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      Have you ever had to chase a corgi who was completely covered in dark chocolate around the house, trying to stop him from eating marshmallows?

      Because that was what I was doing at that very moment, and let me tell you, it’s messy.

      I was spending that morning working on some new chocolate recipes. I’d been running my own business for a couple of months now, and winter was quickly turning into spring. In fact, the other day, the temperature actually went over sixty degrees for the first time in months. I’d spent a good chunk of the afternoon walking outside, enjoying the chirp of the migratory birds who were just beginning to make their way back for another season.

      My chocolate-making skills were improving at a rapid pace, to the point where Grace, the woman who was teaching me how to make chocolate, wanted me to try experimenting to create new products on my own.

      “Part of being a master chocolatier is understanding how chocolate works on an instinctive level,” she explained. “You can read books and memorize lists of how to create certain items, but to truly master the art of chocolate-making you have to be willing to experiment, to listen to what the chocolate is telling you.”

      So that morning, I had decided to experiment with an idea I had gotten from a friend in Western Woods named Tina, who grew up in the human world. She told me they have something there called s’mores, which are generally made over a campfire and comprised of chocolate, graham crackers, and marshmallows.

      I had carefully made a small fire in the kitchen and roasted sixteen large marshmallows over the top of it. Then I had carefully sandwiched the marshmallows in between a couple of graham crackers. All in all, there were four marshmallows per s’more. Next, I planned on dipping the entire cracker sandwich into a coating of milk chocolate. And that was where things went wrong.

      I left the s’mores on the counter while I worked at tempering the chocolate, an essential step in making sure chocolate is prime for eating. I was busy stirring the chocolate, not paying any attention to the rest of the s’mores. After all, I was in my kitchen. I didn’t have anything to worry about. Right?

      Wrong.

      Earlier that day, my sister Andrea had moved one of the dining room chairs to the kitchen counter and hadn’t returned it. I found it convenient to sit on when I needed a break, so I had left it where it was.

      Unfortunately, Sherlock Bones, my corgi familiar, took full advantage. Even with his short little legs, he was able to jump up onto the chair. In a split second he had reached the counter and grabbed one of the s’mores.

      “Oh! Sherlock!” I cried as I noticed what was going on. “Stop it!”

      Unfortunately for everyone, my corgi wasn’t exactly coordinated, and rather than jumping elegantly back onto the ground, he half fell into me, making me stumble. I knocked over the cauldron full of chocolate with an elbow, and the mixture spilled directly onto the floor, where Sherlock was trying to run away, still holding his marshmallow prey in his mouth.

      In an instant, my corgi went from beautiful white and orange fur to looking like he’d rolled around in a mud puddle.

      “You’ll never catch me! I am a ferocious hunter!” Sherlock cried through a mouthful of food as he darted away as fast as his little legs could take him.

      “You get back here!” I shouted, running after him. As he darted around the house, big globs of chocolate began falling off him and onto the floor. At one point, he tried to turn the corner to get down the hallway toward my bedroom, but he was going far too quickly, and he hit the wall on the far side, leaving a giant chocolate mark to commemorate the moment.

      “You’re making a huge mess!” I shouted. “Stop it!”

      “Not until I’ve eaten my treat,” Sherlock replied.

      “Stop chewing while you’re running! You’re going to choke on it.” Goodness, was this what motherhood was like? It must be exactly like this, but multiplied a thousand times over.

      Sherlock ran into my room and I let out a moan of frustration as he jumped right onto my bed, quickly turning around and trying to eat the s’more as quickly as possible, globs of chocolate and crumbs from the graham crackers ending up all over my blanket.

      “What is wrong with you? Stop it!” I said.

      “I can’t help myself. I’m a dog, my instinct is to hunt. My ancestors were wolves.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m pretty sure no wolf in the history of the planet has ever hunted a marshmallow,” I glared, making my way over to Sherlock, who kept chewing faster. The marshmallow kept getting stuck in his teeth, and he opened and closed his mouth quickly, trying to get the bits of it unstuck before I made my way to him.

      By the time I reached the bed, about half the chocolate-less s’more had been eaten, and I snatched the other half off the bed and threw it into the trash can on the other side of the room.

      “Aw, I wanted that,” Sherlock whined, still trying to get bits of marshmallow out of his teeth.

      “Well, you need to learn that you’re not going to be rewarded for stealing food.”

      “Would you have given me any of that if I’d asked for it?”

      “No. None of what’s in that is good for dogs. You have your own treats.”

      “Well, there you have it. By stealing it from the counter, I at least got to eat half of it. And my goodness, is it ever delicious. Have you ever made these before?”

      “Flattery will get you nowhere, mister,” I said, wagging a finger at Sherlock as I dug a wand out from the small desk against one of the walls. “Now, let’s get you cleaned up. You made a mess everywhere.”

      I immediately started casting cleaning spells, making my way back through the house the way we’d come, keeping a keen eye out for any errant bits of chocolate or crumbs that I might have missed. Sherlock, for his part, showed absolutely no remorse whatsoever, and in fact, when I made my way back to the kitchen and began retempering chocolate, he casually sauntered over to the couch and let out a small, satisfied burp.

      I shook my head, incredulous at how proud he was of himself. I glared at him as I carefully moved the chair away from the counter; I was going to have to be extra careful in the future to make sure more of my food didn’t go astray.

      Luckily, there were still three s’mores left, and an hour later I was carefully putting the tray of now chocolate-dipped s’mores into the fridge to let the chocolate harden, still muttering about how the universe could have landed me with the world’s worst-behaved familiar.

      “Are you finished? We should go for a walk,” Sherlock suggested as I was cleaning up. “I’m feeling a little stuffed and I could use the exercise.”

      He was truly completely shameless.

      “Only because I know you need to use the bathroom,” I said as Sherlock happily jumped off the couch and ran toward the door. “This is not a reward for having stolen that s’more.”

      “I know, I know,” Sherlock said as he did his happy dance around the front door, waiting impatiently for me to grab his leash. I rolled my eyes as we made our way outside, and he immediately ran to the end of the leash, straining to get to the fence post at the end of the drive that he loved to pee on.

      I couldn’t help but feel like I was rewarding him just a little bit for his bad behavior, but I had to admit I was happy for the walk myself. Things were starting to get busy with my chocolate company, and I was trying to keep my anxiety levels in check. I couldn’t help it; I was a natural worrywart.

      Was the small shop in Spokurse that had ordered some of my goods last week going to reorder? Maryanne here in Pacific Cove had placed a large order; was I going to find the time to make all of her chocolates? What if the quality began to slip as I found myself dealing with more orders?

      No, I shook my head. These were Future Megan problems. Right now, I was living in the moment. The sun was out, all I needed was a light jacket, and the first flowers of spring were just starting to bloom. It was time to enjoy being outside and everything that offered.
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      Sherlock and I made our way down to the beach, where I quickly spotted a familiar face and waved. Akari was a new friend of mine, recently moved here from Southern California, where I had been attending Healer classes at Spellford before moving back to Pacific Cove after my parents had been arrested.

      Her familiar, a Shiba Inu named Yoshi, was happily running along the sand with a large stick in his mouth. He spotted Sherlock before Akari spotted me, and he began running toward us. I let Sherlock off his leash, and the two dogs darted at one another like long-lost lovers.

      Well, if long-lost lovers immediately began play-fighting each other over a stick as soon as they reached one another, that was.

      I laughed as I watched Sherlock and Yoshi play and made my way toward Akari.

      “How are things going?” she asked, and I shook my head.

      “Sherlock stole a s’more—without chocolate, luckily—and made me knock over the cauldron of chocolate. It all landed on him and he ran through the house completely covered.”

      Akari laughed. “Sounds like an adventure. I can relate. The other day, I let Yoshi into the yard to pee and didn’t notice he’d rolled around in a mud puddle. He came back into the house covered in mud and immediately jumped up onto the couch and settled himself in for a nap.”

      “He didn’t!” I said, bursting into laughter.

      “He absolutely did. Then, when I cleaned it all up, he had the audacity to complain that he had rolled in the mud on purpose, and that I was ruining his whole vibe.”

      “Dogs,” I said, shaking my head.

      “Gotta love them. Hey, I guess you heard about what happened at Spellford?”

      I tilted my head to the side slightly. “No. To be honest, I haven’t really kept up with most people from there. Not since coming back. I just haven’t had the time, and I wasn’t really all that close to anyone, anyway. Why? What’s up?”

      “Oh,” Akari said, her face falling. “Well, one of the Healer students was murdered this morning. I thought you would have heard. I wondered if you knew her.”

      “Really?” I asked, my eyebrows rising. “Who was it, do you know?”

      “Yeah, a witch named Olivia Stone. I don’t know what coven she was from, but with a name like that, it had to be one of the earth covens.”

      “It was. She was from the coven of Tethis, if I remember right,” I said with a nod.

      “So you knew her, then?”

      “Only to say hi to,” I said. “That’s still quite sad, though. We didn’t run in the same circles at all. I was always surprised that she wanted to become a Healer. She was good with potions, as most earth-coven witches are, but she didn’t seem too interested in her studies. She seemed more interested in…potions that allowed her to have a good time.”

      It was a polite way of saying I was fairly certain Olivia Stone was more into partying than her studies. Still, I couldn’t deny that no matter how many times she came to class chugging coffee that obviously had extra alertness potions added to it, she did get good grades.

      Akari shook her head. “It’s still quite sad. But at least the Enforcers should be able to find who did it.”

      “Yeah, you said she was murdered? Do you know how?”

      “Apparently she was poisoned. Someone slipped something into a potion she had made for herself to take to a party. She was at the party, and when she passed out, no one thought anything of it. They turned her onto her side and left her, and in the morning, someone tried to wake her up and failed.”

      “Oh, that’s sad,” I said, shaking my head. “I hope they find whoever did it.”

      “Me too,” Akari said. “According to a friend back home, Spellford is doing a lot of work to make sure everyone is safe. All campus-organized parties are canceled, they’ve sent out notices to everyone strongly recommending that they avoid taking any sort of drinks or potions whose origins they don’t know, and they’ve beefed up security on campus. All the while claiming that it was probably just an accident.”

      “Good,” I said with a nod. “At least they’re taking it seriously. Well, minus the part where they’re pretending it was just an overdose. Jeez, poor Olivia. I mean, I barely knew her, but still. I knew her. And she was a talented witch. She partied a lot, but her marks were good. I think she would have made a good Healer. A great one if she toned it down a bit.”

      “Such a shame,” Akari said. “I must say, though, down in LA, we heard that parties at Spellford could be absolutely legendary.”

      “Right?” I said with a smile. I had certainly had my share of fun, especially in my first and second year of studies. But now that I was a little bit older—and my recovery time from a night of drinking seemed to have gone up exponentially—I just couldn’t be bothered to go out and get completely plastered anymore. And illegal potions for extra stimulation had never been my thing.

      Just then, the two dogs ran over toward us, still playing excitedly. They ran headlong into my leg, barely muttering an apology before rushing back off in the direction of the water.

      “Are you ok?” Akari asked, and I nodded.

      “Yeah, thanks. If these s’mores I’m making work, I might make a slightly bigger batch to try and play around with a bit before they become a permanent part of my menu. I’ll bring one over to you.”

      “That sounds great,” Akari said. “I knew becoming friends with the town’s new chocolate maker was a good idea.”

      I laughed. “You can ask Sherlock if they’re any good. Right now, he’s the only one who’s had any.”

      We continued chatting for a little while before the dogs’ energy levels dropped significantly, and we decided to take them home.

      “I wasn’t done playing,” Sherlock complained on the way back.

      “Right, of course you weren’t,” I replied with an eye-roll. “That’s why we’re walking at approximately half a mile an hour and you’re pretending you need to sniff every single weed you pass on the way back.”

      “Hey, this is important. If someone else has peed on the weed, I need to reclaim it as my own territory.”

      “Sure, but you don’t need five minutes to make that call. And if you do, there’s something seriously wrong with the other dog. Admit it, you’re exhausted.”

      “I am not. I am the picture of perfect health and agility, and I would like to stay outside for another two hours, please.”

      “Right.”

      After about ten more minutes of more or less dragging Sherlock through the streets, I gave up and picked him up, much to his chagrin.

      “What if someone sees me? I’ll never live it down! I’m a big dog, I can walk myself.”

      And yet, approximately two minutes later, Sherlock was dead asleep in my arms. I smiled down at him. It was funny; he was almost always the kindest, sweetest, gentlest dog you would ever meet, who would happily have a four-hour-long nap in the middle of the afternoon. Well, apart from the fact that he had stolen some of my baking that afternoon. But as soon as he was outside, Sherlock would insist that he still had tons of energy, no matter how close he was to passing out. I was lucky that he was a small dog to begin with, and about ninety percent fluff at that. Even though I had notoriously weak arms, I was still able to carry him the rest of the way without any problems.

      When we got home, I set him down on his favorite bed and smiled at him. He looked so peaceful I almost forgot the complete and total chaos he had caused earlier. Almost.
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      Over the course of the next few hours, I didn’t check my phone at all, but instead got lost in my chocolate making. My s’mores were finished, so I pulled them out from the fridge and had a bite from one. As soon as I did, my face lit up involuntarily. It was such a perfect combination, the three different sweet flavors and textures melting together into an absolutely delicious bite of chocolate heaven.

      “It’s even better with the chocolate,” I muttered to my familiar, who was busy sleeping away on his bed in the living room.

      With a few more hours to go before my sisters would be back from work and ready for dinner, I checked my planner where I had all of my orders written down, and the dates I needed to have them ready by. I figured I could do a batch of white chocolate and dried blueberry bars ordered by the local grocery store, and I might have time to do some pretzel-covered and espresso-covered bars for a local business that wanted to give them out to clients as a thank-you gift.

      I hummed along to myself as I worked, thrilled with how comfortable I was getting working with the chocolate. Tempering was practically second nature to me now, and I was starting to perfect eyeballing the right amount of toppings to add to the chocolates. What Grace said about instinctively understanding chocolate was beginning to make sense to me, and I was starting to feel like I was getting there.

      A few hours later, I was finished and happily surveying my handiwork. I had not only finished both orders, but also made another batch of s’mores. This time, I had gotten inspired and placed some broken-up Oreo cookies on top of the s’mores, making them look—and, I hoped, taste—even better.

      I also had two large bags filled with the bars I had been working on, each individually wrapped in a sleek paper, and as I crossed both items off my to-do list, moving the bags to the side table by the front entryway so I could deliver them tomorrow, I felt a strong sense of accomplishment. I had gotten my work done, I was working on growing my business, and tomorrow, I knew, I was going to head out and work on sales, trying to get some more orders.

      A couple of minutes later, as I was relaxing on the couch with a book and a glass of much-deserved red wine, my sister Andrea came back from work.

      “Hey, how’s it going?” she asked, sniffing the air. “You’ve been making chocolates. Are there any to taste test?”

      I grinned. “Yeah, something Tina inspired me to make. But you should probably wait until after dinner before you eat it.”

      “Ok, mom,” Andrea replied with a grin. Still, she made her way over to the plate of s’mores that I’d covered with a paper towel and snuck a look. “Oooh, these look delicious.”

      “Sherlock can confirm the taste for you,” I said, glaring in the direction of my corgi, who was just starting to stir. Boy, could he ever sleep.

      “Really?” Andrea said with a grin. “That must have been fun to deal with.”

      I shook my head slowly as I recounted the entire story, leaving Andrea in stitches.

      “Amazing. What an awful dog. Hey, I assume you heard about what happened in Spellford?”

      I nodded sadly. “Yeah.”

      “Did you know her?”

      “I did. Not well, but to say hi to.”

      “I’m sorry, Meg,” Andrea said, coming over to give me a hug. “Even if you weren’t close, I imagine it sucks.”

      I nodded. To be completely honest, I had tried to push the knowledge of what had happened out. I didn’t really want to deal with grief right now, even the low-level grief one feels when an acquaintance they didn’t know all that well dies.

      I moved on to other topics, but little did I know Olivia Stone’s death was going to become a major topic in my life, and soon.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I spent most of the next morning working—I did my deliveries, made some more chocolate, and found Akari, giving her a s’more from a small batch I had made that morning.

      “Oh, these are so good,” she said, her eyes widening. “What did you call them? Shoe mores?”

      “S’mores,” I answered with a smile. “They’re something from the human world. I don’t know where the name came from.”

      “Well, they’re a paranormal-world thing now. Seriously, these are so good. You need to package them and sell them immediately and you’ll become a worldwide sensation.”

      “Thanks,” I said with a smile. “I think I do plan on selling them. I crunched the numbers this morning and I think they could be pretty profitable.”

      “Then do it. Heck, even if they lost money, I bet you could convince one of those super-rich elves who’s been building a fortune for like two thousand years to fund you just so that everyone could have one. Because these are good.”

      “Always nice to get that kind of feedback,” I said with a smile.

      “Hey, listen, you were telling me the other day about your parents and how you think Las Brujas might be involved in their framing?”

      “Yes,” I said, immediately on high alert. I had no solid proof, just some murmurings here and there, but I needed to get to the bottom of this if I was going to prove my parents were innocent.

      “Well, I was speaking to a friend back in California yesterday. She works at Spellford now, though we grew up together in Los Angelwitch together, and the word that’s going around is that Olivia Stone was neck-deep in some Las Brujas stuff.”

      “Really?” I asked, my eyes widening.

      “Yeah. The word is she was selling some potions for herself, but she was also selling some for the gang on the side.”

      “Interesting,” I said, biting my lip. I knew that Las Brujas had been getting one professor to sell things on their behalf, helping them keep an extra layer of distance between themselves and the customers—and more importantly, the Enforcers—and I wondered if maybe they had done the same to Olivia.

      “You’re going to go see what’s happening, aren’t you?” Akari asked, and I nodded.

      “Yes, I think so. I need to see if I can find a contact among Olivia’s things, or find out who might have killed her if it was someone in the gang. I need someone from the gang I can talk to, who I can ask about my parents.”

      “Well, I’m coming with you, then.”

      My eyebrows rose slightly. “Are you sure? I mean, I’d appreciate the company, but you absolutely don’t have to.”

      “Meg, it’s way too cold here, even in the spring, and I relish any opportunity to go back home, even if it is a few hundred kilometers north of Los Angelwitch. Besides, we can go and visit my friend and see what she can tell us.”

      “Alright,” I said with a smile. “Thanks for offering. Although I must say, while I will do my absolute best to avoid this situation, it has happened in the past that I’ve had to, erm, bend the law just a little bit in order to find out the information I needed when we looked into other murders.”

      Akari gave me a sly smile. “Trust me, I wasn’t the best-behaved witch a few years ago. I’ll be okay.”

      On that note, Akari and I made our way to the portal, and a few minutes later, we were back in Spellford. I had been back here once since moving back to Pacific Cove, but it still felt a little bit strange. What was most interesting was that I didn’t miss my studies at all. I was so content with running my new chocolate company and being back home in Pacific Cove that I didn’t miss studying to be a Healer at all. Maybe it had never really been the right thing for me after all.

      “Let’s go see my friend,” Akari suggested as soon as we got there. “She can tell us everything she knows.”

      “Sure,” I nodded. “That sounds good.”

      It turned out Akari’s friend was an assistant professor in the witchiology department. I had been to this part of campus a couple of times—after all, all potential Healers had to take classes in other subjects to round out their knowledge—but I didn’t know it incredibly well. Akari led us straight into an old, gray brick building and straight up to the fourth floor. We passed through hallways that made me think of old England until finally we reached a small door on which Akari knocked.

      “Come in,” came a voice from inside, and the two of us entered to find ourselves in a tiny office that had a desk, two chairs in front of it, a single filing cabinet, and not much else. After all, just that furniture took up a good ninety percent of the space in the room.

      The witch sitting at the desk wore thick glasses and had luscious, wavy brown hair. Her mouth was small and her eyes huge, but it somehow worked for her, and as soon as she saw Akari, her face broke into a huge smile.

      “Akari! I wasn’t expecting you to come by.”

      “I hadn’t planned on coming. This was kind of a spur-of-the-moment thing,” Akari said with a smile. “This is my friend Megan from Pacific Cove.”

      “Nice to meet you,” I said, reaching across and shaking the witch’s hand.

      “Likewise. I’m Charlene. What can I do for you?”

      “We were hoping you could tell us everything you know about Olivia Stone,” Akari said. “You said that she might have been involved with Las Brujas?”

      “That’s right,” Charlene said with a nod. “But you’re not the type to come over here just looking for gossip. What’s going on?”

      “A few months ago, my parents were arrested for fraud,” I explained. “They admitted to doing it because that got them a lighter prison sentence, but I’m certain that they’re innocent. They’ve been framed, and I want to know by who. I’ve been looking into it, and I think Las Brujas might be involved. So I’m trying to figure out whatever I can about Olivia’s death to maybe get in touch with a contact with the gang or something.”

      Charlene gave me a skeptical look. “I do hope you understand who you’re dealing with,” she said. “Las Brujas are brutal, and they’re not going to be very pleased to see you sneaking around trying to get information about them.”

      “I know,” I replied. “I’m going to be careful about it. But I need to know. Besides, you never know. Olivia’s death might be linked to my parents somehow.”

      I didn’t really believe that last part. An image was forming in my head, an image in which my parents had been forced by the gang to commit the fraud despite not wanting to do it. Much like Professor Oak in this very college found himself in the same situation. Maybe Olivia had found herself in that situation as well, and if I could find her killer, I could find a connection to my parents in the gang.

