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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “Hold still,” Starla said to Presto as Blossom lit the candles. “I’m pretty sure this won’t hurt.” 
 
    “Much,” Blossom said with a wink and a laugh. 
 
    “Don’t forget that you’re turning me back into one of the most powerful witches that ever lived. Perhaps you both shouldn’t tease me,” Presto said. 
 
    “Maybe we should just leave you in there,” Blossom said. “If you’re such a powerful witch, get yourself out of your pickle.” 
 
    “Enough you two,” Starla said with a huff. “Let’s get started, okay?” 
 
    “I’m still not exactly sure what I am supposed to do,” Kane said. 
 
    “You just follow our lead and stand where you’re supposed to stand,” Blossom said. 
 
    “I’ll say the chant first, and then Blossom will repeat it. After that, you say it,” Starla said. 
 
    “And that’s going to turn the cat into a person?” 
 
    “Not exactly. Damek is trapped inside Presto. Presto is still a cat. So, we’re going to separate the two of them.” 
 
    “What’s going to happen to the cat?” Kane asked. 
 
    “We’re not sure. Its life has been unnaturally preserved by Damek’s presence in him, but we’re hoping Presto will get to live out the rest of the days he had left before Damek was stuffed into his mind.” 
 
    “Nothing but trouble,” Kane said. “You’re nothing but trouble.” 
 
    “I thought that’s what you liked about me,” Starla said with a wry smile. 
 
    “No, it’s what I love about you.” 
 
    “Oh my goddess. I’m going to puke,” Blossom said. “Can you guys cut it out before I lose my lunch.” 
 
    “Right?” Presto said. “I hope I’m never in love so that I’m never that stupid.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure you never have to worry about that,” Blossom said. 
 
    Everyone but Presto cracked up. 
 
    “Okay, seriously, guys. Let’s get started. Take your places,” Starla said. 
 
    She placed Presto in the center of the stone circle, and the other two witches went to their spots. Presto settled down into the sand and his tail swished back and forth. He looked back with a hint of disgust at the fluffy appendage. It was now full of sand, and that was abysmal, but the witch inside, Damek Dred, knew the sandy fur was about to be someone, or something, else’s problem. So he swished away. 
 
    “We call this circle at the pleasure of the goddess above,” Starla said. “I enter it with love and light in my heart. How do you enter?” she asked as she turned toward Blossom. 
 
    “We call this circle at the pleasure of the goddess above. I enter it with love and light in my heart. How do you enter?” Blossom asked as she turned to face Kane. 
 
    He took a deep breath and looked at Starla. “We call this circle at the pleasure of the goddess above.” He stumbled through the line but made it without completely faltering. “I enter it with love and light in my heart.” 
 
    “So mote it be,” Starla said, and the others repeated “So mote it be.” 
 
    The ritual lasted about ten minutes, and Kane eventually relaxed. Starla watched him become more comfortable with his role in the circle, and she began to wonder if they really could start a coven. Four wasn’t necessarily the best number to work with. Sure, it was good for calling the corners, but she’d much rather have five, seven, or thirteen. Thirteen would be amazing, and thirty-one would make them practically unstoppable. But she’d gotten ahead of herself. They were four, about to be five, and she’d have to find a way to make do. Five was the number of the pentacle. Starla knew she could work with five.  
 
    As they finished the chant, a cloud of blue swirling vapor rose from the sea and drifted to the center of the circle. It danced around Presto and then enveloped him. The neon of the blue grew brighter, and in seconds, they could no longer see the cat. 
 
    Thunder crashed from invisible clouds and stars fell as Starla held her breath in anticipation. In her peripheral vision, she could see a mermaid emerge from the water and then watch from the beach. It was almost impossible to look away from the magnificently beautiful woman, but Starla managed to turn her attention back to her workings. 
 
    The cerulean light around Presto began to dissipate as if it were evaporating into the dark. As the magic mist cleared, it became apparent there was nothing in the center of the circle. It was just Presto sitting there. Starla’s shoulder’s slumped. 
 
    “I don’t think it worked,” she said. 
 
    “No way. There is no way it’s going to end this way. This is so lame,” Blossom said. 
 
    “What’s lame?” a deep voice asked from behind one of the stones. 
 
    Just then, a man with long, black hair, dressed in leather pants and a black linen shirt, stepped from the darkness. He had a warm aura about him, and there was an intense power radiating from that aura. Blossom gasped when she saw Damek for the first time. Starla had to admit he was easy on the eyes, but it was Blossom who was instantly smitten. 
 
    “Wow,” Blossom said after a heavy sigh. Damek crossed the distance between them, pulled Blossom into his embrace, and kissed her hard on the lips. 
 
    “You are the most infuriating woman I’ve ever met, but I’ve wanted to do that since I first laid eyes on you,” Damek said, and Blossom nearly fainted. 
 
    “I… uh… I don’t know what to say,” Blossom sputtered. “You know what; I do know. Kiss me again, just like that.” And he did. When they finally came up for air, Starla and Kane were waiting patiently. 
 
    “Sorry, guys,” Blossom said. Her face was bright red, and she was breathing hard. 
 
    “I’m not,” Damek said. “Damek Dred. A pleasure to meet you all.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure that we’ve met before,” Starla said with a laugh. “Just not like that.” 
 
    “I apologize for taking liberties with Blossom, but I have been completely infatuated with her from the start,” he said and looked at Blossom. “In all my years on this earth, I have never met a woman who made me feel the way you do.” 
 
    Starla bit her lip to stifle a chuckle when she saw Kane roll his eyes. She elbowed him softly, and he wrapped his arm around her waist. 
 
    Presto the cat, who had become just a cat, rubbed himself against Starla’s legs and meowed. She looked down and smiled at him before scooping him up and holding her familiar against her chest. 
 
    “I still love you, Presto. Even if you don’t have the spirit of a hundreds-of-years-old witch inside of you anymore,” Starla said. “Speaking of which. Damek, how did you get a body?” 
 
    “I don’t know. You freed me from the cat, and here I am,” he said. “And you know what, as you pointed out, I haven’t had a body for hundreds of years, so now I want to use it. Is anybody up for a moonlit swim?” 
 
    “Do you think it’s safe?” Blossom asked. “It hasn’t been that long since the storm hit. Is it safe to go in the water?” 
 
    That was about the time that Starla remembered there was a mermaid standing on the beach watching them. She turned to look, and the stunning redhead was still there. 
 
    “Uh, guys. I think we have a visitor,” Starla said. “Hello,” she called out to the woman. 
 
    The mermaid waved back at her, but she did not take a step forward. Starla didn’t pick up the vibe that the woman meant them any harm, so she decided she’d go down to the beach. 
 
    “Come on. Let’s go see why she’s here,” Starla said. 
 
    The group crossed the few hundred feet to the spot on the beach where the mermaid waited. She smiled sweetly as they approached, and Starla noted that the closer they got, the more relaxed she felt. 
 
    “I’m sorry to intrude,” the mermaid said. “I was just swimming close to the island and I felt the magic. It was powerful stuff, and I couldn’t resist taking a peek.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Starla said. “I’m Starla. This is Blossom, Kane, and Damek.” She pointed to each of her friends. “I’ve never met a mermaid before.” 
 
    “I’ve never really met a witch before either. We weren’t allowed to talk to you before. Most of the others are still kind of afraid, but I don’t think you guys are scary at all,” she said. “I’m Noelani. You can call me Noel for short if you like.” 
 
    “It’s good to meet you, Noel,” Starla said. 
 
    “Noel!!!” a voice called from the water. “What on earth are you doing?” 
 
    “I have to go,” Noel said sadly. “I’m sorry. My people don’t understand yet, but I’m sure that they will soon.” 
 
    “Will you come back another time and visit us?” Blossom asked. 
 
    “Tomorrow night. I’ll come here again,” she said and turned to run back into the water.  
 
    “Well, that was interesting,” Kane said. 
 
    “I wish she could have stayed longer. I have so many questions,” Starla admitted. “I want to know all about them.” 
 
    “You’ll get another chance,” Kane replied. “You can come back tomorrow night and meet with her again.” 
 
    “I’ll come too,” Blossom added. 
 
    “That’s a good idea. It could be an ambush,” Kane said. 
 
    “Why would the mermaids ambush us?” Starla asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. You’re the one who said you didn’t know anything about them.” 
 
    “That’s a good point,” Starla agreed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    “Damek and Blossom appear to be content at the beach, would you like to have a cup of coffee with me?” Kane asked. 
 
    “Sure, that’ sounds great. Maybe they’ll have some croissants left too.” Starla responded. 
 
    Not many people drank coffee on the island, but there was one coffee shop near the hospital. It stayed open late for the hospital employees, but the dining area would be a ghost town at that time of night. 
 
    Kane knew that he and Starla could sit in a booth and have a quiet talk without much disruption. If they took a table in the back corner, they wouldn’t even be interrupted by the doctors and nurses coming in for a latte to go. 
 
    “Sure,” Starla said. “Can you drive me to my house first so I can drop off Presto? I don’t think they’ll let me bring him into Magic Beans.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can do that.” 
 
    They walked back to his car and Kane opened the door for Starla. “Such a gentleman,” she said. 
 
    “Not all of us are troublemakers, you know,” he said and gave her a wink. 
 
    They drove to Starla’s house with the windows down. The cool evening sea breeze danced through Starla’s hair, and she inhaled the salty scent deeply. She’d hated Clownfish Cay when she’d first arrived, but now she could see and feel that it was paradise. There was a constant vibration in the air that wasn’t quite magic, but it was the thing that came before magic. It was primordial and elemental. The longer Starla spent on the island, the more intensely she could feel it. 
 
    She’d almost allowed herself to be lulled into a trance state, but her positive vibes were about to be interrupted. When they arrived at her house, the front door was halfway open. “Stay in the car,” Kane said. 
 
    He got in the trunk and retrieved his badge and gun. Starla rolled down the window. “Kane, wait. I can stay in the car, but I think that my magic is a better way to protect us than a gun.” 
 
    “I’m not taking a chance. And maybe don’t announce that whole M-A-G-I-C thing to the entire neighborhood.” 
 
    Starla rolled her eyes at him and then rolled up the window. She figured fine, if he wanted to go all Alpha male on her again, he could watch his own back.  
 
    She had that attitude for about two seconds before deciding with a huff that he needed her protection more than she needed his. Starla opened the door and got out. She set Presto on the ground and summoned a protective shield around herself and the cat. Once she was closer to Kane, she wrapped him up in a bubble of magic too. 
 
    “I told you to stay in the car,” he said when she walked through the front door. 
 
    “I’m trouble,” she said. “I can’t help it.” 
 
    He grunted. “I’m going to check your bedroom and bathroom.” 
 
    She watched as he made his way down the hallway. A few seconds later, Starla heard him call out. 
 
    “All clear,” Kane said. “There’s no one in the house. You should take a look around to see if anything was stolen. I’m going to run out to my car to get the paperwork.” 
 
    “Okay. I’m so sorry,” Starla said. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Because, I know you’re joking when you say I’m trouble, but it’s true. When I think about everything that has gone wrong since I’ve been here…” 
 
    “Oh Starla,” Kane said. 
 
    He crossed the room and pulled her into his arms. “Don’t talk like that. You’re trouble for sure,” Kane said and kissed her. “But none of what’s happened is your fault in any way.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “Because I’m a witch too,” he said. “I’ve got instincts. Whatever is going on around here has nothing to do with you. It’s either a coincidence that you showed up when it started, or we’re lucky that you’re here. Actually, when I think about it, we’re lucky either way.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because we’ve got you to help protect and care for us. I talk a big game, but I know how powerful you are. I can feel it.” 
 
    “It doesn’t feel like it. My powers are back, but it’s nothing like in the past,” Starla said. 
 
    “Give it some time, sweetie.” 
 
    Kane went outside to get the forms he needed to fill out. Starla walked around the house with Presto in tow. Knowing that someone had been in her house made Starla feel violated.  
 
    She went to her bedroom closet and pulled out her chest of magical items. Since her magic was back, she’d taken it out of storage. It only took her a moment of rummaging to find the sage smudge stick she’d been looking for. 
 
    Starla went back to the kitchen and used a burner to light the sage. She began walking around the house waving the delicate smoke through the air. 
 
    “Whoa. Whoa. Whoa,” Kane said when he came back in. “Just because you’re a witch doesn’t mean you can smoke that stuff.” 
 
    Starla laughed.  
 
    “Thank goodness you got that awful mage out of me.” 
 
    Kane raised his gun. “Who was that?” 
 
    “Kane, put your gun away,” Starla said. 
 
    He followed her eyes down to the cat seated at her feet. Presto sat there licking his paw and swiping it over his ear casually. 
 
    “I really can’t thank you enough. That witch was insufferable,” Presto said. 
 
    “Presto?” Starla asked as she knelt in front of the cat. 
 
    “Starla?” 
 
    “Oh gosh.” She pressed her fingertips to her lips. “All that time, you were trapped in there behind Damek.” 
 
    “Tell me about it. No, wait; you don’t need to tell me about it. I’ve been stuck in there for centuries.” 
 
    “So, are you a witch or wizard?” 
 
    “No,” Presto said. “I’m your familiar. I’m supposed to be the familiar for your family going back generations, but I’ve been stuck on mute.” 
 
    “The cat still talks,” Kane grumped.  
 
    “Kane. Come on.” Starla shot him the look. 
 
    “He’s just mad because he doesn’t have a familiar to talk to him,” Presto said and then jumped onto the coffee table. “You guys got any tuna.” 
 
    “Canned?” Starla asked. 
 
    “Fresh.” 
 
    “Oh great; the cat is a diva,” Kane said. He thought about it for a moment and made his decision when he glimpsed the hopeful look on Starla’s face. “Alright, let’s go get the talking cat some fresh tuna.” 
 
    “Really?” Starla asked. 
 
    “Well, he’s been stuck in there for centuries. We can get him some fish. The market is probably still open. Thomas, the owner, expanded his hours after the storm. As far as I know, he hasn’t started closing up early yet.” 
 
    A big, goofy grin spread across Starla’s face. “You’re a huge softy,” she teased. “And you’re totally a cat person.” 
 
    “You’re going to make me regret this, aren’t you?” Kane started off sounding gruff, but he couldn’t help the grin that turned up the corners of his mouth. 
 
    “Presto, will you be alright while we run to the store?” 
 
    Presto just looked at her blankly. For a moment, she thought perhaps she’d imagined that her familiar had been talking to her. Then, Starla realized the cat thought she was stupid. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Kane said and took her hand. 
 
    Thomas, the shopkeeper, was locking up when they arrived, but he let them in and sold the couple a tuna steak. “It’s best to get the fish sold while it’s fresh anyway. I would like to make it quick, though. My daughter is walking from her job at the Hen’s Diner to meet me. I don’t like to keep her waiting in the dark.” 
 
    He wrapped the tuna in plastic and white paper, took Kane’s money, and promptly locked the door behind them after their exit. With a wave, Kane and Starla got back in the car to take Presto his very expensive dinner. 
 
    “Do we have to cook it?” Kane asked as they pulled into Starla’s driveway. 
 
    “I don’t think so. Good thing we can ask him,” she said and hopped out of the car before Kane could come around and get her door.  
 
    “You really should let me get the door for you,” he said. 
 
    “I can get my own car door, Orion Kane, but thank you. I’ll take it into consideration.” 
 
    “Did you still want to go for coffee after we deliver the tuna to your talking cat?” 
 
