school, but you knew that.” 
 
    “I would not have expected for someone to be so nasty after the death of a child,” I said. “But I guess grief does strange things to people.” 
 
    “That wasn’t grief, Brighton. He’s always been like that. Gregory has a horrible temper, and he rules his family with an iron thumb.” 
 
    “How bad is horrible?” I asked. 
 
    “Are you asking if I think he could have killed his own daughter in a fit of rage?” 
 
    “I guess I am.” 
 
    “I don’t think I can answer that for sure. So perhaps,” Bob said thoughtfully, “the bigger question is, if he did, why?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take me long to finish cleaning Bob’s bunker once I didn’t have to hide that I was using magic to do it anymore.  
 
    “Where did you go?” Meri asked when I walked into the kitchen to put away the groceries I’d finally been able to buy. 
 
    “Keep it down,” I whispered and pointed toward the living room where Brody was still sawing logs on the sofa. 
 
    “He’s not going to wake up until I take the sleep spell off of him,” Meri said. 
 
    “You put him under a sleep spell?” 
 
    “Just a little one. I mean, who the heck is he? What is going on around here?” 
 
    “It’s my brother, Brody. Did you get the bacon?” 
 
    “I did,” Meri said. “Thanks for leaving it, but it would have been nice if you’d told me what was going on before you split and left a strange man asleep on the sofa.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said, “Let me fill you in.” 
 
    I spent a few minutes telling Meri about the murder and how Brody was connected. I told him about visiting Remy for advice on telling Brody about his powers. Finally, I told him about going back to Mann’s Gas & Grocery to help clean up and the scene with Brittany’s father. 
 
    “Well, you’ve had quite the day,” Meri said. 
 
    “You’ve asked me where I was, but what about you? Where were you when I was here earlier? You didn’t come running for your bacon as soon as I walked in.” 
 
    “I was in the walls. There was a ghost.” 
 
    “Another one?” I asked. “Any idea who this one is?” 
 
    “It was a young woman. She was sad.” 
 
    “A young woman? I wonder if it was the girl I found in the parking lot? You said she was sad and not angry?” 
 
    “She was sad. That I am sure of. I don’t know if it was the girl you found. She didn’t speak.” 
 
    “Did she have blonde hair?” A shiver ran down my spine as I thought of Brittany’s platinum blonde hair plastered to the concrete parking lot. 
 
    “She had strawberry blonde hair. It was redder than just blonde.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I said. “Brittany’s hair was platinum blonde. Not a hint of red.” 
 
    “Maybe it was her natural color,” Meri offered. 
 
    “Perhaps. Or maybe it was someone else. I guess we won’t know unless she comes back. I saw that Grey was gone. What time did he leave for the day?” 
 
    “I’d say he’s been gone for a couple of hours. I guess he starts early and leaves early.” 
 
    “It’s better that he’s gone when Thorn gets here. I think Brody is enough for today,” I said. 
 
    “I suppose,” Meri said. “Now onto more important things. What’s for dinner?” 
 
    “I’m making fried chicken, mashed potatoes, and grilled corn,” I said. 
 
    “You don’t know how to make fried chicken,” Meri countered. 
 
    “I’m going to use magic to help me,” I said. “I figure it’s not for personal gain since I’m doing it for Thorn and Brody. It’s Brody’s favorite. He was always asking for it when he was little, but my mother had no idea how to make it. We’d get take-out fried chicken for his birthday every year, but it’s just not the same.” 
 
    “I suppose that wouldn’t be for personal gain.” Meri swished his tail. “At least you better hope not or you might burn the kitchen down.” 
 
    “You can send demonic entities screaming into the night, but you can’t deal with a little kitchen fire?” I teased. 
 
    “Of course, I can,” Meri huffed. 
 
    “Well then, I have nothing to worry about.” 
 
    With that, I set to work making the chicken. Even though I was using magic to make the process run more smoothly, I still had to use a recipe. I’d thought about looking it up on the internet, but when I got into the cabinet to get the flour for the coating, I found my Aunt Maude’s recipe box. 
 
    Friend Chicken 
 
    That was the recipe card I pulled from the box. Despite the name, it was a recipe for fried chicken. The name seemed a little creepy at first, but there was a note at the bottom under the instructions. 
 
    “For bringing together new friends and old. Additionally, serve to anyone, and they will be your best friend from that day forward,” I read the note to Meri. 
 
    “That sounds like black magic. You can’t interfere with people’s will,” Meri said. 
 
    “I think it would be gray magic at best. Not entirely black, but besides that point, I believe it’s because the chicken is so good. It’s not a spell.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Meri said. “I’ll wait here to put the fire out.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Making the chicken wasn’t as difficult as I’d expected, and I didn’t need to use nearly as much magic as I’d anticipated. Though being able to use magic to mash the potatoes did come in handy while I ensured the chicken didn’t burn. 
 
    I grilled the corn on the barbeque grill I’d purchased with the money from the cemetery job. Lawrence at Nailed It had even given me a nice discount. 
 
    Thankfully, I wasn’t using any magic when Brody ambled into the kitchen half asleep. Apparently, the sleeping magic Meri had used on him wasn’t as strong as my familiar believed. Perhaps it was that Brody was already becoming a powerful witch. That would make things awkward if I didn’t tell him soon. 
 
    “You’re making fried chicken?” he asked as he slid into a chair at the kitchen table. 
 
    “Is it still your favorite?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said quietly. “They have it in the cafeteria at school. It’s all right.” 
 
    “Well, I hope this is better.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you took the time to make it for me.” 
 
    “It’s your favorite.” Was my response. “But we are having another guest for dinner.” 
 
    “Who is that?” 
 
    “The sheriff from earlier. He’s… He’s my boyfriend, Brody. I invited him to dinner with us.” 
 
    “To prove that I’m not a murderer,” Brody said. 
 
    “I don’t know that I’d put it that way. I want him to get to know you. I want to get to know you,” I said. 
 
    “We haven’t been close,” Brody said more to himself than to me. 
 
    “But we can fix that,” I said hopefully. “There’s no reason we can’t.” 
 
    “You know, when we were younger, I was always angry with you, but I don’t know why. It just always seemed to be there hanging in the air, and it got worse when you left home. But when I went away to college, it started to makes less and less sense,” Brody said and stood up. “Let me help you by setting the table.” 
 
    I knew why he was always angry at me. It was my mother whispering in his ear. That’s why it stopped making sense when he got away from her, but I wasn’t sure if it was a good idea to tell him that. I didn’t know if he’d believe it, or if he’d get angry at me in defense of our mother. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re here now,” I said. “And I would greatly appreciate it if you set the table.” 
 
    Brody seemed to know where everything was, so he put out the dishes and silverware without any directions from me. I finished the food and put it in serving dishes. We could have just filled our plates at the kitchen counter right from the cooking pots and pans, but I was trying to make the dinner something special.  
 
    As I set the tray with the grilled corn on it down on the table, the doorbell rang. “That will be Thorn,” I said. “Go ahead and sit down to eat, Brody. Or grab yourself a drink from the fridge. I imagine Thorn will want a beer.” 
 
    “That sounds good to me as well, what about you, Brighton?” 
 
    “I’ll just have a diet soda.” 
 
    It was Thorn at the door, and when I opened it to let him enter, he surprised me by pulling me into his arms and kissing me. He held me there for a long moment before reluctantly letting me go. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Brighton,” he said. “I stepped out of line with the things I said this morning. Please forgive me.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to forgive, Thorn. You said what you said because you care about me. It was me that was out of line. I was too harsh.” 
 
    “No, you weren’t. It wasn’t right of me to question your brother the way I did. He’s your family.” 
 
    “It’s okay, really,” I said. “Please come in. Dinner is ready. We can have a nice meal, and all get to know each other better.” 
 
    “So we’re not going to have the talk tonight?” 
 
    “I told you earlier that we weren’t,” I said and kissed him again quickly. “I meant that.” 
 
    “I’ve been worried,” he said softly. 
 
    “You don’t need to worry about that, Thorn. Whatever happens between us, we can work it out.” 
 
    “It’s good to hear you say that,” Thorn said. “Now that’s enough of you spending your energy soothing my insecurity. Dinner smells delicious.” 
 
    “Thank you. I just finished cooking. Please, come eat.” 
 
    I’d expected there to be more conversation at first, but apparently both Thorn and Brody were starving. They devoured firsts and then seconds while I just sat and watched in awe at how much food they consumed in a short period of time. 
 
    I ate too, but not with as much gusto as my boyfriend and my brother. The chicken was better than I expected, but the mashed potatoes and corn were my favorite. I left the majority of the chicken to the men and ate my fill of the vegetables. 
 
    “So, Brody, what are you studying?” Thorn asked when he came up for air. 
 
    “I’m getting a master’s degree in history. I’d planned on getting a PhD after so I could teach at the university level,” Brody said. 
 
    “You planned on getting a PhD?” I asked. “What happened?” 
 
    “I think that I still might,” Brody said. “But I was considering changing my course to a more research-based trajectory. I just don’t know if I want to teach anymore.” 
 
    “Is that something you were thinking about before today?” I asked. 
 
    “Are you asking if I am saying crazy things because of Brittany’s death?” Brody asked. “No, Brighton, it’s not because of her. I’d been thinking about this for a year. In fact, it’s one of the reasons Brittany and I argued.” 
 
    “You argued because you wanted to do research?” Thorn asked, and I could tell he was trying not to sound too much like the sheriff. 
 
    “She didn’t like the idea of me making even less money than I would as a professor,” Brody said. “A research job wouldn’t pay as well, and Brittany had expectations. She was… I don’t like to speak ill of the dead, but she was high-maintenance. It didn’t help that her father is a surgeon and her mother inherited money. She was used to a lifestyle that I would not be able to provide. It caused friction between us.” 
 
    I hadn’t expected Brody to be so open and forthcoming about his private life, but he seemed like a weight had been lifted from him when he finished speaking. Thorn tensed up, and I knew Brody’s story made him even more of a suspect, but I watched as he took a deep breath and relaxed. 
 
    “I understand,” Thorn said. “I was married to a woman who wasn’t happy with the life I provided.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I said. “Well, I was married to a man who was never happy. So I guess we’re three peas in a sad little pod.” 
 
    “I’m glad the two of you made me stay,” Brody said. “This has to be better than going home and stewing in my little apartment.” 
 
    After dinner, Brody went up to the room he had claimed as his to study. He had his books and laptop in his car and felt like drowning his sorrows in his schoolwork. 
 
    Thorn drove me to Mann’s Gas & Grocery to pick up my car. We chatted on the way there while avoiding the topic of Brittany’s death. I brought my car home, and Thorn followed me. 
 
    When he pulled his car in behind mine, I left my car and got into his. “You want to go somewhere?” he asked as I slid into the passenger seat. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “I wanted to talk to you, though.” 
 
    “He’s an adult, Brighton. If you want to leave, you can. Brody will be all right. He’s got a good head on his shoulders. Or we can sit here if you like,” Thorn said and took my hand. 
 
    “I went to see Remy today,” I said. 
 
    I thought that Thorn might let go of my hand, but he squeezed it tight. “You two haven’t been spending much time together lately,” he said. 
 
    “No, we haven’t,” I said. “But I went to see him today to talk about Brody. I wanted to see Annika, but her grandmother still has her on lockdown.” 
 
    “You wanted to talk to Annika and Remy about Brody?” He rubbed his chin with his free hand, but after a moment, realization lit up in his eyes. “Because your brother is like you. He didn’t know before, but now that he’s here, he will. You wanted help guiding him through the process?” 
 
    “Possibly. That is definitely part of my concern.” 
 
    “And the other part?” 
 
    “Whether I should tell him at all. Or if I should find a way to hide it, and if I cannot hide it, then to send him away as soon as possible,” I said. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t you tell him?” 
 
    “Because of Maude.” 
 
    “Brighton, that’s not going to happen to you. From what I understand, it wasn’t her family that had her put in the institution,” Thorn said. 
 
    “They didn’t put her in there, but they didn’t save her either.” 
 
    “Well, you didn’t kick him out, so are you going to tell him?” 
 
    “I think so. I’ll trust my little brother,” I said. “I’ll tell him. It’s not like Meri and I can’t prove what I’m saying.” 
 
    “Would you like me to be with you when you tell him? Maybe I can… I don’t know. Maybe I can help keep him grounded so he doesn’t think you’ve gone crazy.” 
 
    “You would do that?” 
 
    “I would do that,” he said and leaned over to kiss me on the cheek. “You could have come to me today. I would have discussed it with you. Even if I can’t help you with the magic part.” 
 
    I instantly felt a pang of regret for going to Remy instead of Thorn. I could be friends with whomever I wanted, but I’d nearly been in a relationship with Remy. I had to wonder how I would feel about Thorn spending so much time alone with someone he’d had romantic feelings for in the past. I didn’t know if I would handle it as well as Thorn had. 
 
    “You still care about him very much,” Thorn said when I didn’t answer. “You gave us a chance because he turned on you, but what if you were able to make amends with him? He was your first choice.” 
 
    “That’s unfair,” I said. “And he wasn’t my first choice. I believe that no matter what had happened, it would have been you and me” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “Because of the way I feel about you now, Thorn. There is no doubt in my mind that we are meant to be, and it’s not just because I have no feelings for him, Thorn. Remy and I came close to being something more, but sitting here with you, I know there is no way I could ever feel for him what I do for you.” 
 
    “Brighton.” 
 
    “Did I say too much?” I suddenly felt as though I might have said enough to scare him away. Thorn seemed devoted to me, but with men you never knew. Reveal to them that you loved them too soon, and they would run like a scalded dog. Some got their heads back about them and returned to you, but most didn’t. 
 
    “No, sweetheart. You didn’t say too much. I’ve been wanting to tell you for a while, but I was afraid it was too soon. I didn’t want to scare you off or make you feel pressured into choosing me if you weren’t ready.” 
 
    “Wanted to tell me what?” I asked. 
 
    “That I love you, Brighton. I’ve fallen in love with you. Well, I’m not sure if that is accurate. I think I’ve loved you since I first laid eyes on you. It’s the reason I tried so hard to push you away. My feelings for you terrified me because I don’t think anyone I’ve ever known could hurt me the way you can. You have my heart.” 
 
    At first, I couldn’t speak. Thorn wasn’t a witch, but his words affected me like a spell. I felt him pierce my heart, and any doubt I’d ever had about us was washed away. Any reservations I’d had because of what Remy told me were gone because I believed Thorn completely. And how could someone who loved you that much ever break your heart? 
 
     “I love you too,” I said. “But you have to promise never to disappear on me for my own good again.” 
 
    “I was wrong to pull back from you the way I did, but I was scared. I will never let fear make me hurt you again. I can promise you that.” 
 
    “Then, I guess we have a deal,” I said. 
 
    “We have a deal?” Thorn asked with a laugh. 
 
    “Yes. Our deal is that we will love each other as fiercely as we can. You’ll never disappear from my life because you think it’s what’s best for me, and I will never leave you because I think our town is boring.” 
 
    “You’re nothing like her. I was wrong to think you might be,” Thorn said. 
 
    “It’s the past. We’re going to move forward.” 
 
    “I love you,” Thorn said. 
 
    “I love you too. Now let’s go inside and tell Brody who he really is.” 
 
    When Thorn and I went back inside the house, I was shocked to find Brody sitting on the sofa as still as a statue. Meri sat in front of him chanting some sort of spell. I thought he was casting it on my brother, but then I noticed the ghost behind Brody. 
 
    I readied myself to fight the specter, but as Thorn closed the front door behind us, the apparition disappeared. Brody didn’t move at all. 
 
    “Meri, what is going on here?” 
 
    “Oh, good. You finally decided to join us.” 
 
    “What are you doing to Brody? Brody, are you all right?” 
 
    “Brighton,” he whispered, but said nothing more. 
 
    “He’s fine. He’s probably in a bit of a shock right now.” 
 
    “Again, I have to ask, what are you doing to him?” I took a step closer to the scene before me. 
 
    “It’s just a little spell to keep him in place. He was going to run before I… before we had a chance to explain. You see, that ghost appeared again and I tried to deal with her quietly, but you know how ghosts are. She kicked up a fuss and Brody here came running downstairs just in time to see the ghost and me using my magic. So I had to freeze him in place. It was for everybody’s own good.” 
 
    “Let him go,” I instructed as gently as I could. 
 
    “Are you sure that’s a good idea, Brighton?” Meri asked. “He might try to run again.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure. We can’t hold him hostage while we explain things.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Meri said. “My job is to protect you, and if he freaks out it could cause bad things to happen.” 
 
    “Meri,” I said. “You’re my familiar, and your job is to assist me. You take your orders from me. So let him go.” 
 
    “You’re pulling rank on me?” Meri scoffed.  
 
    “Enough,” Thorn interrupted. “Brody, will you agree to stay and listen to what your sister has to say so that her cat will stop holding you hostage?” 
 
    Brody couldn’t really move his head, but he could still move his eyes. They darted from Thorn to Mere and then to me. 
 
    “Brighton?” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said. “It really is. There is a perfectly rational explanation for all of this. Okay, it’s not rational, but there is an explanation for it.” 
 
    “I’ll stay,” Brody said. “I’ll stay if you promise you won’t hurt me.” 
 
    “I would never hurt you, Brody. You’re my baby brother, and we’re not dangerous. I mean, Meri is kind of a pain in the butt, but he’s our family familiar. He won’t hurt you. I assure you he’s done what he’s done for your own good.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll let him go,” Meri said ruefully. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. 
 
    Meri released Brody from the spell, and he sat on the sofa stunned for a few seconds before shifting in his seat. Brody wiggled his fingers and moved his feet around as if to test the movement. 
 
    “Would someone please tell me what is going on here?” Brody asked. “I’ve already had a heck of a day.” 
 