      “Alright, well, I can’t say that I have definite proof about any of this. Honestly, it’s all college speculation and gossip. But from what I heard, Olivia was a hard partier.”

      “That’s definitely true; up until recently I was studying to be a Healer and I was in the same class as Olivia. She could party with the best of them.”

      Charlene nodded. “I kind of figured. Anyway, apparently Olivia had a habit of making potions that weren’t exactly on the authorized potions list, and taking them herself. Eventually, the demand for them grew, and she started selling them to friends as well. From what I’ve heard, someone in Las Brujas found out that she had quite a network and approached her about selling for the gang. For the last four months, apparently, Olivia has been selling not only her own stuff, but also other potions on behalf of Las Brujas.”

      That story sounded a lot like what had happened to Professor Oak, and what I suspected had happened to my parents as well. I wouldn’t have been surprised if Olivia hadn’t wanted to be involved at all and ended up finding herself in an impossible situation. By all accounts, the gang was not easy to deal with at the best of times.

      “Do you know anybody in Las Brujas that she might have dealt with?” I asked, and Charlene shook her head.

      “No idea. I didn’t know her at all, and everything I’ve heard is just speculation. Apparently her boyfriend has holed himself up since her death. A few people are saying that he was the one who encouraged her to start selling the potions, and he’s feeling extremely guilty about it now. You might want to see if he’s up to talking to you. But don’t be surprised if he isn’t; I believe he got taken to the college hospital last night and is on suicide watch.”

      “Ok, thanks,” Akari said.

      “Are you staying around? We should catch up for lunch,” Charlene said.

      “Yes, send me a text later. It’s been way too long.”

      Akari and I made our way back into the hallway, and I stared at the hardwood floors as my feet tapped along them. Was Olivia being blackmailed into selling for the gang? Were my parents lucky that they only ended up in jail, and not worse? I didn’t know, but I was going to do my best to find out.
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      While I didn’t know my way around the witchiology building, I could make my way around the college hospital completely blindfolded. After all, this was where I had spent years of my life, and where I had expected to spend a few more years before becoming a Healer.

      As soon as I walked through the doors, an Assistant Healer walking past flashed me a smile. “Hey, Megan. Good to see you again!”

      I waved, and Akari followed after me as I made my way through the halls to the psychiatric part of the hospital where I suspected they were keeping Olivia’s boyfriend.

      When we reached the area in question, I made my way to the front desk. Luckily, I knew the Assistant Healer working there today, a witch named Esme with curly blonde hair that would have been incredibly popular back in the eighties, cat’s-eye glasses, and big blue eyes.

      “Oh, Megan! How lovely to see you again,” she said when I reached the desk and she looked up. “But what brings you here? I thought you’d moved back to Pacific Cove.”

      “I did,” I said. “I had to take care of the family business.”

      “Right. Such a shame, what happened,” Esme said, shaking her head sadly and tutting. “I didn’t know your parents, but I’m very sad for you and for your family. I do hope you’ll be able to come back in the future and finish your studies; you were such a promising student.”

      “Thanks, Esme,” I said with a smile. “Listen, I heard about Olivia.”

      “Right? Such a shame. What a bright young witch. Didn’t make the best decisions in life, that one, but you could tell her something once and she had it stored up in here forever,” Esme said, tapping herself on the temple. “They always say, never drink anything you don’t know the origins of. But my goodness, the old people who came up with that obviously don’t remember what college was like. After you’ve had a few—whether drinks or potions—you’re not exactly thinking with your head screwed on tight. Besides, you ask me, they shouldn’t be blaming Olivia for getting herself killed. They should be blaming the nutjob who poisoned her in the first place!”

      I smiled. I had forgotten just how much I liked Esme. She acted a little bit like a mother hen to the new Healer students, which was very nice of her, especially since a few of them just thought of her as a lowly Assistant Healer not worth their time.

      “I agree. Was she still with…what was his name? Ryan?”

      “That’s right,” Esme nodded. “Ryan Montlake. He’s in here now, actually, poor thing. Olivia’s death just broke him completely.” She shook her head sadly.

      “We heard,” I said softly. “It can’t have been easy for him.”

      “No, it wasn’t. They brought him in last night, after a couple of his friends called the college administration and said they were worried for his health. I was actually one of the Assistant Healers called in to go help get him.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yes, it was quite the scene. We made our way late last night to the house Olivia and a number of their friends shared. He was in her bedroom, lying on her bed. He kept claiming that she didn’t want to do it, that they made her do it.”

      “Who? Who made her do what?” I asked, leaning forward.

      “Who knows? I asked him, but he wasn’t making any sense whatsoever. He kept repeating that over and over. He said everything was going wrong, that it wasn’t supposed to happen that way. He said that Jasmine was going to pay.”

      I raised my eyebrows. I couldn’t help but wonder if Jasmine was Jasmine Sky, another student here at Spellford. She was also studying to be a Healer, but as far as I was aware, she and Olivia ran in very different circles. Still, I had no recollection of any sort of beef between them. If anything had happened, it had to have been recent. I made a mental note to try and find out.

      “Could I see him?” I asked. “It’s really important. It has to do with my parents.”

      Esme shook her head. “Sorry, dear. I’m afraid hospital regulations say you can’t see him until he’s been declared mentally sound. And let me tell you—I was just in there an hour ago—he’s got some ways to go yet.”

      I sighed disappointedly, and Esme gave me a kind look. “Besides, you’re not going to get anything useful out of him, anyway. Trust me on that one. The poor boy stopped talking as soon as they brought him into the hospital, and for the last few hours all he’s been doing is crying and moaning nonsense to himself. Not even words.”

      “Alright,” I said. “Thanks, Esme.”

      “Of course, dear. And listen, if you need anyone to talk to, there’s a Healer working on call right now. She’s in the student area at the back of the hospital. I think it’s probably a good idea for you to speak to her, since you knew Olivia. I know you might not feel it now, since you weren’t good friends with her, but you’re likely grieving. You really should consider it.”

      “Thanks, Esme, I will,” I said with a smile.

      “And your friend is welcome to speak with her as well, if she’d like. The Healer is here on behalf of the school, and for anyone who requires her services.”

      “Thank you very much,” Akari said with a smile.

      “Now, off you go. I do hope life is treating you well in Pacific Cove.”

      “Very well, thanks, Esme. I’ll have to remember to bring you some chocolates next time.”

      “Oh, you know the way to my heart all too well,” Esme winked as Akari and I left.

      “Do you know this Jasmine?” Akari asked when we were back out in the hall, and I nodded.

      “Yeah. She wasn’t friends with Olivia, as far as I know. She’s another Healer student.”

      “Where to next, then?”

      “I want to chat with some of Olivia’s friends,” I said. “Maybe they’ll know what Ryan was talking about when Esme and the others came in to get him.”

      “Alright,” Akari said. “I think that might be best to do on your own. After all, you’ll know her friends, whereas I don’t, and they might be more open with an insider. I’ll go hang out with Charlene for a while and have that lunch. Why don’t you text me when you’re ready to head back to Pacific Cove?”

      “Sounds good,” I said. “Have fun!”

      “I won’t say the same to you, but good luck,” Akari replied. With a quick wave, she headed back off in the direction of the witchiology building. I pulled out my phone and started texting to find out where the Healer students were, and where I might find some of Olivia Stone’s friends.

      A couple of witches that I’d studied with a fair bit told me there was an informal memorial for Olivia happening at the giant house where she and a number of other students lived. I got the address and made my way there.

      I wondered if the memorial would draw too big a crowd to fit inside the house where Olivia had lived. I found the address and dropped my broom off with a pile of others against the front gate. As I gaped up at the home in front of me, I realized my fears were unfounded.

      This place could probably comfortably hold at least a hundred people.

      The house was set back from the street a ways, with a huge, rather overgrown lawn that led to a three-, maybe four-story old-style house that had to be at least a century old. It was painted completely black, and honestly, it made me think of vampires. Maybe it was the Gothic-style architecture.

      Looking from the outside, at a guess, the place had to have at least ten bedrooms. It must have been some sort of super-rich paranormal’s house in the past. I wondered how on earth it ended up being a student home. Maybe the former owner died without any heirs, and it passed into the hands of an investor?

      I wasn’t sure, but either way, this was definitely the right place for a student-led memorial. And considering that two or three other people slipped past me while I was gaping and made their way toward the front door, I had a feeling all the space was going to be needed.

      I was right. When I walked inside, the sheer amount of noise almost made me turn around and run back out again. Maybe this was why I had stopped going to parties. Only, the sound wasn’t coming from any sort of stereo system; there were just that many people here.

      They were almost all witches and wizards, but there was the odd shifter here and there as well. They packed the entryway, and I pushed past them, my stomach growling to let me know I’d forgotten about it in the course of the investigation, and that the scent of pizza wafting through the house had brought it back to life.

      The pizza came from The Wily Wizard, a popular place among students mainly because it was cheap but also edible. I could tell just from the smell, and it immediately took me back to my student days, a bit like a punch to the gut.

      But I wasn’t here for the pizza. I pushed my way past witches and wizards I didn’t know until I found myself in the main living room, which was bigger than the whole house I shared with my sisters back in Pacific Cove. Someone had enchanted the words “We love you, Olivia” to float above the crowd as people clustered in groups, having murmured conversations. A few girls were together against the far window, crying.

      I recognized one of them and immediately made my way over. Kelly Rockland and Olivia had grown up together. I couldn’t remember where, exactly, but they had been friends since they were five years old. If anyone knew what was going on in Olivia’s life, it was Kelly.

      She was sitting against the window, nursing a red solo cup that matched her eyes. She stared at the floor.

      “Hey,” I said, coming up to her, and she gave me a wan smile.

      “Hi. Megan, right? I thought you quit.”

      “I did.” I decided to get straight to the point. “I know Olivia was murdered, and I want to find out who did it. Can you help me?” Kelly was grieving, and I didn’t want to intrude on her too much. I didn’t want to lie and say that I had loved Olivia, and I didn’t want to tell her platitudes I was sure she must be tired of hearing.

      The reply I got was definitely not what I expected. “Oh God, please, yes. I need someone to find out who killed Livvie, and I’ll do anything to help. What do you need?”
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      Kelly was much more open to my investigation than I had expected. “Were you there that night? When she died?”

      “Yes. It was awful. I barely remember any of it, but now I wish I did. I know Livvie got there around nine. She had been studying and wanted to kick back and relax for a while. She had a couple of her potions that she had made earlier that afternoon just for the night.”

      “How did she store them?”

      “In little stoppered test tubes. She kept them in her bag. That was always how you knew you had an Olivia Stone product: she was the only witch who used test tubes to store them.”

      “Could somebody have poisoned the potion before Olivia got to the party?” I asked, but Kelly immediately shook her head.

      “No chance. Olivia was so careful about that sort of thing. What with all of the information about paranormals spiking other paranormals’ drinks and potions, she was extremely careful. As soon as Olivia finished making a potion, she filled up her test tubes, stoppered them, and then dipped the cork and test tube in wax to seal them, and pressed her wax seal on the outside. No, whoever poisoned her had to have done it after she got to the party and opened the test tube.”

      Kelly was a little bit more animated now. It was like helping to solve her friend’s murder was giving her a new reason for being, and she was getting very into it.

      “Olivia got to the party around nine, and she had two test tubes herself,” Kelly said. “She handed a few around to others.”

      “Did she have anything she was selling for Las Brujas with her?” I asked, hoping that by being casual about it and not sounding at all judgmental Kelly would be alright with me asking. I guessed right.

      “No. She never did any of that when she was drinking. She always sold their stuff during the day, when she was completely sober. She knew it was too much of a risk otherwise.”

      “Why was she doing it, out of curiosity?” I added quickly, again trying not to sound judgmental.

      Kelly sighed. “I don’t know, really. It wasn’t like her. I mean, Olivia loved to party. There’s no denying that. But selling illegal potions for a gang? I know her family was facing rough times, so I’m guessing she did it for the money. She never wanted to talk about it. She always told me it was none of my business.”

      Ok, so it sounded like maybe Olivia hadn’t been in a similar situation to Professor Oak. Maybe she really did just need the extra money and had done it completely willingly. I had to factor that in as a possibility.

      “Was anyone from the gang at the party?”

      Kelly frowned. “I’m not really sure, to be honest. There are some gaps in my memory.”

      “Who do you know was there?”

      “Well, there was Olivia, obviously. And myself, and Jess. She’s the witch over there, the blonde one talking to those guys. The guys were there, too. Ryan, obviously. I was the one who called the hospital yesterday and got them to take him. I had to snap his wand in half; I was sure he was going to do something stupid to himself.”

      “It was good of you to do,” I said.

      “This is already tragic enough. I didn’t want him to kill himself over it. He was there. He was the one who found her in the morning. He woke up, realized she never got home, and went back to the house where the party had been held looking for her. She was in the yard, lying in the grass.”

      “You said the other wizards over there were at the party, too?”

      “That’s right. There was Ryan’s best friend. That’s him over there, with the brown hair and glasses. Tim. And a couple of other wizards he was friends with, Kevin and Omar, they’re the ones standing with Tim. They were all there. Tim left early, though, right around the time Olivia got to the party.”

      “Omar is studying to be a Healer, but the others aren’t, are they?” I asked, and Kelly shook her head.

      “No. Tim studies witchiology, and Kevin is doing general studies with the intention of becoming a magical fixer when he graduates. They met Ryan in other classes. There’s another wizard in their circle, Tony. He’s the blond one with them. But he wasn’t at the party at all.”

      I recognized Tony; he was also in a number of my Healer studies classes.

      “Have you spoken to the Chief Enforcer here about what happened yet?” I asked Olivia, and she snorted.

      “Right. The Chief Enforcer decided to send the Deputy down, figuring that a simple overdose wasn’t worth his time. So the Deputy Chief Enforcer came and spoke with us, but I got the impression they’re going to try and slide it under the rug as an accident instead of a murder. You know how things are in college towns. You can’t hurt the school’s reputation, so if something goes wrong, they try and make it out to be an accident, even when it’s obviously not.”

      “So that’s why you’re so ok with me looking into Olivia’s death,” I said, nodding.

      “That’s right. She was murdered,” Kelly said violently. “My friend was murdered. Someone took her life, and I know the Enforcers are going to do their best to make sure it’s swept under the rug. She’ll be just another sad Spellford student who accidentally overdosed on a potion she made, and that will be that.” Tears sprung to Kelly’s eyes. “If you find out who did this, you have to tell me. I’ll go to the papers. I’ll make sure everyone knows.”

      “I will,” I told Kelly softly.

      “Good. Now, what else do you need to know? I’m serious. I don’t care who finds out who killed Olivia, as long as it’s someone.”

      “What was Olivia’s relationship with Ryan like?”

      “Oh, so good,” Kelly said. “He was so devoted to her. You can’t possibly think he did anything to her, do you?”

      I shrugged. “You never know. Maybe his breakdown was due to guilt rather than grief.”

      “Absolutely not,” Kelly said, shaking her head. “They loved each other. They’ve been together for three years now. We were all just waiting for the day they’d finally get engaged.”

      “So there were no issues between them?”

      “No, none. I mean, sure, they might have little inconsequential spats about nothing, but everyone has those. Overall, they were happy. No major problems. They had even planned to go back to Olivia’s hometown and work together once they graduated. Ryan wasn’t close to his family and had never really clicked in his hometown, whereas Olivia loved hers, so they had it all worked out.”

      “What about anyone else? Were there people Olivia might have had problems with?”

      Kelly shrugged. “Not really. I mean, she’d had a bit of a spat with one of the other witches in the program a few days earlier, but that was it.”

      “What was the spat about?”

      “The other witch—Jasmine Sky—accused Olivia of copying some of her work in one of the witchiology electives they were taking. Introduction to Witchiology.”

      I nodded. All Healer students were required to study a little bit of everything—apparently it tended to make us more well-rounded as Healers and people. So all the Healer students simply took introductory classes for most electives, since they gave a decently broad overview of the subject and tended to be significantly easier than the classes people actually studying the topic would have to take.

      “Oh?” I said, raising my eyebrows. I wondered if Charlene had heard about this at all.

      “Yeah. She was actually at the party the other night, too. I remember that. She was avoiding Olivia like the plague.”

      “Do you think she could have killed her?”

      Kelly shrugged. “I wouldn’t have thought so. But then, what do I know? My best friend is dead and I have no idea why. I don’t know anyone else who might have done it.”

      “It could have been someone from the gang, though. But you said there were no gang members at the party as far as you know?”

      “That’s right,” Kelly confirmed. “I don’t think it was them. Olivia was making them too much money. Surely they wouldn’t have killed her.”

      If Olivia had wanted to stop selling for them, they might have. I didn’t voice that thought; Kelly was obviously upset enough already. I was going to have to figure out how to get in touch with them.

      “Thanks, Kelly,” I told her. “I’m going to go chat to Ryan’s friends now and see if there’s anything else I can find out.”

      “You are going to find out who did this, right?” Kelly asked, grabbing me by the arm. “I know the Enforcers here won’t do anything. You need to do it. You need to get justice for my friend.”

      “I’ll do my best,” I promised. I really wanted to do right by Kelly. That seemed to console her, and she nodded.

      “Good. Olivia’s bedroom has been sealed by a ward; I don’t want any of the people here going through her things. But you can come by another time, whenever you want. Let me swap phone numbers with you. If it’ll help you find Olivia’s killer, I want to help.”

      “Thanks,” I said to Kelly, pulling out my phone. “Take care of yourself, ok?”

      “Don’t worry about me,” she said glumly. “Just find who did this to Livvie.”
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      I nodded, gave Kelly’s hand a quick squeeze, and made my way toward the group of Ryan’s friends standing in a circle together, looking rather somber. They weren’t talking or anything like that, just taking solace in each others’ presence.

      I slid my way into the circle, and they all looked at me somewhat expectantly. I wasn’t entirely sure how to introduce myself, but luckily, Kelly came over as well and took care of that for me.

      “Guys, this is Megan. She used to study here. She’s trying to find out who killed Livvie, since no one else is going to. Can you tell her whatever you know?”

      “Sure, Kell,” Kevin said. “Neptune knows someone has to find out what happened to her.”

      “You were there at the party that night?” I asked, and three of them nodded while Tony shook his head.

      “I was there, but I wouldn’t have seen anything useful,” Tim said. “I had an exam the next day, so I wanted to get home and get into bed early. I said a quick hello to her, but that was it. I left right after that.”

      “Yeah, Tim left a couple minutes after Olivia showed up,” Kevin confirmed. “Omar and I were there all night, though.”

      “I had family obligations,” Tony said with a shrug. “I’m afraid I won’t be any use at all.”

      “Can you think of anyone at the party who might have wanted to hurt Olivia?” I asked, and Omar scowled.

      “Yes, Jasmine Sky.”

      “The witch who accused Olivia of copying her work?” I asked.

      “That’s the one,” Omar nodded. “As soon as Olivia came in, she stomped over to her and started accusing her again, telling her she was going to pay for what she did. There’s no way Olivia copied her work.”

      “What did Olivia do?”

      “She tried to reason with Jasmine, initially. Olivia told her that she hadn’t copied her work, that the two of them had come to the same conclusion about things separately. The essay was about the most important war between witches and wizards in the history of the paranormal world. And I mean, there’s only been, like, what, three wars that fit the bill. It’s really not that much of a stretch to imagine that two witches would choose the same war and come up with the same historical significance for their essays.”

      “Oh, so that was the whole accusation?” I asked. “That the idea was the same, not that the words were the same?”

      “That’s right,” Kevin replied with a nod. “After she finished telling Jasmine off, Olivia moved away, but Jasmine kept coming after her. She told Liv she was going to pay for what she’d done, and that she wasn’t going to get away with it. Olivia, for her part, simply ignored Jasmine, and after a minute or two Jasmine left. She was obviously pissed, though.”

      “Who do you think killed Olivia?” I asked. “Do you think it was Jasmine?”

      Kevin nodded. “I do, yeah. She was drunk, and really annoyed. I could see her making a bad decision under the influence of alcohol.”

      “I don’t know,” Omar said slowly. “It seems like something petty to kill someone over. Even though she was drunk, I’m not sure Jasmine would have done it. Heck, I’m not sure she could have done it. She was definitely wasted and would have had to get the poison into Olivia’s test tube without her noticing.”

      “I agree with Kevin,” Tim said. “I think Jasmine might have done it and just got lucky that she wasn’t seen.”

      “Who do you think could have done it?” I asked Omar. “Who would have had access to the test tube after she unsealed it?”

      “Well, anyone who was near her, I guess,” Omar said thoughtfully.

      “Olivia got to the party just as I was leaving,” Tim said. “I said a quick hello to her. She pulled out one of her test tubes and told me she was trying a new flavor, but she didn’t unseal it. I saw her picking away at the wax as I was leaving, when Kelly came up to her.”

      “That’s right,” Kelly nodded. “She opened up the test tube a minute later and immediately drank all of it. So it couldn’t have been that one that killed her.”

      Maybe not, but I couldn’t help but put Kelly on my list of potential suspects. After all, she would have had access to the test tube. I didn’t think she had killed her friend, but I couldn’t be certain.

      “What about after?” I asked.

      “She came over and spoke to Ryan and me,” Kevin jumped in. “She had another test tube out, and she opened it, but she didn’t drink it for a while. After a couple of minutes, Ryan went to the bathroom, and that was when Jasmine saw her and came over.”