    “You know what, Mister Man? It was your idea to go out and get Presto the fish, so don’t go getting all salty with me,” she said and stuck her tongue out at him as they walked to her front door. “How about a walk on the beach? Then maybe we can hit up one of the tourist bars for some mozzarella sticks. The tourists are starting to trickle back in after the storm, but I’m sure the local businesses could use our support.” 
 
    “And the cash,” Kane added. 
 
    “Yes, and the cash.” She pushed her front door open. “Presto, we’ve got the tuna. Here kitty, kitty. You want me to cook it?” 
 
    “Okay, first of all, you need to stop with that here kitty kitty stuff. Second, I’m a cat. Just unwrap the fish and toss it in my bowl.” 
 
    “You call me salty, but that cat is brutal,” Kane said. “I like him.” 
 
    “Let’s go for that walk. I really want some cheese sticks.” 
 
    “I don’t know how you keep your figure eating the way you do,” Kane said. “Most women I’ve known have obsessed over their figures, but you just kind of do what you want. And it works out for you.” 
 
    “Does Blossom obsess over her figure?” 
 
    “Not really,” Kane said with a shrug. 
 
    “Exactly. It’s a witch thing. Magic metabolisms are one of the perks.” 
 
    They left Presto with his fresh tuna and went out through the patio door. A cool breeze had begun to cut through the night air, but it was still mostly pleasant. It was normally pretty hot in Clownfish Cay, even at night, but the storm had brought in cooler temperatures. 
 
    Starla and Kane were about halfway to the place on the beach where there was a small boardwalk that led to a few bars and restaurants when they saw a crowd gathered. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Starla wondered out loud. 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m going to check it out. Stay back,” Kane said and gave her hand a squeeze. 
 
    “Dude, I swear to gawd that if you don’t stop telling me to stay back while you check things out, I’m going to put a hex on you.” 
 
    “That sounded like a threat,” he retorted with an impish smile. 
 
    “It was a promise,” Starla snarked. 
 
    “Fine, okay,” Kane said and put his hands up in mock surrender. “We’ll check it out. Together.” 
 
    They walked quickly over to the gathered crowd. The people parted when they saw Sheriff Kane. 
 
    “Oh no,” Starla said. 
 
    It was a body. 
 
    “Folks, I’m going to need you to take a step back,” Kane said as he shifted into professional mode. 
 
    Starla watched as a tall woman in a blue dress inched her way out of the crowd and left quickly. She’d seen her on the docks before, but Starla would have to ask Blossom about the identity of the woman. 
 
    “You should go,” Kane said. “I’m going to put tape around the area.” 
 
    “You don’t have any tape, Kane,” Starla responded. “I’ll get it from your car. I’ll grab your case too.” 
 
    “Thank you, sweetie. I appreciate it.” 
 
    “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Starla walked as fast as she could back to her house to get Kane’s things from his car. The dead man on the beach had a knife with a huge carved handle protruding from his chest. It was apparent he’d been murdered. 
 
    She grabbed Kane’s case and supply bag with the tape from his trunk and slammed it shut. Starla made her way to where she’d left Kane. 
 
    “Come over when you’re done?” 
 
    “I will. I promise,” he said and kissed her on the cheek. 
 
    Starla wanted to know more about the murder, but she didn’t want to get in Kane’s way. The easiest way to get him to give her some details was to go home and wait.  
 
    “Maybe he’ll spill more if I ply him with food,” she said to herself. 
 
    She wasn’t far from the restaurants, so Starla took a brief detour to a nearby diner to get a burger and fries to go for Kane. She also got those mozzarella sticks she’d been wanting. 
 
    Bag of takeout in hand, Starla headed home. She avoided the beach and walked home along the street. There were even more tourists out and about than the night before. She thought it was good to see the island come back to life. 
 
    Except, someone was dead. He hadn’t looked familiar, so Starla guessed he was a tourist. It had been a miracle that not one person had died during the storm, but now Clownfish Cay was going to have a reputation, thanks to a dead tourist on the beach. 
 
    Once she was home, Starla put Kane’s takeout on the counter and took her cheese sticks into the living room. Presto was curled up on one end of the sofa. 
 
    “Mind if I sit?” 
 
    “Your house,” he said as he stretched out and flexed his paws. 
 
    “So, do you have any powers?” 
 
    “I’m a talking cat. What else do you want?” Presto asked and rolled onto his back with his paws halfway into the air. 
 
    Starla couldn’t help but chuckle. “I mean, that’s impressive and all, but I was wondering if you could do spells or anything like that.” 
 
    Suddenly, Starla found herself on the floor, looking up at the sofa. Her couch seemed massive, and Presto looked like a freakishly huge mountain lion. She tried to speak, but all that came out was a squeak.  
 
    She looked down at her feet and they were tiny and pink, covered with fuzzy yellow fur. They were not human feet. Starla tried again to ask Presto what was going on, but it was nothing more than another squeak. 
 
    Her heart began to race as the realization of what she’d become hit her like a speeding garbage truck on a hot July afternoon. Starla unleashed a string of curses that would have made a sailor blush, but it only came out as a series of fast, high-pitched pips and squeals. 
 
    Presto looked on and laughed. “So, little mouse, are you convinced that I have a touch of magic in me?” 
 
    Starla wiggled her tiny nose and thought big thoughts. Moments later, she was back to full size and human. “That wasn’t the slightest bit funny,” she said. 
 
    “I thought it was hilarious.” 
 
    “Nope. Not even a bit, but it could come in handy,” Starla said. 
 
    “I knew you’d agree.” 
 
    “You know what else?” she asked with a glint in her eye. 
 
    “What?” Presto’s kitty voice dripped with sarcasm. 
 
    “This,” she said, and Presto turned into a fat, pea-green frog. 
 
    She laughed as he hopped down to the floor and began throwing himself around the room, croaking wildly. Starla let him flail and ribbit for a good fifteen minutes before she changed him back. 
 
    When she did turn him back into a cat, Presto hissed and ran underneath Starla’s bed. “Guess you really are a cat,” she called after him with a chuckle. 
 
    Starla settled in on the couch to watch a movie on her laptop while she ate her cheese sticks. Eventually, Presto forgave her and came back to sit on her lap. The two of them were snoozing peacefully when Starla was startled by a knock at the patio door. 
 
    She panicked for a moment, but then remembered that Kane was supposed to come over when he was done with the crime scene. Without giving it another thought, she went to the back door and pulled the cord to open the blinds. 
 
    It was a good thing she looked through the glass before opening the door. There was someone standing on the other side of the door, but it wasn’t Kane. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Starla gasped and took a step back from the door. The man pressed his face against the door and smiled menacingly.  
 
    “Get back from there,” Presto called out from behind her. 
 
    The smiling man raised his hand and began to pound on the glass. Starla searched her mind for a defensive spell. She figured she could use a shield incantation to protect herself and Presto, or perhaps she should make a magical beacon to attract attention. Her mind scattered as fear took hold. She wasn’t normally such a shrinking violet, but something about the man and his sinister grin terrified her. 
 
    Just about the time that Starla settled on using a shield, the would-be intruder turned from the door and ran away into the night. At first, Starla wasn’t sure what had made him flee, but then she saw Kane coming up the beach toward her house. 
 
    He saw the man running from her back door and gave chase. Starla watched Kane disappear into the dark after the smiling man. She unlocked the door and stepped out onto her patio to watch. 
 
    “Starla, get back in here,” Presto hissed. “What if he comes back around?” 
 
    “Then we’ll turn him into a mouse or a frog. I can protect us. I was just caught off guard,” Starla said. “By the way, why didn’t you turn him into a mouse? Or does it only work on me?” 
 
    “I tried.” Presto seemed at a loss. “Maybe I’m rusty from all the years of being stuck on mute. I don’t know.” 
 
    Presto joined her on the patio to watch for Kane. Several minutes later, he returned, out of breath and red-faced. Once he was inside the house, Kane bent over with his hands on his knees. He stood there for a few moments, just taking deep breaths. 
 
    “You okay?” Starla asked once his breathing had almost returned to normal. 
 
    “I’m good, but I didn’t catch him,” Kane said as he walked into the kitchen. “I didn’t get a good look at his face either. Did you?” 
 
    “I did,” Starla said, but she’d only seen him with his face pressed against the glass, smiling unnaturally. “But I couldn’t tell you what he looked like.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” Kane said. He filled a glass from the cabinet above the sink with water and took several gulps. “Eyewitness reports are usually unreliable.” 
 
    “I got you some dinner,” Starla offered. “Let me heat it up for you.” 
 
    “Thank you, sweetie,” he said and kissed her forehead. “I don’t feel right, leaving you here alone with some creep going around looking in your patio door.” 
 
    “There’s always the guest bedroom,” she said as she popped his food container into the microwave.  
 
    “Starla, baby, you don’t even have a bed in there.” 
 
    “I know, but there is an air mattress around here somewhere. Or you could ride the couch.” 
 
    “I think the couch sounds better, but I don’t know if I should spend the night.” 
 
    “It’s getting pretty late. Are you on call?” 
 
    “No, Deputy Willis has the on-call cell phone tonight. He joined me at the scene. I think he stays up all night even when he’s not on call.” 
 
    “Then stay if you’re worried about me, Kane. There’s no reason for you to drive home unless you think you’ll be too uncomfortable on the sofa.” 
 
    He let out a deep sigh. “Okay; I am pretty tired.” 
 
    The microwave dinged and Starla retrieved Kane’s dinner. They sat quietly until Kane had eaten about half his food. 
 
    “It’s a weird night on the island,” he said after gulping down a fry. “The dead guy on the beach was some sort of sleaze too. A couple of the people in the crowd said that he’d been making some of the women on the beach feel uncomfortable for at least a couple of days now. I’m not sure why none of them called me.” 
 
    “They probably figured that if he wasn’t doing anything illegal, the police wouldn’t do anything.” 
 
    “I would have done something,” Kane said. 
 
    “I know. You’re a better man than most, though.” 
 
    “You really think so?” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s why I keep you around,” Starla said. “So, did anybody see anything? Did you get any leads on the dead guy?” 
 
    “Someone said they might have seen a guy running away, but they weren’t sure,” Kane said. “I have to wonder if it was the guy looking in your back door.” 
 
    “Great, we’ve got another murderer loose on the island,” Starla said. “I did see a woman dressed in blue leave the crowd quickly when we showed up. I don’t know if it means anything, but it did seem off.” 
 
    “I trust your instincts,” Kane said. “I’ll ask around and see if anyone else saw her.” 
 
    Starla went to the closet to retrieve bedding for Kane. She also gave him a toothbrush from a pack she had stored in her bathroom. While he was taking a quick shower and getting ready for bed, Starla made up the sofa for him. Her eyes kept drifting over to the patio door. The blinds were drawn so she couldn’t see out, but Starla couldn’t help wondering if the creepy man was out there again. 
 
    Once she’d kissed Kane goodnight, Starla and Presto put an extra protection ward on the front and back doors while her familiar took care of the windows. Kane had offered to help, but he was still unsteady with his magic. He had a lot to learn. For Starla, it had been easier. 
 
    That’s why the dream she’d had that night was so disturbing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



The next morning when she awoke, Starla couldn’t shake the feeling of dread that had creeped its way into her bones during the night. Her bed looked as though she’d spent the night tossing and turning, but unfortunately for the troubled witch, her nightmare had her trapped in a hellish dreamscape. Then another dream pulled her out of those. Though it wasn’t as grotesque as the other dreams, it had frightened her even more. 
 
    Starla tried to shake the memory as she made coffee, but the vision wouldn’t leave her. After she’d drifted off to sleep, Starla thought she’d been awakened by someone knocking on her closet door. 
 
    Though it was peculiar, dream Starla had risen from the bed and asked, “Who’s there?” 
 
    “It’s me, Starla. Let me in.” Juniper’s voice set Starla at ease. 
 
    The closet wasn’t locked, so she didn’t know why Juniper hadn’t just walked on into her bedroom. It didn’t occur to Starla until she’d actually woken up that it was strange for Juniper to have been in her closet in the first place. 
 
    In the dream, Starla turned the knob and let her best friend from Stone Church into her bedroom. Dream Juniper went to the bedroom door and closed it. She poked the lock button in the center of the knob and sat down on Starla’s bed. 
 
    “Come sit with me, Starla.” Juniper said in a voice that was there but not quite. 
 
    “Why didn’t you just come in?” Starla asked as she sat next to her friend. “Why did you have to knock?” 
 
    “I needed your help slipping through. You’re powerful enough now that you can use a little magic without even trying,” Juniper said. 
 
    “That’s good, right?” Starla noted the concerned look on her old friend’s face. 
 
    “Normally it would be, but there is something wrong, Starla. The magic on the island isn’t turning out the way the Elders thought it would.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with Clownfish Cay? Why didn’t the Elders come here if there’s a problem?” Starla asked. “Why are you sneaking into my room at night?” 
 
    “Everything in nature finds its level, Starla. That includes magic. The Elders thought that if they sent you and Damek to Clownfish Cay that, together with Orion and Blossom, you’d be able to create a place where the darkness couldn’t see or reach you. They thought you’d be able to get ahead for the light, but that’s not how it works. There is a dark force there, now equal to the good in the four of you. The Elders can’t send any more magicals to the island because they are afraid it will only make the darkness stronger. They can’t bring you home either, because they don’t want it following you. I’ve fought them on this, Starla, but they will not relent. For better or worse, Clownfish Cay is your home now, and it’s yours to protect.” 
 
    “This is my home,” Starla said. “I miss you, but I’ve felt that for a while. I can protect the island.” 
 
    “There’s one problem,” Juniper said gravely. “Every time you use your magic, you get stronger, but so does the darkness. You have to be careful. No matter how strong of a witch you were born to be, you have to practice restraint. They won’t tell me what it is, but I’ve heard whispering that the Elders are afraid that this new dark force is unlike anything they’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “You said that nature and magic find their level, so it will be okay, right?” Starla asked. 
 
    Juniper took her hand. “Eventually it does, but the enemy can do a lot of damage before Gaia sets things right. I don’t want you to have to go through that.” 
 
    “Go through what?” 
 
    Somewhere in the distance, Starla’s old grandfather clock struck. “I have to go, Starla. I’m out of time. Go back through the closet door to get home.” 
 
    “But, I am home,” Starla said. But when she blinked her eyes, Starla realized she was sitting in her old bedroom in Stone Church. Juniper hadn’t come to the island; she’d brought Starla through to her old house.  
 
    The room was empty and quiet, but she could feel that there were people there on the other side of the veil. She longed to stay, but Starla was afraid to go against what Juniper had said. 
 
    She looked around one last time before walking to the closet and stepping through its threshold. As she closed the door behind her, everything went black. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



“Starla!” Presto’s voice brought her out of the memory. “Starla, the coffee pot has been beeping for five minutes. 
 
    “Oh sorry,” she said and scrambled to get a cup from the dishwasher. 
 
    “Hard night?” 
 
    “Yeah. I had a bad dream. Where’s Kane?” 
 
    “He left you a note. I read it. He said he had to get into work early, but he didn’t want to wake you. He helped himself to toast and eggs. He washed the pan.” 
 
    “That was nice of him. Anything else?” Starla asked. 
 
    “Oh, and he wanted to know if he could make you dinner at his place. He said he’d call you at lunch to confirm.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Starla said and rolled her eyes. “You’re a very good secretary.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m nobody’s secretary,” Presto protested. 
 
    “Well, then you’re just a snoop.” 
 
    “You try being a cat with magical powers cooped up in the house all day. You’d get bored pretty quick too.” 
 