    “Did you ever hear any of the stories of our out Great-Aunt Maude?” I asked. 
 
    “Not intentionally,” Brody answered, “But I overheard some things when I was younger. Usually around the holidays after people had too much wine. They said that she was put in the institution because she believed she was a witch and had magical powers. I believe that’s the gist of it.” 
 
    “That is why she was put in the institution, but Brody, she wasn’t crazy. Maude was a witch, and so am I.” 
 
    “Brighton, don’t talk like that. You know that can’t be true. The only thing that runs in our family is mental illness, but you have to resist those thoughts. You can’t just give in and believe them.” 
 
    “Think about it, Brody,” I began. “My cat was holding you on that sofa with a spell while he dispelled a ghost. The sheriff of Coventry is here with me. This isn’t delusion. What you felt as you walked into Hangman’s House was the knowledge of what you are trying to surface. When you felt relaxed in this house for the first time since you could remember, it’s because you were home. Coventry is your home, and you are a Tuttlesmith witch.” 
 
    “The cat did magic,” Brody said quietly. 
 
    “Yes, and so can I,” I responded. “Watch this.” 
 
    I tried to think of a magic display that would prove we had magical powers but wouldn’t freak Brody out more. “Fire,” I said and pointed at the fireplace. A fire roared to life and burned for a minute before snuffing out. My fire magic needed work, but the spell did the job. 
 
    “I understand,” Brody responded. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Thorn asked before I could. 
 
    “The historical accounts of witches were all written off as hysteria and superstition,” he said before standing up. “This changes everything.” 
 
    “But you can’t tell anyone, Brody. You can’t tell the regular humans,” I said. 
 
    “I’m not interested in telling anyone. I’m interested in knowing. I’m going to need books, but for now, I can start with information on the internet,” he said and started for the stairs. 
 
    “So you’re okay?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m more than okay, Brighton. This is fascinating. There are so many things for me to know now. If you don’t mind, I’m going to go to my room and begin my research.” 
 
    “Please,” I said. “And let me or Meri know if you have any questions. Meri knows a great deal more than I do. He could be an invaluable resource.” 
 
    “Leave me out of this,” Meri said. 
 
    “Meri,” I scolded. 
 
    “Fine. But not too many questions. I have a great deal of lying around not talking to either of you to do.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    After Brody went to his room, Thorn left for the evening, and Meri disappeared into the walls, I decided to stay up reading for a while. An hour or so after I started, I heard a vehicle pull up in front of the house. 
 
    I went to the door thinking it was Thorn returning for some reason, but when I opened it, I was surprised to find Grey getting out of his work van. He came around the front of the van and gave me a wave and a smile. 
 
    “Surely, you’re not here to begin work already?” I asked with a laugh. “Most people wouldn’t even consider this morning.” 
 
    “I’ve been looking for my phone for hours,” Grey said. “I finally remembered that I left it on my toolbox. What are you doing up?” 
 
    “I suppose since you’re not from town, you must not have heard about the murder,” I said. 
 
    “I did hear about that, but not too much. The girl who checked me in at the inn mentioned it in passing. I’m staying at Mother Hattie’s Inn, but there’s no Mother Hattie.” 
 
    “That’s a long story,” I said. “Is anyone else staying there? I know Cassidy, the girl running it, was worried that people wouldn’t stay there anymore. It probably helps that she opened up more rooms than just the two in the basement. Please tell me you’re not staying in the basement.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, I am,” Grey said with a chuckle. “It’s not so bad. I’ve stayed in worse. The inn is full, so the basement room was the only one available, but hey, it’s much cheaper that way.” 
 
    “I stayed in one of those basement rooms when I first got to town. I wasn’t a big fan.” 
 
    “You didn’t move into the house right away?” 
 
    “I had to do a little work. It only took a day to get it livable. Staying in the basement room at Hattie’s was a big motivator.” 
 
    “Well, now you’ve got this big beautiful house all to yourself. I’d love to see the inside sometime. These old places usually have beautiful woodwork you can’t find in newer houses.” 
 
    Butterflies began to thunder in my stomach again. I hadn’t felt flustered around Grey the way I had the morning before until I got the idea he was trying to get an invite inside my house in the middle of the night. But I had Thorn. No matter how devastatingly attractive Grey might be, I wouldn’t betray him. 
 
    “Maybe some time, but my brother is staying with me right now.” I suddenly felt uneasy. I had no idea who Grey really was, and I wasn’t exactly being smart at that particular moment. “My boyfriend, Thorn, is the town sheriff in Coventry. Perhaps you could have dinner with us one evening.” 
 
    “Of course,” he said and retreated a step. “I didn’t mean tonight. I may be a lowly contractor, but I’m not ill-mannered enough to invite myself into a lady’s house in the middle of the night. I didn’t mean to disturb you. My intention was to grab my phone and leave.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to imply you were rude. I’m sorry, Grey,” I said. 
 
    “It’s all right, Brighton. Hey, since we’re both up so late, I’ll start work a little later tomorrow.” 
 
    “You mean today? It’s already here.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ll start later today. You should get some sleep,” he said. 
 
    “That’s a good idea. I am getting tired,” I said and yawned on cue. “See you later then?” 
 
    “Later then.” 
 
    I went back inside and watched through the front window as Grey pulled away. As soon as he was gone, I checked all the windows and doors to make sure they were locked before refreshing all of the protection wards with additional magic. It was above and beyond what I normally did before bed, but I’d felt unsettled outside like there was an evil presence nearby. My gut told me something was wrong, but I couldn’t pinpoint what it was. I figured there must have been a malevolent spirit nearby. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The next day was fairly uneventful. Thorn texted me a couple of times during the day to say hello, but there weren’t any pressing matters. He planned to come over for dinner again but had offered to buy pizza, so I didn’t have to cook. 
 
    I hung around the house in case Brody needed me, but other than coming downstairs to grab a sandwich around lunchtime, he’d stayed in his room researching the history of witchcraft. So I busied myself studying serial killers.  
 
    It wasn’t a very productive search because there were over thirty, and possibly up to fifty, active serial killers in the country. Publicly available information about them was sparse because they were all part of an active investigations. Plus, I read on a website devoted to serial killers that the information law enforcement put out about active serial killers was often misleading or flat-out wrong. They did this for reasons varying from drawing out the killer to separating real tips from attention seekers. 
 
    Midafternoon, I heard Grey’s van leaving. He’d started working later that day, but not by much. I could only guess that he was done building for the day. Grey had said that he wanted to work extra-long hours to get the garage done faster, but perhaps he had his reasons for only working a normal day.  
 
    Either way, when I went outside to check on the progress of the garage, I found his cellphone lying on top of his toolbox again. He’d forgotten it, and I wondered if there were any serial killers out there who constantly left their cell phones behind. Everything I’d read said they were usually exacting and meticulous. That little nugget of information left me feeling better about having a strange man around my house after a murder. 
 
    He did have a strange effect on me, but my intuition didn’t seem to scream that he was a killer. Either way, I figured it couldn’t hurt to take his phone back to him. 
 
    I took my car over to the inn and parked out front. The small parking lot to the side of the building was full which probably meant that Cassidy had a full house. It was good to see. She’d been so worried that the business would fail with Hattie gone. Hattie’s family was paying Cassidy to manage the place, but if it went out of business, she’d have been out of a job.  
 
     I went inside and found Cassidy at the front desk. She was humming a tune and folding towels. Towels I assumed she’d used plenty of soap to wash. 
 
    “Brighton, hello,” she said cheerfully, but there was an edge to her voice. 
 
    Her face was pale, and she had a bit of a tremor that I hadn’t noticed at first. Her hands quaked just a little as she finished folding the towel and put it on the pile. 
 
    “Cassidy, it’s good to see you,” I said. 
 
    “It’s good to see you too,” she responded. “What brings you in today? Problem at Hangman’s House?” 
 
    “No, nothing like that. I have a contractor building a garage on my property, and he left his cell phone on his toolbox again. He said he was staying here.” 
 
    “Oh, Grey. Wow, he’s a tall drink of water for sure,” she said and blushed. I was glad to see I wasn’t the only one he affected that way. “He’s not here anymore. Checked out this morning and said he was planning to stick around town for longer than he thought. So he rented a place.” 
 
    “Huh. That’s odd. He’d said he had other jobs to get to as soon as possible,” I said. “Oh, well. Who am I to question how to run a business? Did you happen to get his new address?” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can legally give you the address, but I can tell you that he rented the yellow trailer out in Sunnydale Estates,” she said with a conspiratorial smile. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “I’ll probably just take it back home with me. He’ll come looking for it eventually.” 
 
    “Well, if he comes back here to ask about it, then I’ll tell him you’ve got it.”  
 
    “That would be great. Things seem to be going well here for you. I’ve never seen that many cars in the parking lot. And I heard you opened the upstairs rooms. The Driggs family must be so happy they let you take over.” 
 
    “They are,” she said and began to sniffle. 
 
    “What’s wrong? That’s a good thing.” 
 
    “I’m so scared they are going to fire me,” she said. “I don’t want to lose my job. They gave me a good raise when I took over. I was finally getting somewhere in life.” 
 
    “Why would they fire you? That doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    “Because people are going to think I’m a murderer, Brighton,” she said and let out a wail before bursting into tears. 
 
    “What? You mean Brittany? Why would people think you killed her?” 
 
    “We were enemies in high school,” Cassidy said. “She was so awful, and I hated her. And everybody knows how much I hated her back then.” 
 
    “But that was high school,” I said. “I guess that wasn’t that long ago for her, though.” 
 
    “It’s been a few years, but still. People might think that I killed her because it was so bad. Both of us almost got kicked out of school that year.” 
 
    “Do you want to tell me about it?” I asked. 
 
    “Okay.” Cassidy thought for a moment and then took a deep breath. “So Brittany was a freshman the year I was a junior. We were only in school together for two years, but she made my life hell for that two years. At the beginning of my junior year, I’d been dating my boyfriend since the summer after eighth grade. His name was James Beecher, and he dumped me for Brittany right after school started. You would have thought that she would have been happy with that, but she wasn’t. She teased me all of the time and got her friends to join in. James told her secrets about me, and she spread them all around school. Toward the end of my senior year, she tried to get me to throw a punch at her, but I wouldn’t do it. I was too close to graduation. It made her furious that no matter what she said to me, I wouldn’t hit her. So she finally hit me. I had to defend myself, but Brittany got everyone to say I hit her first. The only reason I didn’t get expelled was because a teacher happened to see her hit me first. Still, the principal wanted to believe perfect Brittany and her perfect friends. The school board stepped in when the principal wouldn’t make a decision and almost kicked us both out. In the end, nothing happened to either of us. I didn’t get in trouble at all, and Brittany got a lunch detention. I think her father came in and raised hell and made a huge donation to the school district.” 
 
    “That’s horrible,” I said. 
 
    “She wasn’t the worst part, though. The worst part was that I thought James loved me, and he’d dropped me for her so fast. Not only that, but all that time she was tormenting me, he just stood back and watched. And he told her my secrets. Oh, gosh, Brighton. You don’t believe I did it, do you? I can’t believe this is happening.” 
 
    “No, Cassidy. I don’t believe you murdered Brittany. I do think the easiest way to prove you had nothing to do with it is just to share your alibi if the FBI asks.” 
 
    “The FBI? Oh, god.” 
 
    “Yeah, they think it’s a serial killer, so I doubt they think it was you. You were here working, right? That would make your alibi pretty rock solid.” 
 
    “That’s the thing. I wasn’t here. I don’t stay here most nights. It would take up a room that I could otherwise rent out. With the money I’m making for managing this place, I finally moved out of my parents’ house. I got my own apartment. Where I live alone. There’s no one who can vouch for me.” 
 
    “Hey, guys.” The sound of Grey’s voice startled us both. He stepped out of the dining room and into the front room. “I really wasn’t trying to eavesdrop. I just wanted to let you guys finish your conversation, but it went on for a while, and I didn’t want to keep skulking in the other room.” 
 
    “You heard it all?” Cassidy turned white. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Grey said soothingly. “Brighton is right. No one is going to think you did it. I’m sorry I listened in. This is so awkward. I just came back to look for my phone.” 
 
    “Oh, right. Here,” I said and handed it to him. “You left it on your toolbox again.” 
 
    “Thank you so much,” Grey said. “Anyway, I’m going to get out of you ladies’ hair now. Sorry again for being a huge creeper.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Cassidy said softly. “I’m just glad you don’t think I’m a killer.” 
 
    “I don’t know how anyone could think someone as sweet as you was a killer,” Grey said. 
 
    That brought the color back to Cassidy’s face, and she let out a short giggle. I had to actively try not to roll my eyes, but it was kind of him to make her feel better. 
 
    When I left the inn, I decided to head over to Amelda’s place and see if I could talk to Annika. Amelda was at the library working, but if Annika was still on lockdown, the house would be protected by so many wards that I wouldn’t even be able to get to the front door. I’d tried texting Annika too, but the messages just bounced back as undeliverable. 
 
    So I was shocked and delighted to see Annika sitting on the front porch of Amelda’s house when I pulled up. She stood up and waved frantically at me as I got out of the car. 
 
    “Brighton. I am so glad to see you,” she called across the yard to me. “I had a feeling you were coming, so I’ve been sitting out here.” 
 
    “Your grandmother’s magic isn’t going to zap me when I walk up to the house?” 
 
    “Hurry up, girl. I can counter her magic long enough for you to get up here.” 
 
    “How will I get back out?” I asked, but I’d already started walking up the sidewalk. 
 
    “Anyone can get out. It’s getting in that’s the problem.” 
 
    “Well, I made it,” I said as I climbed up the steps to the front porch. 
 
    “It’s so good to see you,” Annika said as she pulled me into a hug. “I know my grandmother means well, but I was about to turn her into a goat if I didn’t get to do something other than sit in my room and rest soon.” 
 
    “I’ve missed you too, Annika. I’ve come by so many times to see you, but Amelda always says I have to wait. My text messages bounce back as undeliverable too.” 
 
    “You know what? I love my family, but I am so done with this. Wait here,” she said. 
 
    “Annika?” I asked but she didn’t say anything. 
 
    Annika disappeared into the house, and I waited on the porch like she asked. I kept scanning the area thinking that Amelda or one of the other Skeenbauer witches was going to show up and vaporize me for being there. 
 
    A few minutes later, Annika came back out of the house with two suitcases and a duffle bag stuffed to near bursting. She skipped down the steps and started across the sidewalk to my car. 
 
    “Let’s go,” she called back over her shoulder. 
 
    “Annika, what are you doing?” 
 
    “I am busting out. It’s a jailbreak, and you’re my getaway driver,” Annika said as she opened the back seat of my car and tossed her stuff in. “Come on.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked, but I was already up out of my chair and headed for the car. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure,” she said. 
 
    Annika opened the passenger door and practically dove in. I hurried over to the driver’s side, threw the door open, and slid into my seat. 
 
    “Home then?” I asked her. 
 
    “Hit it, girl.” 
 
    It wasn’t a long drive to Annika’s house. Just a few blocks really. I pulled into her driveway and helped her take her bags up to the house. There was only one person out walking. It was one of Annika’s many aunts, but apparently, she didn’t know about the jailbreak because she just waved at us and smiled. 
 
    Annika waved back before she opened the door and we disappeared inside. “How mad is your grandmother going to be?” I asked. 
 
    “She can be mad all she wants. I’m fine now, and I couldn’t take being locked away for another day.” 
 
    “I can imagine, but I am glad that you’re okay. It was hard to see you so sick and then not be able to see you again,” I said. “But Remy did keep me up to date on your condition. Your grandmother did too. At least she didn’t let me worry.” 
 
    “Enough about me,” Annika said. “Everyone has been focused on me, and I know I sound like a brat complaining about that, but I really, really, really want to talk about something else. Any gossip?” 
 
    “You don’t know?” I asked. “Wow, they really have kept you sequestered.” 
 
    “Don’t know what?” Annika asked as she plopped onto her sofa. “What happened? Did you find another dead body or something?” She chuckled. 
 
    Annika really didn’t know. “Actually, I did. I found another dead body.” 
 
    “What? Oh, my gawd. What happened?” 
 
    “The dead body part isn’t even the worst of it, but I found her in the parking lot at Mann’s Gas & Grocery between the gas pumps. She was sliced up pretty badly. The FBI has taken over the case and taken it out of Thorn’s hands. That’s not even the kicker.” 
 
    “What is it? Stop keeping me in suspense.” 
 
    “She was my younger brother’s fiancée. They got in a fight and she was coming home after the fight. Brody is staying in my house because Thorn thought it was best if he stayed close by. The fact that he’s the victim’s partner makes him a suspect.” 
 
    “He didn’t though, obviously,” Annika said. “So tell me who you think it was, Brighton. You haven’t had your number one sidekick with you, but I know you’re all over this.” 
 
    “I was really thinking about trying not to get involved, but I can’t help it. I’ve got two suspects at my house, and I’ve run into two more. It’s like I can’t avoid it,” I said. 
 
    “You have two at your house? Brody and who else?” 
 
    “There’s a man named Grey Bane at my house building a garage. It’s a long story, but the gist of it is that his grandfather had a contract to build a garage with Maude thirty years ago. The payment got stuck at the bank for some reason, but because she was put in the institution, it never got sorted out. Well, the payment was released when the bank was doing computer updates, and Grey decided to honor the contract. So he’s building a garage at my house.” 
 
    “A contract from out of town shows up at your house the same day as a murder happens, and you’re just okay with that?” 
 
    “Yeah, I mean… if for no other reason than it’s too obvious, Annika. If he was some prolific serial killer that had murdered a bunch of girls, why would he stick around in Coventry after killing one just to build me a garage?” 
 