      “So Olivia had the open test tube around Jasmine?” I asked, and Kevin nodded.

      “Absolutely. I saw her drinking it slowly after Jasmine finally left. Then Olivia was good and wasted, and I don’t think she drank anything else the rest of the night.”

      That made sense; a lot of the potions made by witches and wizards for a good time were so potent their effects lasted for hours. It wasn’t like alcohol where you had to keep drinking constantly.

      “Do you know who else came by when Olivia was drinking that potion?” I asked. So far, Kelly, Ryan, Kevin, and Jasmine seemed to be the four people who had had access.

      “I did,” Omar said. “I went over to make sure she was ok after the Jasmine incident. She was still drinking the potion then. Ryan came back a minute later, and she hung out with him for a while as well. She had to convince him to leave Jasmine alone; Ryan wanted to go confront her and tell her to leave his girlfriend alone. She also spoke to a couple of other people. I’m just trying to remember who. After all, I wasn’t exactly stone-cold sober myself.”

      “There was Alex Gill, one of the other Healer students,” Kevin said. “I walked past her and Olivia at one point; they were complaining about one of their professors. Something about how she wouldn’t let them use magic to chop ingredients for potions, that sort of thing.”

      I smiled to myself; I knew exactly which professor Kevin was talking about, and I’d had the exact same complaining conversation with classmates in the past. When you had to chop up ingredients for potions, it made no difference if you did it manually with a knife or used magic. But Professor Rockway was very old-school. She believed that using magic to chop up potion ingredients resulted in an inferior product and would deduct marks from any student she caught doing things that way.

      It might not sound like a huge issue, but when you have a potion to instantly heal third-degree burns that requires eighteen aloe stems to be cut into exactly twenty-two pieces each, being able to do it with magic saves a lot of time. And math.

      “You don’t know of any reason Alex Gill might have had to be mad at Olivia?” I asked the group, looking from face to face, but everyone shook their heads.

      “Nah,” Kevin replied. “I also know she spoke with Janice Deerson. I’m not sure what about. I only saw them from afar, but they were together for a bit. They’re friends, on and off sometimes, but generally on.”

      “Ok,” I nodded. I made a mental note to chat with Janice. If they were on-and-off friends, maybe they had recently been “off” for a good reason.

      “That’s everyone I can think of,” Kevin said. “I know a little bit later Olivia went to lie down, and then the night got away from me, and the next thing I knew she didn’t wake up again.” He looked sadly down at the floor.

      “Ryan said to the paramedics that she didn’t want to do it, that they made her do it,” I said, repeating the words Esme had told me earlier. “Do you know what that might have been about?”

      All three men shook their heads.

      “No idea,” Tim replied. “And I was his best friend. If he told anyone, it would have been me. Sorry.”

      “He just lost it after Olivia died,” Omar replied. “It was really sad to see.”

      “They were together literally all the time lately,” Tim said. “It must have been a huge shock to him for her to die like that.”

      “Hopefully he’ll be alright now that he’s at the hospital,” Kevin added quietly. “It’s going to take a long time for him to get over this, I think.”

      “He’s tough,” Tim replied. “He’ll get there. I know he will.”

      I didn’t really have much more to ask the group of friends, so I thanked them for their time and murmured my condolences before taking my leave.

      As I left the house, I sent Akari a quick text letting her know I was done. She told me to meet her at a little restaurant nearby, where she was having lunch with Charlene, and I headed in that direction.
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      The restaurant where Akari and Charlene were having lunch was a fairly popular spot for students. It featured a somewhat cafeteria-like atmosphere, with counter service rather than table, but the live-edge wood tables were actually quite nice. The food served was all Italian: you chose a pasta, a sauce, and whether you wanted any cheese on top. And the price was right for the student budget, so all of that combined made it a rather popular stop.

      Charlene and Akari were sitting at a two-person table, but before I had a chance to grab an extra chair for myself, Charlene stood up.

      “Here, take my spot,” she said. “I have to get back, anyway. Midterm exams for the whole department are next week, so I’ve been busier than a beaver trying to get everything organized. Akari, it was lovely to see you. Please let me know if I can do anything else.”

      With a wave, Charlene bussed her plate and left the restaurant, and I slipped into her empty seat. My stomach growled as soon as the smell of melted parmesan cheese reached my nostrils from Akari’s plate.

      “You can go get some food if you want,” Akari laughed. “Better than having you drool over my carbonara.”

      I grinned and went to the counter, ordering myself some penne with an arrabbiata sauce, and slipped back into the seat across from her.

      “So, how was your lunch?”

      “Really nice,” Akari replied with a smile. “But probably not nearly as interesting as what you discovered.”

      I relayed all the information I had gotten from the memorial between bites of pasta. Akari looked thoughtful when I had finished. “Alright, well, that narrows it down quite a bit, then. So you don’t think it was anyone from Las Brujas after all?”

      “It doesn’t sound like they had the opportunity,” I shrugged. “Still, I want to go back there and have a look in Olivia’s room at some point. Maybe she left some information in there on how to get in touch with them, or something.”

      Akari nodded. “Good plan. I assume you’re going to talk to Jasmine Sky as well?”

      “Absolutely. We were in a class together, so I know she’ll be leaving it around two this afternoon. I figured I might have a chat with her then.”

      “I think you’ve got it all under control,” Akari said. “If you don’t mind, I might head back to Pacific Cove after this. I don’t really like leaving Yoshi alone for that long.”

      “Sure,” I nodded. “Thanks for coming with me. It was nice having you here.”

      “It was nice to experience real warmth again,” Akari laughed. “I know spring is coming, but the winter was long, and even if it’s sunny back home, it’s still too cold for my liking.”

      Akari and I moved on to other subjects while I ate my pasta, and when we finally separated after leaving the restaurant, I found myself glad that the campus was still a bit of a walk away. After all, pasta isn’t exactly a light meal, and considering how much chocolate I was eating nowadays as well, I figured a bit more exercise probably wouldn’t go unappreciated by my body.

      Jasmine was going to be in a class that took place at the Hospital, so I headed right back there. Because it was a teaching hospital, there were classrooms in the basement, and I waited outside the large wooden door I knew she was behind. When it finally opened with a creak and thirty students began pouring out, a few of them saying a quick hello, I scanned the crowd until finally my gaze landed on the right witch.

      Brown hair in ringlets that framed her face, big doe eyes, and a round mouth that broke into a laugh as she spoke to her friend: Jasmine was gorgeous, there was no denying that. I slipped next to her.

      “Hi,” I said, and she looked at me strangely.

      “Hi. You’re that girl that left the program, right? Megan something?”

      “That’s right,” I nodded. “Listen, can we talk?”

      “About what?”

      “Olivia Stone’s murder.”

      Jasmine stopped short. “What in the name of Oberon? Olivia wasn’t murdered. It was an accident.”

      “It wasn’t,” I replied, lowering my voice to barely more than a whisper so only Jasmine could hear me. “They’re saying it was an accident to keep the college’s reputation untarnished, but it wasn’t, was it? Olivia was murdered, and you’re the one who did it.”

      Jasmine’s face paled and she turned to her friend. “I’ll catch up with you, ok?”

      The other witch nodded and kept moving while Jasmine grabbed me by the arm and dragged me in the other direction. When we were finally away from the crowd, she stopped, her eyes looking even bigger than before. “What do you mean? Who thinks I killed her?”

      “Well, a lot of people. And judging by the evidence, they’re probably right.”

      “No. No, I didn’t kill her. Not a chance. I was pissed at her, sure. And I might have said a few things I regret when I was a bit drunk at that party. But I didn’t kill her.”

      “It’s not a good look when you threaten someone and they show up dead a few hours later,” I said, crossing my arms. “Prove it. What can you tell me that might prove you didn’t kill her?”

      Jasmine looked around, as if she were looking for an answer to pop up right in front of her. “Um,” she started, biting her lip. “I don’t know, really. How do you prove a negative? But I swear, I didn’t do it. I didn’t have any poison on me, for one thing. Where would I even get some?”

      I gave her a look. “Come on. You’re in a Healer studies class. It wouldn’t be that hard.”

      “Fine, yeah, you’re right. But I’ve never even thought about it. I mean, yeah, Olivia copied my essay. And I was mad about it. But you don’t kill someone over something like that.”

      “Then who else at that party would have done it?” I asked. Jasmine blew air from her mouth as she thought.

      “I don’t know. There was that boyfriend of hers; they were practically joined at the hip. He was going to propose to her, I’m pretty sure. I saw him in a jewelry store about three days ago. Plus I heard he went insane when she died. I don’t think he did it, but he was around her when she had that test tube out.”

      “Did you see him put anything in it?”

      “Nah,” Jasmine said. “To be honest, I really don’t think he would have done it. He seemed to genuinely love her. Then there were Ryan’s friends. I don’t really know them, since most of them are studying other stuff. They were around. And I saw her with Janice, but that’s it.”

      “Do you know how Olivia and Janice were getting along?”

      “Oberon, how would I know? Listen, I was kind of plastered that whole night. I don’t remember a lot of it. I just know that the next day I woke up with a headache and someone telling me Olivia Stone had died at that party, that she’d overdosed or something. But I do know one thing: I didn’t kill her.”

      “Are you sure? You wouldn’t have drunkenly decided to do something stupid?”

      “With what?” Jasmine spread her arms wide. “I didn’t bring any poison to that party. Even if I got completely plastered and decided it was a good idea, I had nothing to do it with.”

      That was a good point. This was definitely premeditated, which made it less likely that Jasmine had made a bad decision while under the influence. I frowned. “Can you think of anything that might help?” I asked.

      Jasmine bit her lip. “Sorry. I’m telling you everything I know. I didn’t know Olivia well. Only that she was a cheating, conniving witch. I know you’re not supposed to speak ill of the dead, but it was true. She copied my paper, and I resented her for it. But that doesn’t mean she deserved to die. I actually do hope you find whoever did this. I don’t like knowing that there might be someone going around poisoning students.”

      I nodded. “Thanks for the help.”

      As I walked away from Jasmine, I left with the impression that she wasn’t the killer I was after. Still, I knew I could have been wrong. She might have planned to kill Olivia and pretended to be drunker than she was to throw off suspicion.

      The problem was, no one else seemed to really have any motive to kill Olivia. Jasmine was definitely still my best suspect. Either Jasmine killed her or someone else had a motive I simply hadn’t thought of yet.

      I decided to come back to the house later and see what I could find in Olivia’s room.
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      Before I went back to Pacific Cove, I made my way downtown and worked my sales pitch. I never traveled without business cards and price lists anymore—I had made a small version that fit on an index card and always kept a handful of them in my purse—and figured this was a good opportunity to try and get a few more customers. After all, a place like Spellford had a bunch of starving students, sure, but it was also a magnet for the children of the richest paranormals in the world. There were luxury stores here that absolutely catered to those people, and they were my target.

      Three hours later, I made my way back toward the portal to go home with a spring in my step. Three of the shops I had been to—a fancy bakery-café hybrid in the lobby of one of the most expensive hotels in town, a gift shop, and a high-end grocery store—had all agreed to place a small order and see how the chocolates sold. I was going to have my work cut out for me tomorrow as I got all the orders finished, but I was definitely starting to gain a reputation.

      After all, the owner of the café told me he had already heard about my company and was planning on contacting me soon.

      Who knew that my little home business was going to see growth like this?

      I happily headed back to Pacific Cove—which really did seem quite cool now that I’d spent the whole day in California—and took Sherlock for a walk before returning home and starting dinner. When Andrea and Ashley came in together a few minutes later, Andrea sniffed the air appreciatively.

      “Let me guess…it’s taco night,” she said, and I grinned.

      “Your nose is too good.”

      “My nose likes to know what’s for dinner straightaway.”

      “Well, you’re not wrong.”

      “Good. Let me get changed and then I’ll be eating for sure. Did you find out anything about the murder?”

      “I did,” I nodded.

      “Seriously?” Ashley said, crossing her arms. “You barely knew the witch, and besides, it took place in Spellford. Can’t you let them handle it?”

      “I think it might have something to do with what happened to Mom and Dad,” I replied. “And besides, the Enforcers in Spellford are trying to pretend it was just an overdose. They don’t want to ruin the school’s reputation by admitting one of the students was murdered.”

      “Still, it’s not your place to go around hunting a killer. Especially if there’s a gang involved. Las Brujas is the worst gang in the entire paranormal world. There are whole paranormal cities in southern California that are under their control.”

      “And Mom and Dad are in jail for something they didn’t do,” I said, crossing my arms. “I’m not going to let them rot away forever. Not when I can do something.”

      “Fine,” Ashley said. “But if you find yourself in trouble, you need to get help. What about that cute French Enforcer?”

      “Ok,” I said, a blush crawling unwillingly up my face. “I haven’t really kept in touch with him, but I have his card. If I get in too deep, I’ll call him.”

      “I can come help you tomorrow,” Andrea said. “I have the day off.”

      “You really do need to get a better job,” Ashley said, loading a taco up with meat and cheese.

      “I know,” Andrea sighed. “But I just don’t really know what I want to do with my life, you know? I keep hoping that if I move around from job to job, eventually I’ll find something that calls to me. Besides, I’m limited by my less-than-stellar score on the witch’s exam.”

      Every witch and wizard had to take an exam after they finished their initial studies that determined what kind of jobs they would be suitable for. Someone like Ashley, who ended up being a magical Fixer, had to get an excellent score to be accepted into that career path. I had also done very well to become a Healer, having fallen just short of qualifying for the third examination. That was normal; only the top two percent or so of witches and wizards even managed to get to the third examination.

      Andrea’s score really had been middle-of-the-road. She was never going to get one of the most prestigious jobs out there for a witch, but I knew there had to be something she would enjoy and be qualified for. We just had to find out what it was.

      “Well, by all means, come with me tomorrow,” I invited. “I could definitely use another set of eyes on this.”

      “Thanks,” Andrea said. I still couldn’t help but notice she seemed a little bit down after Ashley’s comment, though. Andrea was a good witch. The problem was, she hadn’t exactly tried as hard as she could back when we were at the Academy, hence the less-than-ideal exam score. I hoped that one day Andrea would find something she enjoyed doing.
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      The next morning, I had to get the chocolates for my orders in Spellford ready to go. First up was an order for chocolate truffles—three different types. I needed to make plain dark chocolate, I needed to make dark chocolate with a relaxing potion included to help calm down anyone who ate one, and finally I needed to make dark chocolate with a potion that helped mental focus.

      These were some of the most popular chocolates I offered, and I could practically do them in my sleep by now.

      After pulling out two cauldrons, I started off by making the potions I needed. The relaxing potion, when I finished it, was a gorgeous lavender color, with a light floral scent emanating from the bubbling liquid. The mental focus potion was more difficult to make. Rather fittingly, it required a lot more focus while I worked on it. However, after about forty minutes, I had finished adding all of the ingredients in a specific order and chanted the incantation that turned the pale white mixture into a beautiful liquid that reminded me of molten silver. It was absolutely gorgeous. Plus, I knew customers loved the light glimmer the silver gave the finished truffles.

      Next, it was time to make my ganache. I carefully pulled out a block of dark chocolate that I had bought from the market in Bruxspells a few days earlier—I was getting used to these international supply trips–and placed even amounts in three more cauldrons. Into two of the cauldrons, I poured the potions I’d just made up. The third was left plain.

      I then moved to the stove, measured out an enormous amount of heavy cream, and heated it to just under boiling. As soon as that was done, I poured one third into the first cauldron and whisked the mixture together until it was smooth and silky. I never got tired of pulling the whisk from a fresh ganache and seeing the droplets of thick liquid falling back into the cauldron. It was chocolate perfection.

      Repeating the process with the rest of the hot cream and the other two cauldrons, I found myself with three cauldrons full of hot ganache. I moved them to the fridge to allow the ganache to cool and harden so I could shape it into balls, and then I began working on my next order.

      The café-slash-bakery wanted bars only. That was fine; I very much enjoyed making them, and I was getting quite adept at tempering the chocolate. They had ordered bars that were made of milk chocolate on one side and white chocolate on the other. The milk chocolate side was to have whole pretzels inserted into the chocolate, and the white chocolate side was to be topped with raisins. It was a good combination; the saltiness of the pretzel complemented the sweetness of the dried raisins.

      I got all my molds ready—I had to make fifty bars for the place—and carefully placed the pretzels on the bottom of each one before tempering my milk chocolate, getting it to the right temperature to ensure the crystallization process resulted in a smooth chocolate that would have a satisfying snap when it finally cooled.

      When the chocolate was just right, I poured it carefully into each mold, filling them all halfway, and tempered the white chocolate while I let the milk chocolate cool. When the milk chocolate had hardened, I repeated the process with the white chocolate, then carefully topped each bar with a sprinkle of raisins. I used a toothpick to press them into the chocolate slightly so that when I wrapped the bars the raisins wouldn’t protrude from the foil.

      Then I moved the bars into the fridge to allow them to harden further while I worked on the third set of chocolates.

      These were a relatively new addition to my repertoire, something that Grace had shown me how to make only a few days earlier: mendiants. They were a type of French chocolate, and quickly becoming my favorite snack. The concept was simple: small rounds of chocolate, about two inches in diameter, topped with various nuts, dried fruits, and other toppings. The combinations that Grace had taught me, and that I had come up with by myself, were so heavenly the description didn’t do them justice.

      I tempered some milk chocolate, some dark chocolate, and some white chocolate—the order was for assorted boxes—and made about a hundred rounds of chocolate in total. Then I added little bits of goodness to each mendiant. For nuts, I added pecans on some, cashews on others, macadamias, almonds, and pistachios. Then I moved on to the fruits. Dried orange peels, dried cranberries, raisins, and small chunks of dried apricots and mangoes all mixed beautifully with the nuts. My personal favorites were the white chocolate rounds with pistachios and dried goji berries. The green, red, and white mix reminded me of Christmas in the best possible way.

      I topped off a few of them with desiccated coconut and admired my handiwork. There were too many rounds to fit them into the fridge, especially with everything else that was already in there, so I slid them to the end of the counter and began packaging the chocolates I had already made, which were nice and cool by now.

      By the time noon rolled around, I had everything all set and ready to go. The bars for the three customers were all in separate bags, and with Andrea coming with me, I would have absolutely no problem taking them all to Spellford before we went back to Olivia’s house to see what we could find out about her murder.
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      Once we dropped off the orders to the three customers, I sent Kelly a text asking if she was around. I got a reply a minute later.

      I’m in class, but I’ll be finished in about ninety minutes. Meet then?

      “So what do we do until then?” Andrea asked when I relayed the information to her.

      “I kind of wanted to go back to the hospital and have a look at the report on the autopsy,” I said. “If there is something there that could help us figure out who killed her, I want to know.”

      “Sounds good,” Andrea said. “But that said, I don’t think they’re exactly going to let us walk into the hospital and just look at whatever files we want.”

      “No, definitely not. We’re going to have to do this the sneaky way.”

      “I love sneaky,” Andrea said with a grin.

      The two of us made our way over to the hospital, but instead of going in, we hid behind a hedge and discussed our game plan.

      “All of the morgue files are in the basement, in the actual morgue,” I explained to Andrea. “When you go in, there is a large cabinet on the right that has all of the files. They will be sorted alphabetically, so Olivia Stone will be in the third drawer down.”

      “What kind of wards are there to stop us from going in?” Andrea asked, and I smiled.

      “They’re actually quite sophisticated, but we don’t need to worry about them at all. After all, I’m still registered as a student until the end of the semester, which means I’m able to pass through without triggering anything. So long as you’re touching me when I go through, you’ll be considered one of my guests as far as the wards are concerned.”

      “Well, that’s a lot easier than I was expecting,” Andrea said with a grin.

      “It’s definitely not as bad as it could be,” I agreed. “However, it’s not going to be a piece of cake. Almost everybody who works in this hospital knows who I am, and they all know that I’m not supposed to be here anymore. We’re going to have to go in invisible.”

      “I figured,” Andrea nodded. “Do you want me to cast the spell, or can you do it?”

      “I got it,” I said, pulling out my wand. “Ready?”

      My sister nodded once more, and I cast the spell that immediately turned her invisible. Then I repeated the same chant, this time pointing the wand at myself. A split second later, I looked down at my feet, but they weren’t there anymore. In fact, there was nothing there at all.

      “Ready to go?” Andrea asked, and I nodded instinctively before realizing that obviously Andrea wouldn’t be able to see.

      “Yeah, I am,” I said. “Let’s do this. Do you know the way to the morgue?”

      “I assume it’s in the basement, but apart from that, I have no idea,” Andrea replied.

      “Alright, well, in that case, take my hand and don’t touch anybody.”

      “I know how to avoid people when I’m invisible,” Andrea muttered. “I’m not ten years old anymore.”

      I reached over awkwardly and eventually found Andrea’s hand, and I guided her toward the entrance to the hospital.

      The doors opened automatically whenever somebody approached, but that was a problem: the sensors were magical, so they would be able to detect our presence despite us not being visible. When the doors opened with nobody nearby, the nurse at the reception counter would probably have her suspicions raised.

      “We need to wait till somebody comes through these doors and go through with them,” I whispered to Andrea.

      “Let’s hope somebody gets sick soon, then,” Andrea muttered. Luckily for us, we didn’t need to wait more than about three minutes before a tall elf strode out the door with confidence; the employee badge on his chest told me he had to be one of the administrators.