    “Maybe you should go out and explore the island a little,” she said but then remembered the dream. “No, that’s not a good idea.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    So Starla filled him in on her dream. Before he could comment, there was an insistent knocking at the patio door. Starla’s heart dropped into her stomach and a trickle of cold sweat ran down her back. 
 
    “Starla!” Blossom’s voice came through the glass. “Open up, witch. I want pancakes.” 
 
    Starla breathed a sigh of relief. “Coming, Blossom.” 
 
    “Oh my goddess! I had the best night ever,” Blossom gushed as Starla opened the patio door for her. “Damek is just the dreamiest.” 
 
    “You sound like a teenage girl,” Starla laughed. 
 
    “I feel like one for sure. I can’t believe he’s real.” 
 
    “At least one of us had a good night,” Starla said as she went into the kitchen to start the pancakes. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Starla?” Blossom asked. Her shoulders slumped and her whole demeanor shifted as if Starla had let all the air out of her. “It’s not Orion is it? I’ll kick my little brother’s butt if he’s not being good to you.” 
 
    “It’s not Kane. He’s great,” she said, and offered Blossom a half-hearted smile. “It’s worse. We’re going to need to get Damek and Kane here tonight for a witch meeting.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    Starla filled Blossom in on her dream and on what she knew about the murder while she prepared breakfast. The color drained from Blossom’s face. 
 
    “Another dead person on the island and we can’t use our magic? That sucks.” 
 
    “It does.” 
 
    “So, are we going to try and solve the murder?” 
 
    “Blossom.”  
 
    “Starla.” 
 
    “There isn’t much to go on.” Starla had resigned herself to Blossom’s inability to let go. Besides, what else were they going to do? 
 
    “Well, if we could use magic, then there are a few places we could start. But since we can’t, I guess we’ll just have to go to the crime scene and have a look.” 
 
    “I’m sure the beach where we found the body is swarmed with tourists. I don’t think we’ll find much there.” 
 
    “It never hurts to try. Do you have any other ideas?” 
 
    Starla didn’t. Blossom was right that a little bit of magic could help send them in the right direction, but that was a terrible idea. 
 
    So after they ate breakfast, the pair set off for the spot on the beach where the sleaze had been found the night before. Starla found an old leash and harness in the closet before they left, so Presto was able to go too. 
 
    He wished he’d never said anything about being bored. 
 
    Word must have traveled around the island that a body had shown up on the beach the night before because there was an even bigger crowd gathered around where the crime scene had been. 
 
    Tourists were taking photos in the murder spot, and Starla wondered if the darkness hadn’t already started to permeate the air. It was so macabre and strange. 
 
    But they did find their first person to interview. There was a short, balding man in board shorts and a shirt covered in a pineapple pattern there, telling stories about the dead guy. 
 
    When he saw Starla approaching, he excused himself and attempted to flee. Fortunately, his short, thick legs and open-toed sandals were not ideal for escape. 
 
    “Not so fast,” Starla said in an official tone. “My partner and I have some questions for you.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Blossom whispered, but there was an excited smile on her face. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    “You’re not cops,” the man said nervously. 
 
    “You’re right,” Starla said. “We’re not, but I’m very close to the sheriff.” 
 
    “And I’m his sister,” Blossom added. “So you might want to consider having a chat with us. You were out here running your mouth about the dead guy, after all.” 
 
    “He’s charging for it too,” a voice came out of the crowd. 
 
    Starla looked to see who had said it. The crowd parted a little as no one else wanted to be associated with the man’s tattle.  
 
    “Gotcha,” Blossom said, and Starla realized her friend had taken a picture of the tattletale with her phone. “We’ll get to you later.” 
 
    “You’re charging to tell stories about the deceased?” Starla asked. “Like, you’re some sort of death tour guide for the island?” She wanted to be mad at the guy, but given everything going on, it wasn’t a terrible idea. At least, it wouldn’t have been if she’d thought of it first. “Do you have a permit for that?” 
 
    “Do I need a permit?” the man asked sincerely. 
 
    “I don’t know, but I’ll find out,” she said. “Now, let’s try this again. I’m Starla Shadowend. My friend, Blossom, and I would like to have a little chat with you.” 
 
    By then, the crowd was dispersing, and the man looked a little defeated. “I’m Gary Bryant. I’ll talk to you, but only if you’re buying the churro donuts.” 
 
    “Oh, that sounds amazing,” Blossom said. 
 
    “Blossom, we just ate,” Starla stated. “But fine. Yes, I will buy the churro donuts and coffee.” 
 
    The three made their way down the beach a little way to Dan’s Donuts. The place was packed with tourists and local patrons, but it was the only shop on the island that had churro donuts. Starla didn’t think Gary would want to go down the boardwalk to Hen’s Diner instead. Hen’s had incredible strawberries and cream French toast, but they didn’t have churro anything. 
 
    They stood around for a few minutes and waited for a table to open up. When it did, Blossom and Gary sat down while Starla went to the counter to order the coffee and donuts. 
 
    When she returned, Damek was sitting at the table next to Blossom, shooting daggers into Gary with his eyes. Starla wondered if it was jealousy, which would be laughable given how devastatingly handsome Damek was, or if Damek was getting a bad vibe from Gary. 
 
    Starla set the coffee and donuts down on the table. “Damek, I didn’t know you were coming. Can I go back and get you anything?” 
 
    “I’m fine; thank you.” 
 
    Starla slid into her seat. She took a drink of the coffee and began picking at the cinnamon topping on the donut.  
 
    “So, Gary. Was anything you were telling those people about the dead man true?” Starla asked. 
 
    Gary looked at Starla, and then to Blossom. His eyes bounced back and forth and eventually turned to Damek. Seeing the scowl on Damek’s face made Gary’s bottom lip begin to quiver. 
 
    “I mean, I hang around at the beach a lot, okay?” Gary began. He kept crinkling his napkin up and letting it unfold. “That guy, the dead one, he’d been hanging around a lot the last three days. He kept staring at women from behind garbage cans and stuff. A few times, he actually stood over their towels while they sunbathed and leered at them.” 
 
    Before Starla could ask Gary why he hadn’t called the sheriff about the sleazy man’s behavior, someone caught her eye. A group of older women had gotten up from their table, and it gave Starla a view of the very back corner booth. Seated there was a man in a dark hoodie.  
 
    Her pulse quickened, and she felt her stomach sour. Starla couldn’t really see his face because of the shadow from his hood. It seemed odd, though, to have someone sitting inside with their sweatshirt hood pulled over their head in a restaurant. On a tropical island. 
 
    “Starla, are you okay?” Blossom asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m alright. Do you see that man sitting in the back corner booth?” 
 
    “What man?” Gary asked. 
 
    “That one.” Starla turned around to point him out, but there was no one there. Hanging from the booth was an out of order sign. One of the seats was cracked and the table looked as if a stiff breeze would knock it over. “Never mind,” she said and shook her head. “I’m seeing things.” 
 
    Concern darkened Blossom and Damek’s faces, but Starla turned back to Gary. “So, what do you know about the man who died?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Starla, Damek, and Blossom stood outside of Dan’s Donuts under a palm tree. The interview with Gary Bryant had been a bust. The man didn’t know anything about the dead guy except his name. 
 
    Kenneth Price. 
 
    Starla figured that information was better than nothing. She’d hoped that Kane would’ve told her more about the case the night before, but he kept his work close to the vest most of the time. He’d say things like “If only you were a deputy.” 
 
    She wondered if he’d ever put the pieces together and ask her to be a deputy. A couple of times, she’d almost brought it up herself, but Starla wasn’t quite sure if she wanted the job. 
 
    “What do we do next?” Blossom asked. She sipped on a huge ice mocha with whipped cream and sprinkles. Starla had laughed at her for buying the sugary monstrosity, but then she wished she had one. 
 
    “I’m going back into Dan’s to get one of those,” Starla said and retreated into the donut shop. 
 
    When she returned, Blossom and Damek were having a heated discussion in hushed whispers. They both fell silent and looked at Starla as she exited the shop with her crème brûlée coffee drink. 
 
    “Starla, you’ve got to tell him he can’t use magic,” Blossom said. “He won’t listen to me.” Her words were followed with an eye roll, and Damek followed that up with a playful smack to Blossom’s bottom. 
 
    “Don’t roll your eyes at me.” His words had a serious edge for a moment, but then Damek cracked a smile. Starla was about to confirm that he couldn’t use magic, but like some sort of tidal force, Damek and Blossom’s lips found each other. 
 
    Starla gave them a few moments before clearing her throat. Blossom blushed, and Damek smiled even harder. But they both turned their attention back to Starla. 
 
    She filled Damek in on the dream she’d had. He looked troubled but nodded his head in affirmation of what she’d said. 
 
    “I wish they would have told me what they were planning,” Damek said. “I could have told the Elders that they were making a mistake.” 
 
    “Do you think they would have listened?” Starla asked. 
 
    “Probably not.” 
 
    “What now?” Blossom asked again. “I mean what now that you’ve got your coffee.” 
 
    Starla was about to answer when a woman approached them from the beach. She smiled at the group shyly and walked up to a spot a few feet away from the three witches. It appeared to Starla that she was waiting for permission to approach. 
 
    “Hi,” Starla said. “I’m Starla.” 
 
    The woman walked the rest of the way to the group and stood next to Blossom. “I’m Kalinda. I’m sorry to bother you, but I saw you guys talking to that tour guide guy on the beach. You were asking about the dead man.” 
 
    “We were,” Starla said cautiously. “My friends and I were trying to get a better idea of what happened. We’re locals, and we don’t like the idea of the island getting a bad reputation.”  
 
    “The only person who had a bad reputation was that freak who died on the beach,” the woman practically snarled. “If you ask me, he got what he had coming.” 
 
    Starla kept her cool. “Are you one of the people he bothered?” 
 
    “I’d say that it was more than bothering,” Kalinda said. “I’ll tell you what I know about him, okay?” 
 
    “Did you know him?” Starla asked hopefully. 
 
    “He cornered me once,” Kalinda said. “Now do you want the information I have or not?” she asked curtly. 
 
    “Please go on,” Starla said. 
 
    “So, the guy’s name was Kenneth Price, but I’m assuming you already knew that much?” 
 
    “We did,” Blossom agreed. 
 
    “He was here on vacation, so not a local like ya’ll. He wasn’t staying at the resort. I think he said he had a room at the Conch Shell Motel. He really liked the food at that Hen’s Diner place up the street a bit. I know that because he invited me to eat there with him. I turned him down, of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” Starla said. 
 
    “I don’t suppose he invited you to his room at the Conch, did he?” Blossom asked. 
 
    “Actually, he did. Room 207,” Kalinda said. “I didn’t go. Of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” Damek said, but that time it was his turn to roll his eyes. Fortunately, Kalinda didn’t see him, but Blossom did. She elbowed her new paramour in the ribs. 
 
    “Anything else?” Starla asked as she studied the woman. 
 
    She wished she could take a picture of Kalinda, but that would be entirely too obvious. So she tried to commit the woman’s features to her memory. Their informant had long brunette hair that looked like it was straightened. Her olive skin was almost burned by the island sun, telling Starla that Kalinda spent a lot of time on the beach during her stay on Clownfish Cay. She had a pinched nose that sat perched above full lips. Her dark eyes were set just a hint too far apart. She wasn’t an ugly woman, but her features were just off enough that she wasn’t classically beautiful either. Still, Starla found her appearance quite intriguing. Kalinda had a face that people would remember, and she hoped she could remember it too. 
 
    “Something wrong with my face?” Kalinda asked and took a step back. 
 
    Starla hadn’t realized how intently she’d been staring. “No, sorry. I just dazed out for a moment. Here’s my number.” She handed Kalinda one of the business cards she’d whipped up for her new business. “Call me if you think of anything else.” 
 
    “Why were you staring at her like that?” Blossom asked when Kalinda had walked away. “What did you see?” 
 
    “Oh, I was just trying to memorize her face. I wanted to take a picture of her, but that would have been too obvious.” 
 
    “It would have been too obvious for you,” Blossom said with a wink, “but I got a pic while she was talking to you. I guess we know where we’re going next.” 
 
    “Where is that?” Starla asked without thinking. 
 
    “The Conch Shell Motel, silly. We’re going to go investigate room 207.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Damek had left the witches to do some research on the whole ‘darkness building on the island’ thing. Starla had given him the incantation he needed to get past her protective wards and begged him to leave them intact. 
 
    “I already feel bad using magic to do the wards in the first place,” she said. “I’d hate to have to put them up again.” 
 
    “I’ll be careful,” he’d promised and set off to her house to use her laptop. 
 
    When Blossom and Starla got to the motel, Kane and Deputy Vancura were in room 207, investigating. “Crap,” Starla said. 
 
    “We’ll just give them a little while and come back,” Blossom reasoned. 
 
    “I just wanted to get here before they did,” Starla mused. “They’re going to take all the evidence.” 
 
    “Well, they are the police,” Blossom said with a chuckle. 
 
    “I know, but I kinda wanted to solve this one. I mean, I didn’t at first, but now that we’re involved, I wanted to be the one to crack this nut wide open.” 
 
    “Me too,” Blossom offered. “But maybe we still will. It’s not like my brother and his two deputies have a ton of time to investigate.” 
 
    “It would be easier if we could use magic. We could find things they can’t.” 
 
    It hit Starla that Kane could use magic while he investigated, but would he? She hadn’t had time to tell him that he shouldn’t. It probably wouldn’t be a huge issue this time around because she doubted Kane was confident enough to use magic on his own yet. 
 
    She was wrong. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Starla and Blossom walked over to the motel’s vending machine area to grab a soda and a bag of chips while they waited. Blossom groused because she wanted a real meal. 
 
    “There’s a really good taco truck down the block from here,” Blossom commented. 
 
    “Let’s give it a few minutes. The chips can hold us over. If they aren’t gone in fifteen, we’ll get tacos.” 
 
    Moments later, a stream of curses the likes of which Starla had never heard before issued forth from room 207. She and Blossom ran out to the center of the motel’s parking area and looked up at the room. 
 
    Purple smoke poured out of the room, and Deputy Vancura came running out coughing. The two witches held their breath waiting for Kane to appear. All concern that he would see them there was lost. 
 
    “Crap,” Blossom grumbled. “What did he do?” 
 
    “We should go up there,” Starla said as she started for the stairs. 
 
    “No, wait. Give it a minute. If he knows we’re here, he’ll know we’re trying to investigate. If he’s gotten himself in over his head, he’ll call.” 
 
    “I think it’s obvious he’s gotten himself in over his head,” Starla said. 
 
    “If you want to blow it, let’s go blow it,” Disappointment dripped from her voice, but she followed her best friend anyway. 
 
    The two of them rushed up the staircase and into the motel room. Inside the room, every item that wasn’t bolted to the floor floated in midair.  
 
    Kane spun in confused circles, trying to pull the room’s furnishings out of the air. “Come on,” he said through gritted teeth. “Get down.” 
 
    The items dipped, but they did not fall back to the floor. Kane’s eyes flashed with relief and confusion when he saw Starla and Blossom enter the room. 
 
    “What are you guys doing here?” Kane asked as he tugged on the wooden leg of a floating chair. 
 
    “Saving your butt,” Blossom said. “It looks like you need it. Unless you want us to go?” 
 
    Starla began to wave her hands through the air and cancel out the magic. She didn’t want to use another spell to counteract this one, so instead she just sucked all the magic out of the room slowly. It worked like a charm. 
 