    “You’re right,” Annika said with a sigh. “He’d have to be the world’s stupidest serial killer. What’s he like?” 
 
    “You know that movie with the superheroes and there’s that one that’s from another planet and has a giant hammer?” 
 
    “Get out,” Annika said and slapped me on the arm. “He looks like that guy?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah.” 
 
    “I need to come meet this guy. What does your sheriff boyfriend have to say about you having the mega stud building you a garage?” 
 
    “He doesn’t like it because of the murder. Thorn is more worried about my relationship with Remy than with the Norse god working on my garage.” 
 
    “Should he be worried about Remy?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “I was confused at first about the whole thing, but I’m not anymore.” 
 
    “I suppose Remy made that easy for you. I swear, Brighton, I’ve been so close to Remy my whole life and I have no idea what got into him.” 
 
    “So you know?” 
 
    “About him using magic on you and spying on you and Thorn? Yeah. My whole family knows. Grandmother would have put him on lockdown too, but he’s redeeming himself by taking care of those creatures.” Annika shivered. “He’s got one chance to shed that darkness that’s taking root in him, and if he doesn’t, the Skeenbauer matriarchs will purge it from him using the old ways. It’s one thing to use a little dark magic from time to time, but it’s another to take it into your heart.” 
 
    “You really think it’s gone that far?” 
 
    “Wow, your radar is way off when it comes to these dudes, Brighton. I demand that you take me to meet this Grey Bane immediately so that I can evaluate him for myself.” 
 
    “Yeah, I bet you want to evaluate him,” I said with a chuckle. 
 
    “Hey, I’m just looking out for my best friend,” she said. “So is he at your house now?” 
 
    “No, he went home for the day. Cassidy at the inn said he’d moved to the little yellow trailer in Sunnydale Estates.” 
 
    “Oh, I see how it is. You’ve been hanging out with Cassidy while I’ve been in witch prison,” Annika teased. 
 
    “No, Grey left his phone on his toolbox at my house. I went to the inn to give it to him, and Cassidy told me he’d checked out and rented the yellow trailer. But that’s not all she told me,” I said. 
 
    “Ooh, gossip. Spill.” 
 
    “The victim was Brittany Hargrave. Apparently, she and Cassidy did not get along in high school.” 
 
    “Yeah, I heard some of that, but I was already out by the time they were in,” Annika responded. 
 
    “The main thing is that Brittany stole Cassidy’s boyfriend, and then proceeded to torture her for the two years they went to school together.” 
 
    “Right,” Annika said. “His name was James Beecher. He still lives in Coventry. Works at Tapped Out. It’s the tavern. A far cry from his high school glory days.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yeah, he was a big-time high school football star for those people into that stuff. He peaked in high school, though. James was supposed to go on to play college football and people talked like he was destined for the NFL, but he got injured at the end of his senior year. He tried to cover it up so he didn’t lose his college scholarship, but all that got him was addicted to prescription painkillers. He never did well in school because he thought football was his meal ticket. Now he manages the tavern. Probably why Brittany moved on to your brother.” 
 
    “You know the FBI thinks that a serial killer murdered her, but she sounds like the kind of person who makes a lot of enemies. Do you think they could have been wrong about the whole serial killer thing?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course they’re probably wrong about that. They’ll figure that out in a couple of days and turn the case back over to Thorn. To me, this just sounds like a case of someone who ticked off a lot of people reaping what she sowed,” Annika said. 
 
    “That’s kind of dark.” 
 
    “It is. I’m sorry. It’s just being cooped up for so long after almost dying has made me a bit cranky. Why don’t you take me to the little yellow trailer in Sunnydale Estates so I can meet this hunk o’ contractor you’ve got working for you.” 
 
    “You just want to show up at his house?” 
 
    “Yeah. Why not? What’s wrong, Brighton? You lost your edge while I’ve been away?” 
 
    “No,” I said with a huff. “Fine, I’ll take you.” 
 
    “Awesome! Let me…” 
 
    A car pulled up in front of the house and it cut Annika off. I turned around to look out the front window and immediately saw why. It was Amelda. Someone had ratted us out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    After Amelda chased me off so she could have a talk with Annika, I went home to check on Brody. I found him in the living room doing research on his laptop with Meri curled up next to him. It appeared that they had become fast friends, or at the very least, Meri didn’t hate him. 
 
    “Hey, Brighton.” He gave me a small wave when I walked through the front door. 
 
    “Hi,” I said. “What are you up to?” 
 
    “Oh, I was just doing a little research on Coventry. There isn’t a lot online about the history, and when I called the archives, they told me that the person who ran that department was on a short personal leave. So next I called the Coventry Historical Preservation Society, but when I told that Ralph guy who I was, he hung up on me. I take it you guys aren’t friends?” 
 
    “Okay, well, since you seem to be taking the whole witch thing and magic in Coventry thing well, I guess I can tell you,” I said. 
 
    “Tell me what?” Brody cocked one eyebrow. 
 
    “There’s a magical library in the attic. The entire history of the Tuttlesmith witches is contained in those books as well as generations of spell books. Ralph Badersmith hates me because he owns a rare and antique book shop. I won’t sell him any of our family books.” 
 
    “What? There’s a library of rare history books in your attic and you didn’t tell me?” 
 
    “I mean, I totally would have if it hadn’t slipped my mind. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Brody closed the laptop and stood up. “Come on?” 
 
    “You want me to take you up to the attic? Sure. I can show you around, but if you want to read most of the books, you’ll have to let me do a spell on you so you can read the witch language.” 
 
    “That’s all well and good, but we’re running an errand first.” 
 
    “An errand? I’d have thought you’d want to get right into those books.” 
 
    “I do. I mean, I will. But you have to understand something, Brighton. I can get lost in research for days. I need provisions, and while I was researching Coventry, I started looking into what’s around town right now. There’s a place called Prue’s Chocolate Treasures? I want to go and buy some candy.” 
 
    “You want to go buy chocolate before you see the library?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said as if it was the most natural thing possible. 
 
    It seemed strange given how much he loved research, but Brody was still grieving. Plus, Prue was a kitchen witch. Perhaps something about her website had called out to him. Maybe she had something he needed to heal. Far be it for me to stand in the way of that. 
 
    “All right. I’ll drive you over there. We’ll get some chocolate.” 
 
    “Could you be a dear and get some of her tuna fudge treats for me?” Meri interjected. 
 
    “Ew. What?” I asked. 
 
    “Tuna fudge treats. There’s no chocolate in it. She just makes special treats for pets,” Meri said with a flick of his tail. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “We can do that.” 
 
    “Whatever.” Meri closed his eyes and went back to snoozing. 
 
    “Whatever,” I retorted as we headed out the door. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    “The talking cat is a trip.” Brody buckled himself into the passenger side as I started my car. “He’s a feisty little bugger too.” 
 
    “Yeah, but he’s saved me more than once and he can obliterate demons like you wouldn’t believe. So I deal with his attitude,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    “You love that cat,” Brody teased. 
 
    “Don’t ever tell him that.” 
 
    The ride over to Prue’s shop was quiet. We parked in the square so that Brody could get a look at the statues out in front of the courthouse, and when he was done taking pictures of them with his phone, we walked over to Prue’s Chocolate Treasures. There were a couple of customers ahead of us in line, so Brody perused the case to see what he wanted while I located the bags of tuna fudge for cats on one of the shelves. 
 
    I grabbed two of them and made my way back over to where Brody stood in front of the cases. He’d stopped in front of a pile of pecan praline fudge that was studded with big, fat whole pecans. 
 
    “That looks good,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m thinking of getting this one and some of that s’more fudge in the case over there.” 
 
    “Both very good choices,” I said. “And hey, if you share a little, I’ll buy.” 
 
    “You don’t have to do that,” Brody said sheepishly. 
 
    “It’s okay. I know that grad school is expensive and you can only work part-time,” I said and leaned over to whisper in his ear. “Plus, we live in a magic house. Sometimes you’ll just find money or other things you need stuffed in books or in a jar in the kitchen.” 
 
    “Seriously?” he asked with wide eyes. 
 
    “Totally.” 
 
    “That’s awesome.” Brody smiled for the first time since he’d come back. 
 
    I was about to tell him that it was awesome, and that he was welcome to stay and research for as long as he wanted, when the door over Prue’s shop rang and a furious-looking man with tousled curly brown hair and red-rimmed green eyes stepped through the door. And by tousled, I meant messy and uncombed. 
 
    “You,” the guy said and pointed at Brody. 
 
    “Brody, what’s going on?” I instinctively took a step in front of my younger brother. 
 
    “Is that?” Brody looked around me and squinted his eyes at the guy. “I think that’s James Beecher. Brittany’s ex,” he said to me. 
 
    “Ding. Ding. Ding.” Apparently, James said. “She must have talked about me a lot if you know who I am.” 
 
    “Actually, very little,” Brody snarked. 
 
    “You’re a murderer,” James said. 
 
    He took a step toward Brody and I. Brody walked around me, and within seconds, the two of them were almost nose to nose. James’s nostrils flared, and I could feel the contempt seeping off of him as he stared furiously at my brother. 
 
    “You’re nuts,” Brody said. “I loved her. I didn’t kill her.” 
 
    “You loved her, huh?” James needled. “She didn’t love you. She didn’t want you anymore. That’s why you killed her. Brittany was coming home to be with me. She was done with you, and you killed her for it. My beautiful girl is dead because of your jealousy.” 
 
    “I didn’t kill her, James. What do you mean she was coming here to be with you?” 
 
    “She called me after your argument. Brittany said she had to see me and that she was going to be in Coventry by morning. I don’t know how you found out she was coming here to be with me. You must have spied on her.” 
 
    “I had no idea she was talking to you. As far as I knew, you were the past. She and I were going to be married,” Brody said, but he had begun to sound defeated. 
 
    “I wasn’t her past. I was her future. Not you. I was her first love, and you never could have replaced me. You were just a distraction. You were a mistake.” 
 
    Brody’s hands balled into fists. He had calmed for a moment, but when James called him a mistake, my brother began to shake with rage. I could just sense that they were about to come to blows. 
 
    Just as I took out my phone to call Thorn, the door to Prue’s shop opened again. Prue had her phone in her hand, and I assumed she was about to call Thorn as well. But she put the phone back in the cradle when Grey walked in. He commanded the attention of the whole room including Brody and James. 
 
    Without even asking what was going on, Grey was able to size up the situation. He stepped between Brody and James, gently pushing them apart. 
 
    “Gentlemen, I think you need to take a moment to calm down,” he said in a commanding but peaceful voice. “There’s no need to fight in this establishment.” 
 
    “Who the heck are you?” James snapped. 
 
    “My name is Grey Bane. I’m just a customer here like you, but I hope I can help you gentlemen sort this out. I’d hate for Brighton or the young woman behind the counter to have to call the police on you because you can’t work this out like civilized adults.” 
 
    “That jerk killed my girlfriend, and you want me to be civilized,” James spat. 
 
    “She wasn’t your girlfriend,” Brody growled. “Brittany was my fiancée.” 
 
    “Whoa, guys,” Grey said and put his hands out to keep them from pouncing on each other. “Are you talking about the young woman who died recently?” Grey looked over at me, and I nodded my head yes to confirm. 
 
    “I saw her pull into that grocery store parking lot that morning on my way to Brighton’s house. I didn’t see anyone who looked like Brody around. In fact, I didn’t see anyone around. I wish with all of my heart that I’d stuck around to make sure she was all right,” Grey said. 
 
    “Hey, maybe you did it,” James said and turned his attention to Grey. 
 
    “Brighton can confirm that I was outside her house working on the garage during the time the girl had to have been killed. There’s no way that I could have killed the young woman and been over to Brighton’s and working on her garage that fast.” 
 
    I nodded my head yes. It would have been nearly impossible for Grey to have been the murderer without using some serious magic, and from what I could tell, he wasn’t a witch. Plus, I’d seen the video of her murder and the man in the video wasn’t as big as Grey. 
 
    “I don’t think there’s any way it was Grey,” I said. “I couldn’t see the face of the man in the surveillance footage Bob got, but it just couldn’t have been Grey.” 
 
    James’s shoulders slumped and he let out a sigh. Without another word, he turned and left the shop in defeat. He’d come in so sure that he knew who had killed Brittany and left just as confused as I was. 
 
    One thing was for sure. I would have to get involved in solving Brittany’s murder. I’d have to steer clear of the FBI, but I needed to find the real killer to protect Brody. 
 
    If Brittany was still talking to her ex-boyfriend behind my brother’s back, and if she was running to James whenever she and Brody got in an argument, then James wouldn’t be the only one who thought Brody did it. The revelation that Brittany might not have been faithful would only serve to make Brody look more guilty. 
 
    Brody and I purchased a few boxes of candies from Prue. We’d bought the pecan praline and s’more fudge we wanted with the tuna treats for Meri. I also paid for the candy for the other two customers who’d witnessed the confrontation between Brody and James as a gesture of good will. And I’d given Prue a huge tip in her tip jar.  
 
    “She was cheating on me,” Brody said as we drove back to Hangman’s House. 
 
    “Did you know that before today?” I asked as gently as I could. 
 
    “I’d had reservations, but she’d get so angry anytime I would question something suspicious she’d done. She’d end up making me feel awful for even asking,” he said. 
 
    “You were being manipulated,” I said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    When we got back to the house, neither Brody nor I could hold still. We were driving each other nuts pacing the floors and trying to stay busy. He’d pick up a book to read and then close it with a sigh. I wished I had more work lined up so that I had something to do. Part of me considered going outside and trying to work on the garage myself, but that seemed like a terrible idea. 
 
    “I’m going to be arrested,” Brody said out of nowhere. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said and stood up. “It’s a feeling I have. Does that mean something?” 
 
    “Meri?” I asked our familiar who had been sitting beside Brody on the sofa. 
 
    “It’s probably his intuition kicking in,” Meri said. 
 
    I looked out the window and didn’t see anyone. “There’s no one outside.” 
 
    “Well, that’s good,” Meri said. “It means you have some lead time.” 
 
    “We have to do something,” I said. “We can’t just sit here and wait for them to arrest you. We’ve got to try to clear your name.” 
 
    “How can we do that?” Brody asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. Do you have a key to Brittany’s place? We could go look for clues. She wasn’t living with you, right?” 
 
    “She stayed at my place a lot, but technically she still lived in the dorms.” 
 
    “We should go there. Do you have a key?” 
 
    “I do. I keep the keycard to get into the building and her room in my wallet,” Brody said. “Do you think it will still work?” 
 
    “I doubt anyone would have thought to shut it off. Especially if she didn’t tell anyone she gave it to you. What about a roommate?” 
 
    “She didn’t have one. Her father paid for a private dorm. Brittany wanted an apartment, but he wouldn’t pay for that even though it probably would have been cheaper. It would have given her too much freedom, and he couldn’t have that.” 
 
    “She could have gotten a job and paid for her own apartment,” I said. 
 
    “Brittany mentioned that once, and he said if she did, he’d stop paying her tuition,” Brody said. “He was a control freak, Brighton. It’s why I forgave her so often. I figured she was just rebelling and that she’d grow out of it. I can see now that I shouldn’t have ignored the stuff she did. In the end, I didn’t help her.” 
 
    “What happened to her is not your fault, Brody,” I said. “Unless there’s something you’re not telling me.” 
 
    “No,” he said quietly. “I just tried to love her.” 
 
    “Nothing we can do about it now except try to prove it wasn’t you,” I said. “I’ll let you drive since you know where her dorm is.” 
 
    “Won’t I get in trouble for leaving town?” Brody asked, but he still grabbed his car keys from the end table. 
 
    “You’re not leaving-leaving,” I said. “We’ll be back in a couple of hours. In time for dinner even. Thorn will be over after work, so it’s just a quick in and out.” 
 
    “I’m coming too,” Meri said. “I won’t leave you two to your own devices. I have a feeling nothing good could come of that.” 
 
    “Fine,” I said and got the tote bag I carried Meri in down from the coat rack. “Get in.” 
 
    We piled into Brody’s car and headed for the college campus. The whole way there, Brody kept looking in the rearview mirror. I think he expected to get pulled over and arrested, but he seemed so nervous that I didn’t want to ask. 
 
    “There are cameras watching the parking lot in front of the dorms,” Brody said as he pulled into a lot near a huge glass building. “But this is the science building. There are some gardens behind it. We’ll walk through those and it will take us to the back doors at Brittany’s dorm.” 
 
    I followed Brody through the parking lot, around the building and past a fenced-in garden area, and finally we arrived at another large parking lot. The building on the other side of that was our destination. 
 
    It was one building in a line of residential housing, but it was by far the fanciest. The exterior was brick as opposed to the vinyl siding of the other dorms. Opulent landscaping surrounded the building even in what was considered the back. The front side of Brittany’s dorm must have been stunning, but I wouldn’t get the chance to see it. 
 
    We walked quickly up to the back door and Brody waved a white plastic card over a sensor next to the door. A little green light lit up and the lock popped. 
 
    “It worked,” Brody said as he pulled the door open for me. 
 
    The building was quiet. Most of the girls who lived there must have either been at class or out doing whatever rich college-age girls did in the late afternoon and early evening. I had no idea what that was as I hadn’t gone to college. A couple of years of community college taken while working a variety of full-time jobs was all I had under my belt. Brody was the academic of the family. 
 
    What residents there were didn’t question our presence. It occurred to me that was because I was finally old enough that I just looked like an adult. No one questioned it. To a bunch of college girls, I was a potential authority figure, but that played to our advantage as no one bothered us on the way to Brittany’s room. 
 
    The hallway outside of her dorm was empty. Brody swiped the key card over the sensor outside of her room, and again we got the green light when the door opened. 
 
    We both walked in and closed the door quickly behind us. I looked around at the luxurious furnishings. Brittany’s room was not what I thought of when I thought of a dorm room. 
 