      As soon as he got two steps from the entrance, I pulled Andrea with me and the two of us made our way through the front door, getting away from the sensors as fast as possible so that the door closed when the elf got a few steps away.

      The waiting room was busier than I had expected for early afternoon on a Tuesday. Paranormals of all types sat in chairs waiting to be seen by their respective Healers. There was a witch whose hair had been turned into snakes, although whether she had been cursed by somebody or had simply messed up a spell on her own I wasn’t sure. Any time somebody came near her, the snakes hissed angrily in their direction, and so she sat in a corner, the three chairs on either side of her completely empty.

      There was also fairy who had an obviously injured wing; it was bent backward awkwardly and she looked like she was in a lot of pain. I imagined it wasn’t going to take too long before a fairy Healer was available to help.

      On the other side of the room was a young wizard who had obviously messed up a potion: his hands had grown to about five times the size of normal hands and were now a deep purple color. His parents were on either side of him, obviously in a state of complete panic, but the young wizard seemed completely oblivious to the emergency. He simply kept pretending to punch his father in the stomach before cheering for himself and announcing how strong he was now that he had giant hands. I couldn’t help but smile at his enthusiasm.

      A lion shifter in the middle of the room had obviously gotten stuck mid-shift. He had the face of a human surrounded by the mane of a lion, and while his body was mostly human, one of his hands was in the shape of a paw, and a tail stuck out the back of his pants. That was definitely unfortunate, but nothing a shifter Healer wouldn’t be able to fix quickly. I had never realized until I began studying to be a Healer just how often shifters got stuck trying to transform.

      I eased Andrea carefully through the room, making especially sure to avoid the witch with the hair snakes; I wasn’t sure if the snakes would be able to detect our presence, and I didn’t want to raise the alarm by having them hiss at us. We made our way past everybody without incident and began walking down the hallway toward the stairwell. Luckily, the hallway was deserted, so we quickly passed through the door and made our way down to the basement.

      “Did you see those hair snakes?” Andrea whispered to me.

      “They were kind of hard to miss,” I replied.

      “I bet they were a curse. Ashley tried cursing me with hair snakes just after you left for Spellford. I didn’t deserve it.”

      “Yeah, I bet you didn’t,” I said with a snort. “What did you do?”

      “I just let her know that the boyfriend she was seeing at the time was a giant sleazeball.”

      “And how exactly did you let her know that?” I asked, raising my eyebrows.

      “I might’ve gotten one of my friends to go out with him and then taken Ashley to the same spot where they were.”

      “Yeah, you deserved the hair snakes.”

      “What? I was doing her a favor.”

      “A favor would have been taking her aside and gently telling her that her boyfriend was seeing other witches.”

      “Oh please. Ashley never would have believed that. She was in love with the guy.”

      I shook my head even though I knew Andrea couldn’t see it. “Let me just say I think you’re lucky that you got away with just hair snakes. Did you have to go to the hospital as well?”

      “Not only that, but it turned out that none of the Healers in Pacific Cove were able to reverse the spell, so I ended up having to go all the way to Spokurse, where they had specialists who made my hair normal again. I didn’t speak to Ashley for about two months after that.”

      I dared to let out a small cackle as we reached the door to the basement. “Okay, looks like the hallway’s clear,” I said, looking through the small rectangular window in the door. “There isn’t usually anybody in the morgue unless a body’s been brought in recently, so we should be good to sneak in there. But I’m going to cast a spell just to be sure before we go in.”

      “Right,” Andrea said, immediately going businesslike. After all, neither one of us wanted to get caught sneaking around the hospital going through patients’ records. Even if that patient was dead, it was still considered a severe breach of privacy.

      We passed through the door and into the basement hallway. The morgue was basically the only thing down here, and the door was about twenty feet down the hall to the left. As soon as we reached it, I stood in front of it and pulled out my wand.

      “Mars, god of war, if there is no one behind this door, make it red.”

      I pointed the wand at the door, and a moment later, it went from being a simple beige to a fire truck red. The room was empty.

      “Perfect,” I muttered. “Come on.”

      I grabbed Andrea by the hand and pulled her through the door, closing it firmly behind us. We were in.
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      “Is that the file cabinet you meant?” Andrea said, and a smile crept to my lips.

      “You do realize I’ve no idea where you’re pointing, right?”

      “Oh shoot,” Andrea said with an embarrassed laugh. “The one in the corner over there.”

      “That’s the one,” I said. “Why don’t you go looking for the file, and I might look through Olivia’s personal effects that were brought here with her.”

      “Sure,” Andrea said, and a moment later the drawer on the other side of the room opened by itself and the files in it were rifled through.

      I made my way to the other side of the room, where a large cabinet stored all of the items that had come with the bodies. This cabinet was never locked; nothing in here was ever locked. Almost every single death in Spellford was from natural causes or accidents of some kind. The families almost always came within a week to pick up the personal items and clothing that their loved ones had died with, and since the door to the morgue was already warded, there was no reason to lock what else was inside it.

      I pulled out the plastic tub labeled “Stone, Olivia” and placed it on one of the metal examination tables. Opening up the lid, I looked down sadly at the last items Olivia had had on her when she died. I pulled out the dress she was wearing; it was magical, and a deep blue color. Wherever the light hit it, small stars appeared, giving the dress a kind of moving galaxy look.

      There was nothing on the dress that gave anything away, so I moved on to everything else. There was a test tube; she must have still been holding it when she had collapsed. I looked at it carefully. There was still a drop or two of blue fluid at the bottom.

      I had to wonder if they had even tested this potion for poison. After all, with Olivia’s death labeled an accident, I wondered if the Healers who worked down here were pressured into confirming that determination.

      I was going to find out exactly what potion killed Olivia.

      One of the most basic things we had to learn when starting Healer studies was the spell to identify poisonous potions. After all, when somebody comes into the hospital poisoned, the first step is to discover what they were poisoned with. You can’t come up with the counter-spell or potion until you know that.

      I pointed my wand at the test tube and spoke. “Mars, god of the fight, tell me with what poison this tube is infected.”

      Straightaway, a goblin made of smoke rose up from the potion. It was small, maybe four inches tall, and when it spoke, its voice was high-pitched and reedy.

      “This potion is free from poison,” the goblin said, and a second later, the smoke dissipated.

      “What on earth was that?” Andrea’s voice asked from the other side of the room. I frowned.

      “It’s a goblin that tells you what kind of poison has been used,” I replied. “It’s how we detect poisons in people when they show up at the hospital so we know how to treat them. But there has to be something wrong. The goblin said there was no poison at all in the potion Olivia drank.”

      I had to admit, I was stumped. Were we wrong? Had Olivia’s death been an accident after all? No, there was no way. After all, everybody at that party had said she had just drunk two potions from her test tubes. That wasn’t nearly enough to kill somebody, not without a lethal dose of something else inside, and if there had been a lethal dose of anything, the goblin would have mentioned that.

      “Anything in the file?” I asked Andrea.

      “It says here they tested the potion for poison, same as you, and came up with nothing. That’s why they labeled the death as an accident. It wasn’t to save the school’s reputation after all.”

      “It can’t have been an accident, though,” I replied with a frown. “That just means the test tube that was poisoned had to be the first one that she drank, not the second one.”

      “So?” Andrea asked.

      “So, our list of suspects goes down considerably. For one thing, Jasmine didn’t go near Olivia until she was drinking the second test tube. In fact, the only person who was with Olivia after she unsealed her first test tube was Kelly.”

      This was definitely not the direction I had expected this investigation to go.

      Before I had a chance to think things through and figure out what was going on, though, I paused. There were voices. That meant someone was in the hallway.

      “Shoot. Put everything away!” I hissed at Andrea. “People!”

      I grabbed the box and shoved the test tube and the dress back in, but I didn’t have enough time to put it back in the cupboard before the handle on the door began to rattle. Panicking, I simply placed the box on the floor and hoped against all hope that whoever was coming in wasn’t going to come this far into the room. Using my foot, I carefully slid the box underneath the metal table to further obstruct it from view, and when I looked up to see who had come in, I gasped slightly.

      It was Alexandre Desroches, the oh-so-sexy Enforcer from the International Paranormal Investigations Unit, or IPIU. He was basically a magical super-spy, with the looks to match. He had dark hair and deep-set brown eyes, and he was alone. What on earth was he here for?

      I could practically feel Andrea raising her eyebrows at me. I stepped away from the box and made my way toward the far wall, where I felt Alex would be the least likely to go. After all, Andrea and I couldn’t get out of here; we had no way to leave without arousing suspicion by opening the door. We had to just avoid him while he was in here and hope against all hope that he was just here for a quick visit and wouldn’t notice the box that was out of place.

      My heart pounded in my chest and it had nothing to do with the attraction I felt toward Alex that I tried to tamp down. I didn’t have time to idly gaze at him right now; I had to make sure his ridiculously gorgeous face didn’t figure out that mine was in the same room.

      I looked around aimlessly, desperately trying to find a way out of here without Alex noticing. Why did the morgue have to be in the basement, where there were no open windows or anything that could result in a safe escape route?

      He looked around the room, then immediately made his way over to the cabinet where Andrea had been looking at the files. To my immense relief, Andrea had had just enough time to slip the file back where she had taken it before Alexandre came into the room. He opened the file and frowned as he read through it, while I focused on not breathing, on not moving, on doing my best not to exist at all.

      After a couple of minutes, my worst nightmare was realized. Alex made his way toward the cabinet at the back, and when he opened it, he spent a minute looking at all of the tubs, then frowned. Great. Obviously, he had to be looking for the one box that I had moved and that was no longer in the right place.

      I watched in horror as Alex looked around at the boxes once more, confirmed that the one he was looking for wasn’t in the cabinet, and then scoured the room carefully. He looked over every inch before pulling out his wand and casting a spell.

      “Venus, goddess of thunder, reveal to me anyone here to plunder.”

      I closed my eyes as I braced for the impact of the spell, but I knew it wasn’t going to hurt. Not physically, anyway. When I opened my eyes once more and looked down, I could see myself exposed once again. The invisibility spell I had cast was broken, and Andrea was pressed against the far wall on the other side of the room.

      Finally daring to look up, the first thing I saw was Alex staring at me, his arms crossed, showing off his biceps. No, not now. This was so not the time to think about his muscles.

      “Fancy meeting you here,” I managed to say with a cheeky smile. Alex was obviously not amused.

      “Do you want to explain to me what it is you’re doing in the morgue at the hospital here in Spellford?” he asked.

      “Not particularly, to be honest,” I replied. That was when Andrea decided to jump in.

      “Fancy meeting you here, Alex,” she said, making her way over. “Megan used to study here, and we realized back home that she had lost something, but we didn’t want to bother anybody, so we simply cast a spell to come down here and have a look on our own.”

      “Really?” Alex said, raising an eyebrow. “You mean this box of items found on Olivia Stone’s body when she died all belonged to Megan?” He tapped the box underneath the metal table lightly. Evidently, my hiding place hadn’t been fantastic.

      “In our defense, we are only trying to help,” I shrugged.

      “What are you doing here, anyway?” Andrea asked, and Alex gave her a hard look.

      “Given as I am an Enforcer with the IPIU, I absolutely have good reason to be down here. On the other hand, let me go out on a limb and guess that the two of you are investigating Olivia Stone’s death on your own because you think there might be a link to Las Brujas and you’re trying to find evidence that your parents were framed.”

      Well, he nailed that one.

      “Yeah, that’s it,” I admitted with a shrug. “I knew Olivia, and I heard the rumors, and I thought maybe I could figure out something that might lead me to the gang. But what about you? This death was labeled an accident.”

      Alex raised an eyebrow at me. “Just because a local Enforcer declared something to be an accident doesn’t make it so. I heard about this death, and after what you told me about Professor Oak and the way Las Brujas was operating, I decided to open an investigation into them myself.”

      “There’s only one problem, though,” I said, motioning toward the box. “It turns out the potion Olivia was drinking from hadn’t been poisoned after all.”

      “Really?” Alex asked, his eyebrows rising in surprise this time. “Are you sure?”

      “The first thing we learn when we start studying to be Healers is how to identify poisons,” I explained. “I could cast that spell in my sleep, and the result was crystal clear: the remnants of potion inside that test tube have no poison in them.”

      “What about another test tube that she drank from?” Andrea asked.

      “There was only one,” I explained. “She drank one test tube soon after arriving at the party, but the only person she interacted with between unsealing the potion and drinking it was Kelly. Which means that either Kelly is the killer—which I honestly don’t really think is the case—or somebody poisoned the potions while Olivia was making them.”

      This was definitely a twist I hadn’t seen coming.
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      “We are not going to discuss this as though you are a part of this investigation,” Alex told us. “Frankly, while I should report you for even being in here—and I’m tempted to do so—I will let you go if you leave now. But I want you to stay out of this. Las Brujas is a dangerous gang, and I don’t want you to get caught up with them.”

      “What if this has nothing to do with the gang?” Andrea asked. “After all, it sounds like it was more likely to be somebody close to Olivia who would have been at her house when she made the potions.”

      “Nonetheless, investigating a murder means getting yourself caught in the crosshairs of somebody who has killed before. It’s too dangerous for two untrained witches to go after a criminal on their own. I don’t want you investigating this.”

      “Frankly, we don’t even know this is a murder anymore,” I shrugged. “After all, the potion spell confirmed there was no poison inside the potion. Maybe it really was just an accident.”

      I personally didn’t believe it. After all, while accidents did happen, drinking two magical potions was absolutely not nearly enough to kill somebody unless they did something horribly wrong. And Olivia had been making these potions for years, from what I understood; she would have known exactly what she was doing and I highly doubted she would have accidentally made one toxic.

      “Well, in that case, there is nothing to investigate. Which means that regardless, the two of you need to go home and leave this investigation alone now.”

      “Alright,” Andrea said. “I just have one question, though: how in the name of Mars did you find out about this death, and why did you decide to investigate it as a murder?”

      Alex gave her a look that was definitely a bit of side-eye. “You do realize I’m an investigator for an agency that looks into paranormal crime that crosses multiple geographical areas, right? I’m not going to tell you how this case was brought to my attention, or why I decided to investigate it, as that could compromise my investigation. Now, why don’t the two of you get out of here before I start to regret my decision to let you go consequence-free?”

      “Thanks for not turning us in,” I said, making my way across the room, grabbing Andrea by the arm, and pulling her toward the door.

      “If we’re no longer investigating, that means Megan is free for dinner tonight,” Andrea called out as I wrenched her through the door and shut it behind us.

      “What is wrong with you?” I hissed at her, and Andrea shrugged.

      “It’s obvious the two of you are super interested in one another, and if neither one of you is going to do anything about it, well, somebody has to act as a catalyst.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m not looking for a relationship. Not now, not ever. Now come on, let’s get out of here before people start asking too many questions.”

      We made our way back outside and I squinted and held my hand up to the sun.

      “So, where to next?” Andrea asked. “I assume we have absolutely no intention of obeying Alex’s request that we drop this?”

      I shook my head. “Absolutely not. Mom and Dad are still in jail, and this could be one of our best opportunities to find out what’s going on with Las Brujas and maybe find a contact inside the gang who can help us prove their innocence. Kelly’s class should be finishing up right about now, and she said she was willing to meet us at the house and let us look through Olivia’s room to see if we could find any information.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Andrea said. “Let’s just hope that this time we’re not interrupted by Chief Enforcer Sexy.”

      I rolled my eyes at my sister as the two of us walked away from the hospital and back toward the house I had been at just the day before.

      Today, rather than going straight in through the front door, I knocked, and Kelly answered a moment later. She looked wary as she opened the door, but the expression was replaced with one of relief as soon as she saw who it was.

      “Oh, Megan, I’m so glad you’re here,” she said, looking past me and spotting Andrea.

      “Of course. This is Andy, my sister. She’s helping me try and figure out who killed Olivia.”

      Andrea gave Kelly a small smile. “Sorry we’re meeting under these circumstances.”

      “Me too,” Kelly said, opening the door wide and letting us in. “Sorry about the mess. I haven’t been able to bring myself to clean up after yesterday’s memorial. Plus, I’ve been trying to stay away from the living room, since all sorts of reporters and various looky-loos have been coming by.”

      Kelly led us up the stairs to one of the upper levels of the house. “Have you discovered anything else that might help solve Olivia’s murder?”

      “We have, actually,” I replied. “We discovered that the potion Olivia drank second, the one that she was holding when she died, had absolutely no poison in it.”

      Kelly stopped on the stairs where she was, and the two of us practically ran into her, like it was some sort of comedy skit. “What?” Kelly asked. “Are you sure?”

      I nodded. “I am sure. I did the spell on it, and the goblin told me there was no poison in the potion.”

      “But that’s impossible,” Kelly breathed. “It had to be that one. That was the only potion she drank with anyone else around her.”

      “Except for the first one,” I said pointedly, and Kelly’s eyes widened even further.

      “You can’t honestly think that I poisoned her first potion,” Kelly replied. “No. No, I definitely didn’t do that.”

      “I don’t think you did,” I replied.

      “But I was the only person that was near Olivia when she unsealed it and when she drank it,” Kelly said. “I am one hundred percent sure of that. There was nobody else who had access to the potion at all.”

      “In that case, somebody had to have poisoned the potion while she was making it. I assume she made them all here?”

      “That’s right, in the kitchen,” Kelly nodded. “She made the ones for the party the day before.” She continued up the stairs and kept talking as she led us down a narrow hallway and opened a dark wooden door that led into Olivia’s room. The three of us went inside and Kelly shut the door behind us, sitting on the bed with its plain gray bedspread. “I can’t believe it. If the potion was poisoned while she was making it, that means it had to be somebody who was in the house that afternoon.”

      “That’s right,” I said. “Can you tell us who that might’ve been?”

      “Sure, sure,” Kelly said distractedly. “But it means it wasn’t Jasmine. Jasmine wasn’t here. She never would have been allowed in the house, and she never would have come here anyway.”

      “So who was here?”

      “I was,” Kelly said immediately. “While Olivia was in the kitchen making her potions, I was sitting at the dining table studying. I saw everybody who came and went the entire time. There was Ryan, obviously. He came down and chatted with Livvie for a little bit. But I don’t think he would have poisoned her.”

      “What about the other people who live in the house?” I asked.

      “Well, Omar was here. He came into the kitchen to make some food at some point. Same with Tony.” I made a mental note to add Tony to my list of suspects; since he hadn’t been at the party, I had written him off earlier, but now that he had access to the potion while Olivia had been making it, he could have poisoned it. “Kevin was here, but I don’t remember him going into the kitchen. Tim had class all day; he wasn’t in the house at all.”

      “Is that it?” I asked, my eyebrows rising. “This is such a huge house. I can’t believe there’s only a handful of you living here.”

      Kelly shrugged. “It’s comfortable this way. Livvie and I have been best friends forever, and we get along with all the guys really well. The place actually belongs to Tony’s family; they’ve lived in the area for years and it was where his great-aunt or something lived until she died. She didn’t have any kids, so the house passed to Tony’s mom, who agreed to let us all live here rent-free while we study. We figure that even though it’s too big a house for all of us, it’s better to have too much space than too little, and this way we’re not bringing in any drama from people who aren’t part of our friend group. I know Ryan and Olivia were talking about moving out, though, the last few weeks. They wanted to get their own place, for a bit more privacy.” Kelly’s voice trailed off, lost in grief.

      I nodded. That made sense.

      “Does anyone else in the group drink the potions?” Andrea asked. “Maybe Olivia wasn’t the intended target. After all, she sold them to people who wanted them, right?”

      “She did, yeah,” Kelly said. “But none of us really drank any. Olivia had them at almost every party she went to. I don’t like how the potions make me feel, so I avoid them. Kevin is always going on about how his body is a temple and he’s going to treat it like one, but then he guzzles beer like it’s going out of style. Still, while apparently his temple is allowed to accept beer as sacrifice, potions are off-limits. Tim has had type 1 diabetes since he was a kid, and Olivia’s potions are super sweet, so he has to avoid them. Ryan will occasionally partake in a potion with Olivia though, and Tony will also have one from time to time. But Olivia was the only one who took them regularly, of the people in this house. Oh Moon, I can’t believe I’m telling you this, knowing that somebody in this house had to be the one that killed Olivia.”

      “There was no one from Las Brujas who came by while Olivia was making the potions?” I asked, and Kelly’s eyes widened.

      “Oh, you’re right, there was! I had completely forgotten.” She bit her lip nervously. “I can’t believe he might have killed her. One of their goons came by and wanted to speak to Olivia. I don’t like having them around, so I went upstairs for a little bit and grabbed a different book while he was around. I don’t know if they went into the kitchen or if he would have had access to the potion, but I do know that he was in the house for sure.”

      “Do you know who he was?” Andrea asked. “Maybe his name?”

      Kelly shook her head. “Sorry, I don’t. I tried to make an effort to learn as little about these people as possible. I can tell you what he looked like, though. He was a wizard. Tall, maybe a little over six feet. He had blond hair, but a dark blond. Blue eyes, and the world’s creepiest smile. Seriously. And he had a tattoo of a thunderbolt on his neck. My guess is he’s from one of the covens of thunder.”

      “Ok, thanks,” I said, nodding. This mystery man was now suspect number one on my list. Not only did he have access to Olivia and her potions, but I figured a gang member would be more likely to have a poisonous potion on him. He also probably wouldn’t care about collateral damage.