    The room’s furnishings and other objects settled back into place quietly. She turned her attention next to the purple mist. Starla puckered her lips and blew it away back into the nether. 
 
    “Please tell me the two of you weren’t waiting outside for me to leave so you could go poking around in here?” Kane asked. 
 
    “You don’t seem very appreciative of the fact that we saved your butt,” Blossom retorted. 
 
    “I had it under control. I could have figured it out,” Kane said petulantly. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Blossom shot back. 
 
    “Hey, you two. Can it,” Starla said. “There are more important issues right now.” 
 
    “Yeah, like how you two were about to stick your noses in an active investigation,” Kane said. “Again.” 
 
    “We were going for tacos,” Blossom huffed. 
 
    “You are the worst liar,” Kane said. “But we can worry about that later. Right now, thank you.” 
 
    “Thank you for what?” Blossom asked with her arms crossed over her chest. 
 
    “Thank you for saving my butt.” 
 
    “What about Deputy Vancura? What did he see?” Starla asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure. I don’t know exactly when he ran out. I did the incantation in the bathroom, so I know he didn’t hear that part. Perhaps he doesn’t know the issue was magic.” 
 
    “Well, he hasn’t come back yet, so we can assume he was spooked pretty good.” 
 
    “I’ll handle it,” Blossom said and started for the door. 
 
    “Wait, Blossom, no. We can’t use magic to wipe his memory.” 
 
    “Starla, we don’t have any other choice. I’ll use as little as possible, but we cannot let him remember this. It would cause chaos.” 
 
    “Alright,” Starla said. “Just a little.” 
 
    When Blossom left the room, Kane turned to Starla. “Thank you, really. I’m grateful enough that I won’t even pry that much into why you were here,” Kane said calmly. “Now, what’s this stuff about not using magic? I didn’t know.” 
 
    “Well, we didn’t think you’d try, so we figured we’d have time to talk to you,” Starla said. “We’re having a witch meeting tonight. What you need to know is that there is a darkness on or around the island that gets stronger as we get stronger. That means we need to use magic as little as possible.” 
 
    “We just got our powers back, and now we can’t use them?” 
 
    “I know it’s not fair, but the universe isn’t always fair. We’ll figure this out.” 
 
    “So, is it witches everywhere who can’t use magic? Or is it just here on the island.” 
 
    “I assume it’s just here, and I know that doesn’t make much sense. I’ll figure it out. We just need to be careful until I do.” 
 
    “We’ll figure it out together.” 
 
    “Hey, as a way to repay me for saving your butt, you could tell me what you found in here.” Starla winked. 
 
    “Starla,” Kane groused. “Are you looking for trouble again?” 
 
    “Apparently, not as hard as you were,” she said with a laugh. 
 
    “Fine,” he grumbled. “I think the deceased wasn’t staying here alone. I’ve found a few things that indicate a woman might have been sharing the room with him.” 
 
    “Really,” Starla said. “Now that’s surprising, given everything I’ve heard about him.” 
 
    “Starla.” 
 
    “What? I live on this island too. I happen to have a house on the beach not far from where he was found. I was just having a friendly chat with some of my neighbors. And some tourists. No big deal.” 
 
    “Starla.” 
 
    “Well, I guess I won’t share what I learned with your grumpy behind.” 
 
    “Spill it,” Kane said, but he couldn’t resist the smile that played at the corners of his mouth. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    After Starla filled Kane in on what she’d learned that morning, she and Blossom went back to her house to find Damek. When they walked in the door, they found him squared off with Presto. Starla wondered how long they’d been in a standoff. 
 
    “Get this fool out of here,” Presto said as soon as he saw Starla. “I don’t want him anywhere near me ever again.” 
 
    It was then that Starla realized Presto was sitting on her closed laptop. “Presto, it’s not like he’s going to possess you again.” 
 
    “I don’t care. I had to live with this fool for a really, really long time. I don’t want him anywhere near me.” 
 
    “I would watch your tongue, cat,” Damek warned. 
 
    “Hey,” Starla said more forcefully than she’d expected. “Don’t even imply that you are threatening my familiar.” 
 
    Both Damek and Presto turned their heads toward her. They had a look of surprise plastered all over their faces. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Damek said. “I just want to use the computer. I’ll take it in the other room and give you your space.” 
 
    “I just want all of the years you stole from me back,” Presto said sarcastically. 
 
    “Done,” Damek said with a wave of his hand. 
 
    “Noooooo!” Starla and Blossom shouted as a slight earthquake trembled below their feet. 
 
    “Oh crap,” Damek said. “I forgot.” 
 
    “What was that?” Blossom asked. 
 
    Before Damek could respond, Presto practically burst with happiness. “Oh wow. I feel like a kitten again. Thank you!” 
 
    “You’re most welcome,” Damek said. “Are we square?” 
 
    “I’ll think about it,” Presto said, but he jumped down off the computer. 
 
    While Damek researched things, Starla and Blossom ran to the store to pick some things up for the meeting. They figured the meeting would be a lot more pleasant with appetizers. 
 
    Thomas, the store owner, was busy with another customer when they walked in, but he gave the witches a little wave as they made their way to the refrigerated section. 
 
    They gathered up what they needed to make sliders, mini pigs in a blanket, and empanadas. “Should we just use refrigerated dough?” Blossom asked, but she’d already started to take a couple of tubes of the dough out of the case. 
 
    “Sure. I mean, unless you want to make fresh dough,” Starla answered. 
 
    “I think the premade stuff tastes fine. Is it too much like cheating?” 
 
    “I doubt the guys will notice. Get the name brand stuff so it doesn’t have that chemical taste from the container,” Starla said. 
 
    They took their purchases up to the counter to check out. Thomas was still talking to the young woman who he’d been conversing with when they came in. Starla took a closer look and realized the woman was Thomas’s daughter. They must have been having issues because their discussion had grown heated since Blossom and Starla had come into the store. 
 
    Fortunately, the second register was open. Natalie, Thomas’s part-time helper, smiled at the witches. “Hey, ladies. It looks like someone is going to have a party.” 
 
    “Just a small double-date type thing,” Starla said with a pleasant smile. She liked Natalie, but the teen had a predilection for gossip. “Oh, you and that hunky sheriff sure have been getting along well lately.” Natalie flashed a smile. “What about you, Blossom? I didn’t know you were seeing anyone.” 
 
    Blossom narrowed her eyes, and Starla could tell she was about to unleash on the high schooler. 
 
    “She’s dating someone new in town,” Starla said quickly before Blossom could lay into Natalie. “It’s no one you would know.” 
 
    “His name is Damek Dred,” Blossom blurted. “He just moved here.” 
 
    “Well, that’s quite a name,” Natalie said. 
 
    “It is. He’s old money,” Blossom once again blurted. 
 
    Starla shot her a look, but she could understand why Blossom felt the need to defend Damek. She herself didn’t like her old friend being scrutinized by a teenage checkout girl. Besides, money seemed to be the only thing that the regular, sublunary people understood. In a way, magic was like money for witches. Some were born with it and others had to earn it. The amount of magic a witch had could be used to put them in a class system. Starla didn’t see her fellow witches that way, but many other magicals did. 
 
    “We should get going,” Starla said and tapped her fingers impatiently on the checkout counter. “We’ve got a lot to do.” 
 
    They finished checking out, and Starla cast one last look over her shoulder at Thomas and his daughter. She regretted not getting to say thank you again for keeping the store open so that she and Kane could buy Presto tuna.  
 
    Blossom and Starla went back to the house. Damek was sitting on the sofa reading something intently while Presto slept next to him. Starla wondered if it was actually hard for them to be apart after being so close for so long. 
 
    The two witches went to the kitchen to prepare the food and left Damek to his research. It made Starla smile to see Blossom and Damek sneaking glances at each other when they thought the other one wasn’t looking. 
 
    Just as they finished putting the food on trays, Kane walked through the front door looking worn out. Starla wished she could put off the meeting until later, but it was important. She and Blossom put the three trays of food, along with plates and napkins, in the living room on the table. 
 
    They all grabbed a beer from the fridge and gathered around the coffee table. The delicious finger foods made the discussion easier, as appetizers are known to do. The discussion was brief. Everyone already knew they couldn’t use magic. What they didn’t know was why. 
 
    “I don’t see how this makes any sense,” Blossom said. “Witches use magic all the time and all over the universe. Heck, they are probably using it in other universes too. The darkness doesn’t build up any more than the light does.” 
 
    “What does that mean anyway?” Kane asked as he took an empanada. “The darkness is building into what? Is it a monster? Is it some kind of smothering kill shot?” 
 
    That thought sent a shiver through Starla. “I honestly don’t know. I’ve never heard of anything like this before. I’ve tried calling Juniper, and I’ve tried emailing her too. I can’t get through. Whatever it is, it’s cut us off from her and the Elders. Unless I can get through to her in the dreamscape again, we’re on our own.” 
 
    The four witches drank their beer and munched on the delicious appetizers in silence after that. When they were done eating, Damek took Blossom out for ice cream. Kane offered to take Starla too, but she could tell he was exhausted.  
 
    “Nah, let’s just stay in.” 
 
    Kane still wasn’t comfortable leaving Starla alone, so he settled in for another night on her sofa. Unfortunately, around three in the morning, his phone began to ring. He was on call, so he had to respond to an issue at a local tourist bar. Some college kids had gotten rowdy when the bar tried to close for the night. 
 
    Starla wandered out of her bedroom sleepily. Kane was lacing up his boots. 
 
    “Go back to bed,” he said softly. “Well, first lock the door behind me. I’ll be back as fast as I can.” He looked worried. 
 
    “The wards are still fine,” she said. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Kane wasn’t happy about it, but he had to go. As much as he wanted to protect Starla, she could take care of herself. He also had a job to do. He had to protect and serve the island. The residents and tourists of Clownfish Cay had been his responsibility for years. 
 
    When Kane was gone, Starla went back to bed. Her eyes were closed, and she felt sleep slipping over her like a heavy, comforting blanket. She smelled Juniper’s perfume oil and thought she heard a tapping on her closet door. Juniper had found her way back through the dream veil to help. That’s when she heard someone walking around outside her bedroom window. 
 
    It sounded as if the person stumbled and they cursed under their breath. Starla’s heart rate had elevated when she heard what could have been a prowler, but it began to slow. She assumed the person was a drunk neighbor or tourist who’d wandered too far away from their hotel. She just hoped it wasn’t too late to connect with Juniper. 
 
    Starla closed her eyes and took a few deep breaths. Presto jumped up on the bed, and Starla waited for him to walk in a few circles and then settle next to her legs. But he didn’t. 
 
    Her eyes opened again, and Presto was sitting on the bed, staring at the bedroom window. His hair stuck up, and his eyes were wide. 
 
    “Shhh,” Presto hissed. 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “I said shhhhh.” 
 
    “I know what you said, but why don’t you tell me what’s going on anyway,” Starla said. 
 
    “You are impossible, woman. I’m trying to figure out what’s going on.” 
 
    “So you heard someone outside too?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think so.” 
 
    “Well, I heard them, but I assumed it was someone drunk and stumbling through the yard to the beach.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Presto said and moved across the bed to a spot closer to the window. “I think they stopped moving.” 
 
    Starla had assumed that the person had walked off. She didn’t even consider that they were just standing there outside the bedroom window. It gave her the creeps to think that they were there, right in that moment, looking at her window. She knew it was impossible, but all of a sudden, she felt like they could see her. 
 
    “I’m going to look out the window,” Starla said, and why not? She already felt like the person was looking at her through the blinds, so she might as well look outside and see what was up. 
 
    “No, don’t,” Presto whispered. 
 
    “What? Are you afraid?” 
 
    “No. I’m not a scaredy-cat. I just have a bad feeling.” 
 
    “I’m going to look,” Starla said resolutely. “I have to know.” 
 
    She crept off the bed as quietly as possible and padded across the floor to the window. The rug under the bed kept her footsteps silent. 
 
    Starla reached up to the wand that opened the blinds, and just as she was about to turn it, they heard a tapping on the back patio door. 
 
    Both jumped half out of their skin. Starla spun around. Presto jumped off the bed and ran into the hallway. 
 
    “Lock the bedroom door,” he said. “I can protect you from out here.” 
 
    “That’s very noble of you, Presto, but I’m not leaving you alone to fight whoever is harassing us.” 
 
    “I should put a shield around us,” Presto said. 
 
    “No, that’s a terrible idea. We have to use as little magic as possible,” Starla said. “We can’t use any to defend ourselves unless we absolutely have too.” 
 
    “Starla…” Presto was cut off by the sound of a tap tap tapping on the patio door. For a moment, it sounded as if someone was trying to pull on the door. “Starla, whoever that is, they aren’t here to sell us candy bars.” 
 
    “Let me go first. If we need to use magic, I’ll defend us,” Starla said as she brushed past Presto and charged into the living area. 
 
    She saw the flash of a jacket as the person who’d been at the patio door fled around the side of the house. Starla froze, and Presto joined her in the living room. 
 
    “Are they gone?” he asked and jumped onto the back of the sofa. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Starla said. “They left the patio door, but they might have just gone around to the other side of the house.” 
 
    “You should call Kane,” Presto said. “If we can’t use magic, then we need to call him.” 
 
    “He’s at work.” 
 
    “He’s the police, Starla. This is his work.” 
 
    Someone knocked on the front door. 
 
    tap tap tap 
 
    “I know you’re in there,” a gravelly voice singsonged through the door. “Come out, little witch. Come out and play.” 
 
    Starla went to the kitchen and got her biggest knife from the block. She ran her hand over it and charged the blade with just a touch of defensive magic. 
 
    “I kinda wish I had a gun,” Starla said. 
 
    “I kinda wish I had thumbs,” Presto retorted. 
 
    tap tap tap 
 
    “What’s it going to be?” the voice called from the other side of the door. “Are you coming out, or am I coming in?” 
 
    “Hey, get away from that door!” Starla heard the voice from the street. It was Damek. She had no idea why he was out there, but she was relieved that he was there. 
 
    The would-be intruder took off around the house. Damek gave chase and Starla ran to the patio door. She had no intention of going outside, but she wanted to keep an eye on the creep. 
 
    She watched for a few seconds and never saw the stranger. Damek ran around the house to the beach, but he stopped. Starla watched him look up and down the beach and around the yard. Eventually, he just shrugged and made his way to the patio. 
 
    Starla let him in and locked the door behind him. “Thank goodness you came along.” 
 
    “Hey, I could have handled it,” Presto protested. 
 
    “I know,” Starla said, “but it’s good that while you were protecting me, Damek scared the creeper off.” 
 
    Damek stayed with Starla until Kane returned. They filled Orion in on what had happened. Kane’s pained expression told Starla that he felt guilty for leaving her, but she had to find a way to convince him that it wasn’t his fault. She didn’t need a babysitter, and Kane needed to be able to do his job without feeling guilty about having to leave her alone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Starla had a hard time falling asleep even after Kane showed up and took his place on the sofa. It was closer to dawn than midnight when she finally drifted off, with Presto asleep at her feet. 
 
    She slept in the next day, and there was nothing to wake her up since Kane went to work early. At some point, she needed to get her candle-selling thing figured out, but the Elders had sent her some extra money after the storm. Starla knew it was out of guilt because they’d sent her to the island to start a colony and she had to stay even if that would never actually happen. 
 
    Her phone ringing was what brought Starla out of her peaceful slumber. It was Blossom, so she answered it. 
 
    “Hey, witch, I’m at the shop. Come visit me right away. Bring coffee and sausage biscuits.” 
 