    There was a huge four-poster bed in the center or the room. When I thought about a dorm room, I picture two twin beds wedged into the corners of a narrow room, but Brittany’s room was at least twice as large as I’d expected. She had a separate seating area with a huge flat-screen television hung on the wall, and another area with a small refrigerator, microwave, and table with chairs. 
 
    A small desk sat by the window, and I decided to look there first. The space where her laptop probably sat was empty. I tried to remember if Brittany had a bag with her when I found her, but even if she didn’t, it might have been in her car. Either way, if she had it with her, the FBI had taken it with them. 
 
    “What are we looking for?” Brody asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure. But we’ll know it if we find it. Meri, look under the bed and the furniture,” I instructed. 
 
    “Oh, sure. Because I’m short I have to…” 
 
    “Meri,” I scolded. “Come on. Please?” 
 
    “Fine,” he said and disappeared under the bed. 
 
    I checked her desk drawers and found nothing, but then a thought occurred to me. We might not have access to any of her texts or emails, but what if she’d written a letter? The desk had revealed nothing, but then I remembered where I hid notes and letters when I was younger. 
 
    Brittany’s dresser sat against the wall next to the bathroom door. I pulled each drawer open until I found her sock drawer. Sure enough, there was an envelope addressed to James in it. 
 
    “Bingo,” I said and pulled the letter out. 
 
    “Let me see that,” Brody said and reached for the letter. 
 
    “No, wait. It’s to James. Let me read it first and make sure it’s something you want to see,” I said. 
 
    “Fine, but don’t hide things from me, Brighton. I don’t need you to protect me.” 
 
    I read the letter, and it was most likely something Brody didn’t want to see. It was intended to break things off with James officially, but Brittany said that she loved James. The only reason she was going to marry Brody was because her father would never let her marry a man who managed a small-town tavern.  
 
    Then it went on to say that she might not even marry Brody because he was going into research and had no more ambitions to be a professor at a prestigious university. But that either way, she could never marry James. Brittany did promise that they could still have a physical relationship if he wanted to continue because she would never really want to be with another man besides him. There was a lipstick print kiss at the bottom. 
 
    “What does it say?” Meri asked impatiently.  
 
    I was about to tell Brody that the letter made it more likely that people would think he was guilty when someone pounded on the dorm room door. “Campus police,” the man outside announced. “Open the door or I will force entry.” 
 
    “It’s not exactly force if he uses a keycard,” Brody whispered and rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Shh,” I hushed him and pointed to the bathroom. 
 
    Brody looked at me like I was nuts and threw his hands up as if to ask what the heck I was thinking. I just glared at him and pointed more emphatically at the bathroom. He let out a quiet sigh and walked in with Meri hot on his heels. 
 
    I followed him in and retrieved the container of salt I always had with me from my purse. After pouring a line of it across the threshold, I pulled out a small black candle and a my lighter. 
 
    “What are you doing? Summoning a demon?” Brody asked. 
 
    “She’s setting up a protection spell,” Meri countered. “With my magic augmenting it, hopefully, the human will completely ignore the bathroom.” 
 
    “So shh,” I said just as the campus police officer opened the door. 
 
    He came in and looked around like he couldn’t believe there was no one there. The officer even went to the window to look out like maybe someone had escaped that way, but the spell worked. It was as if he had no awareness that there was even a bathroom in the dorm. He didn’t even look in our direction. 
 
    A minute later, the cop left. I blew the candle out, ran the wick under the water to make sure it was really out, and stuck it back in my purse. I stashed the letter in there too.  
 
    “You should put the letter back, Brighton,” Brody said. “I don’t think the FBI has searched this room yet, and it feels really illegal to take it.” 
 
    “But it makes you look guilty,” I said. 
 
    “It makes me look more guilty if someone finds out we took it,” Brody countered. 
 
    “Fine,” I said. “You’re right.” 
 
    I took a picture of the letter with my phone and slid it back into the envelope. As I was pushing some of the socks out of the way so I could hide the letter underneath them, the paper lining the bottom of the drawer came up a little. Underneath was another envelope. That one had Brittany’s name on it. 
 
    “What’s that?” Meri asked. 
 
    “Another letter hidden in the drawer,” I said. 
 
    “Well, open it,” Brody said. 
 
    “I’m taking it with me. It was hidden. No one knows about it,” I said. 
 
    “Brighton,” Brody warned. 
 
    “No, we have to get out of here before someone realizes we really are in here and the cop comes back. Whatever this is, Brittany didn’t want anyone to know about it. I’m taking it,” I said. 
 
    Brody gave me a nod and Meri hopped back into his bag. I took their silence as regretful consent and stuffed the envelope into my purse. 
 
    The campus police officer was long gone, and we made it out of the building and out to the car without getting caught. As we were leaving, Meri cast a spell to rid everything we’d touched of my fingerprints just in case the FBI tested for them when they finally got around to searching Brittany’s dorm room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    While Brody drove back to Coventry, I read the letter. What it contained broke my heart. Everything I’d learned about Brittany pointed toward her being a terrible and manipulative person, but after reading the letter her father had written her, I sort of understood why. She was probably always in self-preservation mode. 
 
    The letter nearly brought me to tears. I didn’t know how old it was, but her father had written it to her while she was in college. The most heartbreaking part was that she’d kept it. I had no idea why someone would want to hang on to something so depressing. 
 
    At some point, Brittany must have wanted to change her major to something her father didn’t approve of. Apparently, she’d even tried to stand up for herself. 
 
    “Did Brittany ever mention wanting to change her major to psychology?” I asked. 
 
    “Hmm,” Brody said. “She did back when we first met. We’d only been dating for a couple of weeks at that point. She went home for Christmas vacation, but when she came back, Brittany said she’d changed her mind. She said that she thought finance suited her better after all.” 
 
    “I don’t think she decided that,” I said and folded the letter back up. 
 
    “Why? What is it?” Brody asked. 
 
    “It’s a letter from her father. He didn’t want her to change her major to something he thought of as stupid. Gregory told her that if she ever mentioned it again, he’d pull her out of school and disown her. He then went on to tell her that if she ever mouthed off to him again, he’d wring the life out of her.” 
 
    “Do you think?” Brody asked. 
 
    “What? Do I think her father might have murdered her?” I asked. “He does have a dreadful temper. He showed up at the store right after the murder and started yelling at Bob and me. He was a little scary.” 
 
    “She said her father was strict, but Brittany would never really talk about it. I didn’t realize it was because he was so awful that she was afraid to talk about him,” Brody said. 
 
    “I’ll talk to Thorn about it,” I said. 
 
    “You’re going to tell your sheriff boyfriend that you broke into Brittany’s dorm room and stole a letter?” Brody asked. 
 
    “I am,” I said. “But first I want to talk to Brittany’s father about this letter.” 
 
    “Brighton, that’s a terrible idea. Especially if you think he might be a killer. Plus, he’s a surgeon at the hospital in the city. He’s probably at his condo and not even in Coventry right now.” 
 
    “Then I’ll talk to her mother,” I said. 
 
    “She’s not going to talk to you,” Meri said from the back seat. “If he’s as bad as all that, there’s no way the mother is going to talk to you. She’s either just as bad as the father or she’s an enabler.” 
 
    “But I think I know someone who will talk to you,” Brody said. “She might not know anything, though.” 
 
    “Who’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “Brittany has an older sister named Clarissa. She’s only a year and a half older than Brittany.” 
 
    “Well, where is she? Where does she go to college? Do we need to turn back around?” 
 
    “Clarissa doesn’t go to college. She lives in the trailer park in Coventry and works in the mailroom at the courthouse, as far as I know. She’s the black sheep of the family. Disowned for being a deviant and a criminal, but I now have my doubts that she’s actually what her family accused her of being,” Brody said. 
 
    “Then let’s go talk to Clarissa,” I said. “Do you know her address?” 
 
    “I’ve been to her trailer once,” Brody said. “Brittany went there to get something from her. I don’t know what. I waited in the car.” 
 
    “You’ve been to Coventry before?” I was surprised. 
 
    “A few times because of Brittany’s family,” Brody answered. 
 
    “Did you ever go by Hangman’s House?” I asked. “It’s so weird that you’ve been here before but the town never affected you.” 
 
    “I didn’t go to Hangman’s House. It was your inheritance. I don’t know, Brighton. I suppose I never really thought about it, but it is strange.” 
 
    “Since he hadn’t come into his power, he willfully ignored it all. Just like the humans,” Meri said. “My guess is that between short visits and never going to Hangman’s House, Brody never had the chance to feel his powers.” 
 
    Brody drove us to Clarissa’s trailer. We passed a small yellow trailer on the way, and I assumed it was Grey’s even though his work van wasn’t parked out in front. 
 
    We pulled into the driveway of a small white trailer surrounded by pots of flowers. Each of them was a different size and color, and even the trailer’s windows had boxes of flowers attached just under the sills. 
 
    A small wooden deck stained a cheery blue color led to the front door. Clarissa could only afford a modest abode because her wealthy family had cut her off, but it was obvious she took great pride in her home. It was hers through her own hard work, and she’d made the absolute best of it. 
 
    I knocked on the door, and when it opened, my stomach turned. The cheerful face looking back at me looked so much like Brittany’s that it made me flash back to finding her dead. They were a year and a half apart, but they could have been twins. 
 
    “Hello,” she said and stepped out onto the deck. “I don’t know you.” But her eyes moved to Brody. “But I do recognize you. You were my sister’s fiancé.” The thought of her sister stole the cheer from her eyes, and I immediately felt awful for bringing the painful reminder to her door. 
 
    “I wanted to talk to you about your sister,” I said.  
 
    “Are you with the police? The FBI has already talked to me, but I didn’t know anything. Brittany and I weren’t close anymore. I hadn’t seen much of her for years. Even when I did, it was never for long. He can tell you that,” she said and nodded toward Brody. “The times he came here with her, she stayed just long enough to drop off whatever letter or package she’d been tasked with delivering for my parents.” 
 
    “That’s what I wanted to speak with you about,” I said. “Your parents. Well, more about your father.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay. That’s not a front porch conversation. Please come in,” she said and stepped out of the way. “Your cat can come in too. You don’t have to leave him in the car.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes, very much. Please don’t leave the kitty in the car. He’s welcome.” 
 
    I retrieved Meri from the car and joined Brody and Clarissa inside. Her living room featured an assortment of eclectic furniture that I guessed she’d purchased second-hand. Still, it was all charmingly coordinated and well cared for from the blue loveseat that nearly matched the color of the front deck to the refinished oak coffee table. 
 
    “I was thinking of making some coffee. Would you like some?” 
 
    “Sure. Thank you.” 
 
    “Me too. Thank you,” Brody said after me. 
 
    We sat quietly while Clarissa went into the kitchen to make coffee. There was a gap in the wall between the living room and the kitchen. The half wall came up from the bottom and the kitchen cabinets hung from the top, but through the middle, I could see Clarissa busying herself with the coffee. 
 
    She came back into the living room a few minutes later with two mugs of coffee in one hand and the third in the other. I stood up to help her, but Clarissa deftly bowed down and set the coffee cups on the table. 
 
    “I got this,” she said. “Before I got the job at the courthouse, I waited tables. I can handle way more than three little coffee mugs. Let me grab my cream and sugar. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    She returned moments later and set a small container with packets of creamer, sugar, and sweetener on the coffee table. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said and grabbed a couple of packets of creamer and sweetener. 
 
    “You’re most welcome. So why don’t you tell me what you want to know about my father. Let’s just get down to it.” 
 
    “Okay. I can do that,” I said. “Brody found a letter from your father to Brittany.” 
 
    It was a lie, and I felt bad about it, but I couldn’t tell her that we’d found it while searching Brittany’s dorm room. Brody finding the letter seemed like a viable and harmless version of the events. 
 
    “That can’t be good, then,” Clarissa said. “His letters were never about anything good.” 
 
    I handed her the letter and then drank my coffee while she read it. Her eyes moved from the bottom of the page to the top again as she reread the letter more than once. When she was done, she handed it back to me and I tucked it into my purse. 
 
    “Brittany had been the golden child in the family for a long time,” Clarissa said. 
 
    “And she wasn’t any more when she mentioned changing her major?” I asked. 
 
    “No, it wasn’t then. She lost the golden child status shortly before I left the house. Nobody but Brittany knew that I knew why either.” 
 
    “You don’t have to tell us,” I said, but I could have kicked myself. I’d gone to Clarissa’s house to get information on Gregory Hargrave, but I felt so terrible about bringing up painful memories. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Clarissa said with a soft smile. “I lived in a house where we were required to keep secrets for too long. I’m done with all that now. I probably should have said something to someone sooner, but I’m still afraid of my parents. I got out of the house, but I’m not far enough away. 
 
    “I wanted to go to Oregon or Washington and get as far away from them as possible, but I have a younger sister that still lives at home. My brother is the golden child now, but my little sister isn’t like the rest of them. I rarely get to talk to her and I see her even less, but I’ve promised her I’ll stay here for when she turns eighteen in three years. I told her she can move in with me as soon as it’s legal, and I intend to keep that promise. 
 
    “So I’ve been too afraid to reveal his secret. But what can they do? Move away? I’d just follow along to wherever Amanda said they were going and wait for her there. I’ve learned to live on very little, so my life is quite mobile.” 
 
    “You’re a good big sister,” Brody said, but I noticed that he was looking at me when he said it. 
 
    “But you didn’t come here to talk about all that,” Clarissa said. “You want to know if my father could have killed Brittany. Well, I can tell you that he’s killed before.” 
 
    “What?” I set my mug of coffee down on the table a little too hard. 
 
    “It wasn’t murder that time per se.” 
 
    “But he has killed someone?” I asked. 
 
    “As a surgeon he’s probably killed a lot of people. He’s talented, but he doesn’t have the temperament to have people’s lives in his hands. That being said, I know of one particular case where his negligence killed someone. He doesn’t know that I know, but my father knew that Brittany had overheard him talking to his lawyer about it. That was when I left home. I knew my parents were toxic, and I had to go. I offered to take Brittany with me, but she didn’t want to give up the lifestyle my parent’s wealth afforded her. She didn’t want to give it all up for this,” Clarissa said and waved her hand around the living room. “But all this is freedom to me. It’s far more important than a fancy education. I refused to spend any more of my life under my father’s thumb for financial gain.” 
 
    “So you think that your father could have killed Brittany because he thought she was going to expose him?” Brody asked. 
 
    “I don’t want to level that kind of accusation, but I can’t say no. I’ve seen him when he’s flown into a rage. I know he’s capable of it.” 
 
    “Thank you for talking with us and for being so open,” I said. 
 
    “I hope it helps,” Clarissa said. “In the end, I wasn’t able to help her. I wish there had been more that I could do.” 
 
    “You’ll be there for your little sister,” Brody said. “That’s what matters now.” 
 
    “I am sorry for your loss,” Clarissa said and stood up. “But Keisha hired me to wash dishes at the diner. I’ve got to get into my evening shift.” 
 
    “We’ll get out of your hair then,” I said and stood up too. “Thank you again.” 
 
    After we rounded up Meri, Brody and I left. Once we were in the car, a single tear rolled down Brody’s face. He swiped it away quickly. 
 
    “I had no idea things were so bad for her. I wish I’d done more, but she wouldn’t let me,” he said. 
 
    “It sounds like Brittany had a hard life and it caused her to have a lot of demons,” I said. “I’m so sorry you’re going through this. I wish I could have protected you.” 
 
    “You’re really different than what I expected,” Brody said. “I’m sorry that I let mom come between us.” 
 
    “I’m glad you realized what was happening. We could have ended up estranged for the rest of our lives.” I offered him a smile. “But we can move forward now. No reason to dwell on the past.” 
 
    “You’re not mad at me?” 
 
    “Not at all. You were just a kid.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    When we pulled up in front of the house, Brody and I found Remy and Grey squared off in the front yard like they were about to exchange blows. Without thinking, I jumped out of the car and ran over to the spot where they stood attempting to stare each other down. 
 
    “What is going on here?” I practically shouted when I reached them. 
 
    I hadn’t seen any more than them staring at each other, but I could feel the tension in the air. You could have cut it with a knife. 
 
    “I caught this one trying to sneak into your house. I came by to bring you some paperwork and caught him opening your side window,” Grey said and shoved his finger into Remy’s chest hard. “I was going to call the police, but he said he was your friend. What I want to know is why someone who is your friend is trying to creep into your window?” 
 
    “That’s absolutely not true, Brighton,” Remy growled. “I came by to see you. I rang your doorbell, and while I was waiting for someone to answer, this guy comes up and starts getting in my face. Asking all of these questions about who I am and what I want with you. He was acting like you belong to him or something.” 
 
    Had it not been for Remy previously admitting to watching me, I never would have believed Grey’s story. But because of what Remy had done and the darkness taking over him, I had serious doubts. Plus, I had no reason to doubt Grey. Why would he lie to me? Why would he make up stories about Remy? They didn’t even know each other. 
 
    “Brighton, who is this guy?” Brody asked as he approached us. 
 
    “This is Remy. He is a friend of mine,” I said and looked at Grey. “Though, I don’t know why he would be climbing in my window.” 
 
    “Brighton, you can’t seriously believe this guy? Over me? What? Throwing me over for Thorn wasn’t enough? Now you’re going to what? Ditch us both? For this guy?” 
 
    “Watch it,” Grey said in an icy voice. 
 
    “Maybe we should all just take a breather,” Brody said. He obviously had some experience breaking up fights between guys. “Brighton and I have had a long day. She’s expecting Thorn soon, so why don’t we all go our separate ways for now.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” I said and rubbed my temples. “Remy, I’ll call you soon.” 
 
    “Brighton, I’m sorry,” Remy said. 
 
    “For what?” I demanded a little more harshly than I meant. 
 