      “Anyway, I’ll leave all this to you,” Kelly said, motioning around. “It’s all as it was. I don’t want to touch anything in here until her parents come. Can you please leave everything the way you found it?”

      “Of course, we will,” I promised softly. This had to be hard for Kelly, and I appreciated her candor and honesty when talking to us. It was one of the reasons I didn’t think she was the one who had killed Olivia.

      Kelly nodded and left the room, and I couldn’t help but notice her trying to subtly wipe away a tear as she headed back out into the hallway.
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      “So, where do you want to start?” Andrea asked.

      “I was thinking I’d look at her computer,” I said, motioning with my head to the laptop sitting on a plain wooden desk against the wall, completely surrounded by books. Every spare inch of space was covered in them, and even more textbooks were piled up on the floor next to the desk. The typical study space for a Healer student. So many books, so little space. I definitely didn’t miss that part of my studies.

      “Ok, I’ll go through all of the non-electronic stuff,” Andrea said. I made my way to the desk and sat down in front of the laptop, opening the lid. Like many paranormal computers, there was no password, but access was gained via facial recognition. This was done on purpose, since thanks to spells, passwords were all too easy to crack. Honestly, until the advent of facial recognition software, most paranormals had never even bothered with locking their computers.

      I looked around the room and, luckily, found a corkboard up on top of the dresser on which Olivia had kept a number of photos. They were mostly of her along with friends, mainly Kelly. I grabbed one picture of Olivia by herself, lying on the beach, and held it up to the camera. In an instant, I was in.

      I began going through Olivia’s files rather aimlessly. There were a ton of Word documents, assignments she had typed out for various classes. I scanned through a few of them just in case she was hiding any suspicious information in them, but no. It appeared that Olivia Stone used her laptop for work, and work only.

      After about half an hour of completely fruitless searching, I moved on to her phone, which was next to the laptop. That was definitely strange; most people my age would have had their phones on them at all times. I wondered why this was here. Using the same photo to unlock it, I began scrolling through the apps. Olivia had a Hexagram account, the most popular social media app used by paranormals these days. I opened it up and scrolled through her feed. It was mostly just posts from her group of friends, or other students from Spellford. Nothing out of the ordinary or anyone who looked like they might have belonged to the gang, but I made a mental note to ask Kelly just in case.

      I went into her story archives—stories were posts that only stayed on the platform for twenty-four hours. They were great if you wanted to put up a picture or something that wasn’t important enough for your actual feed but that you still felt like sharing, more casual pictures or life events. It was also good if you wanted to post something but didn’t want it to stay up permanently. Like, for example, selling illegal potions you made in your kitchen to get high at a party.

      Sure enough, a decent amount of Olivia’s archived photos from her story were asking for orders for anyone looking for “party favors.” I had a sneaking suspicion I knew exactly what she meant by that. There was one post the day of the party, asking for anyone who was after a test tube. There were also a couple of other posts taken at the party and posted to social media before she died. One was her arriving at the party. Tim was grabbing a light jacket from the coat hook and came over, leaning in for a hug just as the camera shot cut away. The still-sealed test tube was visible in the video: red fluid, stoppered by a thin piece of cork, all surrounded by a thin layer of red wax. Sure enough, Olivia hadn’t even opened the test tube yet.

      The second shot was from later on at the party, a picture of Kelly holding one arm high up and sticking out her tongue like she was some kind of rock star.

      That was the only thing on her feed, so I went into her phone’s storage to see if she had any other photos or videos of the night. There was one video, which I quickly realized must have been triggered by accident. The video was completely dark and blurry, like the phone was inside a pocket or a handbag or something. The audio was slightly muffled as well, but after listening to it a few times and having the volume turned up to high, I started to get a pretty good idea as to what was going on. It was a conversation between Olivia and Ryan, her boyfriend.

      “Hey, babe. What’s going on?” Ryan could be heard asking Olivia in the video.

      “I’m worried,” Olivia replied. She was slurring her words slightly, but she didn’t seem too out of it.

      “Worried about what?”

      “About this shit. I think we should run away. Will you run away with me, Ry?”

      “Of course, babe. I’d go anywhere with you. But why do you want to run? What are you worried about?”

      “It’s that guy from Las Brujas, Alan. They want more from me. They always want more from me. And I don’t know if I can deliver.”

      “Then stop. You don’t need to run. Just tell them you can’t do it anymore.”

      “I can’t,” Olivia said, and her voice turned into a sob. “Don’t you get it? If I do, they’ll turn me in. I’ll be kicked out of Spellford, my reputation ruined. I only ever wanted to sell the potions to my friends, as a favor. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. I can’t do this anymore, Ry. I need to run. I need to get away.”

      “Ok, then we’ll go away,” Ryan cooed. He was so quiet it took me five attempts at listening to the audio before I understood what he said. “We’ll go somewhere else. We’ll pretend to be from different covens, we’ll come up with a backstory, and we’ll move far away from here. How about Europe? There are so many paranormal towns in England. If we go to one of the big ones, we’ll be able to blend in without arousing suspicion. If you think that’s what you need to get away from these guys, then that’s what we’ll do.”

      “I love you so much, do you know that?” Olivia was saying through tears now.

      “I love you too, babe,” Ryan replied. “It’s going to be okay. I promise you, no matter what, it’s going to be okay.”

      By the time I had finally finished transcribing the conversation, my heart broke for Olivia. She knew she was in trouble, and she was trying to get away from it all, but it hadn’t been enough.

      It sounded like she was being blackmailed by Las Brujas about the potions she was selling. She probably never expected someone would tell the officials at Spellford that she was making illegal potions and selling them to her friends. And she certainly wouldn’t have expected that the gang would then force her to sell for them as well.

      But at least now I had a name. Alan. It wasn’t much to go on, and I didn’t even know if this was the blond man who had been in the kitchen when the potions were most likely poisoned, but at least it was something. It was a name that almost certainly belonged to a member of the gang, and I was going to track down who it was.

      “Find anything?” Andrea asked, and I nodded, giving her a quick rundown of the conversation between Olivia and Ryan.

      “So she wanted to run away,” Andrea said, raising her eyebrows. “Interesting. She almost managed it, too.”

      “How about you? Anything interesting yet?”

      “I’m not sure,” Andrea replied. “I think so. Inside one of these textbooks I found a couple of loose sheets of paper. They have a bunch of numbers on them that might be phone numbers, but I’m not sure. They might also be something else. But they look like they were hidden on purpose, so I think we should take them.”

      “Good call,” I nodded. Hopefully they would help us track down this Alan character.

      “Anyway, I think our time here is finished,” Andrea said, looking out Olivia’s bedroom window.

      “Why’s that?” I asked, and as I made my way next to my sister to have a look as well, my face went pale. It was Alex, walking up to the front door of the house. “What is he doing here?” I hissed. “I thought he was at the hospital.”

      “I guess he finished with everything,” Andrea said. “Come on, let’s get out of here before he catches us investigating this murder some more.”

      Unfortunately for us, by the time we managed to put everything back more or less in its place, we could already hear footsteps coming up the stairs. Apparently, Alex was wasting no time talking to Kelly first and wanted to have a look at Olivia’s room before he did anything else. That was definitely not ideal for us.

      “Window,” I hissed at Andrea. It was our only option. If we got caught again by an IPIU Enforcer, especially an hour after that same Enforcer had told us to stay out of this, we were absolutely done for. The two of us rushed back to the window and pried it open. To my immense relief, it didn’t squeak or anything, and Andrea and I quickly slipped out and onto the roof. It was very lucky that Olivia’s window was one of those Gothic ones that opened onto the roof so we didn’t have any drop or anything to deal with. As soon as Andrea and I were both out, we shut the window and headed to the right. We had to get as far away from the window as possible in case Alex looked outside.
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      The roof was in decent condition, but a couple of the tiles were a little bit loose, and they threatened to come free as Andrea and I stepped over them. It wasn’t surprising; this was a very old house, after all. At one point, I looked down at the ground and immediately began to feel dizzy. We were a solid twenty, maybe even thirty feet off the ground right now, and if either one of us fell off this roof, serious injury was probably the best we could hope for.

      “Try not to fall off,” Andrea muttered from behind me. Apparently she had just had the same thought.

      “I’ll do my best,” I replied. The two of us made our way to the other side of the house, standing on a section of the roof that had no windows opening onto it, so we were completely invisible to anybody inside. I stopped, deciding we were finally safe enough to try and get our bearings and come up with a plan that would allow us to get away without being seen. Turning to my sister, I couldn’t help but notice all the blood had left her face.

      “That’s funny, usually whenever we run into Alex, you’re desperately trying to get us together,” I said, sticking my tongue out at Andrea.

      “Usually when we run into Alex, he’s not threatening us for investigating a murder we’re not supposed to be looking into,” Andrea replied, shaking her head. “As far as I’m concerned, until this is finished, I’m happy to stay as far away from him as possible. Then, when we solve the case before him, you can blackmail him by promising not to tell anybody that he lost to two amateurs if he’ll take you out on a date.”

      “Blackmail, an essential building block to every solid relationship,” I replied, rolling my eyes. “I’m starting to understand why you’re still single.”

      “Please. I’m still single because I’m just too amazing for any wizard to handle.”

      “That must be it. Now come on, help me figure out how we’re going to get off this roof without being seen before we end up both single and in trouble.”

      Andrea frowned. “Ashley knows a spell that makes you light as a feather so you can jump off of things without plummeting to the ground, as long as you hold your arms out. Do you know that one?”

      I bit my lip. “Sort of? I think I know the words to that spell, but frankly, I don’t think this is the kind of situation where I want to test it out. If I mess it up, one of us will be having a very, very bad day.”

      “Fair enough,” Andrea said with a laugh. “Looks like we have to transform ourselves into birds.”

      I groaned inwardly. It always felt so strange being turned into an animal. And I wasn’t sure I was going to immediately understand how to fly. I had never transformed into a bird before. Still, Andrea was right. This was definitely one of the best ways for us to get out of here. Plus, there was no way Alex was going to worry about two birds flying around. Even if he looked outside, he’d have no idea he was looking at us as we flew off to safety.

      “Mars, ruler of ours, make this witch into a bird and make it last ten minutes,” I said, pointing my wand at myself. Straight away, my entire body began to feel a bit queasy, like it was turning over on itself. The feeling was strange, but it only lasted a couple of seconds, and the next thing I knew, my feet that had been solidly planted on the roof shingles were now much more clawlike, and my arms were now black feather-covered wings.

      “Haha, your magic is so boring it turned you into a crow,” Andrea said. I tried to roll my eyes at her, but I wasn’t entirely sure it worked. After all, if I was a crow, my entire eye would be black, wouldn’t it? She wouldn’t have noticed a thing. Bummer.

      Instead, I tried to yell at her, but it only came out as a squawk. Great. At least I had ten minutes to come up with a good comeback before we turned back into humans.

      Andrea cast the same spell on herself and immediately turned into a blurry mass for a couple of seconds before she reappeared in a form that even I hadn’t expected. She was a penguin.

      “Are you joking?” I said, but my voice only came out as a squawk. A penguin was the least useful animal for what we were about to try. Not only was it incredibly conspicuous—a crow flying through the air wouldn’t stick out at all, but a penguin absolutely would—but there was also the minor detail that penguins were incapable of flying. Which was an issue, considering we had turned into birds specifically so that we could fly away.

      We had only cast the spell for ten minutes, which meant our time was running out quickly. On the bright side, Andrea was a fairy penguin, a type that lives in Australia and New Zealand and is barely bigger than a crow. If we were lucky, I would be able to put her on my back and still manage to fly off without both of us plummeting to the ground. After all, she was too round and fat as a pigeon to hold onto in my talons.

      I spread out my arms—I mean, wings—and turned my back to Andrea, hoping she would understand what I was trying to get her to do. She looked a little bit apprehensive, I thought as I looked back, but after a couple of seconds she probably realized, same as I had, that this was our best chance of getting out of here. After all, if we didn’t take it, we would have to wait ten minutes for the spell to reverse and then come up with another idea, and the longer we stayed on this roof, the better the chances that we were going to get caught by Alex.

      Andrea jumped up onto my back and wrapped her flippers around my neck. I looked down at the ground below us and suddenly began to wonder if this had been such a good idea after all. The ground seemed especially far away now that we were planning on jumping off it. Still, there was only one way to find out.

      I leapt off the roof, spreading my wings wide and flapping them as hard as I possibly could as the roof below disappeared. I squeezed my eyes shut. If this was my impending death, I didn’t want to see it coming. After a couple of seconds in which it didn’t feel like we were plunging to our deaths, I dared to open my eyes. Andrea and I were now above the grass, and no matter how hard I flapped my wings, I was having trouble staying afloat. Andrea was a pretty heavy penguin, apparently.

      On the far side of the property was a patch of trees that I headed toward. They would be perfect to hide in, and we could wait out the ten minutes there before we became human again, at which point we could cast invisibility spells to get away without Alex noticing us. The problem was, the ground was coming up toward us a lot faster than the trees.

      Andrea let out a strange sort of squeak—I realized I didn’t know until that moment what kind of noise penguins made—as the two of us half floated, half fell toward the ground, eventually hitting the grass with a heavy thud about ten feet short of the trees.

      The impact with the ground made Andrea fly off me and she began rolling along the grass like a soccer ball, while I had hit the ground basically chest first and had the wind knocked out of me. I didn’t know it was possible for that to happen to birds, too. I struggled to breathe for a minute but eventually got my breath back, and I began running awkwardly on my two little legs toward the trees. Andrea followed a moment later, waddling along and occasionally face-planting as her feet, which were absolutely not designed for use on land, got caught in the ground.

      Eventually, the two of us made it into the patch of trees, and we hid behind a thick trunk for a few minutes until finally that same strange feeling took over me again, and I found myself transformed back into a witch. I looked down at the penguin that I knew to be Andrea, and a second later, she became nothing more than a blurry figure herself before reappearing as my sister once more.

      “You couldn’t have made that landing smoother?” she grumbled.

      “You couldn’t have transformed into a bird that can actually fly?” I replied. “Seriously, you’re not allowed to make fun of the fact that I was a crow anymore. At least my bird actually managed to make it off the roof without plummeting to the ground like a bowling ball.”

      “Only barely. I’m pretty sure I have a concussion.”

      “You’re pretty whiny for somebody I could have just left on the roof.”

      “It’s not like I can help it. The universe decides what kind of bird you get to be when you cast that spell. It’s not my fault I ended up being a penguin.”

      The complete and utter ridiculousness of the whole situation caught up to me just then, and I burst out laughing.

      “Well, at least we’re both safe, and in a few minutes we should be far away from here. Why don’t you cast the invisibility spell, and I’m going to text Kelly that we left because we didn’t want to get caught by Alex.”

      I pulled out my phone and composed the text message, then sent it. A moment later, Andrea had turned us both invisible. We walked out into the open, heading back onto the street, and when we were about four blocks away, we decided we were finally safe enough and reversed the invisibility spell.

      “Should we go home?” I asked. “It’s been a long day, and I have no idea how we’re going to find this Alan figure.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Andrea replied, and the two of us made our way back to the portal.
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      By the time we got back home, I was completely exhausted. However, sitting on the front stoop of the house when we got there was a little old witch with gray hair who beamed at the two of us as we arrived. I gasped, horrified.

      “Oh, Mars! Grace! I’m so sorry, I completely forgot you were going to teach me today.” Grace was the witch who had taught my mother how to make chocolates, and now me. She was absolutely wonderful, and I owed her so much, and here I was running around investigating murders and completely forgetting that we had planned a lesson for that afternoon.

      “Not to worry,” Grace replied. “It’s a lovely day out. I was happy to just sit and enjoy being outside for a little while as I waited for you.”

      “Oh, but it’s too cold out, come in, come in,” I replied. “I’ll fix you up a hot chocolate straightaway.”

      “Alright,” Grace said with a smile. “Let’s see if you remember how to do it right.”

      As soon as the three of us went into the house, I was immediately bombarded by a small fluffy corgi who insisted that he hadn’t been fed in hours and was starving to death.

      “You forgot to feed me my breakfast this morning,” Sherlock complained. “I’ve been sitting here for hours, waiting for you to get back, starving. I barely have the energy to stand anymore.”

      “I didn’t forget your breakfast,” I replied, rolling my eyes. “In fact, I distinctly remember that you picked up a bunch of your kibble and threw it on the floor, claiming you didn’t like it and that you needed to be fed roast chicken instead, and when I grabbed the broom and told you that if you didn’t like it I would just sweep up the bits you threw everywhere, you inhaled them faster than the vacuum cleaner would have.”

      “That doesn’t mean I’m not hungry now,” Sherlock complained.

      “Maybe, but you still need to wait until dinner time before you get more food. You’re looking a little bit on the chubby side.”

      “You still eat all the chocolate you want even though you’re looking a little chubby yourself,” Sherlock muttered, wandering out of the living room and down the hall, having given up on the idea that he might get some early food.

      I shook my head at my familiar, ignoring the fact that he was probably right about my own waistline. I was definitely going to have to get all of my chocolate eating under control—no more “taste testing” when I filled orders for customers. The chocolate always tasted okay, so there was no real need to taste test it, other than my own gluttony. And I didn’t want all of my initial profits to have to go into buying a new wardrobe because I’d gone up a size.

      Still, there was no reason why I couldn’t enjoy a hot chocolate with Grace. I asked Andrea if she wanted a cup, but she shook her head, telling me she was going to meet up with a friend in town, so I put enough chocolate for two mugs into a cauldron, added a couple of cups of milk, and put it on the stove to heat up, whisking the mixture slowly as the chocolate began to melt and combine with the milk.

      “You must have had quite the interesting day,” Grace replied. I nodded.

      “Have you heard about the girl who died at Spellford?”

      “The Healer student,” Grace nodded. “Yes. Very sad. Did you know her?”

      “I did, but not well,” I replied. “However, I think her death might be linked to the gang Las Brujas, and the more I find out about them, the more I think they might be responsible for framing my parents. I’m trying to figure out how to get in touch with one of the gang members so I can get any information that I need.”

      Grace gave me a hard look. “You do realize they are not a group to be messed with, right? Las Brujas has been around since I was a young witch, and they are very organized and very good at what they do. They don’t look lightly upon people trying to interfere with their business. You need to be careful, Megan. I’m sure your parents wouldn’t want you to get yourself in trouble with a gang like that. They made their choice to plead guilty; don’t get yourself killed trying to prove that they aren’t.”

      I nodded, swallowing hard. Grace was right, of course. She was a perfect grandmotherly figure, always ready with some excellent advice. Still, I had to do this.

      “I’ll be careful,” I promised. “They won’t even know I’m looking into them.”

      “Good,” Grace replied with a nod. “I know your parents. They wouldn’t want you getting into any sort of trouble or getting hurt trying to clear their name.”

      I rubbed my chest. I knew in a few hours a bruise would start forming where I had face-planted into the ground as a crow less than an hour earlier. I had definitely already gotten hurt in this investigation. But it could have been worse. I had a sneaking suspicion that I would have suffered more if Alex had caught us in Olivia’s bedroom. Getting locked up would have definitely been worse than a bit of pain.

      The tiniest bubbles just began to form around the edges of the milk and the chocolate was now completely melted, which meant the hot chocolate was ready for consumption. I cast a quick spell to protect my hands from the heat of the cauldron, then picked it up and poured the liquid into each of the two mugs I had set out earlier. Then, making my way to the fridge, I grabbed the container of whipped cream, shook it up, and added a nice little cone to the top of each mug. Finally, I made my way back to the counter and, using a large knife, made some chocolate shavings which I then sprinkled on top of the whipped cream. I pushed Grace’s mug toward her, and she smiled at me, looking approvingly at my work.

      “Very good,” she said. “I can’t speak to the taste yet, but your presentation is phenomenal. You definitely have an eye for the chocolate arts.”

      “Thanks,” I grinned, taking my own mug and having a small sip. The mixture was thick and creamy, with a strong chocolatey taste mixed in with the cool sweetness of the whipped cream. I looked expectantly at Grace.

      Sure enough, after she had a taste, she set down her mug and nodded approvingly.

      “Excellent,” Grace said. “The chocolate to milk ratio in this is perfect. It’s a shame that you are only a distributor, and that you don’t plan on opening a shop, as I’m sure people would pay a premium for chocolate this good.”

      “I was thinking maybe around Christmas I would start selling little kits to make hot chocolate,” I explained. “I could put the chocolate on a stick, add a few marshmallows—maybe in that time I’ll be able to learn how to make them myself as well—and possibly a little packet of flavoring, like some cinnamon or bits of crushed-up candy cane, and have it all put in cellophane. Then I could wrap it with Christmas ribbon and people could buy them as gifts for others or simply for themselves.”

      Grace’s face broke into a huge smile. “That’s absolutely wonderful thinking,” she said. “You truly are your mother’s daughter. You have a mind for business as well as the chocolate making skills, and that combination is so rare to see and so wonderful to see as well.”

      I beamed. “Well, none of it would be possible without you, Grace. I really appreciate you taking me under your wing and teaching me everything you know. I saw Chief Enforcer Lupo the other day, I meant to tell you. He was in Maryanne’s gift shop, and she had a number of my chocolates on the counter for sale. As soon as he saw them, he scowled and asked Maryanne why she stocked that garbage.”

      “He didn’t!” Grace gasped.