    Starla chuckled. “Sure, why not.” 
 
    “Over and out.” 
 
    Starla started to say that wasn’t what people really said, but Blossom had already hung up. “I’m going out to see Blossom at the gift shop,” she said to Presto instead. 
 
    After showering and putting on a bright yellow sundress, something she never would have worn before coming to Clownfish Cay, Starla fed Presto and headed out to pick up the coffee and sausage biscuits. 
 
    There were several places on the island to acquire such goods, but Starla knew the place Blossom wanted her breakfast from was the fast-food chain near the docks. 
 
    Why Blossom hadn’t just picked up her own coffee and breakfast sandwich on the way into work, Starla didn’t know. Well, she suspected. Starla didn’t mind paying, though. She could sense that Blossom had some sort of financial difficulty, despite working full-time, but she didn’t ask. It was most likely that Blossom was buying the gift shop from the owner. The storm had made things more difficult for business owners on the island who depended on tourism. Starla knew that Blossom would pay her back in spades once she was back on her feet. 
 
    There wasn’t much of a line at the counter when Starla walked into Chuckey’s. It was getting to be late morning, and the breakfast rush was over. The little fast-food joint would be overrun when the next cruise ship docked, but that was still a couple of hours away. 
 
    She decided to order two sausage biscuits and two orders of hash browns. Chuckey’s had regular coffee and fancy blended coffee drinks. Starla decided on the maple blended frozen coffees. Of course, maple coffee got her thinking that a couple of orders of the dippable waffle sticks would be good too. 
 
    Food in hand, actually two hands because all that food took two bags and a drink tray, Starla set out for Blossom’s shop. There were a couple of tourists milling around the store when Starla walked in. Blossom was behind the counter checking out a purchase for an older woman.  
 
    The customer, dressed in a huge straw sun hat and dress covered with magenta tropical flowers, was trying to negotiate with Blossom over the price of a crystal dolphin statue. 
 
    “It’s just that my son wanted me to come on this trip. The doctors gave me a few months to live, and he said that I should spend my savings taking the trip of my dreams. So, I did.” the woman said with a chuckle. Starla couldn’t figure out why that was funny until the woman continued. “So, I got on the cruise ship’s internet yesterday. Did you know they charge like twenty dollars for a fifteen-minute block of internet time? Anywhoo, I get on and check my email, and what do I see? An email from my oncologist. I’m in remission. I’m going to live.” The woman teared up a little, and Starla did to. “I have a grandbaby on the way, and the doctors were telling me I wouldn’t live to see her birth. And now I will!” The woman laughed again and slapped the counter in excitement. “Anyway, I can’t spend too much more money on this trip. See, I spent my savings thinking that I’d be meeting my maker sooner rather than later, but it looks like it’s going to be later. I saw this dolphin crystal and it spoke to me. My friend, Midge, over there,” The woman turned to another woman dressed in a linen shirt and green cargo shorts, “she said I should try to negotiate. I’ve never done anything so gauche in my life, but why not? I’m gonna live.” The woman looked a little nervous and embarrassed. “But, I suppose that I should just get one of the smaller dolphin statues rather than bothering you with my troubles.” 
 
    Starla could feel that the woman was genuine, and she could tell by the look on Blossom’s face that her friend could see it too. 
 
    “Actually, you’re going to have to save your negotiating for another shop,” Blossom said with a big smile. “This was one of the items I was about to mark down on clearance.” Blossom held up a price sticker gun. “So it was about to be marked down to half price anyway. I haven’t put the sticker on yet, but I suppose that it’s only fair that I sell it to you for the sale price.” 
 
    “Thank you,” the woman said, and she did start to cry. 
 
    Her friend, Midge, rushed up to hug her, and Blossom came around the corner and joined the fray. “Group hug,” she called out, and Starla went to them too. 
 
    She wasn’t sure why, but it seemed like the thing to do. They all stood there for a few minutes, sniffling and hugging, until finally the hug broke apart. Blossom introduced Starla to the woman as her best friend with a proud smile plastered across her face. It made Starla’s heart feel all warm and fuzzy.  
 
    Starla hung out in the shop and waited for the last couple of customers to clear out. When the last one was gone, Blossom came out to meet her in the middle of the shop where Starla stood, looking at tiny glass turtles. 
 
    “Let me help you with that,” Blossom said. 
 
    Starla had two bags of food in one hand and a drink tray with the frozen coffee concoctions in the other. “I hope these didn’t melt too much, but they seem okay.” 
 
    “Yeah, the air conditioning keeps it pretty cool in here, and I have that tint stuff on the front window. If too much sun gets in, the shiny glass things will give you a migraine with their stabby light,” Blossom said. “Let’s go in the back room and eat.” 
 
    “What if you get more customers?” 
 
    “There’s a bell on the door.” 
 
    The two witches went into the back and spread their breakfast out on a folding card table that the previous shop owner had set up for employees. After they’d eaten about half of the food, Blossom still hadn’t told Starla why she wanted her to come into the shop. 
 
    Other than buying her breakfast, of course. 
 
    “So, Blossom, you wanted me to come for breakfast, but was there anything else?” Starla asked. 
 
    “Oh yeah. I did have a reason other than breakfast,” she admitted with a chuckle. “Thank you, by the way. I really appreciate this.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    “Anyway, the reason I wanted you to come here was to check out the store next door.” 
 
    “The magnet store?” Starla asked. 
 
    “It was a magnet store, but now it’s empty,” Blossom said. “I was thinking that you could rent the place to sell your candles. Or you could buy it and we could open a doorway between the two shops.” 
 
    “Blossom, I don’t have enough money to buy a store,” Starla said. 
 
    “Yeah, but I’m betting those Elders you’re always talking about are feeling guilty about stranding you on the island to start a magic colony that will never happen.” 
 
    “Are you saying I should exploit the Elders’ guilt in order to get money to buy a shop. Blossom, they’re already supporting me until I can get on my feet.” 
 
    “Yeah, but they wouldn’t have to be doing that if they hadn’t stranded you here.” 
 
    “I like it here.” 
 
    “That’s not the point,” Blossom said. “You gave up everything to come here and now you can’t even do what you were sent to do. You should be able to milk that. They’re Elders right? That sounds fancy. I bet they are loaded.” 
 
    Starla had never really considered how much money the Elders had, but Blossom was probably right. They could probably afford to buy the shop for her, but could she be the kind of person who would even ask? And, how would she get ahold of them to even ask for the money? It could be a while. If ever… 
 
    “When we’re done eating, we’ll go take a look if there aren’t any customers in the store.” Nothing was ever accomplished with a defeatist attitude. Besides, the connection between herself and the Elders, and Juniper, would have to open up again soon. Right? 
 
    “Yay! We’re going to have a shop together,” Blossom said and clapped her hands. 
 
    “I didn’t say that,” Starla retorted. “Wait, never mind. How would we even get in to look around?” 
 
    “I have the key.” 
 
    “Of course you do,” Starla chuckled. 
 
    “Hey. It’s not like I stole it. The real estate agent left it in case someone wanted to go in and look around.” 
 
    “Has anyone come around to look at it?” Starla asked, suddenly worried that she might miss out on the opportunity that five minutes ago she hadn’t even been sure she wanted. 
 
    “Yeah, but I told them I didn’t have a key.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Blossom locked the front door of the empty souvenir shop. She put a sign in the door that said “Back in ten minutes.” 
 
    They went next door to the empty store and Blossom let them in with the key the real estate agent had given her. The empty shop looked almost identical to the interior of Blossom’s store. 
 
    There was a counter toward the back, a large area for displays, and a huge window that looked out onto the sidewalk and cruise ship docks. Behind the counter was a door that led into the back break room and storage area. 
 
    “Let’s go in the back for a minute,” Blossom said. “The old owner left some boxes and I want to see if there’s anything good in them.” 
 
    “Isn’t that stealing?” Starla said. 
 
    “I’m not going to take anything unless you buy the place,” Blossom said. “I just want to look.” 
 
    “So you’re going to steal from me, then?” Starla asked with a snicker. 
 
    “It sounds so sinister when you put it that way.” 
 
    They went into the back room and Starla walked around the space while Blossom dug into the boxes. There was a small bathroom off to one side. Starla flicked on the light. It was clean, other than a thin layer of dust that had settled on the fixtures. 
 
    “Yeah, that bathroom is much better than the one in my store,” Blossom called from behind Starla. “If we knock down the wall between the shops, I’m totally going to use your bathroom.” 
 
    “The owner left all of these boxes, but there are no shelves. I’d have to get some. I can’t line my candles up on the floor,” Starla observed. 
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” Blossom responded. “I’ve got some extras in the storage area of my shop. It was too cluttered before, so I took some of the old ones down. I wanted a more open feel, ya know?” 
 
    “I still don’t know how I would pay for this place,” Starla wondered. “I don’t think the Elders are going to just hand over the money to buy a store. They’ve already paid for so much for me. Plus, I can’t even reach them right now.” 
 
    “Did they really pay for you?” Blossom asked. “You said they bought you a house on Clownfish Cay, but what about the money from your old house? Did you get to sell it?” 
 
    “No, they gave it to Juniper and her husband.” 
 
    “See, Starla. You shouldn’t let them off the hook just because they’re a Grand Counsel or whatever. They’re the ones that got you stuck here. And if it wasn’t for the shenanigans going on with the darkness, you could use magic to get this place.” 
 
    “We’re not supposed to use our magic for personal gain anyway,” Starla chided. 
 
    “Yeah, right. Do you think anybody even follows that rule?” Blossom asked. 
 
    “I think I do. I mean, maybe that’s why the darkness is an issue now. Perhaps too many witches out there aren’t honoring the old ways.” 
 
    “You sound like an old crone,” Blossom said with an obvious eye roll. 
 
    “I’ll ask them for the money when I can. Maybe the owner will work out a lease to own or something. I have some money. It’s just not enough to buy the place outright.” 
 
    “Good,” Blossom said. “Because I want this.” 
 
    She stood up and showed Starla her find. In her hands was a large bronze cat statue. It reminded Starla of Bastet the Egyptian cat goddess. 
 
    “Bastet,” Starla said. 
 
    “I think so. It’s a good omen.” 
 
    It wasn’t a good enough omen, but the statue might have saved their lives. When Starla turned around and walked back out onto the sales floor, there was something outside the window blocking part of the light. 
 
    A man in a black hoody was standing with his gloved hands pressed against the glass. When he saw Starla, he began to knock on the window the same way he’d knocked on her doors the night before. 
 
    But he didn’t try to come in. The door to the shop was unlocked because Starla and Blossom hadn’t bothered to lock it behind themselves. He could have come in easily, but he stayed outside the shop, knocking on the window. 
 
    Tap. Tap. Tap. 
 
    “What is that?” Blossom asked. She didn’t look up at first, but when she did, Blossom nearly dropped the statue on her foot. “Oh my goddess. Who is that?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Starla’s voice shook. “I think he’s stalking me.” 
 
    Blossom handed the statue to Starla and rushed to the door of the shop. She threw the lock and took out her phone.  
 
    “Kane, you have to get down to the shop next to mine. I was showing it to Starla, and a man is outside the window acting strange. Starla said he’s stalking her. I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    Blossom listened for a moment and then said that yes, she understood. She hung up the phone and turned to Starla. 
 
    “He said to go into the back and lock ourselves in the bathroom.” 
 
    “I don’t want to turn my back on this guy,” Starla said. 
 
    “I don’t either. What should we do? Should we use magic?” 
 
    “No, we don’t use magic, but I’m not going to hide. He didn’t come in when the door was unlocked, so he must be trying to scare me. I’m not going to let him.” 
 
    “I’m pretty scared, Starla.” 
 
    Tap. Tap. Tap. 
 
    “I think the statue is keeping him out.” Starla could feel the energy radiating from the artifact. “Bastet offers protection from vermin, disease, and evil spirits.” 
 
    “Which one do you think he is?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. I can’t see his face. I can never quite see his face.” 
 
    “It’s the hoodie. Who wears a hoodie in this heat?” 
 
    “Vermin, disease, or evil spirits?” Starla offered. 
 
    “Hey.” They heard Kane call from somewhere off in the distance. “Stop,” he yelled as the hooded man turned away from the window and took off. 
 
    A few moments later, Kane ran past the window in pursuit of the man. Starla knew in her heart that he wouldn’t catch him, though. She had no idea why she believed that, but it was the truth. 
 
    As she suspected, a few minutes later, Kane reappeared. Blossom and Starla had locked up the empty shop and gone back over to Blossom’s store. They waited there by the entrance for Kane. No tourists had come by, and that was good because the two witches had the door locked. 
 
    Blossom unlocked and opened it when Kane appeared. She didn’t feel the need to lock it again as he followed them into the back room. His presence made her feel safe enough to reopen for the time being. 
 
    “Was it the same guy?” Kane asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Starla said. “I think so. I’ve never actually seen his face, but he acted the same way.” 
 
    She told him about the tapping on the glass, but it was hard for her to discuss. It would have been less frightening if he’d just attacked her and she fought him off. All the watching and messing with her head was working. 
 
    “You have to close the shop for now,” Kane said to Blossom. “I don’t want either of you here. It’s too easy for someone to get to you when there aren’t a ton of tourists around.” 
 
    “Kane, I can’t do that. There’s another cruise ship coming in later. I need to keep the store open.” 
 
    “No,” he said. “You don’t. You need to stay alive. I don’t know what game this guy is playing, but it can’t be good.” 
 
    “What if I have Damek come sit with me?” 
 
    “Fine. Call him,” Kane said. 
 
    Blossom disappeared into the back room and came back with a smile on her face. “He said he’d be happy to spend the afternoon with me. He’ll be here in five minutes.” 
 
    “That’s good,” Kane said and turned to Starla. “What about you?” 
 
    “I’m going to the library,” she said. “Don’t worry about me. There will be tons of people there.” 
 
    “You think there are going to be tons of people at the library?” 
 
    “Yeah, why not?” 
 
    Both Blossom and Kane chuckled. Blossom spoke first. “Honey, this is a beautiful tropical island. Maybe back in the Midwest people went to the library a lot, but not here. There’s a beach, and taco stands.” 
 
    “I take it you two have spent a lot of time there?” Starla snarked. 
 
    Both of them shrugged. “Well, no, but—” Kane started. 
 
    “See, you don’t know. Haven’t either of you ever heard of beach reading?” 
 
    “I’ll take you there once Damek gets here to keep an eye on my sister,” Kane said. “If it’s not just you and the librarian, you can stay. Otherwise, we’ll have to think of something else.” 
 
    “Uh,” Starla said. “I didn’t ask for your permission to go to the library, sweetheart.” 
 
    “I know,” Kane said. “I just want you to be safe. What are you doing at the library?” 
 
    “Well, if you must know, I need to do some research on paranormal events on the island.” 
 
    “You think that the guy stalking you might have something to do with the darkness?” Kane guessed. 
 
    “I hope not. I hope he’s just a creeper, but you never know. I can’t just sit around hoping the answer will come. The guy we talked to about the dead guy said he did tours. I wish I could ask him again, but I doubt he’d be very helpful. So I want to go to the library and see what they’ve got.” 
 
    “Fine,” Kane said. “At least you won’t be home alone.” 
 
    Once Damek showed up to stay with Blossom, Kane and Starla set out for the library. They ended up taking his car instead of walking as the library was on the other side of the island in the older part of town. 
 
    “I don’t feel comfortable leaving you here,” Kane said through a grimace. 
 