    “For ever making you doubt me. I’ll go.” 
 
    “I’ll see you bright and early in the morning,” Grey said. 
 
    They both left, and Brody and I went inside. “He forgot to give you the paperwork,” Brody said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Grey. The contractor. He said he came by to bring you paperwork, but he didn’t give you any. In fact, I don’t think he had any in his hand.” 
 
    “He probably left it in the van. He’s forgetful, but the garage is looking good. He does good work.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s probably it. I got a bad vibe off of one of them. Something dark.” 
 
    “Yeah, Remy isn’t the same,” I said. “He went a little too far with self-serving and dark magic, and it’s like it’s infected him. It’s not really him, though, Brody. He was good and kind and sweet before.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re just a terrible judge of character,” Brody teased. “I mean you did marry that Donnie guy.” 
 
    “Don’t remind me,” I said with a huff. “But what about Thorn? Or are you saying he might not be good either?” 
 
    “No, Thorn seems like a good guy. He seems like the type that always does the right thing,” Brody said. 
 
    “Well, Remy said that Thorn would break my heart.” 
 
    “Remy is strange. I think you overlooked it because you have a good heart. You should be careful.” 
 
    “Well, I’m going to go carefully make dinner. Can you let Thorn in when he gets here?” 
 
    “Oh, are you making something intense?” 
 
    “If the house is willing, I was thinking of making homemade pizza,” I said. 
 
    The house wasn’t willing. Once again, the fridge was empty and the pantry was as well. Okay, there was one thing in the pantry. One can of tuna. 
 
    “Brody,” I called from the kitchen. “How about we go out for pizza?” 
 
    “What’s going on?” he said as he walked into the kitchen. 
 
    “Once again, the house has emptied out the food. This happened the other day when I went to the store.” 
 
    “The day you found Brittany?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Maybe we should go out then,” he said and looked around nervously. 
 
    “Why are you looking around like that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I just got a bad feeling. It’s like we’re being watched.” 
 
    I’d seen Remy pull out of the driveway in his car, but it was possible that he’d just gone around the block and come back. He’d promised me that the wasn’t going to do anything like that anymore, but maybe Brody was right. Maybe I was just a bad judge of character. 
 
    “Well, let’s go,” I said. “I don’t think the diner has pizza, though. There’s a pizza place, but I haven’t been there. I’ll need to look it up.” 
 
    “How do you live in Coventry and not know how to get to the pizza place? I’ve only been here a few times and I know it.” 
 
    “I haven’t been here that long, and I haven’t been everywhere in town yet. Come on. I’ll drive. I think I remember how to get there.” 
 
    Easy as Pie was in one of the neighborhoods I hadn’t had the chance to visit yet. It was on the outskirts of town but on the opposite side from the church, the new cemetery, and from me.  
 
    It wasn’t as busy as Dumbledore’s Diner, but there were a few cars in the parking lot. One of them was a big black SUV that looked like it probably belonged to an FBI agent. 
 
    I’d called Thorn and told him we were going out for pizza, and he agreed to meet us there. We went in and got a table. I knew what kind of pizza Thorn liked, so we ordered as soon as we could. I knew from experience that he’d be hungry when he showed up, so it was best to try and have the food waiting. 
 
    We got three pizzas. Not that the three of us would eat three whole large pizzas, but I figured it was no fun getting pizza at all if there weren’t leftovers in the morning for breakfast.  
 
    “We’ll have one extra pepperoni, one black and green olives with mushrooms on half, and one ham and pineapple.” 
 
    “I’ll get that order right in,” the waitress said. 
 
    When she walked away, Brody’s expression was horrified. “Oh, no. Please don’t tell me that pineapple pizza is for Thorn.” 
 
    “It is,” I said with a chuckle. 
 
    “Whelp, I was wrong about him after all,” Brody said. “You should pick creepy dude. At least he doesn’t eat pineapple on pizza.” 
 
    “Brody.” 
 
    “I’m serious. What kind of deviant eats fruit on pizza?” 
 
    “The kind that is madly and deeply in love with your sister,” Thorn said from behind me, and I realized that he’d been standing there the whole time.  
 
    I scooted over and let him into the booth. “Sorry about my brother,” I said and stuck my tongue out at Brody. 
 
    “He’s okay. What kind of pizza does he like?” Thorn asked. “You can tell a lot about a man by his pizza toppings.” 
 
    “He’s double pepperoni all the way,” I said. “At least, that used to be your favorite. I hope it’s okay that I ordered it.” 
 
    “Of course,” Brody said. “I take my pizza very seriously, and I would have told you if I wanted something different. But you have to tell me what’s up with the olive and half mushroom?” 
 
    “Brighton is a mostly vegetarian,” Thorn said. 
 
    “Yep, and I get mushroom on half because I like it, but I don’t want it on the whole pizza. I like it with just the olives too.” 
 
    “I see. So is being… uh… what we are going to turn me into a tree hugger too?” Brody asked. 
 
    “Probably,” I retorted. 
 
    The waitress brought us drinks, and we made small talk until the pizza arrived. I wasn’t sure about bringing up the letter and going to the FBI over dinner, but I wasn’t sure if there would be a good time for it. 
 
    Agent Anna Pennhurst was in the pizza joint with us, but she wasn’t seated anywhere near our booth. I’d seen her on the way in, but she’d ignored me. I’d been grateful for that because I hadn’t wanted to make fake polite conversation.  
 
    “Something’s on your mind,” Thorn said as I finished off my first slice. 
 
    “We don’t have to talk about it over dinner,” I said. 
 
    “No better time than the present,” Thorn said. 
 
    He waved down the waitress and ordered a beer. It was as if he knew I was about to tell him something he didn’t want to hear. I wondered if I was that easy to read, or if we were just in sync. After I’d told him that I loved him, my hair had turned completely red. I had no idea what my love for Thorn had to do with my powers, but that was a topic for another day. 
 
    “Brody and I went to Brittany’s dorm room today to look for… uh… we went to look for clues.” 
 
    “Brighton.” Thorn’s voice had that I’m the sheriff edge to it, and I knew the rest of the conversation would be rough. 
 
    But there wasn’t anything to do except just tell him the truth, so that’s what I did. I told him about the letter and our conversation with Clarissa. When I was finished telling him, Thorn let out a harsh breath through his nose. 
 
    “You’ve put me in a bad position,” he said. “I should take that letter and what you’ve told me to the FBI, but how can I do that? How could I do that to you? But this is my career, Brighton.” 
 
    “I know,” I said and patted his thigh. “And I don’t expect you to put your career on the line to cover for me, Thorn. Agent Pennhurst is here in the restaurant. I’m going to take her the letter and tell her how I got it.” 
 
    “Let me do it, Brighton,” Brody said. “Brittany was my responsibility.” 
 
    “No, Brody. I’m not going to let you take the fall for me. Going to her dorm was my idea.” 
 
    “If you get arrested, I’ll get Meri and we’ll find a way to get you out of it,” Brody said. 
 
    “Yeah, we’ll get the cat and do a jailbreak,” Thorn said with a soft smile. 
 
    He kissed me on the head, and then got up to let me out of the booth. When I started to walk toward Agent Pennhurst’s table, I realized Thorn was right by my side.  
 
    “Can you get the food boxed up?” he asked Brody. 
 
    Brody gave him a head nod yes, so Thorn and I made our way to Anna’s table. Their food was already in boxes, and it looked as though she and another agent were having a post-dinner glass of wine and chatting. 
 
    “Sheriff Wilson and Brighton Longfield, what can I do for you?” 
 
    “I need to talk to you about something,” I said. “Thorn is just along for the ride.” 
 
    “Please sit,” she said. “Unless you think we need to go to our temporary office for this?” 
 
    “No, it’s fine. I don’t mind talking here,” I said. “After I’m finished, if we need to go into your office, I’ll understand.” 
 
    “Well, this sounds interesting. Please, unburden yourself.” 
 
    I told her about going to Brittany’s dorm room and the letter. After I handed her the letter, I repeated the story that Clarissa had shared with me about Gregory Hargraves’ medical mistake and his threatening relationship with Brittany. 
 
    “Thank you for bringing this to me,” Anna said as she handed the letter off to the other agent. 
 
    “That’s it?” I asked. “I’m not in trouble for going into her dorm?” 
 
    “Normally you would be, Brighton, but we hadn’t secured a search warrant for the dorm yet. It wasn’t a crime scene, and your brother had a key and permission to enter the room. We haven’t been able to secure a search warrant because the college is stonewalling us. Mr. Hargrave is one of their big money donors. So you might have actually helped the case by finding this. It probably won’t be admissible in court, but that doesn’t mean it won’t help us.” 
 
    We left Easy as Pie, and my relief was tangible. I couldn’t help but think that some of Coventry’s magic was responsible for me escaping the situation without being arrested, and I was thankful for it. 
 
    It was a good thing Thorn had only had half of his beer, because as soon as we left the pizzeria, he got a call that he was needed for an altercation occurring at the tavern. More of our dates than I liked to count were interrupted by those calls, but I was getting used to it. 
 
    Brody and I went back to Hangman’s House, and of course, when I went to put the pizzas in the fridge, it was fully stocked again. The pantry was as well. 
 
    “What are you trying to tell me?” I asked no one in particular but the house. 
 
    “Brighton!” Brody called from the living room a moment later. “I need your help, please!” 
 
    I ran into the living room at the same time that Meri descended the stairs. We met in the middle. What we found was the ghost of a young woman grotesquely covered in stab wounds had Brody cornered. 
 
    She was pointing wildly out the window but had not made any actual move to hurt him. I had to wonder why she would appear covered in the wounds that killed her. Was she still obsessed with her own death, or was she trying tell us something? 
 
    I had to decide if I was going to do something about her presence or run outside to get a look at what she was pointing at. As if he could read my mind, Meri urged me to do neither. 
 
    “Don’t you even think about going out there,” Meri said. “Just look out the window. They’re made of glass. You can see through them without putting yourself in mortal peril, Brighton.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. 
 
    The specter didn’t make a move to stop me as I walked to the window. I braced myself for what was out there. Not only was I afraid that I’d be face to face with the killer, I was even more terrified that I’d find Remy. The last thing I wanted was to be wrong about him. 
 
    When I found when I pulled back the curtain was nothing. There was nothing out there but the driveway and garage.  
 
    I turned back around and put myself between the ghost and Brody. Before I had the chance to use magic to dispel the spirit, she screamed so loud that it made me dizzy, and then disappeared. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    The next morning, I awoke to the smell of bacon and coffee. I pulled the earplugs from my ears and put them in the nightstand drawer. They were the best defense I had against Grey’s early morning banging. Earplugs combined with a touch of magic ensured that I didn’t have to wake up at the butt crack of dawn every day until he finished building the garage. 
 
    Not entirely sure what was going on, I threw on a t-shirt and jeans before making my way down to the kitchen. There I discovered Brody making breakfast. He was whistling and flipping bacon in a pan. 
 
    “You’re in a good mood. I figured you’d be a little more shaken up by your second encounter with one of the ghosts of Hangman’s House,” I said before pouring myself a cup of coffee. 
 
    “Before I came here, I never knew what was missing in my life, but I could always tell that there was something off,” Brody said. “I just feel better here. Even if the circumstances around me coming here were terrible, I don’t know… I feel bad because I don’t feel worse.” 
 
    “It sounds like your relationship wasn’t healthy.” I offered. “I know you never wanted her to die, but if you were living under the strain of an abusive relationship, it’s only natural that you would feel better when it’s over.” 
 
    “So you don’t think I’m weird or ghoulish for feeling better today?” 
 
    “No, of course not, Brody. I mean, unless you used magic to make yourself feel better?” 
 
    “I haven’t,” Brody said and set a plate of bacon down on the table. “I mean. I don’t even know how.” 
 
    “I suppose we can try and fix that today,” I said. “Maybe Meri can teach you some magic.” 
 
    “If it’s all right, I think I’d like to spend some time up in the library. I’d prefer to do the research before I begin the lab portion of the class,” Brody said with a chuckle. “But you did say there was a spell you could use so that I could read the witch language?” 
 
    “There is,” I said. “Lean over. It was whispered in my ear, and I believe that is the proper way to cast the spell.” 
 
    “And you don’t need to look it up or anything? You know the words?” Brody asked cautiously. 
 
    “I do,” I said. “Besides, it’s more of me channeling the knowledge of our ancestors than it is me memorizing the words.” 
 
    “Okay. If you’re sure,” Brody said and leaned over. 
 
    I leaned close to his ear and began to whisper the words that Remy had said into my ear so that I could read the witch language. The memory was burned into my mind, and there was no way that I could ever say the wrong chant.  
 
    Except that I did. It turned out that the spell wasn’t just me channeling my ancestor’s knowledge, and I did have to have the actual words memorized. Some magic was open, expansive, and forgiving while other magic was tricky, fickle, and require a preciseness I hadn’t yet mastered. 
 
    “There you go,” I said with a smile. “How does that feel? Why don’t you go up and try to read one of the books?” 
 
    I would never forget the look on Brody’s face. His eyes went wide and he shook his head no.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    He shook his head no again, but when he finally spoke, it was the witch language. 
 
    “Brody, you can speak it too? That’s so cool, but what’s wrong?” 
 
    Again, he shook his head no and began speaking the witch language. But that time it was faster and more frenzied. It took me a moment to figure out what was going on. I’d done the spell wrong. He’d learned the witch language all right, but I’d somehow taken away his ability to speak and understand English. 
 
    “Stay here. I’m going to call Annika,” I said. 
 
    He shook his head no again and started to get up. I had to get him to stay calm and understand that I would get help. 
 
    Personally, I couldn’t speak the witch language beyond the spell I’d used. I could only read it, but I thought that perhaps if I could read it, I could write it. 
 
    I grabbed a pad of paper and a pen from the kitchen counter and tried my best to write out that I was calling for help. I slid the paper in front of him, and Brody nodded his head yes. He wrote something down too. 
 
    Thank you. Also, you suck at this. – was written in the witch language in return. 
 
    At least he was calmed down and his sense of humor was intact. I grabbed my phone and called Annika. 
 
    “What did you do?” Annika asked instead of saying hello. 
 
    “How did you know something was wrong?” I asked. “Oh, gawd, do I only call you when I need help?” 
 
    “It’s not that. I just got a feeling as soon as the phone rang,” she said. “So spill it, witch.” 
 
    “I tried to do the spell to make it so that Brody could read the witch language in my family’s books and now he can only understand the witch language. I must have said part of the spell wrong,” I said. 
 
    “Ya think?” Annika said with a chuckle. “I’ll be there in a few minutes. Everybody, just stay calm.” 
 
    “Thank you, Annika,” I said. 
 
    “Next time make sure you’ve got your familiar prepared to protect you,” Meri said as he sauntered into the kitchen. “That would save you a lot of hassle. I’m really quite useful that way, you know?” 
 
    “Well, can you fix it?” I asked. “Then Annika wouldn’t have to come bail me out.” 
 
    “Alas, Brighton, I cannot. I can protect you from making the mistake, but this one I cannot undo.” 
 
    I fed Meri, and Brody and I finished our bacon and coffee while we waited for Annika. There was no sense in wasting good bacon or coffee. Especially since I didn’t eat meat often anymore. 
 
    As I was washing the coffee mugs, Grey’s banging stopped long enough for me to hear a car pull up in the driveway. Two car doors shut, and I wondered who Annika had brought with her. 
 
    When I opened the front door, I found Annika and Remy standing on my porch. “Remy is the expert when it comes to this type of magic. So I brought him,” Annika said. 
 
    “Come in,” I said and stepped back so that they could. 
 
    I noticed right away that Remy’s hair was still very dark, but it was a deep, rich brown instead of the ebony black it had been the last time I’d seen him. His eyes weren’t obsidian anymore either. It was good to see that he was making progress back to being the Remy I’d cared so much about. 
 
    “Let’s get a look at the patient,” Annika said cheerfully. “By the way, that eye candy in your driveway is making me consider moving in here. You’ve got room for me, right?” 
 
    “Annika,” Remy warned. 
 
    “What? He looks like a movie star. I can’t be held responsible for the way I feel,” she said with a chuckle. 
 
    “He does have an effect,” I said without making eye contact with Remy. 
 
    I still felt bad that things hadn’t worked out between Remy and me, but I hoped that we’d eventually be able to move past it. I didn’t know how, but I felt it had to be possible. 
 
    At some point, I’d stopped paying attention to Annika walking toward the kitchen. When I turned back to her to follow, I found her standing frozen in the doorway to the kitchen. 
 
    “Oh,” she said softly. 
 
    “Annika, are you all right?” I asked and joined her quickly. 
 
    She was just standing there staring at Brody. There didn’t appear to be anything wrong. He was just sitting there at the table.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing,” she said and shook her head. “Nothing at all.” 
 
    “Annika?” 
 
    “Really. It’s okay. I just wasn’t expecting…” 
 
    “Expecting?” I asked. 
 
    “I think she likes him,” Remy teased as he came up behind us. 
 
    “Shut up, Remy,” Annika sniped. “I just wasn’t expecting him to look so much like her.” 
 
    “Sure,” Meri added. 
 
    “You shut up too, cat.” Annika glared at Meri, but she had this weird smile on her face. Dreamy in a way, and I had a bad feeling. 
 
    Brody then said something in the witch language that I didn’t understand, but I noticed that his eyes were glued to Annika the way hers were to his. 
 
    “Remy, can you fix him so we can understand what he’s saying? It’s much easier than writing it all out.” 
 
    “Yes,” Remy responded confidently. “Annika and I will do the spell, you cast the circle, and if Meri doesn’t mind working with two Skeenbauers again, I’d like to have him do the protection invocation.” 
 
    “I get extra salmon,” Meri said. 
 