      “He absolutely did,” I nodded. “He knew I was in the store, too, so I know he did it on purpose. Maryanne gave him a look and told him that Phoenix Chocolates are some of her most popular items now, and that she thought it was wonderful that a young entrepreneur in town was so successful, especially given the trouble I had gone through to get the business up and running.”

      Grace burst into laughter. “Maryanne’s wonderful, isn’t she? We went to school together. She always hated bullies, and I’m not the least bit surprised that she told Chief Enforcer Lupo exactly what she thought.”

      “Well, I can tell you Chief Enforcer Lupo wasn’t happy about it at all, and he left the shop, scowling at me as he walked past. Maryanne then told me that everything she had said was true, and placed another order for more chocolate. I have to finish it after this lesson; she wants it delivered tomorrow.”

      “Good. Well, in that case, why don’t we get started straightaway so that we can finish up this lesson and I can leave you to working for your paying customers,” Grace said, finishing off the hot chocolate with a big gulp that I hadn’t expected from a witch of her age.

      “Alright,” I said. “What are we doing today?”

      “I’m going to teach you how to decorate chocolate with colored cocoa butter,” Grace explained. “This is what you’re going to make.”

      She reached into her bag and pulled out a small box of chocolates and handed it over to me. I opened it, peeled away the tissue wrapping around it, and smiled. Nestled in little individual cups were four small, oval-shaped chocolates topped with the most incredible colors. Blues and greens mixed with reds and yellows, contrasting against the dark chocolate core of the chocolates to make a true work of art. I always loved looking at chocolates like this, and I had to admit, despite having grown up around chocolate, I had never known how these were made.

      “These look amazing,” I gushed. I wanted nothing more than to shove one of them into my mouth and taste it; it had to be phenomenal.

      Grace smiled. “Thank you. I made these last week, a small batch for a family friend. It gave me the idea of showing you how to make them.”

      “They never made chocolates like these at the factory, did they?” I asked, and Grace shook her head.

      “No. Your parents thought it would be too complicated to train chocolatiers to make the colored cocoa butter, and that it was more cost-effective to simply make normal chocolates without the fancy colors. And I do have to admit, they have a point. Especially if you’re making your own colors, and a lot of them, it’s a very time-intensive process for something that looks good but admittedly has virtually no impact on the taste of the chocolate. When done well, anyway.”

      “Can you buy premade colors?” I asked, and Grace nodded.

      “You can, yes. For somebody mass-producing chocolates, or doing larger quantities, it might become worth it at some point in the future. However, as a boutique artist, I would highly recommend making your own colors, as you have so much more flexibility in shades. And I’m going to teach you how to make your own colored cocoa butter, because regardless of what you decide to do in the future for your business, you need to be able to make your own cocoa butter colors simply to have the technique nailed down. It’s an essential skill every good chocolatier should possess.”

      “Okay,” I nodded, and Grace got up from her chair and made her way next to me at the counter, hoisting her bag from the floor and placing it with a soft thud onto the granite.
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      “Great. First things first: ingredients. You need cocoa butter. Let me know the next time you go to Bruxspells and I’ll come with you to introduce you to Rémy, who sells by far the best cocoa butter in the chocolate market. There are two different types of cocoa butter: natural and deodorized. Natural cocoa butter is just as it sounds, and it retains a natural flavor. Cocoa butter’s flavor is rich and a little bit nutty, and some chocolatiers choose to avoid it because it will slightly change the flavor of your chocolate. However, it is naturally filled with antioxidants, so you could choose to go with the natural flavor if you wanted to advertise the health benefits of the chocolates you are making. Going this route, if you wanted to minimize the impact of the taste the cocoa butter might have on your final product, you may want to combine it with a strong-flavored interior, such as coffee.”

      “Okay,” I nodded, jotting all of this down in the notebook I kept in the kitchen for whenever I learned anything new about chocolate. “What about deodorized cocoa butter?”

      “That’s exactly as it sounds. A chemical process is used to eliminate the taste of the cocoa butter, but then all of the nutritional goodness disappears as well. The quality of the chemical process used varies by supplier as well, and some people who are not as skilled at deodorizing the cocoa butter end up with a product that has a sharp smell. It’s one of the reasons why I want to introduce you to Rémy; he deodorizes his own cocoa butter and the smell is nonexistent. He also sells natural cocoa butter, and his is among the best quality in the entire market.”

      “Perfect,” I said, nodding slightly. “I’ll be buying some of both types when I go and experimenting with both to see what I prefer. I like the idea of keeping the antioxidants and the natural taste of the cocoa butter rather than having to use a product that has been treated with chemicals.” After all, health and natural living were extremely popular among paranormals right now. With my brand being high-end, I figured I should push toward advertising the use of natural cocoa butter that was filled with antioxidants, rather than having to tell people that the cocoa butter I used had been treated by chemicals. Still, I was more than willing to try both options.

      “You should be fine using natural cocoa butter,” Grace told me. “For coloring chocolates, the quantities are so small that it generally won’t impact the taste. It only becomes more of an issue when you’re actually using the cocoa butter in the tempering process. I only had natural cocoa butter at home, so we will use that today,” Grace said, pulling out a glass container filled with off-white beads the size of pebbles. “Now, there are two types of dyes you can use when coloring the cocoa butter: oil-based or fat-soluble. Always choose fat-soluble. Not only are the resulting colors better, but the shelf life of the product is increased as well, which is especially good to start with, since you’re not exactly going to be coloring thousands of chocolate molds at once. Finally, the last thing you’ll need to be aware of is titanium dioxide can be used to make your cocoa butter color more opaque. Most of the sellers of cocoa butter at the market will be able to sell you food-grade titanium dioxide, no problem. However, I find that Rémy’s products are so good to begin with that the titanium dioxide isn’t necessary. Still, you need to know that it does exist in case you find yourself with cocoa butter that’s too translucent.”

      “Good to know,” I said, still writing at a blistering pace. Grace spoke faster than some of the professors at Spellford who purposely tried to give as much information as quickly as possible in an attempt to teach us how to take notes with only the most important information.

      “Now, the actual making of the colored cocoa butter is pretty simple. You melt the cocoa butter, measure out how much powder you want to use, pour it in, and use an immersion blender to mix it all together. Go ahead and give it a shot.”

      “Ok,” I said, nodding. I took the bag of cocoa butter and put about half a cup’s worth in a small cauldron, then put the cauldron on the stove. While the butter melted, I took a deep blue concentrated powder. It was a gorgeous, rich color, and I wanted to see how it would look.

      “How much do I add?” I asked, and Grace smiled at me.

      “Test it out and see. The more you add, the deeper and richer the color.”

      I nodded and plugged the immersion blender into the wall as the cocoa butter began to go from individual pearls to a smooth, semi-opaque liquid. I sifted a tiny little bit of the coloring powder into the cauldron and mixed it together. The resulting color was a lot lighter than I had wanted, so I tipped in more of the powder and repeated the process.

      After a couple of minutes, the liquid was a very deep blue, absolutely perfect. It was the same shade as the sky on a summer’s evening just before twilight.

      “Beautiful,” Grace said with an approving nod. “Now you need to leave the mixture for twelve hours to allow it to set. In the morning, you can do the rest yourself. Temper the mixture, and work with it between eighty-nine and ninety degrees. You can use a brush to coat the inside of your molds. Always leave them for a few hours to set before adding chocolate.”

      “Alright,” I said with a nod, excited for the next day as I poured the mixture into a glass container to store it in the fridge overnight. “Thanks so much for this, Grace. I’m starting to feel like I really know what I’m doing.”

      “That you do,” Grace confirmed. “No doubt about it. You have your mother’s skill and passion for the chocolate arts.”

      The old witch hopped off her stool, thanked me for the hot chocolate, and made her way back to the front door. After I saw her off, I headed back into the house and began working on the chocolates I had to make for Maryanne.

      My business was definitely growing; I was getting so many orders I had to make chocolate almost every day, and as I looked at my stores, I realized I was going to have to go back to the Bruxspells chocolate market sooner rather than later. I was running low on dark and milk chocolate especially.

      As Ashley made her way through the front door, I plopped myself down on the couch, ready for a couple of minutes to relax and try to think things through. Of course, it’s hard to relax entirely when your familiar has realized that you’re now in a position to have your face licked. Sherlock immediately leapt up onto the couch and tried to stick his tongue in my ear.

      “Stop it,” I laughed. “You’re incorrigible.”

      “I’m just showing you I love you,” Sherlock replied.

      “I know, and I love you too. But why don’t we show our love with a little bit less tongue?”

      “Fine,” Sherlock replied. “But you have to throw my ball for me.”

      I laughed and looked around, finding a tennis ball pressed against one of the coffee table legs. I picked it up and threw it down the hall, with Sherlock immediately bounding after the small, green ball.

      “Hey,” Ashley said, making her way into the kitchen. “How’s it going?”

      “Pretty good, thanks,” I said with a smile. “We had an interesting day.”

      “Well, I’m glad to see you’re not dead. Have you managed to find anyone from the gang?”

      “I have a name,” I said proudly. “Well, ok, it’s just a first name. And a description. Not necessarily of the same wizard.”

      Ashley raised her eyebrows. “Well, it sounds like it all went swimmingly, then.”

      “Hey, it’s more than I had,” I argued. “I know there’s a wizard named Alan that Olivia said was the one who kept pressuring her. She was going to run away with Ryan. She had had enough of working for Las Brujas.”

      Ashley shook her head sadly. “If only she’d managed it a bit sooner.”

      “I know, right? Anyway, I also discovered that if you cast the spell that turns us into animals, if you go for bird, Andy turns into a penguin,” I added with a grin.

      “I’m not going to ask why you two needed that spell,” Ashley said, shaking her head. “Do you have a plan to find this Alan guy?”

      I shook my head. “Unfortunately, not yet. I’m not really sure what I’m going to do on that front. I think I need to get access to Olivia’s phone again. But Alex probably took it.”

      “Alex, as in the sexy IPIU Enforcer you met in Bruxspells?”

      “Why does it always have to be ‘sexy IPIU Enforcer?’” I complained. “Why can’t it be ‘the IPIU Enforcer who’s good at his job?’”

      “Because the fact that he’s good at his job isn’t the reason you blush every time his name comes up,” Ashley teased. “You can’t hide from Andy and me. We’re your sisters. We can tell.

      “Fine,” I muttered. “But I’m not interested in a relationship with him, no matter how good-looking he might be. Anyway, he’s investigating Olivia’s murder as well.”

      I threw the ball for Sherlock again and went over the entire day’s events, recounting how Andrea and I got caught by Alex, and how we almost got caught again at Olivia’s house later on.

      “Hmm,” Ashley said, biting her lip. “I have a few people I can ask. If you give me that sheet of paper with numbers, I can look into those as well. Tomorrow after work I’ll let you know what I find out. But you have to promise me you’re going to be careful. I’m only doing this for you because I know you’re doing it to help Mom and Dad.”

      “I will be,” I promised, nodding my head firmly. “I have no intention of ending up dead, or in the gang’s sights.”

      “Good,” Ashley said. “I’m only going to do this for you because you have a good head on your shoulders; I trust that you won’t do anything stupid. I wouldn’t do that for just anyone.”

      “Is that code for you think Andy is too reckless?” I asked with a grin, and Ashley gave me a coy smile.

      “Maybe. Anyway, I’ll call you tomorrow if I find anything out.”

      “Thanks, Ash,” I said gratefully. “I have a few more orders to fill in the morning, plus I need to play around with this cocoa butter to coat chocolate molds, so it’s going to be a busy day.”

      I had no idea just how busy it was going to end up being.
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      I spent most of the next morning filling chocolate orders and playing around with the cocoa butter mixture I had made the day before.

      I ended up spreading it inside some of the molds for some chocolate bars, then topping them with white chocolate mixed with dried blueberries. I put the finished mixture in the fridge, and a few hours later, when I popped the chocolates from their molds, I gasped in surprise. The blue I had created was so bright, so shiny—it was absolutely perfect. I immediately began to see possibilities. If I added some edible glitter and combined the blue with, say, black and a purple color, I could make galaxy-themed chocolate bars that would be absolutely gorgeous. They’d probably sell pretty well, too, seeing as all the covens in the paranormal world were guided by a celestial being of some sort. Space was a fairly popular thing here.

      Maybe I could also do elemental-themed bars: reds, oranges, and yellows for fire covens like Mars, blues for the water covens, greens and browns for the earth covens, and silver and black for the thunder covens.

      My mind raced with possibilities. After all, the colored-cocoa butter chocolates looked so incredibly delicious! When my orders were finished, I made my way around town, delivering to the local vendors who were nice enough to support me and my new business.

      By the time I was finished, I was just starting to wonder if I shouldn’t give Ashley a call to see if she had discovered anything when my phone rang and her name popped up on the screen. Perfect timing.

      “Hey,” I said, answering the phone. “How’s it going?”

      “Yeah, good,” Ashley replied. “Listen, I’ve asked around and put out some feelers on members of Las Brujas who are named Alan and might be based around Spellford. I got you an answer: Alan Terr. He lives in Spellford, and I have an address for you.”

      “Great, thanks so much, Ash,” I said, holding my phone against my shoulder while I grabbed a pen and paper and jotted down the address she gave me.

      “You’re not going to go see him on your own, are you?” she asked warningly.

      “Well, I was planning on it, yeah,” I replied. “But don’t worry. I’ll be careful. And I won’t confront him at home; I’ll wait until he’s out in public.”

      “Ok, that should be better,” Ashley said, but she still didn’t sound convinced.

      “I promise I’ll be careful, Ash,” I said. “But this guy might be able to tell us about Mom and Dad; I need to be able to talk to him.”

      “Fine. Let me know if you need anything. And I’m serious: if anything starts to feel off about this guy at all, I want you to get out of there. If you feel like you’re in any sort of danger, get out of there. Proving Mom and Dad are innocent won’t mean much if you’re dead.”

      “Yeah,” I said, gulping hard. I knew deep down Ashley was right. Las Brujas was a gang of witches and wizards, and they were dangerous. But I also wasn’t going to sit by and watch my parents rot in jail for something they didn’t do. “I’ll be careful. I promise.”

      “Good. Take care of yourself. I love you,” Ashley told me, and I felt tears welling in my eyes. I forced them back; I didn’t want emotion to take over like this.

      “I love you too.”

      I hung up the phone and took a deep breath to steady my nerves. It was going to be fine. I was going to be careful, but I was also going to get the information I needed.

      Making my way through the portal and back to Spellford, I looked at the address Ashley had given me. It was that of a house in one of the nicer neighborhoods in town. Apparently the gangster life paid pretty well in the paranormal world. Or maybe Alan was higher up in the gang than I had expected.

      I cast an invisibility spell on myself as soon as I was out of sight of anybody, just in case. After all, safety first.

      The street Alan lived on was wide—at least ten people could ride abreast on brooms, despite the housing density being so low I couldn’t imagine that many people ever being on this street at once—and lined with gorgeous cherry trees whose blossoms were just starting to flower. His house was a gorgeous old Victorian painted a kind of pastel yellow that probably would have looked lame on any other street, but seeing as all the other houses around were of the same style, all with rather daring color schemes, overall the house didn’t seem out of place at all.

      I hopped over the low fence at the front of the house, not wanting to alert any snoopy neighbors of my presence by opening and closing the gate while I was invisible, and made my way up to the front stoop. I pressed my face against the frosted glass of the front door window but couldn’t make anything out inside. Instead, I peered over the side of the wrought-iron gate next to the house and looked into the living room window.

      It looked like any other wizard’s living room, but with much nicer furnishings. A couch, a huge flat-screen TV wall-mounted above the fireplace, and a lamp that probably cost more than an entire semester’s tuition at Spellford. The rooms in these Victorian houses were rather on the small side; open-plan was definitely not something the architects had been aware of. Unfortunately, that meant that while I could confirm there was no one in the living room, I couldn’t see into the rest of the house.

      I didn’t even know if Alan lived here by himself. For all I knew, this was a place where a handful of gang members all lived together. What if even one of them were home?

      Suddenly, the front door opened and I jumped about two feet in the air. I had about half a second to press myself against the side rail and breathe in as a man who had to be Alan slipped past me. He looked exactly like Kelly had described him: tall, with blond hair.

      He rushed past me, obviously in a hurry. Perfect. Hopefully he had a meeting set up with more members of Las Brujas.

      I went to follow him, but suddenly stopped in a panic. Alan was going to fly wherever he was going, and unlike him, I didn’t have a broom. I had seen his broom propped up next to one of the cherry trees outside the house. I had to think fast.

      I pointed my wand in the direction of the broom and cast a quick invisibility spell. I could only mutter the words, not wanting to be heard, and I could barely see the broom from where I was; it was leaning against the far side of the tree a couple yards down the road. In a couple of seconds Alan would get to where he had left it, and then I’d know if my spell had worked.

      “Aw, stupid teenagers,” I heard him cry out a second later. “What’s the point of living in a nice neighborhood when you can’t even leave your broom lying around for ten minutes?”

      I smiled to myself and watched as Alan looked around, apparently trying to see if his broom had only wandered away a few feet, then gave up and began walking. I jogged slightly to catch up with him, grabbing his broom on my way past. After all, if he had another one lined up, I wasn’t going to find myself unable to follow a second time.

      Sure enough, Alan made his way to a neighbor’s home and grabbed another broom, this one leaning against the inside of the low fence. Brooms were so common in the paranormal world no one ever really bothered to lock them up. He hopped onto his broom and I did the same, following after him as this gang member rode through the streets of Spellford, hopefully eventually leading me to more members of the gang, and possibly information on my parents.
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      By the time we stopped our trip through town, we were definitely not in Spellford Heights anymore. The wide streets and restored Victorians were replaced with narrow paths that had obviously not been restored in years, possibly decades, and the gorgeous houses had been replaced with low-rise warehouses and factories. This was the industrial part of town, and I had to admit, I did not know my way around here. I had never had any reason to come to this part of Spellford, and the deeper we got into it, the deeper my apprehension grew.

      But then, so did my curiosity.

      Alan stopped in front of a plain gray warehouse. It was smaller than most, maybe two stories high and about a thousand square feet inside. It honestly looked fairly abandoned. Glancing around, this entire neighborhood didn’t exactly seem to be a high-traffic area. As soon as Alan walked into the warehouse, though, I heard his voice.

      “What in the name of Mercury are you doing here?” Alan asked. So he was from the coven of Mercury, a water coven. I snuck up closer to the warehouse, wanting to see who it was who had surprised him so easily. I peered through one of the dirty, dusty windows at the side of the building and gasped.

      It was Alex.

      He was standing in the middle of the warehouse floor, like he had just been waiting for Alan. The walls were lined with unlabeled boxes that I could only assume were filled with substances that were illegal in some form. Toward the back of the building was a small office, with a closed door, that I assumed was empty.

      “Alan Terr, if I’m not mistaken?” Alex asked in reply.

      “Who wants to know?” Alan replied. “This is private property; you’re not welcome here.”

      Alex pulled out his badge and flashed it at the gangster, whose face immediately went white. “Enforcing Investigator Alexandre Desroches from the IPIU. I’m investigating the murder of Olivia Stone in this town a few days ago and I have some questions to ask you.”

      “What makes you think I knew the witch?” Alan asked.

      “Well, for one thing, you were in her home and in the kitchen when the potion she was making was poisoned,” Alex replied. “And I suspect you were involved in the blackmailing of Olivia in which she was forced to sell potions for the gang.”

      “If you could prove any of that you would have an arrest warrant,” Alan said, crossing his arms. “Besides, this is private property. You’re not allowed here at all.”

      “I’m not a simple Enforcer; I’m an IPIU enforcing investigator, which means I can go wherever I want to get the information I want and to question suspects in my investigations. And that means you.”

      “Well, buddy, you’re barking up the wrong tree with this one. I had absolutely nothing to do with Olivia Stone’s murder, and nothing to do with whatever this blackmail you’re talking about is. I run a legitimate business here in town that distributes textbooks to students. I was in Olivia’s home the other day to drop off an order she had placed. She was studying to be a Healer, which is, I’m sure you know, a difficult topic to study and one that requires a lot of reading material.”

      “So if I were to go through all of these boxes here, all I would find would be simple textbooks?” Alex asked, raising an eyebrow as he motioned around the room.

      “Of course,” Alan replied. “I don’t like having you here on my private property, but if it means proving my innocence to one of our esteemed law enforcement officials, then by all means, feel free to look around.”

      Alex kept a careful eye on Alan as he moved toward the far wall and a small stack of boxes. He cast a spell, I assumed designed to check for wards and booby-traps, and a moment later, the boxes flashed green for a second. It was all clear. Alex opened up one of the boxes and pulled out a textbook that I recognized from one of my potions classes. He flipped through it and, apparently satisfied that it was just a book and nothing else, closed the box and made his way over to a second set of boxes.

      Repeating the process, Alex confirmed there were no spells cast on the boxes and opened them up as well. However, this time, as soon as Alex took his eyes off of Alan and moved his gaze to the cardboard, Alan whipped out his wand and cast a spell.

      I didn’t even have time to shout a warning to Alex about what was happening before the pile of boxes next to him began to topple over. A huge cardboard box full of textbooks landed on Alex, causing him to shout in surprise and drop his wand.

      Alan immediately jumped on the opportunity to attack.

      “Mercury, messenger of the gods, restrain this wizard for me.”

      Ropes flew out from Alan’s wand and wrapped themselves around Alex. He struggled to get away, but there was no getting around it: he was trapped.