    “Kane, sweetie, you have to leave me here. You have a job to do. You’d never forgive yourself if something happened and you weren’t available because you were babysitting me. Blossom said there was another cruise ship coming in. Doesn’t that mean you need to be around for tourists who get drunk and out of line?” 
 
    “You’re right, but I still don’t like it,” he grumbled. 
 
    “I can take care of me, and I’ll call you if I need you. I promise.” Starla didn’t necessarily believe she could take care of herself against the man menacing her, but she knew she had to try to be brave. She would not let him get the better of her. 
 
    Kane watched her walk through the library doors before he pulled away. He’d made her promise not to walk home alone, and he’d almost walked her in. Starla had put a stop to that. 
 
    “It’s not the first day of kindergarten,” she said with a laugh that hid well how nervous she felt. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    The library was small and smelled of old books. Starla was surprised that Kane had left her because there actually was almost no one there. If she’d let him come in with her, he probably would have dragged her out kicking and screaming. Fortunately, it hadn’t come to that. 
 
    A librarian gave her a friendly wave from behind a counter in the back of the room. A couple of older people sat on comfortable looking chairs, reading books by the window. 
 
    Starla made her way to the librarian’s desk. The older woman lit up as she watched Starla approach. She guessed that the library didn’t get many visitors that required assistance. 
 
    “Good afternoon, dear,” the woman said. “I’m Nan the librarian. Haha, that rhymes. I haven’t said it in so long that I forgot it rhymes. Anyway, what can I help you with today.” 
 
    “Well, I’m here to do research. I was wondering if the library had an archive of the island’s old newspapers. Wait, does the island have a newspaper?” 
 
    “Indeed, it does. It’s the Clownfish Cay Gazette. It’s no longer in print, but it is still available online.” 
 
    “What about the old editions?” Starla asked. 
 
    “Oh, those are in the basement. We had a girl in here scanning them into a computer, so you can research everything up to ten years ago using the computer. The rest, I’m afraid, are in boxes.” 
 
    “Can I look through them and use the computer?” 
 
    “I don’t see why not,” Nan said. “Nobody really goes down there, though, so it’s probably dusty.” 
 
    “That’s okay.” 
 
    “There’s a soda machine at the top of the steps for employees. If you’ve got any cash on you, you might want to grab one. Otherwise, that dust will start to get to you after a while.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Starla said. 
 
    “Here’s the key to the basement room, dear.” Nan fished around in her pocket and produced a key. “I’ve got to stay up here in case anyone needs me, but I’m sure you’ll figure it out.” 
 
    “You’re just going to give me the key?” 
 
    “Yep. It’s not like I’m worried you’re going to steal a ten-year-old computer or a bunch of old newspapers.” 
 
    “Fair point,” Starla said and accepted the key. 
 
    She did stop at the soda machine and grab a diet soda before heading down the stairs. The machine looked like something from back when she was a child, but the soda wasn’t expired, Starla checked, so she supposed it shouldn’t matter if the machine was a couple of decades old. 
 
    Starla looked down the stairwell and felt the first pang of anxiety about her mission. It was dark, and the light seemed to completely disappear by the time you got to the bottom. 
 
    “I hope there’s a switch at the bottom,” Starla murmured to herself. 
 
    She looked around the landing at the top one more time, hoping that she’d just missed the light switch. She hadn’t. It had to be at the bottom, and that meant descending the stairs into the pool of darkness. 
 
    “It’s a library, silly,” Starla told herself, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that the lack of light camouflaged something. 
 
    She took a deep breath and descended the stairs as quickly as she could while still holding the railing. It would be bad to trip and fall. Nan the librarian thought she was going down there to do research, so who knew how long it would be before she started to wonder about Starla and came looking. 
 
    Starla reached the bottom and started to frantically run her hands along the wall at the bottom of the railing, feeling for a switch. Of course, in the dark, it felt almost impossible to find, and the entire time while she looked, she could swear she felt something creeping up on her in the darkness. 
 
    Once she found the switch, she flipped it on and found herself in a large room that was about as un-scary as rooms came.  
 
    The walls were a faded shade of eggshell, and the carpet was institutional brown. It reminded Starla of a cross between a rental apartment and a decades-old classroom. There was a desk near a doorway with a bulky outdated computer perched on top of it. She was not sure how old the machine was, but the first clue was that it didn’t have a flat-screen monitor. 
 
    Two of the walls were lined with metal shelves that contained cardboard file boxes. Starla took a look at them and found that they were not the old newspapers. 
 
    Those had to be in the room through the other doorway. It was dark in the next room, but Starla had acclimated to her surroundings and no longer felt the stabbing anxiety she had at the top of the stairs. 
 
    She strolled into the other room and found the switch for the light quickly. The next room was far bigger than Starla expected. It was rows and rows of metal shelves on one side of the room and book shelves on the other. 
 
    Starla knew she would need to look through the metal shelves to find the newspapers she’d inquired about, but the books were too tempting. Why were they in the basement and not upstairs? 
 
    The first couple of shelves were banned books and an assortment of bestsellers. Starla assumed the banned books were in the basement because they were banned. The bestsellers, she reasoned, were there because they were extra or backup copies. She knew if she went upstairs and checked the new release and best seller shelves, there would be copies upstairs as well. 
 
    That wasn’t too interesting, so she went back to the row of shelves behind those. Those shelves were covered with tomes that Starla didn’t dare touch. The books were old and leather bound. They gave off a unique energy. 
 
    Starla wondered why such ancient and important books would be stored in a library basement on Clownfish Cay. Furthermore, why had the librarian just let her come down here. Surely, they should be locked away. 
 
    “Because I knew you’d respect them.” Nan’s voice made Starla jump four feet in the air. “Sorry to startle you, dear. Something followed you into the library and I had to dispatch it before I came down here to help you.” 
 
    “What followed me here?” 
 
    “I don’t really know what it was. I’ve never seen anything like it before,” Nan said. “Just like you probably don’t know why you came into the library asking to see old newspapers.” 
 
    “Of course I know why I wanted to look at old newspapers,” Starla said, but then she couldn’t think of a reason. She could swear it had been there, but now there was nothing but gray haze in the part of the memory where the reason had been. “I don’t…” 
 
    “It’s okay, dear. You aren’t here to look at old newspapers.” 
 
    “These books,” Starla said, she reached out to touch them, but then drew her hand back. 
 
    “I imagine those are why you are here. You just didn’t know it until now.” 
 
    “Who are you really?” 
 
    “I’m Nan the librarian, dear.” 
 
    Starla got the feeling that she wasn’t going to get any more of an answer out of Nan. That was okay, though. An enigmatic librarian brought a bit more wonder to the island. It was a mystery for another day. 
 
    “So, what am I looking for in the books, then?” 
 
    “The answer to your problem, silly. That’s the only thing we can find in books.” 
 
    “How do I know which one? It would take me forever to read them all.” 
 
    “Close your eyes and listen, dear.” 
 
    There was that hum of something mystical coming from the books. Starla took a step back, though. She wasn’t supposed to be using her magic, and this whole ordeal smacked of magic. 
 
    “You don’t have to do anything,” Nan said, as if she could read Starla’s thoughts. “Just listen.” 
 
    “I suppose it couldn’t hurt,” Starla said as she closed her eyes and stepped back toward the row of books. 
 
    At first, nothing happened. Then, the buzzing became a pulse, and the pulse became a rhythm. That rhythm coalesced and reached out to Starla. It got closer and closer until it matched her heartbeat. She hadn’t even noticed the beat of her heart until it connected with the beat. 
 
    Starla hadn’t realized that she’d been moving forward until she felt the shelf bump her chest. She opened her eyes, and Starla was nose to nose with one of the books. 
 
    The book gave off the slight scent of salt. On the cover was an embossed picture of a wave. Starla hadn’t seen the pictures before, but now that she’d connected with the tomes, each of them had a scene stamped into the cover. She also noticed that the embossment wasn’t a darker shade of brown. That’s what she would have expected because it almost looked like the pictographs were burned into the cover, but the waves were impossibly blue. 
 
    “I guess the answer is in that one,” Nan said and reached around Starla’s face to pluck the book from the shelf. 
 
    Starla was excited for a moment, but her spirit’s fell. The book was several inches thick. “I don’t supposed I can check this out?” 
 
    “Normally, I’d say no way. But then again, anyone who I wouldn’t let check out the book would never be down here in the first place. Will you protect the book with your life, dear? It’s irreplaceable. I hate to even think of the lengths I went to protect these books from the storm.” 
 
    “You have my word that I will return the book unharmed,” Starla said. 
 
    “Well, that’s good. I was hoping I didn’t have to set up a cot down here for you,” Nan said with a laugh. “Now, let’s go get you checked out.” 
 
    “I still have to check the book out?” 
 
    “This is a library, dear. Now, let’s go upstairs and get you a library card.” 
 
    Starla thought it was a bit peculiar, but she decided to go along with it. She had a feeling that whoever Nan was, she was not to be trifled with. 
 
    “Lead the way. I’d love to get a library card.” 
 
    “When you go home today, dear, you’ll have to tell Presto that Nan the librarian says hello.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Starla tried, but she couldn’t get Nan to elaborate on how she knew Presto. 
 
    “That’s a tale for another time, dear.” 
 
    At least she’d gotten the book and her brand-new Clownfish Cay Public Library card. She was standing outside the library under a palm tree, trying to figure out what to do next. 
 
    She wanted to get Damek to look at the book, but he would be with Blossom until she closed up the shop. Starla supposed she could take the book to the shop, but that seemed risky. It was better to keep such things to the privacy of one’s home. 
 
    Starla was looking at the cover and biting her lower lip when she remembered something. She’d told Noel the mermaid she’d come back to the shore to visit and had completely forgotten about it. 
 
    It might not have been the safest idea to go to the beach and wait for Noel, but was she any safer at home? Kane would probably want her to call him and get a ride home, but she was still an independent modern witch. If she wanted to go to the beach, she was going to go. 
 
    Starla didn’t get too close to the water because the last thing she needed to do was lose the book in the waves. The beach was on the older side of the island that wasn’t built up for tourists. It was out of the way, and there weren’t any locals around. That particular beach was at the base of a tall rocky hill, so there was plenty of shade. 
 
    The waves were bigger on that side of the island. Starla figured that’s why they’d built up the tourism on the other sides. The beaches were calmer and sunnier too. They were also crowded. 
 
    Starla sat down in the sand and put the book on her lap. She watched the water until the sun began to get low in the sky. It was getting late, and Kane would be off work soon. 
 
    She stood up and tucked the book under her arm. It seemed wrong to just leave. She’d promised the mermaid she’d return, and Starla felt terrible for forgetting. 
 
    The beach was still empty, so Starla called out to the water. She had no way of knowing if Noelani could hear her, but it was worth a shot. 
 
    Starla cupped her hands around her mouth. “Noel,” she shouted. “Noelani, if you’re out there, please come visit.” 
 
    She called a few more times and nothing happened. Starla was about to turn and leave the beach when she saw a head and shoulders pop out of the waves. Next came an arm that waved vigorously at her. 
 
    The mermaid swam up to the beach, and once again, as she left the water, her tail turned to legs. Noel smiled and embraced Starla. 
 
    “Hello.” Noel said. “I thought you’d decided not to visit me again.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Starla said. “We’ve been having some issues here on land. I got wrapped up in them. I should have come back sooner.” 
 
    “Is everything okay?” Noelani asked. Her nose wrinkled up and she looked quite concerned. 
 
    “Not really.” Starla debated about how much she should tell her, but ultimately decided the truth couldn’t hurt. Noel was a mermaid and had already watched them perform the ritual to separate Damek and Presto. It’s not like Starla had to hide from her. 
 
    “There was a murder on the island. Someone stabbed a man on the beach on the other side.” 
 
    “That’s terrible,” Noel said. “I can ask. Maybe one of my people saw something. We’re not really supposed to hang around above the surface around the island, but some do. They’ll tell me. Obviously, I don’t have a problem with your people.” 
 
    “Why aren’t you supposed to be around us?” 
 
    “That’s probably a story we should save for when you have fewer troubles,” Noel said. “I get the feeling the murder isn’t your only problem.” 
 
    “Why do you think that?” 
 
    “Because you’re holding the Book of the Depths. It must have drawn you in because you needed it.” 
 
    “How do you know about the book?” 
 
    “I’m not supposed to know, but I’m naturally curious. I’ve pursued knowledge in subjects unsuitable for a mermaid like me.” The way she said the last part gave Starla the feeling that someone had given Noel a great deal of grief for her interests. “But anyway, the books are a collection of elemental knowledge and magic. There is a set of books like yours in our world as well. I’ve heard there are identical sets in other mythical nations as well. They were all a part of a collective back when we were less separate and more harmonious. When we all worked together instead of being apart.” 
 
    “Other mythical nations?” Starla asked. 
 
    “Yeah. The vampires, shifters, and fae. I’m sure there are more,” Noel said. “Don’t look so shocked. You are standing on a beach talking to a mermaid.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. It’s just a lot to take in. I guess it shouldn’t be.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Noel said with a laugh that instantly drew Starla in. “Are you going to tell me what is bothering you?” 
 
    Starla couldn’t resist. “There’s a man stalking me. It started after we found the body. I don’t know if it’s the killer trying to silence me or just a coincidence.” 
 
    “And?” Noel asked with a knowing grin. 
 
    “I’m not sure if I should be telling you this, but maybe we could use allies,” Starla began. “Okay. Here goes. There’s something wrong with the balance between dark and light. Usually, the light keeps the dark in check, but somehow, around the island, the dark is building. What it is building, I don’t know yet.” 
 
    “Your other witches can’t help?” 
 
    “The other witches on this island will do what they can to help, but we’re cut off from the Elders and the other witches in the world. I’ve tried to communicate with them, but something is interfering.” 
 
    “Oh dear. That is troubling,” Noel said. Her eyes flicked to the book and then back up to Starla’s face. “And you were led to the Book of the Depths…” 
 
    “I was; yes.” 
 
    “I should go. Come back to see me soon.” Noel wore several necklaces made of shells and beads. She pulled one off and handed it to Starla. “Keep this. Blow into the shell and I’ll come.” 
 
    Starla turned the necklace over in her hand. In the center was a conch shell about half the size of her palm. She put it around her neck and instantly felt the calm of the waves wash over her. 
 
    “I will. Why do you have to go? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “We’ll talk soon. I promise. I’ve got to look into some things.” 
 
    With that, Noel ran to the waterline and then disappeared into the waves. The sensation of the waves coming from the necklace was subtle on its own, but it radiated out and brought the Book of the Depths to life again. 
 
    Starla could feel the vibrations from the book intensify. “Alright. Okay. I get it. Let’s go home and I’ll look inside of you.” 
 
    The book seemed to like that. It calmed in her arm. Starla had no idea what to think of a book that not only seemed to be alive but that communicated with her in ways other than the words on the page. 
 
    She knew exactly who needed to see the book. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Starla walked back to the library. Kane’s car was in the parking lot. He was leaned against the driver door, staring at his phone. It was then that she realized she hadn’t checked her phone for a while. She’d turned it to silent when she went into the library and forgot to turn the sound back on after she left. 
 
    He looked up just in time to see her coming around the building. Starla could almost feel the sigh of relief from across the small parking lot, and she instantly felt awful. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said as he walked toward her. “I was on the beach. I forgot about meeting with Noel. I just wanted to talk to her again,” Starla rambled as they walked to each other. 
 