    “Sure. Yes, Meri, if you help Remy and Annika, I’ll give you a whole fillet.” 
 
    “In,” Meri said. 
 
    He walked around the edges of the room doing what I assumed was some sort of protection spell. I cast a circle of salt around Annika, Remy, and I but I left a gap in it so Meri could join us. It wasn’t dark outside, but I lit three white candles I had stashed in a kitchen drawer just in case. I wasn’t taking any more chances with my little brother. 
 
    “All right, let’s do this.” Remy said. 
 
    Meri joined us in the circle, and I closed it with the rest of the salt. We invoked the goddess and pleaded for her wisdom and protection. That portion took longer than the actual spell to restore Brody. 
 
    “Oh, that’s much better,” Brody said when they were done. “And I got a first-hand lesson in casting a circle and calling the goddess. Neat. Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Annika practically purred. 
 
    “I need to get Annika back home. She’s not technically on lockdown anymore, but the aunties are keeping a close eye on her. I’m trying to stay in their good graces as well,” Remy said. 
 
    “Oh, really?” Brody asked. “So soon?” 
 
    “I could stay for a bit,” Annika offered. “Perhaps for a cup of coffee.” 
 
    “No, you can’t,” Remy said. “We can set something up soon, but right now you and I need to toe the line.” 
 
    “Fine,” Annika huffed. “It was nice to meet you, Brody.” 
 
    “It was nice to meet you too. Thank you both so much, and we’ll do like Remy said. We’ll plan a get-together soon?” 
 
    “Yes.” Annika answered. 
 
    “Brody, could you sweep up the salt while I walk my friends to the door?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Remy gave me a knowing nod, and he hooked his arm with Annika’s. “Let’s go, dear cousin. We don’t want to make grandmother mad.” 
 
    I walked them both out to Remy’s car, and then turned to Annika. “Annika, I love you, but you need to understand that Brody’s fiancée just died. Like, days ago. I wish that you would…” 
 
    “I didn’t mean any harm,” Annika cut me off. “He’s just… Brody is so…” 
 
    “Let’s let it rest for now,” Remy interjected. “The goddess wants what she wants, and the heart wants what it wants, but let’s dial it down a notch for now? Okay, Nika?” 
 
    I hadn’t heard him call her that before. It was a heartfelt term of endearment between two cousins who were more like brother and sister. She nodded her head. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said to Remy after Annika had gotten into the passenger seat. “And thank you for coming here to help me. I haven’t been the best friend to you lately.” 
 
    “That’s not true, Brighton. You’ve gone above and beyond for me. I have done a few things that approach unforgivable if they didn’t already cross that line, but I am doing my best to redeem myself,” he said and cast his eyes to his shoes the shy way that old Remy used to. 
 
    “I can tell,” I said and tugged at a lock of his chocolate brown hair. “You don’t look like you belong in a goth band anymore.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s coming along,” he said with a smile. “And hey, you’ll be happy to learn that I found a zoo over in Missouri to take those critters I rescued from Janet’s house. The zoo’s education department is going to give them a good home.” 
 
    “That’s great,” I said. “You aren’t sad about having to let them go, are you?” 
 
    “No. I believe all of nature’s creations deserve respect, but I prefer my pets a little cuddlier, all things being equal.” 
 
    “I can understand that,” I said. “When you talked about us all getting together soon, did you mean it? Because I was thinking we could do something tomorrow night. The weather’s nice. I could have people over for a barbeque? You think Amelda would let Annika off the leash long enough for that?” 
 
    “I’ll make it happen. Will you be inviting Thorn?” Remy asked, and again his eyes were cast down at his feet. I felt that familiar stab at my heart. 
 
    “I will, but please say you’ll still come, Remy.” 
 
    “We’ll find a way to make it all work out, Brighton. I won’t abandon you,” he said softly. 
 
    I pulled him into a hug. “Thank you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    When I went back into the house, Brody was still sitting in the kitchen. I figured he’d have already moved up to the library to begin his studies. 
 
    “I thought you’d be combing through all those books in the attic by now,” I said. 
 
    “I was going to, but I saw something.” He blanched a little. 
 
    “What did you see? Was it a ghost? Something creepy from the basement? I hate when that happens,” I lamented. 
 
    “What? Creepy stuff comes up from the basement? You never told me that.” 
 
    “I don’t like to talk about it. It doesn’t happen that often, and Meri is more than equipped to handle them.” 
 
    “Ooohhhkaaay,” Brody said and took a big swig from the glass of soda in his hand. Then he looked down at the drink as if it had bitten him and quickly set it down on the table. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “It was a ghost or creature from the basement. I got a glass of Pepsi from the fridge…” 
 
    “We have Pepsi?” I interrupted. 
 
    “We do now, but focus, Brighton. Stay with me here.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “I saw something in the Pepsi. It was like a vision except it was in the Pepsi.” 
 
    “What was it? What did you see?” 
 
    “Agent Anna Pennhurst knocking on the door and then me being taken away in handcuffs,” he said and swallowed hard. 
 
    “He scried,” Meri said. “He saw the future in the Pepsi. You can do it in any dark liquid or water in a black bowl. Heck, you can do it in a dark mirror, but that I don’t recommend it unless you want a demon along with your glimpse at the future.” 
 
    “What do I do?” Brody whispered. 
 
    “We’re going to bust the real killer before you get arrested under false pretenses,” I said. 
 
    “But who is the killer?” Brody asked. 
 
    “Well, it’s not Bob and it’s not you. It’s not Cassidy. I have my doubts that it’s James even though he’s probably my number two suspect. My money is on Gregory Hargrave. I think he’s probably a psychopath or a malignant narcissist. I have this theory brewing in my head where he convinced Brittany to start the fight with Brody and then lured her back to Coventry. Maybe she said the breakup wasn’t going to stick and she was going to go back to Brody. When Brittany’s psycho controlling father realized she wasn’t going to do his bidding, he snapped and killed her.” 
 
    “Is that based on anything? Or did you pull that theory out of your butt?” Meri asked. 
 
    I glared at him for a moment. “It’s based on the evidence. Duh.” 
 
    “What about the serial killer thing?” Meri shot back. 
 
    “Obviously, if the FBI is coming for Brody, they don’t think it’s a serial killer. Brody isn’t a serial killer.” 
 
    “Then why wouldn’t they turn the case back over to Thorn?” Meri asked. 
 
    “Because when does the federal government ever admit failure and turn a case back over to local law enforcement? They’d never admit defeat like that.” 
 
    “Well, that would mean that they’ve either got evidence that Brody is a serial killer, or they’re going to make the evidence fit him,” Meri said gravely. 
 
    “Which is exactly why we have to act now,” I said. 
 
    “What do you have in mind?” Brody asked. 
 
    “We’re going to figure out where Gregory Hargrave’s condo in the city is, and we’re going to go in and find the evidence we need to prove it was him.” 
 
    “How are we going to find his apartment?” Brody asked. “I suppose we could ask Clarissa if she knows, but that would look really suspicious.” 
 
    “She never told you where her father’s condo is?” I asked Brody. “Rack your brain hard here.” 
 
    “Okay,” he said and pinched the bridge of his nose with his head bowed and his eyes closed. “Right. She said once that he lives in a condo in a building called Rainer Sands, but I don’t know the number.” 
 
    “He can figure it out,” Meri said. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Brody saw the future in a glass of Pepsi. Surely, he can use his scrying skills to get an apartment number. Especially if you know the name of the building.” 
 
    “It’s worth a shot,” I said.  
 
    “Do I use this same glass or what?” Brody held up his half-empty glass. 
 
    “I’d top it off,” I said. “Do exactly what you did before.” 
 
    “I saw it when I poured the soda into the cup on the counter,” he said. 
 
    “Okay, then do that again.” 
 
    “And make sure that you focus your attention on seeing the number,” Meri said. “If you use your intention, you should be able to see things easier.” 
 
    “Here goes,” Brody said. 
 
    Meri and I watched as Brody got the bottle of soda from the fridge, carried it to the counter, and filled up his glass. He stared at it for a moment, and then put the cap back on the bottle before returning it to the refrigerator. 
 
    “Anything?” I asked. 
 
    “His apartment is number thirty-three,” Brody said. 
 
    “That’s impressive,” I responded. 
 
    “I mean, it’s pretty cool, but we probably could have Googled it too or looked him up on social media,” Brody said. 
 
    “Yeah, but that’s not nearly as cool,” I said. 
 
    “So are we going to go do some breaking and entering to make sure I don’t get arrested for murder?” Brody asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I’ll come too,” Meri said. “Someone’s got to keep you guys from turning each other into goats or blowing up the building.” 
 
    “Road trip!” I exclaimed. 
 
    “It’s a twenty-minute drive,” Meri snarked. 
 
    “Just get in the bag, cat,” I said. 
 
    “Whatever,” Meri countered. 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Gregory Hargrave’s building required a key card to enter or you had to have a resident buzz you in, but a touch of magic was all it took to get us in. 
 
    I used the same magic to get us into the condo, but not before I knocked to make sure no one was home. I knocked on the door three times over five minutes, and when nobody came to the door, we slipped inside. 
 
    Meri shielded us with magic while we did a brief sweep of the rooms to ensure that Gregory wasn’t home but sleeping or in the bathroom. Once we’d confirmed that the condo was empty, I set to work looking for evidence that he had motive to kill his daughter.  
 
    One of the first things that stood out to me was that it seemed as if there was a woman living in the condo. “Brody, did Brittany’s mother live here too?” 
 
    “No,” he said. “She still has kids at home, and from what Brittany told me, her father didn’t allow any of them in the condo. Said it was his haven from the world.” 
 
    “More like his haven to hide his affair,” I said as I found a woman’s coat hanging in the front closet. 
 
    “I’ll go look in the bedroom,” Brody said. “If there is a woman living here, the closet and bathroom will make that completely obvious.” 
 
    While he was in the bedroom checking things out, I spied Gregory’s laptop on his dining area table. It was open, and I thought I might have hit the jackpot. I wouldn’t have thought a man like him would leave his computer open like that, but perhaps he’d been called away for a high-priority emergency surgery. 
 
    I hit the space bar to bring the machine to life, and I was astonished to find he didn’t have the computer password protected. Then, I realized it was because a man like Gregory Hargrave couldn’t fathom that anyone would dare spy on him. He’d made the consequences for disobedience too harsh. 
 
    Not only had he left the computer open and on, but he’d left in the middle of drafting an email. The one he was writing wasn’t of particular interest to me, but I clicked on his inbox and began to peruse his other emails. 
 
    What I found from a couple of days prior was of interest. It was of great interest. There in front of me was an email chain between Gregory and his lawyer. 
 
    My heart sank as I read the exchange. Gregory hadn’t left in a hurry for emergency surgery, he’d gone into work to appear in front of the hospital board. 
 
    I sat down in the chair in front of the computer and read the email exchange again. Then I read it one more time. 
 
    “What is it?” Meri asked. “You seem to be concentrating hard.” 
 
    “I was wrong,” I said. 
 
    “That’s not unusual.” Meri retorted. “But what were you wrong about this time?” 
 
    “What is it?” Brody asked as he joined us in the dining area. 
 
    “I was wrong about Gregory,” I said. “This is an email exchange between him and his lawyer. He wanted Clarissa put back in his will as a first step toward reconciliation. Gregory was also seeking legal advice about how best to turn his mistake into the hospital board of directors.” 
 
    “So what?” Brody asked. “Maybe he just got spooked. He could just be acting out of guilt if he went into a rage and killed Brittany.” 
 
    “That’s not it,” I said and stood up. “These emails are from before her murder. He was already planning to make things right with Clarissa and planning to turn himself in before Brittany died. That means he had no motive to kill her.” 
 
    “He still might,” Brody said, but he sounded defeated. 
 
    “But we have no idea what that might be, and frankly, given what’s here, I don’t think it was him.” 
 
    “Where does that leave us?” Brody asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, but we should get out of here. We’ll go home and see what we can figure out.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    When we got back to Hangman’s House, Brody went up to the attic library to read. He was afraid he was going to be arrested and wanted a chance to look through some of the books before they took him. 
 
    I was at a loss at that point as to how to help him. I’d been so sure it was Brittany’s father, and I didn’t know where to go next with my investigation. If I knew one person who knew where to look next, it would have had to have been Thorn. 
 
    Brody wasn’t hungry, so I just made dinner for the two of us. I figured we could discuss ways to help Brody over big plates of spaghetti and meatballs. 
 
    The pasta came out perfectly. The sauce and meatballs were seasoned just right, and Thorn arrived as I was plating the food. Everything pointed toward the evening going well. 
 
    We sat down to eat, and Thorn filled me in on his day. It had been an uneventful one filled with not much more than a few traffic tickets and breaking up a fight between a couple of high school boys in the park. 
 
    I was about to turn that around for him, though. "I need to tell you something,” I said once I'd finished my pile of spaghetti and meatballs. "Would you like a beer?" 
 
    "Uh oh,” Thorn said. "It's going to be one of those conversations." 
 
    "Yeah,” I said. "It is." 
 
    "We seem to have those a lot." 
 
    "Really? I didn't think it was that much." 
 
    "Well, then you must be living under the world's biggest rock,” Meri said as he sashayed out of the room. 
 
    "Whatever, cat," I called after him. 
 
    "Brighton, bring it back into focus, please. What is it you want to tell me?" 
 
    Thorn's tone held a hint of exasperation. He hadn't had a particularly trying day at work, so I knew it had to be because of me. He was growing weary of my shenanigans, and I instantly regretted bringing it up. Perhaps it would have been better if I didn't tell him. But that wouldn't have been right either. Thorn could accept me for who I was, right? 
 
    "Brody saw himself being arrested today. He had a vision of it. I decided we needed to do more to help solve Brittany's murder to keep him out of jail,” I said. 
 
    "Brighton, what did you do this time?" 
 
    "We went to Gregory Hargrave's condo in the city looking for clues." 
 
    "Seriously?" he said and ran his hand through his thick blond hair. "I really thought that at some point you'd stop getting involved in this stuff." 
 
    "Brody is my brother. There was no way I was going to stay out if this with him being a suspect. You had to have known that." 
 
    "I guess I should have,” Thorn said. "So why don't you just tell me what you found out." 
 
    "I really thought he was a psychopath or something. I thought he'd perhaps killed her in a fit of rage. But when we got there, he'd left his laptop open. I found an email exchange between him and his lawyer from before Brittany died. He was putting his other daughter, Clarissa, who he’d disowned, back in his will. Gregory was also appearing in front of his hospital's board of directors today to confess to the medical mistake he made. He may be a control freak, but he's not nearly as bad as I'd assumed,” I said. 
 
    "And so you ended up breaking and entering in someone's home for what?" Thorn crossed his arms over his chest. "What did you accomplish today?" 
 
    "Well, I ruled out a suspect,” I said indignantly. "I've made progress on the case." 
 
    "Brighton, you're not law enforcement in any capacity. It's not your place to be ruling out suspects. All you're really doing is breaking the law and putting me in a bad position. I either arrest my girlfriend, or I keep looking the other way on this stuff." 
 
    "I know this isn't what you want me to do, but I have a good reason,” I said. 
 
    "You've got to stop this,” he said. "You're endangering yourself personally and me professionally. Promise me you'll stop." 
 
    "I don't think I can do that. Brody is my family. I'll do what it takes to protect him." 
 
    Thorn was about to say something but his phone rang. He picked it up, stood up, and walked into the other room. When he came back a minute later, he didn't sit back down at the table. 
 
    "There's another fight at the tavern. I'm going to go make sure everything is all right." 
 
    "You have to leave?" 
 
    "I do. I've got to do my job,” he said. 
 
    "But are we okay?" I asked, suddenly not liking the idea of him leaving in the middle of our discussion. 
 
    "Don't worry,” he said and kissed me on the forehead. 
 
    But I did worry. As soon as he was gone, I felt edgy and sad. He'd drawn back from me emotionally, and I was beginning to wonder how long it would take for Thorn to just give up on us. He said that he never would, but he'd seemed so cold once I'd told him about Brody and I going to Gregory's apartment. 
 
    I did the dishes and went to bed, but I couldn't sleep. I had this horrible feeling that Thorn and I would always struggle because of who I was. 
 
    I was about to send Thorn a text promising that I’d stop looking into Brittany’s murder when my phone rang. It was Remy. 
 
    “I had a feeling you might need a friend,” he said when I picked up. 
 
    “That’s true,” I said, “But I don’t think you want to talk to me about this. I don’t want to upset you.” 
 
    “I’m not worried about you upsetting me, Brighton. If you need a friend, then I’m here for you. I can and will put my feelings aside for you,” he said. 
 
    “I did something stupid today,” I said. 
 
    “I doubt that,” Remy countered. “Tell me about it.” 
 
    “The girl who died. I thought it might have been her father who killed her, so I went to his condo in the city today looking for evidence. What I found was that the motive I believed he had for the murder was gone, and I just don’t think he did it,” I said. 
 
    “And you told Thorn about going into the man’s condo to investigate.” 
 
    “Yeah, and he didn’t take it well. I feel like I’m not living up to his expectations when he gets that way.” 
 
    “I don’t want to speak ill of him because he is your partner, but Brighton, you have to understand that he shouldn’t be making you feel that way.” 
 
    “I don’t think he means to. He’s just not used to me and the way I am.” 
 
    “He doesn’t need to get used to you and the way you are, Brighton. Thorn should love you because of who you are.” 
 
    “I imagine it’s hard for a human to understand us.” 
 
    “It is,” Remy said. “We do things differently. We play by our own rules, but we do it for the greater good. You did what you did to help your brother and solve a murder. That doesn’t make you a bad person.” 
 
    “Do you think Thorn will ever see it that way?” I asked in a moment of weakness. 
 