      My mouth went dry. I had to help Alex, I knew that much. I ran around the side of the building and made my way through the door, entering the main part of the room. I knew I was still invisible, which was my biggest advantage: Alan had no idea that I even existed, let alone was actually here. I pulled out my wand and had it at the ready while I watched what was going to happen next.

      “So, Investigating Enforcer,” Alan said. “I bet you thought you were safe. I bet you thought the gang has never killed anybody from your unit before. But you would be wrong. We are very good at making our murders look like suicides. All of those enforcing investigators that you thought had succumbed to the stress of the job? No. It wasn’t stress—it was us. And now, you’re going to join their ranks. Any last words?”

      Alex smiled. “If you thought I was going to come in here and let my guard down against someone like you, you’re completely wrong.”

      “You smile, and yet you’re the one who’s about to die,” Alan said.

      “Not today,” Alex replied, and that was when I realized he had pulled out another wand from somewhere and was holding it in his hand that was still tied up behind him. Spinning around, Alex cast a quick spell. I didn’t catch the words, but it blew Alan clean across the room and he hit the wall with a thud, collapsing to the ground and dropping his wand.

      Alex struggled to point the wand at the ropes that were holding him tight just as Alan began to stir. Great. I had to make a choice. I could help Alex and reveal my presence here, or I could let him do this himself and risk that Alan would kill him.

      “Mars help me, I had better not get in trouble for doing this,” I muttered as I pointed my wand toward Alex.

      “Mars, god of war, release this wizard from the bonds that hold him.”

      As if an invisible sword had sliced through the ropes, they fell away from Alex’s body, and he moved his arms around, looking to see where his mysterious rescuer was.

      “Thanks, Megan,” he replied just as Alan grabbed his wand off the ground. The two wizards cast a couple of spells simultaneously, but Alex was better. He had decided to cast a shield spell that protected him from whatever Alan had tried to do, then immediately cast another spell at Alan that froze the wizard, paralyzing him from the neck down.

      Making his way over to Alan, Alex plucked the wand from his hand and looked the criminal up and down. “Alright. Now I think we’re in a better spot to have a little bit of a chat about what exactly happened to Olivia Stone. Megan, since that’s what I assume you’re here about as well, you may as well reverse your invisibility spell.”

      I figured that since I had basically helped Alex get out of this situation, there was no way he could really be all that mad at me. And he had obviously recognized my voice, so it wasn’t like I could run and hide and pretend that I had never been there. I reversed the invisibility spell and made my way to where Alex and Alan were standing.

      “Who are you?” Alan asked, glaring at me.

      “Someone who’s looking for information,” I replied.

      “Did I not tell you to stay out of this?” Alex asked, turning toward me with his arms crossed.

      “I was staying out of it. Until this guy almost killed you, anyway,” I replied. “I figured you’d be a little bit more thankful.”

      Alex raised an eyebrow at me, and I couldn’t help but notice just how amazingly sexy the move was. “I had it covered, although you did make things easier.”

      “There we go. Therefore, I should be allowed to help out here.”

      “Do you have any idea how dangerous this man is?” Alex asked, and I nodded.

      “Absolutely. He’s a gang member, and the main wizard who was pressuring Olivia into selling for them.” I turned to Alan. “So what was it? Did you find out about Olivia’s plan to run away with Ryan and start a new life where you couldn’t reach them?”

      Alex turned to look at me again. “How on earth do you know about that? Did you keep investigating after I specifically told you not to?”

      “Are you going to question this criminal—the main suspect in a murder investigation—or are you going to keep questioning me instead?” I replied.

      “Fine. But we are absolutely not finished discussing how dangerous and inappropriate it is that you’re investigating a murder.”

      “Fine with me. But first, we get this piece of garbage to tell us everything he knows.”
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      The two of us looked at Alan, whose eyes moved between us.

      “So?” Alex asked him. “Are you going to answer the witch’s question? Did you find out that Olivia was planning on running away and kill her because of that?”

      “No!” Alan replied. “I didn’t kill her. I swear. I did go there that day, and she was making potions, but all I did was collect the money she had gotten from selling her potions that week. I didn’t poison her. I had no idea she was planning on running away. Is that true?”

      “It’s true,” I replied. “You had ruined her life so badly that she was planning on starting a whole new one and creating a whole new identity.”

      “Well, it’s not my fault she was creating illegal potions and selling them to her friends. I simply found out about it, saw an opportunity to get a new distributor, and convinced her it was in her best interests to help me out.”

      “How did you find out she was selling illegal potions?” Alex asked. “Who was your source?”

      “I’m not telling you that,” Alan replied, looking away. “I have my sources.”

      “The same sources that told you about Professor Oak’s trouble?” I asked, crossing my arms. Alan gave me a sly smile.

      “Hey, I’m not admitting to anything else. I’m helping you find the person who killed Olivia because that’s going to affect me and I want to see them pay, but that’s it. As far as you know, I’ve never even met Professor Oak.”

      “We can lock you up for your involvement with Olivia.”

      “With what proof? I’ll deny anything I’m telling you now in front of anyone else, and you don’t know that I wasn’t there to sell her books. After all, you saw the books yourself when you searched.”

      “Right, and if there was absolutely no contraband in any of these boxes, you would have just let me look and then gone on with your life,” Alex replied. “You’re not going to leave here without getting arrested, and I’m going to make sure you’re going to spend time in Spellcatraz. But I also have the power to speak with the prosecuting attorneys about making a deal with you. And if you cooperate, you might just very well find yourself spending half the time you otherwise would in prison.”

      I could practically see the wheels spinning in Alan’s head as he considered Alex’s words. His eyes darted to the pile of boxes at the back of the room, and I couldn’t hide a smile as I realized Alex had been one hundred percent correct: there was contraband in some of those boxes.

      “Fine,” he finally said. “But I want it on the record that I didn’t kill Olivia.”

      “That’s going to depend on how the evidence turns out,” Alex said. “If you answer all of my questions honestly, and you really didn’t kill Olivia, you’ll be arrested for possession of contraband and for blackmail, and I’ll make sure the prosecuting attorney gives you a significant discount on your jail time. But only if you answer everything.”

      Alan nodded and gulped hard. He looked scared now, and I couldn’t really blame him. After all, he was about to tell us everything he knew and get locked up. If that included telling us about other members of the gang that he knew, it wasn’t a risk-free proposition. Las Brujas was brutal about punishing anyone who tattled.

      “You have to make sure I have protection, too,” Alan said. “And when I get out, I’m going to need a new identity. I can’t come back here.”

      “We can manage that,” Alex said with a nod. “Not a problem. At the IPIU, we’re used to dealing with gangsters; I’m not just a normal small-town Enforcer. I know the risks you’re taking by talking, and I’ll make sure you’re kept safe.”

      Alan nodded, apparently satisfied with Alex’s answer. “Fine. Look, it’s like I told you before: I didn’t kill Olivia. Are you sure the potion was poisoned in the kitchen?”

      “It’s looking like that was the most likely source of exposure,” Alex confirmed.

      “Well, you should look at the other people she lived with then, not me.”

      “Any of them stick out to you as being strange?”

      Alan shrugged. “Wouldn’t have a clue. I never met any of them. I steered clear of them, they steered clear of me. Mutually beneficial relationship.”

      “Alright, then, explain how you managed to find out Olivia was selling potions on the side, and how you got her to start moonlighting for you. Tell me about the whole operation.”

      Alan sighed. “I have a source inside Spellford who gives me this information. No one high up, just an administrator. She’s so low-level that people say all sorts of things in front of her that they wouldn’t normally say in front of others. She keeps track, and I pay her for the information.”

      “How many people do you have in Spellford selling for you?”

      Alan sighed. “I’m not going to give you a list of their names. But there are ten of them.”

      “Is this a Spellford-only sort of thing?” I asked. “Or are there members of Las Brujas doing this elsewhere? In other towns?”

      Alan tilted his head. “The thing is, I don’t know. I only know what’s going on in Spellford. I get my cut, I send money to my contact higher up in the gang. End of story. I don’t know what anyone else is doing. The gang is designed that way. That way we can’t snitch on anyone else if we get caught.”

      “Who do you report to, then?” Alex asked. Alan lifted his head slightly like he was trying to shrug, but with his whole body paralyzed, he wasn’t able to.

      “Don’t know his name. We communicate only online. I call him Spear.”

      “Why do this through the gang?” I asked. “If you were just going to blackmail people, why not just do it by yourself? You’d get to keep all the money that way.”

      Alan laughed, a hollow sound with no humor in it. “Yeah, wouldn’t that be nice? How do you think I got involved with these people in the first place? I was a screw-up when I was young, I got caught doing something stupid, and the Enforcers in my hometown were going to lock me up for good. I was facing five years’ imprisonment. Then my white knight stepped in. I didn’t know who he was, but next thing I knew, I was out of prison and thought all my woes were over. Little did I know what I had gotten myself into. The wizard told me I was part of the gang now and ordered me to go to Spellford and find people to corrupt. That was how I ended up in this world. He gave me the contact information for Spear, and that’s all I know. I swear.”

      I raised my eyebrows in surprise. So Alan had been recruited to work for Las Brujas in the same way he then recruited Olivia, and Professor Oak, and a handful of others. I could tell Alex was incredibly pleased by this revelation. He was standing on his toes, his eyes shimmering. I had a suspicion that he had never actually managed to interrogate a cooperating member of Las Brujas.

      “How do you get in touch with Spear?” Alex asked.

      “I have an email address,” Alan replied simply. “That’s the only way I have to contact him.”

      “I’m going to need that address,” Alex replied.

      “Fine,” Alan said. “I can give it to you. I swear, I have no other way of contacting Spear.”

      To be completely honest, this was not the kind of information I wanted. If the only way Alan had to contact a higher-up member of Las Brujas was an email, not only would it be incredibly difficult to figure out exactly who was behind it, but I was sure Alex was going to do his best to stop me from finding out anything more.

      “Alright,” Alex said. “I think that’s all the information I need. You’re going to come with me, and we’re going to go back to IPIU headquarters, where I can officially have you arrested and processed. But first, I’m going to take some of the contraband that you have in here as proof of what you’ve done.”

      “The box you were going to open when I dumped the textbooks on you,” Alan said. “That one has a bunch of illegal potions that I was supposed to pass on to my distributors here in Spellford.”

      Alex made his way over to the box in question and pulled out a glass jar full of a swirling green potion that reminded me a lot of absinthe. “This should do.”

      “How are we going to get him back to the portal?” I asked, and Alex gave me a hard look.

      “I don’t like the ‘we’ part of that question.”

      “Hey, I helped to bring him in. The least I can do is join you to have him arrested. Come on, you know I’m going to look into it anyway. We may as well do it together so that you can keep me safe or whatever.”

      Alex gave me a hard look, then sighed. “Fine, you’re right. If you’re going to sneak around trying to solve this case and find out who he was in the gang anyway, you may as well do it where I can keep an eye on you and keep you out of trouble.”

      Alex carefully picked up Alan’s wand from the ground, then looked at the wizard. “I’m going to cast a spell on you that will allow you to move but won’t allow you to get closer than two feet to me and also won’t allow you to get further than twenty feet from me. If you do anything to try to escape, our deal is off. Got it?”

      Alan nodded. “Understood.”

      Alex cast the spell, and a moment later Alan could move once more, shaking his hands and legs a little bit to get the blood flowing.

      “Let’s go,” Alex said, and the three of us left the warehouse, with Alex casting a ward on the building so that nobody could come in and take the contraband until more IPIU Enforcers came by to collect the evidence.

      We might not have solved Olivia’s murder yet, but at least we had one of the members of the gang in custody.
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      “Have you ever heard of Pacific Cove Chocolates?” I asked Alan as the three of us walked back toward the nearest portal.

      “Sure,” Alan replied. “I like their truffles. They went out of business not long ago, didn’t they?”

      “They were shut down,” I replied bitterly. “The business itself was doing fine. But the two owners were arrested for fraud and are now in Spellcatraz. But you didn’t know the owners, then?”

      Alan shook his head. “No, I never met them. If you’re asking me about them, though, you think they were involved with the gang?”

      “That’s right. I wanted to know if they might have been on the list of people you were blackmailing.”

      “Nope, sorry,” Alan said, shaking his head. “I know the daughter of the owners is a student at Spellford, but I never had anything to do with them or her.”

      I was a little bit disappointed. If Alan had been blackmailing my parents for some reason, then I would have finally been able to have them released. Still, I had a feeling I was on the right track.

      “How do you know their daughter goes to Spellford?” I asked. He was obviously talking about me.

      “Spear told me,” Alan replied. “He didn’t tell me why, but said there was a chance that I was going to have to get information on her. Told me to keep my ear to the ground in case something came up. It never did.” He shrugged. “Honestly, I got names like that from time to time from Spear, so I never really paid attention unless Spear gave me some solid directions to follow. I know the girl’s name is Numa—Melissa, or Melinda, or something like that—but that’s it.”

      I nodded slowly, processing all of the information Alan had just given me. If Spear had told him about me, then it increased the chances that I was on the right track. I could only assume it meant that Las Brujas had been looking for information on me that they could use to blackmail my parents. That had to be it.

      The three of us reached the portal, and Alex told the shifter we were going to IPIU headquarters. The lioness’s eyes widened, obviously not expecting somebody to go there.

      “Do you have a badge giving you permission?” she asked with a stammer. Apparently not everybody was allowed to go to IPIU headquarters.

      “I do,” Alex said, pulling out his badge and flashing it at the shifter. She took a good, hard look at it—I had a sneaking suspicion she had never really seen one before—and then motioned for us to pass through.

      Alex turned to Alan. “Because you’re not allowed to get within two feet of me, I need to go first. You don’t need to do anything; as soon as I am through the portal, you will be pulled in after me.”

      Alan looked a little bit apprehensive. “Are you sure that’s safe?”

      “This isn’t my first time doing this,” Alex said with a small smile. “Don’t worry.”

      With that, he passed through the portal, and sure enough, about two seconds later, Alan was pulled toward it as if the portal was a black hole absorbing all sorts of energy. I followed after them, stepping into the portal, and a minute later found myself wishing that I had brought an umbrella.

      The weather at IPIU headquarters was rain, rain, and more rain. As soon as I realized it was raining, I looked around to find Alex and Alan both rushing toward a covered area about twenty feet away, and I followed after them. It turned out the portal was in the center of a square courtyard surrounded by an old brick building that reminded me of a medieval castle. Rain pounded on the gray stone overhead as Alex led us confidently toward a set of large wooden doors at the end of the pathway we were hiding under.

      “Investigating Enforcer Desroches,” a dragon shifter whose hair was tied back in a long braid that ran down her back greeted Alex as soon as we walked through the doors. “How is your investigation going?”

      “Great, thanks,” Alex replied. “I have made one arrest and have a witness who can hopefully help me get access to someone higher up in the gang.”

      “Good to hear,” the shifter replied, motioning for Alex to keep going. “Interrogation room one is free if you want to put your prisoner in there.”

      Alan’s face paled as he heard the word “interrogation.” Still, he followed after us—the spell Alex had cast not really giving him any choice—until Alex stopped in front of another door, this one made of metal. As soon as Alex stepped in front of it, the door swung open magically, and he motioned for Alan to go inside.

      “As soon as you step in there, I’ll break the spell between us,” Alex explained. “Can you give me the email address that Spear used?”

      Allen nodded and pulled out his phone. “It’s in here. I’m guessing I won’t have much use for this anymore.”

      Alex nodded and took the phone, and a second later, Alan stepped inside the room.

      “I’ll be back to chat with you again in a little while. I need to speak with the prosecuting Enforcer about the deal we’re going to make with you.”

      The door swung shut behind Alan, and Alex looked at me.

      “How about we go up to my office and have a look at what’s on this?”

      “Good plan,” I nodded. I followed Alex up an old set of circular stone steps to the second floor, where we passed underneath a rounded arch and into a decently sized office that overlooked the courtyard. The décor was plain but organized, and Alex made his way behind the desk and plopped down into his office chair, motioning for me to sit down in one of the plush leather chairs opposite him.

      “So we have his phone,” Alex said, flipping the device over in his hands. “Let’s see if we can’t get Spear’s email address.”

      Alex began tapping away at the phone. “How are you going to try and get him to come out?” I asked. “After all, if even Alan never met him, it’s going to be hard to convince him to meet up.”

      “You’re right,” Alex nodded. “I’m not entirely sure how I’m going to play it just yet. But I want to read the emails between Spear and Alan.”

      A moment later Alex cast a quick spell, and the computer monitor on his desk flickered to life, displaying the same thing that was on the phone screen. “Here. This way you can look too,” Alex said as he scrolled through email after email.

      I quickly read through the entire email chain between Alan and Spear. It was definitely all business. Alan would tell Spear when he had a new person he was blackmailing and would send him numbers telling him what and how much each of them brought in. He referred to them all by last name. Stone was obviously Olivia, and Oak was Professor Oak. Sure enough, there was no Numa on the list. I was sure my parents had been involved with and framed by the gang, but it wasn’t through this particular branch.

      Spear would reply by telling Alan about shipments coming in and what box numbers the contraband was in. Going through Alan’s other emails, he seemed to be running the contraband business alongside his legitimate textbook business, which made multiple deliveries of boxes to his warehouse seem inconspicuous. Las Brujas had really picked a good choice for a distributor.

      “This is a very sophisticated operation,” Alex said when we had gone through all of the emails.

      “It is,” I agreed. “I think if we’re going to smoke out Spear, we’re going to have to be careful about it. We don’t want to spook him.”

      “Indeed,” Alex agreed. “The entire operation seems to be based on secrecy and blackmail. If we can find Spear, I wonder how many other arms he’s got in other paranormal towns. My guess is quite a few. We could possibly make a decent-sized dent in their business just by getting him and everyone under him.”

      I nodded. “Including possibly finding out who framed my parents, and finding enough proof to get them out of Spellcatraz.”

      Alex gave me a long, hard look. “I know you want to find out who did this, but you have to let me take care of this, ok? These are dangerous people. They will not hesitate to try and kill you if they think you’re coming after them. I know you can take care of yourself, but these are not people to be messed with.”

      I nodded. “I know. But I’m also not going to sit idly by and do nothing. I want to be involved in this.”

      “Well, I’m afraid you can’t,” Alex said. “It’s too dangerous. I promise you, I will do what I can to help solve your parents’ incarceration, but I can’t let you be involved in the investigation.”

      My stomach sank. “Fine. But I want you to keep me informed every step of the way. If you find out who Spear is, I want to know.”

      Alex gave me a funny smile. “I didn’t realize I report to you now.”

      “Seeing as without me you wouldn’t even be here right now, I don’t think that’s too much to ask,” I said. “Besides, the only reason you caught The Fox was because of me. You owe me.”

      “And here I thought you were just being a good citizen. I will give you this, Megan: you’re an excellent businesswoman. A very good negotiator. How about this: I’ll keep you informed, so long as you promise that you’re not going to go hunting Spear yourself.”

      “Fine,” I nodded. “You know where to find me.”

      As I left Alex’s office, I wiggled my hips a little bit more than usual, and I was sure his eyes were checking out my rear. Just because I didn’t want a relationship with him didn’t mean I couldn’t have a little bit of fun. Because I definitely didn’t want a relationship with him. Or so I kept telling myself.
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      I made my way back to the IPIU headquarters portal and home to Pacific Cove. I had a lot to think about.

      I told Ashley and Andrea everything that had happened that night over pizza and wine on the couch, with Sherlock doing his best to convince me that pieces of pizza were the only way he would possibly make it through the night without succumbing to starvation.

      “I think you’re probably right,” Ashley said thoughtfully when I’d finished. “It sounds like Mom and Dad were definitely involved with Las Brujas, but we don’t have all the answers yet. How did they end up in jail? It sounds like normally Las Brujas simply let people do their dirty work for them forever.”

      “Right, but it was Mom and Dad,” I said. “Do you really think they were going to do what a gang wanted them to? No, there’s no way.”

      “But that might be the point,” Andrea interrupted. “What if someone at Las Brujas went to Mom and Dad and told them that they had to work for them? Can you really imagine either one of them, especially Dad, accepting that? No, there’s no way. What if they told Las Brujas to pound sand? Then maybe the gang planted the files that made Mom and Dad look guilty in retaliation.”

      “Sure, but what would they have blackmailed Mom and Dad with in the first place?” I asked. “Everyone else so far, they’ve been able to bribe them with something. And what would Mom and Dad even do for the gang?”

      “They could have simply laundered money for them,” Andrea suggested.

      “Or maybe it had something to do with their private portal,” Ashley said. “After all, private portals are pretty rare, since they’re unguarded, and they’re regulated. Maybe Las Brujas wanted a way to move some of their contraband without being detected, and they decided to try and force Mom and Dad to let them use the company portal to do it.”

      I nodded slowly. “That makes a lot of sense, actually.”

      “What if that was the whole point of getting Mom and Dad put in prison?” Andrea asked. “What if it wasn’t just about sending a message that you can’t mess with the gang? They probably figured that with the two company owners in jail, the company would shut down. They didn’t expect Megan to come back from Spellford to run it, but then got lucky when Chief Enforcer Lupo shut it down anyway. Maybe now that the portal is still there, unguarded, they’re using it to move their stuff?”

      “Then that means we’re living just a few feet away from where a bunch of contraband is being moved,” Ashley said, her eyes widening. “I know we hate him, but we have to tell Chief Enforcer Lupo.”

      “No,” I replied firmly. “I don’t trust him. We tell Alex.”