    “I’ve tried to call and text you several times,” Kane said, but even as he spoke, he pulled Starla into his arms. “I thought that man had gotten you.” 
 
    He wasn’t mad. All Starla could feel was his relief. “I’m sorry that I worried you. I should have called. I just…” 
 
    “You’re just nothing but trouble,” he said and kissed her on the top of the head. “And I wouldn’t have you any other way. I just want you to be safe.” 
 
    Starla only had one arm wrapped around Kane’s waist. The other held the book between them. When it had decided they had enough time, it began to hum between them. 
 
    “Whoa,” Kane said and backed away. “What’s that?” 
 
    “It’s a book from the library. It might help me solve the issue with the island and the darkness. I wanted to have Damek take a look.” 
 
    “He loves his research,” Kane said. “and it’s much easier now that he has hands.” 
 
    “You should be nice,” Starla said and poked him in the ribs playfully. 
 
    “Hey, he’s… whatever he is with my sister. I don’t have to be too nice.” 
 
    “Yes, you do,” Starla said. She put her free hand on her hip and gave Kane the look. 
 
    “Okay, okay.” Kane put his hands up in mock surrender. “Do you want to grab some dinner on the way back to your place?” 
 
    “Can we grab tacos?” 
 
    “That sounds wonderful,” Kane said. “I take it you plan on inviting my sister over.” 
 
    “Well, Damek is coming. I figured she’d want to be there too.” 
 
    “One big happy family,” Kane said with an eye roll so intense it would’ve given a mortal man a pounding migraine. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Starla called Blossom on the way back to her house. Blossom was more than happy to bring Damek to Starla in exchange for tacos. 
 
    “Oooh, can you get me two of the crispy pork tacos, two of the tender steak and bacon, and three of the crunchy fried fish tacos? Extra mayo on the fish tacos please.” 
 
    “Sure,” Starla said with a laugh. 
 
    The line at the taco place was fairly long. Fortunately, George, the taco truck owner, had put up a couple of canopies for people to stand under. 
 
    “I guess he’s been having a line a lot lately,” Kane said as he looked over the lime green canopy. 
 
    “Well, his tacos are the best on the island. I mean, they’re the best I’ve ever had anywhere,” Starla said. 
 
    “I can’t argue with that,” Kane said. “They are the best on the island. The other part I wouldn’t really know about.” 
 
    “You haven’t spent any time off the island. We should fix that someday. I could take you to Stone Church and you could see my old home.” 
 
    “Yeah, I think I’d like that,” Kane said. “It would be nice, but we’ve got to be able to communicate with the outside world first. I’m guessing whatever is keeping you from reaching Juniper and the Elders is probably going to keep us on the island too.” 
 
    “We’ll figure it out.” 
 
    “Next,” George said. 
 
    Starla had been facing away from the taco truck, talking to Kane, but she turned around to see that they were up. Starla ordered for herself and Blossom. She got steak tacos for Damek because she assumed he wouldn’t want fish after all those years living in the cat. 
 
    They took their order and went back to Starla’s place. Blossom and Damek were already there waiting. The gift shops on the pier closed for dinner. Most tourists had already moved on by then and the cruise ships were all gone for the day. 
 
    Damek and Blossom had been sitting on the sofa watching a movie when Starla and Kane walked in. As soon as they made it through the door, Damek stood up and whirled around to face them. 
 
    “What have you got?” He seemed excited and his eyes honed in on the book in Starla’s hands. 
 
    “It’s the Book of the Depths. I got it from the basement of the library. There are a bunch of different tomes, but this is the one that said it had the answer.” 
 
    “And these are just sitting out for people to peruse?” Damek asked suspiciously. 
 
    “No. Nan the librarian has to let you down into the basement,” Starla said and then turned to Presto. “By the way, Presto, Nan the librarian said to say hi.” 
 
    Presto stood up from his spot next to his food bowl and his tail bristled. “Oh my. Did she seem upset? Did she say anything else.” 
 
    “Nope. Just that, and she was smiling.” 
 
    “Oh good,” Presto said, and then curled back up next to his bowl. “If she wasn’t angry, then I’m sure everything is fine.” 
 
    “What’s that all about?” Starla asked the cat, but he was either fast asleep or doing an excellent job pretending to be. 
 
     “I haven’t seen these in so long that I forgot they existed. The Elders must have forgotten them too,” Damek said and held out his hand for the book. 
 
    Starla handed it over. He took it and started walking down the hall to what Starla assumed was the spare bedroom. “I need to study this,” he said as he walked away. 
 
    “What about your tacos?” 
 
    “Later.” 
 
    While Damek studied the book, the other three witches ate. When they were done, Blossom went to check on him. 
 
    “He said he needs a while longer.” 
 
    “How long is that?” Starla asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. He was studying pretty intensely and muttering something under his breath. I think we should leave him alone.” 
 
    Kane had the on call phone on him, and it rang. He stepped outside the front door to take the call. 
 
    “He’s going to leave, isn’t he?” Blossom asked. 
 
    “Most likely.” 
 
    “Well, then you and I can have a girl’s night while Damek studies that old book.” 
 
    “What do you want to do?” Starla asked. “We could play board games.” 
 
    “Or we could start making candles for your new shop.” 
 
    “Or we could watch a movie,” Starla said. 
 
    As much as she did want to get her new business started, it seemed like the wrong time. There was so much going on that one more thing could become overwhelming fast. 
 
    “Can I pick the movie,” Blossom asked hopefully. 
 
    “Sure.” Starla knew she was going to pick something scary and that she’d regret letting Blossom choose. But it would make Blossom happy and that’s what really mattered. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay?” Blossom asked an hour into the movie. Starla was clinging to her friend’s arm and biting her lip hard. 
 
    “Yep, I’m fine,” Starla squeaked out. 
 
    “I’ll turn it off,” Blossom said and paused the movie. “I can watch it later with Damek.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yeah. I guess Demons in the Night wasn’t the best movie choice, given what you’ve been going through.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Starla started to say. 
 
    She was interrupted by Damek walking into the room with the book still open. His face was scrunched up in frustration and he frantically turned pages. 
 
    “I can’t do this anymore,” he said and put the book down on the coffee table. “This cursed thing will not give up a thing beyond this,” he said and pointed at an illustration. “I’ve tried everything, but this is all it will show me.” 
 
    “You spent all that time looking at this one page?” Starla asked before looking down at the open book. 
 
    She barely heard Damek explaining that he’d been trying to use magic to get the book to give up more. He eventually gave up and brought the book back to her. Starla would have heard him more clearly if she hadn’t been in shock. 
 
    The illustration was of a knife with an ornate wood handle. It looked exactly like the one that had been used to kill the dead sleaze on the beach. 
 
    “I know that knife,” Starla said. “It was the murder weapon in the case of the guy on the beach.” 
 
    “Hey, I recognize it too,” Blossom said. 
 
    “But you weren’t at the murder scene,” Starla said. “How would you have seen it?” 
 
    “We used to carry replicas in the shop,” Blossom said. “A lot of the gift shops used to carry them, but that was years ago.” She bit her bottom lip. “But there is one shop on the island that still has them. Thomas’s grocery store has a few in his souvenir section. He never sold them all, and he’s left them on the shelf.” 
 
    “What is it?” Starla asked as she knelt down to get a close look at the book on the coffee table. “I mean, what is the significance of the knife?” It wasn’t lost on Starla that she couldn’t understand the symbols that made up the writing in the book. She could use magic to interpret it, but that would have been a wasteful use of magic if Damek could read it. 
 
    “It’s a merfolk ceremonial knife. They used it for some of their rituals back when the mer were allowed to practice magic.” 
 
    “Why did they sell them in the gift shops on Clownfish Cay?” Starla asked. 
 
    “One washed up on shore quite a few years back,” Blossom said. “It was a huge deal because it’s made of wood, but the ocean didn’t damage it. At one point, they sent it off to the Smithsonian or something like that for analysis.” 
 
    “So, the original is off somewhere in a museum on the mainland?” Starla asked. For some reason, the prospect of the real knife being gone made her nervous. 
 
    “No, they sent it back. Since we don’t have a real museum on the island, the library holds on to that stuff.” 
 
    “So Nan the librarian has it. That’s good to know.” 
 
    It looked like Blossom was about to say something, but they heard a familiar tapping on the patio door. Well, it was familiar to Starla and Blossom. Damek had not encountered the creep before. 
 
    “What is that?” Damek asked as he strode toward the patio door. “Does Kane often do that creepy scratchy knock when he wants in. I thought he’d have a key by now.” 
 
    “Don’t,” Blossom and Starla called out at the same time. 
 
    “Oh,” Damek said, and stopped in his tracks. He recalled what Blossom had told him earlier. “You mean that freak is out there trying to harass you when I’m here? He’s going to regret that.” 
 
    “Stop,” Blossom pleaded. “Just let him leave.” 
 
    “I am not going to let him do this to you anymore. It stops now.” 
 
    The three heard a sickening cackle on the other side of the glass. The creep could hear them, and he thought what Damek had said was hilarious. 
 
    Damek opened the blinds, and the man was standing there with his face and palms pressed against the glass. It was impossible to distinguish his features, but he was clearly not afraid of Damek’s presence. That sent a shiver shooting down Starla’s spine. 
 
    Damek hit the glass with his palm and it made the creep take a step back. Starla tried to make out his features, but the shadows hit him just right so that she couldn’t. 
 
    While she tried in vain to identify the man, Damek yanked the patio door open and stepped out. “Enough,” he said and raised his hands up in the air. 
 
    “Damek, no!” Blossom called out. 
 
    Electric blue magic arced from Damek’s hands and coalesced above his head. “You’re finished here,” he said and threw the magic at the creep. 
 
    The blue electricity shot up in the air and completely missed the stalker. It formed into a bolt of magical lightning and struck Damek. He cried out in agony and fell to the ground. 
 
    The stalker laughed hysterically and then ran off into the night. Starla was grateful that he’d fled, but she was terrified that Damek’s magic had been turned against him. 
 
    Blossom and Starla ran over to Damek and knelt down beside him. He was alive and his eyes were open, but he couldn’t move or speak.  
 
    “Let’s get him back in the house before that guy decides to come back,” Starla said. 
 
    The two witches dragged Damek back into the house and laid him out on the sofa. She made sure the wards around the doors and windows were still in place and then set to work looking for the air mattress in the spare bedroom. She knew that as soon as Kane heard about what had happened, he’d insist on staying. 
 
    By the time Kane returned, Damek was able to talk and move around a bit. He’d managed to sit up, and Blossom had fallen asleep next to him with her head in his lap. 
 
    “She’s not going to leave my side,” he said and gently stroked her hair. “You two might as well go to bed.” 
 
    The air mattress was made up for Kane in the spare bedroom. He dragged it into Starla’s bedroom and placed it at the foot of the bed.  
 
    “Don’t argue with me about this,” he warned. 
 
    She didn’t. Starla was glad he was right there. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Kane had wanted to take the next day off to stay by Starla’s side, but all heck had broken loose on Clownfish Cay. It was like the whole island had gone crazy. He’d been called into work early because they’d had so many calls about thefts and fights breaking out. 
 
    “We have to figure this out now,” Blossom said as soon as Kane was gone. “I have this feeling that it’s only going to get worse. It’s people stealing and fighting right now, but you know how bad it could get if the darkness gets to these people.” 
 
    Starla agreed. She knew that Kane wouldn’t like it, but they had to do what they had to do. “We’ll have to leave Damek here. He’s not ready to go out yet,” she said. 
 
    “I feel terrible doing that, but I think you’re right,” Blossom answered. 
 
    “I’m right here,” Damek grumbled. “You guys don’t have to protect me.” 
 
    “We’re not. Presto is. He’ll be here to stand guard while we’re gone,” Starla said. 
 
    “Don’t answer the door,” Blossom warned. 
 
    “Yes, mom,” he groused. 
 
    “Damek.” She shot him the look. 
 
    “I get it.” He raised his hand slowly in surrender. “I’m going to stay right here on the sofa. Could you guys leave a bag of chips and a soda here for me?” 
 
    Blossom went to the kitchen to get the snacks for Damek. Starla heard a rustling and noticed that the book was ruffling its pages. She looked down at it, and the page with the knife picture was rustling, but the book remained open to that page.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    “I want to go talk to Thomas,” Starla said once they were outside in the front yard. 
 
    “What?” Blossom asked. “I mean, I wanted to solve the murder too, but we’ve got bigger things.” 
 
    “I think they might be related,” Starla said. 
 
    “You think that the murder of a tourist is related to the darkness growing?” Blossom frowned. “I guess that’s not too crazy, but how is solving the murder going to help us with our magic problem?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I just have a feeling.” 
 
    “You have a feeling?” Blossom asked skeptically. 
 
    “Okay, I think it’s what the book wants.” 
 
    “Well, if it’s what the book wants,” Blossom echoed with a shrug. “Should we walk or call a taxi?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The air was charged with negative energy. There was most certainly something afoul on the island. 
 
    Thomas’s store had the closed sign in the window and the door was locked, but Starla saw him inside. She knocked on the glass door to get his attention. 
 
    The shop owner smiled and unlocked the door to the store. “Come in, ladies,” he said. 
 
    They stepped over the threshold and Thomas locked the door behind them. Blossom stayed to speak with him, but Starla made a beeline for the shelf where the souvenirs were displayed. 
 
     “Sorry the shop is closed, ladies. I had three people attempt to shoplift this morning, and then the fights started to break out.” His eyes followed Starla down the aisle. 
 
    “We understand. Sorry to bother you, but we wanted to ask you about something,” Blossom said. 
 
    Starla came back to where they were standing, holding one of the souvenir knives wrapped in plastic. “We wanted to ask you about these.” 
 
    “Those old things?” Thomas asked. “What about them?” 
 
    “One of them was used as a murder weapon,” Starla said. “We were wondering if you’d sold one recently.” 
 
    “Sheriff Kane has already asked me about this. I checked my records and I haven’t sold one within the last few months,” Thomas said and shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “But, Starla, dozens of shops used to carry those. Who knows where the killer got theirs?” 
 
    Something seemed off with Thomas. He was nervous, but Starla couldn’t fathom why. It wasn’t as if anyone suspected Thomas of the murder. He’d done so much to help after the storm. He was beloved by the entire island. And yet, he had a look she couldn’t quite place in his eyes. 
 
    “Thank you,” Starla said. “It was worth a shot.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    “What do we do now?” Blossom asked. 
 
    “I think you should go back to my place and stay with Damek,” Starla said. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “I’m going back to the beach to find Noel. She was supposed to see if she could find any information on the darkness. I want to know if she found anything.” 
 
    “You’re going out to a remote beach alone?” Blossom shook her head. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” Starla retorted. 
 
    “My little brother will never let me live it down if I let you go alone.” 
 
    “You’re right. He wouldn’t,” Starla admitted. 
 
    “Then you’re taking me with you.” 
 
    Blossom called a taxi and they took it as far as the library. The pair of witches walked the rest of the way to the beach down in the sand. They waited for around an hour before Noel appeared in the water. 
 
    She walked out of the water and up to where Starla and Blossom sat. The mermaid plopped down with them. 
 
    “You’re not going to like what I found out.” Noelani said. 
 
    “Just spill it,” Blossom said wearily.  
 
    Starla was taken aback by Blossom’s shortness. She’d had no reason to be curt with Noel. The darkness had have begun to invade her friend. That meant it was only a matter of time before it got to her too. 
 
    “Your magic has awoken a creature in the depths. But it’s not an animal or a spirit. It’s something in between. The darkness has taken the form of a monster. It’s the reason we weren’t allowed to talk to you. My people blame yours for raising the creature from the deep.” 
 