    “I don’t think it matters what I think. You need to decide if you believe he’ll ever embrace you as you are, and how you will feel if he doesn’t.” 
 
    “You think that’s possible?” 
 
    “I think anything is possible,” Remy said. “I also think it would be a sin for you to change who you are to please him.” 
 
    “Did you know that I was about to text him and tell him I’d stop investigating the murder?” I asked as gently as I could. 
 
    “I did,” Remy whispered. “But I can’t help it. I try to shut it out and ignore it, but I still have visions about you. I let them get to me before and twist me up inside, but I’m not doing that anymore. I did think it was okay to call you and make sure you had a friend to talk to. Was that okay?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “It was more than okay. I’m glad we’re working this out, Remy.” 
 
    “I am too.” 
 
    “You said he was going to break my heart. Is…” 
 
    “This isn’t that,” Remy said. 
 
    “Would you tell me if it was?” 
 
    “I shouldn’t have told you that stuff,” Remy said. “It was just a vision, and visions can change. I told myself that I was protecting you, but all I’ve done is make your life more complicated. You spend time you should be happy worrying about whether the man you’ve chosen to love is going to hurt you. I’m so sorry, Brighton.” 
 
    “You know that I love you too, Remy. But I can’t love you both the same way. That wouldn’t be fair to anyone.” 
 
    “And you have to know that I love you. Any way that you need me to, but you should go to bed.” 
 
    “Thank you for being there for me,” I said with a yawn. 
 
    “Any time.”  
 
    After we hung up, I felt relaxed. Remy was back. I could feel it. And as I drifted off to sleep, a thought that wasn’t completely formed drifted around the edges of my mind. It was something about love, loyalty, and acceptance, but I couldn’t quite grab onto the notion before sleep took me away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    The next morning I woke up and realized that I had a barbeque to prepare for. I’d only invited my closest friends, but I had a feeling that in a small town, it didn’t work that way. Word would get around, people would show up, and I didn’t want to be short on food. 
 
    I went downstairs to check the freezer and the pantry to see what I had and was not surprised to find that it wasn’t much. A trip to Mann’s was in order so I could buy meat, barbecue sauces, and stuff to make side dishes. 
 
    Brody wasn’t around, so I figured he was either still sleeping or up in the attic. “Meri,” I called out. 
 
    “What?” he asked as he emerged from one of his tunnel openings in the dining room. 
 
    “I’m going to the store to get stuff for the barbecue.” 
 
    “Good for you.” 
 
    “Do you want anything?” 
 
    “Salmon,” he said and swished his tail. “No, tuna and salmon.” 
 
    “Would you like both?” I asked with a smile. 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at me before saying, “Yes,” and then running off. “You don’t suck entirely,” he called from the other room. 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    When I got back from Mann’s, I had a car full of food, drinks, and supplies. Grey was getting a tool from his toolbox, and when he saw me, he smiled and waved. I couldn’t wave back because my hands were full of grocery bags. Upon seeing that, Grey jogged over to me. 
 
    “Let me help you with those,” he said and slipped half the bags from my hands before grabbing several more from the car. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. 
 
    I briefly wondered if he would stop at the door or come inside. Grey had been working at my house for a few days, but he’d never come inside. I couldn’t put my finger on why, but it suddenly seemed like an awkward situation. 
 
    Even though he had more bags, Grey opened the front door for me, and after I walked in, he followed right behind. “You want me to put these in the kitchen?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said. 
 
    “Lead the way.” 
 
    So I walked into the kitchen and set my bags down on the counter. Grey did the same, but when I went to get more, he stopped me. 
 
    “I’ll get the rest for you,” he said. “That way you can get started on putting this stuff away.” 
 
    He didn’t realize that it would have been easier for me to put things away if he wasn’t there. I could just use my magic to float them away, but as it stood, I’d have to actually put them away by hand until he went back outside to work. 
 
    When Grey brought the rest of the groceries in, I still assumed he’d set them down and leave. But he didn’t. Instead he began putting things away. I was about to tell him that was okay, and that I’d do it because I knew where everything went, but so did he. It struck me as a little odd, but most people put things in the same places in their kitchen, right? Plus, there were just enough groceries in the fridge, freezer, and pantry to guide him as to how I stored things. So I decided it wasn’t that weird. 
 
    But when we were done putting everything away, he still didn’t leave. I was about to offer him coffee because I wasn’t really sure what to do when he spoke. 
 
    “I’ve been meaning to ask you something,” Grey said. 
 
    He didn’t take a step toward me or anything, but I suddenly felt his presence again. I’d almost forgotten the effect he had on me physically when he’d first shown up at my house. I’d been too distracted by everything going on around me, but there in my kitchen with nothing between us, I felt Grey’s magnetism pulling me in again. He was so gorgeous, and it was more than that. The man was alluring. My heart quickened as his eyes surveyed me. 
 
    “What’s that?” I managed to squeak out. 
 
    “I would like to spend some time alone with you to get to know you better,” he said. 
 
    I swallowed hard. “We’re alone right now.” 
 
    “No, I mean… I mean like a date. I’d love to take you out, Brighton. Would you go out with me?” 
 
    “Grey, you’re a very… I mean… It’s flattering that you’d ask, but I’m in a relationship.” 
 
    “I know that, but I think I’m a better fit for you. You’re exactly my type, and I’ve wanted to get to know you better since I first laid eyes on you. You’re everything I want.” 
 
    The words dripped off his lips like honey, and I couldn’t help but watch his mouth as he spoke. I felt myself bite my bottom lip, and then cursed myself internally for letting him affect me the way he did. 
 
    I was about to tell him no more firmly when the doorbell rang. “I’m going to get that,” I said. 
 
    “I need to get back to work on your garage. Perhaps we’ll continue this discussion later,” Grey said and left out the back door before I had the chance to tell him we didn’t need to continue the discussion. 
 
    It was Annika at the door. She’d shown up hours too early for the barbeque, but I didn’t care. I was happy to have her over. Even if I did think she was angling to see Brody. 
 
    “I figured you could use some help getting ready for the barbeque. You know it won’t just be a few of us,” she said as she stepped into my living room. 
 
    “I kind of figured word would get out and more would show up,” I said. “I just got back from the store.” 
 
    “Let’s check out what you’ve got,” Annika said as she made a beeline for the kitchen. “Is Brody around?” she tossed over her shoulder way too casually. 
 
    “I think he’s either in his room still or up in the attic studying. I haven’t seen him today,” I said. “Let me go check.” 
 
    I went up to his room and found a note on his bed. 
 
    At the archives with Remy. He’s showing me around. Would have texted you but need to buy new phone charger. Will be back in time to help with barbeque this afternoon. 
 
    Annika looked a little bummed when I handed her the note, but she didn’t say anything to that effect. “It looks like you might have enough food.” 
 
    “That’s good to know. I suppose the house might bless us with more if we don’t.” 
 
    “Before we get started with the cooking, I just have to ask if you’ve heard the latest gossip?” 
 
    “I’ve heard a lot of gossip since I moved to Coventry. Which do you mean?” 
 
    “Then you haven’t heard,” Annika said. “If you had, you’d have been all over this.” 
 
    “So spill it,” I said with a chuckle. 
 
    “Okay, so you know those fights at the tavern Thorn has been having to go break up at night?” 
 
    “How do you know about that?” 
 
    “Duh. Small town.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Anyway, those haven’t been between drunk dudes getting into fist fights. Cassidy has been going into the tavern at night and when she gets tipsy, she gets really, really mad at James. A couple of times she’s thrown her glass at him and they start screaming at each other.” 
 
    “You don’t think?” 
 
    “That maybe it has something to do with Brittany’s murder?” Annika’s eyebrow cocked up. “I thought you might pick up on that too.” 
 
    “I need to go talk to her. I think we have time before we have to start cooking. Just a quick trip over to the inn?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m down,” Annika said. 
 
    I got my purse, and we went out to my car. The only problem was that when I turned the key in the ignition, it didn’t start. 
 
    “Well, that’s weird,” I said. “It was fine when I went to the store. Come on, baby, you can do this.” I waved my hands over the dash and focused my intentions on the car’s innards, hoping a little magic would get her going. 
 
    But when I turned the key again, nothing happened. I got out and looked under the hood, and as far as I knew, everything looked okay. Not that I knew anything about cars. I tried to subtly use a little magic again, but she still wouldn’t start. 
 
    “Going somewhere?” Grey startled me a little. I hadn’t heard him come up behind me. 
 
    “I just needed to go by the inn and talk to Cassidy. I wanted to do it before I started getting ready for the barbecue tonight, but my car decided to bite the dust.” 
 
    “I could give you a ride. It turns out I still owe her for a night,” he said. “We could kill two birds with one stone.” 
 
    “Sure,” Annika answered for me. “Thanks.” 
 
    Before I could say anything, Annika started for Grey’s van. “After you,” he said and waved in her direction. 
 
    “You sure you don’t mind? I wouldn’t want to take away from your work time,” I said. 
 
    “I don’t mind at all,” he said with a smile. 
 
    I was expecting there to be more, but Grey didn’t say anything else. Annika had already hopped in the back of the van and wedged herself between some of Grey’s equipment, so I got shotgun.  
 
    Grey opened the passenger door for me, and when I stepped inside the van, his hand brushed against my side. It sent a shiver down my spine, but I pulled away as if it burned me. 
 
    I was going to apologize for reacting that way, but he just shut the door and went around to the driver’s side. Buckled in and ready to go, I half expected Grey’s van not to start for some reason. But it did, and we were on our way to the inn. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    “You know, I just remembered that I already paid the bill,” Grey said as we pulled into the parking lot. “I’m so forgetful. I’ll just wait out here for you, Brighton. Or I could give Annika a ride home and then come right back for you?” 
 
    “I’m going back over to Brighton’s place when we’re done here, but thanks,” Annika said as she cheerfully jumped out of the van. 
 
    “Did you just drive us here so you could spend time with me?” I asked when Annika closed the door. 
 
    “I offered you a ride because you needed one,” Grey said. “Though I don’t mind that I get to spend time with you.” 
 
    “You’ll wait here for us?” 
 
    “I will,” he said and patted my knee. 
 
    I was out of the van and walking inside with Annika before I realized that I hadn’t flinched when Grey touched my leg. It had almost seemed like a natural gesture despite the fact that my mind knew I should have been offended. 
 
    When we got inside, what we found was way more shocking than the whole Grey touching my leg thing. James and Cassidy were there speaking to each other in hushed tones and smiling. 
 
    From where I stood, they looked pretty cozy considering they’d had two altercations that required the sheriff in the past week. It was a strange thing that made me think that perhaps they were involved in the kind of relationship where people fought hard and made up harder. The kind of relationship that caused people to do horrible things in the heat of passion. 
 
    “Brighton, hello,” Cassidy said cheerfully. “What brings you in today? Hi, Annika.” 
 
    “Actually, we’re here because of this,” I said. “We’d heard rumors about the two of you having problems, and I came here as a friend to discuss it with you. I didn’t expect that James would be here too.” 
 
    “My being here is none of your business,” James said. 
 
    “We came here to talk to Cassidy,” Annika said. 
 
    “Well, you can talk to me or you can get out of here,” James snapped. 
 
    “Cassidy, is that what you want?” I asked. 
 
    “I guess it is,” she said with a shrug. “Because the only reason I can think of why you’d be here to talk to me about that is if you’re trying to say James and I killed Brittany.” 
 
    “I’m not saying it as an accusation. I just wanted to talk to you about it.” 
 
    “Now you’ve talked to me about it,” she said. “What’s going on between James and I is our business. So why don’t you get out of here before I have to call your sheriff boyfriend and have him drag you out.” Cassidy’s tone was spiteful and mean. 
 
    She’d never talked to me that way before, but there wasn’t anything I could do. Things might have gone differently if she’d been alone, but there was no way she was going to talk to me after that. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said to Annika. 
 
    We walked outside and got into Grey’s van. “All done?” he asked as Annika and I settled in. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Do you want to talk about it?” he asked. 
 
    “Not really.” I tried not to sound curt, but I didn’t want to discuss it with him. 
 
    “Well, you know I’m always here for you if you need me,” he said with a wink. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Once we were back at Hangman’s House, Annika and I went inside to start prepping food and Grey went back to work. Meri made his way into the kitchen for some lunch, and Brody hadn’t come back from the archives yet. 
 
    “Did you and Grey start spending time together or something?” Annika asked while she peeled potatoes. 
 
    “No. Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know. He just seemed overly familiar, I guess. The way he said that thing about always being there for you if you needed him. That’s something a friend says, and I thought he was just some dude building your garage. I mean, he’s a super freaking hot dude building your garage, but it’s not more than that, right?” 
 
    “Not from my side,” I said. 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means he asked me out this morning.” 
 
    “You said no, right?” Annika turned away from her potatoes. 
 
    “I didn’t get the chance to because you rang the doorbell right as I was about to. Then we went to see Cassidy, and I didn’t want to discuss it with you there. It just seems like something I should tell him privately.” 
 
    “You’d better tell him soon. You don’t want him sniffing around at the barbeque tonight with Thorn around.” 
 
    “You think he’ll come to the barbecue?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I think he will,” Annika said. “He seems to think you two are pretty close, so I imagine Grey assumes he’s invited.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to him,” I said. 
 
    “You could do it now?” Annika offered. 
 
    “I need to try and call Thorn again. I want to talk to him about Cassidy and James, but he hasn’t been picking up. Must be working hard somewhere.” 
 
    “Are you sure it’s not that you just don’t want to tell him no?” Annika asked. “You can tell me, Brighton. I mean, I can understand the appeal. He’s gorgeous. He owns his own business. What’s not to like?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” I said. “He is gorgeous and seems like a nice guy, but I’m with Thorn. And if…” I stopped myself before I finished speaking the thought, but Annika picked it up. 
 
    “And if you weren’t with him, you’d be with Remy.” 
 
    “I didn’t…” 
 
    “It’s okay, Brighton. You’re my friend, and I’m not going to judge you for your feelings or for being confused about your feelings. I’m just glad that you’re still friends with Remy. It would have crushed him if you had decided not to have him in your life anymore, but he would have deserved it,” she said. 
 
    “I don’t think he deserves that,” I said. “Besides, some of the stuff he did was creepy, but I don’t think it was entirely him.” 
 
    “I kind of thought that too,” Annika said. “But how could he have let himself fall under dark influences like that?” 
 
    “Because Remy, the real Remy, is kind, sweet, and he was sort of innocent,” I said. 
 
    “You mean naïve,” Annika countered. 
 
    “But that sounds so negative, and I don’t think it was negative. There’s nothing wrong with being sweet and innocent. It’s one of the things I…” 
 
    “You love about him,” Annika said. “It’s what I love about him too, and we have you to thank for him making a comeback.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “Yeah, Brighton. You. He was so close to being past the point of no return. Even the aunties were ready to use the old ways to deal with him, but he fought his way back for you.” 
 
    “That’s pretty heavy,” I said, and I felt it in my chest. 
 
    “So what’s up with Thorn?” Annika abruptly changed the subject. “You’ve called him a few times. Does he usually not call you back?” 
 
    “No. I thought he’d at least send a text,” I said. “Maybe something happened with the case. I hope this doesn’t mean something bad for Brody.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like the FBI is arresting him today and Thorn is there helping out or something.” 
 
    “That’s easy to find out even if Brody’s phone is dead. Just text Remy. You know he’ll get back to you.” 
 
    So that’s what I did. 
 
    Hey, how are things going with my brother? 
 
    I waited a couple of minutes, and just like Annika said, he got back to me. 
 
    Great. We’re having a grand old time in these dusty shelves. We’ll come help with the barbeque set up soon. Promise. :-) 
 
    “Brody’s fine,” I said to Annika as I sent a text to Remy. Thanks. Looking forward to it. 
 
    “He’s probably just busy with work,” Annika said. 
 
    “What if something happened to him?” I thought out loud as I thought of the other time I couldn’t find someone. When Annika almost died. 
 
    You’re probably busy, but please just let me know you’re okay. 
 
    I sent the text to Thorn, and then went back to prepping the meat for the grill. A few minutes later, my phone chimed with a message. 
 
    I’m fine. Talk soon. 
 
    “Well, there you go,” Annika said from over my shoulder where she’d read the message. 
 
    “I suppose that’s better than nothing,” I said. “At least I know he’s okay.” 
 
    We went back to our cooking and food prep and both lost track of time. By the time I remembered I was supposed to go outside and officially turn Grey down for the date, it was nearly his quitting time. 
 
    “I’m going to go out and break it to Grey that I won’t be going out with him,” I said. “Maybe he won’t come to the barbecue if I reject him.” 
 
    “You want me to come with you?” 
 
    “Nah, I got this,” I said. 
 
    Except, I didn’t. By the time I got outside, he was already gone for the day. That meant that if he did show up to the cookout, I’d have to tell him there. Probably with Thorn around, and my boyfriend didn’t seem to be in a good mood. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    When it was time for me to light the grill, it was still just me, Annika, and Meri. Brody and Remy were still getting their nerd on at the library, so I figured I’d get the cooking underway until someone else showed up and took over. I figured at least one of the men in my life would want to man the grill, but so far they were all no-shows. 
 
    That was until a familiar van pulled up in the driveway. It seemed that I was going to get to talk to Grey about the date before anyone got there after all. 
 
    “I was hoping I’d catch you before the party got under way,” Grey said as he strode up to me. 
 
    “It’s not really supposed to be a party,” I said. “Just a few friends getting together was my original plan.” 
 
    “Oh?” Grey said and cocked his head to the side. “I’d assumed it was a party when you came home with all that food earlier today.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m expecting it to turn into a party even though that wasn’t the original plan. Word travels fast around here, and I assumed people would show up. I don’t want to turn people away, so I’m prepared.” 
 
    “That’s good,” Grey said. “I was thinking of attending, and I’d hate for it to be an imposition.” 
 