      “Oooh,” Andrea said, wiggling her eyebrows at me while I rolled my eyes in response.

      “Alex is not only more trustworthy than Chief Enforcer Lupo, but he’s also better at his job. He’s going after this gang. I think it’s smarter to let him take them on.”

      “Agreed,” Ashley chimed in. “But I don’t want to tell him when we don’t have any evidence.”

      “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?” Andrea asked with a grin. “Don’t tell me you think we need to start scoping out the factory.”

      “I think that’s the best way to tell if they’re using the portal,” Ashley replied.

      “I think you’re right,” I nodded. “I know we’re not allowed in the factory, but if it’s the middle of the night, no one will know. Besides, I’m pretty sure Chief Enforcer Lupo has given up on trying to catch us going in there, since none of us have done it in months.”

      “Ok,” Andrea said. “We do this in shifts. I’ll take the first one, since the two of you have been busy working all day. I had a pretty easy day comparatively, and a nap this afternoon. I’ll watch the portal until, say, one in the morning?”

      “And I can take over after that,” I said. “My schedule is more flexible than Ashley’s; I can sleep during the day if I need to.”

      “I have some energy potions in the fridge,” Ashley said. “Take some with you. And be careful. I don’t have to tell you what will happen if Las Brujas finds out we’re watching them and have found out their secret method of travel.”

      We finished off the pizza, and Andrea looked outside. “It’s getting dark. I’m going to go now.”

      “Let me go first,” Ashley said. “I want to check for wards. You never know what Chief Enforcer Lupo put up, and I’m the best of the three of us at checking for those.”

      I couldn’t argue with her there; as a magical Fixer, Ashley had to get through wards on a regular basis, and she was definitely an expert in detecting and dismantling them. She put her shoes on and went out toward the factory, which was maybe a couple hundred yards from the front door. My heart wouldn’t stop beating at a hundred beats a minute until she came back five minutes later.

      “It’s clean,” Ashley replied. “The front door was locked, so I cast an unlocking spell and made sure it didn’t trigger anything. I’d recommend locking the door behind you when you get in.”

      Andrea nodded, packing a small vial filled with potion into her pocket. “I’ll text you when I get into position, just so you know I’m safe. Meg, I’ll text you around five to one. If I don’t message you, it means I’m in trouble.”

      “Got it,” I nodded. “If you do see any gang members, try to take pictures of them. Or their names. Anything you overhear.”

      “Please, I’ve been watching spy TV shows and movies since I was a kid; I know what I’m doing.”

      I had to admit, of the three of us, Andrea probably would be the best at a stakeout, although she wasn’t exactly subtle. Ashley and I were like scalpels, whereas Andrea was more like a hammer. A sledgehammer.

      As soon as darkness truly set in, Andrea went and changed into a set of dark clothes, blew us all a kiss, announced that her new code name was “Flaming Eagle,” flipped me the bird when I asked if “Flaming Penguin” wouldn’t be more accurate, and went out into the night to spy on the factory’s portal.

      I had initially planned on trying to have a bit of a nap until it was my turn to take watch about six hours later, but with all the adrenaline coursing through my body—partly from the day’s adventures, partly from nerves knowing that Andrea was out there spying on Las Brujas, partly from the hope that we might finally be getting somewhere—I quickly came to realize I was out of luck on that count.

      Ashley and I sat on the couch watching TV for a while, until finally Ashley said she was going to try and get some sleep. I offered her a little bit of relaxing potion left over from some chocolates I had made for an order, and she took it before heading off into the bedroom.

      “Good luck tonight,” Ashley told me. “Be careful.”

      I nodded and kept watching TV, checking my phone every thirty seconds or so to see if I’d missed a text from Andrea—she had sent one about five minutes after leaving the house telling me she was in place and safe—and then telling myself that it was probably a good sign if she didn’t text. After all, texting might mean she was in trouble.

      Eventually, the clock rolled over to twelve fifty-five, Andrea texted it was fine for me to come, and I got ready to go. I changed into a pair of black sweats and a black sweater, what with it still being fairly cold at night, made sure my phone was charged, and headed out. As I closed the front door behind me, I double-checked to make sure I had my wand in my pocket. After all, tonight was definitely not a night when I wanted to leave without it.

      I made my way the few yards over to the factory and found that my heart was pounding in my chest. When I got there, I paused before opening the door. If some gang members had come in through the portal, they would see me as soon as I entered.

      No, that was dumb. Andrea would have texted me if there was anyone in there, and she said everything was fine. I pushed the door open and went inside. Everything was silent.

      I made my way up to the second floor, thinking it would offer a better vantage point to watch for gang members, and would also allow me to stay hidden.

      “Meg?” I heard a voice hiss. It was Andrea.

      “Yeah, it’s me,” I replied quietly. The voice came from up ahead; it appeared Andrea had had the same idea I did. “How’s it going?” I asked when I made it to the top of the steps, where Andrea was sitting, cross-legged, looking over the factory floor through the railing.

      “Pretty boring, to be honest. Nothing has happened yet.”

      “Well, we also don’t know that they use it every night,” I said. “It could be we’ll have to do this a few nights in a row.”

      “Ugh, I hope not. This sounded exciting in the house, but the reality is far less so. Anyway, I’m going to head back; even with these potions, I feel like I’m about to fall asleep.”

      “Sounds good,” I replied. I had just been hit with another surge of adrenaline, so I figured I was good to go for a while, energy-wise, and I had some energy-boosting potions that Ashley had made, as well. Completely legal ones, of course.

      Andrea got up, wished me luck, and left, while I sat down in the spot she had been watching from and settled in.

      I had expected the adrenaline rush to keep me going for quite a while, but it turned out stakeouts were about ten thousand times more boring than I could have ever imagined. It only took fifteen minutes before my adrenaline rush wore off and I found myself yawning as I stared into the dark, waiting for something—anything—to happen.

      It was going to be a long night.
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      After an hour had passed, I had already taken all of the energy potions that I’d brought. It was just so boring. I sat in the dark, with only my thoughts, and eventually I must have nodded off, because I woke up with a start.

      It wasn’t a decent night’s sleep that woke me from my reverie; it was noise. Noise coming from down below. There were people here!

      Mentally chiding myself for dozing off, I looked towards the sound. Whoever was there was using their wands to generate some light as they carried a couple of giant boxes through the portal. There were two wizards and one witch. The witch had frizzy black hair, a face so pale I thought she might have been a vampire for a second, and the reddest lipstick I had ever seen. One of the wizards was tall and dark, with a receding hairline and slumping shoulders, while the other was of medium build, with deep-set eyes and a hard mouth. I quickly took out the camera and tried to snap a few pictures, but it was so dark in the factory that I had to wait for the wand light to illuminate their faces, which meant I was kind of guessing most of the time.

      “Where are we taking these, anyway?” the witch asked.

      “Just into the back of this factory,” the tall wizard replied. “Someone’s coming by later to move the stuff where it needs to go.”

      “This bag is heavy,” the witch complained. “Why can’t they let us move something light?”

      “Hey, at least we can use a portal now. Remember when we used to have to go through the human world to hide our tracks?”

      “Don’t remind me,” the witch replied. “There was that one time when we went through a bad part of Los Angeles, and I just about got pricked with a needle with some sort of human-world drugs. All just to get to a different portal so we couldn’t be tracked.”

      My eyes widened as the witch mentioned the needle. Something had just clicked in my brain, and I realized all of a sudden that I knew who had killed Olivia Stone.

      But I was still stuck in here with three Las Brujas smugglers.

      I continued to click away as the three of them moved the contraband into the back of the factory and then went back through the portal the way they came. I was definitely awake now. My heart was pounding in my chest as I sat, motionless, on the second floor. What if they came back? Had they moved everything they had planned on? I could try and leave now, but what if they made a second trip and spotted me?

      Instead, I sat motionless for what felt like ages, my heart pounding in my chest. I didn’t know how much time had passed since the gang members had left, but it felt like an eternity, and they hadn’t returned. Eventually, I decided it was probably safe to get out of here and tell my sisters what I’d discovered. The gang members probably weren’t coming back.

      After all, night had passed, and as I made my way to the front door of the factory, I could see the first rays of light coming through. But then, that wasn’t all I could see. There was a shape moving; someone was coming to the factory from the outside.

      I panicked. Whoever it was, it wasn’t my sisters. The figure wasn’t moving like them at all. What if it was another member of the gang? I couldn’t risk being caught here.

      Turning, I looked back up at the stairs, but I knew I wouldn’t manage to run up the stairs and get out of sight before whoever that was reached the door. So I did the only thing I could think of. I ran to the portal and whispered “Spellford” as I jumped into it and was instantly transported out of the factory and into a different town.

      It was a gorgeous morning in California. The sun was out, birds chirped in the trees, and I stepped off the portal, breathing heavily, trying to get the latest surge of adrenaline I’d just gone through to calm down. Who had been at the door to the factory? Why were they there? Another member of the gang?

      The gang members! I texted the pictures—at least, the ones that had turned out ok—to Alex, Ashley, and Andrea. Andrea texted back immediately asking if I was ok.

      I am. Someone came to the factory door, and I had to take the portal to hide. I’m in Spellford. I know who killed Olivia Stone, so I might take care of that while I’m here.

      Andrea replied a minute later. What, really? Who was it?

      I don’t know, but don’t go out there, I replied.

      No, who’s the killer?

      I don’t want to say until I’ve confirmed it. I’m going to go to the house and see Kelly. I’ll talk to you later.

      I slipped my phone into my pocket and walked over to Kelly’s house, since I didn’t have a broom. I knocked at the door, and Kelly answered a minute later. Her eyes were rimmed red; she’d obviously been crying.

      “Hey,” she said softly. “Have you figured out who Olivia’s killer is yet?”

      “I think so,” I said. “Is Tim here?”

      “No, he left for class just a couple minutes ago. He likes to walk; if you head off in the direction of Spellford, you’ll find him.”

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “Did Tim kill Liv?” Kelly asked, her voice tinged with despair.

      “I don’t know yet,” I replied. “I’ll come back and tell you soon.”

      I headed back down to the street and took a left, heading toward Spellford. It was only about a ten-minute walk to campus, so I figured if I hustled a little bit I’d probably be able to catch up to him pretty quickly. I just didn’t know how quickly.

      Around the corner from the house where Olivia had lived, when I reached the forest where Andrea and I had hidden after flying from the roof, I suddenly heard a voice.

      “Hey, Megan.”

      I whirled around and found myself face-to-face with Tim. He had his wand out, a creepy smile on his face.

      “Oh, hi Tim, I was just looking for you,” I said, plastering on a fake smile. “I was hoping we could chat about Olivia’s death. As you know, I’m trying to find the person who killed her.”

      “I know exactly what you’re doing,” Tim replied. “You’ve already dragged an IPIU investigator into this. And they’ve arrested someone; it was all over the news yesterday. But the fact that you’re here now means you don’t think it was him. You’re still snooping around.”

      “How did you know to look for me?”

      “I saw you heading toward the house when I was coming around the corner. So I waited. With the woods here, there’s no one around to see what’s going to happen next.”

      “Which is what?”

      “I’m going to kill you and hide your body so no one ever finds it.”

      I gulped hard. “So I was right. You killed Olivia.”

      “You’re damn right I did.”

      “It was when you said hi to her, wasn’t it? She had the potion in her hand, and it was still sealed, but you hid the poison in a syringe. Since you have type 1 diabetes, you would both know how to use one and have lots of syringes around. No one would be the wiser.”

      Tim grinned at me. “Nice. I didn’t think anyone was going to figure it out.”

      “What I don’t understand is why. Why did you do it? You were Ryan’s best friend. Didn’t you want him to be happy?”

      Tim scowled. “Of course I did. And he’d be happier with me, not with that crazy potion addict. He went to shop for an engagement ring last week. That was when I knew he was going to be with her forever. And once they got engaged, things would change. I knew they’d change. Ryan wouldn’t have time for me anymore, his best friend. I had to stop it from happening.”

      “So you killed Olivia. You poisoned her potion.”

      “That’s right. And I almost got away with it, too. The death had even been labeled an accident. Until you managed to drag that IPIU Enforcer into this.”

      “I didn’t do that,” I said, shaking my head. “He figured it all out on his own.”

      “Yeah, well, regardless, your sniffing around hasn’t exactly been helpful. I can’t risk this coming back onto me. You have to be gotten rid of.”

      He raised his wand and I gulped. There was no way I’d be able to reach mine and cast a spell before he disarmed me, or worse.
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      I had to keep Tim talking. “You’ll never get away with this, you know,” I said. “You could just let me go now. I promise not to tell anybody what happened. I’ll let it go.”

      He let out a cackle in reply. “Yeah, right. Like I believe that. You just don’t want me to kill you. Well, it’s too late for that. You should have thought about that before you started digging into Olivia’s death.”

      “I didn’t know it was you,” I lied, trying to subtly inch my arm toward my pocket where I had my wand stored. “I could keep on pretending. After all, the case is still listed as being an accidental death. And that Enforcer has arrested one of the gang. They’ll probably charge him with the murder after all.”

      “Stop it,” Tim shouted. His hand was shaking now. “You’re going to die. Accept it.”

      He started incanting a spell, and I took my chance. I grabbed my wand and shouted one of my own.

      “Mars, bringer of fire, protect me from this wizard,” I shouted. A blast of flames immediately shot forth from my wand and warped into a shield. A split second later, the thunder that burst forth from Tim’s wand was absorbed into my heat shield and he let out a shout of surprise.

      I rushed over to the left and broke the shield spell, attacking with one of my own. “Mars, god of war, trap this wizard.”

      A tornado of fire erupted from my wand and rushed toward Tim, surrounding him, but a second later it blew backward, fended off by a defensive spell he cast. To my surprise, however, rather than simply dissipating, the fire came back and enveloped me, trapping me with my own spell.

      What on earth kind of spell had he cast?

      The flames were hot, and a quick water spell doused them away but left me vulnerable. I didn’t have time to defend myself when Tim cast another spell, which incinerated my wand, turning it into ashes in my hand. Uh oh.

      I had absolutely no way to use any magic now; I had no choice but to run. I sprinted for the trees as I heard Tim cast a spell behind me. Darting from side to side, I narrowly avoided being hit by bolts of lightning, one of which struck a tree so close to me the hairs on my arms rose from the static of it.

      If he hit me, I was dead.

      I was trapped. Zipping through the trees, I tried to increase the distance between me and Tim, finally hiding behind a large fir with a thick trunk.

      “You can’t hide,” Tim called out in warning. His voice sounded like it was about fifty feet away. “I will get you.”

      My heart pounded in my chest. What on earth could I do? I had no wand, no way to use magic to get out of here. Tim was at a significant advantage. I dared to peek back to see where he was. Tim was, sure enough, about forty feet away now, sneaking through the trees, trying to catch sight of me.

      Suddenly, an acrid smell reached my nostrils, a smell I knew all too well. Smoke. Something was on fire. My eyes darted around until they landed on a small bush, maybe fifteen feet from me. One of the lightning strikes must have hit it, and it was now starting to catch fire.

      “Come on out. You’re only delaying the inevitable. If you make this easy for me, I swear I’ll make it a quick death.”

      “Well, isn’t that nice of you?” a voice replied from further back. It was Andrea. I looked around the tree just in time to see Tim spin around to my sister while she cast a disarming spell. Tim’s wand flew from his hands while I darted to the flaming bush. Being from a fire coven, being around fire always made me more powerful, and I stepped straight into the flames, allowing them to power me. I didn’t have my wand, but my coven’s element was enough. I wouldn’t be able to cast a powerful spell without my wand, but a little bit of magic was better than nothing.

      Andrea and I both cast a spell at Tim, who screamed as flames shot toward him from both sides. He was quickly enveloped, crying out as the fire took over his body. Unfortunately, there was a bit of collateral damage as well; the miniature forest we were standing in was now starting to catch on fire. Andrea quickly cast a water spell that doused the flames, including the ones I’d been standing in. I was now completely soaked, but I followed after Andrea as she then doused Tim, who had by now collapsed onto the ground. He was shaking, his body was burned, and he cowered as Andrea made her way over to him.

      “Please don’t kill me,” he begged, covering up his face.

      “I’m not going to kill you, I’m going to arrest you,” Andrea replied. “Mars, bringer of fire, tie up this wizard.”

      Ropes flew from the tip of Andrea’s wand and wrapped themselves around Tim, who cried out in pain.

      “We’ll make sure you get medical attention, but first Meg has to call Alex and tell him we’ve found the killer,” Andrea said, looking at me. I nodded and made the call. As shocked as he was, Alex told us he’d be there momentarily, and sure enough, less than five minutes later he arrived on a broom, coming to a stop in front of Tim, who was still tied up and struggling.

      “You’re both in trouble, you know that, right?” he asked, and I threw up my hands in protest.

      “Hey, he attacked me,” I said. “I was just going to ask a few questions, and he decided that he was going to kill me anyway.”

      “And I only came here to help save Meg,” Andrea replied. “I wasn’t even involved in this. Although frankly, I kind of wish I was. Getting to set a murderer on fire was the most interesting thing I’ve done, well, ever.”

      “You should arrest her,” Tim shouted at Alex. “I feel like I’ve burned to death.”

      Alex inspected Tim’s wounds. “None of these are worse than second degree—you’re going to be fine. The Healers at the hospital will patch you up easily with a potion, and then we can get you over to Spellcatraz where you belong. Let me call someone to come and take you over there.”

      A couple of minutes later, one of Alex’s coworkers came by, and Tim was levitated magically toward the hospital so as to prevent his burns from having to touch anything else.

      When he was gone, Alex turned to us, his hands on his hips.

      “Alright, so who wants to tell me exactly what happened here, why I shouldn’t arrest both of you for intruding on an investigation, and who the people in the blurry pictures Megan sent me this morning are?”

      Oh boy. I had a sneaking suspicion this was going to be harder than I thought to get out of. I flashed Alex my best smile. “It’s a long story, but on the bright side, those are pictures of some of the gang members you’re investigating, and they don’t even know I was there.”

      “Ok, this is going to take longer than I thought. I’m still on European time, so why don’t the three of us get some coffee, which I feel like I’m going to need after this conversation, and you can tell me everything that’s happened.”
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        * * *

      

      As soon as I finished telling the story, the waitress at the diner brought our food over, and I immediately dug into the giant stack of pancakes even before the fairy had fluttered back off toward the kitchen.

      “So you’re telling me Las Brujas is using the portal in your parents’ factory to transport contraband and store it?” Alex asked, and I nodded.

      “That’s right. We think that’s why they had our parents framed for embezzlement, so they could use the portal after our parents refused them access.”

      “Why did they have to do it when you were keeping watch?” Andrea complained. “Nothing interesting happened when I was there.”

      “That’s the reality of stakeouts,” Alex said. “Sometimes, Enforcer work is a lot more boring than the media makes it out to be.”

      “So what comes next? Have you identified the people in the photo?”

      Alex shook his head. “Not yet. You said they’re storing contraband at the factory?”

      “Yes,” I nodded. “I saw them drop stuff off there this morning.”

      “Then that’s where we’re headed after you finish that stack of pancakes bigger than your head,” he added with a smile. I blushed, but then buried my face back into the giant stack of flapjacks.

      Less than an hour later, we were back in Pacific Cove and heading straight to the factory.

      “I should warn you, the Chief Enforcer here has threatened to throw us in jail if he ever finds us on this property,” I told Alex, who raised an eyebrow at me.

      “Wow, you coming into conflict with a law enforcement official? Color me surprised,” he joked, and Andrea laughed.

      “Oh, shut up, you,” I told her.

      “I’m actually torn between going back home so the two of you can keep flirting in peace, and coming along to see what’s at the factory because I’m actually curious.”

      I rolled my eyes at Andrea. “Yeah, you’re staying.”

      “Don’t worry about your local Chief Enforcer,” Alex said, ignoring the conversation between Andrea and me. “As long as you’re with me, there won’t be any problems.”

      The three of us entered the factory, and I motioned toward the back. “That was where they dropped off the stuff.” We headed back there, but to my surprise, the boxes that the gang members had dropped off early that morning were gone.

      “Weird. They must have come back for them after you left,” Andrea said, and I nodded.

      “They must have. I’m one hundred percent sure they dropped the stuff off here,” I replied.

      “Alright,” Alex said. “That’s enough for now. I want the two of you to stay out of this. I’m going to find out who these people are, and I’m going to have them arrested once I prove they’re smuggling, which shouldn’t be too difficult.”

      “You’re going to come and stake this place out yourself?” I asked, and Alex nodded.

      “That’s right, so the two of you had better not do the same yourselves. Got it?”

      Andrea and I nodded, and Alex’s face softened as he turned to me. “I’m glad you’re ok. You have no idea. But you were almost killed today by a random wizard. The gang is more dangerous than that. I know you want your parents to be saved, and I’m going to do my best to get to the bottom of all of this, but you can’t get involved. You’re only going to put yourself in harm’s way.”

      I nodded. “Got it.”

      “Do you, though?” Alex sighed. “Anyway, if you ever find yourself in trouble, call me. I’d much rather berate you for doing something stupid while you’re still alive.”

      “I will,” I promised as Andrea and I headed off.

      “You have absolutely no intention of staying out of this, do you?” Andrea asked as soon as we were out of earshot.

      “Are you kidding? We’re this close to finding out who framed Mom and Dad.”

      Andrea grinned. “I was hoping you’d say that.”
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