    
“So, this has happened before?” Starla asked. She hoped that Noel didn’t see Blossom roll her eyes. 
 
    “Yes. It has happened more than once. The darkness is never satisfied. It always seeks a way to increase its influence. A monster like the one trying to free itself now would not only reveal the presence of magical beings to the world, it would spread fear across the planet.” 
 
    “Fear it could feed from,” Starla said softly. “What do we do?” 
 
    “It will rise eventually, when it draws enough power from magic,” Noel said. “You can try to hold back using your magic, but someday it will get enough. There’s no stopping it now.” 
 
    “Or we could cast a whole bunch of magic and draw the thing out,” Blossom said and stood up. “I’d much prefer to take this thing on under our terms, rather than spending our whole lives sitting around waiting for it to rise.” 
 
    “Blossom, we can’t do that,” Starla said. “We’re not ready.” 
 
    “When are we ever going to be ready, Star?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “We’ll wait until Damek is feeling better, and then we’re going to slay a sea monster,” Blossom said and started to walk away from the beach. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Starla said to Noel. “I think the darkness is getting to her.” 
 
    “It probably is,” Noel replied. “But I think she might be right. I’m not sure I can get my people to agree to help, but I can probably convince my sisters. Whatever magic you do to draw it out, do it here. We’ll come to you.” 
 
    “Okay,” Starla said. 
 
    “And Starla.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Use the necklace to call me,” Noel said with a smile. 
 
    Starla’s hands flitted up to her chest. She felt the conch shell and the soothing waves of the seas wash over her gain. “I’d forgotten about it,” she confessed. 
 
    “I imagine that’s because of the darkness,” Noel said. “Don’t forget again, and don’t take it off.” 
 
    Starla gripped the shell in her hand as she walked back to the library parking lot to find Blossom. She’d forgotten that she even wore the shell necklace Noel had given her, but was it the reason the darkness hadn’t gotten to her mind? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    “Blossom, wait!” Starla called after her friend. “Slow down. Where are you going?” 
 
    “I’m hungry,” Blossom said over her shoulder without slowing down. “I want fries.” 
 
    “Okay,” Starla said. “We’ll get fries.” 
 
    “With cheese.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” Starla said. “Cheese fries are good.” 
 
    “We’re going to need the carbs for later.” 
 
    “For?” Starla asked as she finally caught up. 
 
    “For performing butt loads of magic.” 
 
    “Blossom,” Starla cautioned. 
 
    “Starla,” Blossom said and rolled her eyes. 
 
    Starla decided to drop it. Blossom hadn’t begun casting any spells yet, so she decided to wait and see what Blossom would do.  
 
    The biggest problem right then was finding some place to get fries. Most of the restaurants had closed for the day. The island was a ghost town. Starla thought that might be a blessing, though. If people were at home and in their hotel rooms, they weren’t out and about, being affected by the darkness. 
 
    They did finally find a food truck on the beach that was still open. There was a short line since it was the only place open, but they didn’t have to wait long. 
 
    Starla got bacon cheddar fries and a cherry root beer slush and Blossom chose chili cheese fries and a black current milkshake. They took their food to a picnic table under a palm tree and sat down. 
 
    “I know you’re worried,” Blossom said softly. 
 
    Starla looked up and saw that the hardness that had creeped into Blossom’s face earlier had melted away. “Just a little.” 
 
    “You’re not going to argue with me about using our magic to bring out the monster?” 
 
    “I don’t know if it’s the best idea, but it’s the only idea we have. I don’t think I can live my life waiting for the moment that thing comes after us.” 
 
    “I don’t think all four of us can completely refrain from using magic forever either. I mean, it’s a part of who we are.” Blossom seemed to be thinking aloud more than talking with Starla. 
 
    “Yeah, and we don’t know what other magicals are on and around this island,” Starla said. “Nan the librarian may not be a witch, but she’s not a regular human either.” 
 
    “The mermaids seem like they might have powers too,” Blossom said. 
 
    Starla felt the shell necklace around her neck grow warm. It wasn’t so hot that it would burn her, but instead gave her the feeling of a warm fire on a cold, wet night. It seemed to confirm what Blossom had said. 
 
    She was about to agree with Blossom when she heard a tap tap tap on the metal garbage can a few feet away from the table. 
 
     Starla turned around and a man in a hoody stood a few feet away. He reached up and pulled the hood off his head. He knocked on the trash can again and smiled a huge, menacing grin that seemed to spread too far across his face. 
 
    “What the…” Blossom stood up and started backing away. 
 
    Despite the tropical climate, the air seemed to chill. For the first time, Starla could see the man’s face. She had no way to be certain that it was the man who’d been stalking her, but she could feel it. That and the tapping were enough to convince her. 
 
    Her blood ran cold when she looked around and realized that there was no one around. Even the man running the food truck was nowhere to be seen. The rest of the patrons had gotten their orders and wandered off. 
 
    If she and Blossom being alone on the beach with the man made her afraid, then the realization of who he was just about stopped her heart in her chest. 
 
    “It’s him,” Starla gasped. 
 
    “I know it’s him,” Blossom said. “It’s the creep who’s been stalking you.” 
 
    “No,” Starla said. “That’s not what I mean.” 
 
    “Well, what do you mean?” Blossom asked. The man was just standing there, leering at them and tapping on the trash can. “Out with it; quick.” 
 
    “He’s the dead guy on the beach,” Starla whispered. “I can’t—” 
 
    With that, the creep cackled and ran off. For reasons that Starla couldn’t quite understand, she started to run after the man. Blossom reached out and grabbed her wrist. It stopped Starla in her tracks. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Blossom asked incredulously, but there was a proud smile on her face. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Starla said as if dazed. “I want to talk to him. I want to know who killed him and why he’s been stalking me.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to go running off after him. Though I do admire your spunk,” Blossom said. “This gives me an idea.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Starla moaned. “What?” 
 
    “Hey, witch. Be nice,” Blossom said with a good-natured chuckle. “I think we should summon him into a spirit trap. That way you can talk to him. We can banish him from this plane of existence, and we might even get the darkness to rise. I would think summoning a spirit and using a soul trap would be enough magic to do the trick.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Starla, Blossom, Kane, and Damek gathered at the stones near the water. They’d brought black candles and salt, white candles and sea salt, dragon’s blood, parchment, a feather quill, and an incantation Damek composed from the memory of his grimoire. 
 
    They placed the black candles in a small circle in the center of the stones. The white candles were positioned as a larger circle just inside the stone ring. 
 
    Blossom mixed the black and white salt together while Damek wrote the victim’s name on the parchment with the dragon’s blood. It was important that once the name was placed, it was not spoken again.  
 
    “Once they turn, their names give them powers,” Damek said as he folded the paper. 
 
    “I thought that if you called them out it gave you power over them,” Starla said. 
 
    “That’s demons, and it’s a myth,” Damek corrected. “They draw power from their names.” 
 
    “Is everything ready,” Kane asked hesitantly. 
 
    He was normally a tough guy, but the magic stuff seemed to make him a bit nervous. The prospect of summoning and trapping an evil spirit had him on edge. Kane had just nodded his head and agreed in the right places when Starla and Blossom told him about the creature that would most likely appear either during the spell or after. He’d brought every firearm he owned, and since they weren’t holding back on the magic anymore, the four witches had enchanted the weapons and ammunition. 
 
    “Yes, we’re ready,” Starla said. 
 
    The four formed a circle with Presto sitting outside and as out of sight as possible. He was there to lend whatever aid he could, but Starla wanted her familiar to be able to escape if things went south. If they failed at either of their tasks, then perhaps the cat could get word back to the Elders. 
 
    The witches stood inside the white circle and held hands. They’d been instructed by Damek ahead of time not to break contact under any circumstances.  
 
    What they were doing was considered gray magic. It was black magic in the form of necromancy, but they were doing it for a good reason. Damek and the witches trusted that the white circle would protect them from the outside, but he did not trust the black circle to hold the ghost. Black magic was treacherous and could turn on the user. 
 
    He was the only one of the group who knew any necromancy, so the other three witches lent him their spirit and support while he chanted the ancient incantation.  
 
    After a few minutes, Starla began to feel strange. She wondered if the others felt the slight sensation of exhaustion and fear soaking into their beings, but she didn’t dare ask.  
 
    The black candles began to flicker and spit out inky smoke. The smoke coalesced in the middle of the black circle, and the air filled with a scratching sound. It was as if something was trying to claw its way into the world or back out. 
 
    Moments later, the smoke cleared and the sleaze was standing there looking confused. He tried to step outside the black circle, but it held.  
 
    Starla shuddered when he somehow started making that tap tap tap sound she’d come to associate with him, but she did not falter. 
 
    When the ghost was fully materialized in the circle, or as much as a ghost could be, Damek stopped chanting. “Ask him,” he said to Starla. 
 
    “We’ve brought you here to ask you a question,” Starla began. 
 
    The ghost hissed at her and began his tapping again. 
 
    “You’ve only got one chance at redemption. I’m not sure what will happen to you once you are banished to the other side, but if you help us while you are still on this plane, it might help you over there.” 
 
    The ghost grew silent and still. Starla guessed he hadn’t realized he could be banished. She hoped that he would cooperate. 
 
    “What do you want to know?” he asked. 
 
    “I want to know who killed you,” Starla said. “And I want to know why you’ve been stalking me.” 
 
    “The man who runs the grocery store killed me,” the ghost said matter-of-factly. “I think his name is Thomas.” 
 
    Starla felt her stomach clench. She couldn’t believe that Thomas would be responsible for killing someone, but would the ghost lie? 
 
    “That’s a lie,” Starla accused. “Tell me the truth.” 
 
    “It is the truth, I’m afraid. I’ve got no reason to lie to you. It is nice to know that stick in the mud will be going to prison. As far as why I was stalking you, I don’t know. I just felt compelled to do it. Not that it wasn’t fun.” 
 
    “I know why he stalked you, sweet Starla,” a voice came from the waterline. 
 
    The witches turned to look in time to see an inky black creature turn into a man as it walked out of the water. He looked like Damek’s twin, except that his skin was gray and his eyes were black. Where Damek was a good witch, the thing that emerged from the water was the dark doppelganger. 
 
    Starla realized that setting Damek free was what set things in motion. The darkness sought to override the light Damek would bring to the world in his full magical form. 
 
    The creature took a few steps onto the beach and casually waved a hand in front of him. The black candles went out and the ghost was instantly banished to wherever souls like him went after death. By the rush of heat and sadness that escaped out during the split-second the veil was open, Starla guessed it wasn’t anywhere good. 
 
    “What do we do?” Blossom asked. 
 
    “Yeah, won’t using magic to fight this thing make it stronger?” Kane added. 
 
    “Then we take his magic and we lock it away.” Starla grasped the shell around her neck. 
 
    “That’s just crazy enough to work,” Damek said. 
 
    Damek’s eyes went wide when he looked at the shell necklace in Starla’s palm. She saw why. It was glowing pink and the air around it shimmered. 
 
    “We can help with that,” a voice came from the water. 
 
    Noel and her sisters stepped out of the ocean and surrounded the creature. The darkness incarnate raised his hands to cast, but the mermaids began to sing.  
 
    The darkness dropped his hands and appeared to go into a trance. The mermaids could enchant any man, and the creature was no exception. 
 
    Seeing her opportunity, Starla threw the black candles out of the circle and placed the shell necklace in the middle. “What do we do? It’s not a spell. How do we do this?” 
 
    “Ahem!” Presto jumped into the circle. “I enter this circle with perfect love and perfect trust yadda yadda yadda,” he said. “Stand back, mere humans. Sucking up magic is a job for a cat.” 
 
    It wasn’t readily apparent what Presto did, and Starla wasn’t sure if a human could understand. Cats were higher beings, and, of course, a familiar was the only one who could slay a creature that fed off magic. 
 
    Whatever Presto did, the creature screamed and then turned to dust. The dust swirled like a tornado, crossed the beach, and disappeared into the shell.  
 
    “What do we do with it?” Blossom asked as she looked down at the shell. 
 
    Starla picked it up and turned it over in her hand. It was no longer pink, but instead had a soft green glow. 
 
    “I’ll take that, dear.” Starla whirled around to see Nan the librarian coming toward the stone circle. “Absent a museum, it’s the library’s job to store such things,” she said with a wink. 
 
    Starla handed the necklace over to Nan. “Who are you?” she asked curiously. 
 
    “I’m Nan the librarian, dear. I’ll see you tomorrow when you come in to return the book.” Nan said with a wink and a smile. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    “They released Thomas today,” Kane said and stuck a whole mozzarella stick in his mouth. 
 
    “Hey, those are mine,” Starla complained and poked him. “So his lawyer cleared his name?” 
 
    “Yeah, his daughter corroborated his story. That sleaze attacked her, and Thomas was only saving her from being hurt. The creep actually kind of stabbed himself when he was wrestling with Thomas.” 
 
    “Did either of them say why they didn’t just call the police?” 
 
    “They panicked and left the scene,” Kane said and plucked another mozzarella stick from the basket. “It happens. Adrenaline starts pumping and some people just panic. They ran and then panicked more. Thomas thought he would be in more trouble for leaving the scene, and he was even more afraid that his daughter would end up in jail,” Kane continued. “I think that’s what he was the most worried about. At some point, he stopped caring about himself, but he was worried that we would arrest Angela.” 
 
    “But they’re both in the clear now?” Starla asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Thomas pled guilty to a misdemeanor for leaving the scene and was sentenced to community service, but the judge counted everything he did for the island after the storm as his community service.” 
 
    “And Angela is okay?” 
 
    “I think she’s still a little bit shaken by the whole thing, but otherwise she’s okay. She left her job at the diner and is going to work in her father’s store for a while,” Kane said. 
 
    “That’s probably for the best. It will make them both feel better.” 
 
    “You know what would make me feel better?” Kane asked. 
 
    “No. What? If I hire a bodyguard and buy a massive guard dog?” Starla teased. “I’m sure Presto would love that.” She rolled her eyes. 
 
    But what Starla hadn’t noticed was that while she was being snarky, Kane had pulled a small plum color velvet box out from under the table. He opened it to reveal a two-carat, canary yellow, princess cut diamond engagement ring. Starla sat there in stunned silence. 
 
    “It would make me feel better if you would let me be your massive guard dog for the rest of our lives,” Kane said with an impish smile. “Ruff.” 
 
    “Are you asking me…” Starla trailed off. 
 
    “I’m asking you to marry me, Starla Shadowend. Do me the honor of being my wife.” 
 
    Starla still couldn’t speak, but she reached her hand out across the table for Kane and nodded her head yes. She couldn’t believe what was happening, and she definitely couldn’t believe how much she loved that sunshine yellow diamond.  
 
    Kane slipped the ring on her finger and the rest of the restaurant erupted into applause. Starla wiped a tear away from her cheek.  
 
    “She said yes!” Blossom squealed and rushed to their table. She and Damek had been hiding around the corner, waiting to see if Starla would accept. “Let me see that rock.” She grabbed Starla’s hand and eyed the ring. “Oh, baby brother, you did good.” 
 
    “Yes, I did,” Kane said with a smile, but he wasn’t looking at the ring. He was looking at Starla. “She’s a rare gem, but as beautiful as she is, she’s nothing but trouble.” 
 
    “Well, now she’s going to be your trouble for the rest of your life,” Starla said and stuck her tongue out at Kane. 
 
    “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” 
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