    “Nope,” I said. “Everyone is welcome, but we do need to clear the air first.” 
 
    “We do?” 
 
    “Yes, about you and me. I’m not going to go out with you because I’m in a committed relationship, Grey. I appreciate everything that you’re doing building my garage at a discount and all that, but that’s the extent of our relationship. You’re welcome to attend the barbecue tonight because everyone is welcome, but there’s nothing special going on between us,” I said as plainly as I could. 
 
    “Brighton…” Grey’s voice was warm and inviting as he took a step toward me and closed the distance between us. 
 
    Before he could say anything else, another car pulled up in the driveway. I stepped past Grey and went around the house to find Remy and Brody had returned.  
 
    Something in my expression must have told Remy that I was flustered. “Brighton, are you okay?” 
 
    As he asked that, Grey stepped out from behind the house and stood next to me. “We were just having a little chat about the garage,” Grey said. “I’ll see you all later.” 
 
    “What was that about?” Remy asked as soon as Grey was gone. 
 
    “Nothing. He asked me out. I turned him down,” I said. “I think he was trying to save face.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    There wasn’t much time to get the food ready after that before people started showing up. Thorn still hadn’t made it yet, so I gladly let Brody and Remy man the grill together. 
 
    The really nice thing was that even though people were stopping in uninvited, they all brought a dish with them. Some brought their signature side or dessert while others brought drinks or plates and napkins. Soon we had enough food that I was confident we’d be okay even if the whole town showed up. 
 
    The whole town didn’t show up, though. It was mostly the humans and some of the younger Skeenbauer witches. Amelda and the aunties were noticeably absent.  
 
    Still, Meri busied himself patrolling the party to make sure that none of the younger witches revealed their magic to the humans. If he caught someone slipping, he’d use a little concealment or protection magic to cover it up. He also got lots of little bites of meat from partygoers who thought he was adorable. I could tell he hated it when people fawned all over him or spoke to him in baby talk, but he took their treats just the same. 
 
    Thorn finally arrived at the party about an hour after it started. He was dressed in a t-shirt and jeans, so I’d assumed he went home to shower and change after his shift. It had to have been a rough one. He looked tired and even when he wrapped his arms around me and gave me a kiss, it felt distant. 
 
    I wanted to talk to him about my thoughts on Cassidy and James, but it was never the right time. Thorn seemed to drift through the party making small talk with the townspeople, and he never stayed by my side for more than a couple of minutes. I was about to pull him aside when Remy approached me. 
 
    “You’re standing all alone at your own party,” Remy said and handed me a cold diet soda. 
 
    “Well, it wasn’t supposed to be a party,” I said softly. 
 
    “I would expect this anytime you have any sort of cookout that involves more than two people,” Remy said. “It’s not so bad, right? I even heard that Keisha might close the diner early so they can drop in.” 
 
    “That would be nice. I hope she’s not mad that we’ve probably taken some of her business,” I said and waved toward all of the people milling around my back yard eating barbecue and chatting. 
 
    “I think she’ll probably let it go,” Remy said with a smile. “So what’s wrong? I can feel your discontent from over by the grill.” 
 
    “I got some information this afternoon that led me to believe that Cassidy and James might have something to do with Brittany’s murder, but I just don’t know. I wanted to talk to Thorn about it, but he’s being distant,” I said. 
 
    “Well, I don’t know what I can do about Thorn, Brighton, but I do know what we can do about Brittany’s murder,” Remy said. 
 
    “What’s your idea?” 
 
    “Come here,” he said and motioned for me to follow him. Once we were on the other side of the garage and away from prying ears, he said, “We can do it our way. We’ll do a séance. If Brittany’s spirit is close, which it probably is given how she died, then we can just ask her to point us in the right direction.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “I’m not sure if we should be summoning spirits.” 
 
    “It’s worth a shot. The two of us together would make an impressive magical team.” 
 
    He was right, and I wanted to solve the murder and help Brody before it was too late. I figured it was probably worth the risk.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Remy and I decided on the basement to summon Brittany’s spirit. I didn’t want to leave home with the barbecue in full swing, and we thought the basement would be the place none of the people at the party would even try to go. We could have gone up to the attic too, but I was afraid the extra protection spells might keep Brittany out. The last thing I wanted to do was take those down and leave the Tuttlesmith book collection vulnerable. 
 
    I let Remy lead the summoning ritual. He was a more experienced witch, so I cast the circle and lit the candles. 
 
    Meri thought it was a bad idea to do summoning in the basement, but he thought a lot of things I wanted to do were bad ideas. When I wouldn’t relent on doing the summoning, he said he’d check in on us when he could. Meri had to stay outside with the party guests to ensure no witchcraft slips happened.  
 
    “Okay,” Remy began once we’d closed ourselves in the circle, “I’m going to bring her through the veil. I want you to use your magic to hold her. If you do that for me, then I’ll get her to tell us what she knows.” 
 
    “How do I hold her?” 
 
    “Use your magic like tentacles. Focus your intention on letting free from you in tendrils. Once she’s appeared, encircle her with it. Don’t let her slip away.” 
 
    “You think she’ll try?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Remy said. “She died violently and might still be scared or even angry. We’ll have to make it quick. I don’t want her sapping all of your magical energy, and it’s going to take a lot of mine to bring her over. That would leave us vulnerable if this goes on for too long.” 
 
    “All right, let’s do it,” I said. 
 
    “Are you sure? There’s still time for us to call this off. It is risky,” Remy said. 
 
    “I believe in you, and I believe in us. We can do this.” 
 
    Well, we did something all right… The first clue that things weren’t going as planned was the ripping sound when Remy tried to pull Brittany through the veil that separates the spirit world from the living. 
 
    “That wasn’t supposed to happen, was it?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” he said. “Get ready.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Something shoved her out of the way and came through instead. Something far bigger than the hole I made in the veil.” 
 
    “What would force its way through like that?” 
 
    “Probably a demon,” Remy said. “Or it could just be a strong spirit, but I doubt it’s got good intentions if it’s forcing its way into our world. We could sure use that cat right now.” 
 
    I knew I would need the tendrils of magic I’d created to hold whatever Remy had summoned, but I thought I could use them for a quick second to help us out. In my mind, I saw the white tentacles of my power reaching up and out to Meri. 
 
    “Where’d you go?” Remy asked when I was done. 
 
    “I reached out to Meri. Hopefully he’ll be here quick,” I said. “Either way, I’m ready. I’ll hold the thing as long as I can once it’s all the way here.” 
 
    “No,” Remy said. “You cannot do that. You don’t let your magic anywhere near it. Stay in the circle, Brighton. All of you. I’ll do my best to protect you.” 
 
    “Remy, I can help.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Aw, isn’t that sweet,” a horrid voice rang out through the basement. “Little Remy is trying to play hero.” 
 
    “It knows your name,” I said. 
 
    “Of course I know his name.” The demon began to materialize right outside of the circle. The scent of rotting flesh and sulfur turned my stomach as it spoke again, “We’re the best of friends, aren’t we, witch?” 
 
    “What is he talking about, Remy?” I asked. 
 
    “He’s just trying to distract us while he gathers power,” Remy said. 
 
    “Oh, if it were only that simple. But I know him better than that. I know what he wants, and I know what he’s willing to do to have you,” the demon spit. “You know it too. You saw how he changed when he got close to his prize.” 
 
    The air around us began to vibrate. The floor was next, and soon I knew the whole house would be shaking. 
 
    “Not today, fiend!” Meri said as he ran down the basement stairs. “You two get upstairs!” 
 
    “We’d have to break the circle,” Remy said. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. Just go! Go now before he’s all the way through! He’s feeding off your energy. Go!” 
 
    Without hesitation, I grabbed Remy’s hand and ran for the stairs. I felt darkness grab me and stab through my heart from behind, but I ignored it and kept pulling Remy until we were up the stairs and standing in the kitchen. 
 
    “Should we shut the door?” Remy asked. 
 
    “No, just wait.” 
 
    There was a sound of a loud clap, and then Meri came running up the steps. “Go ahead and close it now,” Meri said as he shot through the door. 
 
    Fortunately, no humans were in the kitchen when Meri ran through the door and talked. I hoped if there were any others around, they just thought it was Remy and I talking. 
 
    I was getting ready to start looking around the first floor of the house to see if someone could have overheard when there was a scream from outside.  
 
    There was a rank burnt smell as I opened the back door. I thought for a moment that the demon might have broken through Meri’s magic and manifested in the back yard with my party guests. 
 
    It wasn’t a demon, but it might have been magic at work. Somehow, the grill had been knocked over and the outside of Hangman’s House was on fire. 
 
    Thorn jumped into action and moved people back. While he did that, Annika and Brody moved forward to put it out. 
 
    I was worried because they were using magic at first, but Meri ran out to the rescue. I could see both versions of the event. The reality was that Annika and Brody were using magic to extinguish the flames. What the humans saw was people stepping up and throwing their drinks on the flames. It was an amazing illusion. 
 
    When the fire was out, I checked the house for smoke damage. I didn’t find any. There was a woman in the bathroom who looked alarmed, but she went back outside to rejoin the party. 
 
    I was surprised that the fire wasn’t the end. Once it was out, Brody set the grill back up and started cooking again. 
 
    “You okay?” Thorn asked when he approached me. 
 
    “I am. A little shaken up.” 
 
    “It’s good that it got put out so fast. I’m sure that’s a relief.” 
 
    I was a little shocked because he didn’t pull me into his arms or even take my hand. His eyes darted around the crowd. 
 
    “It is,” I said. “Are you okay? You seem distracted.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Thorn said. “I’m going to walk around and talk to a few people. I want to know if anyone saw how the grill got knocked over. We’ll talk soon.” 
 
    “Ooookay.” I was thoroughly confused by his behavior, but I didn’t want to beg him to talk to me like I was needy and codependent. I tried not to take any of it personally. 
 
    I decided that I just wanted to try to enjoy what was left of the barbecue for the time being. Annika was talking to Brody at the grill, Meri was patrolling, so I scanned the back yard for Remy. 
 
    A few seconds later, I saw him standing behind the garage. He was smiling at me, and when we made eye contact, he waved me over. It was strange, but I thought that perhaps he needed to talk to me about something he couldn’t say too close to the humans. 
 
    I made my way over to where he stood and continued to follow him as he walked around to the other side of the mostly finished garage. Suddenly, Remy was on me. He covered my face with a rag, and before I could use any magic to fight back, an acrid smell filled my nose and the world went black. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    My head swam when I woke. I didn’t think using my magic to save myself should count as personal gain, so I took a chance and used my power to clear my head. 
 
    A deep sigh escaped from between my lips as I realized I was tied down in the back of a van. I had been so stupid. 
 
    My heart ached as the realization of what had happened sunk in. Not only had Remy not changed at all, he’d teamed up with the obvious killer. 
 
    I was about to die. 
 
    And yet, I was able to use magic to release myself from the ropes holding me. You would have thought that Remy would have used his powers to ensure I couldn’t escape. 
 
    More than that, I sat up and opened the back of the van, hopped out, and scared Grey. He stood there looking at me completely stunned. 
 
    “How did you…” he asked and took a step toward me. 
 
    I reacted fast and use my magic to stop him in his tracks. When I looked around, Remy wasn’t there. 
 
    “Where is Remy?” 
 
    “Not here to save you, I’m afraid,” he hissed. 
 
    “Why would he save me? He helped you bring me here,” I said as I looked around the wooded area we were in. 
 
    “You really have no idea what I am,” he said and tried to wrestle free of my magic hold. “But I guess then again, I didn’t know what you were either. How are you doing this?” 
 
    “Wow. Okay,” I said and thought. “So that was you that took me, but you looked like Remy?” 
 
    “Clever woman. I knew there was a reason I liked you so much,” he said. “And I think I’ve dealt with power like this before. Not exactly, but close enough. You’re a witch.” 
 
    “You’re a shapeshifter,” I said. “I haven’t been a witch long enough to have studied up on that part of the occult, but I did think that shifters were more… like animal types.” 
 
    “We usually are,” Grey said. “But I seduced a witch a few years ago, and she fell in love with me. I got some... upgrades before I killed her. If I’d known that I could have gotten some more out of you, I’d have tried a little harder to get you away from Deputy Do-Right and that nerd boy that follows you around like a puppy.” 
 
    “You’re in my magical clutches. You might not want to talk smack about my friends,” I said. 
 
    “Your friends are stupid. Most of this town is stupid. I thought I’d have to actually try to evade arrest after killing that girl, but nobody in this Podunk town knows their butt from a hole in the ground.” 
 
    “I’d blame the feds for that.” 
 
    “You didn’t catch me either,” Grey said. “Now why don’t you let me go, and we’ll discuss playing nice. I could make you very happy.” 
 
    “Until you killed me? No thanks,” I said. “Oh, and no thanks anyway. I have a boyfriend.” 
 
    “Didn’t look like it at the party.” 
 
    “Shut up,” I said. 
 
    I needed a minute to figure out what to do. I had Grey, but I had to get him somewhere safe. It didn’t seem like a good idea to just sit there waiting for someone to show up and help. 
 
    “So what kind of shifter are you?” I asked. “Because the video of the murder at Bob’s showed a man in a hoodie.” 
 
    “That was an illusion,” Grey laughed. “I’m a wolf. I thought my name would be a dead giveaway.” 
 
    “Hmm. You’re right,” I said and tightened my magic around him. “Okay, so you’re a wolf. That would explain the savagery of her killing, but there was a knife there. You can use a knife in wolf form?” 
 
    “No. I keep those in my van to plant at the murder scene. I don’t exactly want to advertise that a shifter is doing the killings,” Grey said. 
 
    “And my garage?” 
 
    He huffed. “I came into town that day to build your garage, but I spied the girl on the way in. No one was around, and I couldn’t resist. She was close enough to my type, and I had an itch.” 
 
    “But then you came to build my garage.” 
 
    “I only showed up for that for the alibi. I should have just left town after I killed her, but I wanted to try and be a little more organized. You saw how fast the FBI showed up. That’s because I’d been a little reckless. The thing is, I thought when I showed up at your house pounding the way I was, you’d fire me. But you’re too nice for that. Once I saw you, and got a whiff of your beautiful scent, I knew I had to have some special time alone with you. I killed the other girl too fast. It was a frenzy really. With you, I wanted to take my time and savor the experience.” 
 
    “You have to be really good at this to have tricked us all. Even Meri didn’t pick up on it,” I said. 
 
    “I am,” Grey said. 
 
    And then suddenly, he was a snake on the ground. He slipped my magic by shifting. Before I could correct, Grey was behind me with his hands around my throat. 
 
    As I used my magic to get loose and push him away, Remy came charging through the trees. Grey shifted to his wolf form and whirled around to face him. 
 
    He swiped and clawed at Remy just long enough to tear his arm open. Annika, Brody, and Meri came running toward us seconds later. 
 
    But it was too late. I don’t know if he shifted into an ant or a worm or just made himself look like a leaf, but Grey was suddenly gone. 
 
    “Where did he go?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Meri said. “But he won’t get back to us again.” 
 
    You could barely make it out, but I could see the bubble of protection glowing around us. Meri had our backs. 
 
    Brody and Annika were already at Remy’s side trying to heal his wound. It was bad. Anyone other than a witch would have lost the arm, but we fixed it. 
 
    When Remy looked up at me with relief in his eyes, they were completely back to his original color. As was his hair. Any trace of the darkness from before was gone. 
 
    “Remy,” Annika said. “You’re…” 
 
    “I feel different,” he said. “I mean. I feel like myself again.” 
 
    “You almost died for me,” I said. 
 
    “Well, that’s what did it,” Annika said and helped Remy to his feet. “You sacrificed for another, and now we have you back.” 
 
    She threw her arms around him and I couldn’t help but do the same. “What the heck?” Brody called out. “Group hug!” he said and joined us. 
 
    “You guys are on your own with that,” Meri snarked. “Can we please wrap this up and go get something to eat?” 
 
    “Meri,” I scolded. 
 
    “Fine,” he said and rubbed himself against Remy’s legs. “Now can we get something to eat?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Later that night, Thorn showed up on my porch. Relief washed over me as I let him in. I’d been trying to reach him for hours to no avail. 
 
    He stepped inside the door but didn’t take off his hat. “I guess you might have heard the news that there was another murder a couple of towns over. The FBI is moving out.” 
 
    Guilt stabbed me in the gut, but what could I do? I’d tried to stop Grey. I just hoped someone stopped him before he killed too many more women. Given his powers, it was going to be difficult. I had vowed that if he ever came back to Coventry, I would stop him. 
 
    “I did hear that. He tried to kill me. You know?” I said. 
 
    “I heard, and I’m sorry I wasn’t there,” he said. 
 
    “You’re sorry? Thorn, what is going on? Why weren’t you there? Something seems to have suddenly changed between us. Is it because of me getting involved in the investigations? Do you just not love me anymore?” 
 
    “It’s not that,” he said, but Thorn made no move to kiss me or take my hand. I could feel the distance between us growing with every second. 
 
    “You do love me? Then what is going on?” 
 
    “I do love you, Brighton. I love you with all of my heart which is why I’ve been struggling today. And of course, I let what’s suddenly going on in my life affect you and our relationship. I’m sorry for that. I’m just at a loss, sweetheart.” 
 
    “At a loss about what? If you love me, then why are you acting this way?” 
 
    He finally took my hands. “Brighton, I don’t know how to break this to you gently, so I’m just going to say it. You know how my ex-wife and I split up three years ago and divorced a few months later?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Why?” 
 
    “She showed up in town today with a little two-year-old girl who looks just like me.” 
 
    For a moment, I couldn’t piece together what he was telling me. Then, I did the math. 
 
    “Oh,” I said as my heart sank in my chest.  
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